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[Gentle guitar music.] 

[Sheena Blackhall reads ‘The Time Traivellers’ Convention.’] 

1. Introducing Sheena Blackhall: 

Colin Waters: Hello, and welcome to the Scottish Poetry Library Podcast. My 

name is Colin Waters, and I’m terribly sorry to inform you that I will be your 

host for the next thirty minutes of chat and poetry [sarcastically]. Both of 

which, I’m glad to report, are mostly provided by Aberdeen’s Sheena Blackhall. 

She’s a poet, novelist, short story writer, illustrator– [and] hang on there’s 

more! – traditional story teller, and singer who is the author of over 100 poetry 

pamphlets.  

Born in 1947 in Aberdeen, she was the daughter of the manager of Strachan’s 

Deeside Omnibus Service. After a year’s study at Gray’s School of Art, Blackhall 

passed a teaching diploma and worked for a time as a special needs teacher. 

But it’s her work as a poet that we’re going to be concentrating on. Indeed, in 

2009, she was made Aberdeen’s Makar (or poet laureate) and she writes in 

English, Scots and Doric.  

Now, if you’re listening outside of Scotland, Doric is one of [this] country’s 

languages, and heard mostly in the north-east. As a child, [being] a native 

speaker of Doric [meant] she faced the same prejudices and challenges that 

speakers of minority languages around the world have faced. She explains all 

about this in the course of the interview.  

Sheena is very candid about her early ambitions and breakdowns; [she will be 

discussing] her love of Aberdeen, the worst place she’s ever written a poem, 

and why she’s written so many pamphlets.  

[To Sheena Blackhall] What were your earliest memories and experiences of 

poetry? How did poetry introduce itself to your life? 

Sheena Blackhall: My mother went to a small rural school [as] she was a 

farmer’s daughter. When she was small, her father died and she went from the 



very small rural school into town to live with aunts in quite a nice part of the 

city. They had an extensive library, so they would let her read the books. She 

would recite while washing the dishes, ‘Breathes there the man, with soul so 

dead, / Who never to himself hath said, / This is my own, my native land!’ by 

Sir Walter Scott. They also had a little [poem] that they had done, which was a 

parody of something which was very current when she was a child: ‘Slowly an 

sadly we laid him doon / We rubbit his nose in butter. / We pin him in a 

sardine tin / An floatit him doon the gutter.’  

It wasn’t poetry that [my father] did, [like my mother] he was a farmer’s son, 

[more specifically] a haulage contractor and farmer. They were a musical 

family so he sang most of the time. He sang mostly Burns, so I grew up hearing 

a lot of Burns; [there was] a lot of Irish singing as well because apparently it 

was very popular in Scotland, so I heard a lot of Irish song. My grandmother, 

she had lots of little rhymes that, [like my mother and father], she had learned 

as a child. She had little snippets of things like, ‘Charlee Chatts he milkit the 

cats / An Gollachy made the cheese / An wee Willie White Breeks / Fleggit awa 

the bees.’  

Colin Waters: It sounds like there was a lot of poetry [in an] oral [manner] 

rather than [the] written down kind…[trails off.] 

Sheena Blackhall: No, it wasn’t written down. When I went to school, in the 

west end in the city, there was the Burns competition (of course) and my 

mother was very ambitious – she made me learn the entire ‘Tam ‘o Shanter.’ 

Colin Waters: Wow… 

Sheena Blackhall: It took a long time, with many tears! But I got there, and I 

recited the whole thing. [Then], a boy recited ‘Tae a Moose’, which is very 

short, and he won. But, I didn’t want to do poetry— I wanted to do art. 

Colin Waters: [Surprised] Right! So how did you get from art to poetry then? 

Sheena Blackhall: Folk laughed when I went to school because of the Scots 

[accent], you see. I remember a teacher wrote on the board ‘many’ – m-a-n-y – 

and, of course, she said ‘what does it say?’ and I said ‘many’. So I didn’t speak 

too much, and then I went, in fact, when I was five— they put me down to 

have an IQ test at this school. I’d never heard English spoken, except on the 



wireless because we had no television then, so I went duly round and all I’d 

heard was broad Scots in the house.  

So I’m five years old and I see this woman and she lays down a farm set. Now 

every weekend, we went to my uncle’s farms and had a wonderful time with 

the animals and everything, so the lady said [imitating received pronunciation] 

‘show me a horse’ and in my world it was always a sheltie or a cuddie, I’d never 

heard of a ‘howse’ so I think I held up a sheep or something. Then she said ‘a 

cow’ and, well, she didn’t say ‘coo,’ so again, I didn’t understand a word the 

woman was saying. But I did hear her [when] she went into the lobby and she 

said to another woman, ‘not the sort we want here at all, the child’s a moron.’  

