

[image: ]













Scott-land


The Man Who Invented A Nation


Stuart Kelly









[image: ]

























To my nephews Danny, Frazer and Finlay, wishing them all ‘the will to do, the soul to dare’, as Scott says in The Lady of the Lake, and, as always to Sam, who like the young Lochinvar has ever been ‘so faithful in love and so dauntless in war’.

























Introduction





As a teenager, I was once offered, as part payment for helping carry out the terms of a will, my pick of the remnants of a library. I took the collected works of Shelley, Byron, Tennyson, Longfellow, Browning and Masefield. When I was asked if I wanted a complete set of the Waverley Novels as well, I declined. My dad – a Kirk Session Clerk and six-foot rugby player – asked me why I hadn’t taken them. With all the worst tones of a supercilious, weedy sixteen-year-old, I told him that Scott was, to my mind, just a second-rate Dickens, a pale shadow of Dumas, and anyway I read real novels, like D M Thomas’s The White Hotel and Lawrence Durrell’s Alexandria Quartet and Robert Nye’s Falstaff. Or something like that. I hadn’t actually read a word of Scott. Scott was old-fashioned – I had seen Ivanhoe on TV and preferred The Vikings. He was all about things I wanted to escape from: the Scottish Borders, chivalry, macho culture, second-rate art. I was going home to write a poem a bit like The Waste Land and thought I was the first person in the world to be mildly depressed and too clever for my own good.


Scott was prehistorical, and I was gasping for the future. Scott was where I was from, not where I was going. Scott haunted my childhood. He was there in statues, monuments, busts and plaques; street-names, road signs and business hoarding; he was our little-known region’s most famous son, the omnipresent Great Unknown. I eventually picked up one of the Waverley Novels. It wasn’t even a novel. A real novel, as I knew, involved sexual dysfunction, random violence, typographical experimentation and lots of references to books I should have read, and then did. This Waverley thing was some kind of literary trilobite, edging its feeble antennae and malformed claws out of the soup of the dumb old Borders towards the eventual apotheosis of meta-reflexive deconstructions of contemporaneous marginality. I didn’t throw books in those days, so I carefully replaced it on the shelf and went back to reading The Magus.


It took me a long time to like Scott. First, I had to learn that my liking of something was a pretty paltry measure of its aesthetic and cultural worth, and studying English at Oxford knocked some of that arrogance out of me. For this relief, much thanks. The Oxford Version of English was very Oxford and very English. It stirred in me a tiny, insistent, unexpected pang of Heimweh. Not nationalism, not local pride, not even the usual English translation of that German word, homesickness. It was real Heimweh: home-sore. I was sore for not being in the home I had left, and I was sore for that rejected home not being recognised in all the away-places.


Liking Scott started with liking writers who liked Scott. If Byron, Goethe and Hugo had found Scott immensely admirable, who was I to gainsay their enthusiasm? There were contemporary writers and critics, of vastly different political persuasions – people such as Allan Massie, A N Wilson, Angus Calder and James Robertson – who found in Scott a sensibility, an irony, a spirit of innovation and a sophistication to which I was blind. Until I read Scott, all my opinions about him would be lazy plagiarisms. When I did, I found a novelist who was not a ‘second-rate Dickens’ but the successor to the most daring writers of the eighteenth century: Henry Fielding, Jonathan Swift, Laurence Sterne. The opening pages of Waverley had the very self-awareness I had thrilled to in its more strident and jejune form in the pages of the fading avant-garde. The plot mechanics creaked in places, the descriptions maundered on to no discernible purpose and the characters were sometimes cardboard cut-outs: all these criticisms stand. But they do not annihilate Scott’s qualities of wit, slyness, grandeur, empathy and originality.


When I came back to Scotland, it was not to the country I had left. I managed to be in England throughout one of the most exciting periods for Scottish literature and Scottish politics. There was a sense of confidence tethered to an air of just grievance, a feeling of new possibilities and a willingness to reassess some tightly held and self-serving myths. I had heard a fair few old jokes in Oxford about Scotland (‘Do you know how copper wire was invented? Two Scotsman saw a penny lying in the street at the same time’). They seemed as if they came from another age, about another country.


A degree of distance is sometimes the best way to clear the mind of stereotypes. As I reacquainted myself with the country of my birth, Scott, more than William Wallace, John Knox, Adam Smith, James Maxton or Margaret Thatcher, seemed to be the pivotal figure. He was the Unionist who preserved the idea of a Nation; the self-made Laird who left no line; the literary celebrity who craved anonymity; the disillusioned Romantic; the successful failure and failed success. He was Scotland’s most problematic identity entrepreneur. In all the debates about whither Caledonia and whence Alba and stands Scotland where it did, between the Tartan Army and Silicon Glen, Scott was like Banquo, the invisible presence at the feast whose mere memory created shudders.


Loving Scott, rather than merely liking him, came later, and came directly from a sense of his neglect. Kevin Williamson, the editor of the radical Scottish literary magazine Rebel Inc., which was quick to publish writers such as Irvine Welsh, wrote on his blog, The Scottish Patient, that ‘It should be noted that Sir Walter Scott was not a great Scottish patriot nor even a particularly good writer – his prose is stodge – but he was an arse-licking royalist, a falsifier of Scottish history and a Tory cunt of the worst order’. To labour the point, Williamson also posts photographs of himself dancing on Sir Walter Scott’s grave. Robert Burns was a tax collector; James Hogg, the ‘Ettrick Shepherd’ was a Tory; and Hugh MacDiarmid once expressed the hope that the Luftwaffe would flatten London; none of them is treated as a pariah.


This book is not an attempt to make Scott popular again. We do not read nowadays as we did in the early nineteenth century, and expecting everyone to suddenly scrape away 200 years of programming from their brains is as idle and foolhardy as putting on Scarlatti in a nightclub and expecting the dancers to fall into waltzes. Times, tastes, things change: Scott knew this. He is not just still readable, he is enjoyable and even breath-catching, but you will need to learn to love a certain slowness. If you play a 78 rpm record at the 33⅓ setting, then you miss the music. Literature can’t be put on shuffle.


Instead, this is a plea, a journey, an argument and an analysis. Parts are biography, parts are critique, parts are polemic, parts are travelogue. Parts are satire and parts are psychology, parts are outrage and parts, I hope, are insight. It is also a thanatography, the underused genre of the life after life, a map of decay, where laurels and worms contend over a reputation. Scott’s reputation is a story which begins with being compared to Shakespeare and ends with being called a cunt: or worse. At least Williamson detests Scott. In John Aberdein’s novel, Amande’s Bed, the American time and motion man is surprised that the citizens of Edinburgh erected a monument to Scott of the Antarctic. Scott has sunk to a pristine blank, about whom few care and fewer even know.


Scott was a complex man, and he left a contradictory legacy. Scott-land is a Baedeker to an imaginary country; the physical space we call Scotland overlaid with the psychic, iconic space he contrived. At this crossroads of cliché and estrangement, radicalism and conservatism, progress and nostalgia, the ghost of Scott waits to be exorcised or appeased. I choose to appease him. I think it’s time to alight.



















Arrival





Imagine travelling from London to Edinburgh by train. Somewhere between the ruined cottages on red sandstone cliffs and the austere white cube of a nuclear power station, England changes into Scotland. There are no signs, no special announcements, not even a perceptible change in the quantity of heather or pine trees. It is unlikely you will suddenly see people wearing kilts, or hear bagpipes in the air, or that the breakfast baguettes on the refreshment trolley will abruptly come with square sausage. Borders on maps are definitive. On the ground they are hazy and permeable. You might realise that Berwick is technically English while Dunbar is technically Scottish. You might even know that Berwick, although English, has a Scottish postcode. But the cross hatches of county and country, region and nation are invisible.


