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The 1930s was a turbulent decade for MacDiarmid. The break-up of his first marriage led to a period of personal instability culminating in his total physical and mental collapse in 1935. His move to the Shetland island of Whalsay two years previously had done nothing to reverse MacDiarmid’s growing isolation from mainstream Scottish life. Shortly after his arrival in Whalsay, MacDiarmid wrote to Neil M. Gunn (1891–1973), ‘I am rowing about on lonely waters; lying brooding in uninhabited islands; seeing no newspapers and in other ways cutting myself completely away from civilised life’. MacDiarmid was disaffected on the British mainland; in spite of his efforts in Montrose during the 1920s for a Scottish Renaissance, he failed to change Scotland in his own image. In Shetland he is, he tells Gunn, ‘gradually finding myself – a new self’.
 
MacDiarmid’s new incarnation was born of necessity. The stripped-to-first-principles philosophy of ‘On a Raised Beach’ (1934) is his response to personal crisis and Shetland. In this poem he carves out a secular landscape of the spirit, a bleak desert world where ‘Great work cannot be combined with surrender to the crowd’ (CP1, p. 429).Yet for all MacDiarmid’s self-willed loneliness in the 1930s his poetry displays a characteristically absolutist commitment to engage politically with the era. MacDiarmid’s extremism would see him thrown out of the National Party of Scotland – ‘a troupe of gibbering lunatics’ – only to join the Communist Party a year later in 1934.
 This change in his party political affiliations in some measure reflects the developing shift in the language register of his poetry, from Scots through Scots-English to English, and the formal move from lyric poetry to epic. MacDiarmid wrote poetry committed to various ideals that can be broadly characterised as political, predominantly the nationalist revitalisation of Scotland. The ‘poetry of commitment’ examined and contextualised in this chapter is MacDiarmid’s communist poetry, written mainly in the 1930s. However, the poetry MacDiarmid wrote in support of an international revolutionary ideal, uncompromisingly opposed to the poetry of his English and metropolitan contemporaries as it was, remained true to the declarative voice of a Scottish poetic tradition.

MacDiarmid was writing politically socialist verse before the 1930s. The ‘Ballad of the Crucified Rose’ section (ll. 1119 –1218) of A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle implicitly laments the failure of the 1926 General Strike. The thistle may be Scotland’s national icon yet the thistle of the ballad symbolises the failure of British labour hopes. ‘The Dead Liebknecht’ from Penny Wheep memorialises the German communist Karl Liebknecht (b. 1871), killed with Rosa Luxemburg for his leading role in the 1919 Sparticist Rising:

His corpse owre a’ the city lies


In ilka square and ilka street


His spilt bluid floods the vera skies


And nae hoose but is darkened wi’t. (CP1, p. 57)
Writing of this poem, published in 1926 when Grieve was based in Montrose, the Marxist critic David Craig states, ‘MacDiarmid had nothing to do with revolutionary socialism in those days’.
 In fact, C. M. Grieve had lectured on Vladimir Lenin (1870–1924) to the Montrose branch of the Independent Labour Party in 1920, only a year after Liebknecht was murdered.
 Stirred by the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, the future hymnist of Lenin was already finding sustenance in communism for his poetry and propaganda at least a decade before socially committed poetry became modish in the 1930s. 
Poetry and politics collided in the 1930s. Poets responded to the Great Depression, mass unemployment, the 1936 Jarrow March, and the fascist threat in Spain and Germany with a new kind of politically committed verse. Stephen Spender (1909–95) sums this up: ‘The thirties was the decade in which young writers became involved in politics. The politics of this generation were almost exclusively of the Left.’ For Spender, the real roots of socialism in the 1930s lay in the slaughter of World War One – 1930s poetry ‘might be described as a variety of war poetry’ − as well as in reaction to the elitism of modernism.
 Modernist poetry could be difficult and elusive, anti-democratic in both its attitudes to contemporary culture and allusions to the ancient classics of high culture. Poets of the 1930s frequently used language that was plain and immediate, engaged with everyday reality rather than with the myth systems of modernism. W. H. Auden (1907–73) led the way, according to Samuel Hynes, in ‘urging a kind of writing that would be affective, immediate, and concerned with ideas, moral not aesthetic in its central intention’.
 