Colin Waters: Oh dear. 

Sheena Blackhall: So I said to my mum on the way home, ‘fit’s a moron?’ So 

when it came for the 11-plus I was coached, ‘coached!’ my mother said, ‘I’ll 

nae hae them saying my bairn’s failed.’ Coached and coached until my IQ was 

sky high – greatly inflated – and I got to secondary, there I had an English 

teacher who was the sister, I later discovered, of the poet Donald Gordon. 

Anyway, she gave us the ballads, introduced us to the ballads. The other 

English teacher ... [trails off] I didn’t have an easy time with the English 

department at all because I wanted to do art. The poems we were getting were 

fine, but I’d written an essay which someone else had copied. A little friend, 

you know, my mother she wanted to encourage me to socialise so this little 

friend came home and said, ‘have you done your essay?’ I said ‘yes’ and she 

said ‘can I see it?’, so I said ‘yes’ and proceeded to let her do whatever she was 

doing. And then it was [makes striking noise] with the red pen all through and 

we got forty five minutes of scathing sarcasm about how the lowest person in 

the world is a plagiarist thief. But of course the other girl didn’t say and neither 

did I. But I think the woman, well, she flung the book at me and it was all 

scored out and she said, ‘well, you’re not capable of writing that anyway.’ That 

was Donald Gordon’s sister.  

Then I went up to Miss Carnegie, who was also a poet, she— oh god, she was 

in the Scottish Poetry Library – Agnes Carnegie, she wrote a lovely report, I 

have it by heart – ‘pretentious, precocious and totally absurd use of language.’ 

This actually was a fair comment because I went back into the primary school 



where I’d been and they’re still doing it; they wouldn’t use a small word if they 

could find a bigger one so they’d go through the dictionary and find the biggest 

word they could – and, of course, they wouldn’t know what it meant. So, she 

was fair enough. But I hated the place with a passion, so I went to Gray’s in 

fifth year, [and] failed, which wasn’t delightful. Then I’d only three years left of 

my grant so I had to go to teacher training. There the tutor was Iain S. Munro 

and he was the biographer of Grassic Gibbon. So he obviously wanted 

everybody to write poetry, but I didn’t want to write, I wanted to do art. Bill 

Burns the artist was in the art department, so I wouldn’t take breaks, I would 

just paint. And Iain Munro came to one dinner time session, he came for a 

meeting with Burns and they were looking at this…mess on the canvas and 

they said, Iain Munro said, ‘I wish to God she’d gone straight to poetry,’ to 

which Burns replied, ‘Oh God, so do I.’  

Colin Waters: [Laughing] And you never looked back?  

Sheena Blackhall: Well, I did find it a great release and I did write a great deal 

of poetry.  

[Sheena Blackhall reads ‘Lost’ by Czesław Miłosz translated by her into Scots] 

Sheena Blackhall: In the middle of my time at teaching college, I had a 

breakdown. The doctor, the GP arrived and he said, ‘Ocht I’ll just hae a wee 

word, it’ll be fine.’ Then he said, ‘No, I winnae hae a wee word, I think she 

needs out-patient counselling.’ So I went for out-patient counselling and I 

wasn’t told that it was a psychiatrist, I was just going to see a counsellor. 

Anyway I was quite lucky, because he was a psychotherapist from Yorkshire 

working in Aberdeen who was very interested in poetry; he loved poetry. He 

was also very interested in Eastern spirituality so the pair of us could light the 

house on fire! So I wrote a lot of poetry then, continued to write it. I didn’t 

actually go into print until, I think, Cuthbert Graham, who produced a column 

in the Press & Journal, the local paper; he would take a poem every Saturday 

and put it in and I can’t remember off-hand but I think the first poem I wrote in 

English that was published possibly ‘For the Death of my Father-in-law’ and I 

described the farm and the whatever. Anyway, I got a letter from Davie Ogston 

saying, ‘this is all very fine but why are ye no writing in Scots?’ So I thought oh 

well nae bother I’ll gie him some Scots. So I wrote a really, really broad poem.  



