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Hugh MacDiarmid and the Scottish Renaissance
SCOTT LYALL
Though commonly viewed as definitively rural and nationalist, the Scottish Literary Renaissance was actually begun in London by an émigré community of Burnsian Scots. The Vernacular Circle of the London Robert Burns Club, set up in 1920 to save the Doric from oblivion, boasted John Buchan and Violet Jacob as honorary members.
 Christopher Murray Grieve (‘Hugh MacDiarmid’) was an initial sceptic, objecting in formalist tones that ‘Mere patriotism is a Caliban’s Guide to letters.’
 In the early 1920s, Grieve thought any revival of the Scots vernacular could only invite cultural inferiorism and further marginalization and was glad to be one of the movement’s ‘most indefatigably helpful enemies’.
 Grieve disliked what he perceived as the Kailyard inflection in the Scots poems of Charles Murray (1864–1941), whose Hamewith (1900; 1909) was enormously popular, particularly in Murray’s native north-east. Born in Alford, Aberdeenshire, Murray emigrated to South Africa in 1888 to manage a gold mining company, rising to be Secretary of Public Works in the Transvaal. Murray’s Doric poems are often infused with an exilic sentimentality for ‘Scotland our Mither’. Character sketches of rural Aberdeenshire life, such as ‘The Whistle’ and ‘Dockens Afore His Peers’, link him tonally to William Alexander’s Johnny Gibb of Gushetneuk (1871), but also to Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s Sunset Song (1932). Grieve included Murray in his journal Northern Numbers (1920–2) but later turned on him, along with other established figures such as J. M. Barrie and Neil Munro, in The Scottish Educational Journal, accusing Murray and the Doric Revival of exemplifying ‘mental parochialism, a constitutional incomprehension and hatred of culture’.

Contra Murray, Grieve sought a progressive hyper-modernism. Annals of the Five Senses, published in 1923 but substantially written during Grieve’s tour of France and Salonika with the Royal Army Medical Corps, is marked by the First World War and is comparable to Edwin Muir’s We Moderns (published in 1918 under the pseudonym Edward Moore) in its concern to express an emerging cultural geist. Like its various narrators, Annals, with its somewhat artificial, self-conscious literary locution, is difficult to pin down. Combining early poetry and shorter fiction, it is a dilution of Grieve’s plan to write a novel.
 But it is also his first bid to connect Scottish literature to European modernism. Annals displays the hectic breadth of Grieve’s reading; its sometimes solipsistic interiority betrays the influence of Dostoevsky and Joyce, and has affinities with Mauberley-era Pound. Lifting its name from G. Gregory Smith’s Scottish Literature: Character and Influence (1919), Annals demonstrates the contradictoriness central to the ‘Caledonian Antisyzygy’ proclaimed by Smith as the dialectical quintessence of Scottish writing. Grieve found in the antisyzygy a licence for a veritable multiplicity of selves.
It was no twist of the antisyzygy, however, that prompted Grieve’s embrace of Scots, but a linguistic monograph by an ex-colonial civil servant. In 1922, after reading James Wilson’s Lowland Scotch as Spoken in the Lower Strathearn District of Perthshire (1915), Grieve took on a new identity through which to write in a dialect he had recently scorned. What resulted was ‘The Watergaw’, first published in 1922 in the Dunfermline Press, and the text would install MacDiarmid at the forefront of the vernacular revival.

Ae weet forenicht i’ the yow-trummle
I saw yon antrin thing,
rare
A watergaw wi’ its chitterin’ licht


imperfect rainbow; shivering/trembling
Ayont the on-ding;
beyond; rain/snow fall
An’ I thocht o’ the last wild look ye gied
Afore ye deed!

There was nae reek i’ the laverock’s hoose
smoke; skylark
That nicht – an’ nane i’ mine;

But I hae thocht o’ that foolish licht

Ever sin’ syne;
then
An’ I think that mebbe at last I ken

What your look meant then.

Translating ‘The Watergaw’ into Standard English is doomed in advance to render the poem utterly stilted. The first line, with help from Chambers Scots Dictionary, becomes: ‘One wet evening (in the interval between twilight and bed-time) during a cold spell in early summer, around the time of sheep-shearing.’ Indeed the difficulty of some of MacDiarmid’s early Scots lyrics tempts the reductive act of interpretation through translation. When a gloss is required to read them, the meaning, metaphor and mood of their music may be lost. The untranslatability of ‘The Watergaw’ betokens the borders of cultural difference but also the liminal aura of its presiding theme: the mystery of life slipping into death. That inexpressible final fall into unconsciousness is expressed in Scots through the recollection and the linguistic re-collection of the racial unconscious. ‘The Watergaw’ is onto-logical, but no argument for God.

