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On Cosmopolitanism and Late Style: Lewis Grassic Gibbon and James Joyce
SCOTT LYALL

Edna Longley’s wise reminder that ‘comparative criticism, surely the sine qua non, is harder work than trading in superficial parallels or imposing prepared templates’ should give pause to the student of Irish-Scottish Studies.
 It is tempting to unite the State without a complete historical nation with the nation without a fully independent State in a hyphenated critical amalgam.
 Longley, however, calls attention to important asymmetries between Irish and Scottish cultural experience. She points in particular to the disputed place of Northern Ireland and calls for us to beware of aligning Ireland and Scotland too easily in some imagined Celtic fraternity of anti-metropolitan marginality. 


Comparison of the work of Lewis Grassic Gibbon with that of James Joyce certainly requires us to bear Longley’s counsel in mind. Gibbon and Joyce both occupy ostensibly anti-nationalist political positions. Yet each writer reveals stereotypical national (or perhaps, more accurately, denominational) prejudices when looking in opposite directions across the Irish Sea. Gibbon has splenetic moments of anti-Irishness, such as this from ‘Glasgow’ (1934): ‘The South Irish of the middle class were never pleasant persons: since they obtained their Free State the belch of their pride in the accents of their unhygienic patois has given the unfortunate Irish Channel the seeming of a cess-pool.’
 Equally, as Willy Maley points out, Joyce’s ‘references to Scotland are infrequent and generally uncomplimentary, and come back time and again to the question of Scotland’s alleged or apparent complicity with England in the plantation of Ulster and the pursuit of empire’.
 

In terms of any grounding in biography the relationship between Gibbon and Joyce is non-existent. Joyce never mentions Gibbon in any letters or criticism, and Gibbon mentions Joyce but briefly, most pertinently in his essay ‘Literary Lights’ from the 1934 book that Gibbon co-authored with Hugh MacDiarmid, Scottish Scene. Indeed, it was MacDiarmid who sought most firmly to ally his literary manifesto for the Scottish Renaissance movement with Joyce’s avant-garde aims and credentials. MacDiarmid’s first published collection of poems in Scots was Sangschaw from 1925, but his turn to the Vernacular, or the Doric, was justified theoretically two years previously in his Scottish Chapbook where, writing as C. M. Grieve, he draws comparison between John Jamieson’s Etymological Dictionary of the Scottish Language (1808–9) and Joyce’s Ulysses. The ‘moral resemblance’ discerned by Grieve between Jamieson’s Dictionary and Ulysses indicates his far-sighted comprehension of the links between language, repression and the state of the body politic.
 Grieve hopes that the deployment of a previously buried vernacular will produce a similar moral disturbance in Scotland as that caused by Joyce’s censored masterpiece in Ireland; like the psychoanalysed who undertake a talking cure for repression, he wants the national cultural unconscious to find liberation in a ‘tremendous outpouring’ of words.
 A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle, MacDiarmid’s 1926 odyssey of spiritual emancipation, is his Scots Ulysses; his later, more obscure attempt at the ultimate Joycean outpouring, In Memoriam James Joyce (1955), his own misunderstood and ill-received ‘Work in Progress’. In spite of MacDiarmid’s best efforts to position himself in the provocative role of Scotland’s Joycean modernist pioneer, in ‘Literary Lights’ Gibbon alludes to the possibility, the desirability, yet the dearth of ‘contemporary experimentation’ in modern Scottish literature and the absence of what he calls a ‘Scots James Joyce’.
 Referring to his own work in the same essay, Gibbon wonders if his ‘peculiar style’ of adapting literary English to the spoken rhythms of Mearns-Scots in the yet to be completed trilogy A Scots Quair is fit to meet the demands of writing about urban experience, or whether his prose ‘may not become either intolerably mannered or degenerate, in the fashion of Joyce’.


