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The fold-out ‘elegant map’ from the second edition of the Gazetteer of Scotland published in Edinburgh and London in 1806 by two of the most famous Scottish publishing houses, Archibald Constable and Company, and John Murray. (St Andrews University Library, sDA869.S8)


Introduction

Scotland’s books belong to the world and the world disproportionately enjoys them. More than twenty thousand works of Scottish literature have been translated into a range of over seventy languages, from Albanian to Yakut. From ‘Auld Lang Syne’ to Sherlock Holmes, the imaginings of Scottish authors are part of international currency. Treasure Island, Jekyll and Hyde, Peter Pan are familiar reference points of twenty-first-century culture. To most people they matter not because their origins lie in earlier centuries of Scottish literature, but because of their sheer imaginative sparkle.

Yet the fact that these works were nourished by Scottish literary history only adds to their staying power. The ability of even apparently arcane Scottish writing to communicate across centuries and cultures is remarkable. When Sylvia Plath in 1950s Massachusetts recited in her American accent a lament made four and a half centuries earlier by William Dunbar, it is unlikely she pronounced it all correctly, or that she could have identified the dead Scottish poets it lists. Even though Plath would have known that its Latin refrain means ‘The fear of death disturbs me’, she may not have understood every Scots word in this poem that begins,

I that in heill wes and gladnes                health

Am trublit now with gret seiknes

And feblit with infirmité:

Timor mortis conturbat me.1 

Like most readers, Plath could feel and hear this Scottish poem’s grip before she came closer to its meaning. Where the American Plath in the twentieth century was attracted to William Dunbar, the Irishman Seamus Heaney in the present century has gravitated towards the slightly earlier Scottish medieval poet Robert Henryson and has even presented one of his own poems as if it is a translation from the work of another long-dead Scottish writer – the early seventeenth-century Latin poet Arthur Johnston.2

Examples like these indicate that it is not only modern Scottish fiction’s urban danse macabre that exercises a powerful gravitational pull on the writerly imagination; nor is it just Scottish verse written in Scots or in English or in Latin. Scotland’s books contain much material composed for performance – from plays and lectures to ballads and songs in several languages. One would need to be immune to the allure of poetry not to respond to the graceful Gaelic longing of the seventeenth-century Mary MacLeod to go back to the Isle of Skye:



	Do Uilbhinnis

	To Ullinish




	A’ chruidh chaisfhinn,

	of white-hoofed cattle




	Far an d’fhuair mi

	where I grew up,




	Gu h-òg m’altrum,

	a little girl




	Air bainne chìoch

	breast-fed there




	Nam ban basgheal,

	by soft-palmed women,




	Thall aig Fionnghail

	in the house of brown-haired Flora,




	Dhuinn nighean Lachainn,

	Lachlan’s daughter,




	Is ì ’na banchaig

	milkmaid




	Ris na martaibh

	among the cows




	Aig Ruairidh mór Mac

	of Roderick Mor




	Leòid nam bratach.

	MacLeod of the banners.3





Mary MacLeod’s poem attracted the Australian poet Les Murray when he read it as a Sydney student, hunting in his university library for Gaelic verse. Some foreign visitors in search of a taste of Scottish literary history are delighted to find what they want – often material linked to Gaelic culture or to Scotland’s great national poet, Robert Burns. Others bring Scottish literature with them, as if to recharge it at source. When the Argentinian writer Jorge Luis Borges (who grew up in Buenos Aires reading Walter Scott, R. L. Stevenson and Thomas Carlyle) spent a week in St Andrews in 1971, he recited Scots ballads to his hosts who knew, like Borges, that the ballads are among the great treasures of Scottish literary history. Yet when the Peruvian novelist Mario Vargas Llosa travelled to Kirkcaldy a few years later, eager to see sites associated with that Fife town’s most famous son, the philosopher Adam Smith, he could find almost nothing. In that era many Scots, vaguely associating Adam Smith with the policies of Margaret Thatcher, wished almost to deny he was Scottish.

Scots often undervalue literary or cultural history, occasionally treating it with rancour, and more often with a kind of casual abandon that simply lets it get lost. There is, after all, a lot of it, as both locals and tourists are aware. When Mario Vargas Llosa drew a blank in Kirkcaldy, he simply went to the literary and religious pilgrimage site of St Andrews instead (‘beautiful’), then to the home of Sir Walter Scott at Abbotsford in the Scottish Borders. Scott’s Ivanhoe is the first historical novel the ten-year-old Vargas Llosa read –‘Scott was read all over Latin America then’.4 If the Scottish author who made such an impression on the Spanish-speaking world was often a Walter Scott retranslated into Spanish from French translations of the originals, that is only another sign of the energy with which Scottish writing can surge across national borders.

There are times when writers realize that literary history is just too important to lose. Robert Burns and Walter Scott both sensed that they lived at such moments. They collected earlier examples of Scottish literature, and they wrote their own, sometimes linking that to work from the past. Other, less celebrated writers have done likewise, feeling an urge both to guard and to glorify the hoard, as well as trying to add to it. This impulse continues today. During a period in Scotland’s history when the nation has a fresh sense of democratic control over its own affairs, when its literary spectrum is wide as well as deep, and when from Berkeley to Beijing there are signs of a new interest in Scotland’s books, it is time for a fresh history aimed not just at academics but at readers generally – readers who may one day follow in the footsteps of Borges or of Vargas Llosa.

For just as Scottish literature belongs to the world, so does Scottish literary history. However much it helps the local tourist industry, Scotland’s literary history also matters to a wider international public. Poetry may be Scotland’s oldest and greatest art form, but Walter Scott, a poet and dramatist who defected to prose fiction, is the single most influential writer in the worldwide history of the novel. Like Sappho, Catullus and Ovid, Robert Burns is one of the world’s great love poets. James Boswell laid the foundations of modern literary biography. In no instance was these Scottish writers’ Scottishness incidental, though in each case the writer’s work is about more than the local complexities of Scotland.