MacDiarmid’s socialist poems occupy a marginal zone in accounts of poetry written in the British Isles. Anthologies are particularly significant indicators of prevailing cultural politics. A recent anthology of Scottish poetry fails to include any of MacDiarmid’s Marxist poetry.
 Equally, Robin Skelton’s Poetry of the Thirties, first published in 1964, does not anthologise MacDiarmid’s poetry at all, concentrating as it does on the work of poets born between 1904 and 1916 who, for Skelton, form ‘some kind of coherent “poetic generation”’.
 In Scotland MacDiarmid has been seen mainly as the resuscitator of Scots, central to a Scottish canon, and, as such, much of his post-1920s work in Scots-English and English gains less attention. In England, where his Scots work is still mostly ignored, even MacDiarmid’s socialist poetry of the 1930s largely eludes critical discussion; in part, this is perhaps because he was peripheral to Skelton’s ‘poetic generation’, lead notably by Auden, Spender, Louis MacNeice (1907–63) and Cecil Day Lewis (1904–72) – characterised by the South African poet Roy Campbell (1901–57) as ‘MacSpaunday’.

Such critical lacunae are revealing distortions in the narrative of twentieth-century Britain’s literary history. Yet for Day Lewis, an Irish poet central to the poetry of the 1930s, MacDiarmid played a seminal role in the period. While for Day Lewis A Drunk Man and To Circumjack Cencrastus are ‘admirable stuff’, they remain neglected in England due to their Scots locution. However, MacDiarmid’s ‘First Hymn to Lenin’ ‘was followed by a rush of poetry sympathetic to Communism or influenced by it’. ‘First Hymn’, which was commissioned for Lascelles Abercrombie’s (1881–1938) New English Poems (1930), is actually written in similarly Scots-inflected English as that of A Drunk Man and Cencrastus. Day Lewis identifies in those long poems ‘a bluntness, a harshness, and a mixture of metaphysical ecstasy and mundane uncouth wildness, which are peculiarly national’.
 Leaving aside stereotypes of the barbarian Celt, Day Lewis’s terms surely also apply to ‘First Hymn’. The combination of ideological passion and stanzaic rigour make it one of MacDiarmid’s most aesthetically realised socialist works. 


For now in the flower and iron of the truth


To you we turn; and turn in vain nae mair,


Ilka fool has folly eneuch for sadness


But at last we are wise and wi’ laughter tear


The veil of being, and are face to face



Wi’ the human race. (CP1, p. 298)

Much of First Hymn to Lenin aims rebellious barbs at Grieve’s Langholm birthplace, targeting family and church in particular. The collection’s title poem, with its idolisation of Lenin as one of history’s ‘great men’, strikes a powerful, yet discordant opening note, and demonstrates the intractable and elitist nature of MacDiarmid’s communism. ‘First Hymn’ reveals that the ‘secret’ of Lenin’s authority is to be found in the revolutionary’s (Nietzschean) will-to-power rather than in adherence to ‘the majority will’ (CP1, p. 298). The poet sounded this anti-democratic tenor in much of his work, while also proposing that the formal practice of his politically socialist verse accessed a democratic tradition in Scots poetry. In spite of Day Lewis’s recognition of the importance of ‘First Hymn’, MacDiarmid believed that his poetry went unacknowledged by the Leftist metropolitan poets of the 1930s, and that the supposed inaccessibility of Scots was merely a pretext for the ‘continuance even in these avowedly-Communistic circles of the English Ascendancy attitude and hatred of Scotland’ (LP, p. 170).

Many of the poets of the 1930s, as Spender in retrospect admitted, ‘were ill-equipped to address a working-class audience, and were not serious in their efforts to do so’.
 MacDiarmid, of a rural working-class background, was scathing of the Left-wing credentials of fee-paying-educated poets such as Auden, MacNeice and Spender. In The Voice of Scotland from 1939, for instance, he claims of the ‘English Literary Left’ that it ‘is not truly Left at all but a literary racket dependent [...] on the “old school tie” business’ (RT3, p. 31). Referring to Auden, Spender and Michael Roberts (1902–48), poet and editor of the influential anthologies New Signatures (1932) and New Country (1933), in ‘Third Hymn to Lenin’ (a Shetland composition not published in full till 1955) MacDiarmid emphasises: ‘Unlike the pseudos I am of – not for – the working class’ (CP2, p. 900). Yet MacDiarmid remained at core a modernist elitist, for all his repeated boasts throughout the 1930s of his knowledge of Marxism and his organic association with the workers, and he was well aware that his own poetry struggled to connect with the people; indeed, the speaker of ‘Second Hymn to Lenin’ doubts that poetry has ever truly been a popular form.


