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Abstract

This thesis aims to prove that there exists in Scottish literature a previously undervalued, or
indeed, overlooked tradition of ‘psychosomatic supernaturalism’, which like other literary
traditions, refers to an evolving constellation of texts with similar themes, motifs and
techniques. It is widely accepted that the continued presence of supernatural elements is a
common feature in Scottish literature. However, the modifier ‘psychosomatic’, a term borrowed
from the field of psychiatry, designates those specific supernatural events or beings around
which accumulate sustained doubt as to whether their origins are in the actual or the
psychological. This supernatural/psychological tension — discussed but rarely analysed closely
by critics — occurs primarily in fiction throughout the national literary history from the
beginning of the nineteenth century to the present day. The evocation of this tension is a
subversive strategy, challenging realism and its associated modes of representation.

Perhaps the most renowned example of the tension occurs in James Hogg’s Private
Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824). However, Hogg wrote a number of
equally significant psychosomatic supernatural tales, including the novel The Three Perils of
Woman (1823), and the short story ‘The Brownie of the Black Haggs’ (1828). The start of the
nineteenth century marks the establishment of psychiatry, and the underlining of the distinction
between madness and supernatural forces, a demarcation that was previously hazy. This was
something Hogg was fully aware of, and as a writer with a documented interest in the
supernatural and folk tradition, and in evolving views on mental illness, his work forms the
starting point for the thesis. The development of this tradition throughout the nineteenth century
is subsequently traced. During this time ‘social realism’ is a prominent mode in fiction. There
are, however, critical and subversive exceptions to this in the work of writers such as Robert
Louis Stevenson, Margaret Oliphant and J.M. Barrie. The thesis considers their work, and then
examines how this tradition is manifested during the period now referred to by critics as the

Scottish Renaissance.

Late twentieth-century manifestations of the tradition are then analysed, against a

background of the increasing dominance of realism and its associated metanarratives in Scottish
fiction, and mass media contexts such as film and television. During this time, writers such as
Muriel Spark, Wilson Harris, Troy Kennedy Martin, Alasdair Gray, A.L. Kennedy and Ilain
Banks employ the tradition to interrogate the myths of Scottishness that realism perpetuates,
particularly those involving urban masculine working-class deprivation. Realism persists as the
dominant mode today. Yet this thesis examines the ways in which the tradition of

psychosomatic supernaturalism continues to maintain a dialogue with realist representation,

mterrogating from the inside, and evolving over time.
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Introduction

‘Art 1s a means of communication by which mind reaches out to mind across great gaps
of space and time, as well as across death.’

— Francis Hoylandl

‘We ask with the desponding and restless scepticism of Pilate, “what is truth”? but the
oracle that was so eloquent one moment, is dumb the next, or if it answers, it 1s with that

ambiguity that makes us dread we have to consult again — again — and forever — in
vain!’
— Charles Maturin, Melmoth the Wanderer’

Fiction and truth have always been incongruent concepts. Throughout Scottish literary
history, a number of texts have set out to examine and interrogate the very idea of
‘truth’ within fictional representation, refusing to identify glib answers or to present one
view of events. The texts examined in this thesis ‘consult the oracle’ via the presence of
an ambiguous and unresolved supernatural, yet unlike the narrator in Maturin’s novel,
expect no answers, and are unperturbed — and even liberated - by ambiguity and silence.
In terms of context and status, these texts ‘reach out across great gaps of space and
time’, yet their continuity in terms of shared themes and motifs justifies the claim that
they form a coherent, and previously obscured tradition in themselves. This ‘tradition’
does not form an untroubled and continuous story, from its first print manifestations in
the early nineteenth century to the multiple and divergent examples in various media
and genres 1n the present day. However, the word ‘tradition’ allows us to attempt to
describe a definite historical trajectory, and to read closely into a moving constellation
of texts, which evolves and transforms under different pressures. These texts are at
times connected self-consciously, and at times unconsciously by implicit motifs or ideas
that transfer and change from one text to another. On occasion, both forms of
connection are present. That the shifting but continuous connectedness of these texts
constitutes a tradition in its own right is the contention that will underlie the individual
close readings this thesis will present.