2. Writing in Blackhall’s mother tongues 

Colin Waters:  As you’re saying, you don’t really write in English, you write in 

Scots and Doric. In fact you have several poems about Doric as well, such as ‘I 

am a Doric Stereotype’ and ‘A Puckle of Doric Words I Like.’ For people who 

maybe don’t know, or aren’t familiar with Doric, what’s Doric like as a 

language, what do you get out of writing in Doric rather than writing in 

English? Why do you feel so comfortable with Doric, apart from that you were 

brought up with it? 

Sheena Blackhall: That’s the main reason; it’s my mother tongue. I’ve noticed 

more recently that I’m writing more and more in English I think because I’ve no 

Doric speaker round me.  

Colin Waters: Really? So you’re not getting to practice it so much? 

Sheena Blackhall: Well, it’s not practice so much— I mean being brought up in 

the family home when my grandmother stayed with us, she was born into a 

farming community in Deeside and the Logie coast and I researched Doric for 

the university and they said choose your area and I chose Deeside, thinking, 

and of course it’s totally changed linguistically; long ago and still to this day, 

the Logie coast is two steps behind everybody. So the speech that my 

grandmother, she had a room in the house, was using, was maybe a century 

older than the Scots that even my father and mother would’ve spoken. So I 

was hearing very old Scots, throwback Scots if you like. It was a lot of old words 

that are obsolete now. My mother switched. She had her telephone voice, so 

she could go English or she could go Scots. Granny and Father couldn’t. When I 

brought my first book of poems out Cuthbert Graham said maybe to put some 

kind of glossary, so I said to my father, ‘fit’s trachled in English?’, and he said 

‘well, forfauchan, foonert … and mairriet.’ 

[Both laughing.] 

In the end we ended up buying a dictionary because we couldn’t…  

Colin Waters: You were going in circles. 

Sheena Blackhall: Yes, yes. And he couldn’t differentiate what was English and 

what was whatever. And I found out when I was doing research, I was doing 



research on 117 children aged eleven in Deeside, and it was interesting to ask 

why they chose one language or another; sometimes it went that they just 

liked the person who spoke Scots. Some of them wanted to identify with it. 

Some of them just couldn’t stand it. Interesting. Some of them were just using 

it as a private language in the home; now that’s the first stage of language 

death.  

Colin Waters: When it retreats to the home. 

Sheena Blackhall: When it’s inside the home, that’s the first stage of language 

death. Like Gaelic – just only speaking it inside the home because they’re 

frightened that folk’ll laugh at them.  

Colin Waters: And what would you say the current health, or state of Doric is 

at the moment? 

Sheena Blackhall: It was actually quite interesting. I came in with all these 

preconceived ideas, but when I did the actual research, the odd thing in the 

town (the school was just up the road), I tested them in vocabulary and they 

weren’t that great, but they all said, ‘yes we speak Scots!’ They identified it 

with almost an ethnic thing. Very interesting. Much more interesting than 

what the university wanted me to do which was phonemes. 

Colin Waters: It’s getting very technical now isn’t it!  

[Sheena Blackhall reads ‘A Puckle Doric Words That I Ken.’] 

3. Blackhall’s Aberdeen 

Colin Waters: I would say that Aberdeen is to you what New York is to Woody 

Allen or the Lake District is to Wordsworth. 

[Sheena Blackhall laughs loudly.] 

It seems to inspire you greatly, there’s a lot of Aberdeen poems, poems about 

Aberdeen. You’ve mapped the territory very thoroughly—  

Sheena Blackhall: [Interrupting] Like a cat! 

Colin Waters: Yeah!  

Sheena Blackhall: Sprayed it, yes! 



Colin Waters: From the nicer areas to the less nice areas—what is it about 

Aberdeen that inspires you so? 

Sheena Blackhall: Well, I come from the place you know. I like the change, the 

shift in the language. I quite like the Aberdonian; it’s quite gritty. They can be 

quite… I wouldn’t say dour, [perhaps] reserved. There was a person of 

European origin at the university who would embrace everybody in bear-hugs. 

And I thought, now just wait a minute here. You know. 

[Both laughing.] 

You’ve got to be really quite extreme in the North-East to give an embrace to 

people you don’t know. If you were dying, maybe yes. 

Colin Waters: Maybe. 

Sheena Blackhall: Not going overboard. But that’s how we were. 

Colin Waters: And Aberdeen itself, it’s more the inhabitants than the 

geography or the climate or landscape; that’s what interests you. 