The pseudonymous MacDiarmid was born in the year of Joyce’s Ulysses and T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land. Eliot’s poem is cited – and sent up – in A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (1926), but Joyce was to be a more enduring influence. Grieve sought to link MacDiarmid’s experimentalism in Scots to Joyce’s revolutionary modernism and situate Scottish literature in an excitingly avant-garde European context.
 In The New Age he endorsed ‘Dadaism in France, Expressionismus in Germany and the possibilities of the zusammenbalung of speech with which James Joyce in English is experimenting so interestingly, and, on the whole, so successfully, and the implications of certain elements in recent Russian ego-futurism which seek to devise a language with audible and visual but no intellectual values’.
 Grieve found improbable parallels between Joyce’s method in Ulysses and John Jamieson’s Etymological Dictionary of the Scottish Language (1808–9);
 MacDiarmid plundered archaisms from Jamieson for his modernist Scots lyrics. He wrote in ‘Gairmscoile’, ‘It’s soon’, no’ sense, that faddoms the herts o’ men’,
 but in fact he sought to instil lyrical Scots poetry with intellect and so destroy the heart/head, Scots/English duality that for MacDiarmid had plagued post-Enlightenment Scottish vernacular writers, not excepting Robert Burns. Edwin Muir, heavily influenced by Eliot, saw this as a crippling polarization indicative of an irreparable dissociation of Scottish sensibility. Muir’s refutation of the Scottish literary canon and the viability of writing in Scots in Scott and Scotland (1936) infuriated MacDiarmid and lead to a permanent personal breach. In the 1920s, however, when Muir could still be counted part of the Scottish Renaissance Movement, Grieve thought him ‘incontestably in the first flight of contemporary critics of welt-literatur’.

Muir matured to write a poetry informed by his Christian vision of a better, Edenic place. Orcadian by birth, he moved as a young man to Glasgow, but was disturbed by the poverty of the industrial city. ‘The Labyrinth’ has a figure lost and alienated in the modern maze who can only find escape through epiphanic moments of clarity. Muir began, however, by writing Scottish ballads. Grieve, often critical of the Doric revival, was keenly aware of – and surely eager to outdo – the Scots poetry of his contemporaries such as Muir, Violet Jacob (1863–1946), Marion Angus (1866–1946) and Lewis Spence (1874–1955). Author of the much-anthologized ‘Tam i’ the Kirk’, the aristocratic Jacob was born in Montrose, and the town and surrounding area is the setting for much of her fiction and poetry, such as Songs of Angus (1915). Like Marion Angus, who was born in Aberdeen and raised in Arbroath, Jacob also wrote in English, but drew on the ballad tradition for her Scots poetry. MacDiarmid, too, would look back to the ballads in his Scots lyrics, even using the ballad form in the modernist Drunk Man. His imagistic ‘Empty Vessel’ is beautifully characteristic of a concern to meld the traditional and the contemporary, adapting the Scots ballad ‘Jenny Nettles’ and ingeniously relating that to the secular universe of modern Einsteinian physics:
I met ayont the cairney
ruined building/heap of stones
A lass wi’ tousie hair
dishevelled/rough/shaggy
Singin’ till a bairnie
little child
That was nae langer there.

Wunds wi’ warlds to swing
winds
Dinna sing sae sweet,

The licht that bends ower a’ thing
light
Is less ta’en up wi’it.

