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250 The Literature of Scotland

and their ministers, for in the carly days they were harried by their land-
lords and forced to worship on the open hillside. They survived,
~ however, to form a General Assembly and a parallel organisation of
their own, even down to schools and overseas missions. The Free Kirk
was particularly successful in the Highlands, much to the dismay of the
landowners, and its radical tendency immediately made itself felt in
votes for the Liberal Party that unscated many established Tory
members. In other respects, however, the Protestant cthic was entirely
in tunc with the pursuit of profit and the age’s materialistic belief that
cvery man should make his way by dint of personal initiative,
‘respectability’ and hard work. Thousands of Scots took this course by
leaving home, and skilled, unskilled, Highland and Lowland alike, they
spread throughout the British Empire to become a byword - both
loved and hated for their ambition, hardiness and ingenuity.

By the 1880s Scotland was indisputably part of British Victorian
industrial socicty, yet the Scots’ own sense of their cultural differences
from England had not died out. Thus, when the country’s prosperity
was most fully centred on heavy industry in the urban arcas, there grew
up a voguc for ‘cabbage-patch’ literature — backward-looking and
sentimentally rustic tales extolling simple ‘Scotch’ folk, pawky humour
and ‘honest’ fecling. When Queen Victoria built Balmoral in 1855, it
confirmed an English vogue for tourism, tartan and turrets in the
north, and ‘Scottish baronial’ architecture in the same style appeared
throughout the country in a rash of railway stations and hotels. A
monument to Wallace towered over the plain at Stirling; the new
railway statdon at Edinburgh was called ‘Waverley’, and the Scott
monument commanded Princes Street like a mislocated cathedral spirc.
Burns had his monument in Auld Reekic too, and Burns Associations
were formed throughout the world to promulgate his works and to
consume a ritual supper each ycar on the anniversary of his birth. The
typical ‘canny Scotsman’ began to appear in the press with a famous
Punch cartoon in 1860 along the lines of: ‘I hadna been in London
mair than half-an-hour, when bang! went saxpence!” This northern
counterpart to John Bull - staid, bewhiskered and famously cautious
with his money - has more in common with his petit bourgcois
Victorian inventors than he has with an older, prouder and more
volatile Scottish spirit.

Not all was tartan ribbons and bardolatry, however, and national
fecling took a political dimension too, for the Association for the
Vindication of Scottish Rights was formed in 1853, and, of course, the
Disruption of the Kirk had already served to remind folk of old Scottish
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values. When those crofters on Skye resisted eviction by physical force,
they were aware that similar action had made nationalism a potent
political issue in Ireland, and so the Highland Land League was formed
along Irish lines to press for reform. In the face of the ‘Irish question’
to the west and the so-called ‘Crofters® War’ to the north, the Liberal
government was pleased to make concessions by passing the Crofters’
Act. When the government fell after the failure of the Irish Home Rule
Bill in 1886, Liberal and nationalist opinion in Scotland was further
stimulated and an all-party Home Rule Association was formed to
promote political independence. Their case did not have the urgency or
the violence of the Irish movement, but it contained a separatist and a
nationalist fceling which has played a part in Scottish politics ever since.
Although the century began in Scotland with Walter Scott’s verse
romances, there was no poet to match the achievement of Burns, nor
was there any Scottish equivalent to the English Romantic poets,
unless, of course, George Gordon, the sixth Lord Byron
(1788-1824) is seen as a Scottish writer. This claim is not as eccentric
as it may seem, for Byron’s early childhood was spent in Scotland - he
attended Aberdeen Grammar School and his mother was Elizabeth
Gordon of Gight, an unstable member of an unstable family from
Donside. He himself claimed to be ‘half a Scot by birth and bred / A
whole one’ (Don Juan), and T. S. Eliot believed there was a particularly
Calvinist element in his delight in posing as a damned creature.
Gregory Smith identified Byron’s mercurial temperament with the
‘clean contrair’ spirit of the Scottish sensibility, and it must be admit-
ted that the poet’s swift transitions from pathos to mockery, or from
moral satire to sclf-deflating parody, scarcely correspond to an English
conception of litcrary decorum. Not that his origins helped him when
the pontifical Edinburgh Review rcported on his collection of poems
Hours of Idlenessin 1808, to note a flatness in his verses ‘as if they were
so much stagnant water’. Within a year Byron had rctaliated with his
lengthy satirc English Bards and Scotch Reviewers in which he lambasted
the editor Francis Jeffrey, his magazine and almost every other author
in Britain - including Walter Scott whom he accuses of foisting his
‘stale romance’ on public taste. Byron’s complex relationship with
Scotland can be developed at greater length, but for present purposes
his career must be left to the realm of English letters, where he came
to promincnce with Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage in 1812 to join Walter
Scott, no less, as one of the most famous writers in Europe.
Notwithstanding Byron’s fame and Scott’s carly success in verse, the
medium of the age in Scotland was undoubtedly prose, and the spread
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294 The Literasure of Scotland

index to the world’, Balwhidder assures us sercnely, and no doubt
Galt’s urban readers allowed themselves a smile at his parish-pump

priorities:
The Ann. Dom. 1763, was, in many a respect, 2 memorable year, both in

public and in private. The king granted peace to the French, and Charlie
Malcolm, that went to sea in the Tobacco trader, came home to scc his

mother.