A small northern country with a present-day population of five million, Scotland, through its authors, has played an improbably large part in world literature. From the music of Mendelssohn and Donizetti or the paintings of Turner to contemporary Hollywood and independent cinema, other media have furthered the impact of Scottish writing, as histories of those other media often record. From Trainspotting to Harry Potter, works from Scotland continue to attract a mass audience, often through translation into other languages and into other media such as music or cinema. Yet the basis of these works is in the power of the written word, and it is as writing that they are considered in this history of Scottish literature.

While some literary works from Scotland are globally celebrated, bid for, argued over, hyped and hurra’d, others are forgotten or condemned to dusty respect. Yet the international prominence of a substantial number of Scottish writers is all the more surprising because almost none of the world’s schools, colleges or universities teaches courses in Scottish literature – even in Scotland itself. There are no Scottish embassies or even Scottish literature bureaux devoted to disseminating knowledge of the country’s literature abroad. Although outside Scotland a few enthusiasts teach Scottish literary history, for instance at the universities of Oxford and Wyoming, and there is a small scattering of Scottish Studies Centres around the globe, generally, from Cambridge, Mass., to Cambridge, England, and from Hong Kong to Toronto, Scottish literature stays institutionally marginal. Where Irish literary studies, cannily and energetically promoted by Ireland’s government, are prominent in curricula everywhere and Irish books canonical, Scottish poetry, fiction and drama rely far less on institutional muscle than on sheer enthusiasm for their dissemination. Most people read Scottish literature just because they like it, not because they have to. Any university student of English in New York or Melbourne is likely to be required to read English, American and Irish texts. But when was the last time a student in New York or Melbourne was forced to read a Scottish book?

There are advantages to reading books purely for fun, rather than under the beady eye of a teacher. Sometimes, though, without any advice from a literary map, other people’s pleasure, their fun, their enthusiasm can seem incomprehensible or at least demandingly obscure. Readers round the world may well understand why in her teens in 1980s Inverness, just like readers of the New Yorker magazine decades earlier, the contemporary Scottish writer Ali Smith so relished The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, that masterpiece by Scotland’s greatest twentieth-century novelist, Muriel Spark; not so many readers may understand why the ten-year-old Canadian Margaret Atwood ‘read all the Andrew Lang folk-tale collections I could find’ or was later suspicious of ‘Carlyle’s blimp-like Great Men’; and very few modern readers will know much about the man whom many in Renaissance Europe, including in France the essayist Montaigne, who was his eager pupil, knew as ‘the great Scottish poet’.5

Scotland’s Books: The Penguin History of Scottish Literature exists to give readers a convenient overview of the landscape of Scottish imaginative writing. It is the first book to present to the general reader the extended history of Scottish literature in a single volume. It aims to provide a narrative that is readable, nuanced and informative. In many ways the book’s design follows that of The Penguin Book of Scottish Verse which the present writer edited with Mick Imlah in 2000 and which remains the first and only general anthology to present in the original language and in translation fifteen centuries of work by writers linked to the small part of the planet we now call Scotland. Belonging to no transcendent, unchanging national identity, but simply constituting a marvellous inheritance enjoyed by today’s Scotland, these fifteen centuries of work include much prose and some drama as well as verse. Earlier anthologies and older histories of Scottish literature cover only around half that historical sweep. Those histories tend also to oversimplify (some might say censor) Scotland’s linguistic complexity. Like a good deal of Scottish literature in a period of struggle to reassert political authority in Scotland, they were bound up with asserting or contesting the validity of the Scottish nation. The most ambitious recent multivolume histories of Scottish literature, sometimes involving vast teams of specialist contributors each of whom writes a detailed essay on a relatively narrow topic, have tended to follow the historical design of The Penguin Book of Scottish Verse, but have been published by academic presses at a cost and in a style that suggest they are aimed principally at university libraries.

Although I cannot claim to be a specialist in all the material discussed, I hope that there are advantages in having a continuous narrative voice running throughout a single paperback book which sees Scottish literature as a whole. Aimed at the general reader, Scotland’s Books certainly contains new research which may be of interest to a university audience, but it aims most of all to be helpful, jargon-free and clear. Anyone can read this book, which is at least as much a labour of love as a pedagogical product. If it contains some material which enhances the academic consideration of Scottish culture, that is to the good; but better still if it adds to the simple enjoyment and understanding of a literature much of which remains to many people – including most Scots – obscure, hard to map, even in some cases vanished. Deliberately, for the sake of entertainment as well as enlightenment, I have tried to quote a good deal of lively illustrative material by the writers whose work I discuss.

I take the validity of the Scottish nation for granted, but assert that Scottish literature is both older and more expansive than that nation. If this sounds paradoxical, the point is simply that Scottish literature should never be confined to Scotland. The present-day nation is the inheritor of earlier cultural traditions and literary works associated with the territory we now call ‘Scotland’, and Scottish literature for many centuries has circulated abroad, influencing as well as being influenced by other literatures. All literatures are porous; ‘one’s own language’, as Mikhail Bakhtin puts it, ‘is never a single language’.6 Scottish writers write about everything, and all literatures, like all writers, exist in dialogue. Inheritors of their literary history, other nations are in a position similar to that of Scotland, whether or not they choose to acknowledge it: the literary history of Spain involves Latin and Arabic as well as Spanish, for instance; Beowulf in Old English, late medieval writing in French, and Bede or Milton in Latin are splendid parts of England’s literary history. As a confident modern nation, Scotland can take pride in the many, sometimes ancient linguistic and cultural traditions which have nourished it and which, through writerly imaginations, are part of its literary glories. Most Scottish writers have been aware of literature in more than one of the languages of Scotland.

All Scotland’s languages are international, though, and the literary imagination, however fascinated with local topography and limits it may be, also likes to hop over borders. Just as the earliest surviving Scottish literature, attributed to the Gaelic-speaking Irish immigrant St Columba, is written in the international language of Latin, so later Scottish poems are made in languages – Gaelic, Welsh, Norse, French, English, Scots – which also link Scotland to elsewhere. In different centuries great literary capitals such as Paris and London have been crucial for Scottish imaginations, even if some of the finest Scottish writers, most notably Robert Burns, never went there. Literature in English is one of Scotland’s greatest glories, and one of the country’s furthest-reaching exports. Yet today the struggle to maintain Scottish Gaelic as an international language, through attempts to keep it alive in Canada’s Nova Scotia, is perhaps the most poignantly fragile reminder that none of Scotland’s literary languages belongs to Scotland alone, but all make Scotland a participant in wider communities of the imagination. This is not a History of the literature produced by Scottish-descended communities abroad, nor is it about all the writings which feature Scotland or the Scots, but it is a book alert to the fact that all literatures travel, and often call readers far from their own lives and locations. Many more people have travelled to Scotland, Greece or Japan in the pages of books than have ever gone there in person.