Whenever I’m returning to Edinburgh, I always get that involuntary jolt, not of recognition or dislocation, but of sad sameness. It’s worse at night, or if I’ve dozed off, when there’s no landscape. The streaks of sodium-lit lock-ups, the spires that could be churches but are probably arts centres or social work offices, the same neon glimpses – Hertz, Shell, Ford, Tesco, McDonalds – make everywhere anywhere. Behind my own reflection, the same rosebay willowherb, ragwort and Japanese knotweed, the same plastic bags and discarded bottles pass for nature. The linguist Ferdinand de Saussure used trains to discuss identity. Regardless of which physical train you’re in, what’s important is its departure time. The 18:30 is the 18:30 whether it’s the Flying Scotsman, the Waverley or the Northern Lights actually pulling the coaches. Whichever line or train you’re on, what you’ll see outside is the desolate margin of railway sidings.


Certainly, when you step out onto the platform at Edinburgh Waverley there is no indication that this is Scotland. There’s not even a Welcome to Scotland sign. The bing-bong tannoy announcements have that ubiquitous, synthetic, halting timbre. A large screen seeps Sky News next to the Departures Board. The miniature supermarket has every variety of world cuisine from Thai linguini to Tex-Mex wraps, with a clutch of haggis nestling in a corner beneath the International Sausages, like a trap for the unwary. The newsagent has the same celebrity magazines, soft-core pornography and tabloid shriek-sheets as in England, the coffee shops sell the same lattes and espressos, bagels and muffins. One takeaway stall specialises in Cornish pasties; another in croissants. On extremely close investigation, you might notice some shortbread in Royal Stewart tartan livery, an ‘all-in-one beach towel and kilt’ (also in Royal Stewart) and a variety of tourist kitsch (including a Viagra Comes To Scotland fridge magnet, a See-You Jimmy bonnet and an inexplicable keyring of a sexually frustrated Loch Ness Monster) tucked away like an embarrassing secret.


But beneath the patina of cosmopolitan identikit culture, there are indications that this is a different place. Suppose you were to buy something and paid in cash. Your change would look odd. It’s a neat irony that despite the homogeneity of contemporary capitalist retail, the circulating medium that sustains it still has a snag of specific local detail. Just as the euro or the dollar or the yen situate you outside of England, so too does the Scottish banknote.


Scotland has different banknotes to England, issued by the Bank of Scotland, the Royal Bank of Scotland and the Clydesdale Bank – and the novelist Sir Walter Scott appears on every denomination of the Bank of Scotland notes. He is not there purely in homage to his ability as a writer. The very existence of the Scottish notes depends on Scott’s journalistic intervention, since, under the pseudonym of Malachi Malagrowther, he launched a successful campaign to dissuade the British Treasury from abolishing them in 1826.


In that imaginary transaction where you got a newspaper, or bottled water, or twenty cigarettes, and a few exchangeable miniature portraits of Sir Walter Scott, you might have noticed that the representative of Customer Services Personnel had an accent. They may even have used a word of dialect. This in itself is not unusual: had you been in Norwich, Exeter or Stepney Green, it’s likely that you would have heard a local accent. But North of the Border it’s not just an accent, but the visible tip of an iceberg of linguistic difference. You can’t buy an accent, but it buys you into a particular community. The Scottish accent can be seen as a subset of Scottish dialect, itself in turn a subset of a language called Scots.


What makes this situation unusual is that, unlike the nineteenth-century attempt to regulate Scottish banking, the Scots themselves had tried to expunge their linguistic Scottishness. In the eighteenth century, David Hume implored his London-based publisher to rid his work of ‘Scotticisms’. He complained that he and his countrymen were ‘unhappy in our Accent and Pronunciation’ and ‘speak a very corrupt Dialect of the Tongue’. University courses were set up to teach aspiring young Scots proper English; to which end Hugh Blair became the first Professor of Rhetoric and Belles-Lettres at Edinburgh University. A handy primer, called Scoticisms, was published by James Beattie: ‘we handle English, as a person who cannot fence handles a sword; continually afraid of hurting ourselves with it, or letting it fall, or making some awkward motion that shall betray our ignorance’.


Two hundred years later and not only is the Scottish accent regularly voted in BBC polls as the ‘sexiest’ and ‘most trustworthy’, its status is enshrined by the Scottish Parliament, Westminster and Brussels: ‘Notwithstanding the UK Government’s and the [Scottish Government]’s obligations under part II of the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, the [Scottish Government] recognises and respects Scots (in all its forms) as a distinct language, and does not consider the use of Scots to be an indication of poor competence in English.’


Scots survived the scepticism of the Enlightenment in no small part due to its use in literature. The poetry of Robert Burns showed it could be a medium of sublime lyric expressiveness and outrageous comic potential, and to this day, across the world, people will sing ‘Auld Lang Syne’ on New Year’s Eve and wonder what a syne actually is. But people do not speak in poetry, and Sir Walter Scott’s use of vernacular language in his novels ensured its continuing presence. Scott kept a letter, a striking early example of ‘fan mail’, sent to him by an anonymous shepherd from the Borders, who wrote, ‘I cannot help telling you that I am astonished, perfectly astonished, how ye have acquired the Scottish dialect and phraseology so exactly. Certainly neither your education nor studies could discover ought of that antiquated language: yet when ye chuse to adopt it ye have it as truly as if ye knew no other.’ Through ballad-collecting, the editing and publication of old texts in Scots and above all in the dialogue in the Waverley Novels Scott preserved Scots as a living language and a language with a history.


Then there’s the tartan. It can’t be avoided that tartan in general and the kilt in particular is the most recognisable and obvious sign of Scottishness. Even the tourism promotion carried out by the Scottish Government in New York each year is called Tartan Week. (Can you imagine a French Expo called Beret Week, or a Dutch Clog Week, or a German Lederhosen Week?) Wedding parties and rugby internationals notwithstanding, it’s unlikely that you’d see many people wandering though Waverley Station in full Highland regalia, but it’s equally unlikely that there wouldn’t be a swatch of tartan somewhere. There is a stereotype about the most blatant Scottish stereotype: that Sir Walter Scott ‘invented’ the kilt. He categorically didn’t, and the whole story, to be unravelled in later chapters, is more bizarre and problematic than casting Scott as the nineteenth century’s answer to Mary Quant. Scott’s role, however, in the story of tartan is fundamental. In 1746, after the defeat of the Jacobite Rebellion, George II’s Government passed the ‘Dress Act’ which stated that ‘no man or boy within that part of Britain called Scotland, other than such as shall be employed as Officers and Soldiers in His Majesty’s Forces, shall, on any pretext whatever, wear or put on the clothes commonly called Highland clothes (that is to say) the Plaid, Philabeg, or little Kilt’. The Act was repealed in 1785, and in 1822 Sir Walter Scott persuaded George II’s grandson, George IV, to wear a kilt on his visit to Scotland.


All these clues that this is not England can be connected to Sir Walter Scott. The ties between the man and the place are not merely a matter of verbal similarity. Theodore Fontane wrote in Jenseits des Tweed, ‘What would we know of Scotland without Scott!’ In his posthumous Memorials of his Time, Lord Cockburn wrote, ‘To no other man does Scotland owe so great a debt of gratitude as to Walter Scott.’ But Scott was not a mere mirror reflecting the place, or an effective public relations expert extolling the unique selling proposition of this small, poor, defeated northern country. Between the political reality of Scotland and the place conjured, imagined and created by the works of a single writer there is a strange overlap; an intersection of the actual, the desired and the concealed; a fraying and braiding of fiction and fact: Scott-land.