Are my poems spoken in the factories and fields,


In the streets o’ the toon?


Gin they’re no’, then I’m failin’ to dae



What I ocht to ha’ dune.


Gin I canna win through to the man in the street,



The wife by the hearth,


A’ the cleverness on earth ’ll no’ mak’ up



For the damnable dearth.


‘Haud on, haud on; what poet’s dune that?



Is Shakespeare read,


Or Dante or Milton or Goethe or Burns?’



− You heard what I said. (CP1, p. 323)

MacDiarmid here raises the question, prevalent to the period, of an audience for poetry. Even the high priest of modernism, the decidedly anti-communist T. S. Eliot (1888–1965), grappled with this problem in The Use of Poetry, published in 1933 as the social role of literature was coming under closer scrutiny; Eliot had, the previous year, published ‘Second Hymn’ in The Criterion. The poet of ‘Second Hymn’ wants to speak directly to the workers, but questions poetry’s ability to achieve this aim. If the poem is principally an address to Lenin, then through the interjection of italicised passages we also overhear the poet in dialogue with himself. MacDiarmid’s adoption of a direct, colloquial style illustrates his aspiration, thwarted perhaps, to communicate more widely with a working-class readership.

In ‘Robert Fergusson: Direct Poetry and the Scottish Genius’ MacDiarmid says that W. B. Yeats (1865–1939) admired the line ‘You heard what I said’ from ‘Second Hymn’ for the power of its directness. MacDiarmid argues that there is a Scottish poetic tradition of ‘direct poetry’, ‘completely removed from the whole modern English conception of the “poetic”’, which can be traced in Scots Gaelic poetry, and which is also to be found in Scots language poets such as Fergusson (1750–74) and Robert Burns (1759–96) – a line of development that MacDiarmid is carrying forward in his own work. For MacDiarmid the ‘direct method’ is essentially Scottish, even when employed in a line of English verse such as ‘You heard what I said’. He parallels the popular appeal of ‘direct poetry’ in Scotland with the ‘whole national Republican and Radical tradition’ that he believed constituted the authentic democratic ethos of the Scottish people, before addressing criticism of political poetry:


The best corrective to the all-too-common disparagement of political poems is 
to reconsider first how large a proportion of the best poems in Scots (as in 
Gaelic) have always been political; and, finally, to reflect on the fact that it has 
always been substantially the same kind of politics, rebelling against 
established institutions and received ideas of all kinds and advocating and 
ingeminating revolutionary measures.
            


It seems pertinent to interpret this 1952 essay as MacDiarmid’s retrospective bid to situate his political poems of the 1930s in their rightful (and for MacDiarmid, distinct) national tradition, thus neutering their perceived failure to impact on the English verse of the day. What MacDiarmid does not address in his ‘direct poetry’ essay that yet seems relevant to his argument, and to his political poetry more generally, is class. Arguably, there are more major writers from a working-class background in the Scottish than in the English tradition. As Hynes notes, ‘English literature has been middle-class as long as there has been an English middle class, and the generation of the ’thirties was not different in this respect from its predecessors’.
 Whereas, as we have seen, the Auden group consisted mainly of the privately schooled and Oxbridge educated, the two most significant poets of the period in Scotland, MacDiarmid and Edwin Muir (1887–1959), went to work early after leaving their local schools, and remained autodidacts who never attended university. The lower class provenance of many Scottish writers has implications for the national literary tradition in terms of the conceptual and formal frameworks inhabited by their work. What MacDiarmid identifies as the particularly Scottish trait of direct utterance in the poetry of Burns and himself, and even in the work of the university-trained Fergusson, is due as much to their origins in and familiarity with a class that does not fit comfortably into a more genteel English literary tradition. He claims in his introduction to The Golden Treasury of Scottish Poetry (1940) that ‘poetry in Scots has still an access, not only to a cultured section but to the working classes, in Scotland, that no English poetry has ever had or, to all appearances, can ever have’.
 


