Shetland Museum and Archives
- Writing The North The Pirate by Sir Walter Scott
Shetland Museum and Archives are searching for a group of
young people who could form a small film company to make a
short film about the life of Sir Walter Scott, the famous author,
and his dramatic novel The Pirate, set in Shetland and Orkney.

The purpose of the film is to highlight Sir Walter Scott’s work and
give pupils the chance to be thrilled by his tale of storm and
shipwreck, and of supernatural powers.

Activity 1
Working in pairs or groups of 4, complete the following activities.
These activities are designed to get you thinking about events
described in the novel The Pirate.
1. In pairs, talk about what you know about tales of shipwrecks on
Shetland’s shores. Make a note of your ideas.
………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
2. In pairs, talk about what you know about Witches or ‘Wise
Women’. Make a note of your ideas.
………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………..
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………..
3. What superstitions do you believe in? Make notes of your
ideas.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………..
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………..
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………..
4. Nominate a spokesperson for your group. Share your answers
with the rest of the class.

You may want to take a note of ideas from others in the class
in the space below:
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………..
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

Activity 2
You need to get to know Sir Walter Scott and find out about his
interest in Shetland. Complete tasks 1-3

Task 1:
Find out some of the facts about his life. (See biographical details
below). Use the mind map below to detail all the information you find
– this could help you share all the things you discover.

Sir Walter
Scott

Walter Scott Biographical Details
Walter Scott is one of Scotland’s most famous writers. He was born on 15th
August 1771 in Edinburgh. At the age of two he contracted polio which was to
leave him lame in one leg for the rest of his life. He spent much of his childhood
attempting to recover from the disease. At the age of eight he began attending
the High School of Edinburgh and at 12 started at Edinburgh University. He
trained as a lawyer and worked in Edinburgh. He married Charlotte Carpentier
in 1797 and they went on to have four children.
His writing career began when he was in his late twenties and he published many
books of poetry, later he wrote fictional short stories and novels. He became a
rich and influential man and built an impressive house in the Borders.

Abbotsford House, which is now
open to the public.
He helped arrange a visit of King George IV to Edinburgh and was involved in
rediscovering Scotland’s Crown Jewels at Edinburgh Castle.
But in 1826 Scott lost his money when the publishing company he invested in
fails. His wife died the same year. In order to make money again he began
writing excessively. The work soon took a toll on his health and he became ill. He
died in 1832 and is buried at Dryburgh Abbey.
Walter Scott came to Shetland and Orkney in 1814. When Scott came to the
northern isles, he was a well-known poet and had just published Waverley, one
of his most famous novels. By the time he wrote The Pirate (1822), he was
the most famous author in the world. His short visit to the islands’ gave him
the material for that book. He visited ancient monuments such as Clickimin
Broch and the Stones of Stennis, and saw the Papa-Stour sword dance
performed at Scalloway. He also fell off a Shetland pony when travelling from
Scalloway to Lerwick. His visit to Sumburgh Head inspired one of the most
memorable scenes in The Pirate.

Task 2:
Find out about Sir Walter Scott’s visit to Shetland in 1814 (using
extracts from his diary below). Make notes of your findings and
feed back to whole group. You may want to include:
 Visit to Mousa Broch
 Descriptions of the sea and cliffs around Sumburgh and Fitful
Head
 Superstitions of Zetlanders’

I found out:

Extracts from Northern Lights or a voyage in the Lighthouse Yacht
to Nova Zembla and the Lord knows where in the summer of 1814 by
Sir Walter Scott, (Scott’s Diary of his visit to Shetland).
Saturday August 6th
I have gleaned something of the peculiar superstitions of the
Zetlanders, which are numerous and potent. Witches, fairies etc are
as numerous as ever they were in Teviotdale. The latter are called
Trows, probably from the Norwegian Dwarg (or dwarf) the D being
readily converted into T. The dwarfs are the prime agents in the
machinery of Norwegian superstition. The trows do not differ from
the fairies of the Lowland, or Sighean of the Highlanders. They
steal children, dwell within the interior of green hills, and often
carry mortals into their recesses. Some, yet alive, pretend to have
been carried off in this way and obtain credit for the marvels they
tell of the subterranean habitations of the trows.
A worse and most horrid, opinion prevails – or did prevail – among the
fishers; namely that he who saves a drowning man will receive at his
hands some deep wrong or injury! Several instances were quoted
today in company, in which the utmost violence had been found
necessary to compel the fishers to violate this inhuman prejudice. It
is conjectured to have arisen as an apology for rendering no
assistance to the mariners as they escaped a shipwrecked vessel,
for these isles are infamous for plundering wrecks.
A story is told of the crew of a stranded vessel who were warping
themselves ashore by means of a hawser which they had fixed to
the land. The islanders (of Unst, as I believe) watched their motions
in silence, till an old man reminded them that if they suffered these
sailors to come ashore, they would consume all their winter stock of
provisions. A Zetlander cut the hawser and the poor wretches,
twenty in number were all swept away. This is a tale of former times
– the cruelty now would not be active; but I fear that even yet the
drowning mariner would in some places receive no assistance in his
exertions and certainly would, in most, be plundered to the skin on

landing. The gentlemen to their utmost to prevent this infamous
practice. It may seem strange that the natives should be so little
affected by a distress to which they are themselves so constantly
exposed, but habitual exposure to danger hardens the heart against
its consequences, whether to ourselves or others.
Tuesday 9th August 1814
Waked at seven and find the vessel has left Lerwick harbour and is
on the point of entering the sound which divides the small island of
Mousa (or Queen’s Island) from Coningsburgh – a very wild part of
the main island so called.
Went ashore to see the very ancient castle of Mousa, which stands
close on the sea-shore. It is a Pictish fortress, the most entire
probably in the world. In form it resembles a dice-box, which it
begins to rise perpendicularly – or rather, with a tendency to expand
outwards. The building is round and has been surrounded with an
outer wall, of which hardly the slightest vestiges no remain. It is
composed of a layer of stones, without cement; they are not of a
large size, but rather small and thin. To give a vulgar comparison, it
resembles an old ruinous pigeon-house.
The door or entrance faces the sea and the interior is partly filled
with rubbish. When you enter you see, in the inner wall, a succession
of small openings like windows, directly one above another, with
broad flat stones serving for lintels; these are about nine inches
thick. The whole resembles a ladder. There were four of these
perpendicular rows of windows or apertures, the situation of which
corresponds with the cardinal points of the compass.
You enter the galleries contained in the thickness of the all by two
of these apertures, which have been broken down. These interior
spaces are of two descriptions: one consists of a winding ascent, not
quite an inclined plane, yet not by any means a regular stair; but the
edges of the stones, being suffered to project irregularly, serve for
ruse steps – or w kind of assistance. Through this narrow staircase,
which winds round the building, you creep up to the top of the

castle, which is party ruinous. But besides the staircase, there
branch off at irregular intervals horizontal galleries, which go round
the whole building and receive air from the holes I formerly
mentioned.
The lowers galleries are full man height but narrow. They diminish
both in height and width as they ascend and a the thickness of the
wall in which they are enclosed diminishes. The uppermost gallery is
so narrow and low, that it was with great difficulty I crept through
it. The walls are built very irregularly, the sweep of the cone being
different on different sides.
Sumburgh and Fitful
We get on board and in time, for the wind freshens and becomes
contrary. We beat down to Sumburgh-head, through rough weather.
This is the extreme south-eastern point of Zetland; and as the
Atlantic and German Oceans unite at this point, a frightful tide runs
here, called Sumburgh-rost. The breeze, contending with the tide
flings the breakers in great style upon the high broken cliffs of
Sumburgh-head. They are all one white foam, ascending to a great
height.
We wished to double this point and lie in a bay between that and the
northern or north-western cape, called Fitful Head, and which seems
higher than Sumburgh itself – and tacked repeatedly with this view;
but a confounded islet, called The Horse, always baffled us, and
after three heats, fairly distanced us. So we run into a roadstead
called Quendal bay, on the south-eastern side and there anchor for
the night. We go ashore with various purposes – Stevenson to see
the site of a proposed lighthouse on this tremendous cape;
Majoribanks to shoot rabbits; and Duff and I to look about us.
I ascended the head by myself, which is lofty and commands a wild
sea-view. Zetland stretches away, with all its projecting capes and
inlets, to the north-eastward. Many of those inlets approach each
other very nearly; indeed, the two opposite bays at Sumburgh-head
seem on the point of joining and rendering that cape an island. The