Those witty and moving words spoken by Dr Winifred Ewing in May 1999, ‘The Scottish Parliament, adjourned on the 25th day of March in the year 1707, is hereby reconvened’, brought Scotland into a new political era which many twentieth-century Scottish imaginative writers had dreamed into being in their works before, eventually, it was delivered by a democratic vote.7 The (re-)establishment of a Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh was part of a sometimes confident, sometimes anxious political reassertion of Scottish national identity. Many Scottish literary works – ancient and modern – have played their part in defining and redefining that identity. Robert Burns loved to read an eighteenth-century English-language version of Blind Hary’s Scots medieval poem about the freedom fighter William Wallace, and Burns in the age of the French Revolution would incite his countrymen as ‘Scots, wha hae wi’ Wallace bled’ to throw off ‘Chains and slaverie’; Burns, Mel Gibson (star of Hollywood’s Wallace movie, Braveheart), and many others have ensured that Wallace has remained across the centuries an international icon of freedom, admired alike by the nineteenth-century Italian patriot Garibaldi and by Scotland’s most ardent and most internationally-minded twentieth-century poet, Hugh MacDiarmid, one of the founders of what became the pro-independence Scottish National Party.

Some people in the twentieth century thought that around the world both nationalism and religion were waning as cultural forces, but from the viewpoint of the twenty-first century such an attitude seems misguided. Concerns about environmental change and a huge increase in travel encourage us to see our planet as one complex organism, but this has not resulted in a loss of commitment to local or national traditions. If it is valid to try to see literature in terms of one worldwide republic, it is as valid to view it in terms of national traditions – these angles are not mutually exclusive. Today’s Scotland is driven neither by the religious fundamentalism that convulsed the nation in the sixteenth century, nor by the British nationalism that sent so many nineteenth-century Scots across the Empire. While Scotland’s books belong to the world, not just to Scotland, a significant number of writers have been eager Scottish nationalists; at different times authors have wished to see Scotland united with an assortment of countries, including variously Ireland, Norway, France and England; other writers have had little interest in national or international politics. ‘Scottish literature’ does not just mean books about Scotland, or books published in Scotland, or books by men and women born north of the Border. There are many ways to be associated with literature from this small country, and the present History tries within the limits of space, judgement and inclination to be generous in its inclusiveness. If in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries Scottish writers championed ideals of Britishness that never appealed much to the more Anglocentric writers of England, few Scottish writers today find Britishness imaginatively engaging. Nor, however, do they wish their work to be seen exclusively in terms of its Scottishness.

Literature is porous, unpredictable, resistant to pigeonholing. No one could have foreseen that the greatest work of Scots prose would be written not in the Middle Ages but by a late twentieth-century retired St Andrews professor of Greek, whose translation of The New Testament in Scots has Christ ‘Ae day… gaein alangside the Loch o Galilee’ in a countryside where only the Devil speaks English.8 Scotland’s Books is primarily a history of imaginative writing – rightly the hardest sort to pin down. Although I do include, for instance, some of Scotland’s greatest philosophers, I am most interested in their importance for Scottish creative writers. Rather than attempting a history of Scottish thought, or a publishing historian’s survey of print culture, I have tried to present the most imaginatively compelling creative writing and writers. Perhaps in part because I write poetry as well as literary history and criticism, and because I am used to working among creative writers as well as literary critics, theorists and historians, this Penguin History presents writers as individuals with their own relevant biographies rather than simply as coordinates on a cultural grid.

Considerable space has been devoted to Scotland’s most compelling authors, and some to areas which have been neglected or misunderstood, such as the seventeenth century and the literary arguments around political union with England in 1707. Allocation of space usually implies value judgements, which some modern academics avoid, or at least pretend to avoid. Though I have nowhere followed the late Norman MacCaig, who once gleefully described to me a (still) living poet’s work as ‘thirteenth-rate’, I have included only a smidgen of historically illustrative rubbish. In showing patterns and presenting arguments about cultural structures, while I have often linked writers together, I have attempted to retain some sense of their individual stylistic differences. About a third of this book is given over to literature before 1700, and a third to work produced since 1900: modern Scottish imaginative writing is thriving in its range, its liveliness and its quality.

Many readers may approach Scotland’s Books from a standpoint of familiarity with English literature and culture. This is not the place to set out all the differences and similarities between Scotland and England, but readers should be alert to the fact that these exist. Sometimes, especially in recent times, their consequences are overlooked. English literature has been loved in Scotland for many centuries. However, if Wordsworth, Keats and other English poets were often markedly Scotophile, English novelists and dramatists were generally the reverse: Macbeth is hardly a paean to Caledonia, while the only major English novel set in Scotland is Virginia Woolf’s impressive To the Lighthouse. The strangeness of Woolf’s Hebrides is in part explained by the fact that until several years after she wrote that novel she had never set foot there. When at last she travelled north in 1938, in the Borders at Dryburgh Abbey she ‘glutted my passion for Scott on his tomb – like chocolate blanc-mange’, and she wrote to her sister from the Flodigarry Hotel in Portree that Skye was ‘on a level with Italy, Greece or Florence’. Woolf loved the beauty of the Highland light, ‘very subtle, very changeable, running over my pen, as if you poured a large jug of champagne over a hairpin’. But she noted with shock that being on a Hebridean island felt ‘like the South Seas – completely remote, surrounded by sea, people speaking Gaelic, no railways, no London papers, hardly any inhabitants’.9 Woolf is far from the first southern visitor to be struck by the sheer cultural difference of Scotland, then to fall in love with it and over-exoticize it.