Perhaps consciously covering his tracks, Gibbon’s negative assessment of Joyce’s late style masks the extent to which he attempted in certain regards to be that missing Scots Joyce he remarks upon in ‘Literary Lights’. The two writers have more in common than has been commented on previously, particularly if the co-ordinates of comparison focus on nationalism and cosmopolitanism in relation to their respective late styles. Robert Crawford has argued in Devolving English Literature for a provincial Modernism and while his book contains, for the present author certainly, a liberating central argument, I wish to dispute his terminology.
 Provincial in location, perhaps – although cultural geography, of all things, is surely relative; but in values, ideas and artistry: no. To devolve still implies a subsidiary position to a controlling metropolitan power, and whilst it is almost unquestionably not Crawford’s intention, ‘provincial’ remains a derogatory term, an inferior(ist) intellectual position and cultural location to inhabit. While the ‘new cosmopolitans’
 of contemporary academia and theory have sought to claim what they regard to be the anti-essentialist ethical upper hand in positioning themselves as anti-nationalist, the so-called provincial should not shy away from the ethical reclamation of cosmopolitanism. In what follows I will argue that Gibbon and Joyce are cosmopolitan modernists, but cosmopolitan modernists distinctly un-metropolitan in cohering to the pressured cultural specificities of their respective nations. In the work of Gibbon and Joyce we witness the attempted cosmopolitanation of modern Scottish and Irish cultural experience.

Exile
‘Even today, the flight of the wild geese continues.’

Joyce and Gibbon, like many modernist artists, both experienced exile from their respective native lands. Joyce first went to Paris in 1902, after graduating from University College, Dublin. He came back to Dublin the following year because his mother was dying (after her death he returned to Ireland twice, in 1909 and 1912, to seek a publisher for Dubliners, which appeared finally in 1914). 1904 saw his return to Continental Europe, this time with Nora Barnacle. The couple lived briefly in Pola, but Trieste, Zurich and Paris, the famous cosmopolitan signature cities of Ulysses, were Joyce’s main homes from the outbreak of World War One until his death in 1941. 


It is a commonplace of Joyce criticism that the author had a somewhat ambivalent attitude to Dublin and Ireland. This, according to Colin MacCabe, was exacerbated by the conservatism of William Cosgrave’s 1922 Free State – ‘the most reactionary in Europe’.
 (Cosgrave was to be founder of the Irish fascist Blue Shirts, but it should be noted also that in 1922 Mussolini came to power in Italy.) In his influential James Joyce and the Revolution of the Word, first published in 1978 and ‘written under the enormous impact of Barthes’ S/Z’, MacCabe argues that Joyce was forced to leave Ireland because there was no readership for his challenging and progressive work in a provincial and nationalist, morally purist State.
 MacCabe claims that, ‘deprived of an audience that would allow his texts to function politically, Joyce’s writing becomes a more and more desperate attempt to deconstruct those forms of identification which had allowed the triumph of the national revolution to mean the very opposite of a liberation of Ireland.’
 For Declan Kiberd, in contrast, Joyce has actually been deprived of a mass audience, most significantly for Ulysses, by the loss of a common culture. Kiberd’s Ulysses and Us attempts, in some measure, to do for Joyce what Alain de Botton’s How Proust Can Change Your Life: Not a Novel (1997) did for Proust: canonical modernist literature, usually seen as elitist, as self-help for the masses. Kiberd argues that Ulysses has been divorced from its intended ordinary readership through the increasingly transnational professionalization of literary studies. Serious literature is now exiled in university departments where it is cut off from the public and dissected by academic specialists, many of whom ‘reject the notion of a national culture’.
 Unlike such critics, according to Kiberd, Joyce ‘knew that national epics give people their ideas of what sorts of persons they should be’.
 


In a lecture delivered in Trieste on 27 April 1907 called ‘Ireland, Island of Saints and Sages’, Joyce in exile gives his clearest critical account of what sort of nation he believes Ireland is and should be. Ireland may be a ‘colonial country’, but Joyce claims that ‘nations have their ego, just like individuals’, and he argues that the current revival of Irish culture, particularly the renaissance of Gaelic, demonstrates ‘the demand of a very old nation to renew under new forms the glories of a past civilization’.
 His talk is notable, however, for its emphasis on the impure, mixed nature of Irish racial ancestry and civilisation. ‘Our [Irish] civilization is a vast fabric, in which the most diverse elements are mingled’ and this means that ‘it is useless to look for a thread that may have remained pure and virgin without having undergone the influence of a neighbouring thread.’
 Miscegenation, for Joyce, is not a multicultural, cosmopolitan aim; it is a fact of national life.         


