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Consider the Lilies is a poignant short story by Iain Crichton Smith that
offers a deep exploration of human emotions and the complexities of life in a
small community. Set against the backdrop of the Scottish Highlands, the
narrative weaves together themes of love, loss, isolation, and the stark
realities of the human condition. Crichton Smith, a celebrated Scottish
writer, is known for his ability to convey powerful messages through simple
yet evocative language, and "Consider the Lilies" is no exception.

Overview of Iain Crichton Smith

Iain Crichton Smith (1928-1998) was a prolific writer, poet, and educator,
who made significant contributions to Scottish literature. Born in the Isle
of Lewis, he was deeply influenced by the Gaelic culture and language of his
upbringing, which often permeated his work. Smith's writing is characterized
by:

1. Use of Language: His mastery of both English and Gaelic allowed him to
create a unique lyrical style that resonates with readers.
2. Themes of Isolation: Many of his works explore the themes of loneliness
and the human tendency towards isolation.
3. Social Commentary: Smith often reflected on the societal issues of his
time, particularly regarding the impact of modernization on traditional
communities.
4. Emotional Depth: His characters are often deeply flawed yet relatable,
encapsulating the complexities of human relationships.

Plot Summary of "Consider the Lilies"

"Consider the Lilies" revolves around the life of a widow named Mrs. MacLeod,
who finds herself grappling with grief and the passage of time after the
death of her husband. The story unfolds in a small village where the
community is tightly knit, yet often judgmental and gossipy.

Setting and Atmosphere

The setting of the story plays a crucial role in establishing the mood. The
Scottish Highlands, with their rugged landscapes and unpredictable weather,
mirror Mrs. MacLeod’s emotional turmoil. The village is depicted as both a
place of comfort and confinement:



- Natural Beauty: The description of the surrounding hills and flora,
particularly the lilies, symbolizes beauty amidst melancholy.
- Community Dynamics: The village’s close-knit nature creates both support
and pressure, as residents often scrutinize each other’s lives.

Main Characters

1. Mrs. MacLeod: The protagonist who struggles with her identity and purpose
after her husband’s death.
2. Mr. MacLeod: Although deceased, his presence looms large over the
narrative, representing both love and loss.
3. The Villagers: A collective character that embodies the societal norms and
expectations that Mrs. MacLeod feels constrained by.

Themes Explored in "Consider the Lilies"

Iain Crichton Smith intricately weaves various themes into "Consider the
Lilies," each contributing to the depth of the story.

Grief and Loss

The central theme of grief is portrayed through Mrs. MacLeod’s reflections on
her life with her husband. Her mourning is not just for his death but also
for the life they shared and the future they could have had together. Key
points include:

- Emotional Isolation: Mrs. MacLeod feels disconnected from the villagers who
cannot fully understand her loss.
- Memories: The narrative is peppered with flashbacks that highlight their
shared moments, emphasizing the void left by his absence.

Identity and Self-Discovery

As a widow, Mrs. MacLeod grapples with her identity. Her role as a wife
defined her existence, and now she must confront who she is without her
husband. This theme manifests as:

- Struggle for Independence: She oscillates between seeking solace in her
memories and the desire to step out of her husband’s shadow.
- Community Expectations: The pressure from the villagers to conform to their
expectations complicates her journey of self-discovery.



Nature and Symbolism

Nature serves as a powerful symbol in the story, particularly the lilies that
Mrs. MacLeod tends to. They represent:

- Beauty and Transience: Just as lilies bloom and wither, so too does life
and love.
- Connection to the Past: The act of gardening becomes a metaphor for Mrs.
MacLeod's attempt to nurture her memories while also seeking new growth in
her life.

Literary Techniques and Style

Crichton Smith’s literary style is notable for its simplicity and elegance.
He employs various techniques that enhance the story’s emotional impact:

Imagery

The vivid imagery used to describe the Scottish Highlands and the lilies
evokes strong emotions. For example:

- Nature Descriptions: Detailed descriptions of the landscape create a
palpable sense of place and mood.
- Symbolic Objects: The lilies serve as a recurring motif throughout the
story, representing both beauty and sorrow.

Dialogue and Interaction

The interactions between Mrs. MacLeod and the villagers reveal much about
societal attitudes towards grief and widowhood. Key features include:

- Subtext: Conversations often carry deeper meanings, reflecting the
villagers’ curiosity and judgment.
- Character Development: Dialogue helps in fleshing out Mrs. MacLeod’s
character, showcasing her internal conflicts and desires.

Critical Reception and Impact

"Consider the Lilies" is often celebrated for its emotional depth and its
exploration of universal themes. Critics have praised Crichton Smith’s
ability to evoke empathy for his characters, as well as his skillful
portrayal of the human condition. Key points regarding its impact include:



1. Cultural Significance: The story resonates with readers familiar with
rural Scottish life, reflecting the realities of its social fabric.
2. Enduring Relevance: The themes of grief, identity, and community remain
pertinent in contemporary society, allowing new generations to connect with
the narrative.

Conclusion

In "Consider the Lilies," Iain Crichton Smith masterfully captures the
intricacies of human emotion against the backdrop of a small, close-knit
community. Through the lens of Mrs. MacLeod’s journey, readers are invited to
reflect on themes of love, loss, and the quest for identity in the face of
grief. The story not only highlights the beauty of the Scottish Highlands but
also serves as a poignant reminder of the fragility of life and the enduring
power of memory. Ultimately, Crichton Smith’s work invites introspection and
empathy, solidifying his place as a significant figure in Scottish
literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Consider the
Lilies' by Iain Crichton Smith?
The main themes include the nature of faith and doubt, the struggle for
identity, the complexities of human relationships, and the impact of the
environment on personal beliefs.

How does Iain Crichton Smith use symbolism in
'Consider the Lilies'?
Smith employs symbolism extensively, particularly through the imagery of
lilies, which represent beauty, transience, and the interplay between nature
and spirituality.

What narrative techniques does Iain Crichton Smith
use in 'Consider the Lilies'?
Smith uses a blend of first-person narration and free indirect discourse to
create intimate connections between characters and readers, allowing for deep
emotional insight.

How does 'Consider the Lilies' reflect Iain Crichton



Smith's Scottish heritage?
The novel reflects Scottish heritage through its settings, cultural
references, and the exploration of themes like isolation and community, which
are prevalent in Scottish literature.

What role does religion play in 'Consider the
Lilies'?
Religion plays a central role, serving as both a source of comfort and
conflict for the characters, highlighting their personal struggles with faith
and existential questions.

What is the significance of the title 'Consider the
Lilies'?
The title references a biblical passage, suggesting themes of contemplation
about life, faith, and the natural world, inviting readers to reflect on
deeper meanings.

How does the setting influence the characters in
'Consider the Lilies'?
The rural and often harsh Scottish landscape shapes the characters'
experiences, influencing their emotional states, relationships, and
philosophical outlooks on life.

In what ways does 'Consider the Lilies' address the
concept of mortality?
The novel confronts mortality through characters' reflections on death, the
passage of time, and the fleeting nature of beauty, prompting readers to
contemplate their own existence.

What is a critical reception of 'Consider the
Lilies'?
Critics have praised the novel for its lyrical prose, depth of character, and
thought-provoking themes, solidifying Smith's reputation as a significant
voice in Scottish literature.

How does Iain Crichton Smith develop his characters
in 'Consider the Lilies'?
Smith develops his characters through rich backstories, emotional conflicts,
and interactions that reveal their inner thoughts, making them relatable and
complex.
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