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‘Teaching is probably the noblest profession in the world – the most unselfish, difficult, and honourable profession, but it is also the most unappreciated, underrated, underpaid, and under-praised profession in the world.’ Thus wrote Leonard Bernstein in his book Findings.


This book is for the teachers, and of the best of my own: Edward Stead, Tim Cribb, Helena Shire, Marshall Walker and Douglas Gifford, in partial repayment of a debt I’ll never want to close.









This is where we begin


The painting on the front cover of this book depicts a mountainous landscape, sensually presented in vivid colours, with deep seawater and freshwater lochs, long straths of land forming bays and peninsulas around inlets: a natural and ancient world, but with a scattering of houses: a populated landscape, far from cities but occupied by the lives of people, their loves, concerns, and particular dispositions through generations. The painting is ‘The Cuillins, Evening, April 1964’ by John Cunningham (1926–98). The great Gaelic poet Somhairle MacGill-Eain or Sorley MacLean (1911–96) ends his poem ‘The Cuillin’ like this:




Thar lochan fala clan nan daoine,


thar breòiteachd blàir is strì an aonaich,


thar bochdainn, caitheimh, fiabhrais, àmhgair,


thar anacothruim, eucoir, ainneairt, ànraidh


thar truaighe, eu-dòchais, gamhlais, cuilbheirt,


thar ciont is truaillidheachd, gu furachair,


gu treunmhor chithear an Cuilithionn


’s e ’g èirigh air taobh eile duilghe.





Here are the lines in MacLean’s English translation:




Beyond the lochs of the blood of the children of men,


beyond the frailty of plain and the labour of mountain,


beyond poverty, consumption, fever, agony,


beyond hardship, wrong, tyranny, distress,


beyond misery, despair, hatred, treachery,


beyond guilt and defilement: watchful


heroic, the Cuillin is seen


rising on the other side of sorrow.





The poem was written in 1939, at the beginning of the Second World War. MacLean saw the rise of Fascism in Europe and imagined the mountain range of his native place as a geological opposition to human brutality, a permanent symbol of hope. He was born on the island of Raasay, beside Skye, and grew up looking over towards these mountains, climbing them as a young man.


By the 20th century most of Scotland’s population was living in cities – Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen, Dundee. So we might begin with a recognisable image of Scotland as a place of natural beauty and symbolic authority, but we must deepen our understanding with a sense of the historical complexity of Scotland’s national identity before we can begin to fully encounter the richness of Scottish literature. The geological physicality, the potent imagery, the experience over many generations of both country and city, the religious histories of Catholic and Protestant dominions, the political priorities of communal or profit-based economies, and most recently the doubleness of British imperial and independent Scottish identities, and above all the interpretations made possible by different, but overlapping languages, pre-eminently Gaelic, Scots and English – all these help form the particular kaleidoscope of singularity we call Scotland.


‘Scotland’ is a word that names a particular nation, defined by geographical borders. In the early 21st century, since the union of the crowns of Scotland and England in 1603 and the union of the parliaments of Edinburgh and London in 1707, this nation exists within the political state of the United Kingdom and Northern Ireland, with its global legacy of British imperialism. Scotland might be imagined in two different dimensions: as part of a political state with its imperial political legacy, and as a single nation of separate, multi-faceted cultural distinction, along with other nations in the world. As the American poet Charles Olson puts it in ‘Letter 5’ of The Maximus Poems:




Limits


are what any of us


are inside of





For people who grow up and live within the borders of this nation, certain things may be conferred by languages, geology, terrain, climate and weather, architectural designs, current behavioural habits and a history of cultural production, that might be different from such things elsewhere. The languages in which most Scottish literature is written – Gaelic, Scots and English – confer their own rhythms, sounds, musical dynamics, and the relations between them create their own character in the priorities of expression in speech and writing.


Geography creates another range of characteristics. Growing up speaking in different languages and living in different parts of Scotland, generates different prospects and perspectives. In the Borders, you might look south to England; along the east coast, you might look across to other northern European nations. Things look different again in the archipelagos of the north, Orkney and Shetland, and of the west, the Inner and Outer Hebrides; and different again along the west coast of mainland Scotland, or in the north in Caithness and Sutherland, or in the central fertile farmlands of Perthshire and Kinross, or in the central belt where most people in the country now live, the industrialised, now post-industrial, Glasgow, and Scotland’s capital (or ‘capital-in-waiting’), Edinburgh. All these locations suggest the diversity of perspectives Scotland – and Scottish literature – presents. Each one creates different ways of seeing. And such ways of seeing are not only a birth-right. They may also be learned. But as Hugh MacDiarmid points out:




It requires great love of it deeply to read


The configuration of a land…





Where did this nation begin?


Over half a millennium, from before Columba’s time in the 6th century, through Kenneth MacAlpin in the 9th century and Malcolm Canmore in the 11th century, different groups of people of different languages and cultural preferences got to know more about each other and began to live together in a comity of identity. Before them, there was birdsong. Before that, there was the ice.


Identity is a function of position, and position is a function of power.


This is where we begin.









Preface


THIS BOOK IS mainly concerned with retrieving and renewing, history brought into the present, the dead returned to the living. But above all it is a personal introduction. Its investment has been quite a lot of my life. It rests on a formidable quantity of scholarship, but it’s written with immediate attention to primary texts, and with relatively little reference to secondary critical material. Scottish literature has over long eras been neglected or deliberately obscured, so securing its place in the firmament is a kind of redress, a reclamation. To paraphrase a fictional character of diabolical intent, ‘Revenge is sweet, mine extends over centuries, and time is on my side.’ And all poets, as we know, are of the devil’s party.


In this overview of major periods, themes, authors and works of Scottish literature, I have chosen to emphasise certain authors, works, avenues of approach and aspects of consideration, which seem to me at this point in history to warrant emphasis. I hope the overarching story is accurate enough to the enormous and varied terrain, and I hope that what I say here works in the recognition that the terrain itself is always shifting, never entirely fixed, always open, never completely closed.


Some people, over many generations, have denied the validity of Scottish literature as a worthwhile area of study and attempted to tell the story of literature across the centuries as if there were only one central story to be told. For a long time, Scottish literature has been a neglected subject in our educational institutions. But as the great Scottish artist William Johnstone says in his book Creative Art in Britain (1950): ‘It is idle to blame teachers. My criticism of educational methods is aimed at certain consequences of the prevalent attitude to experience.’ And as Ezra Pound puts it in his ABC of Reading (1934): ‘the value of old work is constantly affected by the value of the new’. There is always a need to reassess work which the current ‘attitude to experience’ – especially as represented in most media every day – is urging us to neglect.


I have not written exclusively for professional scholars and critics but for people who enjoy reading, looking at paintings and sculptures, listening to music, and learning about things. I have included reference details in the body of the book, giving only date of publication for works that are easily identified, and place, publisher and further information as well as dates for specific works whose details are less accessible. Dates for the lives of authors are given where they first appear or where their works are discussed extensively. I have not used notes in the hope that the book might be read fluently, and such information as may be needed is provided in the main text. I think it was A.R. Orage who advised writers for his periodical, The New Age, to read their work out loud before submitting it. If it doesn’t work read aloud, it shouldn’t be printed. Good advice.


Marshall Walker, in his book Scottish Literature since 1707 (1996), confessed a ‘partiality for a view of literary works as incontrovertibly human products’ created ‘by real people with visions to impart according to more or less ascertainable aesthetic devices. Such works come from authors, not merely from other texts, but all texts are related in some way to a Zeitgeist.’ I agree with him.


Angus Calder, in his book Russia Discovered (1976), wrote of the authors of that country words that apply just as well to those of Scotland: ‘These great writers have so much to teach us about the use of time, the search for the full potential of every second, and the obligatory rage against whatever denies that to us. And no other reading, surely, is less a waste of time.’


My book is primarily concerned with such writers and makers of literature whose quality Calder describes but it is also ‘a view of literary works’ as Walker puts it, and therefore one among many acts increasing the possibility and extent of awareness of Scotland’s culture. A.P. Cohen, in an essay which ultimately addresses the relation between human awareness and ecology, ‘Oil and the Cultural Account: Reflections on a Shetland Community’, Scottish Journal of Sociology, 3 (1978), notes as follows: ‘Once one has become conscious of culture, it must be perceived and handled in a different way than previously.’


Here’s hoping.




Alan Riach, Alloway


April 2022












PART ONE


Three Questions
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Why read Scottish literature?


THE ARTS ARE maps. They show us the terrain of life, contours, cliffs and coasts, they chart our deepest oceans and their rivers run like arteries across arid plains. But maps also tell us that human landscapes are always changing, and they require a special understanding, a training in how best they might be read. In answer to a question about the nature of art, the American novelist and poet Robert Penn Warren once said to a friend of mine, ‘Ah believe it’s just gettin’ yore reality shaped a little better.’ We have to learn how to make reality shapely.


The work of all the arts is to represent and interpret the world.


Represent and interpret.


Representation might suggest approval or even celebration, and interpretation might imply criticism or even satire. Art resists the numbing of the senses. It helps us to live more fully, engaged with the world and critical of it.


The function of all the arts, and especially of literature, is, at the same time, both representation and critique. Mimesis – the representation of reality in art – might give us a recognisable scene. But to articulate that scene in an aesthetic form is also to imply a selection and arrangement of material. And this involves a distancing from lived reality. The painting has its frame and space from the viewer, the pages of print have their book or magazine covers, the page is held at a distance from the understanding of the reader. The reader works to go through it and takes pleasure in that work. Music performed to be listened to addresses the listener in a different way from that performed to be danced to. For any writer or artist, the given world is never to be merely accepted and used, but celebrated and criticised, built upon or demolished. In this lies the fundamental manifesto of all writers and artists.


All art slows you down and quickens you at the same time. You have to take the time to stop and look and see, and listen, and hear, and read, what the world is, if you’re going to change it for the better.


But in an age of crass commercialism, the arts are disadvantaged, partly because the training that is needed to help us comprehend them is so vulnerable. The vanity of rampant managers and the strafing heartlessness of advertising clog up the channels of contemplation. In ‘Criticism, Art, Letters’, collected in The Best of Myles (1968), Flann O’Brien is only mildly exaggerating a popular philistinism when he declares:




There is no excuse for poetry. Poetry gives no adequate return in money, is expensive to print by reason of the waste of space occasioned by its form, and most of it is bad. Nobody is going to manufacture a thousand tons of jam in the expectation that five tons may be eatable.





He has a point, hasn’t he? You can imagine certain ministers of education coming out with this sort of thing without a trace of irony and getting knighthoods for the damage they do to generations.


The arts look after themselves. The creative force that produces them is so essential, so profoundly necessary, that they are as inevitable in human life as the desire for shelter, food and procreation. And sometimes, even when you’re not looking for it, the necessary thing will find you. A long time ago I came across an audio cassette in a drawer in a desk in an office I was using in a university I was visiting, and on it, hand-written, was the name of the American poet William Carlos Williams, and when I played the recording, I heard his voice on the tape say this:




…because the purpose of the artist, whatever it is, is to take the life which he sees, and raise it, raise it up, to an elevated position where it has dignity, just the same as a Navajo Indian puts a mark around a clay water pitcher and makes it distinguished, so the artist’s purpose in life, what he’s for, why he’s been preserved for the ages as he has been, the most, the imperishable thing, the one imperishable thing, that the world never lets die, is the work of art. Cities are wiped out, civilisation is wiped out, Homer persists. England will disappear. Shakespeare will be there. It’s that. The race cherishes that, cherishes the work of the artist. He’s the most important creature in any generation.





The arts – all the arts – are as inseparable from being human as the dance is from the dancer, as W.B. Yeats says in his poem ‘Among School Children’. But as the American critic Guy Davenport points out in his essay, ‘Do You Have a Poem Book on E.E. Cummings?’, in The Geography of the Imagination: Forty Essays (1981), if the purpose of journalism is to inform and disseminate, it isn’t doing its job: ‘Thirty years of liberal twiddling with the lines of communication have made it almost impossible to broadcast anything but received propaganda.’ And so, ‘what’s happening in the minds that keep other minds alive and give them the courage to live is reported, if at all, in a dangerously denatured and official trickle of news.’ When the arts are neglected or obscured, people suffer from ignorance and their lives are made dull.


The purpose of the arts is to help people to live. Yet new technologies change how things may be perceived and understood. They change the context in which we read anything. In the 1960s, Marshall McLuhan saw the way things were going and argued in his book The Gutenburg Galaxy (1962) that the print-based, book-reading culture that had characterised the western world since the 15th century was changing forever. At the start of the 17th century, at the time of the union of the crowns of Scotland and England in 1603, there were around 2,000 books in print. In the early 21st century, there are at least 15 million books available online. The problem we face with the digital archive is not the availability of material but how to select from it profitably, critically, happily: how to find what we need to spend our time on.


So much for generalisations. I would like to close in now on Scottish literature with some personal data that I hope will be relevant.


My parents encouraged my reading when I was a boy, and my grandfather especially encouraged me. I have a particular memory of my grandfather’s gigantic bookcase and what appeared to be hundreds of books, encyclopaedias, guides to world literature, titles like Races of the World, Everyman’s Encyclopaedia, the collected works of Shakespeare, Scott, Burns, Keats, Shelley and Byron. It was so big you could literally almost climb inside it when I was a wee boy. When I was about ten, my father gave me a copy of Huckleberry Finn and the notion of floating downriver on a raft still pleases me; then he gave me a copy of Moby-Dick and I still remember the shock I felt when I read the final chapter, when Ahab goes over the side. It took my breath away.


Great writing has this power. It helps you through all your life, one way or another. All the arts do this, I think, but literature is the greatest of them all because it gives you such a range and depth of experience of lives, languages, places, politics, and histories, other than your own.


Literature is the most liberating of all the things human minds have ever created.


The journalist Ryszard Kapuściński in his book The Other (2008) eloquently describes how every person is twofold: one is a human being like the rest of us, with joys and sorrows, good days and bad, desires and disappointments, the other is a carrier of culture, beliefs, language-systems, particular forms of expression, aspects of identity that differ in place and time. Both these aspects of every single person are always changing, dynamic, mobile, partial, variable. Yet this relation between what human beings have in common and what gives every one of us relations through nationality, history, tribe, family, religion, class and so on, is what gives us our potential. If we fully acknowledge what we have in common, we have secure ground for exploring and enhancing all those things that make us different. Understanding this fact and exploring its full complexity is above all the provenance of literature.


And literature arises from two basic human forms of expression: stories and songs. All else comes from these.


But literalism is always a danger. I remember a particularly egregious member of staff at a university English department meeting who suggested in all seriousness that Heart of Darkness should be taken off the curriculum because Mister Kurtz was not a very good role model for the students.


The proper reply was given, quick, merciful and ruthless: ‘Neither is Lady Macbeth!’


Of course the Macbeths are not role models: they are the embodiments of our human potential at its worst. The arts propose not literal but metaphoric truths. In his autobiography, Theme and Variations translated by James A. Galston, (1947), the conductor Bruno Walter defines this:




History! Can we learn a people’s character through its history, a history formerly made by princes and statesmen with an utter disregard of, frequently even in opposition to, its interests? Is not its nature disclosed rather by its poetry, by its general habits of life, by its landscape, and by its idiom? Are we not able more deeply to penetrate into a nation’s soul through its music, provided that it has actually grown on its soil? Is anyone entitled to speak with authority of the Russians who has not become familiar with Pushkin, Lermontov, Gogol, Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, and Gorky, and has not listened to the music of Mussorgsky, Borodin, and Tchaikovsky? I have preserved the unshakable conviction that man’s spiritual accomplishments are vastly more important than his political and historical achievements. For the works of the creative spirit last, they are essentially imperishable, while the world-stirring historical activities of even the most eminent men are circumscribed by time. Napoleon is dead – but Beethoven lives.





Or, to paraphrase, Henry Dundas (1742–1811) – the immensely powerful Scottish Tory politician who was known as King Harry the Ninth or the ‘Great Tyrant’ – is decidedly dead, but in a different sense, his contemporary Robert Burns, in his poems and songs, lives on. Or Joseph Stalin (1878–1953) – the tyrannical Communist Party leader after the death of Lenin in 1924 – is dead, but his contemporary the Scottish poet Hugh MacDiarmid, in his works, lives on.


The foregoing is preliminary to the more specific answer to the question, ‘Why read Scottish literature?’ So let’s come to that now.


I was born in Scotland. I left when I was four and went to school and university in England, then returned to live in Scotland from 1979 to 1986, completing a PhD at Glasgow University. I went to New Zealand in 1986. New Zealand was absolutely central in world politics to my view at that time. The country was nuclear-free and the Greenpeace ship the Rainbow Warrior had just been blown up by French spies, with murderous loss of life. Teaching across the range at the university where I worked, the University of Waikato (it is the Maori name for the area and the river that runs through it), I was able to initiate courses in Scottish, Irish and ‘Postcolonial’ literatures and Creative Writing and to teach courses on English and American literatures and convene the big first-year ‘Introduction to Literature’ courses. I was thinking about how best to introduce what really mattered to me to students who might have no prior knowledge about these things to draw from.