Throughout literary history, a concern with the representation of ‘truth’ is
evident, and from the late eighteenth century the realist mode in fiction has in some way
attempted to articulate a kind of truth, an actual and accurate representation of the

reality of the world and society to which the texts belong. Indeed, realism was first

defined in 1826 as ‘the literature of truth’.> The mode became established as a way of
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truth telling, however artful, and often more specifically an attempt to reflect and
critique the social order of the time. Perhaps the seminal study of realism has been Erich
Auerbach’s Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, where he
defines realism as the endeavour ‘to represent the most everyday phenomena of reality
In a serious and significant context’, to disregard previously ingrained notions of
appropriate ‘style’, and treat the everyday with as much gravity as the sublime.* In

Scottish fiction, realism has intermittently been prominent (albeit alongside self-

consciously non-realist modes) from the nineteenth century onwards, and, in keeping
with Auerbach’s definition, has regularly treated poverty with exceptional, even
excessive, piety. Inevitably, through this politically motivated attempt to tell the ‘truth’,
homogenising grand narratives about the identity of Scottish society have been
sustained and even created. This has been inherited by post-war twentieth-century
Scottish fiction, and the realist mode continues to influence and inform the narratives of

the nation, where urban working-class — and often violent — masculinity is an over-

familiar literary form of representation.

Yet these metanarratives of Scottish identity have not been unquestioningly
accepted. Continually, a number of writers have chosen to interrogate the dominance of
realism by adopting anti-realist strategies, such as the employment of an ambiguous
supernaturalism. It 1s my dissatisfaction with those texts in Scottish film, television and
fiction, lazily labelled and denigrated as ‘gritty urban working class realism’, that has
led me to the texts examined here, texts in which gender and class are not identity-
prescriptive. Since its inception in the late nineteenth century, realism has certainly
become a prominent mode, yet the habitual portrayal of Scottish culture as a bastion of
urban working class realism is more of a critical construct than a perceptive reflection of

the actuality of many of the texts labelled thus. In particular, press coverage of Scottish

film and fiction has contributed to this.” Furthermore, critic and writer of supernatural
tales herself, Margaret Elphinstone, argues that, ‘the unique status of Scottish fantasy
has been a well-established tenet of Scottish literature and criticism, but the dominant
genre at the end of the twentieth century is contemporary, urban and realistic’.® Another
example 1s the 1989 Canongate Classics short story collection edited by Carl
MacDougall, The Devil and the Giro. One possible interpretation of the title is that it
firmly distinguishes two identifiable themes at extreme ends of a vast cultural spectrum.
Yet, despite the many merits of this valuable collection, its title might equally 1mply

that the only two options available in Scottish shorter fiction are the traditional or
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religious supernatural or a working-class, even unemployed, secularism. This belies the

content and concerns of many of the stories the volume contains.

As MacDougall’s title suggests, it is equally predictable to cite the presence of
the supernatural as a characteristic of the Scottish literary tradition.” Tourist shops and
airports are awash with popular and kitsch textual representations of the supernatural in
Scotland, often pretending to be non-fiction, with titles such as Supernatural Scotland
and Scottish Witchcraft. Moreover, if a representation of the Scots is required outwith
Scotland, 1t is highly probable that the supernatural or at least superstitious tendencies

will accompany it, an unsubtle example being the 1954 film musical Brigadoon.
Consequently, the BBC’s 2004 series on Scottish literature, Writing Scotland, devoted
one of 1its eight episodes to ‘Other Worlds’, the presence of the supernatural. This was

placed alongside, and therefore given equal importance to, episodes on language, place,
and myth.

However, this thesis discusses a very specific type of supernatural representation
that has been sporadically and vaguely acknowledged but never fully examined, and

that constitutes nothing less than a tradition itself, This is what will be referred to here
as the ‘psychosomatic supernatural’. The term ‘psychosomatic’ is on loan from the field
of medicine, 1n which 1t is vaguely and variously defined. Generally, definitions point
towards a conjunction of the mind and the body, the corporeal and the psychological,
such as the Oxford English Dictionary definition, ‘involving or depending on both the
mind and the body’®, mirroring the co-presence of interpretations and sustained
ambiguity in these texts. ‘Psychosomatic’ will be used to designate a seemingly real
supernatural being or event, which is connected to the body and casts an influence over
events, but is also consistently ambiguous in its existence and origins. This is the

supernatural/psychological tension often mentioned but rarely interrogated by critics, as

discussed below.

The psychosomatic supernatural texts examined in this thesis represent the
primary and most representative, however diverse, examples belonging to the tradition.
The texts are being considered within the context of the general Scottish literary
tradition in English and Scots, specifically those conventions that have arisen and found
various continuities from the late eighteenth century to the late twentieth century.
Scottish literature is closely related to the dominant modes apparent in English

literature, yet still has its own distinctive dynamics. Despite numerous instances of the

supernatural — whether magic realism, the Gothic, or traditional ghost story — there are

no immediate parallels for the themes and motifs examined here in English literature.
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Some of these texts are highly canonical and conventionally considered in a Scottish
context; some are not. Through comparison, new illuminations can be cast on both the

familiar and the surprising. Moreover, despite differences, continuities of representation

are clear.