Remember the name of the station? This is not Edinburgh, but Edinburgh Waverley. Outside are the Waverley Steps and the Waverley Bridge, the Waverley Gate, the Old Waverley Hotel and, just up the hill, the Waverley Bar. If you were looking in the index of an Edinburgh A–Z, you would also be confronted with Waverley Crescent, Waverley Drive, Waverley Terrace, two Waverley Roads and two Waverley Parks. Waverley itself, if I’m being pedantic, is actually on the A31 near Godalming in Surrey. But since 1814, when Scott chose that name for the prevaricating hero of his first novel, Waverley, or, ’Tis Sixty Years Since – a name which latterly came to refer to Scott’s entire fictional opus, The Waverley Novels – Waverley is inextricably linked to Scotland. It might be difficult to know exactly when or where you start being in Scotland, but it’s overwhelmingly obvious when you’re in Scott-land.



















The Man





Who was Sir Walter Scott? Before we go any further together it would be useful to have a sketch, if not an oil painting, of the man himself.


Sir Walter Scott was born in Edinburgh on 15 August 1771, the fourth child of a farmer’s son who had climbed the social ladder to become a lawyer. His mother was the daughter of Edinburgh University’s Professor of Medicine. Those with a bent towards astrology might note that on 15 August 1769, a child had been born whose fame would rival Scott’s in due course, and of whom Scott would eventually write a biography: Napoleon Bonaparte. Scott was a sickly child, and was left lame by a bout of infantile polio. For his health, he was sent from Edinburgh to grow up on his paternal grandfather’s farm, Sandyknowe, in the Scottish Borders, where his nursemaid, in a fit of madness brought on by an illegitimate pregnancy, tried to kill him with a pair of scissors. Although he was schooled at the Royal High in Edinburgh – with a period, again for health reasons, at the grammar school in Kelso – he was from his youth a voracious reader, whose taste, formed on local ballads, tended towards the chivalric romances of Ariosto and Spenser. His lameness was never cured; not even after Dr James Graham – called ‘The Emperor of Quacks’, and the inventor of an electric-powered Celestial Bed to promote sexual fruitfulness – used a primitive galvanic battery to try to jolt it back into feeling.


Scott’s siblings play little role in his life. He remembered his eldest brother, Robert, as a bully who could sing well. Robert failed to thrive in the military, quarrelling with his superior officers and suspected of drinking, and died after two visits to India, in 1787. His elder brother, John, succeeded in the military, but only after Scott was famous enough to secure his promotion to Major. He died in 1816, ‘yet a young man’. Scott was closer to his younger brother, Tom, and although Tom disgraced himself financially, Scott eventually made peace with him. The reconciliation happened, in its fullest form, after Tom’s death in 1823. His youngest brother, Daniel, who had ‘the same determined indolence that marked us all’ as Scott said, died on his way back from the West Indies in 1806. Scott’s only surviving sister, Anne, died soon after Scott married in 1801. Scott’s closest biographer, his son-in-law John Gibson Lockhart, says that she ‘had her brother’s imaginative and romantic temperament, but without his power of controlling it’. Scott had five other siblings, who died in childhood.


Walter Scott Senior intended that his son should follow in his footsteps. He duly studied law at Edinburgh University, was admitted to the Bar in 1792 and wrote his final dissertation on the disposal of the bodies of executed criminals. A year beforehand he had formed an attachment to Williamina Belsches, whom he wooed with adolescent poetry. She, however, married a financier, Sir William Forbes. The two men’s paths would cross again: Scott and Williamina’s never did.


Scott was despondent, and girded himself with words from Shakespeare: ‘men have died and worms have eaten them, but never yet for love’. He met Charlotte Charpentier, daughter of a French émigré and a ward of Lord Downshire, and on Christmas Eve, 1797, after a hasty engagement, they married. They had four children: Walter Jnr, Charles, Sophia and Anne. Lady Scott, as she was to become, first appears as an exotic, foreign beauty, and swiftly disappears into the background of his life, rarely appearing in his correspondence, sequestered in some private sphere of his public life. She could be sharp with people – Lockhart recalls her upbraiding a critic of Scott’s saying ‘dey tell me dat you have abused Scott in de Review’, and wondering if the editor ‘has paid you well for writing it’. In later life, she seems to have become ill, and, like her husband, took laudanum and opium. There is no hint that Scott ever fell in love with anyone else, and little proof that he ever wholly fell in love with her.


Scott became Sheriff-Depute of Selkirkshire in 1799 and began to write in earnest. His creative endeavours were twofold: translations of avant-garde German writers, such as Schiller and Goethe; and collections of traditional folk-songs and ballads of the Border countries. These bore fruit with the publication in 1802–3 of The Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border, a three-volume anthology. The success of The Minstrelsy encouraged Scott to attempt an original composition in a similar style. The result was The Lay of the Last Minstrel, published in 1805, which sold over 44,000 copies before his death. It transformed Scott into a celebrity. He threw himself into numerous book projects: a complete edition of the works of John Dryden, reviews of Todd’s edition of Spenser, The New Practice of Cookery, Godwin’s Fleetwood, Ellis and Ritson’s Specimens of early English Metrical Romances, Civil War memoirs and a prospective 100-volume ‘general edition of the British Poets’ which never materialised. Scott even claimed he could create a full-length book of David Hume’s poetry – of which there are only four lines – by footnoting every word.


More than any writer before – and perhaps since – Scott’s creation of literary texts was intrinsically bound up with the production of physical books. The Minstrelsy was printed by a childhood friend, James Ballantyne, who at the time was editing the Kelso Mail, and who entered into publishing literature on Scott’s suggestion. James was a reserved man, whose personal penchant for ponderous and highfalutin prose belied his precision and clarity as an editor. The Minstrelsy was one of the most striking pieces of typographical excellence and elegant design in the history of nineteenth-century book-making, and drew Scott and Ballantyne’s work to the leading publishers of the day; especially Archibald Constable. Constable, a portly, shrewd man and inveterate supporter of the Whigs, had graduated from publishing the Farmer’s Magazine to running the Edinburgh Review, and was famous for his generosity towards authors: contributors to the Edinburgh were paid an unparalleled rate. In this period, the roles of printer, publisher and bookseller had yet to crystallise into distinct vocations. Scott had a life-long and sometimes vexed relationship with Constable; sometimes removing his works in a fit of pique over politics or bad reviews, often lured back by advances and contracts. James Ballantyne set up a printing and publishing company with his brother John – the black sheep of the family, who had once set up a rival business to his own father – as accountant, and with his youngest brother Sandy – father of the Victorian novelist R M Ballantyne – managing the Kelso Mail. Scott was the secret sleeping partner in the business. More often than not, a condition of Constable & Co. getting a Waverley Novel was that Ballantyne & Co. were subcontracted to print it.