two creeks from those eastern and western sands are only divided
by a low isthmus of blowing sand and similar to that which wastes
part of the east coast of Scotland. It has here blown like the
deserts of Arabia and destroyed some houses, formerly the
occasional residences of the Earls of Orkney. The steep and rocky
side of the cape which faces west, does not seem much more
durable. These lofty cliffs are all of sand-flag, a very loose and
perishable kind of rock which slides down in immense masses, like
avalanche, after every storm. The rest lies so loose that, on the very
brow of the loftiest crag, I had no difficulty in sending down a
fragment as large as myself; he thundered down in tremendous style,
but splitting upon a projecting cliff, descended into the ocean like a
shower of shrapnel shot.
The sea beneath rages incessantly among a thousand of the
fragments which have fallen from the peaks and which assume an
hundred strange shapes. It would have been a fine situation to
compose an ode to the Genius of Sumburgh- head , or an Elegy upon a
Cormorant – or to have written and spoken madness of any kind in
prose or poetry. But I gave vent to my excited feelings in a more
simple way; and sitting gently down on the steep green slope which
led to the beach, I e’en slid down a few hundred feet, and found the
exercise quite an adequate vent to my enthusiasm. I recommend this
exercise (time and place suiting) to all my brother scribblers and I
have no doubt it will save much effusion of Christian ink.
The slopes are covered with beautiful short herbage. At the foot of
the ascent and towards the isthmus is the old house of Sumburgh, in
appearance a most dreary mansion. I found, on my arrival at the
beach, that the hospitality of the inhabitants had entrapped my
companions – I walked back to meet them, but escaped the gin and
water!

Task 3:
When feedback has taken place, you should already have some
interesting information. Each person should then write a paragraph
or two about Sir Walter Scott and his interest in Shetland.

Activity 3
NOW you need to discover some of the wonderful storytelling skills
of Sir Walter Scott. Your study will focus on the novel ‘The Pirate’,
first published in 1822.
Homework task: Read the 3 extracts from The Pirate (Text 1-3)

Section A: SHIPWRECKS and SUPERSTITIONS:
Text 1
Step 1:
Using text 1, complete the following tasks with your group at school
Read the text two or three times, and then highlight the words or
phrases that Sir Walter Scott has used to make the events
particularly dramatic.
Step 2:
Sir Walter Scott used some very long sentences. Read one or two of
these over again and try to decide what effect they have on his
storytelling.
Step 3:
Rehearse a dramatic reading of the text – perhaps using several
voices – and present it to the whole group.

Section B: NORNA’S DWELLING: Text 2
Using text 2, complete the following:

Step 1:
Read the text carefully, more than once. Using the text, create a
picture of what is described, labelling it with words or phrases.

Step 2:
Present your groups picture of Norna’s dwelling to the rest of the
class. Emphasise the descriptions you found particularly dramatic
and explain why you chose them.

Section C: The Strange Inhabitants: text 3
The Dwarf
Step 1:
In pairs, read the text about the Dwarf.
 Highlight words and phrases that describe him.
 Discuss which of the descriptions you think creates the most
powerful image in your mind and try to explain how it makes you
feel.
 Feed back to whole group.
Step 2:
Note down any words or phrases you don’t understand. Take turns to
write these on the board. Whole group can offer ideas to explain
meanings.
Step 3:
In the roles of the two sisters, Brenda and Minna, tell the story of
your first encounter with the Dwarf, using some of the descriptions
from the text, but trying to out-do each other in describing how
ugly he was.
Norna
Step 1:
In pairs, read the two Norna verses.

 Try reading them to each other in different kinds of dramatic
voices.
 Talk about what you imagine Norna to be like.