A more subtle and sober example of cultural cross-Border difference is the structure and significance of the Scottish universities whose traditional four-year undergraduate degree courses remain broader-based than the three-year degrees of even the most ancient English universities. In England literary texts in English were not taught at university until relatively late in the nineteenth century; in Scotland literary texts in English (including poetry, drama and the novel) were taught at the four ancient Universities of St Andrews, Glasgow, Aberdeen and Edinburgh from the mid-eighteenth century, a fact that markedly conditioned several writers. However, whereas the leading English poets of the Romantic period and after have often been the products of public schools and/or universities, several of Scotland’s finest poets – such as Robert Burns, Hugh MacDiarmid and Don Paterson – studied at no university, and very few Scottish writers have attended public schools in the English sense of that expression. On the other hand, none of England’s greatest novelists before the twentieth century was university-educated, whereas Scottish novelists of earlier centuries were often highly schooled in the university system; this perhaps conditioned the intellectual inflection of Scottish fiction, which in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, for instance, is often bound up with Scottish philosophy, theology and even science. Another related factor is that, until the nineteenth century, Scotland had several more (albeit smaller) universities than its much more populous southern neighbour. The Scottish universities were distributed across their country, whereas the relative proximity of Oxford and Cambridge encouraged the dominance of a southern English elite. The separate educational, legal and ecclesiastical systems of the two countries are indicative of substantial differences in their cultures, even in the years 1707–1999 when their internal affairs were governed to a considerable extent by a common, London-based Parliament.

Again, cultural differences within Scotland and within England can be greater than cultural differences between the two countries. While William Drummond in the early seventeenth century was the first Scottish poet to use English with real and repeated assurance, in modern times the two countries have had English as a shared literary language. Scotland, though, has always been keen on other tongues, and the continuing polylingual inflection of Scottish literature is the most obvious feature that sets it apart from conventional ideas of English literature – and even from some older academic ideas of Scottish literature. Until recently it was taken for granted that general anthologies of Scottish literature simply omitted work in Gaelic and Latin. Historically, the difference between Gaelic-speaking areas of Scotland and Scots-speaking areas is unparalleled in England, but involves the sort of linguistic and literary issues familiar in other countries such as Switzerland and Canada.

It is sometimes tempting for commentators to regard all Scottish writers as imagining the nation, but this can be dangerously reductive. While there are countries who have employed their writers as official ambassadorial representatives – George Seferis from Greece and Octavio Paz from Mexico being twentieth-century examples – few writers, particularly perhaps Scottish ones, relish being portrayed simply as part of a national team. As Salman Rushdie puts it, ‘The nation requires anthems, flags. The poet offers discord. Rags.’ As Rushdie knows, both the demands of national politics and the pressures of ideology manifested through ‘isms’ and tramlined critical attitudes, while they can be usefully illuminating, can also be reductive both for readers and for writers:

Beware the writer who sets himself or herself up as the voice of a nation. This includes nations of race, gender, sexual orientation, elective affinity. This is the New Behalfism. Beware behalfies!

The New Behalfism demands uplift, accentuates the positive, offers stirring moral instruction. It abhors the tragic sense of life. Seeing literature as inescapably political, it substitutes political values for literary ones. It is the murderer of thought. Beware!10

Although there is a difference between writers who come to be identified with particular territories or positions and those who set themselves up simply as national or political spokespersons, Rushdie’s note of caution is helpful. So is his mention of literature as apparently ‘inescapably political’ in the widest sense of that word. Imaginative writing, even if it seeks to be hermetic, is inflected by politics and by wider history.

In writing literary history, I have supplied a necessary minimum of wider historical signposting, but readers who need a fuller account of historical events may wish to turn to recent accounts of Scottish history from the earliest times to the present, such as those which are mentioned in the ‘Web Resources and Further Reading’ section of this book. Literary history and national history are not always coincident. Alert to ideas like those of Homi Bhabha, and of Benedict Anderson, whose Imagined Communities (1983) was an influential book for several Scottish critics, I have engaged in some of the theoretical debates about Scottish literature in my earlier book, Devolving English Literature (1992, 2000) and elsewhere. Introducing this present, much more wide-ranging History, I would like to point towards the work of differently-oriented thinkers such as Pascale Casanova. Casanova’s 1999 La république mondiale des lettres, precisely because it is only glancingly and imprecisely keyed to Scottish matters, is stimulating and helpful in thinking about how to present literary history – especially that of small nations – in our globalized era. In Casanova’s ‘world republic of letters’,

national literary space must not be confused with national territory. Taking into account every one of the positions that characterizes a literary space, including those occupied by exiled writers, and regarding them as elements of a coherent whole, helps resolve the false questions that are posed in connection with small literatures. For it is through the interplay between established national literatures and the emergence of autonomous literary positions, which are necessarily international, occupied by writers who are often condemned to a sort of internal exile (like Juan Benet and Arno Schmidt) or to actual exile (like James Joyce in Trieste and Paris, Danilo Kiš in Paris, and Salman Rushdie in London), that the full complexity of a national literary space appears.11

Within the limits of this volume, I aim to suggest the rich complexity of Scotland’s ‘national literary space’, while remaining aware that Scottish literature is both much more ancient and much more extensive than many of the literatures which Pascale Casanova discusses – and at least as complicated as any of them.