Developing MacDiarmid’s argument, one could contend that encoded in English Literature, a discipline that Scottish Literature has found itself subsumed by and satellite to, is a set of class assumptions at odds with the class background and political positions of numerous canonical Scottish writers. The rules of poetry are governed by these class assumptions. The direct utterance technique of MacDiarmid’s political poetry, a form which he champions as integral to a Scottish tradition, seeks to break that class code. This might be one explanation for the critical tendency to view MacDiarmid’s poetry from the 1930s onwards as a formal failure, or at the very least, to be baffled by the poet’s abandonment of the lyric for what G. S. Fraser calls the ‘discourse in poetry’ of his later work, poetry that is ‘struggling beyond the limits of art’.
 Kenneth Buthlay goes further, speculating that much of MacDiarmid’s political poetry is ‘perhaps the deliberate anti-poetry of a man who has turned (or had to turn) his back on the “mere beauty” of the lyrical’.
 MacDiarmid was well aware of such criticism, responding in ‘The Kind of Poetry I Want’ (from Lucky Poet): ‘Fools regret my poetic change – from my “enchanting early lyrics” − / But I have found in Marxism all that I need’ (CP1, p. 615). MacDiarmid seems to be claiming here that, rather than simply having lost his lyrical talent and run to revolutionary politics for cover, he has changed the form of his poetry from Scots lyrics to longer discursive work in Scots-English and English in order to accommodate the conceptual demands made by his Marxism. According to the poet,

It only remains to perfect myself in this new mode.


This is the poetry I want – all


I can regard now as poetry at all,


As poetry of to-day, not of the past,


A Communist poetry that bases itself


On the Resolution of the C.C. of the R.C.P.


In Spring 1925: ‘The Party must vigorously oppose


Thoughtless and contemptuous treatment


Of the old cultural heritage


As well as of the literary specialists....


It must likewise combat the tendency


Towards a purely hothouse proletarian literature.’ (CP1, p. 615)
There is a correspondence, then, between form and content or, as George Orwell (1903–50) put the matter, between literary ‘texture’ and political ‘tendency’.
 What must not be forgotten, though, is that Grieve adopted the pseudonym ‘Hugh MacDiarmid’ in 1922 when he first started to write in Scots, but did not drop this name when he turned to communist poetry, written mostly in English, in the 1930s; unlike the example of Scottish novelist James Leslie Mitchell / ‘Lewis Grassic Gibbon’ (1901–35), there is no split in MacDiarmid’s creative identity along linguistic lines. This is important when considering the nature of MacDiarmid’s communist poetry in the 1930s: poetry in English and English-inflected Scots that yet utilises the declarative, direct voice of a Scots-language tradition in Scottish poetry. 
For MacDiarmid, being Scottish and working class and socialist (and male) were virtually synonymous: ‘It is, indeed, almost an infallible test of a Scots (or Irish or Welsh) Socialist that he should have not only no use whatever for but a positive objection to Auden, Spender, and the rest, and the English Literary Left’ (LP, p. 168). In Lucky Poet, published in 1943 but written mainly in Shetland, he traces an eccentric line of influence from the English poets Milton, Blake, Charles Doughty and Wilfred Scawen Blunt, through Marx, Lenin and Stalin, ‘to that concern to get rid of the English Ascendancy and work for the establishment of Workers’ Republics in Scotland, Ireland, Wales and Cornwall, and, indeed, make a sort of Celtic Union of Socialist Soviet Republics in the British Isles’ (p. 26).

By the mid to late 1930s MacDiarmid sought Scottish liberation through Celtic communism, a position personified for the poet by the Scottish revolutionary John Maclean, who in 1918 was appointed Scotland’s Bolshevik consul. MacDiarmid compares Maclean with Lenin in ‘Krassivy, Krassivy’ from Lucky Poet. In ‘John Maclean (1879−1923)’, excised from the first edition of Stony Limits and Other Poems (1934), Maclean is Christ-like. With its angry, direct, soapbox-prophet style of delivery, ‘John Maclean (1879−1923)’ demonstrates how easily MacDiarmid’s declarative poetry can be confused with class propaganda:

Stand close, stand close, and block out the light


As long as you can, you ministers and lawyers,


Hulking brutes of police, fat bourgeoisie,


Sleek derma for congested guts – its fires


Will leap through yet; already it is clear


Of all Maclean’s foes not one was his peer. (CP1, p. 486) 