Nineteenth-Century Beginnings
The discussion begins in the early nineteenth century with the work of James
Hogg — whose renowned novel the Justified Sinner (1824) is the pre-eminent starting

point. However, Hogg penned a number of equally significant psychosomatic
supernatural tales, and chapter two of this thesis attempts to redress the balance of

critical neglect of his other texts such as The Three Perils of Woman (1823) and “The
Brownie of the Black Haggs’ (1828). Burns also famously and successfully employed

supernatural ambiguity in his 1790 poem ‘Tam o’ Shanter’. Yet Burns’s work will not

be widely discussed here, due to the fact that his ambiguity ironically plays on delusions
evoked by such forces as dreaming and inebriation, both far more temporary states than

madness. Both do, however, still provide access to the unseen or otherworldly, and have

proved potent states in a certain strand of Scottish poetry, from James I's The Kingis

Quair, the dream visions of Henryson and Dunbar and Montgomerie’s The Cherrie and
the Slae (1597), through ‘Tam o’ Shanter’, to MacDiarmid’s 4 Drunk Man Looks at the
Thistle (1926). Alan Riach makes the connection between ‘Tam o’ Shanter’ and A
Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle explicit in his article ‘MacDiarmid’s Burns’, arguing
that ‘the discursive nature of the poem [Drunk Man...] takes its bearings from a setting
deliberately reminiscent of — and clearly different from — Burns’s “Tam o’ Shanter” [...]
voice 1s the key to both poems, and in both poems voice is a subtle, slippery, quick and

clever thing’.” Rationalisations of Burns’s poem focus convincingly on the figure of

Tam, either as drunk man, dreamer or ineffectual husband who concocts the
supernatural explanation in desperation. As an attempt to justify his lateness, and more
importantly his horse’s missing tail, to the wrathful Kate, the poem only makes sense
within its specific context. A horse with no tail would have made a laughing stock of a
well-to-do farmer’s wife in such a community, giving testimony, as it may have done, to
the drunken japery of Tam and his cronies.

On the other hand this is not enough. The poem is also a traditional ghost story
in the vein of the Ballads, and a Calvinist nightmare of repressed desire involving

alcohol, lust, and, that worst of sins, music. As Douglas Gifford argues, the poem
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‘points towards the creative ambiguities of the great fictions of the nineteenth century’,
in that,

At one level, [it] can be read as a simple tale of the supernatural, where,
after the witching hour, Tam, in the best traditions of folklore, awakens
the wrath of supernatural forces [...] In a diametrically opposed reading,
however, Burns’s subtlety, in leaving deeper psychological
interpretations available, becomes clear. Tam has yearned for drink,
song, human warmth, conviviality and even sexuality; [...] he dreams or

hallucinates, creating, in nightmare, dark versions of the experiences of
release for which he yearned.'”

The complexity of Burns’s poém in its manipulations of folk and other materials in the
context of the late Enlightenment and the period of the 1790s is hugely significant, and
the vision and the ambiguity are as powerful and real as that found in any of the texts

considered in this thesis. Both supematural and psychological explanations operate

simultaneously. However, this kind of ambiguity is contextualised in quite a different
way in poetry than in fiction. The vision poem as a genre has a self-contained poetics,
concerned with seeing, with individual perception, and with the quality of ‘voice’ that
Riach notes above. The texts I examine are narratives that depict people and location in
a referential way, using language potentially drawn from those people and that location.
They are also concerned with language as a component of storytelling, rather than as a
component of verse, and with language as mimetic rather than poetic. The same
argument about representations of reality and truth, and the relationship between text
and outside world, does not have to take place in poetry. There are of course exceptions
to these general rules, but for these reasons, poetry will largely not be discussed in the
chapters that follow. Moreover, the drunken vision in Burns’s poem clearly takes place
between the two keystones or arches that Tam crosses: midnight, ‘night’s black arch’
(1.69), and the keystone of the Brig of Doon. Despite the lack of certainty for the reader
and for Tam regarding the reality of the events depicted, there is a tangible end to this

fantastic episode, however one interprets it, unlike that in the texts examined more

extensively in this thesis.