Grieve rated the subtleties of Angus’s poetry as finer than Jacob’s work, pointing for evidence to Angus’s ‘Mary’s Song’, but he was particularly impressed by Lewis Spence’s utilization of the Doric, calling Spence in 1925 ‘the first Scot for five hundred years to write “pure poetry” in the vernacular’.
 For all Grieve’s scepticism regarding the continuity of the Scottish poetic tradition, it would have been impossible, as Colin Milton has pointed out, for MacDiarmid to write a modern vernacular poetry, and build a Scottish Renaissance Movement without the prior existence of a Scottish ‘folk tradition’ utilized by the late-nineteenth-, early-twentieth-century vernacular revival.
 Grieve’s contentious estimation of Scottish vernacular poetry, polemical rather than critical, was designed to upset the Burnsians and chimes with his slogan ‘Not Burns – Dunbar!’
 The early modern European Renaissance saw a move away from classical languages to national vernaculars. However in Scotland the native vernacular played a distinct second fiddle to English. Wishing to retrieve the Scottish vernacular, MacDiarmid’s modernist Scottish Renaissance would look to fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Scotland, valorizing Robert Henryson, William Dunbar, Gavin Douglas and Sir David Lyndsay, Makars of the golden age before James VI took his court to London.
Grieve, always an activist, was especially dynamic in Montrose. He lived in the town for most of the 1920s and it became the epicentre of his efforts to establish a renaissance in Scottish cultural life. Whilst working as a full-time journalist for the Montrose Review, he also set up journals, such as Scottish Chapbook and The Scottish Nation, dedicated to art and politics. He became an independent town councillor in 1922 and was later appointed Justice of the Peace. He was intellectually engaged with the local community, delivering lectures on various challenging contemporary themes, from Lenin’s politics to the Theory of Relativity.
 Denis Saurat’s 1924 article ‘Le Groupe de la Renaissance Écossaise’ corroborated the movement’s European credentials even before MacDiarmid had published Sangschaw (1925) and Penny Wheep (1926), his first two collections of poetry. Both books exemplify MacDiarmid’s creative methodology of resuscitating archaic words and usages from various Scottish regions and historical eras that he had found in Jamieson and Wilson. With Synthetic Scots, or what Tom Hubbard has termed ‘reintegrated Scots’, MacDiarmid sought a fusion of the disparate and often divided parts of Scotland into a unified cultural whole and of the Scottish linguistic past with the international modernist present.
 Just as Gibbon’s Sunset Song, like George Douglas Brown’s The House with the Green Shutters (1901), uses ‘Kailyard’ conventions, settings and themes recognizable to the audience in order to unsettle and assail their expectations, so MacDiarmid’s Scots poetry is set largely in rural locations that readers of Burns and the modern Doric revival would have found initially comforting and familiar. But MacDiarmid’s cabbage-patch contains thistles with beautiful flowers and sharp thorns. ‘The Innumerable Christ’ portrays Christ sympathetically whilst relativizing the absolutes of Christian belief. ‘The Eemis Stane’ sees the world as a broken and indecipherable grave stone: what is the meaning of life on earth, the poem asks, when it inevitably terminates in death? Many of the poems of Sangschaw and Penny Wheep feature death with no afterlife, some broodingly, like ‘The Watergaw’ and ‘The Eemis Stane’, others, such as ‘Tam’, with bluntly amusing pragmatism. In his Scots lyrics MacDiarmid voids the Kailyard of Christian hope.
Critical orthodoxy has modernism as a metropolitan form practised by cosmopolitan artists in exile from their philistine provincial roots. Yet as the Irish critic Declan Kiberd points out, ‘[f]or all its emphasis on deracination . . . modernism was a kind of village phenomenon’.
 Scottish modernism was assertively local but resistant to parochialism. In Willa Muir’s novel Imagined Corners (1931), Elizabeth flees her marriage and with the Europeanized Elise escapes to the continent from the patriarchal limitations of Calderwick, a fictionalized Montrose. Born in Montrose to Shetland parents, Muir, aided by husband Edwin, was Kafka’s chief English translator, but also translated other important German-language modernist novels such as Hermann Broch’s The Sleepwalkers. Nan Shepherd (1893–1981) writes of the restrictions on female freedom in rural north-east Scotland in her novels The Quarry Wood (1928) and The Weatherhouse (1930). Shepherd is a noticeable absentee from Gibbon’s ‘Literary Lights’, his 1934 essay on the principal Scottish Renaissance writers, but her portrayal of a strong female protagonist such as Martha Ironside, torn between individual development through education and commitment to community and personal ties, surely provided a template for the Chris Guthrie of Sunset Song. Gibbon also wrote under his own name, J. Leslie Mitchell. Mitchell’s most accomplished novel is Spartacus (1933), but the greater literary achievement and alluring Scottish landscape of Gibbon’s A Scots Quair, his Mearns trilogy, overshadows the diversity of an exciting oeuvre with distinctly postcolonial affinities that includes science fiction, biography, anthropology, short stories set in the Middle East, and modernist Bildungsroman. A diffusionist who imagined a pre-civilization cosmopolitan Golden Age, Mitchell shared with others of the Scottish Renaissance a mythic refusal of History’s terms. He found creative stimulation in what may seem a rearguard action that has echoes in Muir’s Eden, Neil M. Gunn’s evocation of the ninth-century Celts in Sun Circle (1933), or MacDiarmid’s pre-British Union, ‘back-to-Dunbar’ mantra. Naomi Mitchison also explores the past in her historical novels. The classical mythology of Mitchison’s The Corn King and the Spring Queen (1931) learns from J. G. Frazer’s The Golden Bough, a prominent source for Eliot’s Waste Land, whilst The Bull Calves (1947), set post-Jacobite Rebellion in 1747, has as backdrop a divided Scotland where Highlanders are compared to the Red Indians ethnically cleansed by imperial Scots amongst others.
Creative emphasis on the past is related to the concern shared by many Scottish writers of the period regarding the contemporary and future state of the nation. This materialized most notably in Scottish Scene, co-authored by MacDiarmid and Gibbon, and Routledge’s ‘The Voice of Scotland’ series.
 Grieve’s polemics often merged with his political positions. Along with Compton Mackenzie, Gunn and R. B. Cunninghame Graham, Grieve was prominent in the National Party of Scotland (NPS), founded in 1928. His Albyn, or Scotland and the Future (1927) could read as a manifesto for the heavily culturalist NPS. MacDiarmid (the name has ancestry in Diarmuid from Ireland’s Ossianic Cycle) was influenced by the Irish Literary Revival and like other Scottish Renaissance writers, such as Tom Macdonald (‘Fionn Mac Colla’) and Edwin Muir, he welcomed the idea of a more Catholic Scotland freed from the imagined delimitations of Calvinism. This had positive results, such as an emphasis on a revival of Gaelic and increasing receptivity later to the poetry of Sorley MacLean. However the downside was a deeply negative assessment of Scotland’s post-Reformation past, captured in Edwin Muir’s ‘Scotland’s Winter’ and ‘Scotland 1941’ and his 1935 travelogue Scottish Journey.
A national movement needs a national epic and MacDiarmid sought to provide it with A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle. Unlike literary imperialism, such as Camoëns’s Os Lusiadas or Spencer’s The Faerie Queene, which glorifies as it recreates the national past, modernist epics like Pound’s Cantos and Eliot’s Waste Land imply modernity’s fall from classical heights. A Drunk Man repositions this apparent decline in national terms, yet the poem’s sheer imaginative gusto gives the lie to the Drunk Man’s cultural pessimism. The poem issues a challenge to Scottish culture. At 2,685 lines it is intellectually demanding in length alone and whilst the poem’s vernacularity is not on the whole particularly dense, it is a bid by MacDiarmid to show that Scots can be deployed in poetry that is not solely lyrical and sentimental but modernist and difficult. A Drunk Man must be understood in its true satirical intent. MacDiarmid called his work a ‘gallimaufry’,
 a term linked to the hash-like ragout concocted in cooking lots of different ingredients in the same pot. MacDiarmid’s Braid Scots stew seeks to undermine powerful Scottish shibboleths, stereotypical markers of identity sold to the world as the essence of ‘Scotland’ through the industries in Burns and whisky. It achieves its affects by turning those markers into symbols having metaphysical implications far beyond their original national significance: the thistle, Scotland’s emblem, signifies the mystery of life’s meaning; whisky is Scotland’s misprised spirit; and Burns is a Christ-like poet-prophet misrepresented by his own people. The Drunk Man is the antithesis of the canny Scot and wants to ‘aye be whaur / Extremes meet’, a stance that can be found in Nietzsche and Dostoevsky as Kenneth Buthlay points out.
 However, the phrase actually appears in ‘Circe’ from Ulysses: ‘Jewgreek is greekjew. Extremes meet.’
 A Drunk Man, like Joyce’s ‘Nighttown’ dreamscape, releases the repressed sexual unconscious and the divided becomes whole. MacDiarmid’s poem carves up Joycean stream of consciousness into quatrains, draws on Yeats’s A Vision, translates Blok, cites Mallarmé and engages with Melville, Spengler and Freud. The international modernist allegiances of the poem and its Spinozan objective to see Scotland ‘Sub specie aeternitatis’, under the aspect of eternity, amplify the cultural, philosophical, political and moral ramifications of the Drunk Man’s imperative that the Scots find themselves:

