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For all my friends in the mountains –


thank you for the days.
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FIRST THERE IS A MOUNTAIN


Then there is no mountain


THEN THERE


IS





The True Scale of Things


An Introduction by Roderick Watson


This is the truth of it:


bunched together on crumbling handholds


under a crazy overhang, the wind


screaming personal demons,


the snow outrageous, night setting in.


(from ‘Captain Zen’, Men on Ice, p. 21)


Journeys through extremity, both physical and spiritual, are among our oldest metaphors for finding and reconnecting with ourselves in a material world that is both immeasurably ancient and alien to us, and yet so essential to all that we are, or can be. Andrew Greig’s Men on Ice opens with three Himalayan climbers, ‘Grimpeur’, ‘Poet’ and ‘Axe-man’, facing the void while haunted by the possibility of a spectral ‘fourth’ in their company, a hipster Buddhist ‘Zen climber’, also known as ‘The Bear’. This fourth presence (Greig tells us) echoes the line ‘Who is the third who walks always beside you?’ used by T. S. Eliot to signal his sense of a spiritual immanence still somehow surviving in the waste land of modernity. (Eliot had read about a similar hallucination in Ernest Shackleton’s account of the hardship he and his men experienced in Antarctica.) With such perspectives in mind, Andrew Greig’s symbolic characters will engage in the hallucinatory, free-wheeling, irreverent exchange that is Men on Ice: a metaphysical debate about the living moment, dense with allusions, echoes and, indeed, ‘fragments’ from philosophy, mythology, literature, pop culture and rock music.


I remember how exciting and how remarkable it was to see a book-length poem-sequence of such ambition from a young Scottish poet in 1977: a restlessly brilliant, elliptical, romantic, mythopoeic (and cheeky) homage to The Waste Land, from a writer who was equally at ease with contemporary American poetry, most notably Ed Dorn’s Gunslinger from 1975. Fifty-five years after Eliot’s opus, Men on Ice was tipping its hat to early modernism while also channelling the Black Mountain poets, MacDiarmid, demotic Scots and contemporary counter-culture. Nor should we forget that this was five years before Lanark appeared in book form, and only nine years after Edwin Morgan’s Second Life was published: important realignments were starting to happen in Scotland.


Undoubtedly modernist though it is in form, the Romantic (in the literary-critical sense of that term) grounding of Greig’s vision is equally clear:


What form of life is it


that uphauls itself


out of its element


to icy heights where the sun burns


and lungs heave


to thoughts unnatural and places inhospitable


to countless lives lost by accident or design?


(from ‘To Get Higher’, Men on Ice, p. 63)


But then again, as if to counter any claims to the sublime, Men on Ice is irreverently energised by its ceaselessly changing linguistic registers, in a crowded carnival of references, jokes, bad puns and typographical scatterings to create a phantasmagorical literary space of rock, ice, dope, dreams, caves, raves and the Dionysian drive ‘to get higher’. It is unmistakeably a young man’s poem, occasionally a little too self-consciously hip, but it was also a strikingly new and welcome voice in Scottish poetry. In fact, with the benefit of hindsight, we can see its style anticipating the verbal energy and the referential excess of W. N. Herbert in the 1980s, or the pop-cultural prose energy of Des Dillon in the 1990s, or Alan Bissett’s novels at the end of the century.


Greig’s fascination with climbing as a metaphor persuaded the Scottish mountaineer Mal Duff that Men on Ice had been written by an experienced rock climber rather than a keen hill walker. On being disabused, Duff took the poet ice climbing in Glencoe for a true baptism of fire: by 1984, Greig was on an expedition with Duff and others to tackle the Mustagh Tower in the Karakorum Mountains of Pakistan. Greig’s account of his experience was published as Summit Fever (1985), which has since become a deserved classic of mountaineering literature. Further trips to Nepal followed in the company of his then partner Kathleen Jamie, whose accounts of her own later travels in those remote mountain communities were published as The Golden Peak (1992), later reissued as Among Muslims in 2002, and The Autonomous Region (1993). Such is the power of the muse to set small stones rolling on a steep slope.


Greig’s prose writing frequently features his love of remote landscapes, not least the bones of his native Scotland, and in his brilliant debut novel, Electric Brae: A Modern Romance (1992), this is interlaced with an exploration of what it is to be a man in the company of other men in a sometimes demanding environment, countered by a need for mutuality, friendship and indeed tenderness, as his engineer protagonist recollects a passionate love affair with a complex and creative woman. In this and subsequent novels, Greig’s conscious intent has been to provide a counter-argument to the masculine brutalism and the largely urban settings of so much modern Scottish prose fiction.