Many critics have seen modernist exile, in general and in Joyce, as an aesthetic necessity in the rush from the philistine provinces to the centres of bona fide artistic action. For Malcolm Bradbury, for instance: 

Modernism is a metropolitan art, which is to say it is a group art, a specialist 
art, an intellectual art, an art for one’s aesthetic peers; it recalls, with 
whatever ironies and paradoxes, the imperium of civilization. Not simply 
metropolitan, but cosmopolitan: one city leads to another in the distinctive 
aesthetic voyage into the metamorphosis of form. The writer may hold on to 
locality, as Joyce did on to Dublin […]; but he perceives from the distance 
of an expatriate perspective of aesthetic internationalism.
 
In this critical view it is as if modernist creators formed an elite transnational guild, based on the most scrupulous aesthetic standards, from which any embarrassing taint of provincial vulgarity must be barred. This generalising thematic emphasis on periodicity simplifies the complex biographical and socio-political relation of individual writers such as Joyce and Gibbon to their countries of origin. Joyce recognises that for the Irish artist ‘the economic and intellectual conditions that prevail in his own country do not permit the development of individuality’.
 In the Ireland of Joyce’s era this stultification of individual and cultural development was a side-effect of the nation’s political position as a British satellite. For Richard Rowan, in Joyce’s play Exiles, set in Ireland, this necessitates a choice: ‘If Ireland is to become a new Ireland she must first become European. […] Some day we shall have to choose between England and Europe.’
 In Stephen Hero, likewise, Ireland is described as ‘an afterthought of Europe’.
 In another Trieste lecture, this in 1910, Joyce perceives that Ireland ‘has abandoned her own language almost entirely and accepted the language of the conqueror without being able to assimilate the culture or adapt herself to the mentality of which this language is the vehicle’; situated as such, Ireland ‘has hounded her spiritual creators into exile’.
 Provincialised in relation to the British centre, exile for the Irish writer is not simply a seeking after the aesthetic conditions conducive to the rarefied cosmopolitan artist, but a very real circumstance of nationality. 


While Joyce came from a colonised nation, the position of Gibbon’s Scotland was (and remains) less clear-cut. Born in 1901 as James Leslie Mitchell into a crofting family at Auchterless in Aberdeenshire, Gibbon, unlike Joyce, did not go to university, but left school to become a journalist, determined to escape farming life. He writes in ‘The Land’ (1934) of ‘the hatreds of my youth’ and of once having ‘had a very bitter detestation for all this life of the land and the folk upon it’.
 So when journalism in Aberdeen and Glasgow failed to work out for Gibbon the army provided the only route out of going back home to become a crofter. Joining the Royal Army Service Corps took Gibbon to the Near and Middle East – Egypt, Mesopotamia (now Iraq) and Palestine – in a period of travel and experience that was immensely influential for his fiction and beliefs. When Gibbon did come back to Britain after his military discharge he settled his family in Welwyn Garden City, southeast England. Aside from visits home, he did not live in Scotland again.

Gibbon, at least as the exiled novelist J. Leslie Mitchell, would arguably have approved of Stephen Dedalus’s comment to his friend Davin in Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916): ‘When the soul of a man is born in this country there are nets flung at it to hold it back from flight. You talk to me of nationality, language, religion. I shall try to fly by those nets.’
 Gibbon’s early fiction shares with Joyce’s Stephen Hero and Portrait a certain ironical, callow pomposity of style and characterisation that is yet somehow suited to the parodic vivisection of modern life that each novelist undertakes. Both were to move from the individualism of their youthful Bildungsroman (or Künstlerroman, in the case of Joyce’s Stephen Hero and Portrait) to the communalism of their national epics Ulysses and A Scots Quair. While Joyce’s creative coruscation never loses sight of Ireland or Dublin, Gibbon’s early work as Mitchell, such as his first novel Stained Radiance (1930), and the even more heavily autobiographical The Thirteenth Disciple (1931), ranges from Aberdeenshire to London to Central America. Without a settled location for the action Gibbon’s style remains in flux between conventional narrative and rivulets of modernist interiority. Early Gibbon, like early Joyce, exteriorises ideas, not yet wholly assimilating these ideas in a fully matured style.