In ‘Poetry and Propaganda’ MacDiarmid accepts the charge of being a propagandist for revolution – ‘Propaganda in poetry let humbugs condemn’ – declaring ‘any utterance that is not pure / Propaganda is impure propaganda for sure!’ (CP1, p. 558). Lewis Grassic Gibbon, in similar vein, would write to The Left Review in 1935, ‘I hate capitalism; all my books are explicit or implicit propaganda’.
 If fascism represents the aestheticisation of politics – and MacDiarmid expressed interest in both Italian Fascism and Nazism, and in the early 1920s advocated a Scottish Fascism
 – then much of the Left-wing writing of the 1930s, including MacDiarmid’s communist poems, signals the politicisation of aesthetics. MacDiarmid exemplifies this radicalising of the literary realm in ‘Poetry and Propaganda’: ‘A pretty tribute to the old rural scene / Can mask a base betrayal of mankind’ (CP1, p. 558). A series of propagandist poems from Stony Limits continues to employ the direct method. ‘First Objectives’ opposes ‘All profiteers, monopolists, / And all who claim to own the earth’, along with ‘censors, police, and teachers who / Instead of just opening out impose’ (CP1, p. 394). ‘The Belly Grip’ reverses MacDiarmid’s typical elitist stance and promotes instead ‘the intelligence and decency / Of the majority’ (CP1, p. 395). ‘Genethliacon for the New World Order’ goes further, claiming ‘Everyman is the meaning and desire / Of the world’ (CP1, p. 403). ‘Song of the New Economics’ is propaganda for the Social Credit scheme of Major C. H. Douglas (1879–1952), whilst ‘Etika Preobrazhennavo Erosa’ returns to a Marxist position with its assertion that ‘Only by the severest intellectual discipline / Can one of the bourgeois intelligentsia win / Up to the level of the proletariat’ (CP1, p. 407).

MacDiarmid’s propaganda poems, with their direct social statements, leave little room for the play of the reader’s imagination. Yet, in straining our sense of what poetry should be, one aim of these poems is surely to attack − not only in their subject-matter, but through their style − bourgeois literary expectations. Nevertheless, MacDiarmid never entirely abandoned a concern with traditional aesthetic values, although he did want to combine such values with what he thought of as progressive political commitment. ‘Art and the Workers’ (1935) wonders why with all their technical proficiency, ‘which / Enables them to share imaginatively / In the action of mechanical functions’ (CP2, p. 1304), the working class should remain so apparently unappreciative of the formal beauty of high art. In his Marxist poetry, for all its propagandist drive, MacDiarmid counters Soviet Russian ‘ideas of the Proletkult and socialist realism’.
 For MacDiarmid, ‘no field of criticism makes so many demands on the active imagination as the study of literature in its relations to society’, and the ideal critic must censure ‘the aesthete who seems to believe that art exists in a vacuum’, yet also ‘show that art is something more than the “ideological” representation of class forces in society’.
 


When First Hymn to Lenin was published in 1931 MacDiarmid was working in London as a director of the Unicorn Press. The British Security Services opened a file on the poet at this time, concerned that his publishing firm was producing communist propaganda.
 MacDiarmid was twice expelled from the Communist Party in the 1930s, and as a poet he undoubtedly did not produce agitprop in the service of the Party. However, he retained a wilful idealism in assuming that communism would free humanity’s cultural powers when in reality under communism culture would be harnessed to political power. ‘First Hymn’ relativises the killings committed by the Soviet regime:


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 matters ’t wha we kill


To lessen that foulest murder that deprives



Maist men o’ real lives? (CP1, p. 298)
Auden’s Spanish Civil War poem, ‘Spain’, echoes such sanctioning of revolutionary cleansing in the line ‘The conscious acceptance of guilt in the necessary murder’, which Auden would change to the marginally less brutal ‘The conscious acceptance of guilt in the fact of murder’.
 Unlike Auden and Orwell, MacDiarmid took no part in the Spanish Civil War (1936−9). Spender points out that ‘The best books of the war – those by Malraux, Hemingway, Koestler and Orwell – describe the Spanish tragedy from the liberal point of view, and they bear witness against the Communists’.
 MacDiarmid’s Spanish Civil War poem, the sprawling The Battle Continues, remained unpublished until 1957. Lacking an informed and disinterested view of the war, the poem fails to acknowledge the authoritarianism of the communists, but instead wastes much of its ammunition in a personal attack on Roy Campbell. Orwell, dismayed by ‘Spain’, in ‘Inside the Whale’ (1940) berated Auden for his seeming advocacy of violence from the safety of the study, having earlier disparaged the political poetry of the 1930s as the work of ‘the gangster and the pansy’.
 Notwithstanding Orwell’s homophobia, which MacDiarmid, too, could also indulge in when writing on Auden,
 the poet of The Battle Continues and ‘First Hymn to Lenin’ should not escape criticism for his political attitudinising. 