The success of The Lay of the Last Minstrel was followed by that of Marmion – A Tale of Flodden Field in 1808, and then The Lady of the Lake in 1810. Scott received an unheard-of 1,000 guineas for Marmion from Constable, sight unseen – the first ‘advance’ in literary history. By 1811 he was able to purchase a farm on the Tweed, which he would transform over the following decade into his estate, Abbotsford. When the hopelessly mediocre Henry James Pye, the poet laureate and Westminster Police Magistrate, died in 1813, the Government immediately offered the laureateship to Scott. He declined – saying that as he already had two lucrative offices gifted by the Crown, he could not in good conscience accept a third ‘while so many eminent men remained wholly dependent on their literary exertions’ – and magnanimously suggested that Robert Southey be offered it instead. Scott deluded himself that literature ‘should be my staff but not my crutch’. If only he had managed to stick by that principle, and treat his income from authorship as an unexpected extra.


Scott’s fourth long poem, Rokeby (1813), did not replicate the successes of his earlier works; and suffered by comparison with Byron’s first two cantos of Childe Harolde which appeared the year beforehand. Although he still commanded huge advances – Constable offered £5,000 for the copyright of an unwritten poem called The Nameless Glen (which eventually came out as The Lord of the Isles) – Scott realised that he was ‘eclipsed’ by Byron. In a letter to Countess Pürgstall in 1821, Scott wrote: ‘In truth I have long given up poetry. I had my day with the public and being no great believer in poetical immortality I was very well pleased to rise a winner without continuing the game till I was beggared of any credit I had acquired with the public. Besides I felt the prudence of giving way before the more forcible and powerful genius of Byron.’ This influenced Scott’s decision to dust down the seven chapters of Waverley.


Waverley, or ’Tis Sixty Years Since opens a new chapter in literary history. In Hesketh Pearson’s words, it ‘changed the direction of imaginative literature in every civilised country’. Five thousand copies of the anonymously published book were sold in five months, an unprecedented achievement for a novel. The novelist Mary Brunton wrote that it was ‘by far the most splendid exhibition of talent in the novel way which has appeared since the days of Fielding and Smollett’. Jane Austen, more caustically, wrote ‘Walter Scott has no business to write novels, especially good ones. It is not fair. He has fame and profit enough as a poet, and should not be taking the bread out of the mouths of other people. I do not like him, and do not mean to like Waverley if I can help it, but fear I must.’


When Guy Mannering, or The Astrologer was published in 1815, it was attributed to ‘The Author of Waverley’. Scott was giddyingly prolific: accept my apologies for what must be a rather galloping catalogue. The Antiquary appeared in 1816, supposedly as the last of a trilogy on Scottish manners. His next two prose works, The Black Dwarf and The Tale of Old Mortality were published under the title Tales of my Landlord, as if they were the work of a rival to the ‘Author of Waverley’. Rob Roy (1817) returned to the ‘Author of Waverley’ fold; and was followed by the second and third series of Tales of my Landlord, namely The Heart of Midlothian in 1818 and The Bride of Lammermoor and A Legend of Montrose in 1819. Ivanhoe (1819) was his first venture outside Scotland, although Scott immediately returned to Scottish themes with The Monastery (1820), the failure of which spawned the only true sequel in the Waverley Novels, The Abbot (also 1820). With the exception of The Pirate in 1822, Scott’s next flurry all dealt with English themes: Kenilworth (1821) featured Elizabeth I; The Fortunes of Nigel (1822) starred James VI and I, and Peveril of the Peak (1822) brings in Charles II – who would appear in a more youthful version for Scott’s Civil War novel, Woodstock, in 1826. Scott turned to France for Quentin Durward in 1823, and returned to Scotland for his only ‘contemporary’ novel, Saint Ronan’s Well in the same year. Scotland was also the setting for Redgauntlet the following year. The Tales of the Crusaders (1825) contrasted Wales in The Betrothed and Palestine in The Talisman, and Scott set up yet another series with the first set of Chronicles of the Canongate in 1827, with a second set, usually referred to by its tertiary subtitle, Saint Valentine’s Day, or The Fair Maid of Perth in 1828. Anne of Geierstein in 1829 was a Swiss sort-of sequel to Quentin Durward, and the long set aside Tales of my Landlord, fourth series, was published in 1831, with a tale of Byzantine Crusaders (Count Robert of Paris) and a return to home turf in Castle Dangerous. To clarify this phenomenal industry: Scott wrote twenty-seven novels in eighteen years, compared to Dickens’ sixteen novels in thirty-four years, or George Eliot’s seven novels in seventeen years. He wrote more lines of poetry than Shelley and Keats combined.


As if that were not enough, Scott also wrote a number of nonfiction books, most notably his Life of Napoleon (1827), an account of the site and battle of Waterloo called Paul’s Letters to his Kinsfolk (1816), the Lives of the Novelists (1821–4) and a child’s history of Scotland, The Tales of a Grandfather (1827–30, and a supplemental volume on France in 1831). A jaw-dropping total of 4,566 plays, dramatic interludes and theatrical versions of his works exist.


But a life is not just a bibliography. Scott had a genuine gift for friendship: from the ex-poacher, Tom Purdie, whom he met in his lawyerly capacity and subsequently employed as head gamekeeper at Abbotsford, to the Duke of Buccleuch, Scott effortlessly commanded affection and respect. Many of the leading authors of the day were personal friends – even, in the case of Lord Byron, after initial circumspection, or in the case of James Hogg, author of The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner and the so-called ‘Ettrick Shepherd’, despite frequent slights. He formed a strong, if occasionally tested, friendship with his son-in-law and future biographer, John Gibson Lockhart, who married Sophia Scott in 1820. Lockhart, a vigorous Tory, was such a savage reviewer he earned the nickname ‘the Scorpion’, and was accused of ‘killing’ John Keats with his critiques. After turning down the laureateship, he became acquainted with the Prince Regent and future King George IV, whose first act as monarch was to make Scott a baronet. Scott more than repaid the honour by organising the King’s visit to Edinburgh – the so-called King’s Jaunt – in 1822. The Jaunt was a success for which Scotland has had difficulty forgiving Scott. Scott was an avowed, and at times doctrinaire supporter of the Tory Party. He was also a committed Unionist: though, as a lawyer, he insisted on the exact terms of the Union being upheld, and was quick to act if he believed either side was jeopardising the agreement.


But even the kindness of friends and his proximity to power could not shield Scott from tribulation. Scott may have been a bestseller, but he was also a bestspender, pouring funds into the creation of Abbotsford as a baronial estate. Scott was not alone in rash spending: the first half of the 1820s saw a wave of enthusiasm for shares in countless schemes – railways, South American silver mines, gas companies. It was the equivalent of the dot-com boom, with slower information both about the state of the investments and the extent of the debt. Constable and Ballantyne both fell in the same crash.


Scott drew cash by using ‘counter-bills’ – in effect, unbanked cheques that passed between creditors. The bubble of speculation broke in November 1825, and the counter-bills were required to be honoured. Scott found himself personally liable for £116,838, eleven shillings and thruppence, with a mortgage on Abbotsford of £10,000. In today’s terms, that amounts to £8,830,161.15. Although Scott believed, and Lockhart encouraged the world to believe, that he managed to write himself out of debt, it was only the posthumous sale of copyrights that cleared the outstanding monies due.


Nor were financial concerns the least of his worries. Never wholly as robust as he claimed, Scott had suffered from ‘apoplexies’ since 1819. Heart palpitations and strokes were to follow, with treatments – bleeding, trepanning and large quantities of opium – that must have brought back memories of the electric shocks he was given as a child. He died in 1832, on 21 September, having outlived Byron, Napoleon, Goethe and his wife and his grandson. 