And let the lesson be – to be yersel’s,

Ye needna fash gin it’s to be ocht else.
take the trouble; if; anything
To be yersel’s – and to mak’ that worth bein’.

Nae harder job to mortals has been gi’en.

A Drunk Man ends in a mystic Silence, but the poem is really MacDiarmid’s epic endeavour to silence the Kailyard. With To Circumjack Cencrastus, an even lengthier work, MacDiarmid courts the Celtic Muse, claiming Yeats as his ‘kingly cousin’ and lauding Alasdair Mac Mhaighstir Alasdair, the Scottish Gaelic poet whose ‘The Birlinn of Clanranald’ he would translate with assistance from Sorley MacLean.
 Grieve explained in a letter to his former English teacher George Ogilvie that ‘Cencrastus is the fundamental serpent, the underlying unifying principle of the cosmos.’
 Its ambitious scope and looser, tumbling form makes for a less effectively controlled poem than A Drunk Man. Yet despite being written largely in idiomatic Scots-English, Cencrastus is the first poetic blast in MacDiarmid’s campaign, integral to the Scottish Renaissance Movement, to revive Gaelic as a key part of the national literary tradition. Later poems include ‘Lament for the Great Music’, ‘Cornish Heroic Song for Valda Trevlyn’ and Dìreadh, whilst MacDiarmid would anthologize several Gaelic poets in his 1940 Golden Treasury of Scottish Poetry. In his novels of Highland experience, Neil Gunn provides a prose complement to MacDiarmid’s Celticism. Gunn’s Highland River (1937) has thematic similarities to Cencrastus, though is more successful in its characterization of the search for the source of a racially delineated spiritual understanding. In The Silver Darlings (1941), Young Art and Old Hector (1942) and The Green Isle of the Great Deep (1944), Gunn defends distinctive Highland communalism, an ethos attacked by the Highland Clearances he movingly depicts in Butcher’s Broom (1934).
Gunn travelled to Munich and Bavaria in the late 1930s and Butcher’s Broom was translated into German and nominated for a German prize for its supposedly Nordic racial affinities.
 MacDiarmid expressed early approval for Hitler’s National Socialism in his essay ‘The Caledonian Antisyzygy and the Gaelic Idea’.
 Indeed in 1923, as editor of The Scottish Nation, enthused by what he heard of Mussolini’s Italy, he called for a Scottish Fascism that would unite the disparate ideals of nationalism and socialism.
 He was also an enthusiast of C. H. Douglas’s Social Credit theory, advocated most strongly by Ezra Pound. MacDiarmid’s radical, ostensibly contradictory positions could often be a liability to the political causes he espoused. In 1933 the NPS, a year before becoming the Scottish National Party, expelled Grieve for his part in allegedly promoting the development of a Scottish paramilitary organization, although Party leader John MacCormick was also disillusioned with Grieve’s increasing communism. Grieve’s politics were even considered a national security threat and he was watched by the British Intelligence Services from 1931, when he published First Hymn to Lenin, until 1943.
 First Hymn is a combative collection and yet is also MacDiarmid at his most abrasively intimate. ‘At My Father’s Grave’ and ‘Water of Life’, amongst others, focus on his beginnings in Langholm; ‘Charisma and My Relatives’ is dedicated to his first wife’s lover; while ‘The Seamless Garment’ acquaints Langholm mill-workers with Rilke and Lenin. Notoriously, the title poem, dedicated to D. S. Mirsky, who was to die in a Stalinist death-camp, includes an endorsement of revolutionary genocide:
As necessary, and insignificant, as death