This stylistic externalisation of ideas is most obvious in Gibbon’s diffusionism. Gibbon, an ardent Egyptologist, had been interested in prehistory and the beginnings of civilisation since his boyhood passion for archaeology. But his spell in the Middle East, and long reading sessions in the British Museum, drew him to the diffusionist theory. Diffusionism as imagined by Gibbon is the belief that primitives had lived in a Golden Age free from the purportedly constraining influences of civilisation. The Golden Age was a time of peace and freedom for its inhabitants who survived as hunter gatherers in an epoch of ‘ultimate cosmopolitanism’.
 However, the accidental flooding of the Nile basin produced agriculture and, with the adoption of agricultural practices, humans were tied to a particular community in which the restricting and divisive systems of civilisation began to develop. After this secular fall, we have all lived in exile. The Golden Age primitives created by Gibbon resemble the Noble Savage, a concept popularly attributed to Rousseau.
 Like Rousseau, Gibbon thought human nature in its origins to be intrinsically good, but that a malign civilisation acted on the human personality as a distorting influence. This is contra to the Calvinist belief in original sin held by Gibbon’s family, represented most strictly by his father, James. One speculates if, first and foremost, his adaptation of a utopian diffusionist theory was not so much a revolt against the powers-that-be of civilisation, but rather an unconscious act of rebellion by Gibbon against his father’s patriarchal control and the narrow beginnings of his life at Bloomfield. From the grim limitations of provincial life emerged the fantasy freedoms of ultimate cosmopolitanism. Whatever its expressly psychological genesis may have been, for Gibbon, who was also an early convert to communism, diffusionism became a kind of replacement religion that he adapted for literary use in virtually all of his writings, even, in rather more sublimated form, in A Scots Quair. As the son of farm labourers Gibbon was proud of his peasant roots, yet it is an intriguing mark of the divisions of his own life that, as an author who fled so vigorously from the dreaded prospect of working the land, he advanced a theory which regarded agriculture as the source of the evils of modern civilisation. 


Diffusionism had for Gibbon explicit political implications and he made himself diffusionism’s propagandist. If humans had once been free then they could be so again. The diffusion, the migration of culture undermines the idea of distinct or pure national cultures. And diffusionism in Gibbon’s hands also challenges the evolutionary and the imperialist concept of history as a timeline of progress into the future, a great chain of being led by the metropolitan nations of the West. As Ester, in Image and Superscription (1933), says of the ‘fool lie’ that humans are innately barbarous, ‘We’ve been reared up on lies like that […] Darwin began it, Haeckel―all those folk with Man the raving primordial beast ’n’ his slow climb up to―this!’

Joyce and Gibbon, in common with many modernists, conceived of History as a failed project. If the Odyssey is the published modern product of an ancient oral tradition then Ulysses is a modernist aural epic. Joyce tells us that Oscar Wilde called the Irish ‘the greatest talkers since the Greeks’, and Ulysses, like A Scots Quair, is certainly meant to be read aloud and heard.
 Stephen Dedalus is trying to awake from the nightmare of history, and the narrative scaffold of the mock-epic Ulysses is famously provided by Homer’s tale: the greatest story of western civilisation, and the cultural base of traditional western narrative history. Gibbon takes us back in his diffusionist imagination to an Arcadian pre-history to start civilisation again. Some of the ideological framework of Gibbon’s Sunset Song has been freely adapted from the ancient sources mined by diffusionist W. J. Perry’s The Children of the Sun, a 1923 study concerning the migrations and settlements of the pre-civilisation Indo-Egyptians. In Gibbon’s view of modern civilisation, we are in the capitalist hell of pre-history: revolutionary history is yet to be achieved. In both Ulysses and A Scots Quair we find the movement through history from ancient to modern involves a loss of the sense of communal wholeness, a loss each author recognises as inevitable but is ambivalent about. A linear world history has given way to a circular view of history reflected in style and plot: Leopold Bloom walks unknowingly in Odysseus’s tracks; Chris Guthrie, haunted by primitive ghosts, ends where she started in life, every chapter a time-loop back to the future. Each writer’s refusal of History (as idea) stems from their respective nation’s problematic history (as national narrative). 
Revival/Renaissance
The national revivals in Ireland and Scotland in the early decades of the twentieth century were not parallel cultural experiences, but both can now be broadly seen as reactions to the centralising impulse of metropolitan British culture and, in the case of Ireland, colonialism. The case of Ireland must come with provisos, however, the most obvious being that the Anglo-Irish Literary Revival headed by W. B. Yeats was a largely Protestant programme of cultural recuperation. It can be argued that, somewhat in the manner of the current devolutionary political arrangements in the United Kingdom, the Yeatsian cultural revival was a bid by a ruling class, or caste even, to hold on to its waning political power – by giving a little, we keep more. If this argument has some purchase, and I believe it does, then Joyce’s resistance to the Anglo-Irish Revival can be seen in a different, perhaps more nativist light than the standard interpretation often allows. This standard interpretation – let us call it the canonical Anglo-American liberal humanist interpretation – smoothly assimilates Joycean cosmopolitanism into the metropolitan canon on the basis, in part at least, of Joyce’s resistance to the devolutionary nationalism of the Anglo-Irish Revival.
 For this liberal critical line the Anglo-Irish Revival is the only palatable historical alternative to British imperialism; Joyce’s much-touted pacifism, his objection to the physical force tradition in Ireland, would seem to condemn Republican national independence as extremist. 