Similarly, Scott’s work will not be a major focus, despite the evident ambiguity
surrounding some of the supernatural events in his fiction. This is much more a
secondary theme in texts such as ‘The Two Drovers’ (1827), Waverley (1814), The
Bride of Lammermoor (1819), and ‘Wandering Willie’s Tale’ from Redgauntlet (1824),

and does not always have a tangible bearing on the action. On the other hand, it 1s of

central importance in much of Hogg’s work. Hogg is a proleptic writer in that he finds a
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degree of freedom in his refusal to identify a single centre of truth. Scott’s writing, by
virtue of its authorial weight and linguistic disposition, almost always emphasises a
single authority for truth. He is an immensely important figure in the history of the
supernatural in Scottish literature, yet his work generally lies outwith the tradition
Investigated here.

The turn of the nineteenth century in Scotland marks a pivotal point in the
nation’s literary history. The psychosomatic supernatural emerges out of the transition
between centuries for four main reasons: this was the time of increasingly self-
conscious interface and transition between the oral and the written in literary culture;

the establishment of print culture — especially the wide dissemination of long poems and

the rise of the novel;'' the initial stages of realism as a literary mode; and the time of a
great reverberating shift in views on insanity and mental illness in general. Ambiguous
supernaturalism had appeared in Scottish literature before this time (for example in
many of the ballads, or 1n potentially dream- or drink-induced visions), but this period
marks the point where these energies converge most powerfully, and produce the very

distinctive ambiguity being discussed here. The idea that the transition between oral and

written forms can be pinpointed to a specific time or is brought about by specifically

identifiable forces 1s a false one. As Penny Fielding states in her study of these ways of
telling at this time, ‘the more we examine the relationship between “orality” and
“wnting”, the less stable it seems to be, and the less confident we become in deciding
quite what these terms signify.’'? However, it is fair to say that this period marks an
increased self-consciousness about the differences between and associations involved in
the two, for example the association between orality, purity and originality, or the
written word and authority or truth. As Walter Benjamin argues in his essay ‘The
Storyteller’, ‘the storyteller takes what he tells from experience — his own or that
reported by others. And he in turn makes it the experience of those who are listening to

his tale. The novelist has isolated himself.’"* The ideas of purity and originality have
come to be associated with the oral due to the literal presence of the speaker,
authenticity emerging from the level of proximity to the experience. Meanwhile, the
written word has gained an authority by virtue of its relative permanence and fixity. The
supernatural 1s clearly linked to the oral through its inheritance from folk literature, and
interesting things begin to happen when such forces appear in more ‘literary’ self-

conscious works.

Simultaneously, madness and the supernatural begin for the first time to become

two separate entities. Previously, mental illness was frequently viewed as a punishment
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from God or as the work of evil spirits, or even the Devil himself. A case in point is the
infamous Scottish witchcraft trials, carried out until the eighteenth century, when the

witchcraft statutes were repealed in 1736, with the last execution at Domoch a few
years later. Women (and occasionally men) who displayed behaviour considered to be
abnormal were open to accusations of witchcraft and communion with the Devil.
However, with the emergence of psychiatry as a separate strain of medicine during the
early nineteenth century, scientific rational explanations advanced by the Enlightenment

won dominance over religious reasoning. As R.A. Houston states in his study of

Madness and Society in Eighteenth Century Scotland:

The difference between ¢.1650 and ¢.1800 is this: at the earlier date a

person displaying deviance of thought and deed could either be mad and
possessed or bewitched, or mad but not possessed or bewitched.
Alternatively, they might be sane and under supernatural influence, or

sane and feigning possession. It was believed that they could only be
mad at the latter date.'* (my italics)

Later still, the event of psychoanalysis increased the possibility of interpreting
seemingly supernatural or magical events and interventions as hallucinations or outward
projections of troubled minds and expressions of unconscious desire (for example
Freud’s Mourning and Melancholia (1917)"). In literature, madness provides a more
permanent removal from everyday life than dreaming or inebriation. There is also the
possibility of social, as well as personal or individual, madness; an entire community
can experience trauma and perhaps never recover. The damaged nature of all the

protagonists in these texts — brought about by grief, alienation or unconventional

upbringing — combines with the often first-person narrative perspective to heighten the
ambiguity, and multiply the possibilities of interpretation. Hogg, writing against the
background of these shifting energies, had an interest in this burgeoning field, ° and also
maintained an awareness of many of the older beliefs of his native Ettrick, where
supernatural events and beings were accepted as part of prosaic life. He was sensitive to
both possibilities, and occupied an extremely evocative and creative liminal termtory
between the two.