Wi’ a’ its agonies in the cosmos still

The Cheka’s horrors are in their degree;

And’ll end suner! What maitters ’t wha we kill

To lessen that foulest murder that deprives

Maist men o’ real lives?

W. N. Herbert has argued that the poet’s ‘economic, emotional, and literary powerlessness’ can help explain, though not excuse, this propagandistic ruthlessness and his psychological need to belong to the communist movement.
 This was certainly a period of personal unhappiness provoked by the failure of Grieve’s first marriage leading to his eventual breakdown and hospitalization.

Encouraged by poet Helen Cruickshank, Grieve moved to the Shetland island of Whalsay in 1933 with his second wife Valda Trevlyn. The Angus-born Cruickshank’s first collection, Up the Noran Water, was published in 1934. That same year Grieve joined the Communist Party. Despite such internationalist political affiliations, MacDiarmid’s poetry just prior to his Shetland move had still retained a local inflection, although one far removed from the couthie tenor of the likes of Cruickshank’s best-known poem ‘Shy Geordie’. Scots Unbound (1932) follows on from where First Hymn left off in its use of water imagery to suggest the musical flow of language and humanity’s evolutionary ebb. ‘Water Music’, concerning the rivers of Langholm, courses with some of the broadest Scots since the early lyrics and cites Joyce’s Anna Livia Plurabelle. MacDiarmid was clearly keeping up with Joyce’s ‘Work in Progress’, not to be published as Finnegans Wake till 1939, although Edwin Morgan, overturning canonical hierarchies, has suggested that Joyce’s Wake may have been influenced by A Drunk Man.
 Like Finnegans Wake, language and allusion are fundamental to ‘Scots Unbound’, which quotes from Rabelais, the New Testament and King Lear while the poet ponders the nature of his art, claiming ‘English words are wide o’ the mark / In a viese like this.’
 However with Stony Limits (1934), MacDiarmid turned not only to English but to a dictionary-based scientific language as alien to readers as his experiments in Scots had been in the 1920s. The opening of ‘On a Raised Beach’ – ‘All is lithogenesis – or lochia, / Carpolite fruit of the forbidden tree’ – is a materialist’s ‘In the beginning . . .’.
 Creation does not come through God’s Word; rather, the word is with science as the explanatory principle of the earth’s geological formation. The poem’s first and last verse paragraphs are clotted with scientific terminology in a startling exploitation of the defamiliarization tactics advocated by Russian Formalist Viktor Shklovsky:

And art exists that one may recover the sensation of life; it exists to make one feel things, to make the stone stony. The purpose of art is to impart the sensation of things as they are perceived and not as they are known. The technique of art is to make objects ‘unfamiliar’, to make forms difficult, to increase the difficulty and length of perception because the process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself and must be prolonged. Art is a way of experiencing the artfulness of an object: the object is not important.

In the unnervingly bleak Shetland landscape, of Scotland yet persistently foreign, Shklovsky’s ostranenie, ‘making strange’, is a fitting tool of the poet’s reinvention, his self-adjuration: ‘I must get into this stone world now.’
 That the Russian Formalists largely eschewed revolutionary politics is no matter; MacDiarmid’s poet, spiritual atheist, is born again as the first man, a Marxist Adam.

I look at these stones and know little about them,

But I know their gates are open too,

Always open, far longer open, than any bird’s can be,

That every one of them has had its gates wide open far longer

Than all birds put together, let alone humanity,

Though through them no man can see,

No man nor anything more recently born than themselves

And that is everything else on Earth.