I was asking myself, ‘What are the important things about Scottish literature you have to know about, to get a sense of the shape of the terrain, the character of the country, its national history, its music, languages, the major writers?’ And a number of key moments were clearly of massive importance in providing crucial aspects of the country’s myths and its actual history. There is the prehistory of Scotland, stories and songs from the Celtic and early Christian worlds, there were the Wars of Independence, then there was the Reformation, the Union of the Crowns in 1603 and of the Parliaments in 1707, the Enlightenment, Romanticism, the Industrial Revolution, world wars and revolutions, the rise of mass media: how should we approach literature in these contexts? Literature has its own special value but also, of course, it is connected and inter-related to other arts and across historical eras.


The historical depth of Scotland goes back to long before the word Scotland was used. Starting from any contemporary position, what would be the predominantly governing factors in appreciating an identity we could legitimately call ‘Scotland’? And would these factors apply equally well in other countries? What would they be if they were applicable anywhere? Could they yield descriptions of identity specific to particular countries?


I’d like to suggest two: geography and language. By which of course I mean in their pluralities: geographies and languages.


First, how should we begin to acquire a comprehensive understanding of the geographical variety of Scotland?


 One example was set by the great American poet Walt Whitman in the 19th century. The essential principle is to start from wherever you are. Whitman begins one poem, ‘Starting from fish-shape Paumanok, where I was born…’ You begin by looking out the window, walking out the door. Whatever is immediately around you is where you begin from. Think of James Joyce and Dubliners, William Faulkner and Yoknapatawpha County, Lewis Grassic Gibbon and the Mearns of Kincardineshire in the north-east of Scotland. And it does not imply sentimental attachment, blind, flag-waving loyalty or any lack of irony. Consider Edward Dorn’s brilliant little poem, ‘Success?’:




Success? I never had to worry about success.


Coming from where I come from,


You were a success the minute you left town.





The Borders are a long way from Shetland, the Hebrides are a long way from Edinburgh, but all the different places of Scotland deliver a sense of complementarity, of plurality, of the relativity of cultural value, which is not the same thing as the sense of a single trajectory, a unified imperial history. This sense of diversity is matched by a sense of profundity, the depths from which our culture arises, the insights it can give us today.


And how should we think of the languages of Scottish literature?


The 18th century saw a flourishing of poetry and song in Gaelic, sometimes drawing from the same sources as James Macpherson, whose poems and stories of Finn and Ossian rise from pre-Christian myths, but they also deal directly with contemporary events, from the Jacobite rising of 1745 to the consequences visited upon the Highlanders after Culloden in 1746, and the Clearances, the enforced depopulation of Scotland, which has continued to this day. Two major poems not directly related to these events but still with astonishing immediacy and vibrant attraction are ‘Praise of Ben Dorain’ by Donnchadh Bàn Mac an t-Saoir / Duncan Ban MacIntyre (1724–1812), which describes a deer hunt across a wooded mountain, and ‘The Birlinn of Clanranald’ by Alasdair mac Mhaighstir Alasdair / Alexander MacDonald (c.1695–c.1770), which describes a sailing ship or birlinn, crossing through a storm on a journey from Scotland to Ireland. Both these major works draw on the Gaelic tradition common to both Scotland and Ireland, but there are also influences and affinities with English-language poems such as James Thomson’s The Seasons (1730) and the Scots-language poems and songs of Robert Burns and others. The name of Robert Burns should never be mentioned without also acknowledging the greatness of his contemporaries writing in Gaelic, and his great predecessors in the Scots language, Allan Ramsay and Robert Fergusson, and the English-language dominated writings of the Enlightenment, which preceded and continued through his lifetime.


Therefore, with a living sense of the diversity of terrain in the geography of Scotland, the Borders, the Highlands and Islands, the cities, the farmlands, the mountains and moors, the rivers and lochs and lochans; and with an acknowledgement of the vitality of living languages – pre-eminently in both our history and currently, Gaelic, Scots and English, but also in the acknowledgement of languages that have arrived and are in use more recently, we can imagine a set of co-ordinate points or magnetic poles or centres of gravity of one kind or another by which it may be possible to navigate our way through the whole theatre of Scottish literature. It’s an impossible voyage, of course. And since literature is one among many arts, each one interrelated, we should begin with the knowledge that the cradle of our understanding holds more potential than could ever be fulfilled.


And yet, isn’t that all the more reason to set it gently rocking, not just into sleep but towards a further awakening?


When I worked in New Zealand, we had a visit from the President of Ireland, Mary Robinson. The line she delivered then has haunted me ever since: ‘The arts are the genius of your country, and education is the key with which you unlock the door.’


Let’s open the door.









2


What is literature?


LANGUAGE, STORIES AND music are the basic components of literature, from the simplest memorised nursery rhyme to the most subtle and sophisticated of written texts. The most complex modern novels still arise from our sense of what makes a good story – bewilderment, discovery, finding out about things, where you are, where love can be found, what forces are working against it. The study of literature is based on the development of sensitivity to language and enhances the enjoyment of stories about people in different places, relationships, situations of difficulty or pleasure. The visual patterns of writing to be seen on a page or parchment and the sounds of speech in the air as they are uttered in voices suggest the two different but overlapping areas of sensual apprehension involved in the appreciation of literature: the visual and the aural. These are portals to reality. The advantage of literature over some other arts or popular media is the detail with which it sensitises such appreciation and the depth of engagement it invites with the difficult areas of human experience. It doesn’t solve problems, but it can help understanding.


The question, ‘What is literature?’ might be answered in a multitude of ways, none of them final or absolute. They would be suggestions, propositions, ideas that might be discussed. Here are seven.


LITERATURE IS A WORD SIGNIFYING ONE MAJOR ACTIVITY OF THE CREATIVE ARTS


Essential to its creation are language and stories. Stories can be told in various media, with or without words, but literature usually tells stories through words. (Sometimes it can be through only letters, or sounds.)


Words can be broken down and reassembled in their constituent parts, in letters (aesthetically precise visual signs, thus connected to drawing and painting) and sound (thus connected to music). Grammar normally implies narrative, as understanding moves along the line of the sentence. However, sentences might be held in the mind simultaneously and rhyme, metre, patterns of various kinds, can imply a kind of simultaneity in the musical coherence of a work of literature. The English poet Edmund Spenser (1552–99) imagined that his long poem The Faerie Queen (1590–96) might be held in the mind in its entirety and visualised like an enormous stained glass window in a cathedral, constructed, not in the assertive image of the poet, but rather for the glory of God. He hoped that what you might see through this vast, wondrous window, would not be him, but God.


In English, the word music is connected to the Greek Muses, quasi-divine figures who gave inspiration of one kind or another. In Scots Gaelic, however, the word for music is ceol and it has nothing to do with the Greek Muses. This word refers to the musical sounds made in piping, originally through bird-bone flutes (bird-bones being hollow). You can hear this when you pronounce it. In literature, poetry and music (ceol) are always connected (except in some examples of experimentalist poetry which deliberately try to reject the component of human tonality in utterance. Some reject the human voice and use computerised sound and non-standard grammatical effects of language. Generally, though, the infusion of music in poetry is clear: in songs and ballads, opera libretti, even in the rhythms and musical movement of verse that has no immediate instrumental accompaniment, and in the longer narrative rhythms of stories and novels, the musical component is always present. The American poet Ezra Pound tells us that poetry withers and dries out the further it is removed from music. This might be self-evident in the essential vocal function in the oral tradition, as well as in plays and theatres, whether performed to the most vulgar public, to the hypersophisticated sensibilities of a courtly audience, or to the rhetorical superclasses of the Kirk (of whatever disposition) but it is also present in the musical structures, rhythms and shapeliness you can feel in short stories and novels.


LITERATURE IS WRITTEN ART IN THREE PRINCIPAL GENRES: POETRY, FICTION, PLAYS


But other forms of writing may be read effectively as literature – the Bible or the Koran, philosophy, letters, diaries, journalism – all writing may be read and considered carefully by a trained literary sensibility, though that doesn’t mean that all writing is literature. Moreover, a literary sensibility brings good critical reading to work in other media precisely because we can train ourselves to appreciate storytelling and the languages of representation sensitively.


The various products of cinema, radio, television and comic books may all be read best by people not only specialised in their own discipline but also familiar with what literature can teach. This is also true of painting, sculpture and music in all its forms. In so far as a literary training shows you clearly how language works, it’s also very good help in seeing how professional politicians, advertisers and journalists manipulate language in their speeches, articles, adverts, reports and manifestos. The modern western world is saturated with the images, languages and sounds of commercialism. All advertising is heartless. It is trying to get something from you. Unlike advertising, literature is about touching. It is there to give you something.


To the degree that literature is the work of the creative imagination, its priority or emphasis of purpose is distinct from philosophy. But the writers of the Scottish Enlightenment – pre-eminently David Hume, James Hutton, Adam Ferguson and Adam Smith – are also masters of literary essay-writing and we should accommodate them within the remit of Scottish literature. Similarly, other forms of writing should be taken into account: essays, diaries, travel writing, ‘life-writing’ or autobiography, and so on. For example, William Lithgow (1582–1645) is one of the very first international world-travellers in his time, going from his native Lanarkshire as far afield as Africa and Constantinople, now Istanbul. A poet and prose writer fired by curiosity and the desire to wander through the world and see as many aspects of it as he could, he is a singular figure in our literary history.


In contemporary terms, there are other contexts for literary production than that of the published book. Scottish literature includes radio drama, television drama, film texts and inter-disciplinary works which bring together literary and other artistic forms. There is a long tradition of song in Scottish literature; not only of traditional ballads and folk songs but of more self-consciously artful song-settings of Scottish poems (the work of Burns and George Thomson, and of MacDiarmid and F.G. Scott, for instance). Further, the classical tradition of orchestral and chamber music has many examples of work inspired by or in dialogue with literary texts, such as Hamish MacCunn’s opera Jeanie Deans, based on Walter Scott’s novel The Heart of Midlothian or William Sweeney’s tone-poem based on Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s Sunset Song. If our primary concern is with poems, plays and prose fiction, we should keep ourselves receptive to all these other forms of literary writing too.


LITERATURE IS WORDS ARRANGED TO MAXIMUM EFFECTIVENESS AS ART


This prompts the question: What is art for?


I have given my answer already. The arts are there to help people to live. The arts are not leisure activities. They are essential. They are the best maps we have of human experience. Our poets and artists are our best guides to the worlds around us. In an era of distraction, the best of them address the things that matter. Technologies change and sciences progress. Discoveries are made, new things are found or formed. But the work of the artist is always current. As William Carlos Williams says in his poem, ‘Asphodel, that Greeny Flower’ (the lines in the original are italicised):




It is difficult


to get the news from poems


yet men die miserably every day


for lack


of what is found there.





In his novel Lanark, Alasdair Gray writes that Glasgow is ‘the sort of industrial city where most people live nowadays but nobody imagines living.’ This is what literature, and indeed all the arts, help us to do: to imagine how our lives might be, how they might be better, deepened, more beautifully curved or patterned, shaped, adventurous, enriched, enjoyed, made gamesome and quickened.


LITERATURE IS A CO-ORDINATION OF THREE INTERSECTING ENERGIES, FOUND IN PERSONALITY, HISTORY AND SUBSTANCE


By personality I mean the writer, who he or she is, individually, linguistically, socially, their mind, disposition, determination, character.


By history I mean the times they live through, actually – a war poet speaks of war, a sea poet goes to sea – or imaginatively: the artist can imagine anything, often more accurately than one whose experience of the same thing is lived and actual. But experience is real and valuable: Ezra Pound once said that Gavin Douglas’s translation of Virgil’s Aeneid was better than the original because Douglas had heard the sound of the sea. The creative imagination has its own history, and some eras offer imaginative insights others might foreclose. It was the inception of the Jacobean era in 1603 that allowed Shakespeare the possibility of writing his greatest tragedies.


By substance I mean the words themselves. They have gravity, weight, energy, history, component parts like syllables, vowels, consonants, letters, connectedness, music and visual import. Words are the actual material of the writer’s art.


LITERATURE IS A FORM OF COMMUNICATION, A NEGOTIATION THAT TELLS TRUTHS


Literature works between history and myth (or philosophy, including religions). It is not tied to documentary evidence about how people lived (the limitations of history), nor to the structures of systems of belief that seem to validate themselves as ideology (the limitations of myth). The Canadian critic Northrop Frye in his book Fables of Identity (1963), tried to argue and insist that all literature is grounded in such mythic structures. He was wrong.


History is a process of engagement with verifiable data and our interpretation of it. Myth arises from commitments of belief. More than in either, literature is always a negotiation of meaning, its language is always active. It can never be merely recording. It can never be merely formulaic. It is alive.


Negotiating, interrogating, finding balance is what literature does. It activates argument in the endlessly moving spaces between history (data, fact, scientifically verifiable information, documentary objectivity, interpretation validated by what can be proven) and myth (or religion, or ideology, or any belief systems, questioned or unquestioned, validated ultimately only by faith). Literature comes to life between these two areas. And by doing so, it brings things, engaging thoughts, curious questions, to life unpredictably. Literature is human existence come to life. It is therefore open, never closed. It is an act, as well as a product of aesthetic sensibility. It is an action, as well as an enactment of formal pleasure. It is an intervention.


The various languages in which Scottish literature has been composed are a major distinctive quality of the subject. Unlike English literature, Scottish literature immediately demands the recognition of the value and validity of different tongues. An important ecclesiastical tradition of writing in Latin includes poems attributed to St Columba (c.520–597) and the Life of Columba by Adomnán (c.624–704) through to the writing of George Buchanan (1506–82) and Arthur Johnstone (c.1579–1641).


The Gaelic tradition includes poems directly engaged with aspects of Scottish Highland history such as the Jacobite risings and the Clearances, and in the poem ‘Praise of Ben Dorain’ there is a distinct understanding of landscape, nature and human presence which is sharply different from contemporary English Romantic ideas of the sublime.


Since at least the 18th-century Enlightenment, Scottish literature has been written extensively in English. Enlightenment philosophers tried to remove the most distinctive Scots aspects of their diction from their writing and in the 19th century a gulf opened up between the authority of English as a language for narrative or storytelling in novels and the vernacular Scots spoken by characters acting in the story – often eccentric, comic or exaggerated characters. However, by the late 20th century, the use of the English language by Scottish writers had developed in distinctively Scots tones. In the poetry of Norman MacCaig, for example, the English is as close to the modulations of the speech of a Scottish voice as in any major English-language Scottish poet of the period.


The Scots vernacular tradition is one of the richest literary resources and most distinctive linguistic forms, both accessible to English-language readers and characteristically distinct from English-language literature. The Scots language in Scottish literature opens a door to one of the great linguistic mediums of European writing. Both Scots and English have common roots but they developed through different local, national and imperial histories and through different literary traditions. Scots is as ancient a language as English and has at least as many spoken varieties across the country. It would be as absurd to call Scots a dialect of English as it would be to call English a dialect of Scots. And since the range of languages spoken and written in Scotland continues to extend beyond those preeminently used over past centuries of literary production, it’s worth emphasising the validity of any language as a potential medium of Scottish literature.


A sensitivity to the fact that Scottish literature has been written in a number of languages establishes the sense that aesthetic and literary understanding is never absolutely singular. It is always engaged in dialogue. In this multi-vocal world, there can be no simple assertion of superior value in any single language, setting out to dominate all others with imperial certainty. There is always more than one way of seeing, more than one way of representing something, more than one way of interpreting it. In any language, communication may be direct, but there is always more than one story to be told. Each language does it differently and reveals different parts of the world. Every single one is only partial. But in a work of literature, it becomes communicable.


LITERATURE IS THE WRITTEN EXPRESSION OF REVOLT AGAINST ALL ACCEPTED THINGS


It is a form of resistance. The act, the expression, of literature, is to resist the vanity of all efforts to bind and contain imaginative life. It is to resist the mechanical excess of systematic meaning. It is to teach that intelligence and sensitivity reside with an irreducible openness, never with the closed.


LITERATURE IS A LONG CONVERSATION, USUALLY WITH THE DEAD; BUT IT IS A LIVING DIALOGUE


It is what happens between the work of art and the reader, just as the creation of the work of art by the artist is the moment of its formation. The pen on the page, the brush on the canvas, all the complex processes between the score of a piece of music and the bow coming down on the catgut, the ears listening to what sounds fill the air at that moment of its beginning. An Australian aboriginal blows pigment from his mouth onto his hand on a rock in the desert and the shape of the hand stays there, surrounded by colour: this is the moment of creation another will read, noting if the tip of a forefinger up to a certain joint is missing, what that might mean, what group that man might belong to. Aesthetics are a social code.


Or put it like this. Literature is a community – it could be a community of people who read books or who respond as they do at a certain time – but it’s not the book that is literature, or the people, it’s what happens between the book and the people, or even a single poem and a single solitary person reading it, that forms a community, a literature, an engagement with each other and possible readings, other readers who might also be imagined. That’s also what literature is: a reason to read, to carry on reading and enjoying the pleasure of that. This involves both play and seriousness, both close, inquisitive reading and liberating opposition to conventions and complacencies. It can help us to imagine and create a better world.
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Was there ever a ‘British’ literature?