This view of the liberals is backed up by a passage from Stephen Hero: 
They wanted no foreign filth. Mr Daedalus might read what authors he liked, of course, but the Irish people had their own glorious literature where they could always find fresh ideals to spur them on to new patriotic endeavours. Mr Daedalus was himself a renegade from the Nationalist ranks: he professed cosmopolitanism. But a man that was of all countries was of no country – you must have a nation before you could have art. Mr Daedalus might do as he pleased, kneel at the shrine of Art (with a capital A), and rave about obscure authors. In spite of any hypocritical use of the name of a great doctor of the Church [Aquinas] Ireland would be on her guard against the insidious theory that art can be separated from morality. If they were to have an art let it be a moral art, art that elevated, above all, national art,




Kindly Irish of the Irish




Neither Saxon nor Italian.
    
The speaker here, Mr Hughes, is responding to a paper entitled ‘Art and Life’ that Stephen has delivered to the college debating society. Stephen’s essay centres on his controversial reappraisal of Aquinas on art; it also mentions Ibsen and Maeterlinck, described by the president of the Jesuit Clonliffe College as ‘these theistic writers’.
 Mr Hughes, a law student and poet, is Joyce’s name for Patrick Pearse: teacher, poet and one of the executed leaders of the 1916 Easter Rising.
 Joyce, who skits the Celtic Twilight as the ‘cultic twalette’ in Finnegans Wake, nonetheless took classes in Irish with Pearse for two years and, significantly, in Stephen Hero the weekly Irish class held by Hughes takes place in O’Connell Street, named after the Liberator in the cause of Catholic emancipation, Daniel O’Connell .
 Although he was put off by Pearse’s negative attitude to English, Joyce appears to have been much more interested in the language than his hero Stephen, and so his resistance to Yeats’s cultural programme cannot simply be ascribed to progressive Joycean cosmopolitanism opposing conservative Yeatsian cultural nationalism – the advance of a younger generation superseding the reaction of an older. Actually, according to Kiberd, Joyce was suspicious of ‘the English substratum in the Irish revival’.
 Stephen Dedalus, in Portrait, wants to ‘forge’ the ‘uncreated conscience’ of his ‘race’, and while the concept of race may make some contemporary readers understandably apprehensive, Deleuze and Guattari’s oppositional definition of race is arguably pertinent here: 


The race-tribe exists only at the level of an oppressed race, and in the name 
of the oppression it suffers: there is no race but inferior, minoritarian; there 
is no dominant race; a race is defined not by its purity but rather by the 
impurity conferred upon it by a system of domination. Bastard and mixed-
blood are the true names of race.
 
Further, Stephen’s ‘soul frets in the shadow’ of the English dean’s language, and even though he wishes to awake from the nightmare of history in Ulysses, his comment, spoken by an Irish Catholic and so inevitably commended as anti-nationalist, is addressed significantly to the Unionist schoolmaster Mr Deasy, whose own reading of history is highly suspect.

