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Gardenstown by Martin Malone and Bryan Angus, and published by Broken Sleep Books, 
moves the location further North. Gardenstown, the place, is a village on the coast in 
North-East Scotland, Martin Malone in his preface to the collection, cites George Mackay 
Brown on the village: ‘being built on four or five levels from the cliff top to the sea edge’, 
resulting in a vertical village and ‘one of the strangest places in Scotland’.  Malone’s short 
preface provides useful terms under which the collection can be read. He notes the ‘daily 
wonders’ of the place but also points to the village’s physical situation (built, as it is, into 
the side of a cliff) and how this enhances the contemporary reality of a ‘fragile ecosystem 
hanging on in the face of a climate catastrophe.’  He writes that ‘Great disasters tend to 
creep up on us in the smaller details of our daily lives …’. From the get-go then, we can 
take Gardenstown to be an eco-poem in the way that every properly attentive poem that 
deals with the natural world is an eco-poem.  Malone tells us that he moved to 
Gardenstown in 2017, and the preface is dated December 2021. So, while written during 
the covid-19 pandemic, Martin Malone makes the nice distinction that ‘Gardenstown is 
not a ‘pandemic poem’ but that nevertheless the sequence’s ‘prolonged act of looking 
was, to a large extent, facilitated by lockdown in the bay.’ 

Before starting into the poem, most reader’s images of Gardenstown will be informed by 
Bryan Angus’s illustrations, linocuts which work in conjunction with Malone’s poetry, and 
which are integral to the collection. Angus’s calm, unpeopled, images of the village 
reflect onto the poetry, each poem draws us back to the image, and by doing their work 
in tandem they keep us reading and reflecting at the right speed – slowly. The poems 
focus most of their attention on the physical place itself, though they do make space for 
the occasional brief description of some of the village’s inhabitants. The linocuts present 
us with entirely unpeopled views but which still give the sense of habitation: we are drawn 
to a lighted window, a lit streetlamp, or are left with the sense that a shadow is about to 
fall across a seemingly empty street. 

Gardenstown begins with ‘Nocture / Aubade’ and proceeds to take us through the village, 
and through the seasons, by means of a lyrical, alliterative language, freighted with simile 
and metaphor: 

Listen closely and you will hear 
the hollow pock of pebbles 
under the draw of backwash, 
as the swell smooths out its folds 
on Gardenstown beach 
and time pauses upon 

the lone comma of a seal snout 
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punctuating the night’s rucked 
canvas.…           (p.15) 
  

While in ‘Autumn’: 

  

Dawn fruits a fat white moon 
hung low above St. John’s 
as the bay blooms its trawlers 
about their business of squid 
and the year’s last flourishings 
of mackerel. Teatime’s a spindrift 
of baltering bairns home from Bracoden, 
while sunset is kestrel-feathered, 
hovering its greys and marigold 
out above the banks of Law Hill.        (p.31) 
  

This needed to be quoted at some length to catch the cumulative effect of a language 
that uses a straightforward vocabulary, but that, on another level, is not an easy read: 
read too quickly and the point (about slowness, about attention) is missed. It is hard to 
get this wrong, as the poem slows us down to its pace; in large part it manages this 
through the density of imagery and numerous sound effects that it employs.  It’s 
inevitable that there are instances when this will be overdone (the ‘baltering bairns’ might 
have stayed well away, or at least not have come from ‘Bracoden’, for instance), but more 
usually this reader was happy to be persuaded to hang around a bit longer over a line or 
image.  Moving from the particular to a more panoramic view Martin Malone displays an 
easy and beguiling lyricism. ‘Summer’ at one point, has the narrator survey the entire 
town from a distance: 

  
From here, we look back 
across the sand to morning, 
where the topple-down score 
of our sad little town ad-libs 
its wistful jazz to the sea …       (p.25) 
  
Bryan Angus’s illustration of the town on the preceding page shows us how these lyrical 
few lines are rooted in precise observation, with the buildings against the cliff arranged 
like a musical score, random notes across a wonky stave. 

Gardenstown is about looking – about giving detailed attention to the visual and sensory 
reality of a place  –  but it is also about attention to time.  As Malone suggested at the 
outset, the collection doesn’t concern itself with the covid pandemic in any thematic 



way, but its focus on precise moments and immediate surroundings, seems 
fundamentally informed by those times. In ‘Summer’ he writes: 

  

The moment is its own country 
slipping past thought, or what 
passes for thought, towards 
this quantum of Summer; 
can no more be touched 
than the sky’s endless blue 
yet is real somehow, somehow 
meets its own need to find 
equivalence in these rocks 
and us and now …                       (p.23) 
  

This collection brims with exact and effective imagery. ‘Autumn’ gives us: ‘October ends 
/ in a swag of blue netting and boats / craned from the harbour to sit out / the squalls of a 
filsket sea …’  Further on, but not much further (you don’t have to go too far 
in Gardenstown to come on a good image) Malone describes the debris along the beach, 
including ‘… hanks of tangle, / and the lone rubber glove put ashore / beside the innards, 
feather-and-bone / of a decommissioned gull.’ Malone and Angus have succeeded not 
just in looking deeply into a place and portraying its tones and nuances, but also in 
producing a collection whose poems and images guide the reader towards paying a 
similar type of deep attention. 

 