The plural nature of Scotland’s linguistic heritage and the importance of Empire have reinforced that complexity. If some of the earliest Scottish poems were made in Latin by Gaelic speakers, in later centuries speakers of Gaelic and Scots had to learn English as they had once learned Latin. Though sometimes language communities were at war with one another, aspects of bilingualism and/or biculturalism are characteristic of Scottish authors from St Columba to Kathleen Jamie and from Mary, Queen of Scots, to Robert Burns. Writers as different as Walter Scott, Thomas Carlyle and James Kelman have sometimes been attacked by Anglocentric critics for what were perceived distortions of ‘correct English’ language: Scott was accused of writing ‘Anglified Erse’, Carlyle of producing ‘Allgemeine-Mid-Lothianish’, and Kelman of writing in ‘lumpenproletarian’.12 While such accusations reveal kinds of national and class bias, they also show an alertness to a recurring tendency among many Scottish writers to rejoice in heterogeneous linguistic possibilities. Although the bilingual twentieth-century author Iain Crichton Smith considered himself a ‘double man’ unable fully to commit to Gaelic or to English, writers who move between or mix Scots and English have often done so happily. The strength of the tradition of Scottish Latin, the prominence of Gaelic culture and the popular affection for Scots have all contributed to a sense of plenitudinous variety in the possibilities of Scottish literary expression which is as apparent in the early Middle Ages as it is in our age when Scottish poets may publish collections which mix work in English and Scots and when the range of linguistic possibilities for drama runs from Liz Lochhead’s energetic Scots Tartuffe to Douglas Dunn’s decorously Englished Racine.

Once upon a time writers such as Hugh Blair or Edwin Muir anxiously maintained that a national literature had to be written in a single, homogeneous language. The long history of Scottish literature proves them wrong. Individual writers may be committed to a language, but many like to listen in to as wide a linguistic spectrum as they can. This is not a faddishly postmodern attribute of Scottish writing, but something that draws on the resources of a centuries-old multilingual inheritance which, at once foreign and native to today’s Scottish writers, has shaped our ways of reading and writing.

Without concealing struggles between different language communities, Scotland’s Books crosses between languages, rather than quarantining each of Scotland’s literary tongues. I have tried to do justice to the linguistic spectrum, without suggesting that every Scottish author is polylingual, well read in all Scottish predecessors, or corresponds to some one-size-fits-all paradigm. In the medieval period especially, struggles between Scotland’s language communities could be bloody, though then as later the quarrels might be cultural, religious and intellectual too. Whereas in the early Middle Ages Gaelic might have been heard across all the land later termed Scotland, today it is spoken and read fluently by perhaps 1 per cent of the population. The medieval Norse language of the Viking-settled Northern Isles and parts of the mainland survives only in place names and in a small, distinguished corpus of literary texts. Little remains in the modern Lowlands of the Welsh and French once associated with ruling elites in parts of medieval Scotland. If the Old English language of the splendidly carved Ruthwell Cross in what is now south-west Scotland indicates that English too is one of Scotland’s ancient languages, then in Scotland it evolved into what we call the Scots tongue, whereas in England it became what we now call the English language.

Linguistically, modern Scots and English are branches growing from a common tree. English speakers often regard Scots as a dialect of English – arguments over such terminology can go on too long, and can too readily tend towards the belligerent or the comatose. Latin, one of the most persistent of Scotland’s ancient languages, remained a (and often the) medium of instruction in schools and universities until the mid-eighteenth century; it has played a crucial role in Scottish literature, and the present book argues that it has mattered not just in poetry but also in drama and in the development of the novel.

If there are signs of Latin and Gaelic holding different kinds of authority in early Scotland, then in more recent times Gaelic and Scots were repressed by the English-language state-educational apparatus. In the twenty-first century there are several Gaelic-medium schools, and several universities teach Gaelic language, literature and culture; Scots is paid at least lip service, and sometimes more, in many schools and is studied in academia. The state-educational apparatus in our own day is more intent on repressing Latin, though the great Scottish tradition of the Classics, however officially sidelined, has been a significant component in the work of poets from Norman MacCaig, Ian Hamilton Finlay and Edwin Morgan to several younger writers. Almost every eighteenth-century Scottish schoolchild could have named Scotland’s greatest Latin author, but today it is hard to find anyone in Scotland who even knows his name, or the names of others once regarded as ‘Apollos of the north’.13

Self-harm is part of Scottish culture, and Scottish educators, for all their brilliance, often have a talent for cultural repression. If book-burning and even writer-burning were vigorously pursued by some Catholic authorities in medieval and early Renaissance Scotland, then the Protestant John Knox, whose Reformation did wonders for English prose, was a determined iconoclast and smasher-up whose work has at times been viewed as even more damaging. Schooling, indoctrination and cultural repression have routinely gone together in Scotland, as writers as different as the eighteenth-century Robert Fergusson and the twenty-first-century A. L. Kennedy have testified. Scotland’s Gaelic, Scots, Latin, English and other literary communities have at different times and in different ways felt the effect of this. Scottish literature is no freer from bigotry, misogyny, sectarianism and other vices than any other literature – and arguably has a more virulent line in invective than most. The tradition that nourished medieval ‘flytings’ – verbal-insult competitions between poets – is far from dead.

Sometimes, however, repressors get their comeuppance. Feminist scholarship has redrawn the map of Scottish literature in ways which have certainly benefited the present book but which would have horrified alike John Knox and the medieval Blind Hary. In presenting feminism as more important than nationalism or party politics in contemporary Scottish literature, I do not mean to suggest that all women writers have been or are committed exclusively to its cause, but that the strength of recent writing by women surely owes something to a growing, sometimes belated awareness of gender politics in Scotland – a consciousness present not only in writing by or about women. The opening of higher education to women in Scotland in the late nineteenth century was part of a social change which was felt even by those who did not go to university or live to see the advent of universal suffrage. Margaret Oliphant’s late Victorian story ‘The Library Window’ is moving not least for its image of a nineteenth-century girl gazing and gazing into a university scholar’s room from which she seems forever excluded.

Distinguished eighteenth-century Scottish academic men – Adam Smith, Hugh Blair and others – pioneered the teaching of English literary texts and initiated the export of ‘Eng. Lit.’ to the world’s universities. Yet no sooner had these Scottish professors, who were anxious for their ambitious students to write ‘proper English’, pronounced distinctively Scots language virtually extinct than Robert Burns (an educated man with little patience for college classes) established himself as the greatest poet ever to use the Scots tongue in literature. For every thousand people today who know the name of Robert Burns, there is perhaps one who knows the name of Professor Hugh Blair. Repeatedly, attempts by Scottish authorities to repress aspects of Scotland’s own cultural, linguistic or literary heritage have (thank God) failed miserably. I remember at school being told by a teacher never to say ‘aye’ or ‘uhuh’ when I meant ‘yes’. That teacher has since met his match in the work of a host of contemporary Scottish writers who delight to deploy forms of often urban Scots language once regarded as fit only for the gutter.