Yet Galt has the eye of a social historian, and these amusing chronicles

accumulate a host of minor but significant details in fashion, econom-

ics, manners and politics as the old ways of speaking and living gradu-

ally changed during the second half of the eighteenth century. Galt’s

intention was to chart the recent past just as Scott claimed to have done

with Waverley, Guy Mannering and The Antiguary, and it can be

argued that his diaristic approach allowed him to do a better job

without (apparently) imposing his own voice on that of his characters.

In this respect Galt, like Hogg, shows a clear interest in plural voices
and limited and multiple narratives. The autobiographical style also
suited Galt’s strengths as a writer because it allowed him to use the
distinctive rhythms of Lowland speech (in Scots or English) as his
central narrative medium, with plenty of scope for broad Scots and
proverbial expression. He uses a denser dialect than Scott allowed
himself — amounting to a tour de force in the case of Lady Grippy in The
Entail — and this oral flow, with its encapsulation of regional and
national attitudes, lies at the ironic heart of Galt’s understanding of
how ‘voice’ reveals character, and how that “local’ voice can be used to
make double-edged social comments on the wider world of his more
sophisticated readers.

The Entail (1823) completes Galt’s sequence of major Scottish
books and it is closer to a conventional novel in that it abandons the
autobiographical mask and follows the fortunes of a single family over
three generations and a forty-year period. As a study of the ties of
property, avarice and affection in the rise and fall of a self-made man,
and in the legal disputes within the family after his death, The Entasl
has been seen as a forerunner in the line of Balzac, Dickens, Zola,
Hardy and Galsworthy. It has a claim to be Galt’s most powerful novel,
if less fully realised than Annals; yet, while Scott, Byron, Coleridge and
Jeffrey had all admired the Scottish series, there were also complaints
about the latest book’s ‘sordidness’ and its impenetrable dialect. It was
not reprinted in the author’s lifetime. Galt stepped up his output of
fiction with four more novels using Scottish settings and three histori-
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cal novels all within four years of 1822, but, not surprisin
thin f ) gly, thesc
;\:::(s scem hastily written and were less successful than their precur-
Ringan Gilbaize (1823), however, is notable as an imaginati
aflto.biogmphy, this time in a grim and tragic mode. (;th\‘\:r:sm»:;gtltlf:?:z
vindicate the Covenanting spirit, ‘hugely provoked’, in Galt’s words
by Old Mortality and by what he felt to be Scott’s ridicule of the
defenders of the Presbyterian Church and their sufferings over more
th:m three generations. This time Galt immersed himself totally in the
mind and voice of his narrator — full of long phrases, ringing with bibli-
Fal rhythms .and echoes, as he asserts, I have not taken up the aveng-
ing pen of hx:r.tgry, and dipped it in the blood of martyrs, to record on?y
my own gamgxlar woes and wrong.” There is no hint of comic or ironic
distance in Ringan’s savage experiences and in his ultimately successful
quest to shoot Claverhouse down. Galt’s achievement is to let that
u'(.)n-hard, obsessive nature speak for itself, without apology and
without entirely forfeiting the reader’s sympathy. He was particularl
Proud of this technique of what he called imaginative ‘transfusion’ bu{
;t :t;arsi.or:lot ﬁtltlly understood by readers and the novel got little crcdi’t for
s attempt to come to terms wi i
themes in the Scl:)ottish inheritance. ith some of the most painfu
Galt’s success was on the wane and his best books we i i
Between 1825 and 1829 he worked in Ontario as sup:i::)tec}rl:::niufl':x:
the Canada Company, but his health was poor and problems with the
bqard (?f directors led to resignation, bankruptcy, and a spell in debtors’
ﬁ;};og le If?tdg:; He continued to write, but a series of strokes in his
-fifties left him an invalid, and i
where he dicd five years later. in 1854 he retumed to Greenock,
Pcrh.aps thc_ popularity of Galt’s early Scottish novels obscured the
subtletics of his approach to imaginative biography, and the importance
of sympathy in the chain of ironic distances that he established between
author, ‘narrator’ and reader. His successors scttled for much broader
Fffcct.:s, a_lmost exclusively in the vein of domestic comedy. The first ste
in this direction was taken by David Macbeth Moir (1798-1851) S
fne-nd and biographer of Galt’s and a doctor in Musselburgh nc,ar
Edinburgh. Moir contributed regularly to Blackwood’s with both prosc
and poctry under the nom de plume of ‘Delta’, or A. His best-known
book, The Life of Mansie Wasch, Tailor of Dalkeith ‘written by himself’
began as a series for the magazine in 1824 and was published as a book,
four years later. These small-town ‘memoirs’ were dedicated to Galt
but they lack the older man’s sense of perspective and social irony. Th(g
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result is closer to genre literature, and the pattern was set for the
“Kailyard’ and a Victorian vogue in Scottish ‘worthies’.

