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    Irvine Welsh was born in Leith, the portside area of Edinburgh, in 1958. When Welsh was four his family were granted social housing and they moved to Muirhouse. Welsh left school at 16 and worked as an electrician until he sustained an injury and decided to leave the trade. He moved to London in 1978 and became active in the counter-cultural punk scene. In the 1980s Welsh returned to Edinburgh to work for the social housing department, before studying for his MBA at Herriot-Watt University.


    After Welsh returned to Edinburgh, he found some old diaries and drafted what would become his best-known novel, Trainspotting. The book follows a small group of friends and the ties that bind them, from their heroin addictions to their social upbringings, their lives in council flats and the AIDS epidemic. In 1993 Secker and Warburg decided to publish the novel, despite believing it would be a commercial failure. The brutality of the book offended many critics, and Trainspotting was rejected for the Booker Prize shortlist. Despite this, Trainspotting propelled Welsh to fame and was turned into a movie of the same name, directed by Danny Boyle. Welsh continued to write fiction which retains the same influences as Trainspotting, and in the early 2000s he moved into screenwriting.

  


  
    TRAINSPOTTING


    A SOCIAL HISTORY OF SCOTTISH DRUG ADDICTION


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Welsh, I. (1999) Trainspotting. London: Vintage Classics.


      	1st edition: 1993


      	Themes: working-class society, isolation, drug addiction, freedom, choice

    


    The narration of Trainspotting is fragmented, reflecting the broken existence of the characters. The novel opens with a section narrated by Mark (also known and Renton, Rent-boy and Rents). Mark is the primary narrator of Trainspotting, although there are sections from Simon’s (aka Sick Boy’s) point of view, as well as others such as Nina, Mark’s cousin. The story charts the ebb and flow of Mark and his friends’ heroin addictions, recording their efforts to quit, the death of his friends’ baby through neglect, their worsening physical and social conditions and eventually the spread of AIDS through the city. Renton attempts to leave Edinburgh for London to shed his friends’ co-dependent drug habit but realises that he is in too deep when he gets involved in a drug sale. In a last-ditch effort to free himself of their influence, Mark steals from his friends, including the psychopathic Francis Begbie, and leaves to create a new life in Amsterdam. Whether Mark or anyone else in Trainspotting will ever be truly free of heroin is a question that Welsh leaves the reader to decide.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    SPIRALLING ADDICTION


    Mark is watching a movie with Sick Boy, who feels symptoms of withdrawal, and insists that they go to visit Johnny Swan, the local dealer, and an addict himself. “Nae friends in this game,” Mark remembers Johnny telling him. “Jist associates” (p. 6). Mark shoots up and is carried away on a tide of pleasure. To Mark the heroin is like a beautiful sea, but he also knows the damage it causes: “More short-term sea, more long-term poison” (p. 14). Attempting to quit, Mark barricades himself into an apartment with provisions. However, his effort is short-lived and, unable to find any heroin, Mark settles for opium, sourced from a dealer he despises. When the diarrhoea he suffers removes the opium from his system, Mark dives headfirst into a toilet to retrieve the drug, showing the desperation of the addiction he suffers. When the group are shooting up at Lesley’s house, her baby, Dawn, dies. The cause of death is ambiguous, but it is implied that she was neglected while the group were taking drugs. Sick Boy cries, and as Mark looks at him, he realises that he was Dawn’s father. The group try to ignore Dawn’s death by injecting more heroin. Referencing the chapter title ‘It Goes Without Saying’, Mark takes the first shot despite Lesley’s distress, showing how ingrained their addiction is. Mark’s mother shows up at his door and cries through the keyhole, but Mark does not answer, claiming that he loves her so much he wishes she had another son, because he does not think he can change. In ‘The Glass’, we are introduced to Mark’s friend Begbie, who incites a violent pub brawl. Mark knows that Begbie is a psychopath but feels bound to him through friendship. The narration shifts to Tommy. When he goes to an Iggy Pop concert on his girlfriend’s birthday, she breaks up with him, and Tommy turns to Mark for heroin, which he supplies, only dimly conscious of the addiction that he is beginning. In ‘The First Shag in Ages’, Mark briefly gives up heroin. He has sex with a 14-year-old, though he is unaware of her age at first, and despite his fright when he discovers that she is a schoolgirl, he has sex with her again. When walking through a park Mark tries to kill some squirrels, but Spud stops him, comparing their innocence to Dawn’s. Mark apologises to Spud, and the pair hug, forgiving each other.