What Iain Crichton Smith (1928–98) calls ‘the problem of violence’ in MacDiarmid’s hymns to Lenin recurs in ‘Third Hymn’, in which the poet wants Lenin to deal with Glasgow’s ‘public men’ by ‘Going through them like a machine-gun through crinkled tissue’ (CP2, p. 896).
 Sorley MacLean (1911–96), who visited his fellow poet in Whalsay in 1935, the year Second Hymn to Lenin was published, went so far as to claim that MacDiarmid thought ‘the bourgeoisie must be liquidated’, or at least ‘that the ethos of the bourgeoisie must be psychologically or morally destroyed’.
 Violence is absent from ‘Second Hymn’, although the poem does celebrate Lenin’s ‘unparalleled force’. ‘Second Hymn’ attacks writers – James Joyce, perhaps surprisingly, among them − for being merely ‘romantic rebels’ who have ‘affected nocht but a fringe / O’ mankind in ony way’. Yet, in spite of his scepticism of ‘Great poets hardly onybody kens o’’ (CP1, p. 324), ‘Second Hymn’ is actually MacDiarmid’s defence of poetry’s role in a revolutionary society. Only, for this poet, the role of a revolutionary society is to offer the liberty to produce greater poetry. Politics should be about ‘Freein’ oor poo’ers for greater things’. If that can be provided by the political power of Lenin then the poet is all for communism. That any society is still faced with ‘breid-and-butter problems’ such as poverty proves that we are in an evolutionary time lag, still at ‘the monkey stage’ (CP1, p. 325). MacDiarmid was a cultural worker whose real interest lay in the evolution of humanity; he was not an orthodox Marxist-Leninist. However, Neal Ascherson is only partly correct when he says that ‘MacDiarmid’s intellectual relationship to Marx and Lenin was not a particularly intimate one’.
 For MacDiarmid, the poet’s craft should learn from the Marxist restructuring of society − ‘Poetry like politics maun cut / The cackle and pursue real ends’ (CP1, p. 324) – and be ‘Unremittin’, relentless, / Organized to the last degree’ (CP1, p. 328). Yet if the political sphere Lenin commands ‘comes first’ (CP1, p. 323), poetry is a higher power. 


Skelton writes of the 1930s, ‘there was something religious in the moral fervour of the time’.
 It is significant that MacDiarmid should write hymns to Lenin. The poet found in communism a contemporary creative mythos to replace Christianity. ‘First Hymn’ likens Lenin to Christ, who is again mentioned in ‘Second Hymn’, while ‘Third Hymn’ is prefaced by passages of Scripture and the ‘spirit of Lenin’ is invoked: ‘Be with me, Lenin, reincarnate in me here’. ‘Third Hymn’ is set in the Glasgow slums, ‘The peak of the capitalist system and the trough of Hell’ (CP2, p. 895). MacDiarmid wrote several ‘Glasgow’ poems, never complimentary to the city or its people. In one, from 1947, he claims, ‘Everyone knows that the future belongs to Communism / But they are only anxious the present order / Should last out their time’ (CP2, p. 1336). ‘In the Slums of Glasgow’, from Second Hymn to Lenin, is less dogmatic: ‘I have not gained a single definite belief that can be put / In a scientific formula or hardened into a religious creed’ (CP1, p. 563). Whereas Marxism sees society’s material divisions, the poet of ‘In the Slums of Glasgow’, with his vision of life’s essential oneness, is the seer of spiritual reality:

I have caught a glimpse of the seamless garment


And am blind to all else for evermore.


The immaculate vesture, the innermost shift,



Of high and low, of rich and poor,


The glorious raiment of bridegroom and bride,



Whoremonger and whore,


I have caught a glimpse of the seamless garment


And have eyes for aught else no more. (CP1, p. 562) 

‘There is nothing quite like this poem in English writing of the period’, Roderick Watson argues in relation to ‘In the Slums of Glasgow’; the ‘sophisticated irony’ of Audenesque poetry is absent here, and Watson points instead to the influence of William Blake (1757–1827).
 Blake’s earnest mix of maverick radicalism and pro-Jesus, anti-Christian mysticism pervades MacDiarmid’s work. Crichton Smith notes that both Blake and MacDiarmid started out writing lyrics before moving on to difficult long poems ‘based rather insecurely on systems which are fairly private’.
 MacDiarmid’s system is a heterodox communism often premised on a Blakean dialectic of innocence and experience – the ‘bridegroom and bride, / Whoremonger and whore’ of ‘In the Slums of Glasgow’; the eagle and the lamb of ‘What the Eagle Said’; the ‘Divine in human or human in divine’ (CP1, p. 505) of the anarchic ‘Ode to All Rebels’ − that will only be resolved in the heaven of a new revolutionary order.              