Sheena Blackhall: I haven’t done so many rural poems recently because I 

haven’t been in the rural situation, but the city is a huge kaleidoscope of 

culture now ‘cause I still teach there, and one class I’m in, out of the 18 

children, 15 are Lithuanian or Polish or Russian. So life’s rich pattern… [trails 

off.] 

Colin Waters: …continues, yes. 

Sheena Blackhall: Very much so.  

[Sheena Blackhall reads ‘Love Song to a City.’] 

4. Finding the time, energy and inspiration 

Colin Waters: In the introduction to the new ‘Best and Selected Poems’, Alan 

Spence, who’s written the introduction, says that you’ve written over a 

hundred pamphlets! 

Sheena Blackhall: A hundred and five, now. 



Colin Waters: A hundred and five! [Sheena Blackhall laughs.] Glad to be 

corrected. Where do you find the time, energy and inspiration? That’s an 

incredible tally, that’s a real amount of work.  

Sheena Blackhall: Well, I think a lot of people would say get a life. [Colin 

Waters laughs.] It’s a bit like the horrible expression ‘anorak’ that does train 

numbers. That is how I relate to the world.  

Colin Waters: That’s how you see the world, through poetry?  

Sheena Blackhall: [Yes,] I was left very much to my own devices when I was 

wee. We would stay every summer in Ballater because my father was the 

manager of the local bus company. They would open the door in the morning, 

give me some sandwiches and [say] ‘cheerio’. I would just wander aboot; I was 

all over the place, I was over the hills and downs and rivers. I mean, it could’ve 

ended up that I drowned [or] was eaten by marauding badgers and nobody 

would’ve noticed. You get used to having conversations with yourself, but it is 

very much a way of relating with the world around. 

Colin Waters: You were saying to me earlier on that you’re not precious about 

where you write the poetry; you can write a poem on the bus. You seem to be 

able to write poetry anywhere.  

Sheena Blackhall: More or less, yes. I’m trying to think of the worst place that 

I’ve written: possibly a toilet in India. [Both laugh.] I’ve no sense of smell you 

see.  

Colin Waters: You might not be surprised to know this, Sheena, but you’re the 

only poet I’ve ever interviewed who’s said they’ve written a poem in a toilet in 

India. 

Sheena Blackhall: [laughing] Well, they don’t live. They should get out more. 

Because if you don’t write it down, you forget it. 

Colin Waters: True, very true.  

5. Translating into Scots 

Colin Waters: You’ve also translated into Scots the work of different poets. 

John Clare, Rilke, Miłosz. What makes certain poems work well in Scots?  



Sheena Blackhall: Now I’ve been thumped on this, I’ve got bloody noses on 

this from… I’m not saying the person, I dinnae like them. I always say that it’s 

from an English translation of these people. Otherwise, who’s going to read, I 

don’t know, Jack May’s ‘Northern History’? But what interests me is how 

people think. If they’ve got a really unusual idea, I always think, ‘oh, I would 

love to hear that in Scots’ or ‘I would love to write that in Scots, to share it with 

other people.’ So that’s what I did. Why not? 

Colin Waters: Why not indeed. Was the criticism of it that you really should be 

doing it from the original German? 

Sheena Blackhall: Oh yes, of course.  

Colin Waters: Right, so the academy felt offended there, did it? 

Sheena Blackhall: Well, the literati. 

Colin Waters: Ah, don’t want to do that, do we… 

Sheena Blackhall: No, you mustn’t. 

6. Considering Spirituality  

Colin Waters: Am I right in thinking that you’ve got a Buddhist dimension to 

your work? Is that something that interests you, spiritually?  

Sheena Blackhall: Yes. When I had the first breakdown (that was just two years 

after I came out of Gray’s), I’d made a head of Buddha in the garden. So when 

the GP came in, he says, ‘has she been doing anything unusual?’ My mother 

says, [roughly] ‘well there’s a Buddha out in the garden,’ and he went, ‘Oh!’ 

Cornhill, right away.  

Colin Waters: [Incredulous] Really?! Cornhill, for people who are listening, is a 

psychiatric— 

Sheena Blackhall: …establishment. As an out-patient. There’s always been a 

visual dimension to the poetry because of the art side. You can tell poets who… 

in fact I tried to do, but I didn’t have the academic nous to carry it out. I sent 

out questionnaires to poets asking how they thought; did they think in moving 

pictures, still images, black and white? George Bruce said he only thought in 

stills, you know, like putting on a slide. Most poets wrote back and said they 



thought like a moving film. One or two folk said they only heard words – no 

pictures at all. Some people thought in black and white pictures. One man—

god help him— said he thought in pure geometric shapes, but he was a 

mathematician. So the visual side has always greatly interested me in writing 

poetry. You can tell if a poet maybe doesn’t think in pictures because their 

work is very cerebral and dry and there’s not much imagery going on.  