Step 2:
Write a further two verses, taking care to use the same patterns of
rhyme and rhythm. Present them – in your most effective dramatic
voices – to the whole group

Text 1: The Pirate - Shipwreck and Superstition
At the period when Mertoun and his son looked from the verge of the precipice,
the wide sea still heaved and swelled with the agitation of yesterday’s storm,
which had been far too violent in its effects on the ocean to subside speedily.
The tide therefore poured on the headland with a fury deafening to the ear,
and dizzying to the eye, threatening instant destruction to whatever might be
at the time involved in its current. The sight of Nature, in her magnificence, or
in her beauty, or in her terror, has at all times an overpowering interest, which
even habit cannot greatly weaken; and both father and son sat themselves down
on the cliff to look out upon that unbounded war of waters, which rolled in its
wrath to the foot of the precipice.
At once Mordaunt, whose eyes were sharper, and probably his attention more
alert than that of his father, started up, and exclaimed, “God in heaven! There
is a vessel in the Roost.”
Mertoun looked to the north-westward, and an object was visible amid the
rolling tide. “She shows no sail,” he observed; and immediately added, after
looking at the object through his spy-glass, “She is dismasted, and lies a sheer
hulk upon the water.”
“And is drifting on the Sumburgh Head,” exclaimed Mordaunt, struck with
horror, “without the slightest means of weathering the cape!”
“She makes no effort,” answered his father; “she is probably deserted by her
crew.”
“And in such a day as yesterday,” replied Mordaunt, “when no open boat could
live were she manned with the best men ever handled an oar – all must have
perished.”

Now, however, they could more distinctly observe the appearance of the ship,
for the huge swelling waves which bore her forward to the shore, heaved her
alternately high upon the surface, and then plunged her into the trough or
furrow of the sea.
Onward, she came, the large black hull seeming larger at every fathom’s length.
She came nearer, until she bestrode the summit of one tremendous billow, which

rolled on with her unbroken, till the wave and its burden were precipitated
against the rock, and then the triumph of the elements over the work of human
hands was at once completed. One wave, we have said, made the wrecked vessel
completely manifest in her whole bulk, as it raised her and bore her onward
against the face of the precipice. But when that wave receded from the foot of
the rock, the ship had ceased to exist; and the retiring billow only bore back a
quantity of beams, planks, casks, and similar objects, which swept out to the
offing, to be brought in again by the next wave, and again precipitated upon the
face of the rock.
It was at this moment that Mordaunt conceived he saw a man floating on a plank
or water-cask, which, drifting away from the main current, seemed about to go
ashore upon a small spot of sand, where the water was shallow, and the waves
broke more smoothly. To see the danger, and to exclaim, “He lives, and may yet
be saved!” was the first impulse of the fearless Mordaunt.
. . . . . His eager eye discovered the object . . . . proved to be in truth a man, and
in a most precarious state. His arms were still wrapt with a close and convulsive
grasp round the plank to which he had clung in the moment of the shock, but
sense and the power of motion were fled; and, from the situation in which the
plank lay, partly grounded upon the beach, partly floating in the sea, there was
every chance that it might be again washed off shore, in which case death was
inevitable.
He rushed into the surf, and fastened on the body, with the same tenacity,
though under a different impulse, with that wherewith the hound seizes its
prey. The strength of the retiring wave proved even stronger than he had
expected, and it was not without a struggle for his own life, as well as for that
of the stranger, that Mordaunt resisted being swept off with the receding
billow. . . .
At this moment he beheld a man advancing slowly and cautiously along the beach.
...
As he came nearer, Mordaunt was at no loss to recognise the pedlar whom the
day before he had met with at Harfra, and who was known to him before upon
many occasions. He shouted as loud as he could, “Bryce, hollo! Bryce, come
hither.” But the merchant, intent upon picking up some of the spoils of the
wreck, and upon dragging them out of reach of the tide, paid for some time
little attention to his shouts.

When he did at length approach Mordaunt, it was not to lend him aid, but to
remonstrate with him on his rashness in undertaking the charitable office. “Are
you mad?” said he; “You that have lived sae lang in Zetland, to risk the saving of
a drowning man? Wot ye not, if you bring him to life again, he will be sure to do
you some capital injury? – Come, Master Mordaunt, bear a hand to what’s mair to
the purpose. Help me to get ane or twa of these kists ashore before anybody
else comes, and we shall share, like good Christians, what God sends us, and be
thankful.”