Conflate Jeffrey Archer and spin-doctor Alastair Campbell, Hugh Laurie as Dr Gregory House and Stephen Fry as the genial genius host of QI, with a dash of Dickens (he was after all, a great novelist), and a soupçon of Indiana Jones (he was once lowered into a dungeon in Hermitage Castle just to retrieve a ring that might identify whose skeleton was there). Even the oil painting of a biography is still mannered by the portraitist, who chooses to focus or smear, highlight or conceal.



















Scott’s Edinburgh





The Edinburgh that Walter Scott was born into was half the city it was going to become in his lifetime. Its distinctive modern feature – railways stations named after novelists notwithstanding – is its schizophrenia; indeed, the poet Hugh MacDiarmid referred to Edinburgh as a ‘mad god’s dream’. It exemplified antisyzygy, his preferred creative term, meaning a ‘zigzag of contradictions’, and originally used by G Gregory Smith as a diagnosis for what was wrong with Scottish culture. The Edinburgh I walk through each day is part Piranesi, part Peter Greenaway. I can’t tire of its soaring bridges that never cross water, its Tetris blocks of Gothic tenements framed in classical Palladian arches, its tug-of-war between secret vennels and stately locked doors.


Edinburgh’s centre is riven, bifurcated: on one hand, the vertiginous, overlapping, haphazard, medieval Old Town, and on the other, the geometric, unfolded, planned, neoclassical New Town. A few years after Scott’s death, the American poet and critic Nathaniel Willis wrote that ‘a more striking contrast than exists between these two parts of the same city could hardly be imagined. On one side a succession of splendid squares, elegant granite houses, broad and well paved streets, columns, statues and clean sidewalks, thinly promenaded and by the well dressed exclusively, … and, on the other, an antique wilderness of streets and “wynds”, so narrow and lofty as to shut out much of the light of heaven.’ Robert Louis Stevenson described the ‘draughty parallelograms’ of the New Town and the ‘profusion of eccentricities’ of the Old; and Edinburgh’s most successful modern chronicler, the novelist Ian Rankin, returns to Stevenson’s Jekyll and Hyde time and again to capture the city’s blend of Gothic and Enlightenment architecture. Perhaps most tellingly, Friedrich Engels wrote about the division in The Condition of the Working Class in England: ‘Edinburgh, whose superb situation, which has won it the title of the Modern Athens, and whose brilliant aristocratic quarter in the New Town contrasts strongly with the foul wretchedness of the poor in the Old Town … the prevailing construction of Edinburgh favours these atrocious conditions as far as possible.’ The split is not just psychological, but political.


By the middle of the eighteenth century, Edinburgh was increasingly overcrowded and claustrophobic, and not even living in the upper reaches of the tenements could insulate the more affluent classes from the reality of poverty, poor sanitation and crime. Many were relocating to London, so the Lord Provost of Edinburgh, George Drummond, masterminded the creation of a city alongside the city, even extending the burgh boundaries to do so. A design competition was held in 1766, and the winning proposal was the antithesis of ‘Edinburgh’: spacious, straight-lined, and relying on horizontal rather than vertical expansion. When Scott was a year old, a new bridge – the North Bridge – was opened, linking the now Old Town and the emerging New. It spanned what had been the Nor’ Loch, a body of water heavily polluted by the effluent of the Old Town, and which was slowly being drained and reclaimed as part of the transformation of the city. By 1800, just before Scott’s first major success as a writer, the first phase of the New Town was complete. By his death, it was recognisably the city it is today.


The New Town was not just novel. It was more than a break with the past, it was a commitment to modernity. A generation before Drummond initiated his scheme, Edinburgh had been occupied by a foreign-led invasion force – the Highlanders loyal to Charles Edward Stuart, working for a restoration of the Catholic monarchy. Not everyone in the capital was unsympathetic to the cause, and, particularly among Edinburgh’s women, the dashing Prince struck an immensely attractive figure. Many still resented the Union of Parliaments, which took place only thirty-seven years before the Jacobite Rebellion. The winning design for the New Town, by James Craig, was a simplified version of the Union Jack flag; a testament to the new British state. The names reflect this still: George Street commemorates George III, Charlotte Square for his wife, Princes for his sons, Frederick for his father and Hanover for his family. Running parallel to the main streets are Thistle Street and Rose Street, named to represent the floral symbols for England and Scotland. James Craig’s uncle was the poet James Thomson, who had written the words to the song ‘Rule Britannia’. The New Town was loyalty in stone. With its wide boulevards and garden spaces, it pre-empted Baron Haussman’s radical restructuring of the Parisian streets, with a similar eye on the relationship between urban living and the exercise of state control.


But the New Town reflected a psychological and philosophical as well as a political realignment. In 1696, an Edinburgh student, Thomas Aikenhead, was executed for blasphemy. In 1722, Janet Horne of Dornoch became the last woman executed for witchcraft in Scotland. In 1750 Voltaire wrote, ‘We look to Scotland for all our ideas of civilisation’, a quote often trumpeted by nationalists despite his satirical intent: if Scotland is leading the world in terms of culture, Voltaire implies, then things really are in a mess. The neoclassical architecture of the new Edinburgh embodied Enlightenment ideals: progress, reason and intellectual openness. The Scottish Enlightenment and the New Town were mirrored in each other. It may have been a prank that led to one street being named ‘St David’s Street’ – it had the home of the freethinker and sceptic David Hume on it, and the chalked-up joke seems to have stuck – but it was no oversight that led George III’s ministers to veto the original name of Princes Street – St Giles’ Street. In the new Hanoverian Edinburgh, any association with a Catholic saint whose touch – like the Stuart monarchs’ – could cure leprosy was not a fortuitous one.


The Enlightenment is not just a category we impose on the past with the hindsight of the present: at the time, there was a feeling of intellectual foment and excitement. The Scottish Enlightenment produced startling new theories in economics (Adam Smith), sociology (Adam Ferguson), statistics (Sir John Sinclair), geology (James Hutton), morality and aesthetics (Francis Hutcheson), epistemology (David Hume), anthropology (Lord Kames), linguistics (Lord Monboddo), chemistry (Joseph Black), medicine (Alexander Monro primus and secundus) and historiography (William Robertson). Under the editorship of William Smellie, the Encyclopaedia Britannica was begun, reflecting the sense that humanity was close to approaching the point at which everything could be known. From jurisprudence to political theory, human endeavour was reaching a psychological plateau on which contention, rebellion, schism, difference and poverty would level out. ‘History’ was coming to an end.


David Hume wrote to his friend Gilbert Elliot in July 1757, capturing the surprising swagger and startling self-confidence of the time: ‘Really it is admirable how many Men of Genius this Country produces at present. Is it not strange that, at a time when we have lost our Princes, our Parliaments, our independent Government, even the presence of our chief Nobility … is it not strange, I say, that in these Circumstances, we shou’d really be the People most distinguish’d for Literature in Europe?’


Hume was using ‘literature’ in the broadest sense: material to be read. By our definition, the Scottish Enlightenment was sadly lacking in literature. In his letter to Elliot, he cited two examples: Robertson’s History of Scotland (not then, yet, actually published) and William Wilkie’s The Epigoniad. Do not feel embarrassed if the name Wilkie means nothing to you: although Hume thought Wilkie a ‘Scottish Homer’, his reputation did not even last his lifetime – and Wilkie settled down as Professor of Moral Philosophy at St Andrews instead. Hume does not mention in his previously quoted letter his admiration for the dramatist and Church of Scotland minister John Home, whose tragedy Douglas was staged the year beforehand. As a minister, it earned him the reprimand of the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland; as a playwright it garnered him the enthusiastic if ephemeral praise of one notoriously patriotic theatregoer – ‘Whaur’s your Wullie Shakespeare noo?’ From posterity he received dusty oblivion and the occasional flutter of purely academic interest. Hume was as entranced with Douglas as he was with Wilkie – it was ‘one of the most interesting and pathetic pieces that was ever exhibited on any theatre’ and Home possesses ‘the true theatric genius of Shakespear and Otway, refined from the unhappy barbarism of the one, and licentiousness of the other’, according to the dedication Hume prefaced to his 1757 Four Dissertations. The play did not survive its transfer to London, where it was received with such risible derision that Hume’s ‘critical stocks’ were ‘reduced to bankruptcy’. To add insult to injury, Hume and Home were both parodied and pilloried in a skit entitled The Philosopher’s Opera by John Maclaurin.