Although its title refers to the tunic Christ wore as he faced crucifixion, ‘The Seamless Garment’ is not an explicitly religious poem. Set in a Langholm cloth mill, the poet speaks to Wullie, ‘a cousin of mine’, about Lenin, ‘The best weaver Earth ever saw’, and Rainer Maria Rilke (1875–1926), whose poetry is ‘A seamless garment o’ music and thought’ (CP1, pp. 311, 312). However, despite Lenin’s exemplary status, nowhere in ‘The Seamless Garment’ does MacDiarmid call on the workers to unite as a class; rather, he wants the mill hands to rise above the division of labour that ties them to the loom and experience a fuller, more abundant life. Both Rilke and Lenin, master builders in their respective work, strive to see life whole and so create ‘a single reality’:

Lenin and Rilke baith gied still mair skill,



Coopers o’ Stobo, to a greater concern


Than you devote to claith in the mill.



Wad it be ill to learn


To keep a bit eye on their looms as weel


And no’ be hailly ta’en up wi’ your ‘tweel’? (CP1, pp. 312, 312−13)
Such patronising of the workers comes from the poet’s frustrated wish to see human character evolve at the same speed as technological development: ‘Machinery in a week mak’s greater advances / Than Man’s nature twixt Adam and this’ (CP1, p. 313). The mystical posture of ‘In the Slums of Glasgow’ can seem equally elitist, with the God-like poet looking down on ‘every squalid lair’ (CP1, p. 564). MacDiarmid’s communist poetry fails to inhabit ordinary lives, yet this may be because he wants no life to be ordinary. The ‘single reality’ of ‘The Seamless Garment’ and the ‘supreme reality’ (CP1, pp. 474, 475) envisioned in ‘Lament for the Great Music’ (from Stony Limits) are not the realities of urban working-class existence, but the supra-reality of the mystic. 

‘The Seamless Garment’, with its fusion of Rilke and Lenin, mystic and materialist, poetry and politics, is representative of the aims of MacDiarmid’s political poetry in the 1930s. The Marxist dialectic, the thesis and antithesis of fundamental contradiction between the class interests of proletariat and bourgeoisie, finds its synthesis in a revolutionary classless society to end history. The Hegelian dialectic, which Marx inverted, stripping it of its idealism, finds its evolutionary synthesis in history as spirit. As Catherine Kerrigan points out, ‘dialectic requires the principle of faith for its existence. Like traditional religious beliefs, dialectic carries its share of mysticism, which is why in the end MacDiarmid could adapt the concept to his own scheme of thought.’
 MacDiarmid’s poetry of commitment is a creative synthesis of Marxian and Hegelian dialectics, a union of opposites transcending each in a spiritual communism. 