‘On a Raised Beach’ was MacDiarmid’s greatest sustained poetic achievement since A Drunk Man. The poem is dedicated to James H. Whyte, editor of The Modern Scot, a culturally nationalist journal. Gibbon thought The Modern Scot pedalled ‘literary Fascism’.
 Grieve too would accuse Whyte of advancing a ‘Fascistic line’ after Outlook, of which Whyte was literary editor, published part of Muir’s forthcoming Scott and Scotland.
 Eric Linklater’s Magnus Merriman, published in the same year as Stony Limits, skits the Scottish Renaissance and satirizes MacDiarmid as Hugh Skene, a surname perhaps drawn from the scholar William Forbes Skene, author of Celtic Scotland (1876–80), but surely an ironical wink at MacDiarmid’s Celtic schemes for Scotland. However in the 1930s, stirred by the Scottish revolutionary propagandist John Maclean, MacDiarmid in Shetland had already distanced himself from both the pessimism of High Modernism and the movement for a Scottish Renaissance.

MacDiarmid’s revolutionary politics found uneasy correspondence in his increasingly radical literary praxis. He would write three Hymns to Lenin and ultimately condone Stalinism, whilst seeking in In Memoriam James Joyce (1955) and The Kind of Poetry I Want (1961) a freedom of expression that challenges the laws of copyright and the ego rights of authorship. This ‘found poetry’ fails to acknowledge most of its diverse prose sources. Private property, at least in MacDiarmid’s late poetry, has been abolished. Indeed if the concept of lateness in Marxist theory indicates the ideological survival of a form past its revolutionary sell-by date, then MacDiarmid’s late poetry spells the end of traditional verse. Totalitarian politics was perhaps his pact with the devil in a Faustian drive to synthesize knowledge and enlarge consciousness: MacDiarmid, (post)modernist Renaissance Man. For MacDiarmid authorship was always a fiction. His late poetry, a poetry in theory, envisages Barthes’s ‘death of the author’ and, elitism notwithstanding, shows affinities with the information superhighway of the internet communications revolution.

Substantially, MacDiarmid’s poetry was written by the time he left Shetland in 1942, despite later publication dates attaching to the likes of In Memoriam James Joyce. MacDiarmid’s plan for an epic oeuvre-poem, Clann Albann, was aborted; even the vast In Memoriam James Joyce was envisaged as part of the longer unpublished Mature Art. Publishing restrictions vetoed MacDiarmid’s projects, rendering anachronistic his Spanish Civil War poem The Battle Continues (1957), yet the unrealizable nature of such gargantuan aims betrays the breadth of his uncompromising ambition. Whilst the centrality of language in Joyce’s Ulysses and Finnegans Wake has invited structuralist and post-structuralist theorizing, MacDiarmid’s In Memoriam James Joyce, from A Vision of World Language, continues to await such exegesis.
 Instead, MacDiarmid’s late catalogue poems, frequently constructed from pillaged information rather than ‘inspired’, have given rise to academic source-hunting that is not entirely pertinent since MacDiarmid recurrently advertises his own methodology.
Poetry of such an integration as cannot be effected

Until a new and conscious organisation of society

Generates a new view

Of the world as a whole

As the integration of all the rich parts

Uncovered by the separate disciplines.

That is the poetry that I want.

MacDiarmid’s materialist late poetry seeks to synthesize art and science some time before C. P. Snow’s 1959 lecture ‘The Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution’ lamented the literati’s ignorance of the sciences.

The classically educated Norman MacCaig (1910–96) would write short, elegant poems in English shunning MacDiarmid’s nationalist concerns:

My only country
is six feet high

and whether I love it or not

I’ll die

for its independence.

However, while MacDiarmid was writing and publishing his late poetry in Synthetic English, early MacDiarmid was inspiring a ‘Second Wave’ of Scottish Renaissance poetry, most notably in the work of William Soutar (1898–1943), Robert Garioch Sutherland (1908–81) and Sydney Goodsir Smith (1915–75). Soutar’s first collection in Scots, Seeds in the Wind (1933; 1943), was for children, followed by Poems in Scots (1935) and MacDiarmid’s controversial edition of Soutar’s Collected Poems (1948), but he is perhaps best remembered for his Diaries of a Dying Man (1954), which recounts his struggle with spondylitis. Garioch’s Scots poetry was influenced by MacDiarmid’s in its anti-Anglicization and philosophical themes, but also by Garioch’s native Edinburgh and the city’s laureate Robert Fergusson. Goodsir Smith, born in New Zealand, was similarly stimulated by Edinburgh; his satirical novel set in the capital, Carotid Cornucopius (1947), MacDiarmid compared to Joyce’s Ulysses.
 His best work, the elegy sequence Under the Eildon Tree (1948; 1954), humorously connects the poet’s persona to Burns and the lovers of classical myth. The progressive, boundless spirit of MacDiarmid’s quest in poetry is arguably closer, however, to Edwin Morgan’s planetary consciousness and W. S. Graham’s self-conscious, quasi-Romantic commitment to the role of the marginalized poet than to the recapitulated Scots of the nationalistic ‘Second Wave’.
In the 1972 author’s note to his autobiography Lucky Poet, first published in 1943, MacDiarmid wrote, ‘I do not claim to have originated the growing belief that English literature is petering out – but I certainly anticipated that it would.’
 His work for a Scottish Renaissance has distinct postcolonial claims. Yet MacDiarmid is a problem for many contemporary theorists of Scottish culture. A photograph of an elderly Grieve stares out grimly from the front cover of Beyond Scotland, a book that repositions twentieth-century Scottish literature in a pluralist post-national framework.
 Rather, though, than seeking anxiously to move beyond MacDiarmid and the Scottish Renaissance, we have perhaps not understood fully enough the meanings of this complex movement and MacDiarmid’s deeply challenging poetic oeuvre.
Guide to Further Reading