 
Gibbon’s attitude to the Scottish Renaissance movement powered by MacDiarmid was as ambivalent, nuanced and easily misinterpreted as Joyce’s position on the Yeatsian Anglo-Irish Literary Revival. Most of Gibbon’s early writing, as well as more accomplished work such as Spartacus (1933), was published under his birth name and written in English. Gibbon as Mitchell was deeply influenced by H. G. Wells and his dream of Cosmopolis and a World Language, but ultimately renounced Wells for what he discerned as the elitism of Wells’s social progressivism, his ‘liberal fascism’.
 While The Time Machine (1895), for instance, can be interpreted in Marxist terms, with Eloi and Morlocks representing capitalists and workers, superstructure and base in an unequal society, really the novel is a stark warning to the upper class to keep its house in order lest it be consumed by the barbarous proletariat. Significantly, a communist navvy spits with ‘contempt’ at the sight of a photograph of Wells in Mitchell’s Stained Radiance.
 Mitchell’s good-natured, peaceable primitives in his science fiction, Three Go Back (1932) and Gay Hunter (1934), demonstrate the hope that a more egalitarian vision will triumph. The works Mitchell wrote under his pen-name are Sunset Song (1932), Cloud Howe (1933) and Grey Granite (1934), united as A Scots Quair; the short stories ‘Greenden’, ‘Smeddum’, ‘Forsaken’, ‘Sim’ and ‘Clay’, first published in Scottish Scene; and Niger, a biography of the Scottish explorer Mungo Park first published in 1934 by Edinburgh’s Porpoise Press. The doubleness in the Gibbon/Mitchell oeuvre – ‘English’ Mitchell, ‘Scottish’ Gibbon – might constitute multi-vocal Modernism a la Fernando Pessoa. Yet it is also reflective, I would argue, of the polarisation there has been, and continues to be, in Scottish experience between love of nation and leaving nation in emigration and exile. Indeed, David Craig finds the roots of the ‘plangent emotion’ of A Scots Quair in the exiled Gibbon’s ‘nostalgia for the countryside of his birth’.
 In Sunset Song Will Guthrie, Chris’s brother, leaves for the Argentine while Chris stays at home − as much a symptom of gender as national conditions. Gibbon, however, writes a duality into Chris’s female experience that is an insightful and poignant expression of the over-determined association of nation and class in a provincialised environment. 

So that was Chris and her reading and schooling, two Chrisses there were that fought for her heart and tormented her. You hated the land and the coarse speak of the folk and learning was brave and fine one day; and the next you’d waken with the peewits crying across the hills, deep and deep, crying in the heart of you and the smell of the earth in your face, almost you’d cry for that, the beauty of it and the sweetness of the Scottish land and skies. You saw their faces in firelight, father’s and mother’s and the neighbours’, before the lamps lit up, tired and kind, faces dear and close to you, you wanted the words they’d known and used, forgotten in the far-off youngness of their lives, Scots words to tell to your heart how they wrung it and held it, the toil of their days and unendingly their fight. And the next minute that passed from you, you were English, back to the English words so sharp and clean and true – for a while, for a while, till they slid so smooth from your throat you knew they could never say anything that was worth the saying at all.

English is not placed within inverted commas in Gibbon’s text when Chris says ‘you were English’, yet clearly she has not literally become English: English, here, equals educated, denationalised middle-class Scots. Gibbon claims in the opening note to Sunset Song that his prose adapts what he calls ‘the great English tongue’ – elsewhere he calls English ‘that lovely and flexible instrument’ – but, equally, his novel characterises how English and its adoption alter and strain the Scottish subject.
 English is talking fine, talking above your station. And while A Scots Quair is not straightforwardly Marxist it is a brilliant study of class in general and how class manifests in language registers in particular. This central theme is achieved through Gibbon’s innovative modernist style cleaving to localism. 