The psychosomatic supematural appears often in fiction after this penod,
peaking during the late nineteenth century, and again during the late twentieth century
(after a trough at the beginning of the century during the initiation of modernist

aesthetics and values), possibly due to the proliferation at these times of realism and its



Spectral Ambiguities | Introduction 8

associated metanarratives. Significantly, the texts feature central protagonists of all class
backgrounds and both genders, as if the move away from realism has allowed for a
move away from Scottish stereotypes, particularly the working class masculine
portrayals that have come to be associated with social realism. Such representations are
evident in the fiction of William Mcllvanney, Alan Spence, Irvine Welsh, and more
problematically in the work of James Kelman. There may be a common ancestry in the

form of the popular novel by Alexander McArthur and H. Kingsley Long, No Mean

City (1935). This text claimed verisimilitude and social realism while balancing moral
authority and sensationalism. The commercial aspects of this can be traced back to
Victorian realism, and in particular the financial success of many of Dickens’ novels —
social realism was and still is a popular, marketable product. As noted above, the
supernatural in literature also often proves commercially viable, but the texts focused on
here use the supernatural in quite different ways, and are not primarily concerned with
the popular, commercial phenomenon but with the literary application. A greater
freedom of expression is brought about by a dialogue of possibilities. The refusal to
identify a single centre of truth, in terms of interpretation of events, leads into a refusal
of any uniform identity. My discussion ends with a sustained focus on some of the late
twentieth-century examples of the tradition. These texts permit greater attention due to
the deeply entrenched perception of realism as dominant at this time, as well as the
relative scarcity of critical material on many of them, and the non-canonical status of
some. Appendix A sketches out how these themes and motifs have emerged in fiction

during the beginnings of the twenty-first century.

Shared Themes

The study follows a chronological structure, and may be called historical, but
not in the traditional sense as I am more concerned with identifying certain strategies
and themes that evolve in the portrayal of an ambiguous supernaturalism than in
defining a specific literary period. The texts share a number of themes and motifs, but
primarily they all use what I shall term the category of ‘the psychosomatic supernatural’
for subversive purposes. This subversive tendency is intrinsic to the nature of the
tradition. All react against and comment upon, either overtly or covertly, the dominant
codes of their context. This will be explored more thoroughly in specific chapters, but

examples include the way in which the texts subvert political — in the general sense of

relating to the context of human interaction — or religious doctrines, and the ways in

which they often transgress literary expectations, something that the fantastic mode



Spectral Ambiguities Introduction 9

does inherently. The juxtaposition of the supernatural with a pragmatic realism has been
present in Scottish literature from the ballads onwards. This politically subversive
tendency is equally apparent in the tradition’s folk roots. The sixteenth-century
Reformation altered attitudes to the supernatural in Scotland. Following the denial of
purgatory, and changed attitudes to Catholicism, belief in ghosts, and superstition 1n

general was viewed as irrational and dangerous. Yet, as Edward Cowan argues,

The protestants in 1560 declared war on superstition of every kind while
their disapproval and condemnation embraced virtually all aspects of
folk culture and belief. However, it was not the Reformation which
sounded the death knell of such entities as witches and fairies and

ballads, as might have been expected, and as many reformers hoped, but

the inexorable economic forces of agrarian transformation and
industrialisation."’

This is confirmed in the later study, Scottish Fairy Belief, in the discussion of the

Reformation, where we are told; ‘the extent to which belief traditions, in witches,
ghosts, werewolves, or fairies, were redefined or reinvented is immense but also
immeasurable. What can be said with confidence is that, if nothing else, popular or folk

culture in pre-industrial Scotland was far from moribund.’'® Folk belief persisted for

centuries, despite Church and state, in forms such as the ballads and other oral tales,

providing an inheritance for Scottish writers to come.

All the texts addressed in this thesis are concerned with questioning the grand
narratives of their communities, from popular conceptions of nineteenth-century rural
Scotland to twentieth-century urban Scotland, with challenging and dispelling the
homogenisation of identity apparent in much Scottish fiction, producing a plurality and

freedom for both individual and culture. A crucial tenet of realism is the false idea of

closure and resolution towards the end, whether positive or negative, for the satisfaction
of the reader. In these texts, resolution is not possible, and a key example of this (as
fully discussed in chapter one) is the contrast between Scott’s historical novel Waverley,
and Hogg’s multi-generic response to it in The Three Perils of Woman: or Love,
Leasing and Jealousy. In Waverley, Edward’s marriage and settlement form the
resolution, but in the conclusion to Hogg’s novel, questions are moved sharply into
focus and left unanswered. A major theme in all the texts, just as in Hogg’s novel, is the
subversion of the ‘journey north’ motif and its associations. The north has frequently
been portrayed as an ‘exotic’ location, the site of a primitive supernaturalism, or at the