W. N. Herbert, To Circumjack MacDiarmid: The Poetry and Prose of Hugh MacDiarmid (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992)
Scott Lyall, Hugh MacDiarmid’s Poetry and Politics of Place: Imagining a Scottish Republic (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006)
Scott Lyall and Margery Palmer McCulloch (eds.), The Edinburgh Companion to Hugh MacDiarmid (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011)
Margery Palmer McCulloch, Scottish Modernism and Its Contexts 1918–1959: Literature, National Identity and Cultural Exchange (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009)
Margery Palmer McCulloch (ed.), Modernism and Nationalism: Literature and Society in Scotland 1918–1939, Source Documents for the Scottish Renaissance (Glasgow: The Association for Scottish Literary Studies, 2004)
Alan Riach, Hugh MacDiarmid’s Epic Poetry (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1991)
Notes


� See Margery Palmer McCulloch (ed.), Modernism and Nationalism: Literature and Society in Scotland 1918–1939, Source Documents for the Scottish Renaissance (Glasgow: The Association for Scottish Literary Studies, 2004), p. 13.


� C. M. Grieve, letter, Aberdeen Free Press, 27 January 1922; repr. in Alan Bold (ed.), The Letters of Hugh MacDiarmid (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1984), p. 754.


� C. M. Grieve, ‘Leaves from a London Diary’, The Scots Pictorial (1923); repr. in Angus Calder, Glen Murray and Alan Riach (eds.), The Raucle Tongue: Hitherto Uncollected Prose, Volume 1: 1911–1926 (Manchester: Carcanet, 1996), p. 45.


� C. M. Grieve, letter, The Scottish Educational Journal (24 July 1925); repr. in Hugh MacDiarmid, Contemporary Scottish Studies, ed. Alan Riach (Manchester: Carcanet, 1995), p. 43.


� Alan Bold, MacDiarmid: Christopher Murray Grieve: A Critical Biography (London: John Murray, 1988), p. 101.


� Hugh MacDiarmid, Complete Poems, Volume I, ed. Michael Grieve and Alan Riach (Manchester: Carcanet, 1993), p. 17.


� The fifth plank of the ‘Manifesto’ of the Scottish Renaissance in Grieve’s Scottish Chapbook is: ‘To bring Scottish Literature into closer touch with current European tendencies in technique and ideation.’


� C. M. Grieve, ‘Mannigfaltig: Beyond Meaning’, The New Age (1924); repr. in Calder, Murray and Riach (eds.), Raucle Tongue, vol. I, p. 165.


� C. M. Grieve, ‘Causerie: A Theory of Scots Letters’, Scottish Chapbook 1:7 (February 1923), pp. 182–4.


� MacDiarmid, Complete Poems, vol. I, p. 74; emphasis in the original.


� C. M. Grieve, ‘Edwin Muir’, The Scottish Educational Journal (September 1925); repr. in MacDiarmid, Contemporary Scottish Studies, p. 93.


� MacDiarmid, Complete Poems, vol. I, p. 66.


� C. M. Grieve, ‘The New Movement in Vernacular Poetry: Lewis Spence; Marion Angus’, The Scottish Educational Journal (November 1925); repr. in MacDiarmid, Contemporary Scottish Studies, p. 201.


� Colin Milton, ‘Modern Poetry in Scots before MacDiarmid’, in Cairns Craig (ed.), The History of Scottish Literature, Volume 4: Twentieth Century (Aberdeen: Aberdeen University Press, 1987), p. 35.


� C. M. Grieve, Albyn: or Scotland and the Future (1927); repr. in Hugh MacDiarmid, Albyn: Shorter Books and Monographs, ed. Alan Riach (Manchester: Carcanet, 1996), p. 14.


� See Scott Lyall, Hugh MacDiarmid’s Poetry and Politics of Place: Imagining a Scottish Republic (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006), ch. 3, for an in-depth examination of MacDiarmid in Montrose.


� Tom Hubbard, ‘Reintegrated Scots: The Post-MacDiarmid Makars’, in Craig (ed.), History of Scottish Literature, vol. IV, p. 179.


� Declan Kiberd, Ulysses and Us: The Art of Everyday Living (London: Faber, 2009), p. 22.