Having for much of his short but full writing career written in English, he declared in 1934, in ‘Literary Lights’, that the Scots cannot write English: ‘The prose – or verse – is impeccably correct, the vocabulary is rich and adequate, the English is severe, serene…But unfortunately it is not English. The English reader is haunted by a sense of something foreign stumbling and hesitating behind this smooth façade of adequate technique: it is as though the writer did not write himself, but translated himself.’
 The ‘essential foreignness’ of Scots writing in English identified by Gibbon is reminiscent of Joyce’s late style.
 Gibbon does not define what constitutes that essential foreignness for him, but his own early Mitchell novels give a clue in their formality and stiffness of technique, their rather forced hyper self-consciousness – although this might be explained as much by literary immaturity as through some sort of cultural incompatibility with English. Like the provincial social climbers of Sunset Song and Cloud Howe who attempt to talk proper English but make a hash of it, an excessively correct English prose style can seem unnatural − revealingly so. Gibbon may have questioned the literary sanity of Joyce’s late style, yet, for all the stylistic experimentation of Ulysses and Finnegans Wake, and however difficult to pin down in its essential foreignness, Joyce’s style is no provincial’s mistranslation of Standard English. It is, rather, a translation, not only of different genres, periods and styles of writing into modernist parody, as in the ‘Oxen of the Sun’ chapter of Ulysses, but a translation also of an imperial language not entirely his own into a postcolonial English belonging to everyone and no-one. 

Joyce said that Ulysses was about the last of the great talkers, which implies both loss and valediction.
 A Scots Quair is also one long gossip where, like Ulysses, inverted commas are discarded and speech and storyline become one: narrative as blether. Like Ulysses, particularly in the figure of Bloom, only the most sympathetically portrayed, and, often, the most politically progressive characters of the Quair, such as, for instance, Chris, young Ewan, Chae Strachan and Long Rob, are exempt from the charge of gossiping. Gossip bonds, but it also destroys; it is universal, yet necessarily local: one must know the gossiper and the gossiped of for the bonding and invective of gossip to be effective. Fittingly enough for novels that valorise the ordinary, gossip stands as a symbol of the equivocal modernist response of Ulysses and A Scots Quair to the relationship between the local and the universal, the national and the cosmopolitan. 

D. P. Moran’s 1900 essay ‘The Battle of Two Civilizations’ has Ireland as a cultural and political battleground between the Anglo-Irish and their literary revival and the Gaelic nationalism of Irish Ireland. Joyce could not belong to either camp; rather, his wish that Ulysses should Hellenize his country seeks the cosmopolitanation of Ireland.
 In A Scots Quair the essential battle to be waged is not between two supposedly incompatible cultures, Scots on the one hand and Anglo-Scots or English on the other, but is in fact the class war. Gibbon says in ‘Glasgow’ that the poverty of many of the people of the city during the Depression gives him the motive he had previously lacked to attack nationalism: 


Small Nations. What a curse to the earth are small nations! Latvia, 
Lithuania, Poland, Finland, San Salvador, Luxembourg, Manchukuo, the 
Irish Free State. There are many more: there is an appalling number of 
disgusting little stretches of the globe claimed, occupied and infected by 
groupings of babbling little morons – babbling militant on the subjects 
(unendingly) of their exclusive cultures, their exclusive languages, their 
national souls, their national genius.
 
Scotland is not mentioned here, but Gibbon’s implication, particularly in relation to the Scottish Renaissance movement, is made aggressively clear. He does believe, however, that ‘Braid Scots may yet give lovely lights and shadows not only to English but to the perfected speech of Cosmopolitan Man’, and that the desperate economic conditions of Glasgow and Scotland may prompt the social revolution which will finally bring ‘cosmopolitan freedom’.
 

 
Ulysses, set on one day, but holding the national past and future within it, and A Scots Quair register the painful movement of their respective national cultures through the advance of capitalism into modernity, a movement eroding distinct national characteristics. But if novels narrate the nation then both Ulysses and A Scots Quair are distinctly national epics, for all their respective authors’ complex ambivalence over nationalism. Yet they are also examples of modernist cosmopolitanism, arguably in a truer sense than that of the assured metropolitan cosmopolitanism of modernist work by such as the early Eliot, Woolf and Proust – truer in that the cosmopolitanation of Joyce and Gibbon, performed in their unique adaptation of English to their own national narrative, apprehends the essential relatedness of cultures. In Ulysses the Irish-Jew Bloom – a character rooted in Dublin, yet archetypal of his wandering, exilic race – answers the Citizen’s comment of ‘We want no more strangers in our house’ by saying that ‘A nation is the same people living in the same place’.
 This is a response the cosmopolitan Scot Lewis Grassic Gibbon would surely have agreed with.            
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