Hume’s high praise seems pretty threadbare with hindsight. In the broadest sense of the period of the ‘Scottish Enlightenment’, there were Scottish authors of genius. The aforementioned James Thomson, who died in 1748, had a successful career in London, especially with his sophisticated pastoral, The Seasons, written between 1725 and 1730, and eventually set to music by Haydn. Thomson applied the most cutting-edge science, particularly Newton’s Opticks, to the description of landscape. He wrote several successful plays including the masque, Alfred, which featured ‘Rule Britannia’, and the tragedy Sophobisna, which has the immortal and pentametrically correct line ‘Ah Sophobisna! Sophobisna, ah!’. Less seemly than Thomson, and discouraged from female hands, was the Dunbartonshire-born novelistTobias Smollett, whose rambunctious and alliterative novels Roderick Random (1747) Peregrine Pickle (1751) and Ferdinand Count Fathom (1753) introduced the spirit of Cervantes into the ‘English novel’. Smollett, who was also based in London, spent most of the 1750s and 1760s in periodical criticism, literary skulduggery and writing histories and libels. His final work, The Expedition of Humphrey Clinker in 1771, was a charming epistolary novel, where much of the humour derives from the various letter writers’ rather different perceptions of what they see and whom they meet.


Hume died in 1776, ten years before Robert Burns published his Poems, Chiefly In The Scottish Dialect. Had he lived – given his own assiduous excision of Scotticisms – I doubt he would have approved. Nor did he have much to say about Burns’s precursors in the use of Scots as a literary language, Allan Ramsay (who died in 1758) and the supremely inventive Robert Fergusson, who died, insane, in 1774 at the age of just twenty-four. Wilkie may have been insufferably boring, but at least he wrote in English. There were other poets – the physician John Armstrong, whose immortal line ‘Now Muse, let’s sing of rats’ made Samuel Johnson giggle; the worthy and sensitive James Beattie, author of The Minstrel and another Professor of Moral Philosophy. Henry Mackenzie achieved phenomenal (and unrepeated) success with his 1771 novel, The Man of Feeling, which, as the title might suggest, was part of the ‘Literature of Sentiment’, and which was overshadowed by the far more sentimental, indeed practically hysterical, Sorrows of Young Werther by Goethe. Edinburgh’s literature was politely local: Burns would not reach a European audience until Scott and Byron had carried him over with them.


The year after Hume sent his letter, a young farmer’s son and native Gaelic speaker from Kingussie published a rather dull, six canto poem called ‘The Highlander’, just after he had left his studies at Aberdeen University. It sank without trace. But the author, James Macpherson, provided the Scottish Enlightenment with an invaluable literary service. He did not create a poem so much as create a poet by which Scotland could become the People most distinguish’d for Literature in Europe: Ossian.



















Ossian





Had Macpherson died in 1760, at the same age as Fergusson, he might now be remembered as a genius. As it is, his name has become synonymous with literary fraud. It was to John Home that Macpherson gave his first, tentative translations of traditional Gaelic verses he had heard in oral recitations. Home was impressed enough to show Macpherson’s work to David Hume, who was ‘inclined to be a little incredulous’ – but his scepticism, for once, ebbed. Home also showed the work to Professor Blair, who had far fewer doubts. These poems – which, Macpherson had hinted, might be the work of a semi-legendary, indigenous Scottish bard known as Ossian – had the plangent simplicity, the unembellished directness and the stark, uncompromising, melancholic world-view that one might expect from a noble savage at the end of the Age of Heroes. Macpherson was persuaded to publish a selection of these verses as Fragments of Ancient Poetry collected in the Highlands of Scotland in 1760. He translated the ‘Erse’ into sonorous, Biblically cadenced prose: ‘Alone I am, O Shilric! alone in the winter-house. With grief for thee I expired. Shilric, I am pale in the tomb. She fleets, she sails away; as grey mist before the wind’ is a pretty representative sample. If Macpherson had stopped at the Fragments, he may never have been rumbled.


Edinburgh, at that time, was civilised, sophisticated, enlightened and all those qualities, by one theory of literature, militated against it producing a Literary Genius. The qualities of rapturous enthusiasm, divine inspiration and the almost fearful sublime were not what one expected or desired to meet in the street or hear from a pulpit. Thomas Blackwell, the Professor of Greek at Aberdeen – who had died in 1757 – had written a remarkably perceptive book back in 1735 entitled An Enquiry into the Life and Writings of Homer, which Macpherson had read at university. Blackwell had argued that Homer’s pre-eminence came less from any individual, semi-divine inspiration, but the precise societal circumstances into which he had been born. The truly sublime occurred in ‘the interval between the high liberty and enslavement of a state’. With regards to Homer, Blackwell had written, ‘Had he been born much sooner, he could have seen nothing but nakedness and barbarity; had he come much later, he had fallen either in times of peace … or in general wars, regularly carried on by civilised states, when private passions are buried in the common order and established discipline.’ These sublime fragments seemed to offer proof of Blackwell’s theory – as well they might, the theory having, in part, inspired them.


There had been ‘bards’ like Homer in Scotland’s past, whose work was lost in the very Celtic mists of time. Hume had played his card too quickly with poor old Wilkie – but the very fact that he had been so keen to christen someone as a Scottish Homer shows how tinder dry and terribly willing this world was to be set on fire by Macpherson’s Ossian.


Ossian was everything the enlightened wanted. He was primitive but eloquent, stricken but honourable: he was even (hadn’t they guessed yet?) blind, in both eyes, just like Homer and England’s upstart epicist and regicide, John Milton. In 1760, they could only glimpse his genius in Fragments, but the feedback loop of theory and creation had begun. In his preface to the Fragments, Hugh Blair wrote that ‘there is reason to hope that one work of considerable length, and which deserves to be styled a heroic poem, might be recovered and translated.’


Macpherson’s later career, as government grub hack and wannabe laird, obscures how terrified that youth must have been. He was, by most accounts, slightly gauche, paunchy and obscure. Suddenly, he was almost famous, and the literati of the day lionised him. He wrestled with himself, and the less secure self won. In 1761, after travelling in the Highlands to source the material, Macpherson unveiled what Blair had tentatively predicted: Fingal, an Ancient Epic Poem, in Six Books.


It was an unparalleled success. In later years, Napoleon carried a copy of Fingal into battle with him, and Goethe produced long translations in The Sorrows of Young Werther. Chateaubriand, Klopstock and Mme de Stael were all enthusiasts – as was Robert Burns. The leading neoclassical painter of the age, Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres, created canvases inspired by the Ossianic mythology, and Schubert set the words to music. Thomas Sheridan told James Boswell that Ossian ‘excelled Homer in the Sublime and Virgil in the Pathetic’, and used a liking for the poetry as a litmus test for a person’s sensibility. The English antiquarian Thomas Gray (author of the poem The Bard) wrote to his colleague Horace Walpole in more measured terms about the Fragments: ‘In short, this man is the very Demon of Poetry, or he has lighted on a treasure hid for ages.’ Nobody in Edinburgh was raising so much as an ‘either’.