The more straightforwardly autobiographical mountain poems in this volume speak with eloquence about Greig’s continuing engagement with climbing and friendship. Nor should we underestimate how difficult it is to capture the nature of physical effort as well as these verses do. They do not seek the symbolic scope of Men on Ice, but there is a striking metaphorical power to many of Greig’s lines: – ‘in these high places we are melting out / of all that made us rigid’ (from ‘Interlude on Mustagh Tower’, p. 79) – and new and disturbing perspectives – ‘and we believe / the true scale of things / is the entire mountain / hung mirrored in our shades’ (from ‘Back Again’, p. 78). Later poems such as ‘Tom Ban Mor’ and ‘Knoydart Revisited’ have even more to say about memory and experience, that ‘inner mountain’ in the landscape of our personal lives: ‘it seems you too live twice, / once as participant, again as witness’ (p. 207); and ‘there are some hills and people / we cannot return to, / because nothing would be the same, / because we never left them’ (p. 201).


When Western Swing appeared in 1994, it marked a return to the metaphysical landscape of Men on Ice, but this time the long poem was directly modulated by Greig’s actual experience of Himalayan expeditions, ‘with our tents, our trash, / our high ambition’ (from ‘Back Again’, p. 78). Subtitled ‘Adventures with the Heretical Buddha’, Western Swing takes us once more to the wild places of Pakistan and Nepal, not to mention the ‘Up Down Disco’, a favourite haunt of Himalayan climbers, which is ‘the most sweaty, sleazy and sordid night club in Kathmandu’ (p. 193). The book’s title signals an even stronger commitment to music and pop culture, but also a more mature reflection on how the West meets the East and on the tensions between tourism, terrorism, consumerism and subsistence living. The section ‘In the Last Village’ from Part III, for example, is reminiscent of George Campbell Hay’s unfinished poem Mochtàr is Dùghall (Mochtar and Dougall), in which a Gael and an Arab discover bonds through their cultures’ common experience of religious discipline and cultural dispossession:


‘No,’ we said gently, ‘we do not want


to come and see you “make the folklore”,


no, nor take pictures of your daughters


miming prettily in the fields.


These travesties are painful and must cease.’


[ . . . ]


‘My country too has empty glens,


old walls crumbling by the sea.’


‘We did not call it “folklore” then.


We called it nothing but our way.’


(from Western Swing, p. 149)


Among acknowledgements made in the preliminary pages of the first edition of Western Swing, Greig thanks Philip Hobsbaum, who had asked him, ‘What is the true voice of an educated East Coast Scot of your generation?’ After some thought, Greig’s answer had been ‘Many voices.’ Many voices indeed, for the protagonists of Men on Ice have now morphed into Ken, Stella (formerly the Poet – the character has now become female) and Brock. The ‘Zen climber’ has become a ‘secret sharer’, a ‘Heretical Buddha’, and the poet has produced an even richer polyphonic bonfire of voices, registers, allusions and references. He calls the process ‘sampling’, by which a wealth of echoes and traces are layered in the text just as the recording industry cuts and pastes clips from other musical sources into new digital mixes.


No doubt Eliot and Pound would be surprised to be hailed (at least according to Greig) as the inventors of digital sequencing, but in fact the analogy with modernist allusion holds. The author’s endnotes list dozens of borrowings, but they by no means exhaust this echo chamber of plural voices. The effect is exhilarating, bewildering, hilarious, opaque, scintillating and moving by turns. Passages in Western Swing are reminiscent of the eclectic exuberance of Edwin Morgan (I loved the idea of a ‘MacDiarmidtron’), and for all Greig’s postmodern awareness, the rumbustuous verbal energy of his verses can also claim an ancestral connection to the inexhaustible Bacchanalia of Sydney Goodsir Smith’s 1948 masterpiece Under the Eildon Tree.


Nor is it all a playful whirl, for underneath the gleeful pace, there are coded signals of a more profound personal anxiety. After all, the prologue begins:


I am afraid


There is much to be afraid of


Bad enough on good days


when jolly fishermen strip legs from living crabs


and you wince how that must feel


and glimpse how quick we’re guddled


from first cry to last gurgle


Worse: waking alone


in a large bed in a small country


with a pain in your chest


and the sea going on and on


like the auld haiver you’ll be


if you’re spared


(from Western Swing, p. 94)


There’s a new sense of mortality in these lines, as well as a political awareness, and a clearer sense of a theme that was always there (if between the lines) in Men on Ice, now recognised as a kind of heretical Buddhism:


gather round, bairns,


for in this hand I’m holding


a traditional Truth:


The futility of Desire.