THIS BOOK IS concerned mainly with Scottish literature, but as we have seen, that national identity has been formed, been independent, been part of a British state and imperial expansion in different parts of the world, and continues to reinvent and reconstitute itself.


Reading Scottish literature takes you back before the British state or the United Kingdom, and it indicates ways forward beyond that.


In many other parts of the world, a convenient way of approaching the literatures of the different nations of the United Kingdom is to describe them as constituting a ‘British Literature’ – although this is no guarantee of homogeneity. More often, the word ‘British’ simply means ‘English’. What does our reading of Scottish literature contribute to an answer to the question, ‘Was there ever a “British” literature?’ In his poem, ‘The Difference’ Hugh MacDiarmid was characteristically forthright:




I am a Scotsman and proud of it.


Never call me British. I’ll tell you why.


It’s too near brutish, having only


The difference between U and I.


Scant difference, you think? Yet


Hell-deep and Heavenhigh!





T.S. Eliot, in a famous review in the periodical Athenaeum of 1919, asked ‘Was there a Scottish Literature?’ and concluded that there had been once but there was no longer. This was part of a strategic politico-literary move to oust Matthew Arnold from his central place as arbiter of taste in English letters and instate Eliot himself as critic-magus. His individual talent would realign ‘Tradition’ and coalesce American and English literature in English-language writing. Scottish literature had been a valid contributor along the way but had no contemporary currency, according to Eliot. For him, Burns was the last example of a decadent tradition.


Eliot, more English than the English, came from Missouri to High Anglican London. He followed a different path from Ezra Pound, who also abandoned America for London, but then abandoned London for European high culture and abandoned the botched civilisations of the west for the Classics of ancient China. In retrospect, Pound’s ever-expanding intellectual career looks more like one of cultural inclusiveness and accommodation, rather than anything narrowing, even if the last Cantos are desperately moving in their lyrical self-portrait of loneliness and exhaustion. But compare Eliot and William Carlos Williams. In his autobiography, Williams said that Eliot’s betrothal to Anglocentric letters and academic élitism in The Waste Land stopped him in his tracks, set him back 20 years, as it seemed to be opposed to the ‘primary impetus, the elementary principle of all art, in the local conditions.’ Eliot’s poem was ‘the great catastrophe’ – not too strong a term for Williams, a poet who had to rediscover and redescribe ‘the American grain’ – a distinctive tradition in American literature, a vernacular voice local to that place, ‘rooted in the locality which should give it fruit.’ When Eliot disparaged the contemporary viability of Scottish literature, he was only echoing what had been said a hundred years before him about American literature itself: Was there any? Robert Creeley told me that the poet George Barker once asked Williams the same question. Williams in America, like Hugh MacDiarmid in Scotland, was trying to make a poetry that would be nourished by its own geography, its own history. Eliot, supreme craftsman and pervasive influence, seemed intent to abandon that commitment and priority.


In this light, consider the violent argument between Edwin Muir and Hugh MacDiarmid in 1936. Lewis Grassic Gibbon and MacDiarmid were commissioning editors of a series of books about contentious issues in Scotland and Edwin Muir was invited to write about Walter Scott and Scotland but he turned in a book which effectively attacked the achievement of writers who had written in the Scots language. What he said was that the great Irish writers – pre-eminently Joyce and Yeats – had won international acclaim and achieved great literary worth through writing in English and this was the way forward for Scottish writers too. More than that. He said it was the only way forward for Scottish writers. He wrote: ‘Scotland can only create a national literature by writing in English.’


Muir asserted that the chief requirement for a national literature was a homogeneous national language and that Scots was no use for that. Only English would do. In this Muir was merely echoing Eliot, who in the 1919 Athenaeum essay had written: ‘The basis for one literature is one language.’ By which, he meant his own brand of the English language. There was no place for Scots in this dispensation. When Muir declared that Scottish literature could only go forward in English, MacDiarmid was enraged. MacDiarmid’s whole point was that there are different languages in Scotland, different voices – not only English but also Gaelic as well as Scots, voices of women as well as of men, and they all needed to find articulation in literature. He responded to Muir by editing The Golden Treasury of Scottish Poetry (1940), which includes poems translated not only from Gaelic but also from Latin, as well as poems in Scots and English – and nothing by Muir.


But Muir had a point too. The Irish writers do have an international cachet – a readership, especially in English and American universities – which is usually denied the Scots writers. And this is at least partly because the language allows them to be accommodated more quickly.


But is that a good enough answer?


‘All dreams of imperialism must be exorcised,’ MacDiarmid wrote once. ‘… Including linguistic imperialism, which sums up all the rest.’


The long hand of the law continues to finger your collar.


In Michael Alexander’s A History of English Literature (2000), we read: ‘Now that English is a world language, this history needs to be supplemented by accounts of other literatures in English…’ So far, so open-minded. However (next paragraph), ‘This volume is not a survey of present-day writing in English, but a history of English literature.’ The national identity has very quickly become coterminous with the national language. Next sentence: ‘The author, an Englishman resident in Scotland for over 30 years, is aware that a well-meant English embrace can seem imperial even within a devolving Britain.’


Good intentions are not enough. The consequences of this approach lead to Robert Louis Stevenson being listed in the book under ‘Minor fiction’: we are told that he was ‘once famous’ but ‘his work faded’. Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde ‘makes a bonny film’ says Professor Alexander, but ‘has dated’ and ‘disappoints adult re-reading’. The word ‘bonny’ there is perhaps intended as affectionate but it carries a strong whiff of condescension delivered from a superior height of judgement. It may be well-meaning but it feels imperious. Alexander does not concur with the opinion of the great novelist Henry James: Jekyll and Hyde, said James, is ‘the most serious’ tale, ‘endlessly interesting, and rich in all sorts of provocation, and Mr Stevenson is to be congratulated on having touched the core of it.’ And how does Hugh MacDiarmid fare in this History of English Literature? Professor Alexander tells us that MacDiarmid ‘would not want house-room in a Sassenach literary history’ – and ostensibly honouring MacDiarmid’s putative wishes, Professor Alexander gives him none. Readers are introduced to Seamus Heaney and Derek Walcott but are told next to nothing about MacDiarmid.


Incidentally, the American scholar Nancy Gish has an excellent essay on Stevenson in the online International Journal of Scottish Literature (no.2), which rightly sees Jekyll and Hyde as prophetic of Modernism and 20th-century concerns as much as Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and Wilde’s Dorian Grey. But Alexander’s relegation of the Scots takes its part in a long tradition that goes back at least as far as Samuel Johnson responding to James Boswell’s suggestion that he could teach the good Doctor the Scots language so that he could enjoy Allan Ramsay’s play The Gentle Shepherd. Johnson said no: ‘I won’t learn it. You shall retain your superiority by my not knowing it.’ This was a tactic of reversal. Promising Boswell ‘superiority’ meant that Johnson maintained his own. Instead of learning Scots (or trying to learn anything about the tradition of written Gaelic), Johnson authorised English and the Enlightenment followed his example and our education system followed theirs. Boswell, meanwhile, compiled his own Scots language dictionary, but this was not published and the manuscript was only discovered in 2011. The authority of English, in writing and speech, oppressed that of Scots for centuries. English was legitimate and valid; Scots was illegitimate and invalid. As a language, Scots appeared for the first time on a national census in 2011. It is officially recognised as a European minority language and the first formal educational courses on the language were offered by the Open University in 2019.


Michael Alexander’s selection of authors therefore is one of privilege not based on literary merit but political provenance.


One more example. In Neil Corcoran’s English Poetry since 1940 (1993), we meet W.S. Graham and Douglas Dunn alongside numerous familiar suspects from Ireland, and the tutelary spirits are Louis MacNeice and – guess who? – Edwin Muir. But again, scarcely a mention of MacDiarmid.


It’s not that Alexander and Corcoran are bad critics but that the political context of these books and many others, and the ideology that sustains the publishing and education industries that help produce them, are not innocent.


The whole matter of curriculum development is normally a vexed history of vested interests, warring clans and factions, protected properties and proprieties, and personal animosities. James Joyce was excluded from the English literature curriculum until such time as it might accommodate him. Now his work has generated a massive academic industry. A further accommodation might be noted in the shift from the distinctive category ‘Anglo-Irish Literature’ (as described by A. Norman Jeffares in the 1970s and defined in his 1982 book of that title as ‘written in English by Irish authors’) to an inclusive category called ‘Irish Literature’ that brought consideration of Anglo-Irish writing and writing in Irish Gaelic together, even when the latter could only be encountered in translation, exemplified in Seamus Deane’s A Short History of Irish Literature (1986).


Deane’s effort to include a sense of linguistic, cultural, social and political difference in his comprehensive sense of national identity is not the same thing as the imperial example that settles on the slippery elision of ‘English’ as language and nation.


Which bring us back to the ‘British’ question.


Seamus Heaney, who is the last writer considered fully in Alexander’s book and takes a major place in Corcoran’s, famously wrote a poem entitled ‘An Open Letter’ to the editors of The Penguin Book of Contemporary British Poetry (1982), Blake Morrison and Andrew Motion, who had included him. Heaney admits he was hesitant and doubtful whether he should complain, because he knew that since he published in the London Review of Books, the Times Literary Supplement and The Listener, and his books were published by Eliot’s publisher Faber and Faber, his readership was inevitably (though not exclusively), ‘British’ but he insisted that he must ‘demur’ because ‘My passport’s green’: ‘No glass of ours was ever raised / To toast The Queen.’ He immediately qualifies this: ‘No harm to her’ but ‘from the start her reign…would not combine / What I’d espouse.’


This gentle, friendly retreat from the UK flag evoked by the book’s title is a lot more deferential than the attitude summed up more wittily in MacDiarmid’s poem ‘The Difference’, quoted above. To British readers, perhaps Heaney’s is a more attractive, less challenging attitude. Like Heaney’s, MacDiarmid’s poem was also occasional, prompted by the invitation to contribute to a special weekend edition of the traditionally Unionist Edinburgh newspaper The Scotsman put together for the Sir Walter Scott centennial celebrations (and was published in it, 14 August 1971, p.3).


Given the diversity of traditions and languages in Scottish literature, the provenance of ‘English literature’ and ‘British literature’ seems increasingly narrowing, a pinching encroachment. Imperialism is founded on ignorance of otherness, grounded on fear and the power of assertion. In the small town, village and rural worlds so beautifully described by Jane Austen and George Eliot, questions of nation and empire rarely seem relevant. Assumptions prevail, normally unquestioned. Charles Dickens, in Bleak House, has Mrs Jellyby more concerned with the shortcomings of life in Borrioboola-gha than with what’s happening in her own home, even when her babies are bouncing head-first down the stairwell. This is fair and funny satire, but it risks foreclosing the international view in favour of the domestic. Something of the poignancy of the predicament had been perfectly caught by Wordsworth in ‘The Solitary Reaper’ where he asks us to consider the plight of his own ignorance: ‘Will no one tell me what she sings?’ The detailed study Field Notes: ‘The Solitary Reaper’ and Others (2007), by J.H. Prynne, is an exhaustive exploration of this problem of the circumscription of the English language. Wordsworth’s poem about his own ignorance of Scots Gaelic is a more appealing confession of inadequacy than Johnson’s dismissal of Boswell’s offer to teach him Scots.


But where does that leave us now, those of us still limited by our language, who would nevertheless like to read more deeply in Scottish literature and study its distinctive traditions?


With a lot of work still to do. While Irish literature is widely recognised as a valuable area of study it is still possible for people all over the world to be simply ignorant of the story of Scotland’s distinctive literary history. Alongside this there is an international recognition of Scotland’s icons – instantly recognisable images: tartan, kilts, bagpipes, heather, whisky and Mel Gibson in Braveheart (although, happily enough, this film is fading in the memory of new generations).


The icons all have their history, connected with the obscurity into which our literature fell. That history is rooted in the 19th century, when two things happened to Scotland: it became identifiable by the images instantly signifying Scottishness – and yet, at the same time, it became invisible, part of a greater state, the British Empire. Scotland was Scotland all right, but it was often referred to rather as ‘North Britain’. My grandfather worked as a manager for a Co-operative store in Lanarkshire in the 1950s and I remember seeing his official notepaper headed with the address of the store and the designation ‘North Britain’. At the time, I was puzzled but the meaning is clear.


Throughout the 19th century, the role of the people of Britain – or rather, the British subjects – was one of imperial service, pre-eminently in the fields of industry, engineering, ship-building and agriculture, in world dominion. Their education was designed to provide reliable schooling for stalwart generations who would lead in the international exercise of imperialism. This also was what Britain’s natural resources were used for. In the same century, the country was rapidly industrialised. Glasgow was known as the Second City of the Empire – only after London in importance. At the beginning of the 19th century, most Scottish people lived in the country, as they always had done – a rural, agricultural economy prevailed. By the end of the century, most people lived in the industrial cities, especially Glasgow. What encouraged this rapid growth was Scotland’s position in the British Empire and to grasp that you have to go back a few hundred years, first to 1603 and then to 1707, when two different events deepened and cemented a union with England.


In his speech at the British Labour Party conference of 2007, the then Prime Minister Gordon Brown, a Unionist Scot, used the word ‘British’ or its cognates about 81 times. It seemed a little too obviously insistent, evidently prompted by the success of the Scottish National Party (SNP), who, in the 2007 election in Scotland, became the leading party by one vote and went on to manage as a minority government. In the next Scottish election, in 2011, the SNP gained an outright majority and continued in government, delivering their promise to hold a referendum on Scottish independence. That took place on 18 September 2014, and the result was 45 per cent in favour of independence, 55 per cent against it. The turnout of voters was exceptionally high, at 85 per cent of the eligible population of Scotland. Writers of all kinds took part in the political debates that surrounded this referendum, engaged with the ideas explicitly in their work and also in public forums throughout Scotland. Almost all were in favour of independence. The relation of literature and politics, clearly, is much closer and more complex than any exclusively ‘literary’ account will allow.


We can think of this in another context.


Ask most readers who the greatest English writer of all time is and they’ll probably say Shakespeare. Why? Three reasons. One is simply that he was Shakespeare – inimitable. But there are two others that allowed him to be himself. One was the theatre. He had a medium that allowed him to write plays. The other was the political climate he lived through. That changed radically when in 1603 the Elizabethan world (you might say, the late medieval and early Renaissance world) shifted suddenly into the Jacobean (or early modern) world. In this new dispensation, Shakespeare wrote Macbeth and King Lear and his later plays. They all owe something to the new sensibility that was coming to prevail in the world he experienced. After 1603, Scotland had no court but it still had its parliament. But the Scottish parliament voted itself out of existence in May 1707. Robert Burns was to write that we had been ‘bought and sold for English gold’ and that the Scots who had approved the Union were ‘a parcel of rogues’.


There was resistance. The Jacobite rising of 1745 led by another Scottish icon, Bonnie Prince Charlie, posed a massive threat to the frail young economy of the recently United Kingdom. This is why the reprisals against the Highlanders after Culloden in 1746 were so severe. At the beginning of the 19th century, when Walter Scott wrote the first of his novels, Waverley (begun in 1805, published in 1814), he gave it the subtitle ’Tis Sixty Years Since – in other words, enough time had elapsed for people on both sides of the border not to feel violent. We could read about events rather than draw swords. When Scott orchestrated the visit of King George IV to Edinburgh in 1822, he persuaded the king to wear a kilt, thus demonstrating royal approval of Highland clothing as characteristically Scottish ‘fancy dress’. By the late 19th century, all the iconic images – kilts, bagpipes and so on – became internationally known through mass media – first through postcards and paintings by such as Edwin Landseer (‘The Monarch of the Glen’ looks proudly independent but in T.S. Eliot’s words, is ‘bred for the rifle’). Later came the exaggerations of radio, film and television. Scotland became well known, but these images did not represent the industrial cities and there was no place for deeper studies of Scottish literature or any other more serious forms of artistic production.


To begin to grasp the story of Scottish literature, we need to go much further back.


There is an ancient theoretical model which helps to sum all this up: the X axis and the Y axis. Let’s say the X axis is a horizontal plane on which lots of things happen in relation to each other. The study of literature on this axis is relational or comparative. For example, you read Stevenson alongside Henry James, Bram Stoker and Conan Doyle, or Lewis Grassic Gibbon beside Joyce and Proust. And that’s fine. But then there’s the Y axis, which is vertical, and goes deep down. On this axis, you can link Gibbon back to Stevenson, Stevenson to Scott and Burns, Burns to Fergusson and Ramsay and Ramsay back to Dunbar and Henryson. At any point on the Y axis you can stop for an X axis moment but you have to have an emphasis on the sense of traditions that go into the past, and come forward from it, from Stevenson forward to MacDiarmid, Edwin Morgan and Liz Lochhead. There’s no reason why both shouldn’t be available. So long as a British – or any other – imperium isn’t foreclosing the choices and pleasures involved and leaves room for the loose ends and origins to be visible. The American poet Charles Olson deliberately evokes the graininess and rootedness of the sense of the local in his poem, ‘These Days’:




whatever you have to say, leave


the roots on, let them


dangle


And the dirt


just to make clear


where they came from





So what’s the answer to the question, ‘Was there ever a British Literature?’