Sentimentalists and Spasmodics

By the 1850s nationalism had become a revolutionary force in Europe,
but once the social and political unrest of the 1820s had passed,
Lowland Scottish culrure was to remain remarkably complacent for the
rest of the century. The British Empire was thriving, after all, and many
Scots were its bencficiaries and its active agents both at home and
abroad. And if Scott’s novels had a patriotic appeal, they had always
been romantic, conservative and Unionist in the end. On the other
hand, Patrick Fraser Tytler’s History of Scotland (1823-43) gave schol-
arly support to a popular understanding of how the nation had evolved
and defended its frontiers, while the Disruption had done much the
same for the old values of the Kirk, and movements such as the
Association for the Vindication of Scottish Rights were formed to
attack the centralisation of government around Westminster interests.
Yet somehow these scholarly, religious and political stirrings never
came together to achieve any truly effective culrural or political expres-
sion. With poetry in particular, the distinctively Scottish tradition
seems to have completely lost its way.

Carolina Oliphant, Lady Nairne (1766-1845), disguised as ‘Mrs
Bogan of Bogan’, had written and adapted many Scots songs for The
Scortish Minstrel in the early 1820s. Her work is genteel and pastoral or
suffused with the nostalgic parlour Jacobitism which Hugh Millar
memorably characterised as ‘a sort of laughing gas’, agreeably exciting
to the feelings. ‘Will ye po’ come back again?’, ‘Caller Herrin”, ‘The
Hundred Pipers’ and ‘The Land o’ the Leal’ are stll sung today. The
various Whistle-Binkie anthologies from 1832 to 1890, subtitled ‘A
Collection of Songs for the Social Circle’ have lasted less well (with the
possible exception of ‘Wee Willie Winkic’) and the title has provided a
generic label for all such milk-and-water vernacular verse, in a senti-
mental, complacent and utterly trivialised notion of what poctry might
be. On the other hand, the only alternative seemed to be the sub-
Miltonic rhetoric of epics such as 4 Life-Drama, which appeared in
1851. Its author, Alexander Smith (1830-67), a working-class lace-
pattern-maker from Kilmarnock, was immediately hailed by the critics
for the portentous ambition of his English verse, although he was
accused of plagiarising from Tennyson after his second collection, City
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Poems, appeared in 1857. His early literary ¢ i
as secretary to the University of E()i,inburglz mff;)gt;: cl?;e:el::]s ::opgjs \
relatively young. Smith also wrote essays, most not;bly the collecti .
Dreamzthorp (1863), susceptible to the beauty of the world 03
hauqtcd by thc' fleeting nature of human life in the manner ofalr:is
?drmrcd Mont.mgnc. He also produced personal reminiscences of Skye
in A §ummer in Skye (1865) and a novel. He is best remembered toda
gor his poem ‘Glafgow’, which tackles the reality of urban life in centra}l'
cotland, recognising the pains of industrial labour for many thou-

sands, but seeing a hellish glo: ¢
] ry and a ‘sacred s -
the city’s ‘noise and smoky breath’: ness of love and death” in

In thee, O City! 1 discern
Another beauty, sad and stern.

Draw thy fierce strecams of blinding ore

Smite on a thousand anvils, roar ‘
Down to the harbour-bars;

Smou!dcr in smoky sunsets, flare

On rainy nights, with strect and square
Lie empty to the stars.

From terrace proud to alley base

I know thee as my mother’s face.

When sunset bathes thee in his gold,
In wreaths of bronze thy sides are rolled
Thy smoke is dusky fire; ’
And, from d}C glory round thee pourcd,
A suqbcam like an angel’s sword
ThShlvcrs upon a spire.
us have I watched thee, Terror! Dream!
While the blue Night crept up the strcam..

The wild Train plunges in the hi
He shricks across the midnigh:h;?lfs"

_ Streams through the shifting gl:u"c
The roar and flap of foundry fires, ’
That shake with light the slecping shires;

Smith’s vein of extravagantly heated cx i i

e pression had a certai
however, even if it was pronc to occasionally turgid lines scrf-i‘:g:-’
tant solemq and a second-hand Romantic inflation. This,was a faﬁm
shared by his English contemporaries, Philip Bailey and Sydne Dobeﬂg
so that they all came to be known as the ‘Spasmodic school’ ’ ’

The ‘Spasmodics’ were christened and parodied by W. E. Aytoun