Yet to treat writing in Scots, or Latin, or Gaelic, or English as somehow more ‘authentically Scottish’ than writing in other languages of Scotland is misguided. No single language has a monopoly on authenticity, virtue or resentment. The sophisticated English prose of Spark or of A. L. Kennedy is as much part of Scottish literature as the Gaelic of Sorley MacLean or the Scots-inflected fiction of Irvine Welsh. There are many kinds of Scottish literature. Though I am most attracted to some tones of Scottish voice which, however complexly, seem to articulate a democratic impulse, this book also tries to do justice to work produced by sometimes royal or lairdly men and women whose mindsets were far from those of Robert Burns or Janice Galloway or James Kelman or Kathleen Jamie.

Elements of Scottish literature are certainly enjoyed around the world, with or without the swish of a kilt, but there are still very few places on earth where you can get a good education in the subject. As someone who managed to go through two university degrees in English (one in Scotland, one in England) without ever formally studying the literature of my own country, I know what it can mean to grow up deprived of what might have been an inheritance. I have tried to do some work to regain and make available that inheritance, which can belong to anyone who wants it. Scotland’s Books aims to supply in manageable bulk the beginning of an education in its subject. Sometimes the works quoted or discussed can be hard to locate. For people who wish to track them down, I have supplied endnotes giving the sources: sensible notes are about sharing knowledge, not about pedantry. Where space and narrative flow allowed, I have given original quotations the dignity of standing in their own language, with English translations or glosses supplied when needed. This is one of several ways of reminding readers of the multiple traditions which make up Scotland’s literature, even if it also reminds linguistically challenged readers like me that Scottish literature is sometimes complexly ravelled and unravelled.

There is often a journalistic temptation to airbrush away the sheer plenitudinous multiplicity of imaginative writing by all the stay-at-homes, incomers and outgoers, all the royals, rebels and radicals who through their artistry in several languages have contributed over so many centuries to the literary history of Scotland. I hope that, without sacrificing readability, this book escapes such a temptation, and is alert to the risk of a lazy perception that to be Scottish is somehow to be wild, barbaric and macho. Some Scots can even feel nostalgic for this lazy perception, as if Scotland meant only loud past glories and doomed-to-fail aboriginal virtue. It is easy to construct, through nostalgic mists, a vaguely noble, distant Scottish hero, pure, aboriginal, uncorrupted, male and barbarian, a subject for lament in the north.

For much of this Tacitus is to blame. In his account of his father-in-law, Agricola, which dates from AD 98, the Roman historian produced a work which marked not the first mention of the northern part of the island of Britain, but certainly the first sustained literary account of the territory and inhabitants of the land we now call Scotland. In writing about Roman campaigns in ‘Caledonia’, Tacitus also created literature’s first Scottish hero. One of the world’s earliest noble savages, this protagonist is ‘virtute et genere praestans nomine Calgacus’ (a man of outstanding valour and nobility named Calgacus). The name Calgacus may mean ‘The Swordsman’ (or possibly just ‘Shaggy’); it seems to have a genuine northern accent, perhaps being connected with the modern Gaelic ‘calgach’ – bristly, sharp-pointed, ardent. Calgacus’s address to his Caledonian troops as they prepare to fight the Romans is entirely Tacitus’s invention, and the Roman historian uses this noble northerner to criticize his own culture’s greed and excess. Following the traditions of Greek historiography, Tacitus creates for Calgacus a ringing piece of oratory, destined to be remembered for two millennia:

When I think hard about what makes us fight at this decisive moment, I am convinced that your united front today will be the dawn of liberty for the whole of Britain. All of you are mustered, all of you are free [… ] and we, the noblest people of all Britain, have stayed in her remotest parts, out of sight of subject shores, our eyes uncontaminated by contact with tyranny. Until today our very remoteness and obscurity have protected us. Ours are the last lands, and we are the last of the free [… ] The Romans [… ] are the world’s pillagers. Now they have scoured the land indiscriminately, they are turning their attention to the sea. A rich enemy makes them greedy; a poor one makes them hunger for power. Neither the East nor the West is enough for them. They alone hunger after riches and poverty alike. Looting, slaughter, and pillage are what they absurdly term ‘empire’; and where they make a desert, they call it peace.14

These last words (‘atque ubi solitudinem faciunt, pacem appellant’) still feature in dictionaries of quotations, and surely comprise the most famous apothegm in Tacitus. The passage remains disturbing as a critique of any dominant imperial power, and we may reasonably imagine that it had such an effect not just on its original audience, but also on later readers, such as those in the crushed post-Culloden eighteenth-century Scottish Highlands. Under different names, Calgacus would be rewritten by James ‘Ossian’ Macpherson and Walter Scott in Scotland, by James Fenimore Cooper in America, and by many others around the globe. As presented by Tacitus, Calgacus has already internalized some Roman imperial values; enunciating his thoughts in elegant Latin, he thinks of himself and his people as remote and obscure, peripheral. Yet he also stands against Roman imperialism, defending an ideal of freedom. Worthy of the scrutiny of the late Edward Said, Calgacus is all the more a noble savage because he loses to the Romans at the battle of Mons Graupius, whose very name, thanks to a later typographical error, gives us the topographical word ‘Grampian’.

Tacitus is responsible, then, not just for the modern designation of a northern area of the Scottish mainland but also for the stereotype of the Caledonian as a male noble savage, a virtuous, remote aboriginal whose ancient conduct represents something far better than the dominant ideology of modern life, but who, defeated, lost and admirably eloquent, can attract our often nostalgic admiration. William Wallace, Ossian and other Scottish heroes may be mapped on to Tacitus’s Calgacus. During and after the European Enlightenment era of Rousseau, noble savages were all the rage. Like James Boswell and numerous contemporaries, Walter Scott was aware of Calgacus as well as of Macpherson’s Ossian. Scott winks at both in, for instance, his novel The Antiquary.15 The Renaissance Scottish poet George Buchanan, like many others proud that the Romans had never conquered all Scotland, celebrated that fact in his wedding hymn for Mary, Queen of Scots. There have been countless examples of Scottish martial valour, but the wild noble savage of Tacitus can also at times become an ignoble savage, an emblem of Scottish masculinity at its worst. So, in our own era, we have both the noble Wallace of Braveheart and the insanely violent, ignoble ‘heidbanger’ Begbie of Irvine Welsh’s Trainspotting. Each one – the noble and the ignoble savage – is the flipside of the other. It is no accident that, eighteen centuries after Tacitus, both Jekyll and Hyde belong to the history of Scottish literature.