Well, there was certainly a British Empire, and you can read a literature in the English language in a trajectory that might describe the arc of empire, but would its authors and works be most deeply understood in the context of that history, or would they be more fully understood in their own national contexts too, outwith British imperial identity even while they are component parts of it? If so, then what can we say of literature in the indigenous languages of the islands of the north-west European archipelago, the Welsh novels of Kate Roberts, the Gaelic poetry of Duncan Ban MacIntyre, the Scots poems of William Soutar, for example? How can we be fair to work that does not subscribe to the imperium of the English language?


The Welsh poet David Gwenallt Jones (1899–1968), whom people refer to simply as Gwenallt, was an exact contemporary of MacDiarmid and Eliot and Williams. How many readers of these poets know Gwenallt’s work? Very few of his poems have ever been translated and I know only those in The Penguin Book of Welsh Verse (1967), translated by Anthony Conran. One poem, ‘Rhydcymerau’, is freighted with the authority of responsibility for family, people, places, a language and a culture. ‘Rhydcymerau’ seems to be a place-name but it also means ‘the ford where the waters meet’. I don’t know, but the word also has the suggestion to me of another meaning: ‘the crossing-over place of the Welsh people’ – the ford of the Cymru. He talks about the forestry plantations of trees and the imposition of imperial financial power onto the area and family he came from. He talks of his grandparents, an uncle and cousin, and the place where they lived. This is how the poem ends:




And by this time there’s nothing there but trees.


Impertinent roots suck dry the old soil:


Trees where neighbourhood was,


And a forest that was once farmland.


Where was verse-writing and scripture is the south’s bastardised English.


The fox barks where once cried lambs and children,


And there, in the dark midst,


Is the den of the English minotaur;


And on the trees, as if on crosses,


The bones of poets, deacons, ministers, and teachers of Sunday School


Bleach in the sun,


And the rain washes them, and the winds lick them dry.





This is very different from the image of the alienated artist we’re familiar with from Eliot and even Joyce. The artist is not ‘refined out of existence’ but bears the weight of conscious connection with his or her society, family, language and national history. And this is to do with a feeling for home or belonging. The Scottish Gaelic word for this feeling or idea is ‘dùthchas’. We shall come back to this word.


Andrew McNeillie has a fine poem called ‘Cynefin Glossed’. Now, ‘Cynefin’, I’m told, means a sense of belonging, at-homeness. And McNeillie has his own mixed loyalties – his father, John McNeillie, who also wrote under the name Ian Niall, was a novelist from Galloway in Scotland, but he moved south. Andrew McNeillie grew up in Wales but also lived in Ireland for a long time, so his own experience leads him exactly to what this poem is asking us to consider. Here it is:




What is another language? Not just words


and rules you don’t know, but concepts too


for feelings and ideas you never knew,


or thought, to name; like a poem that floods


its lines with light, as in the fabled


origin of life, escaping paraphrase.


So living in that country always was


Mysterious and never to be equalled.


For example, tell me in a word how


you’d express a sense of being that


embraces belonging here and now,


in the landscape of your birth and death,


its light and air, and past, at once, and what


cause you might have to give it breath?





The political structure of ‘British’ identity does not allow for the specific, national loyalty voiced by MacDiarmid or Gwenallt. And something more than Britishness produced McNeillie’s profound question about language and identity. Poets intuitively understand this. The evidence is there. But as scholars and teachers whose business is research and recovery, teaching and conveying the information that matters, even simply as good readers (which is all that critics are), we are required to look more deeply into national traditions and areas of work that have been covered up or forgotten.


If the category of ‘British’ literature obscures the depths and subtleties, traditions and major themes of literatures ostensibly contained within it, we need to dismantle it thoroughly and put the pieces together again in a more responsible way. This is what Walter Benjamin (1892–1940) insisted that we must never forget, in his ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’ (1940): ‘Only that historian will have the gift of fanning the spark of hope in the past who is firmly convinced that even the dead will not be safe from the enemy if he wins. And this enemy has not ceased to be victorious.’


The dead always demand this of the living.









PART TWO


Scotland Emergent
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The Gaelic tradition: the Three Great Cycles


THE GAELIC TRADITION is the longest and most continuous literary trajectory in Scotland. It predates Christianity and comes forward vitally into the contemporary world, but at least since the 18th century, there are violent shifts, breaks and reconfigurations in the story.


This is an overview that gives emphasis to the continuity, while indicating clearly where the violent disruptions happen. The story should be read alongside our understanding of literature in Scots and English. Anyone claiming authority in the story of ‘British’ literature is a mere chancer if they’re ignorant of the Gaelic tradition. Nobody can claim the excuse that it’s too difficult because of ‘otherness’ since there are fine bilingual anthologies and English translations of Gaelic poetry, and easily available English-language accounts of Gaelic literature.


But ignorance is far more powerful than knowledge. Without some knowledge of the Gaelic language, we who are limited by English can only go so far. Yet it is surely worthwhile to attempt to approach an understanding of Gaelic traditions, authors and works even without knowing the language. Many English-language readers are familiar with the great works of Russian, French, Italian and Greek literature through translations. Why not Gaelic?


Let me put my cards on the table from the start: I have no fluent knowledge of Gaelic but my name – the word Riach – is a Gaelic word (riabhach, often with the bh silent) and has its own specific meaning. The point is this: my father spoke no Gaelic and he told me his father didn’t either, so you’d have to go back at least three or four generations in our family to find people who spoke the language of our name. That’s part of Scotland’s story too. Many Scots are like this. Most of us have no Gaelic. Many of us have lost the language of our names.


A major part of this book is an attempt to introduce Gaelic literature, predominantly poetry, to English-language readers, by someone who has studied Gaelic a little, but has gained what knowledge he has mainly from English-language sources and from Gaelic-speaking people. No doubt I’ll make mistakes. I’ll be glad to correct them. But I think it’s an attempt worth making.


There’s a good, if dangerous, precedent for this: the best introduction to Russian literature I know is Russia Discovered: Nineteenth-Century Fiction from Pushkin to Chekhov (1976) by Angus Calder (1942–2008), who begins by noting that he has no Russian at all but writes from his reading of the great Russian authors in their English translations. These chapters, like Calder’s book, should demonstrate at least what predominantly Anglophone readers might have access to, straightforwardly. Let’s be possessed by the intrinsic optimism of curiosity.


As far as we can tell, much of the earliest literature arising in what we now call Scotland is found in the Gaelic stories and songs that were there before writing. These come from people who lived before, during and after the coming of Christianity. These stories of Celtic heroes and lovers have usually been associated with Ireland but they are profoundly part of a shared Celtic identity. Their presence in Scotland should be known much more deeply and much more widely, here, in Scotland, now.


The three major cycles of early Celtic stories and songs have been the source of many retellings, both solemn and subversive. The earliest of the three cycles of ancient Celtic stories and songs tells of the first mythological age, recounting the conflict between the Fomorians and the Fir Bolg and the arrival of the Tuatha Dé Danann. It is as wild, fantastic and outlandish as any cinematic epic like Star Wars, Lord of the Rings or Game of Thrones. Brilliant visual interpretations of these figures include the bizarre characters depicted by John Duncan (1866–1945) in his painting ‘The Fomors (or The Power of Evil Abroad in the World)’ (c.1939) and J.D. Fergusson (1874–1961) in ‘Danu, Mother of the Gods’ (1952). Danu is the mother goddess of the Tuatha Dé Danann, among whom the pantheon includes Dagda, father-god of wisdom, fertility and agriculture, the Morrigu, raven god of destiny and war, Bride, goddess of dawn, spring, healing, poetry and smithcraft, whose festival day is 1 February, and Lugh, god of arts, truth and law, a sun-god whose harvest festival is 1 August, known as Lughnasa. This is the word – and festivity – celebrated in the title of the poignant play Dancing at Lughnasa (1990) by Brian Friel (1929–2015). But all these gods, goddesses and mythical figures have their rites and roles in a panorama of shifting provenance.


Next are the tales of the Red Branch, among which are the stories of Cuchulain and Skaaha, Deirdre and Naoise, and other characters in a fantastic Iron-Age world of martial arts, chariots, duels and outlandish humour. From the point of view of urban people, inhabitants of towns or cities, these are the wilderness people, ‘others’, hunters, wild and untameable. The central epic of this second cycle is The Táin Bó Cúailnge or The Cattle Raid of Cooley, and the life of the hero Cuchulain is central to the many stories elaborately unfolding in this cycle in multiple, interconnected ways.


Then there are the tales of Finn and the Fianna or Féinn, the Fenian cycle, dialogues, songs and stories of the outlaws: ‘outlaws’ here in the sense of characters loyal to legitimate rulers, and not to usurpers and false authorities. Finn in this sense prefigures Robin Hood: opposing the usurper, loyal to a higher legitimacy. There are numerous instances, traces and echoes of Cuchulain in traditional Scottish Gaelic stories and songs but more generally, this third, Fenian cycle, whose central characters are Finn and Ossian, is as much a part of Scottish Gaelic as of Irish literature, tradition and lore. Its local roots are in almost every part of the Highlands and Islands of Scotland. Local place names were and continue to be explained by reference to these stories and ballads, their events, loves, conflicts and characters. As William Power puts it: ‘Scotland had a full share in the Fenian cycle’.


They have their own cast, ethos and trajectory, markedly different from the more aristocratic players of the second, Red Branch cycle, even though they sometimes overlap. It’s significant that where W.B. Yeats preferred Cuchulain and the warriors and ladies of the second cycle, James Joyce, subversively endorsing the virtues of a far more common humanity, took Finn as his totemic figure, morphologically changed into the title of his last work, Finnegans Wake (1939). Joyce’s irreverence is at its most riotous in Ulysses (1922), when the mild, dogged, heroic Mr Bloom enters Barney Kiernan’s pub and encounters the one-eyed cyclops, the ‘Citizen’ and his hound, the ‘bloody mangy mongrel, Garryowen’ waiting ‘for what the sky would drop in the way of a drink.’ The parody here is supreme:




The figure seated on a large boulder at the foot of a round tower was that of a broadshouldered deepchested stronglimbed frankeyed redhaired freely freckled shaggybearded widemouthed largenosed longheaded deepvoiced barekneed brawnyhanded hairylegged ruddyfaced sinewyarmed hero.





Joyce’s crazy exaggerations are only just beginning. He continues:




From shoulder to shoulder he measured several ells and his rocklike mountainous knees were covered, as was likewise the rest of his body wherever visible, with a strong growth of tawny prickly hair in hue and toughness similar to the mountain gorse (Ulex Europeus). The widewinged nostrils, from which bristles of the same tawny hue projected, were of such capaciousness that within their cavernous obscurity the fieldlark might easily have lodged her nest. The eyes in which a tear and a smile strove ever for the mastery were of the dimensions of a goodsized cauliflower. A powerful current of warm breath issued at regular intervals from the profound cavity of his mouth while in rhythmic resonance the loud strong hale reverberations of his formidable heart thundered rumblingly causing the ground, the summit of the lofty tower and the still loftier walls of the cave to vibrate and tremble.





After that, you have to remind yourself that this is simply a bully of a bigot in an inner-city Dublin bar on 16 June 1904. After an increasingly riotous account of his clothes, and the company of great ancient heroes and heroines engraved upon a girdle of ‘seastones’ dangling around him, including Cuchulain, the Last of the Mohicans, Muhammed, Patrick W. Shakespeare, Lady Godiva and the Rose of Tralee, it comes as a rude and sudden interruption when the narrator returns us to the realistic context: ‘So anyhow Terry bought the three pints Joe was standing and begob the sight nearly left my eyes when I saw him hand out a quid.’ – ‘And there’s more where that came from, says he.’


The legacy of the Celtic stories and songs is a recollection of heroism at one level but pomp calls for satire and subversion, and Joyce supplies it. His zany humour is complemented by his love and respect for the virtues of affection, human grace, lust for life and the art of giving. These are embodied in Mr Bloom’s sympathy and care, his sensitivity and humour, and his quiet determination not to give way to the authority of the power of violence. Heroism, for Joyce, means something else.


Yeats was always more ambivalent about this. In his poem, ‘The Statues’ (1938), Yeats asks: ‘When Pearse summoned Cuchulain to his side, / What stalked through the Post Office?’ The Easter Rising in Ireland signified a moment in recent history for Yeats, in which, he said, ‘a terrible beauty’ was born. The poem brings the image of Cuchulain into a contemporary political confrontation. The violence that actually happened is neither endorsed nor condemned by the poem but left in a condition of ambiguity and questioning. Yet the poet seems to have no ambiguity when he calls upon ‘We Irish, born into an ancient sect / But thrown upon this filthy modern tide’ to climb ‘to our proper dark’ that the beauty of ‘a plummet-measured face’ may be seen in full understanding. Such beauty arises from the depths of history and the poem implies the sad, bitter question of who might be capable of seeing and appreciating it fully these days? And if its prospect has been made possible by violence, isn’t there an even greater urgency to respond to its value?


The mysteries in these lines are multiple but there is surely a palpable commitment to both heroic aspiration and genuine humility. If there is nobility here, it is vulnerable.


Joyce’s preference for Finn was shared by Hugh MacDiarmid. In his autobiography Lucky Poet (1943), MacDiarmid says that if he were asked to describe in a sentence the life he has led, he would reply: ‘It’s all just a matter of a Hjok-finnie body having a ride on a neugle.’ A ‘neugle’ is a mythical Shetland water horse but is similar to many wild animal-gods, while a ‘Hjok-finnie body’ MacDiarmid glosses as ‘a buried Finn up again’, one of those ‘who were adept at recovering things lost in the sea which to ordinary mortals were irrecoverable’. More prosaically he explains, ‘My life has been an adventure, or series of adventures, in the exploration of the mystery of Scotland’s self-suppression.’


MacDiarmid’s quest to retrieve from the depths a sense of self-worth, beyond all imperial scorn and disdain, to restore what’s worthwhile, to give us the chances we are always in need of, is heroic in ways that Yeats, Joyce and Mr Bloom himself might approve.


William Power (1873–1951), in his book Literature and Oatmeal: What Literature Has Meant to Scotland (1935), wrote this:




Gaelic has had a far bigger and longer run in Scotland than Scots or English. Teutonic speech is still a comparative upstart, and its sweeping victory did not begin till well on in the 17th century. A conscientious Chinaman who contemplated a thesis on the literary history of Scotland would have no doubt as to his procedure. ‘I will learn a little Gaelic, and read all I can find about Gaelic literature from the oldest Irish poets down to Ban MacIntyre; and nearly a third of my thesis will be on Gaelic literature.’ He would be rather mystified when he discovered that historians of Scotland and its literature had known and cared as much about Gaelic literature as about Chinese, and that they had gone on the remarkable assumption that the majority of the Scots were Anglo-Saxons and that their literature began with Thomas the Rhymer, in the reign of Alexander III.





That was written in 1935. It is salutary to think about both how much and how little has changed since then.


Gaelic ballads were concurrent throughout the tradition, among them ‘Deirdre’s Farewell to Alba’, one of the loveliest of all songs. After nine happy years in Scotland with her lover Naoise, spent in and around Glen Etive, Deirdre prepares to leave with Naoise and his two brothers, Ainle and Ardan, for their native Ireland and towards the culmination of their tragedy. The story is the basis of J.M. Synge’s play, Deirdre of the Sorrows (1910). In the song, her leave-taking is essentially a list of the names of all the rivers and valleys and mountains she knows she will never see again: immediately evocative, lasting images. The poem comes at the very beginning of the anthology Scotlands: Poets and the Nation (2004), I co-edited with Douglas Gifford and a version for voice and clarsach is recorded on John Purser’s two CD-set Scotland’s Music (LINN CKD 008). This is my own version:




Deirdre’s Farewell


That is the land I love,


Borne east from the land of my birth,


To this, in the west fold of Scotland,


The loveliest world on earth –


In every location, looking around,


The air is so clear, wonder is breathing –


My love brought me here, nine short years ago,


Now only for him am I leaving –


I love the safe ground,


Looking out from the fortress,


The Island of Thorns,


The Fortress of Sweeney –


The ocean of forest around them,


Where Prince Ainle roamed the sad shores,


There, between tides, that ambivalent ground.


Our years here all past in an instant.


Glen Restful I loved,


To sleep in safe haven, deep in the shelter


Of that strong rock.


Food there was plentiful, rich, good fish –


In the Low Glen supplies were abundant:


Fat from the badger, venison fresh –


In Glen Masson, wild garlic grew tall,


The green grass incredibly bright –


And up where the trees look over


The river mouth, safely,


We gently rocked ourselves to sleep,


Undisturbed, untroubled –


I built my first house in Glen Etive,


The trees a protection at dawn,


And the cattle-fold there


Filled always with sunshine –


Glen Orchy was straight


As a young sapling’s spine,


The ridges above it


Always in sunlight –


My love in his youth was proud,


As proud as any as young –


Glendaruel, I love still,


For all who are born there are happy –


The cuckoo’s sweet call, double-throb,


From up there, on that bending bough,


Concealed in high branches of trees,


Echoing down from above –


And Blackthorn Island’s beach stays firm,


Clear water runs over pure sand –


I would never have come here and never have left,


Were it not for my one true love –





The first two cycles seem to depict pre-Christian times and the Finn Cycle evokes the arrival of Christianity in the form of St Patrick, so the whole arc extends through the first, second and third centuries AD and begins to close with the dialogue between Finn’s son the bard Ossian and the Christian St Patrick. It’s been argued that this is a late medieval invention, but it’s also arguable that many of these stories and songs have roots that go back at least as far as the early medieval period and some perhaps much further.