In the other – the heretical


Truth of its beauty


(from Western Swing, p. 128)


In an interview with the present writer in 1992, Greig reflected on his understanding of the Buddhist position – ‘Life is suffering. Suffering has a cause. The cause is desire’ – and wondered whether desire is the great mistake in life, or the very stuff of life itself. It is true that Buddhist monks seek to escape the snares of attachment, but neither the artist, the poet, nor the mountain climber can live without the material world, nor forego its beauty, nor the flame of their longing for its ambiguous nature.


‘In this country, at this time,’


Ken said, ‘if you haven’t anger,


you’ve got nothing.


And if


all you’ve got is anger


you really have got nothing.’


(from Western Swing, p. 176)


And yet it is at the height of passion, at the height of risk, ‘bunched together on crumbling handholds / under a crazy overhang’, that we glimpse the ghost of transcendence, that secret sharer by our side, and conceive the drive to write about it.


‘What language quickens our page?


Desire & Fear – that dual blade


striking upward to the heart.


(from Western Swing, p. 122)


The symbolic blade that excises desire, that cuts our ties to the real (the very blade that’s missing from Ken’s sheath throughout the tale) reappears at the end of Western Swing in the humble form of a tartan penknife, ‘A PRESENT FROM AYR’, handed to the protagonist in a last encounter with the Heretical Buddha at a fish-and-chip shop in Pittenweem. After such a vertiginous imaginative trip we have finally come down to earth only to find that this, too, is good.


The return to Scotland in Part V is a return to the everyday; the quest in exotic foreign lands – the up and down disco, indeed – is over, and the company has dispersed. Yet this is still a reconnection with the spirit, even (or perhaps especially) to be found in the mundane corners of the East Neuk of Fife. The journey out (which is also an inward journey) has been followed by a return, perhaps (in Eliot’s words) to know the place for the first time. These are the ‘debatable lands’ of the Border, but also the debatable place of Scotland itself and what Scotland will come to mean to those of us who live here.


This concern is a recurring theme in all Greig’s writing. It can be seen in the later mountain poems, for example, and especially clearly in the meditation on landscape, art, personal history, geological time and friendship that is the true subject of At the Loch of the Green Corrie. Towards the end of this memoir of Norman MacCaig, he writes, ‘. . . it is time to reconnect to the real thing. Which, whatever they say, does exist. Even if it evades you whenever you open your mouth.’ And here, too, the key is to explore the relationship between being and landscape. Or rather the puzzle of being in landscape and yet somehow not in it, which is where we all find ourselves, as thinking beings cast into the world.


Matter, he sighed, is condemned


to eternal push-ups and goodbyes.


Everything


is nothing mostly


even your physicists know that.


(from Western Swing, p. 187)


Or, as another section in Western Swing has it, ‘There is a cure for loneliness / it’s in the voices that keep company / your place after midnight’ (from ‘Meanwhile: A Cure of Loneliness’, p. 117). In context, this is a comment on the value of friendship, but it might also be the best last word on the many voices of Men on Ice and Western Swing, and on the imaginative, geographical and spiritual spaces that have been covered in a trip that is irreverent and profound by turns – out and back again with a vengeance.


 


Roderick Watson
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In the early seventies, after midnight Edinburgh fell silent: all pubs and clubs closed; no TV, no texts, no emails, no phone calls, no internet. My single bed was narrow, and I might as well have been in a sleeping bag in the mountains as I lay reading, writing, remembering and getting higher. The Twilight Game (sole surviving draft abandoned) marks the moment when mountain imagery first broke in.


I had published two collections of ‘sensible poems’, naturalistic, controlled, short. They could not reflect much of what excited me then: ‘The Waste Land’, Ed Dorn’s underground ‘Slinger’, Captain Beefheart’s gobbledygook, the onrush of rock and roll, drugs and sexual experience, my attempts to grasp F.H. Bradley and Wittgenstein, and Dougal Haston’s exploits on rock and ice.


While still at school, I had written a play of sorts, Inexplicable Events Near Carstairs Wood. It had grown from phrases lifted from a Higher French reader (‘No, your tie is too gaudy’, ‘When I was young, we had two pear trees. Both have since been cut down’) crossed with Fife back-country ploys shared with school friends. It was silly, improvised, crammed with bad puns, references, accidentally and purposefully inaccurate quotations and spelling, garbled memories.
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