very least mysterious or archaic happenings, cognate to that which the west
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conventionally represents in Irish culture. In effect, this indistinct geographic space has
been ‘orientalised’, to use Edward Said’s term.'”” More recently, Peter Davidson has
examined this myth of the north from a general perspective in his study The Idea of
North (2005).*° He examines not the journey into this realm, but rather the place of it in
the popular imagination throughout history and throughout the Northern hemisphere,
from the Icelandic sagas, through the polar explorations of the eighteenth and nineteenth

centuries, to contemporary Russian literature. The book will not be widely referred to in

this thesis, precisely due to this broad scope, and the focus on history and visual art as
well as literature. Yet it does offer some insights. For Davidson, the idea, or myth, of
the north 1s as ‘a harder place, a place of dearth: uplands, adverse weather, remoteness
from cities. A voluntary northward journey implies a willingness to encounter the
intractable elements of climate, topography and humanity’.?' He quotes Polish journalist
Mariusz Wilk: ‘Reality in the North is thinner than anywhere else, like a jumper womn
out at the elbows, and the other world shines through it.”* What is important for
Davidson is that the north is not necessarily an actual geographic location, but rather an

idea of universal significance, a place of infinite deferral.

The motif is evident throughout Scottish literary history, from William Dunbar’s
late fifteenth-century ‘The Dance of the Sevin Deidly Sins’, where the dance 1s
concluded by the backward Highlanders and ‘Erschemen’, whose barbaric din even the
Devil finds insufferable, to Macpherson’s Ossianic poetry of the 1760s, and into the
present day, in fiction such as Alice Thompson’s 2002 novel Pharos, a ghost story set
around a remote Highland lighthouse. There is also evidence of this in other media,
such as television, with the series Hamish Macbeth (1995-1997) — set in ‘bonnie
Lochdubh’, a small west Highland community, and ultimately subscribing to the codes
it initially implied it would question or elaborate on; Monarch of the Glen (1999 -
2005) — which features a fey Highland gamekeeper; and Little Britain (2004) — a
comedy series depicting tongue in cheek vignettes of representative figures from around
the country. The only Scottish representative is a mad Highland hotelier, Ray
MacCooney, who runs a hotel in a castle, is frequently accompanied by two dwarts
whom he believes to be ‘sprites’, and is menaced by a figure he refers to as ‘the dark
wizard’. A fuller discussion of such manifestations of the motif will appear in chapter
three. The texts discussed here are all highly self-conscious about these conventions,
and either directly subvert them or exaggerate them to the point of incredulity. In

general, there is a common concern with extremes. Liminality and elusiveness guard

against and interrogate extreme positions, allowing for the occupation of new and
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creative terrtories. In the most general sense, they provide a politically engaged
alternative to the realist mode.

They all feature initially rational protagonists who are forced to confront and
examine their belief systems through encounter with a seemingly supernatural being or
event. They demonstrate an interest in myths around place, whether urban or rural, and
In re-writing the maps of such familiar places. A concern with the process of
transmission, or the technologies and techniques of storytelling, is also evident, either
through use of a specific narrative voice or through allusion to the oral.

Above all, the texts are concerned with identity, individual, cultural, and indeed
national. They all break down or question boundaries and restrictions of identity.
Instead, they advocate heterogeneity, but more importantly they engage in a dialogue
with and a constant questioning of the fixities and certainties of the culture. They act to
deny uniformity and to reject the constrictions of metanarratives, and this act is similar
to what Lyotard has recognised in postmodemism.” The nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century texts discussed here are proleptic in that they articulate ideas that have
only recently been codified and categorized. The ontogenetic and the phylogenetic
dialectically co-exist and interfuse in these texts. The ambiguous supernatural performs

the translation from individual anxiety to political, communal and national concems, its

radical departure from realism allowing it to metaphorise and embody the macrocosmic

within the microcosmic.