What we need now, though, is neither a survey of the line of Calgacus – a nostalgic procession of doomed and hirsute Scotsmen with their womenfolk abused, lost, or siphoned off from history – nor an attempt to excoriate Scotland’s ‘national pastime’ of nostalgia by trying (as some recent Scottish writers have attempted to do) to forget about history entirely, and banish literary history to the remoter recesses of the university seminar room.16 Instead what is needed is a wide-angled view of Scottish literary history that understands alike the riches of medieval writing, the sixteenth-century origins of the Scottish novel, the importance of ecological thought in more than one Scottish literary tradition, and the polylingual glories and longevity of what is now our literary inheritance. What all who care about Scottish literature need is a sense of the full confidence of cultural memory, that confidence of memory which is essential not least to the art of poetry and to the art of any flourishing culture. I hope Scotland’s Books contributes to that end.
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A detail from the lower shaft of the eighth-century Ruthwell Cross. Now housed in the parish church of Ruthwell, Dumfriesshire, the Cross originally stood out of doors nearby. It carries runic inscriptions which present the earliest surviving passages from a version of one of the greatest poems in Old English, ‘The Dream of the Rood’. (Photograph by Hamish Brown from the Hamish Brown Collection, St Andrews University Library, HMB-N-RuthwellCross-24A)
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Hungry mice, fires, insects and critical judgement have all played their part in the transmission of Scotland’s earliest literature – the work produced in the seven centuries or so before the 1320 Declaration of Arbroath asserted Scottish independence. Sometimes stones have preserved individual words or pieces of poetry, and manuscripts have been guarded with cunning.1 At other times, though, lines of oral or written transmission have come to an end; not just individual works but entire languages have vanished. Parts of Scotland have been settled for over ninety centuries. Beautiful stone monuments such as those of Neolithic Orkney have survived for five millennia, but the earliest extant written materials were produced by immigrants nearly 2000 years ago. From prehistory onwards all communities in Scotland began as immigrant communities. The Roman invasion of mainland Britain brought to the middle of the island not only Mediterranean and Germanic Europeans, but also Syrians and Africans as part of the military forces stationed along Hadrian’s Wall. There they built shrines to Mithras, Ashtoreth, Jupiter and the Roman pantheon of gods, as well as to local deities. As conquerors, they made overtures to the surrounding population. Inscribed documents, wooden tablets of hollowed-out Scots pine filled with wax, were discovered wonderfully preserved in waterlogged pits near Hadrian’s Wall in the 1970s. These include shopping lists, personal letters, and material about a recruitment drive aimed at attracting members of the Anavionenses. Recruiters wanted this tribe, who lived around the River Annan in what is now southern Scotland, to join the Roman army.2

Some of the Roman forces moved northwards up the island, fighting and bribing the tribes of ‘Caledonia’, a Latin name which later came to be applied to what we now call Scotland. In AD 142–3 the Romans erected the Antonine Wall. Built of turf on a sandstone base, it ran for thirty-seven miles between the Firths of Forth and Clyde. Parts of it can still be seen. Never occupied for long, it was designed, like Hadrian’s Wall, not as an absolute barrier but as a series of portals to control the movements of native peoples. This resulted in many kinds of contact between the locals and the incoming forces, who were sometimes from distant parts. We know from stone inscriptions, for instance, that the large, wet and windy Roman fort at Bar Hill near Kilsyth in the Scottish Lowlands was garrisoned by Syrian archers, then by soldiers from the Rhineland. Sometimes the incomers recorded their susceptibility to the place around them. One of five nearby altars erected by a Roman centurion is dedicated ‘GENIO TERRAE BRITANNICAE’ (‘To the Presiding Spirit of the Land of Britain’).3

Inscriptions like this – written by foreign conquerors in their imperial language – are scanty at best. Nothing we could regard as imaginative writing survives from Scotland before the sixth century, though occasionally a short inscription affords a glimpse of the people who passed across the landscape. Standing within the perimeter of Edinburgh airport is the (?fifth-century) Catstone of Kirkliston with its dedication to ‘VETTA’.4 In south-west Scotland, at Whithorn, St Nynia or Ninian (who trained in Gaul) was reputedly part of a very early Scottish Christian community. A local inscription dating from the very late fifth century consists of a monogram made up of the intertwined Greek letters chi and rho (the first two letters of Christ’s name), then some Latin words which can be translated as,

We praise thee, Lord. Latinus, aged 35, and his daughter, aged 4 years, made [this] sign here. [He is the] grandson of Barrovadus.5

These few words by a Romanized Briton are the oldest written record we have of an act of Christian worship in Scotland. Articulated on behalf of both male and female, bringing together three generations, they preserve a moment when father and daughter stood by the Solway Firth. It makes it all the more attractive to know that ‘Barrovadus’ was a British name meaning ‘Mole-Head’.

Drawing on several cultures, and fusing Greek and Latin with native elements, this Christian inscription is a suitable early emblem of polylingual Scottish literature. Christianity and monastic culture nourished the production of most of the early masterpieces of Scotland’s written art. Between them, the Romans and the Christians established Latin as Scotland’s most ancient literary language. There appears to have been vigorous oral composition going on in a rich brew of languages across the terrain of Scotland in this early medieval period, but for much of the Middle Ages hardly anyone other than Church personnel could read or write. As far back as we can go, and throughout Scotland’s literary history, works have been produced in this country in several tongues, sometimes operating independently, at other times influencing one another. Then as now, virtually all these languages have involved a considerable degree of interaction with oral or written literatures outside Scotland. Some, like Latin and in more recent times English, have been written across the known world of their day; others, such as Gaelic or Welsh, have had their closest links with other parts of the British Isles. Scotland’s literary works splendidly and not infrequently celebrate independence; yet even when they do so they also articulate through vocabulary, form, and content kinds of interdependence with many other countries and cultures.