Macpherson wrote in the preface to Fingal that critics could decide ‘how far it comes up to the rules of the Epopaea’, while asserting his own belief that it was a ‘true epic’. Critics, in the form of Hugh Blair (and Johann Herder in Germany), duly obliged. Blair wrote A Critical Dissertation on the Poems of Ossian, where he found that it did indeed measure up to the rules: rules that Blair had already written about, and which Macpherson had read. Fingal was actually better than The Iliad, The Odyssey and The Aeneid. There were plenty examples of lapses of taste in the classical poets – heroes falling in dung, princesses doing laundry, peevish deities who behaved more like teenagers – and there were more significant moral lapses – each epic poem ended with vengeful murder, whether it was Achilles killing Hector, Odysseus slaughtering the suitors and the maids, or Aeneas murdering Turnus. Fingal, however, spares his nemesis Swaran. As Blair put it, ‘We find tenderness, and even delicacy of sentiment, greatly predominant over fierceness and barbarity. Our hearts are melted with the softest feelings, and at the same time elevated with the highest ideas of magnanimity, generosity, and true heroism.’ In a moment of supreme and inadvertent irony, Blair also wrote that ‘Ossian did not write, like modern poets, to please readers and critics’.


One reader and critic who was extremely displeased was Samuel Johnson. Fingal was ‘as gross an imposition as ever the world was troubled with’. Dr Johnson, who had a lifelong propensity for tweaking the Scots – and who was immortalised as the archetype of John Bull Englishness by his Scottish biographer, James Boswell – was Macpherson’s most vocal opponent. Many of his withering put-downs have a cutting wit similar to that of Oscar Wilde: ‘But, Doctor Johnson, do you really believe that any man today could write such poetry?’; ‘Yes. Many men. Many women. And many children’; ‘Sir, a man might write such stuff for ever, if he would abandon his mind to it’; ‘A Scotchman must be a very sturdy moralist, who does not love Scotland better than truth.’ (Wilde, coincidentally, was named Oscar after one of the characters in Fingal.) But the unmasking of Ossian as a forgery was not undertaken by Johnson, whose blunderbuss pronouncements were as ill-considered in their argument as they were accurate in their aim. Rather, it was antiquarians, and in particular Irish antiquarians, who unpicked the intricately stitched text: people like Edmund Burke, Ferdinando Warner, Terence Brady and Charles O’Conor. In Scotland, it was the antiquarian John Pinkerton, author of an Enquiry into the History of Scotland (and himself the fabricator of part of the ballad of ‘Hardyknute’) who saw through Ossian. Pinkerton, like a true Enlightenment scholar, noted the dissimilarities in sources, the anachronisms, the paucity of supporting materials and concluded that the Scotland that Ossian supposedly inhabited never in truth existed. The poems were a ‘delicious delusion’ and the epic history of Scotland ‘a Celtic dream’.


Macpherson made two very big mistakes – well, three if you include his translation of Homer into Ossianic cadences. Firstly, needled by Johnson’s demands to see the original manuscripts (although he was well aware that they were purportedly oral documents), Macpherson translated his poetry back into Gaelic. He had, like any good eighteenth-century translator, told his audience that he had accommodated his translation to contemporary taste. But the Gaelic version transpired to be identical to the English: there was no evidence of the ‘barbarism’ he claimed he had polished away. Then he found another epic, Temora, which appeared in 1763. Enough was enough. More knowledgeable critics were picking hole after hole in his work, and the rich seam of Gaelic epic abruptly dried up. Macpherson managed to live quite comfortably after the public debunking of Ossian although he lost the support of his erstwhile defenders. In public, David Hume became rueful – ‘Men run with great Avidity to give their Evidence in favour of what flatters their Passions, and their national Prejudices’; in private, he was wrathful, saying if fifty bare-arsed Highlanders should say that Fingal was an ancient poem, he should not believe them. Nevertheless Macpherson thrived. He was three times elected MP for Camelford, wrote a History of Great Britain and on the management of the East India Company, and acted as agent for Mohammad Ali Chan, the Nabob of Arcot. He was so wealthy that on his death in 1796 he could instruct that he be buried, ironically enough, in Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey. He never backed down over Ossian, or admitted any element of imposture – in 1773, in the Collected Edition, he even used their foreign success as proof of their intrinsic truthfulness, writing: ‘Through the medium of version upon version, they retain, in foreign languages, their native character of simplicity and energy. Genuine poetry, like gold, loses little, when properly transfused; but when a composition cannot bear the test of a literal version, it is a counterfeit which ought not to pass current.’


But ghosts, once raised, are notoriously difficult to exorcise. The Highland Society of Scotland, founded in 1784 – that is, twenty-three years after the publication of Fingal – had as part of its brief ‘the preservation of the language, poetry and music of the Highlands’. The year after Macpherson’s death they formed a committee under the chairmanship of the novelist Henry Mackenzie ‘appointed to inquire into the Nature and Authenticity of the Poems of Ossian’. It finally reported in 1805, concluding, as had Pinkerton, that there were Gaelic originals – mainly names, incidents and the broadest of similes – for the Ossianic oeuvre, but that Macpherson had freely amplified and constructed a whole narrative around these sparse texts. ‘The writer of Ossian’s poems was habitually familiar with modern poetry’ wrote the anonymous reviewer of the committee’s final report in the Edinburgh Review. That anonymous reviewer was Walter Scott, who, in the same year, first started to write his own Highland romance in prose: Waverley.


What remains of Ossian? Ironically enough, mist. The figures of the Fragments flit through mist, and long after the fog of authorial obfuscation had lifted, it was mistiness that remained quintessentially ‘Celtic’. It persists in ideas of the ‘Celtic Twilight’ and in Matthew Arnold’s evocation of Celtic literature, typified by magic, melancholy and the natural world. It even becomes philosophical, in the Celt’s ‘vehement reaction against the despotism of fact’, and aesthetic in the impressionistic half-tints and chiaroscuro. Arnold’s depiction of the Celt – ‘this colossus, impetuous, adventurous wanderer, the Titan of the early world, who in primitive times fills so large a place of earth’s scene, dwindles and dwindles as history goes on … for ages and ages the world has been constantly slipping, ever more and more, out of the Celt’s grasp’ – is historical process as mistening. The melancholy is a lachrymose mistiness of emotions. The stereotype lingers: it is through mist that two Americans stumble upon the enchanted village of Brigadoon in the eponymous musical. Braveheart establishes its location with mist-covered mountains and the strains of bagpipes. The postcards in Waverley station are rarely of scenes in startling sunshine. Perhaps the most concise combination comes in that novel: ‘To speak in the poetical language of my country, the seat of the Celtic Muse is in the mist of the secret and solitary hill, and her voice in the murmur of the mountain stream. He who woos her must love the barren rock more than the fertile valley, and the solitude of the desert better than the festivity of the hall.’


For the young Scott, though, in this newly confident city, Ossian was a problem. It had inflicted a national cringe. It had confused ‘should have’ and ‘must have’. It was the most successful ever version of Scottishness, and it was a fake. The author had become prestigious, and an embarrassment. As Macpherson himself had said: ‘He that obtains fame must receive it through mere fashion; and gratify his vanity with the applause of men, of whose judgment he cannot approve.’



