    RELAPSE


    Mark and Spud go to court for stealing books. The judge suspends Mark’s sentence because of his efforts to quit heroin, while Spud gets a ten-month sentence. Unable to celebrate his escape, Mark leaves the pub where his parents and friends are drinking to go to Johnny Swan’s, for “ONE hit, jist ONE FUCKIN hit tae git us ower this long, hard, day” (p. 177). In ‘Searching for the Inner Man’, Mark confesses the source of his heroin addiction, and his history with ineffective counsellors: “Ah despised masel and the world because ah failed tae face up tae ma ain, and life’s, limitations.” (p. 185). Mark’s depression causes him to look to heroin to fill his inner void. After this diatribe, Mark overdoses and is taken home by his mother and father. In withdrawal he sees visions of Dawn, and she accuses him of killing her. Then Mark attempts to return to normalcy, but the inane tedium of it depresses him. Mark’s older brother, Billy, dies and after the funeral Mark has sex with Billy’s pregnant girlfriend, Sharon. Mark blames the politicians at Westminster for killing Billy, rather than the working-class Republicans. In ‘Bad Blood’, Welsh returns to the topic of HIV in Scotland through the eyes of Davy. His girlfriend was raped by a man with HIV, and then gave him the disease. Davy pretends to befriend the man, but while he is on his deathbed Davy tortures him with pictures of his child. Davy tells the man that he raped his son and then murdered him, while in truth he merely drugged the child and took pictures. Davy then smothers him, and with his revenge complete he finally begins to process and accept his life with HIV. Alison and Kelly get into a fight with construction workers, and Kelly wonders why men are only decent when they are in the minority. In the next chapter, Mark joins in the bullying that occurs when Kelly gets a fake phone call at work, asking for a ‘Mark Hunt’ (which sounds like ‘my cunt’ in a Scottish accent). Mark looks around and realises how unpleasant the laughter is while tears well up in Kelly’s eyes.


    DISEASE AND DEATH


    Matty dies of toxoplasmosis, which he contracts from a kitten he adopted and then mistreated, never cleaning up after it and allowing its faeces to lie around the house. Matty never knew he had HIV, but Gav tells Mark that it created an abscess in his brain. At the funeral Alison vows to keep clean, and Mark agrees, saying “Wir aw gaunnae be wiped oot if we dinnae git it thegither” (p. 291). Mark avoids drugs when he is in London, finding a new boredom in the drugs scene he is so accustomed to. Back in Edinburgh, Kelly is working in the pub while studying for her degree. When upper- to middle-class English men come into the pub and harass her, she mixes their food with her tampons, urinates in their wine and finally serves excrement with their profiteroles. As a result of this incident, Kelly decides that morality is relative. Mark returns to Leith at Christmas and meets Francis Begbie, his psychopathic school friend. He tells Mark that Tommy has HIV and that he should visit him. Mark and Begbie walk up to the train station and meet Begbie’s father, an alcoholic. Begbie assaults the next man they meet, leaving him prostrate. Mark goes to visit Johnny Swan, whose leg has been amputated. Johnny is in good spirits, but when Mark refuses to give in to his nostalgia he becomes bitter. Later Johnny turns to begging, pretending to be an ex-soldier, gloating about the profit and the methadone he receives from the NHS. Meanwhile, Mark goes to visit Tommy in the council flat he is forced to live in. Tommy is surrounded by insults spray-painted on his door, such as “PLAGUER” and “JUNKY” (p. 315). Tommy resents Mark for getting him hooked on heroin and still being clean. Feeling guilty, Mark gives Tommy money. Begbie, Sick Boy, Mark and Spud become involved in a small heroin deal, and on their way to London Mark starts using again to control his nerves. However, when they make the deal in London, Mark double crosses his friends and steals the money. Mark books a ferry to Amsterdam, hoping to start a new life away from Leith, but it is unclear if he will ever truly escape heroin.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    MARK/RENTON