So it should be no surprise that a lot of the early literary works associated with Scotland are written in the international language of Latin. Some of these poems and other written texts were probably produced on Í, better known as Iona, a three-mile-long Hebridean island to which the monk Columba sailed from Ireland in 563, and where he established a monastery. Although in the Middle Ages places accessible by boat were among the most easily reached, getting to Iona still takes time. Today, even after they get to Oban on the West Coast of the Scottish mainland, visitors must take a ferry, then travel thirty miles across the island of Mull to Fionnphort from where they sail over the Sound of Iona. If their timing is good, they step off the lowered bow of the landing craft when a wave has just receded. That way they arrive on Iona with dry feet.

Much of it rebuilt in the 1930s, the modern Iona Abbey is a reconstruction of substantial late medieval stone buildings. Columba’s monastery, with its wooden church, magna domus (communal building), and farmed plots bounded by a 400-metre-long earth rampart, looked very different. Nevertheless, on top of the rocky mound in front of the present-day Abbey’s western facade, archaeologists have unearthed what may well be the base of the small, raised wooden hut or tegorium where Columba worked during the day. Born the cousin of an Irish king, then trained as a monk, he appears to have gone into exile in his early forties, shortly after a battle in 561 which involved his family and their allies. Although Columba made periodic visits to Ireland, it is his activities on Iona where he wrote, worshipped, and guided a community of monks, which made him the most celebrated of Scottish saints. The work of his monastery nurtured a Columban family of other Christian foundations from the nearby island of Tiree to a constellation of Scottish and more distant, continental locations including Salzburg and present-day Switzerland. Even today on the shores of Lake Zurich there are small settlements called Stafa and Iona.

The community Columba founded soon became a substantial centre of literary production. On Iona, long before the invention of printing, manuscripts were copied by hand for study and dissemination. Although its handwritten originals are long lost or dispersed, the monks had a library of manuscript books. They kept these in chests to protect them from the elements and wildlife. There is evidence not just of a thorough knowledge of Latin texts on Iona, but also some interest in Greek lettering and vocabulary. Columba was recalled as powerfully busy, constantly attending to prayer, reading and writing. His example inspired a group of writers, poets and thinkers over several hundred years. An early eighth-century Iona manuscript survives in modern Switzerland, while it has been suggested that the seventh-century Latin text of the Gospels now known as The Book of Durrow was made on the small Hebridean island. The later, more celebrated Book of Kells with its magnificently complex ornamentation was probably begun on late seventh-century Iona, then taken from the island to Kells in Ireland by Columban monks fleeing Viking raiders. This would explain its being described in 1007 as ‘the great Gospel of Colm Cille [Gaelic for Columba], the chief relic of the Western World’.6

Complex and rich in its symbolism, the gospel Book of Kells (now in the Library of Trinity College, Dublin) manifests the Christian Word of God and celebrates that Word’s incarnation in flesh; it sings of the harmonious and diverse divine creation, its illustrations ranging from stylized, thick-bearded saints to rats, cats, proud hens and a cockerel. One of the treasures of early medieval European manuscript culture, the Book of Kells has been described as the world’s most beautiful book and is a two-dimensional counterpart to Iona’s later, splendid carved stone crosses. The exact origins of many of the early works linked to Iona are uncertain, but there is overwhelming evidence for the island as a crucial source for some of Scotland’s first surviving Christian writings. Pre-eminent among these is the Latin poem known by its opening words, ‘Altus prosator’. Magnificently translated by Edwin Morgan in the early 1990s, this is a poem to set beside the Book of Kells. It now stands at the head of several anthologies of Scottish verse.7 Although it possibly dates from the seventh century, modern commentators have regarded its attribution to Columba as defensible.8

The ‘Altus Prosator’ is a rich and intricate hymn of Christian praise. Far older than the great medieval cathedrals of St Andrews or Glasgow, it nevertheless carries their sense of amplitude and awe. An abecedarian poem, its six-line stanzas begin in turn with each of the twenty-four letters, from A to Z, of the Latin alphabet. This work, attuned to the God who is ‘alpha and omega, the beginning and the end’, and to the twenty-four hours that measure the human day, speaks through its form of God’s power over time and space.9 Running from the creation of the universe and the ensuing Fall of Man to the Apocalypse and the final Day of Judgment, it is the product of an imagination richly nourished by that lectio divina (‘holy reading’) recommended to monks by St Augustine and others as a way of attuning the reader to the guiding movement of God’s Holy Word.

Such an internal attunement to scripture can be heard from the poem’s very first line, ‘Altus prosator vetustus dierum et ingenitus’ (‘Ancient exalted seed-scatterer whom time gave no progenitor’). The phrase ‘vetustus dierum’ (‘Ancient of Days’, as the Authorized Version of the Bible has it) comes from a Latin version of the Old Testament Book of Daniel. Throughout the poem revoicings of biblical phrases manifest a union with God’s Word. The acoustic of the ‘Altus Prosator’, its sound-patterning, reinforces a sense of bonding, of unity. Every line is made up of two half-lines of eight syllables, and the conclusion of each half-line rhymes with the end of the whole line, as ‘vetustus’ rhymes with ‘ingenitus’ above. So a sense of divine wholeness persists through this panoptic, alphabet-shaped work, despite its harsh accounts of evil, hellish torments, and demonic battles where ‘aeris spatium constipatur satellitum’ (‘the airy spaces were choked like drains with faeces’). What the poem calls ‘world harmony’ (‘mundi… harmoniam’) is articulated through its own structure. If it praises a God who is a ‘prosator’ (‘seed-scatterer’) and follows His words, then it also partakes of His power in its creation and dissemination of new words in a way that, though less extreme, suggests the ‘Hisperic Latin’ which proliferated in seventh-century Irish Latin poetry, rejoicing in neologisms and strange vocabulary. Highly
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