One essential turning point in the third cycle is the story of Ossian, who spends his younger years with his father Finn MacCoul and the warriors of a heroic age, then journeys to the land of the ever-young, returning after a long absence to a Christianised world from which his former companions have all departed. One legend has it that Ossian’s mother was a deer, indicating the non-hierachical connection between humankind and animals, evident too in the totemic names of clans (as in, Clan Chattan of Caithness, the Province of the Cat). Similarly, the proverbial ‘three jewels of the ocean’ connect different species: they are lobster (crustacean), mackerel (fish) and seal (mammal), and the seal is also the transformative, shape-shifting selkie. This relation between people and the natural world is evident too in the landscapes of the Gael. Most Gaelic myths and stories take place in identifiable territories rather than a mythical otherworld (not so much ‘Sherwood Forest’ as the Homeric Aegean). The stories of Deirdre and Naoise, for example, occupy the actual Glen Etive and its environs. And the land is still with us.


The image of ‘Ossian after the Fianna’ – the survivor from an earlier age now in a new world where all the old, high virtues have gone – is one of the most significant evocations of haunting and loss that underpin many depictions of the Gaelic world, all the way to the 20th century and Sorley MacLean’s poem about the cleared township of Hallaig on his native island of Raasay. Such an evocation survives because it has perennial human application. To be clear: ‘perennial human application’ is what we find in Homer, Shakespeare, Melville, Dickinson, Dickens, George Eliot or James Joyce.


Here is my own free translation of poem III from Heroic Poetry from the Book of the Dean of Lismore:




I am Ossian


I looked on them once, the household of Finn


Nothing feeble or faint was their way


I see them all in my memory’s eye


I follow the men of yesterday


I lived with them once, the household of Art


He who would love sweet song to begin


Nobody ever was better than he


He lived in the household of Finn


If you with your eyes had seen what I saw


Those men and those women, my friends and my kin


What you never have seen, you never will see


I have been in the household of Finn


May mercy this evening fall gently


Upon what is mine, every sin


May my soul be spared now from all torment


I have lived in the household of Finn





Also collected in The Book of the Dean of Lismore, the dialogues of Ossian and St Patrick foreshadow those of a number of crucial confrontations in modern Scottish literature, most notably between Fearcher and Maighstir Zachairi in Fionn Mac Colla’s novel about the Highland Clearances, And the Cock Crew (1945). Fearchar, the secular bard of the community, cannot understand Maighstir Zachairi’s compliance with the British authorities set upon evicting the people and ending their way of life. The minister discusses the question with him, all the time knowing guiltily and troublingly that his side of the argument will win by armed force and not by spiritual conviction and lived practice. A similar confrontation is also at the heart of the conflict between the Old Woman and the Minister in Iain Crichton Smith’s beautifully lucid short novel Consider the Lilies (1968).


A fourth cycle, tales of the traditional kings of Ireland, seems more deeply rooted in that country: the kings include Cormac mac Airt, Niall of the Nine Hostages, Conn of the Hundred Battles, and so on, yet they overlap with what seem to be earlier stories. Cormac, for example, is described in one story as the ruler who employed Finn and the Fianna. Nothing seems fixed here except the lasting and liminal significance of the stories themselves.


How can we gauge the truths the stories and songs convey? Are they literally connected to place and time? Do they carry truths that might apply in different locations, adapted to different places and times?


These are impossible questions to answer. All stories are provisional. In the end, historians, archaeologists, textual and linguistic scholars can’t verify much about any of them. They are there for you to find and hear or read and enjoy thinking about. We must not be credulous but we shouldn’t be exclusivist either. We shouldn’t foreclose possibilities that are open to revision. And we should keep in mind what is really powerful and haunting about them, what has kept them part of a living tradition over millennia.


Why do I believe these stories and songs are worth our attention?


Because they tell you things about what it is to be human, to feel love and fear and loyalty and betrayal, birth and death, being old or young, what ‘beautiful’ is, what ‘horrible’ means, comedy and tragedy – and the exhilaration of living bodily in a physical world. And they speak of the world of their terrain – both Ireland and Scotland – what it’s like, its landscapes, wildernesses, sunny folds, the waterways between them, rivers, lochs and seas, hard or pleasant weather, places exposed to wind and rain, places of shelter and warmth, days of dark storm or bright sunshine.


They are all about being alive. We have so much to learn from them.


NOTE


There are many different versions of the older Celtic stories and songs that comprise the three major cycles of the Celtic myths that prevail in Scotland and Ireland. All are related to each other. Their written forms are partial, none of them definitive or comprehensive. They extend from early books in Gaelic such as the 12th-century Irish Book of Leinster, the 16th-century Scottish Book of the Dean of Lismore, through Samuel Ferguson’s Lays of the Red Branch (1897), Charles Squire’s Celtic Myth & Legend (1905) and Aodh De Blácam’s A First Book of Irish Literature (1934) to Frank Delaney’s Legends of the Celts (1989), Marie Heaney’s Over Nine Waves (1994), Seamus Heaney’s Sweeney Astray (1983), and Thomas Kinsella’s version of The Tain (1969) or the same work in a new version by Ciaran Carson (2007). One concise and accessible summary of them (as well as those of Wales, Cornwall, the Isle of Man and Brittany, and the larger British and European context), is Celtic Myths & Legends (2013) by Martyn Whittock, which also valuably provides lists of the earliest written and published sources. Above all I would recommend Window to the West: Culture and Environment in the Scottish Gàidhealtachd by Meg Bateman and John Purser, which Ronald Black has described as ‘a richly-illustrated history of the people of the Highlands and Islands over the past 2,000 years, including their language, literature, folklore, beliefs, artefacts and music. […] The book’s stated purpose is that it ‘asks whether there is anything distinctive about how the Gaels through the ages have looked at the world’. This is modest to the point of self-effacement. Window to the West is nothing less than a rounded portrait of Scottish Gaelic civilisation. It is as far as possible permanently and freely available from the publisher, Clò Ostaig, on the internet: www.smo.uhi.ac.uk/files/PDFs/Window-to-the-West.pdf
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The Gaelic Otherworld


THERE ARE VARIOUS accounts of the Gaelic ‘otherworld’ not always matching each other, as is appropriate for the shapeshifting, identity-loosening, explorative explications it offers. It is the bureaucrats’ ultimate nightmare. Among these accounts are The Secret Commonwealth of Elves, Fauns and Fairies by Robert Kirk (c.1641–92). This was said to have been published in 1691 but no copy of such a first edition is known. Walter Scott claimed to have read it and he published an edition in 1815. It was republished in 1893 with an introduction by Andrew Lang, dedicated to Robert Louis Stevenson. The 2007 edition has an introduction by the feminist scholar of religion, myth, fairy tales and art, Marina Warner. We’ll be coming back to Robert Kirk.


There is also Survivals of Belief Among the Celts (1911) by George Henderson (1866–1912), who collected material from the Outer Hebrides, particularly South Uist. Henderson was a graduate of Edinburgh and Vienna universities, becoming a lecturer in Celtic Studies at the University of Glasgow from 1906 until his early death. Survivals of Belief tracks three areas: ‘The Finding of the Soul’ considers ‘internalised’ belief: religion and ritual, speech and spells, charms and names, the Evil Eye, the significance of blood, and the ‘Gessa’ or taboo. ‘The Wanderings of Psyche’ takes us through outward manifestations: the ‘theriomorphic soul’ in its forms as hand or weapon, bird or bee, animals of various kinds (not least of interest, the Boobrie, which might be bird, water-horse or water-bull), trees and stones. And ‘The Earthly Journey’ considers rites of healing, illumination, fire, water, milk, magic stones, sacrifices, faith, caves, lochs and wells. The book concludes with discrimination between ‘folk-consciousness’ which ‘thinks in pieces’ and ‘a sovereign content of existence’ which comes with Christianity. Among many other studies of folk belief and supernatural matters, there is The Magic Arts in Celtic Britain (1945) by the poet Lewis Spence, an older contemporary of Hugh MacDiarmid.


But I’d like to spend some time here with John Gregorson Campbell (1834–91), a Gaelic-speaker from Appin, a minister of Tiree, and one of the major folklorists of the 19th century. The material he collected c.1850–74 was published in two volumes, Superstitions of the Highlands and Islands of Scotland (1900) and Witchcraft and Second Sight in the Highlands and Islands (1902). The dating suggests that some of his informants were born in the 18th century and some stories seem to predate the Jacobite rising of 1745, drawing from earlier, more traditional Gaelic society. Folklore collecting was international, with the brothers Grimm in Germany, Robert Kirk and later Walter Scott in Scotland, Thomas Crofton Croker and later W.B. Yeats and Lady Gregory in Ireland. William Grant Stewart was the first collector in the Scottish Highlands, followed by James Napier in the Lowlands and Walter Gregor in the north-east. But Gregorson Campbell is a key figure.


Revised, collated, introduced and annotated by the Gaelic scholar Ronald Black, his books were republished as The Gaelic Otherworld (2008; reprinted 2019). This new edition invites a review of the whole sense of the ‘otherworld’ in traditional Gaelic story and song.


More than that: Black draws out clearly the ways in which the folklore itself has contemporary application, in psychological, political, social and other spheres of life. Far from being ‘quaint’ or ‘esoteric’, there is vital application of the material, both as arresting narrative and imaginative revelations of metaphoric understanding. We need to think again about this ‘otherworld’ as something more than merely ‘superstition’.


Black identifies in Gregorson’s work not one but three otherworlds, peopled respectively by fairies, spirits and witches.


The world of the fairies is secular, suggesting what has since been delivered by science: the ability to fly, Freudian psychiatry, moral quandaries, the mix of reason and instinct, the tension between intellectual self-apprehension and animal desires, evident in creatures that cross a hierarchy of life in the animal kingdom, from the ‘uruisk’ (a Highland monkey), to mermaids and water-horses.


Then there is the world of spirits, ghosts and second sight. This is the home of the dead, where we encounter the omens of death and other premonitions. This sphere is grim, often violent, forced upon our attention by the fact of mortality and foresight, or simply self-knowledge of what the future inevitably holds for each one of us.


The world of witchcraft and the devil is ‘the religious otherworld’. Polarities – good and evil, God and the Devil, healing and harming, medicine and mistreatment, high hopes and missed chances – are characteristic, and they generate both or either comedy and tragedy.


Each otherworld engages the mysterious and unanswerable questions of time and space, reality and dream, what is above or beyond our knowledge, past visible horizons, what can be seen on the face of the earth, and what lies below (underground, underwater). A visit to an otherworld usually involves some distortion of time. As Black points out, ‘Rip Van Winkle is a migratory legend of Celtic origin, claimed by Orcadians to have come from Washington Irving’s father, who was born and bred in Shapinsay’. But time has practical meaning in the divisions of the Celtic Year, with quarter-days, Gaelic names for different kinds of wind, festivals, the seasons and what happens in each of them, an annual calendar of turning-points to be marked and acted upon.


Start with the fairies: where did they come from?


The Catholic tradition in Scotland reports that the fairies are supposed to belong to the angelic order of beings, who remained neutral in the revolt of the Angels and had to undergo a trial on earth after their leader Lucifer had been expelled from Heaven and fallen into Hell. When God commanded the angels to cease fighting, those who fell to earth became fairies, those who remained in the sky became the northern lights, those who fell on rocks became echoes, those who fell in the sea became seals. Yeats and Lady Gregory were informed that there were two kinds of fairies, the Tuatha Dé Danann, or the Peoples of the Goddess Danu, who were good, and the Fir Bolg, or Men of Bags, ‘more wicked and more spiteful’: these are ‘the two races of the Sidhe’ (pronounced, ‘shee’). According to Lady Gregory, one is tall, handsome, given to jesting and playing pranks, riding on horseback at night-time in large companies and troops or in carriages decked with flowers; the others are small, dark, malevolent and big-bellied. The idea that each carries in front of them a bag suggests to Ronald Black that perhaps they were wearing sporrans. But the general implication of succession is clear: ‘the fairies of any one race are the people of the preceding race – the Fomors for the Fir Bolgs, the Fir Bolgs for the Dananns, and the Dananns for us.’ When the old races die they don’t depart into absence, they become fairies, spirits, and look on, to hinder and distract, sometimes to help.


Robert Kirk of Aberfoyle, author of The Secret Commonwealth, was described as a ‘walker between two worlds’ and Black confirms the justice of this appellation, ‘but not in the sense in which it was intended’. The two worlds Kirk walked between were the Gaelic-speaking world of the parish of Aberfoyle in Perthshire, where he preached, and the Scots- and English-speaking worlds of his parents and background in Edinburgh. As a churchman, he was more than familiar with Latin but it is his immersion and integration into the Gaelic world which validates the description. Black notes:




This is a truly ‘secret commonwealth’ with a discernible organisational principle, and indeed the traditions of the Church upon which the Roman Catholic doctrine of purgatory is based were themselves substantially inherited from eschatologies of this kind, including those of the Celts and the Greeks.





In a sense, the Gaelic otherworld is purgatory. And all these terms are metaphoric, which is to say, while they take narrative, literary forms as stories, in imagery, with tension and a powerful sense of risk and danger, they are not mere whimsy or fancy, but rather generated out of realities which anyone might understand immediately in the material, secular universe.


Metaphor is what we use when we don’t have an immediately applicable vocabulary for certain things. Black gives an example: ‘Every so often in Gaelic literature we notice a poet or writer groping for familiar words to express an alien concept.’ A 16th-century woman calls a gun ‘a slender powder of poison’, as if it were a snake; a 20th-century writer mentions the trolley of a Glasgow tram looking ‘like a lobster’s antennae’.


Take this further and the stories of the Gaelic otherworld, whether of fairies, spirits, or witches and demons, might be decoded as psychic constructions that would help make sense of things otherwise inexplicable, or most stiflingly fearful. What cannot be spoken of directly might not dictate silence, but rather parallel forms of expression besides the literal. And these might help people make rules for living well, avoiding danger, observing moral priorities and social equilibrium in a dangerously changing world. Such rules of guidance might apply in domestic as much as political contexts, from housekeeping to childcare, from bereavement and separation to relocation, migration and exile, from pregnancy to alcoholism, sickness and death.


The conflation of aspects of Christian religion with pagan superstition and folk-beliefs may seem strange but an immediate, sharp understanding of how this works is supplied by the Welsh poet and clergyman R.S. Thomas (1913–2000). As noted in his biography by Byron Rogers, in an interview given in his 87th year, Thomas was asked by a journalist from the Daily Telegraph what sort of God he believed in, and replied: ‘He’s a poet who sang creation [and] He’s also an intellect with an ultra-mathematical mind, who formed the entire universe in it.’ Further: in a TV film of 1972, Thomas said this: ‘The message of the New Testament is poetry. Christ was a poet, the Resurrection is a metaphor; and I feel perfectly within my rights in approaching my whole vocation as a priest and preacher as one who is to present poetry’. And he elaborated on this, saying that the disciples, 2,000 years ago, ‘experienced something’ and then had to ‘convey it by means of manuscripts, or whatever they used, in language. And we have to take their account in language, but there are aspects of language which are most successfully conveyed by metaphor, and the risen Christ, the resurrection, to me, as I said, is metaphor. It’s an attempt to convey an experience of a kind of new life, an eruption of the deity into ordinary life, a lifting up of ordinary life into a higher level…’


Or, to put it another way, to acknowledge and describe (if not always to understand) the forces at work below the surface of things, that erupt into daily material life, and those that surround us, from above and far away, invisible, ineffable, metaphor is vital. In this, the imagination is not merely helpful, but necessary. As Hugh MacDiarmid puts it in his poem, ‘On a Raised Beach’: ‘What the seen shows is never anything to what it’s designed to hide’. The premise of the Gaelic Otherworld is within this understanding.









3


Merlin, Arthur and Calgacus


THE POEM, The Gododdin gives us what seems to be the earliest reference to King Arthur. We’re not sure exactly when it was composed, maybe anywhere between the 6th and the 11th centuries. And we’re not sure when the events it refers to happened, or when or if the characters it refers to ever lived. Another work, entitled Vita Merlini Caledonii (c.1150) by Geoffrey of Monmouth (c.1100–55), tells the story of the mad prophet Lailoken and his meetings with Kentigern or Mungo, patron saint of Glasgow. Lailoken is Myrddin. Myrddin is identified with Merlin and thus connected to the Arthurian legends. Things get hazy very quickly.


One helpful book here is Tim Clarkson’s Scotland’s Merlin: A Medieval Legend and Its Dark Origins (2016). Although there are numerous Scottish locations with Arthurian references (Dunadd in Argyll, Iona, Ben Arthur in the Trossachs, Edinburgh’s Arthur’s Seat and the Roman Fort at Trimontium, at Melrose, in the Borders), the stories themselves, linked in different cycles to Cornwall, Wales and Scotland, like the composite character of Merlin, evade any singular definition. Yet Merlin or Myrddin is firmly present in the lore of the Scottish Borders and his grave is said to be where the Powsail burn runs into the river Tweed at Drumelzier, near Peebles.