    The protagonist of Trainspotting is a cynical character. Mark has a dark outlook on normal life, reflected in his monologue on the monotony of the average life, where he claims: “Well I choose not tae choose life” (p. 187). Heroin has replaced other forms of intimacy for Mark, and unable to find any romantic fulfilment due to his heroin use, he also gradually becomes estranged from his friends, believing that they are all just associates in pursuit of another kick. Mark’s family add to his isolation, from his mentally incapacitated brother, his father and older brother’s Unionist politics and his parents’ love of reality television and bingo. Mark ultimately attempts to break with heroin by betraying his friends and leaving Leith behind.


    SIMON/SICK BOY


    Sick Boy is a cold and callous womaniser who often sees himself as a James Bond character. With his good looks and charm, Sick Boy is a natural con artist and often steals from the women he sleeps with. Sick Boy is also Dawn’s father, and though he denies responsibility at the time, it is implied that he feels guilty about her death. Sick Boy effortlessly moves through life and manipulates Mark’s parents to see him as a shining example to their son, a man who would never touch drugs outside of a youthful experimentation. A slippery, seemingly untouchable and immoral pimp, Sick Boy is a representation of what Mark could be if he did not have a conscience.


    DANNY/SPUD


    The innocent soul of Trainspotting, Spud is depicted as a well-meaning and good-hearted, if not very clever person, who is the last remnant of goodness in the middle of Mark’s heroin addiction. It is Spud who asks his friends to stand by Lesley and flush the heroin down the toilet when Dawn dies, and it is Spud who stops Mark from murdering the squirrels in the park. However, he seems ill-equipped to participate in normal life. Unable to lie his way slickly through a job interview with the ease the Mark shows, he is honest, and as a result is rejected. Spud is also the one to be imprisoned for ten months after a theft, despite Mark’s involvement. He is the only person that Mark feels bad about betraying at the end of the novel.


    BEGBIE


    Francis Begbie is a psychopath, who represents the unbreakable ties that Mark has to Leith. Mark describes how in every school setting he was placed next to Franco (as he is nicknamed), until he worked his way up the academic stream, and Begbie was taken away to a juvenile detention centre. Begbie is not a heroin addict, and although he drinks heavily his true addiction seems to be to violence and holding power over others. Begbie claims to protect his friends, but Mark knows that Begbie’s real friends are other violent psychopaths. In ‘Strolling Through the Meadows’, Spud claims that Begbie “rapes” the men, “sort ay shafted us up oor erses n peyed us oaf,” when he forces them to carry out his violent attacks (p. 155). Mark admits that he pacifies Begbie in order not to become another victim. Mark uses Begbie’s violent nature to distance himself from Leith, from heroin and from his history.


    TOMMY


    Tommy is the most clean-cut of Mark’s friends. In the first half of the novel, Tommy represents someone who ‘chooses life.’ He is a football fan and a music lover, with a beautiful girlfriend who provokes envy in the other men. However, when Tommy prioritises an Iggy Pop concert over his relationship, his girlfriend, Liz, breaks up with him. Tommy takes heroin from Mark to shake the depression from his breakup, and his predisposition to the drug triggers an almost immediate addiction. Tommy’s life weighs on Mark’s mind in later chapters when he learns that Tommy has caught HIV from infected needles. “Tommy will not survive winter in West Granton,” Mark remarks from a position of privilege, visiting the situation that he was once in (p. 317). Mark gives Tommy money, but he cannot give him the heroin that he craves, as Mark has shaken his addiction by the time that Tommy is dying.
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