The Critics

Although some critics mention this specific type of ambiguous supernaturalism,
the evident coherent continuities of such a theme running through particular texts have
been largely 1gnored. In his famous and wide-ranging study of Scott’s work, Witchcraft
and Demonology in Scott’s Fiction, Coleman Q. Parsons includes two concluding
chapters on ‘Scott’s Contemporaries’ (Hogg and Galt) and ‘The Supernatural in Fiction
After Scott’.** These are necessarily limited, and mainly descriptive rather than analytic,
but he does mention a number of writers discussed in more depth here, including Hogg,
Stevenson, Oliphant, Gunn and Linklater. Published in 1964, the study was the first of
its kind, and necessarily ends with the work of Parsons’ contemporary, Linklater. The

work has been a useful starting point for my thesis, yet as Parsons himself admits, ‘six

novelists will have to represent the range of the supernatural in a century of Scottish

fiction [...] Comment will be summary.’®
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In his studies of the supernatural in Scottish literature, Scottish Fantasy
Literature: A Critical Survey (1994) and An Anthology of Scottish Fantasy Literature
(1996) — surprisingly the first general historical studies of this important element of
Scottish culture — Colin Manlove demonstrates a lack of terminological discrimination

(see the discussion of terminology below). In addition, he focuses obsessively on the

differences between Scottish and English supernatural fiction, rather than celebrating
the tradition in Scottish writing as an autonomous entity.”° This concern with the

English canon 1s a frustrating aspect of much Scottish literary criticism. He also draws a
distinction between ‘Gaelic and Scottish traditions’®’, as if Gaelic traditions are
somehow not part of Scottish culture. His concemn is with proving and validating, and as
a result he neglects to analyse why these elements are present within the national
tradition, and what sort of cultural work they are performing. This unsatisfying study
could have gone much further, but as he himself points out, ‘fantasy literature [...] has
often been a neglected or undervalued side of national cultures: and this is partigularly

the case with Scotland. Despite the fact that Scotland is rich in fantasy, no work on the
subject yet exists.”*® In this sense he was endeavouring to break new ground, however

unsatisfying his approach might be. Critic and writer of supernatural tales herself,

Margaret Elphinstone, has also published on the supernatural. Her article ‘Fantasising
Texts: Scottish Fantasy Today’ uses Manlove’s studies as a starting point, stretching

their boundaries and needfully elaborating on many of the points he makes.”” She points

towards the psychosomatic ambiguity, arguing that:

Scottish fantasy locates the supernatural in the heart of contemporary
realism. The implication is that fantasy subverts the assumptions of that
world. T think it does more: in a post-structuralist world it destabilises
contemporary notions of what is ‘real’, drawing upon past traditions,
dreams, subconscious hopes and fears about the supernatural, and giving
them a validity which is at least equal to, and often stronger than, the
rational laws that supposedly govern the external world. My reading of
Scottish fantasy suggests to me not so much a binary opposition:

real/fantastic, as a demolishing of the boundary that divides the real from
the supernatural.

Significantly, she observes the concern with realism in much contemporary supernatural
literature. (I am reluctant to call this fiction ‘fantasy’ as Manlove and Elphinstone do,

for reasons I shall come back to below.) However, her investigation develops 1n a

different direction — rewardingly so — to include ambiguities evoked by forces other

than the psychological, and she focuses primarily on contemporary literature. She states,
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with reference to Manlove and also Gregory Smith’s famous discussion of Scottish
literature, that ‘both critics also consider fantasy as a method of delineating a
psychological state, and the citation of Hogg and Stevenson in this context has become
a critical cliché in the study of Scottish literature’.”’ Yet I argue rather that it has

become a cliche to cite this as a cliché without submitting it to analysis, particularly the

links between these two, and other comparable writers.

Indeed, this is something recurrent in the work of all the critics who have

mentioned this specific ambiguity. Douglas Gifford calls it ‘the conventional
supernatural/psychological tension’, acknowledging that the motif has achieved the
status of a convention. Yet in his excellent and comprehensive study ¢ ‘“Nathamel
Gow’s Toddy”: The Supematural in Lowland Scottish Literature from Bumns and Scott
to the Present Day’, the most recent and thorough study of its kind, he provides a more
general overview, rather than choosing to tease out the intricacies of this convention.>
Given the limitations of space and the remit of the book in which this article appears,
such a general approach is necessary. Yet it points toward the need for a more detailed
and extended study. Gifford acknowledges in a footnote that ‘there are few general
discussions of the supernatural in Scottish literature.” Individual articles and chapters

belie the scope of the required examination. This thesis is greatly indebted to these

critics, but it also seeks to address the very specific area largely unexplored in their

work on the supernatural.

Interrogating the Terms
In his discussion, Gifford usefully defines the supernatural thus:

I must make clear from the outset that in discussing ‘the supernatural’, I
deal mainly with its non-Christian traditional and contemporary
manifestations. Since the Christian supernatural, for all its irrational

presumptions, is so ubiquitously accepted as ‘normality’, I am concemed

with it only when it engages with the non-Christian and the surreal or
fantastic.”