In 1889, John Veitch published Merlin and Other Poems, which delves into the wizard-poet’s wanderings in the Borders and his meetings with St Kentigern or Mungo – in other words, his moving between the pagan world of the forest and the world of early Christian settlement. It’s a similar moment to that in which Ossian meets St Patrick. So much in both these worlds slips between verifiable history and uncertainty. Merlin is legendary but something in his story was surely actual. Myth is almost always founded in some kind of reality. The title poem in Veitch’s collection is a conversation between Merlin, Gwendydd (the Dawn, his twin sister) and Hwimleian (The Gleam, his early love). Merlin sets the scene ‘in the Glen, and on Drumelzier Law’:




All night I’ve wandered in the glen, ’mid hum


Of hidden waters moving in the gloom,


And eerie sound, strange voices from th’ unseen,


And things have shaped themselves upon the air,


Some mocking me, and some soliciting


My evil will; – dim, weird sprites, that pass


’Twixt sky and earth in dark hours ere the morn, –


Form after form in crowding mystery,


Where none can mark the mien of living thing,


Or pause upon a face for love or light;


But all that seems to be doth also pass


In mockery of show to mortal eye.





Veitch was professor of Logic and Rhetoric at Glasgow University, author also of The Tweed and Other Poems (1875) and historical and critical books, The Feeling for Nature in Scottish Poetry (two volumes, 1887) and The History and Poetry of the Scottish Border (two volumes, 1893). His bas-relief sculpted portrait can be seen in the stairwell in the main building of the university going up to the Bute Hall. For many years it was surrounded by oil paintings of past principals and luminaries, and when these portraits were distributed to various neighbouring rooms since they formed too weighty a preponderance of austere, elderly, dead white men, Veitch’s portrait was the only one to remain because it had been sculpted into the wall itself.


The mysterious magician haunts modern Scottish literature too. Edwin Muir, in his book Journeys and Places (1937), begins his poem addressed to him like this: ‘O Merlin in your crystal cave / Deep in the diamond of the day…’ and the title of Hugh MacDiarmid’s poem ‘Esplumeoir’ refers to the mythical retreat into which Merlin has disappeared for the time being. The poem is a series of metaphors for eternity, some comic and banal, others weird and almost incomprehensible. Eternity, MacDiarmid tells us, is like a jellyfish seen in the water from a boat, which, when you try to hook it, slips away, ungraspable. Or it’s like a beady-eyed parrot that doesn’t say much but cocks its head at you and seems to imply that if it wished it could tell you ‘a thing or twa’. Or, finally, it’s the space in a building under a royal blue canopy which must be entered through a door, beside which is a pearl button. You push the button and hear delicate chimes but there’s a bullet-proof mirror and behind it a white-haired black man named Tutti-Frutti Forgle. He is inspecting you, and he ‘kens his business’:




Aince past Tutti, you check your hat


In a quiet soft-lit anteroom,


Syne the haill place is yours.





And with that, the poem ends. It’s a marvellous evocation of uncertainty and our nervous approach to inexplicable mystery. The shifting territory between history and fabulation is the provenance of Merlin and the Arthurian stories.


One of the most enjoyable navigations of this territory is Alistair Moffat’s Arthur and the Lost Kingdoms (1999), which considers the relation between the Welsh, Scots and Gaelic-speaking peoples, particularly between the Antonine Wall and Hadrian’s Wall in the period around the retreat of the Romans from the Borders. Moffat has little hard factual historical evidence to rely on but speculates provocatively on the meanings of place names, the significance of geographical terrain and its relation to the human economy, and the ideological significance of nationalities in Britain as they were beginning to find forms. He argues that Arthur’s base of operations was in fact in the Scottish Borders, along with more famous sites in Wales and Cornwall, and ventures to infer that the original location of what we think of as Camelot was Roxburgh.


Moffat concludes that Arthur ‘defined the nations of Britain and in doing so set the dynamic of our polity’. His victories ‘allowed Scotland to remain a nation for another thousand years’ after his death (which Moffat gives as 517 AD), ‘long enough for its memory to be strong and to allow its rise again in the next millennium.’ Meanwhile, ‘Wales formed itself behind Offa of Mercia’s dyke and resisted the English for 700 years, long enough to remember its beautiful language to help us understand Britain as it was before the Romans came. The Irish fared worst,’ Moffat concludes, and remained ‘still bleeding through ancient wounds.’ Fanciful as these speculations are in any historical analysis, the fact that Arthur and Merlin informed the imagination of Europe is indisputable. Their legacy in the work of the greatest poet of the First World War, David Jones, is evidence enough in itself to insist that we pause to recognise that stretch, reach and tenacity.


When Hugh MacDiarmid edited The Golden Treasury of Scottish Poetry (1940), the first anthology of Scottish poetry to emphatically include translations from Gaelic and Latin, he wrote in the introduction that he agreed with the speculation of Dr Agnes Mure Mackenzie that Sir Gawain and the Green Knight was probably written by one Hucheone of the Awle Royale, Sir Hugh of Eglinton, who died in 1381. This may have been the ‘Sir Hugh of Eglinton’ to whom William Dunbar refers in his ‘Lament for the Makars’. Andrew of Wyntoun also refers to ‘Huchown of the Awle Ryale’ (or ‘the Palace Royal’) as the author of stories of the Arthurian adventures of Sir Gawain. Now, the Gawain poet has never been identified but the language of that poem is a form of Middle English connected to speech forms in Cheshire and the reference in it to the wilderness of the Wirral clearly indicates territories now referred to as Cheshire and Derbyshire. Folk tradition places the Green Knight’s chapel in the Peak District.


There are further intricacies but the main thing I’d like to emphasise here is that there’s an important distinction between the southern literary tradition embodied by Chaucer, which runs its magnificent and grandiloquent course through Shakespeare, Milton, Wordsworth, all the way to Derek Walcott and on, and the northern alliterative tradition, of which Gawain is a part, which breathes a different air.


The point is not to claim the Gawain poet as ‘English’ or ‘Scottish’ but to understand that the Gawain poem is part of this northern tradition, and therefore relates to contemporary and later Scots-language poems in different parts of Scotland.


The onset of the north European winter invites us to encounter the metaphysics of spring, a hard-won renewal that comes at a cost. Its universal significance is the assertion of human value in the face of mortality. If there is a central symbol of hope in Scottish literature in an act of defiance in the face of innumerable odds or inevitable defeat, it may be found in the force that drives Gawain on, enduring the ferocities of winter and hard nature, on his inexplicably successful quest. An affinity may be found in the image of defiant resistance fighters standing against a greater military might or overwhelmed by an imperial ethos. The image pertains to the hunters and fighters of Gaelic antiquity, the Fianna, whose pagan world is superseded by Christianity, leaving only one survivor, Ossian, to speak of an earlier, less pious culture. It is there also with the small band of Caledonians led by Calgacus at the battle of Mons Graupius in the Grampians, described by Tacitus (c.56–120 AD) in the Agricola (98 AD), and later again in the closing sentences of the Declaration of Arbroath (1320). The Christian formulation of this symbolic confrontation, of course, is the story of David and Goliath.


Neil Ross, editor of the 1939 edition of Heroic Poetry from the Book of the Dean of Lismore, quotes Kuno Meyer: ‘The Fian were “often men expelled from their clan (éclaind); or landless men (dithir); sons of kings who quarrelled with their fathers; men proscribed; or men who seized this means to avenge some private wrong by taking the law into their own hands.” The singular number is Fian, a warrior band, and the plural Fianna means a number of such bands.’


This is a familiar image. Think of the lonely band of warriors in the classic Japanese film, Akira Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai (1954) or its Hollywood version, The Magnificent Seven (1960), or the damned but determined outlaws in Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch (1969). Such renegades, highly trained in martial skill, were to become the material of legend and song, and their outlaw status has an affinity with the sense of opposition you feel in The Gododdin and the resistance to imperial Roman militarism voiced by Calgacus in the Agricola. There are many other examples but the Agricola is a lastingly resonant work. Here is my own version of Calgacus’s speech:




We are the last men on earth, the last of the free. We have been shielded till now by the distance and remoteness of the place where we live, on the edge of what is unknown. But today the border is revealed to us like a line made by a sword drawn on the earth. Beyond us is nothing, waves and rocks on one side, Romans on the other. They are the thieves and spoilers of the world. They ruin the land with their plunder and they ransack the ships of the sea. They look upon wealth and feel only greed. They look upon poverty and feel nothing but lust for power. East and West have not satisfied them. Their grasp is all the world and they are strange, for they will attack the poor as violently as the rich. Robbery, slaughter and rape, these liars name Empire. They make a desert, and they call it Peace.





Many of the poems I’ve been talking about in these chapters on ‘Scotland Emergent’ can be found in the anthology, The Triumph Tree: Scotland’s Earliest Poetry AD 550–1350, edited by Thomas Owen Clancy (1998). Edwin Morgan’s review of this book is also worth reading in The Times Literary Supplement (12 March 1999).


The violence of war, the priorities of peace, the pathos of the struggle, the different languages and customs of human behaviour, all come into the spectrum of the earliest stories and songs that characterise what we now call Scottish literature. Perhaps the same may be said of any literature, in any language, but what’s singular here is the encounter of the languages and the geography itself, the terrain, the archipelagic identity of Scotland. That creates something essential to what Scotland is now and could be, connected to all the world, but not like anywhere else.


That impulse to violence and that longing for peace, that pathos, pity and indeed the glory of the human engagement in these struggles are exemplified in the literatures in Gaelic, Norse, Latin, Old Welsh and northern alliterative Old English and Scots. These languages are all part of what Scottish literature began with, and from which it arises.









4


The Picts, The Gododdin and Columba


IN SCOTLAND, AS anywhere, literature emerges from a number of languages and cultural identities that come into close relation with each other over centuries, or indeed, over millennia.


If you go right back to an era before Scotland itself began to take form, there are identifiable diversities of language, a range of separate but overlapping idioms, tongues and forms of speech. The speech doesn’t come down to us. Recordings are only recent inventions. Yet who’s to say that some practices of voice don’t come down the line in our voices today? Usually, forms of speech are created not only by what our culture accustoms us to but also by the physical properties of our bodies, our throats and mouths and vocal chords, and these are created partly by our parents, as they were by their forebears. So maybe our forms of speech do come from the distant past and should be valued accordingly. The sounds we make with our voices arise from biological structures as well as practices of habitation, and there are structures of intonation, the physics of throat and jaw, the design of our bones. All these have evolved through time. If we look at the written sources, though, we can see that evolution at work, and with such evidence, we might be on surer ground.


As we’ve noticed, Scotland and Scottish literature come from a part of the world inhabited thousands of years ago by a number of different peoples with different languages and ways of life, long before Christianity and our current way of giving dates to time began. We can sketch a few of these languages and peoples that have been important influences on many writers who come later.


The earliest stories and songs we might consider in a constellation that shines into the beginning of an identifiable tradition of Scottish literature are Celtic. The earliest languages we know of are Pictish, Gaelic, Norse, Old Welsh (Cymric), Old English (Anglian) and Latin. These are all parts of the cultural diversity we begin with.


Nothing that we might call literature comes down to us in Pictish but there are a handful of names that suggest a verbal context of syllabic subtlety. The names are caught in ‘The Picts’, a poem by Edwin Morgan, from his sequence Sonnets from Scotland (Glasgow: Mariscat, 1984). It begins:




Names as from outer space, names without roots


Bes, son of Nanammovvezz; Bliesblituth


that wild buffoon throned in an oaken booth;


wary Edarnon; brilliant Usconbuts;


Canutulachama, who read the stars.


Where their fame flashed from, went to, is unknown…





And there is the Ogam alphabet, in which letters are grouped phonetically, with five groups of five letters each taking their names from trees (as Gaelic still does). As John Purser writes in his book, Scotland’s Music (1992; revised edition 2007), ‘The arrangement of Ogam letters suggests their sound value was crucial.’ So the essential connection in literature between music and vision is significant here. Ogam was used as the basis for drawings and designs by the artist J.D. Fergusson (1874–1961) to accompany the first editions of Hugh MacDiarmid’s long poem In Memoriam James Joyce: from a Vision of World Language (1955). In this poem, the varieties of languages throughout the world are celebrated, not as heralding a globalised uniformity or simplified communication but rather as the basis for a global human culture of difference, distinction and the sympathetic understanding of subtle relationships between people of all nations.


The text of the earliest Scottish poem we know of, The Gododdin, is written in Old Welsh or Cymric. It has been dated to anywhere between the 6th and 11th centuries and survives in a manuscript from the 13th century. The Gododdin is attributed to Aneirin, a court poet at Din Eidyn, the settlement that was to become Edinburgh. It assumes a knowledge of the story behind its words, of how the ruler of the Gododdin (the Lothians) brought together a company of 300 warriors to Din Eidyn / Edinburgh. They spent a year preparing for battle by feasting and drinking, then rode south and engaged in a massive fight against the southron forces at Catterick in Yorkshire where all but a handful of them were killed. The 83 fragments in the A-text scatter abstractions and concrete images together. This is my own version of the first one:




Think of the courage of these young men, eager to get into battle –


The thick hair waves of the manes of the stallions riding –


The young men gripping their horses’ bellies with strong legs, riding –


Each with a light shield strapped over the rump of his horse –


Swordblades shine blue. Their clothes have gold fringes –


I praise them: Too young to be married, but old enough to fight and be killed –


On a field all sodden and puddled with blood, there, they were eaten by crows –


Before they could bury him, Owen was lying there covered in ravens –


Who can say where in the field was old Mark’s only son hacked down?





In 563 AD Columba sailed from Ireland to Iona, establishing a Christian community. He was not the first to try this. Before Columba, Nynia, or Ninian, had begun his missionary work at Whithorn, in Galloway, in the south-west of Scotland. But arguably, there seems to have been a different ethos at work. Nynia seems to have been devout to the centrality of the church in Rome. Columba, no less devout, seems to have been dedicated to the idea of locality. It would appear that for Columba, missionary worth could only be proved by dedication to the people you lived among, rather than by reporting to an imperial authority. Celtic Christianity seems to be related to Syrian and Egyptian Christianity, with an emphasis on monasteries and hermits in areas remote from centres of power. To scholarship, the life of Columba (521–597) is documented to a certain extent, but its meaning is tantalising, suggestive, and invites literary interpretation and speculation. In various popular versions of Columba’s story, there is a convincing humility about the realisation of these missionary ideals, because the faith they invoke arises from human conflict, violence, remorse, penitence and a dedication to trying to make better the lives of others.


The folklorist F. Marian McNeill (1885–1973), in her book Iona: A History of the Island (London & Glasgow: Blackie & Son, 1920), tells the story that in Ireland, where he was born and grew up, Columba was caught copying a Bible. He wanted more copies of the book to be available more widely, to spread the word. But the owner demanded the copy and the chief in charge decreed: ‘To every cow belongs her calf, and to every book its copy!’ In other words, he should keep the Bibles together in one place, and thus be able to secure all the authority to himself. Columba was angered by this. It was a judgement against Columba, personally, but it was also a decree that prevented people from finding out more for themselves. Columba appealed to his friends – powerful men – and this coincided with growing conflicts on a political front. When Columba made his appeal it triggered a terrible battle in which many people were killed.


Remorseful, he decided to leave Ireland and devote himself to missionary work. His name – Columcille, in Ireland – means ‘The Dove of the Church’ and his example of peaceful living is potent partly because it possesses this history of moving away from violence, towards penitence and peace. Scholarship since McNeill has speculated on this story, and McNeill herself admitted: ‘This narrative is not reliable.’ In their scholarly introduction to Iona: The Earliest Poetry of a Celtic Monastery (1995), Thomas Clancy and Gilbert Márkus describe it as something ‘about which we would like to know much more’. They leave the question unanswered but allow for speculation and wondering.


It is possible that Columba himself was the author of the ‘Altus Prosator’ – a magnificent song in praise of ‘The Maker on High’ – but he may also have been involved in the compositions of the Columban plainchants collected on the CD Scottish Medieval Plainchants: Columba, Most Holy of Saints (CD GAU 129) performed by Cappella Nova under Alan Tavener. A sample from this plainchant tradition, ‘O Columba’, is also available on John Purser’s Scotland’s Music double CD-set.


Columba, his church and the productions of Iona – including the Book of Kells (c.800s), that beautifully illuminated manuscript work held on display in the library of Trinity College in Dublin – have sometimes been described as purely Irish. But Columba had to leave Ireland and be out of sight of it before he began his work, so we have to reclaim him as a figure who once again brings Ireland and Scotland together.


When he reached Iona, you would like to think that it was as it often is there: bright turquoise seas under cerulean skies and high white clouds, a walkable island of pink rocks and emerald grass seen in a light so intense against a horizon so broad, that the wealth of detail in wave and cloud and terrain conveys a precision of focus and a brightness of colour that helps you to see things more clearly than anywhere else in the world. These qualities can be seen in the paintings of Iona by F.C.B. Cadell (1883–1937) and Samuel Peploe (1871–1935), and before them, the coming of Columba to Scotland was a key subject for William McTaggart (1835–1910). The artists knew very well the significance of their subject in Scottish history, cultural identity and mythic authority, and the Book of Kells should be equally secure in that arc of Scotland’s artistic production.


