
We all have places that are special to us, places where we feel in tune with our surroundings, or somehow feel drawn to, or ‘at home’ there. 

The abandoned settlement of Poll Madaidh seems to have this appeal: it puts us in touch with earlier and simpler ways of living, working, being. 

Most of the inhabitants’ lives would have been lived within the confines of the village, under the wing of the Rhinns of Kells. For part of the time in 

which the village was inhabited, Gaelic was spoken throughout Galloway, and it would have been spoken here, as the name suggests, Polmaddy 

being derived from Poll Madaidh / Poll nam Madadh, the ‘dog-burn’ / ‘burn of the dogs.’ The reference here is probably to hunting dogs, but we 

should note that ‘madadh’ in Gaelic can also refer to a fox or wolf. The latter hints at a very different past, carrying, perhaps, a range of resonances 

to do with security and threat – but also hardiness and adaptability, characteristics that could be ascribed to the villagers themselves. 

 

For all that the setting here can seem calm, beautiful and restful, life here would not have been idyllic, with all the demands and insecurities of self-

sufficiency – planting and growing crops, managing animal stocks, coping with the ravages of weather – all with limited contact with the outside 

world and none of the comforts of modernity we take for granted.  

 

How is it that such places appeal to us, draw us in, even call on us? The poet Rainer Maria Rilke, in his Ninth Duino Elegy, offers an insight: ‘For 

when the traveller returns from the mountain slopes into the valley, / he brings, not a handful of earth, unsayable to others, but instead / some word 

he has gained, some pure word, the yellow and blue / gentian. Perhaps we are here in order to say: house, / bridge, fountain, gate, pitcher, fruit-tree, 

window, – / at most: column, tower?... but to say them, you must understand, / Oh to say them more intensely than the Things themselves / ever 

dreamed of existing.’ 

 

For Rilke, earth – which doesn’t know its own being – ‘apparently needs us’ and ‘in some strange way / keeps calling to us.’ Earth and its places 

need us if they are to be named, they want to continue to be heard, and to be understood. And they keep calling to us. 

In this exhibition, we explore how a group of writers responded to the call of Poll Madaidh.   
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