Text 2: The Pirate – Norna’s Dwelling
The dwelling of Norna . . . . was not unaptly compared to the eyrie of the osprey,
or sea-eagle. It was very small, and had been fabricated out of one of those
dens which are called Burghs and Pict-houses in Zetland – the connecting link
betwixt a fox’s hole in a cairn of loose stones, and an attempt to construct a
human habitation out of the same materials, without the use of lime or cement –
without any timber, so far as can be seen from their remains.
The Burgh of which we at present speak had been altered and repaired at a
later period, probably by some petty despot, or sea-rover, who, tempted by the
security of the situation, which occupied the whole of a projecting point of
rock, and was divided from the mainland by a rent or chasm of some depth, had
built some additions to it in the rudest style of Gothic defensive architecture;
had plaistered the inside with lime and clay, and broke out windows for the
admission of light and air; and finally, by roofing it over, and dividing it into
stories, by means of wreck-wood, had converted the whole into a tower,
resembling a pyramidical dovecot, formed of a double wall, still containing within
its thickness that set of circular galleries . . . . which is proper to all the forts
of this primitive construction.

“Our kinswoman,” Minna muttered, “has chosen her dwelling well, with no more
of earth than a sea-fowl might rest upon, and all around sightless tempests and
raging waves. Despair and magical power could not have a fitter residence.”
Brenda, on the other hand, shuddered when she looked on the dwelling to which
they were advancing, by a difficult, dangerous, and precarious path, which
sometimes, to her great terror, approached the very verge of the precipice; so
that, Zetlander as she was, and confident as she had reason to be in the
steadiness and sagacity of the sure-footed poney, she could scarce suppress an
inclination to giddiness, especially at one point, when . . . . . turning a sharp angle
of the rock, her feet, as they projected from the side of the poney, hung for an
instant sheer over the ledge of the precipice, so that there was nothing save
empty space betwixt the sole of her shoe and the white foam of the vexed
ocean, which dashed, howled, and foamed, five hundred feet below.

They now attained a more level and open space of ground, being the flat top of
an isthmus of projecting rock, narrowing again towards a point, where it was

terminated by the chasm which separated the small peak, or stack, occupied by
Norna’s habitation, from the main ridge of cliff and precipice. This natural
fosse, which seemed to have been the work of some convulsion of nature, was
deep, dark and irregular, narrower towards the bottom, which could not be
distinctly seen.
They approached the gate, which seemed formerly to have connected with the
land by a rude draw-bridge, some of the apparatus of which was still visible. But
the rest had been long demolished, and was replaced by a stationary footbridge, formed of barrel-staves covered with turf, very narrow and ledgeless,
and supported by a sort of arch, constructed out of the jaw-bones of the whale.
Along this “brigg of dread”, the Udaller stepped with his usual portly majesty of
stride, which threatened its demolition and his own at the same time; his
daughters trode more lightly and more safely after him, and the party stood
before the low and rugged portal of Norna’s habitation.

Text 2: The Pirate – Strange Inhabitants
As he spoke the door opened, and displayed, to the alarm of Brenda, and the
surprise of Minna herself, a square-made dwarf, about four feet five inches
high, with a head of most portentous size, and features correspondent – namely,
a huge mouth, a tremendous nose, with large black nostrils, which seemed to
have slit upwards, blabber-lips of an unconscionable size, and huge wall-eyes,
with which he leered, sneered, grinned, and goggled on the Udaller as an old
acquaintance, without uttering however a single word. The young women could
hardly persuade themselves that they did not see before their eyes the very
demon Trolld, who made such a distinguished figure in Norna’s legend. , , , ,
“Daughters,” continued the Udaller, “this is Nick Strumpfer, maidens, whom his
mistress calls Pacolet, being a light-limbed dwarf, as you see, like he that wont
to fly about, like a Scourie, on his wooden hobby-horse, in the old story-book of
Valentine and Orson, that you, Minna, used to read whilst you were a child. I can
assure you he can keep his mistress’s counsel, and never told one of her secrets
in his life – ha, ha, ha!”
The ugly dwarf grinned ten times wider than before, and shewed the meaning of
the Udaller’s jest, by opening his immense jaws, and throwing back his head, so
as to discover, that, in the immense cavity of his mouth, there only remained
the small shrivelled remnant of a tongue, capable perhaps of assisting him in
swallowing his food, but unequal to the formation of articulate sounds. Whether
this organ had been curtailed by cruelty, or injured by disease, it was impossible
to guess; but that the unfortunate being had not been originally dumb, was
evident from his retaining the sense of hearing. Having made this horrible
exhibition, he repaid the Udaller’s mirth with a loud, horrid, and discordant
laugh, which had something in it the more hideous that his mirth seemed to be
excited by his own misery. The sisters looked on each other in silence and fear,
and even the Udaller seemed disconcerted.