Reputation





No author’s reputation has ever peaked and pitched like Sir Walter Scott’s. ‘In the nineteenth century Scott was ubiquitous,’ wrote the critic John Henry Raleigh, ‘in the twentieth he virtually disappears. Never before or since in Western culture has a writer been such a power in his day and so negligible to posterity.’ The ‘Great Unknown’ became, in his biographer W E K Anderson’s phrase, the ‘Great Unread’.


With our jaded eyes, it is difficult for us to see how dazzling Scott was. When Byron described his contemporary Parnassus, Scott was securely at the top, and the Waverley Novels were ‘a new species of literature’. Goethe claimed that Waverley stood ‘alongside the best things that have ever been written in the world’. Heine said Scott ‘was Britannia’s greatest poet’. Even Stendhal, who voiced a very accurate anxiety – ‘In a hundred-and-forty-six years time, Scott will be less esteemed than Corneille still is a hundred-and-forty-six years after his death’ – nevertheless recognised Scott as ‘our father’ who ‘invented us all’. Later in the century when Thomas Hardy enthused that the Iliad ‘was almost in the Marmion class’, modern readers can’t help but feel Hardy was being ironic.


To his contemporaries, and for a century afterwards, there was only one writer to whom Scott could be compared: Shakespeare. Writing to Scott’s publisher with her congratulations over Waverley, the Irish novelist Maria Edgeworth, whose own work had been an inspiration to Scott, said it showed ‘the skill of Shakespeare’. Mary Shelley, in a review of her father’s novel Cloudesley thought Scott ‘unsurpassed, except by Shakespeare, for energy and truth’ – the kind of jacket endorsement over which a modern publisher would swoon. The leading critic of the day, and my personal hero, Francis Jeffrey of the Edinburgh Review, who notoriously savaged authors (his infamous review of Wordsworth’s The Excursion began ‘This will never do!’), wrote in a piece on the first series of Tales of my Landlord: ‘The author, whoever he is, has a truly graphic and creative power in the invention and delineation of characters – which he sketches with an ease, and colours with a brilliancy, and scatters about with a profusion, which reminds us of Shakespeare himself.’ The poet Swinburne – not, given his propensity for decadence, ornate expressions and flagellation, the most obvious enthusiast for Scott – summarised the views of Emerson, Bagehot and others when he wrote, ‘If there were or could be any man it would not be a monstrous absurdity to compare with Shakespeare as a creator of men and an inventor of circumstances, that man would be none other than Scott.’


In his biography of Scott, John Buchan constantly compares the two: ‘when the drama quickens and the stage darkens he attains to a style as perfect and unforgettable as Shakespeare’s’; ‘Scott’s method is pre-eminently the method of Shakespeare’; ‘He has Shakespeare’s gift of charging our life with new and happier values’. So great was the identification between Scott and Shakespeare that when critics – like Hazlitt, or Carlyle – sought to give more critical appraisals, they tended to do so by anatomising the differences between Shakespeare and Scott. Scott, for his own part, was wryly curt: ‘The blockheads talk of me being like Shakespeare – not fit to tie his brogues.’


The comparison makes a great deal more sense if we remember that Scott is being compared to the nineteenth-century Shakespeare. Late eighteenth-and early nineteenth-century critics praised Shakespeare for very particular attributes: his profusion and fecundity of invention, an imagination unfettered by the artificial constraints of neoclassical unities, and above all his encompassing generosity of vision. The fact that the plays mixed comedy and tragedy, ‘low’ humour and ‘high’ art, historical figures and imagined characters, and kings with peasants was seen as Shakespeare’s distinctive breadth and power. All these traits are characteristic of Scott. Just as Shakespeare could include Theseus and Bottom, or Hamlet and the gravedigger, or Henry V and Pistol, so Scott would draw together the Young Pretender and Daft David Gellately, Claverhouse and Cuddie Headrigg, Queen Caroline and Madge Wildfire. 


Shakespeare was also, by the time of Scott, constructed as a national figure. The Jubilee organised by Garrick in 1769 sowed the seed for the coming ‘Bardolatry’. August von Schlegel referred to Shakespeare as ‘the pride of his nation’ and, as Jane Austen wrote in Mansfield Park, Shakespeare was ‘part of an Englishman’s constitution’. Scott, within the new British union, could be read as a Caledonian counterpart to ‘Warwickshire Will’.


By 1864, when the Shakespeare Jubilee had been moved from August to April to coincide with Shakespeare’s purported birthday and St George’s Day, a ‘National Monumental Memorial’ to the playwright was erected. Scott had been similarly honoured – twenty years beforehand. But the most curious instance of Scott and Shakespeare’s connection comes from an account by Robert E Hunter, secretary to the tercentenary committee. At the highlight of the season, a fancy dress ball, alongside Desdemona, Ophelia, Cordelia, Benedict, Owen Glenower and Harry the Eighth, was Edgar Ravenswood – from Scott’s The Bride of Lammermoor. It’s not a unique muddle. A small oil painting by Delacroix is entitled ‘Self Portrait (as Hamlet or Edgar Ravenswood)’.


At the beginning of the twentieth century, Victorian veneration of Shakespeare gave way to a more sophisticated critical interpretation, prompted by Shaw’s defence of Ibsen’s naturalist dramas. Scott enjoyed no such renaissance in reaction to the rise of the modernist novel. In works such as Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, Linklater’s Magnus Merriman and Joyce’s Finnegans Wake (where the ‘Author of Waverley’ is transformed into part of a triumvirate of British bullies, ‘scoot, duckings and thuggery’) the reading of Scott is a shorthand for a character being behind the times. Joyce seems to have entertained a particular antipathy towards Scott: in ‘An Encounter’, the ‘queer old josser’ has all of Scott’s works; in ‘Araby’, the dead priest was reading The Abbot; and in Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man the students tease an old man with a ‘blackish, monkey-puckered face’ who is rumoured to be the product of incest. The students’ talk has shuttlecocked over the entire Western canon, but the old man only mumbles, ‘I love old Scott … I think he writes something lovely. There is no writer can touch Sir Walter Scott.’ He, and his favourite author, is a symbol of senescence. 


F R Leavis excluded Scott from his Great Tradition of novelists worthy to be called literature, dismissing him with the words, ‘Out of Scott a bad tradition came.’ E M Forster, in Aspects of the Novel, sneered, ‘Who shall tell us a story? Sir Walter Scott of course,’ demoting him from novelist to raconteur. Henry James was more genial, if just as damning: ‘He is identical with the fireside chronicler. And thoroughly to enjoy him, we must again become as credulous as children at twilight.’ In the face of the new, psychologically inflected novel, Scott was both immature and old-fashioned.


In Breakfast of Champions (1973), Kurt Vonnegut uses Ivanhoe as an exemplar of irrelevance and the idiocy of the traditional curriculum: pupils ‘were told that they were unworthy to speak or write their language if they couldn’t love or understand incomprehensible novels and poems and plays about people long ago and far away, such as Ivanhoe’. Andrew Crumey’s Sputnik Caledonia (2008) wittily recommends the same novel as an antidote to bed-wetting and American-comic induced excitement and insomnia. And it gets worse: Irvine Welsh, in conversation with John Mullan at the Guardian’s Book Group, not only denied Scott any cultural influence within Scottish writing, but stripped him of any literary significance whatsoever. According to Welsh, Scott was ‘just an arse-licker to the Prince Regent’. In less than 200 years, Scott changed from being essential and exceptional to being superfluous and suspect. You might wonder why we are even talking about him.
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