I had a second breakdown when—oh god, I must’ve been about 40, I suppose, 

and leading into that it was very crazy— I was hardly sleeping. I was painting, I 

was writing and then I was up half the night. It was very visual, it was 

surrealist. So I managed to discover where this Yorkshire psychotherapist was 

and he was down in Sheffield at the centre for psychotherapeutic research, so 

we linked up by post. I think he got a bit of a shock, there was a 20 year lapse, 

you know. And he would send up pictures and I would respond with poetry 

and we had a sort of trade-off that he could use my poetry with his students. I 

found it very useful. It’s very therapeutic, poetry. 

Colin Waters: I was thinking that the poems you write and your interest in 

Buddhism, it’s almost maybe like meditation; using that as a way to get out of 

yourself and see things in a different way.  

Sheena Blackhall: Yes, oh yes. Coming from a very strict, Kirk of Scotland 

upbringing, my grandfather—whom I never met thank god—was a presenter in 

the local church. 

Colin Waters: What was a presenter? 

Sheena Blackhall: Well, if you didn’t have an organ, the presenter would strike 

a tuning fork and lead you in the hymns. So he was a local farmer who was the 

presenter. And my mother was very religious. Church every Sunday. My father 

wasn’t. He had a great belief in the mountains, in the hills. I mean, we had one 

of those ministers who used to terrify folk. He’d rattle around in his little box 

and I used to think ‘God help us if he gets out!’ It was all about hellfire. 

Everyone’s going to die frying. Hell, if you were a Catholic or any other religion 

but the Kirk of Scotland. So we were on our own little cloud up there. I used to 

think, ‘the man’s insane. What happens to everybody else in the world?’ But I 

had nightmares about that man. It was like a merry-go-round you couldn’t get 



off. In fact I wrote a story about it. I thought, well, a sensible religion that suits 

me is Buddhism. And it suited me very well. 

7. Finding the Funny Side 

Colin Waters: There’s a lot of humour as well in your poetry, Sheena. ‘In a 

Handbag, Darkly’ are things I would not put on my CV. [Sheena Blackhall 

laughs.] You’ve got to have a laugh, don’t you? 

Sheena Blackhall: You must, you must. Yes, because there’s two sides to it; 

there’s the light and shade. The last pamphlet that I just handed in to the 

library is very driech, but then it was about the battlefields at Flanders, so I was 

across there and there’s not really a great deal to laugh about across there. 

Usually, yes, you can see the funny side. 

Colin Waters: And what was it like visiting the killing fields of Flanders? A 

sombre experience it sounds like. 

Sheena Blackhall: The oddest thing is the juxtaposition of the Flanders 

museum; you know it’s beautiful, though that’s a strange word to use – 

beautiful. There’s a very good German installation by a German artist, an 

installation using First World War artefacts which is quite powerful—the whole 

thing’s powerful. Then you come from that into the square at Ypres where 

there is something like Codona’s [an amusement park in the Aberdeen area]! 

There’s a carousel, there’s a funfair and everybody’s got shooting guns and 

everything, stuffing themselves with frites. [Both laughing.] It’s an odd 

positioning! 

Colin Waters: And that wraps up another SPL podcast. It falls to me to thank 

Sheena for coming into the SPL to record her interview. Actually, as I recall that 

day, there was building work going on across the road from the library and it 

was so noisy [that] we ended up having to take a taxi to my flat to record the 

podcast, and thank you to Sheena for all of that. Thanks also to Will Campbell 

who wrote and [performed] the music you heard at the start and close of the 

podcast, and thanks to you, of course, for listening.  

If you want to learn more about the Scottish Poetry Library, you can go to 

www.SPL.org.uk, [which] takes you to the homepage of our website. You can 

also visit our social media channels—would you believe we tweet— 

http://www.spl.org.uk/


@byleaveswelive, that’s our twitter handle. And we also have a Facebook 

page— of course we do, everybody has a Facebook page these days. And we’ll 

have another podcast in about a fortnight, but before I sign off, why don’t we 

have one last poem by Sheena: 

[Sheena Blackhall reads ‘Rules on Visiting Aberdeen.’] 

[Gentle guitar music.] 

END 