Adomnán (c.624–704), abbot of Iona (679–704), was the author of the Life of Columba, probably written around 697–700, a hundred years after Columba’s death. This book differs from many other lives of saints because it’s full of good stories and glimpses of stories that aren’t fully fleshed-out. Of course, there is no psychology, but the characters are strong. It is not mere hagiography. One story has Columba traveling to the north of Scotland and meeting people on the shores of Loch Ness who are being terrorised by a monster from the deeps. When it heaves itself out of the water, Columba confronts it and banishes it to the depths of the Loch. What is described might have been a bear but who can say it was not a young Loch Ness Monster, and Columba its nemesis? One report has it that Columba could speak quietly to a small group of friends but when required his voice could rise like a lion’s roar and he could address a vast assembled crowd in full volume and utter clarity. Another story tells of him as an old man, knowing his death is near, and welcoming the tender acknowledgement of his old white horse, who walks over and gently lays its long head on Columba’s shoulder on the day of his death.


Columba is a foundational figure in the development of a myth of kinship among the different peoples of Scotland. His travels to the north of the country to the territory of the Picts (whom scholarship suggests were also Celtic) might be described as original in the tradition of ‘peregrination’ – the wandering missionary – but they also resulted in the legacy of stories about the traveler whose various encounters suggest an affinity between the different peoples he meets. Through Columba’s story, many differences become related to each other, all threaded on the line of his journeying, from his birthplace in Ireland and across the geographical diversity of Scotland. This is one of the virtues of Adomnán’s biography: about 140 different stories illuminate different aspects of Columba’s character.


Of the poems attributed to Columba, the ‘Altus Prosator’, written in Latin, was translated by Edwin Morgan. He catches the rolling, emphatic rhythms and rhymes of the original and follows its structure, each verse beginning with the letters of the alphabet, taking you from A to Z as you go from Creation to Fall to Last Judgement, including a vision of Hell. This is the last stanza:




Zabulus burns to ashes all those adversaries


who deny that the Saviour was Son to the Father


but we shall fly to meet him and immediately greet him


and be with him in the dignity of all such diversity


as our deeds make deserved and we without swerve


shall live beyond history in the state of glory.





That phrase, ‘the dignity of all such diversity’ gives us the clue to it all. Following the alphabet but reinventing the story in fresh poetry is also a balanced way to answer the question between the priorities of predestined structure and the exercise of free will.


There is a great deal of early work in this tradition from Iona and elsewhere but Columba’s influence extends into contemporary and later work in Gaelic. Dallán Forgaill, who flourished around 597, in his ‘Elegy for Columba’ memorably says in that language that the world without him is like a harp without a key – as if the world itself were a musical instrument and Columba’s great capability was to allow its music to sing out, appropriately tuned, exact in its tension and playability.


If Columba is widely known as an adopted Scot arriving from Ireland, it’s less widely acknowledged that St Patrick was quite possibly a Scot who moved to Ireland. Here, though, all I’d like to do is highlight the famous dialogues between St Patrick and Ossian, which refer back to the heroic days of the Celtic warriors. They describe a confrontation between the ancient, secular, pagan world and the modern, pious, sacralised world. The old world is viewed with more than nostalgia: it is a land of youthful self-confidence, stamina and appetite, as any old person might recollect. The new world might give little comfort to this act of aged remembering but the evocation of the old world in some of the poems from these dialogues remains as crystal-clear as the sea around Iona on a good day.


The Columban church and the Celtic Christianity it embodied seems to have been confronted by the centralising orthodoxy of the Roman Catholic church after Columba’s death. Some would say that the dispute was essentially about the dating of Easter and the proper way to have your hair cut but there was surely more to it than that. John Purser notes:




the Celtic church was distinct in philosophy, organisation, language use, literary style, aspects of order of service, calendrical calculation, physical appearance of its monks, appearance of its script, form of the cross, and, now, the character of its music in so far as it has survived in the Inchcolm Antiphoner.





Whatever the intricacies of its distinctive identity, the outcome of the confrontation with the increasingly centralised religious structure was that the establishment orthodox Roman church prevailed and the priorities of Celtic attention to the local were put under pressure. But literature – any art worth having – always comes from real people in actual places, never from centralised dictat. The lesson is there for us, clear to see.


Columba was one of a number of characters whose lives became the subjects of hagiographies or proto-biographies in later centuries. These include, from the 12th century, lives of St Nynia or Ninian, St Kentigern or Mungo, and St Margaret. These figures all still have specific local associations in Scotland. The Holy Island, off the coast of Arran near Lamlash, was the home of St Molaise (or Laisren, to give him his Irish name) and his cave can still be visited and you can drink from the well of pure water beside it. In Glasgow, when you visit the Cathedral, you can go down to Mungo’s crypt. When you travel west along the Clyde to Dumbarton Rock, the ancient capital of Al Clud, later called Strathclyde, you will be standing where Mungo is supposed to have met Merlin. In legend, the Rock is also associated with Mordred, villain of the Arthurian stories. The name Dumbarton means the fortress of the Britons, that is, the Celts who spoke Old Welsh or Cymric, the language of The Gododdin. Modern research has unearthed music and texts from the early Christian periods and recordings have been made of Columban plainchant and the vespers and matins for the feast of St Kentigern. In the 20th century, the composer Thomas Wilson (1927–2001) in his St Kentigern Suite (1986), beautifully commemorated the legends depicted in the crest of the city of Glasgow:




This is the bird that never flew


This is the tree that never grew


This is the bell that never rang


This is the fish that never swam





In the stories of Mungo, each of these negative images registers a problem which the saint solves. Wilson’s music intensely and understatedly represents exactly that: each piece gives us a knotted problem and then, its resolution. Edwin Morgan, in a poem that is chiselled into the pavement in Candleriggs, a street in the Merchant City just south-east of Glasgow’s George Square, takes these images and makes strange affirmations of them:




Praise for the tree that growled but grew


Praise for the bird that fainted but flew


Praise for the bell that rusted but rang


Praise for the fish that sighed but swam





When Morgan collected the poems written when he held the appointment of poet laureate of Glasgow in the early 21st century, he published them in a book called Cathures, the name by which Jocelyn of Furness referred to Glasgow in his 12th-century biography of Mungo. These early Christian figures have a long legacy in Scottish literature.
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From The Dream of the Rood to the Norse sagas


THE DREAM OF THE ROOD is an old poem that represents Christ’s human sacrifice through words delivered as if spoken by the cross itself. It is an extraordinary act of sympathetic imagination, telling us what it was like to bear the weight of the man who died to save humankind. As Edwin Morgan puts it in his TLS review of The Triumph Tree, it speaks of ‘the pain and shame as the nails are driven through Christ’s body and into its own’. Whatever religion you espouse or refuse, whatever humanism you prioritise, should never cut you off from such a work of inspired perception.


Around the year 700, someone who had a particular love for this old poem had words and phrases from it etched into a tall stone sculptured cross, and if you travel to Ruthwell, near Dumfries in the south of Scotland, you can still see the Ruthwell Cross. The fragments of the poem are in Anglian, which has been confusingly described as ‘North-West Northumbrian Old English’ or ‘SouthEastern Dumfriesshire Old English’. The language relates to modern Scots as Saxon does to modern English. Edwin Morgan described the Ruthwell Cross as solid Dumfriesshire red sandstone, weathered but preserved, and the crucifix it is modelled on is a tree of victory: ‘Christ conquers death, but poetry conquers silence and gives a voice to dead wood [or in this case, to stone], and the book (made from wood) gives a voice to forgotten traditions.’ The poem is a memorable evocation of the human sacrifice crystallised in the image of Christ’s crucifixion. And understanding the meaning of that does not require a commitment to Christianity.


A century on, a major figure in the tradition of Christian philosophy is Johannes Scotus Eriugena (c.815–77), whose great work, De Divisione Naturae, appeared c.867. Eriugena worked out his own understanding of the divisions of nature and attempted to define the constitution of the universe in four categories, beginning with God as origin and concluding with God as the end to which all things return. The orthodox considered this pantheistic. At the heart of the whole thing is a problem later millennia returned to in the question of predestination and free will. God is perfect, by definition, but to create the universe and everything in it, including people, He must have moved, because you can’t create without moving. This is admitted. But God, being perfect, can’t move because perfection can’t change. This is also admitted. So there’s a problem.


The answer, maybe, is that perfection can change, be different in different parts of the world, for different peoples, and at different times – but that would allow a human dimension to the word. But this is not allowed. Then there really is a problem.


Perhaps we should recollect that phrase from Edwin Morgan’s translation of Columbus’s ‘Altus Prosator’: ‘the dignity of all such diversity’. That ‘dignity’ is the provenance of Heaven, the gift of God, in this imagination. The notion of perfection accommodates it all. Perhaps. Morgan himself draws on the argument in his trilogy of plays on the life of Christ, A.D. (2000), where he has Christ explain: ‘The kingdom of heaven is not a thing, / Nor is it a place, it is alive, it grows.’


The problem had been considered in multiple permutations by the early 6th-century Roman philosopher Boethius, in The Consolation of Philosophy (523–34), which asks hard questions about free will and predestination: How can people be happy in an unreliable world? What is the value of the work of the mind? In 2015, a manuscript copy of the book dating from 1130–50 in Glasgow University Library was identified by researcher Kylie Murray, not as English, as had been believed, but rather closely resembling work from Kelso Abbey in the Scottish Borders, from the era of the Scots Kings David I (1124–53) and Malcolm IV (1153–65). This manuscript was a product of the Scottish kingdom. Boethius was being read in Scotland 300 years earlier than previously thought, proof of a flourishing intellectual and literary culture in a Scotland many would like to caricature as backward and impoverished. Boethius wrote the original in prison, awaiting execution (in Pavia, in what would become northern Italy): the problems he addressed were close, pressing and real. They are political and human as much as theological, and they are always with us.


Another major figure in the philosophical-religious tradition is Duns Scotus (c.1266–1308), born as his name indicates in Duns, Berwickshire, in the Borders (there’s a statue of him in the Public Park there, dating from 1966). Contemporaries knew him as Johannes Duns. Educated at Oxford and possibly at Cambridge too, he lectured at the University of Paris then went to Cologne around 1307, where he died quite suddenly the following year.


The central tenet of his philosophy has exerted enormous influence in the 20th century: ‘haecceity’ or the ‘thinginess’ of things, otherwise called ‘thisness’. This ‘thisness’ underlies the dictum of the American poet William Carlos Williams (1883–1963), ‘No ideas but in things’ – in other words, abstractions are useless unless they are earthed in reality, arise from or come out of material objects, facts, things. Scotus’s theological argument about ‘univocity of being’ endorsed the idea that words used with reference to God must have meaning with reference to human understanding, so that when you say, ‘God is good’ the word ‘good’ means the same as it would if you said, ‘That man over there is good.’ Others, including Thomas Aquinas, argued that such words when applied to God could only be analogies for anything that applied to human beings. Words applied to God are different. Their meaning is different because God is different. Scotus rejected this and held that such notions as goodness, power, reason, were ‘univocally’ applicable. When the philosopher Gilles Deleuze developed the idea in the 1990s, he emphasised that far from endorsing conformity in this ‘univocity’, what the term actually signified was that the one characteristic of all being is difference. Things are different from other things. Or as the poet Charles Olson put it, paraphrasing Heraclitus, ‘What does not change / is the will to change.’ Again, it’s that idea of the dignity of all diversity.


Scotus gave his last name to Scotism, essentially a method of learning which emphasises dialectical reason (thesis, antithesis, synthesis), inference and the acceptance and resolution of contradictions. His first name was used by his opponents to label people they deemed incapable of learning much at all: the ‘dunce’s cap’ (an inverted cone) was used in schools where the practice was to stigmatise and shame less able scholars publicly. Without going more deeply into the details of religious philosophy in arguments that have continued over centuries, or the ideas associated with what the philosopher Martin Heidegger called ‘onto-theology’, it’s enough to note here that modern thought from the 1960s on saw Scotus as moving away from the beliefs of Aquinas, and that the heart of this shift, in some complex respects, foreshadowed the division defined in Scotland in 1560 by the Reformation. The American Edward Dorn has a pertinent short poem called ‘The Protestant View’ whose meaning is every bit as political as it is religious:




That eternal dissent


and the ravages of


faction are preferable


to the voluntary


servitude of blind


obedience.





You don’t have to agree with that preference to see what he means.


Then there were the Norse. The ravages of faction were most violent when the Norsemen came south, round the northern coast of Scotland and into the western islands. Iona was terrorised in 795, again in 802 and 806, and in the following years most of the community left for Kells in Ireland (hence the name given to their most beautiful book).


A god who walked on water without getting his feet wet was no match for gods devoted to fighting, seafaring and cunning. Yet the stories and images that come down to us from both worlds are equally haunting. The crane, exhausted by flying through storms and violent winds, is nursed back to health by Columba in an image redolent of Christian charity and consolation. The ravens, blood-gorged in the Norse fields of slaughter, embody a different portent. One mythic world speaks of the creation and sustaining of peace and healing, the other of the necessity of sacrifice and the natural inevitability of violence. Both are contemporary, in their time and in ours.


The sagas tell stories of people who inhabited various places and moved around from the Norse countries, through the northern seas, to island archipelagos – Orkney, Shetland, Faroe – north to Iceland and Greenland, west to America and south to the Hebrides and the Scottish mainland, and west again to Dublin. One of the greatest of all, Njal’s Saga, written in Iceland around 1280, tells of its characters holding parts of Ross, Moray, Sutherland and Caithness (Njal is the Gaelic name Neil). Njal’s Saga is one of the great works of literature, with its evocation of a world where wrongs and grievances cross generations and no matter what efforts good people make to prevent the worst from happening, bad things befall people anyway. The burning of the house which Njal and his family are defending is one of the most horrific episodes. No-one describes the depth of the darkness of the northern night as accurately as the author of this saga.


The Norse presence in Scotland is extensive. The Orkneyinga Saga refers to Norse connections with Galloway, in south-west Scotland. The historian Alfred P. Smyth in his book Warlords and Holy Men: AD 80–1000 (1989) wrote: ‘this Scottish tradition in Icelandic oral history is of far greater antiquity than the 13th-century saga age, and it was so strong that it survived for centuries’. Both Laxdaela Saga and Eyrbryggja Saga begin with accounts of the Hebridean origins in Scotland of the great families of the western fjords of Iceland: ‘a group of stubborn Vikings settled in the Hebrides’ in the 860s and 870s. This genealogy was as important to its Icelandic audience ‘as the Book of Genesis was to the Hebrews’.


Certainly, for George Mackay Brown in Orkney in the late 20th century, the significance of The Orkneyinga Saga (written in Iceland c.1200) was undisputed. According to Mackay Brown, the two great undertakings of the ‘most intriguing character’ in the saga, Rognvald Kolson, Earl of Orkney, were a crusade with 15 ships to Jerusalem in 1151–54 and the building of Kirkwall Cathedral in honour of his uncle, St Magnus (begun in 1147). Magnus’s story haunted Kolson all his life. It also haunted Mackay Brown. He returns to the theme in numerous poems and most powerfully in his novel Magnus (1973), where the events of Magnus’s martyrdom are related to the violence of the Nazis during the Second World War. The paradox of a good man, Magnus, being killed by his own brother, knowingly sacrificing himself to allow peace to reign free of rivalry and social contention is one of the most violent yet also Christian stories. In his earlier novel, Greenvoe (1972), Mackay Brown gets to the heart of this matter:




And I would not have you think either that love is all sweet desire and gratification, and thereafter peace. The essence of love is pain; deep in the heart of love is a terrible wound. Yes, and though a man should grow wise and quiet at last, yet if he hath trafficked in love but once, he shall be borne to his grave with the stigma of suffering on him. His monument shall bleed.





There are unforgettably gruesome images from The Orkneyinga Saga, like the severed head of an enemy exacting its revenge upon the victorious warrior who was carrying it on horseback, tied to his saddle, by opening its mouth with the movements of the horse and gnawing with its teeth the warrior’s leg, giving him a wound which, seeming negligible, festers, suppurates and causes his death.


Before George Mackay Brown, another modern Orkney writer had been profoundly influenced by the sagas: Eric Linklater (1899–1974). In its very title, his first novel, White-Maa’s Saga (1929), makes the connection and in The Men of Ness (1932) and elsewhere, the mythic dimensions of the narratives and the personal qualities of characters, of courage, tenderness and an understanding of violence are important components of his work. This is vivid in the autobiographical episodes from World War One in the early chapters of Magnus Merriman (1934) and in the World War Two novel Private Angelo (1946). The struggle to find a way to build a life worth having in the 20th century, after the bloody conflict and psychological trauma of two world wars, is an epic effort in which Linklater’s writing draws as much valuable knowledge from his readings of the sagas as from his own personal experience.