Norna Verses
Thrice from the cavern’s darksome womb
Her groaning voice arose;
And come, my daughter, fearless come,
And fearless tell thy woes.

The witch then raised her wither’d arm,
And waved her wand on high,
And, while she spoke the mutter’d charm,
Dark lightning fill’d her eye.

Application Form

Application for the rights and funding to make and produce a short
film on the following subject:
……………………The Pirate by Sir Walter Scott………………………………

Name of Film Company:
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

Address: …………………………………………………………………………………………….
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

Reasons why this film company should be chosen:
- …………………………………………………………………………………………………….
- …………………………………………………………………………………………………….
- …………………………………………………………………………………………………….

What skills could your company bring to this important project?
(See attached sheet for ideas)
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
Give one key reason why your film company would produce the best
results:
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..
Signed: (all group members)

Date:

Shetland Museum and Archives
- Writing The North –

CONGRATULATIONS!
Your film company has won the rights and funding to make a short film about
the life of Sir Walter Scott, the famous author, and his dramatic novel ‘The
Pirate’, set in Shetland and Orkney.
The purpose of the film is to highlight Sir Walter Scott’s work and give pupils
the chance to be thrilled by his tale of storm and shipwreck, and of
supernatural powers.
Your film must aim to bring to life the writer and his tales of dramatic events in
gothic settings.
Your film MUST include:
-

Biographical information about Sir Walter Scott

-

Background material about his trip to Shetland

-

Some extracts from the book ‘The Pirate’ to show how intriguing and
dramatic his writing could be

-

Soundtrack or soundscape to reflect the mood of the landscape or to
enhance the atmosphere of the tales

On the next page you will find some suggestions of features your film MIGHT
include – but your group will probably have some very creative ideas of your own.

Your film MIGHT include some of the following:


Location shots of wild coastline, brochs, ancient dwellings



A TV news report of the shipwreck – with eye-witness accounts



A recently discovered newspaper report of the shipwreck – making use of
dramatic headlines



A six-frame cartoon of the shipwreck, including captions



An undiscovered letter from a survivor to his family, telling of the wreck
and the refusal of local people to assist in his rescue



An oral re-telling of the superstition that kept the Zealanders’ from
rescuing the victims of shipwreck



A soundscape for the shipwreck – using instruments, voices – perhaps
with narrative overlay



A dance depicting the power of the sea, with appropriate music



Pictures of the location of Norna’s dwelling – perhaps with ‘Self-Build’
instructions



A ‘Through the Keyhole’ feature on Norna’s dwelling – “Who would live in a
house like this?”



Some poems sparked by the landscape or the people



An interview with Sir Walter Scott (making a brief, miraculous return to
this world) to help him reveal what inspired his story and its location



A song or two about the desolate lives of Norna and the Dwarf

NOW YOU HAVE A LOT OF KNOWLEDGE AND IDEAS ABOUT
SIR WALTER SCOTT AND HIS WRITING – IT’S TIME TO GET
DOWN TO SOME FILMING.

REMEMBER YOUR TASK: To bring Sir Walter Scott’s work to the
notice of a much wider audience, particularly young people who may
never had the chance to be thrilled by his tale of storm and
shipwreck, and of supernatural powers.

It’s time to be creative!