Ascherson says that MacDiarmid regarded ‘Marxism as a cosmology’.
 Yet as a science of the universe, MacDiarmid’s Marxism is distinctly spiritual. Indeed, for Burns Singer, MacDiarmid’s communism is ‘a genuine ascetic religion’.
 ‘Song of the Seraphim’ (from Lucky Poet), with its superior concern for ‘the deliverance of the proletariat’, sings also of ‘a holy poverty / A super-richness which falls to pieces / In its own splendour’ (CP1, p. 640). In much of MacDiarmid’s work there is a search for purity, almost a death-like purity, which is ultimately religious and corresponds to the anti-liberal absolutism of his political positions. This attitude is found in ‘On a Raised Beach’, but also in ‘The Terrible Crystal’ (from A Lap of Honour, 1967) with its ‘Visions of a transcendental country / Stretching out athwart the temporal frontiers’ (CP2, p. 1095), and in the ‘Dìreadh’ poems (published together in 1974) − the ‘Sheer Communism!’ of ‘Dìreadh I’ is analogous to the poet’s vision of rural Scotland in ‘Dìreadh III’: ‘I am possessed by this purity here / As in a welling of stainless water’ (CP2, pp. 1172, 1187). ‘The Terrible Crystal’ and ‘Dìreadh’, written in the 1930s, are fragments of MacDiarmid’s unpublished epic Cornish Heroic Song for Valda Trevlyn, addressed to his second wife. According to Alan Bold, Heroic Song ‘was, stylistically at least, intended as an alternative to the Scots lyrics he had written while married to Peggy’, the poet’s first wife.
 However, In Memoriam James Joyce (1955), written mostly in the 1930s and later redrafted, aligns his late poetry – rational, encyclopaedic, multi-lingual − with ‘the epical age of Communism’ (CP2, p. 74). His Drunk Man of the 1920s may have pondered life’s irrationalism, but from the 1930s onwards MacDiarmid celebrated a divine sobriety symbolised by the transparency of water. Fraser calls him ‘a kind of natural theologian’ before remarking ‘that MacDiarmid though a Marxist is not a humanist, indeed he could be described as an anti-humanist’.
 This anti-humanism, an aspect of MacDiarmid’s extreme Calvinism seen most starkly in ‘On a Raised Beach’, relates strongly to his communism. While Second Hymn to Lenin includes the anti-Christian ‘After Two Thousand Years’, the collection also contains ‘The Covenanters’, which celebrates the seventeenth-century Presbyterians who steadfastly opposed the imposition of Episcopal church ordinance in Scotland: ‘The waves of their purposefulness go flooding through me. / This religion is simple, naked. Its values stand out / In black and white. It is the wind of God’ (CP1, p. 551). A ‘black and white’ value-system implies an illiberal, fanatical, absolutist politics. MacDiarmid seeks God’s purity in communism; a theocratic communism that will wash away the stain of capitalist exploitation and bourgeois mediocrity. The ‘slum people’ of ‘The Glass of Pure Water’ are not offered a political solution, but are granted instead the hope of spiritual redemption:

Our duty is to free that water, to make these gestures,


To help humanity to shed all else,


All that stands between any life and the sun,


The quintessence of any life and the sun;

To still all sound save that talking to God;


To end all movements save movements like these. (CP2, p. 1043)

In a 1967 letter to Iain Crichton Smith, MacDiarmid outlines and defends his communist position:  

I am not really concerned that many people do not think me ‘a Communist in 
any ordinary sense of the word’! They are hopelessly mistaken. So are all 
those who think Communism is concerned with ‘ordinary humanity’....least of 
all with humanitarianism. They forget that our objective is ‘to change human 
nature’. You are perfectly correct when you say I have no more use for the 
masses than they have for me. There is scarcely anything that appeals to any 
considerable body of people that I have anything other than contempt for.

MacDiarmid’s communist elitism echoes the totalitarian cult of personality that made heroes of Lenin and Joseph Stalin (1878–1953). MacDiarmid would write poems to Stalin, such as ‘Lamh Dearg Aboo’ (1945) and ‘The Fingers of Baal Contract in the Communist Salute’ (1946), which claim to find racial affinities between Stalin’s Georgia and Gaeldom. The poet’s evolutionary desire ‘to change human nature’ might almost be mistaken for Stalin’s more sinister idea that writers of the revolutionary regime are ‘engineers of the human soul’. MacDiarmid visited the Soviet Union in 1950 and the People’s Republic of China in 1957: on return, unlike many other western writers, he saw no reason to renounce communism. He supported the 1956 Soviet repression of popular national revolt in Hungary, and as late as 1975 he defended the violence of ‘First Hymn to Lenin’, saying, ‘Progress demands that recalcitrant or reactionary elements must be swept away’.
 

In We, Yevgeny Zamyatin’s (1884–1937) counterrevolutionary satire on Soviet communism, the Numbers are bidden to write ‘epic poems’ to the ‘grandeur of OneState’ where lives ‘The ancient dream of paradise’.
 MacDiarmid’s religious atheism and his hatred of the middle class kept him loyal to that dream. Yet for all the utter unreasonableness of MacDiarmid’s enduring commitment to communist politics, his ultimate commitment remained to the free and direct expression of poetry.     

For I am like Zamyatin. I must be a Bolshevik


Before the Revolution, but I’ll cease to be one quick


When Communism comes to rule the roost,


For real literature can exist only where it’s produced


By madmen, hermits, heretics,


Dreamers, rebels, sceptics,


− And such a door of utterance has been given to me


As none may close whosoever they be. (‘Talking with Five Thousand People in 








Edinburgh’, CP2, p. 1158)
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