� ‘The Voice of Scotland’ series was edited initially by Grassic Gibbon, whose contribution was to be on Burns. When he died in 1935, MacDiarmid took over as general editor. The books in the series are Neil M. Gunn, Whisky and Scotland (1935), Eric Linklater, The Lion and the Unicorn (1935), Victor MacClure, Scotland’s Inner Man (1935), William Power, Literature and Oatmeal (1935), Compton Mackenzie, Catholicism and Scotland (1936), A. S. Neill, Is Scotland Educated? (1936), Edwin Muir, Scott and Scotland (1936), Willa Muir, Mrs Grundy in Scotland (1936). MacDiarmid’s Red Scotland: What Lenin Has Meant to Scotland was suppressed.


� Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘Author’s Note’ (1926), A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle, ed. Kenneth Buthlay (Glasgow: Association of Scottish Literary Studies, 1987), p. 196.


� MacDiarmid, Drunk Man, p. 14; see editor’s notes on page 15.


� James Joyce, Ulysses, Annotated Students’ Edition by Declan Kiberd (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992), p. 622.


� MacDiarmid, Drunk Man, pp. 108, 62.


� MacDiarmid, Complete Poems, vol. I, p. 185.


� C. M. Grieve to George Ogilvie, 9 December 1926; repr. in Catherine Kerrigan (ed.), The Hugh MacDiarmid–George Ogilvie Letters (Aberdeen: Aberdeen University Press, 1988), p. 125.


� Alistair McCleery (ed.), Landscape and Light: Essays by Neil M. Gunn (Aberdeen: Aberdeen University Press, 1987), pp. 12–14.


� Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘The Caledonian Antisyzygy and the Gaelic Idea’, in The Modern Scot 2:2 (July 1931), pp. 141−54, and The Modern Scot 2:4 (January 1932), pp. 333−7.


� Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘Plea for a Scottish Fascism’, repr. in Hugh MacDiarmid, Selected Prose, ed. Alan Riach (Manchester: Carcanet, 1992), pp. 34–8; Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘Programme for a Scottish Fascism’, repr. in Calder, Murray and Riach (eds.), Raucle Tongue, vol. I, pp. 82–7.


� See Scott Lyall, ‘“The Man is a Menace”: MacDiarmid and Military Intelligence’, Scottish Studies Review 8:1 (2007), pp. 37–52.


� MacDiarmid, Complete Poems, vol. I, p. 298.


� W. N. Herbert, To Circumjack MacDiarmid: The Poetry and Prose of Hugh MacDiarmid (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), p. 100.


� Edwin Morgan, ‘James Joyce and Hugh MacDiarmid’, in Crossing the Border: Essays on Scottish Literature (Manchester: Carcanet, 1990), p. 169.


� MacDiarmid, Complete Poems, vol. I, p. 340.


� Ibid., p. 422.


� Viktor Shklovsky, ‘Art as Technique’ (1916); repr. in Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan (eds.), Literary Theory: An Anthology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004), p. 16; emphasis in original.


� MacDiarmid, Complete Poems, vol. I, p. 426.


� Ibid., p. 423.


� Lewis Grassic Gibbon, ‘Literary Lights’, in Lewis Grassic Gibbon and Hugh MacDiarmid, Scottish Scene, or The Intelligent Man’s Guide to Albyn (London: Jarrolds, 1934); repr. in Valentina Bold (ed.), Smeddum: A Lewis Grassic Gibbon Anthology (Edinburgh: Canongate Books, 2001), p. 127.


� C. M. Grieve to J. H. Whyte, 1 July 1936; repr. in Bold (ed.), Letters, p. 853.


� Unsigned Editorial, ‘The Red Scotland Thesis: Forward to the John Maclean Line’, The Voice of Scotland (June/August 1938); repr. in Angus Calder, Glen Murray and Alan Riach (eds.), The Raucle Tongue: Hitherto Uncollected Prose, Volume III: 1937–1978 (Manchester: Carcanet, 1998), pp. 9–14.


� Alan Riach’s Hugh MacDiarmid’s Epic Poetry (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1991) remains the only monograph dedicated to the late poetry.


� Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘The Kind of Poetry I Want’ (1961), in Complete Poems, Volume II, ed. Michael Grieve and W. R. Aitken (Manchester: Carcanet, 1994), p. 1025.


� C. P. Snow, The Two Cultures (1959; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).


� Norman MacCaig, ‘Patriot’, in The Poems of Norman MacCaig, ed. Ewen McCaig (Edinburgh: Polygon, 2005), p. 510.


� Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘Scottish Poetry, 1923–1953’, Lines Review (January 1954); repr. in Calder, Murray and Riach (eds.), Raucle Tongue, vol. III, p. 320.


� Hugh MacDiarmid, Lucky Poet: A Self-Study in Literature and Political Ideas, being the Autobiography of Hugh MacDiarmid (Christopher Murray Grieve), ed. Alan Riach (Manchester: Carcanet, 1994), p. xii.


� Gerard Carruthers, David Goldie and Alistair Renfrew (eds.), Beyond Scotland: New Contexts for Twentieth-Century Scottish Literature (Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, 2004).





PAGE  
1