For a long time, the northern archipelagos, Orkney and Shetland, and the Outer and Inner Hebrides in the western sea, were all identified with Scandinavian centres of authority rather than with the kingdom of Scotland. But the sea is an open road. In the second half of the first millennium it was as open as the skies have been in the second half of the second and beginning of the third: murderers, pirates, colonists and settlers arrive and go as they will with their different purposes.


Some things don’t change. Matter and mortality are our condition, however we might value the spirit. The Christian, pre-eminently Latin tradition, and the Norse sagas are both ancient forms of understanding the world. Both made deep contributions to the development of the literary and cultural vision to be found distinctively in Scotland.









PART THREE
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Performing Scotland: plays, drama and theatricality


SIGNS OF SCOTTISH identity have become famous clichés throughout the world. Kilts, tartan, heather, whisky are among the most obvious examples. To wear a kilt is intrinsically a performance, both in the immediacy of its action and in the history of cultural oppression from which it emerges. To some degree, history always characterises how a society performs itself to itself, and how it enacts its identity to people in other nations, in other societies. So is Scotland a ‘performance culture’?


Clothing is only one of innumerable outwardly visible examples of national identity in cultural ‘performance’ evident in countries all over the world. Language, accent and vocal register are among the most intimate. But is there something particular to Scotland’s history which qualifies this distinction of the country as a ‘performance’? It’s essential to the country’s history, from pre- to prospectively post-Union times. ‘Britishness’ is a performance – and what a performance! To many, its worst exaggerations are wretched and pathetically comical, or gloriously colourful spectacles of (rather costly) pageantry. They can seem unavoidable, beamed at us almost every day. How is ‘Scottishness’ different? And how has our culture been presented in theatres, in plays, in specific occasions designed to be staged?


Marshall Walker in his book Scottish Literature since 1707 (1996) sums up a general perception: ‘Drama is the genre in which Scottish writers have shown least distinction.’ This is qualified, however: ‘There is no shortage of Scottish theatrical heritage, but there is a shortage of durable Scottish plays.’ Yet in the decades since that was written old works have been rediscovered, new works have appeared, and new ways of reading them have been developed. Ways of understanding Scottish drama and theatre (two different things) and evaluating cultural performance and specific plays (two very different things) have changed. Maybe we should start with a clear sense of what ‘theatricality’ means. Trish Reid begins her little book Theatre & Scotland (2013) like this:




The theatre is everywhere, from entertainment districts to the fringes, from the rituals of government to the ceremony of the courtroom, from the spectacle of the sporting arena to the theatres of war. Across these many forms stretches a theatrical continuum through which cultures both assert and question themselves.





Theatre in Scotland has a long, rich history, and the history of performance is especially dramatic if you include church history as theatre. After all, a pulpit is a site of performance, and a Kirk is intrinsically a theatrical building. For generations there was at least one in every parish, where moral pronouncements, Biblical stories and songs (hymns) were more or less taken up regularly by attentive and participating or disengaged and dozy congregations. The long history of sonorous monologues delivered within the solemn walls of churches is a clear indication of theatricality. Direct address to an audience, enacted public moral retribution for sinful behaviour, parable fiction, poetry, vocal music of lament or celebration, pious humility or militant evangelism, storytelling, both tragic and comic, complex or light, moralistic and assured or questioning and challenging – all these have been essential to the life of the Kirk, whatever the orthodoxy. They all have their stars: the minister in the pulpit, spotlit by God, is only the most obvious.


This point is made forcefully by James Shapiro in his book 1606: Shakespeare and the Year of Lear (2015): ‘We tend to think of plays as the main site for exploring sensitive issues of authority in Shakespeare’s day. But for King James, sermons – both those for public consumption at Paul’s Cross and those delivered before him at court – better served that purpose, and for every play he saw James may have heard half-a-dozen sermons.’ James’s preachers, Shapiro comments, were also ‘the king’s men’:




they just engaged in a different sort of writing and public performance, and they too turned to the distant past to explain the present. In ways now lost to us, these two popular literary forms, both of which explored the divisive issues of the day, were in conversation with each other.





The dramatic and directly political engagement of the Kirk in Scotland for centuries has been passed over too easily without comment. This is surely one reason why the disruption of 1843 was such a crucial moment not only in Scottish church history but also in the performed political history of moral priorities in a world like our own, where ownership is power. The contest between material and spiritual possession was being starkly enacted.


When 474 ministers broke away from the established Church of Scotland what was in question was the authority of Church and State over social morality and justice. The authority of the land-owning patron to install a minister of his choice was in direct conflict with that of the Church to maintain independent ‘spiritual jurisdiction’. In 1834, the evangelical party, with a majority in the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland, had passed the ‘Veto Act’, giving the people of any particular parish the right to reject a minister nominated by their patron. The matter of who legitimised and confirmed the appointments of ministers would be crucial in the broader social context. State power was being challenged.


When the Court of Session ruled that the established church was a creation of the State, the Church’s sense of its own identity and spiritual independence was challenged in turn. This is what led to the disruption of 1843. Rather than denigrate the church as puritanically anti-theatrical, seeing it like this is more revealing. Its lessons, after all, are not confined to theological doctrine.


Two questions are pressing, though. If the establishment of the Free Church was initiated by such a radical act of self-determination in defiance of secular class power and the authority of the owners of land and material wealth, what went wrong? How did it become known as the orthodox religion of repression so familiar in clichés and caricatures?


And secondly, why is there so little fiction, poetry and indeed drama addressing this conflict? The most compelling exceptions are the novel by Robin Jenkins (1912–2005), The Awakening of George Darroch (1985) and the novel Johnnie Gibb of Gushetneuk (1871) by William Alexander (1826–94), which has the Disruption as its background. But what else is there?


These mysteries are only answerable within the cultural performance of Scotland’s history. If the Kirk is the repository of ‘pure’ theatre, might we characterise politics as the arena of ‘impure’ theatre’?


The Declaration of Arbroath of 1320 has been considered an influence upon the American Declaration of Independence of 1776. It is perhaps more apt to describe the influence going the other way around. The Arbroath document was not familiarly known as a ‘Declaration’ until long after 1776, although it’s true that among its signatories were John Witherspoon, formerly a minister of the Laigh Kirk, Paisley and James Wilson, a Fife lawyer who, in Edward J. Cowan’s phrase, was thought to have ‘contributed the crucial concept of the sovereignty of the people’ and who on more than one occasion referred to ‘essential liberty, which… we are determined not to lose, but with our lives’.


Cowan, in his essay ‘Declaring Arbroath’ in The Declaration of Arbroath: History, Significance, Setting, edited by G.W.S. Barrow (Edinburgh: Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, 2003), quotes a contemporary, writing of Witherspoon and Wilson:




Both strongly national & can’t bear any thing in Congress which reflects [badly] on Scotland. [Witherspoon] says that Scotland has manifested the greatest Spirit for Liberty as a nation, in that their History is full of their calling kings to account & dethroning them when arbitrary and tyrannical.





Cowan then asks the question: ‘In this assertion may there lurk the shade of “Arbroath”?’ The answer is yes it may, but in the judgement particular to Scots law, it is ‘not proven’.


What is true is that the Arbroath document was not so much a Declaration as a letter, or specifically, a petition, to Pope John XXII in Avignon, to request, or rather, to ask emphatically or politely demand that Robert Bruce be recognised as the King of Scots and that therefore Scots must not be ruled in perpetuity by the English monarchy. The letter, and its purpose, its ideals and political meaning, had the approval not only of the signatories, the Scots nobles, but also of the church leaders.


And this is the point. To quote the historian Alexander Grant, in Independence and Nationhood: Scotland 1306–1466 (London: Edward Arnold, 1984), as well as the conviction of the Scots nobles:




The attitude of the Scottish Church was also significant at this time. Most of the bishops were staunch nationalists, who had stocked their dioceses with like-minded relatives and dependants. Not all of them actively supported Robert I, but few were directly hostile. On the whole the Scottish Church, unlike the nobility, attached more importance to the national cause than to the way Robert had seized the throne; it did not condemn, let alone excommunicate, him for his sacrilegious murder of John Comyn in a church.





So the church, as well as the nobility, was embroiled in what remains one of the most dramatic political statements in history. David Annand’s arresting sculpture on the edge of Arbroath shows the figures of both Bishop and King, raising the document into the air above and in front of them, one hand on each side, as if it were a shield guarding not the individuals holding it but the realm beyond and behind them, not only Scotland (not as property but as a place in which to live) but also, and as a priority, the Scots, a people to live among and be part of. Factions of support raged around both John Balliol and Robert Bruce as potential kings but the cause of independence in this era was profoundly endorsed by the church, beyond individual leaders.


And today?


The assertion of self-determination embodied in the Declaration of Arbroath is and remains a theatrical statement, performance culture at its most dramatic. Yet the question of whether Scotland might be described as a ‘performance’ culture in this way is counterbalanced by a more familiar sense of Scotland as a culture of repression, tight-lipped silence and self-suppression. Both are exaggerations, of course, and both have some truth, but the balance, or oscillation, or bagatelle, between these ideas of how the pre-eminent characteristics of a culture might be presented – or represented – are suggestive. Asked to comment on the prevailing mood of the country in early 2021, with the condition of a global pandemic and the prospect of remaining within the United Kingdom or choosing independence in a referendum, one observer, after a moment’s reflection, said: ‘Half of the people are scared, the other half frustrated. It’s a conundrum.’


Religious and moral conviction is everywhere in the political imperatives dramatised in David Lyndsay’s Satyre of the Thrie Estaitis, where comedy and political address come together in social satire and critical engagement. The play is an immediately entertaining performance of ideas about religion, social morality and statecraft. The context of complex religious conflict is crucial to its political purpose, its display of human motivation, and its vision of a just society.


But in the years since screen media have come to dominate visual experience in the western world, live theatre has had to renegotiate its presence and value. David Hutchison, in his essay on ‘The Experience and Contexts of Drama in Scotland’ in The Edinburgh Companion to Scottish Drama (2011), sums up an essential quality of all play performances like this: ‘Liveness is of the essence of the theatrical experience.’


The problem, he points out, is that since the days of the music hall, screen media has contested the attractiveness of ‘liveness’. The music hall’s ‘largely working-class audience abandoned liveness for the spectacle and exoticism of recorded images’. The boom in cinema-going between the wars, the establishment of radio, the infiltration of television and now online technology, all these mechanisations of spectacle are in competition with liveness, especially when the ground rules for engagement are commercial priorities. Hutchison reminds us there are many opportunities made possible through screen and sound media for representing (in both senses) plays and literary works of various kinds, and for renewing critical engagement with them.


Examples abound in the under-researched history of Scottish radio drama: John Purser, Stewart Conn and Iain Crichton Smith all wrote memorable plays for radio; Gerda Stevenson’s radio version of Walter Scott’s novel The Heart of Midlothian is the best quick way to get an accurate summary of that huge, complex work because Stevenson deeply understands not only its language, historical moment, characters and lasting significance but also the literary-philosophical and dramatic-theatrical values inherent to its narrative structure. Television drama like John Byrne’s Tutti Frutti (1987), or the television adaptations of literary fiction by George Mackay Brown, Lewis Grassic Gibbon, George Douglas Brown, Walter Scott and Robert Louis Stevenson broadcast in the 1970s and 80s, or Troy Kennedy Martin’s Edge of Darkness (1985) and David Kane’s Jute City (1991) remain to be rediscovered and learned from in the 21st century. Hutchison concludes that ‘important as radio, television and film are for the understanding and experience of Scottish drama’ nevertheless ‘live theatre remains crucial to its existence and success.’


Performance, live communication, performativity in actual, staged production, demands a particular kind of respect, in Hutchison’s words:




The writer is important, but is one of a team whose efforts combine, sometimes in a workmanlike fashion, sometimes even in a dull fashion, but sometimes to magical and mesmerising effect.





But the question remains, who writes the scripts for the London government at Westminster? That is surely ‘impure theatre’ at its most unenjoyable. Keeping both political and church history in mind as examples of theatricality in action, how might we approach ‘real theatre’ in Scotland, with plays, actors performing playscripts or improvising on their basis, buildings and stages, with lights, sound effects and music, and a quality of unpredictable liveness that makes every visit different?


At moments of revolutionary upheaval, the best writers are usually quick to grasp how important live dramatic performance can be. Their work frequently precedes and imagines what might follow. In Ireland, in the Easter Rising of 1916, Irish patriots occupied the Dublin Post Office, the most significant symbolic site for the exchange of information. This had been preceded by the foundation of the Abbey Theatre in 1903, itself a development of the Irish Literary Theatre which had been founded by W.B. Yeats, Lady Gregory and others in 1899. The theatre wasn’t built with the idea of prefiguring bloody revolution opposing the British Empire but in retrospect, questions arise. Much later, reflectively, Yeats asked himself rhetorically in his 1938 poem, ‘The Man and the Echo’ whether the sentiments he expressed in his play Cathleen ni Houlihan (first performed in Dublin in 1902) inspired revolutionary action: ‘Did that play of mine send out / Certain men the English shot?’


And that’s the difference. What happened in the Post Office was not theatre. Its performers were not actors, playing their parts. Yeats’s play, Cathleen ni Houlihan was a staged production and its performers were indeed playing. Yeats’s perhaps guilt-burdened recognition of the possibility of fatal influence marks the distinction. The consequence of a play might be action. Its possible influence should certainly be considered in a contemplative period of time. The results of action risk the destruction of that space of contemplation which all art opens out. This is not to deny that sometimes action must be taken. Rather, it is to acknowledge a distance between theatricality and theatres.


The Disruption of the Kirk in 1843 and the Declaration of Arbroath in 1320 were dramatic events, but they were not plays. Had there been plays written and performed about those events since their occurrence, we might understand them better. And perhaps have a better idea about where we’re going next.


When I was last in a Court of Law it was to take a group of language students to the public gallery to witness the proceedings. Everyone in front of us was very evidently acting – except the people who came to stand in the dock. For them, there was nothing at play. Their reputations, savings and even liberty were seriously at stake. Theatricality is present in all sorts of ways but the traditions of theatre as a genre of writing and live performance overlap with but are different from these social instances. That’s partly why a trial usually makes great drama in the theatre. Twelve Angry Men (1954) by Reginald Rose (1920–2002) can be utterly compelling on the stage and directed by Sidney Lumet with Henry Fonda and a cast of serious actors it made an impressive film in 1957: not a courtroom drama but a post-trial deliberation on the verdict to be delivered. The greatness of The Caucasian Chalk Circle (1944–54) by Bertolt Brecht (1898–1956) is partly due to its enactment of a trial in front of the characters and at the same time the audience in its concluding scene, where a child’s life is at stake. The future is held in the balance. The neglected Scottish playwright C.P. Taylor (1929–81), in his play Good (1981), made into a compelling film (2008), charts the drift into fascism of a schoolteacher at the time of the rise of Nazism in Germany. As the story unfolds it might be described as evidence in the case of a quiet man becoming inescapably trapped in a despicable political regime, compromising himself into an ultimate position of complicity with murderous, genocidal results. The audience is his judge.


Both the historical political moment, the literary depth and vitality, and the stage-performativity of the plays of Yeats, J.M. Synge and Sean O’Casey have kept them in the repertoire of theatres and the libraries of readers of literature, ever since their earliest productions. Similarly those of Rose, Brecht and Taylor. Each playwright was committed to the art of writing as well as to professional theatre performance – but this is writing for performance, not only for reading. Their work was produced in the context of developing conventions in both state-subsidised and commercial theatres, including experimental drama on the one hand, music hall and pantomime, on the other. Their plays have lasted and earned international esteem.


In Scotland, there is a broad sense that while there is plenty theatrical ‘heritage’, there seems to be a comparative shortage of lastingly valuable Scottish plays. Scholarship and research since the 1990s has altered this assumption. Historical questions remain, of suppression and censorship associated with the Reformation, the removal of the court to London in 1603 and the Licensing Act of 1737. Broad judgement has been that despite figures such as Allan Ramsay, John Home, Joanna Baillie, and the vitality of folk, music-hall and variety theatre, nothing much happens between David Lyndsay in the 16th century and the ‘return’ of Scottish drama in the 20th century, with J.M. Barrie, James Bridie and John McGrath. As an appraisal of the whole complex story, this is too simple. So much more has been discovered and made public through the last decades of the 20th, and first decades of the 21st centuries, that a fresh overview is required.


The Kirk often supported theatrical activity, to some degree shaping it to its own ends, but often encouraging the development of drama, especially in schools. Folk plays flourished and ceremonial dramas had their place in religious contexts. As Ian Brown notes in The Edinburgh Companion to Scottish Drama (2011), the ‘performative theatrical culture of Scotland has seemed to lack playwriting stars to match Shakespeare, Congreve or Sheridan’ and yet George Buchanan’s plays were models for Corneille and Racine, and other Scots playwrights, minor as they may be, indicate a neglected theatrical culture in Scotland.


Scottish playwriting had different roots and kinds of social prominence from that of England, and there was a lot of it. As Brown notes, for centuries,




whether we think of folk drama, Kirk drama, street drama, rural drama, or the theatrical drama of the urban middle and upper classes, whether in Gaelic, Scots, English and even Latin, a wide range of theatrical forms was available.





It is still being retrieved and reinterpreted.
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