Similarly, Coleman O. Parsons sets out in the preface to his study that ‘the term

“supernatural” refers to those unearthly agents, forces and phenomena which men

envisage but cannot understand and which operate, for the most part, outside reli gion’.>*

These erudite definitions, removing problematic religious interpretations, will be
adhered to here.
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Yet the water is muddied when we come to terms such as ‘fantasy’. Largely, the
major problem with the above named critical studies is the lack of terminological
distinction they confusingly display. Yet this only mirrors the confusion over terms in

the field in general. Manlove claims that ‘fantasy literature [...] is fiction involving the

1:35

supernatural’*, a definition that Elphinstone appears to adhere to. This would designate

a huge and divergent body of work, and disallow the claim that fantasy is in any way a
coherent genre or even a mode, that unspecific critical term ‘designating a broad but

identifiable kind of literary method, mood, or manner that is not tied exclusively to a

particular form or genre’.”® Manlove supports this by further arguing that Scottish

literature has seen little of that traditionally described as fantasy, texts involving the

portrayal of alternative worlds and social orders. Thus, Manlove argues, the role of
fantasy is taken up by that fiction featuring supematural events within a world
resembling our familiar one. This is not the case, as Scottish literature has consistently

sustained a tradition of fantasy, quite separate from that examined here. Chris Baldick

defines fantasy like this:

A general term for any kind of fictional work that is not primarnly
devoted to realistic representation of the known world. The category
includes several literary genres (e.g. dream vision, fable, fairy tale,
romance, science fiction) describing imagined worlds in which magical
powers and other possibilities are accepted.’

Similarly, T.E. Little defines it thus:

A licence is granted to writers of ‘normal’ creative fiction to change the

Primary World for the purpose of their art. Fantasy begins when an

author’s Secondary World goes beyond that licence and becomes ‘other’
[...] Such a subcreation should be called a Tertiary World.”

If these lucid definitions of fantasy as literature where the action takes place in a tertiary
world are accepted, then there are numerous Scottish examples. The literary creation of
a parallel world removed from our own, a fantasy world, is something Scottish writers
have chosen to portray throughout the tradition. The alternative worlds presented, for
example, in George Macdonald’s work (1850s-1890s), Margaret Oliphant’s ‘The Land
of Darkness’ (1888), J.M. Barrie’s Peter Pan (1904), Iain Banks’s A Song of Stone
(1997) and Ajay and Quiss’s narrative in Walking on Glass (1985), the work of Sian
Hayton, Ellen Galford and Margaret Elphinstone (1980s to the present), are worlds that

never existed and never will. There is also a strong line of science fiction within the
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Scottish tradition, from Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde
(1886), through Arthur Conan Doyle’s work, to Naomi Mitchison, James Leslie
Mitchell, Ken Macleod and Iain M. Banks’s short stories and novels, depicting similar
imaginary worlds, or speculating on potential future worlds. Special mention should
also be made here of David Lindsay’s 1920 ‘science fantasy’ novel, A Voyage to
Arcturus. The location of the star Arcturus proves, like Lanark’s context and Oliphant’s
‘Land of Darkness’, to be a critical vision of the nature of our world through
defamiliarisation. Such fantasy and science fiction texts are usually unambiguous, with

supernatural or futuristic events being accepted, and they also often invite allegorical

interpretations.

‘Fantastic’ 1s a more appropriate term for the texts discussed here. However, the
field of ‘fantasy’ theory in general is confusingly large, and, in terms of genre
distinctions, often dubiously overlaps with that of ‘the fantastic’. Critics as prominent as

Rosemary Jackson, Neil Comwell, Kathryn Hume and Luce Armitt use ‘fantasy’ and

‘the fantastic’ interchangeably, illustrating a general lack of discrimination 1n
terminology in the field.”” Due to this lack of specificity and the fact that, according to
the definitions I favour, the fantastic denotes any kind of supernatural ambiguity and not
just that involving potential psychological explanations, the term will not be widely
used here, in favour of the ‘psychosomatic supernatural’. However, if the lucid but
limited defimition of the fantastic provided by Tzvetan Todorov in his study, The
Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre ié temporarily adopted, it can be
seen that fantastic literature represents a stronger interrogation of realism than other
non-realist modes such as fantasy, science fiction and magic realism. Todorov would
define these modes as ‘marvellous’, while Rosemary Jackson argues that they ‘have

recourse to compensatory, transcendental otherworlds.”*®® Jackson’s phrase is loaded

with judgmental meanings. However these genres do provide a degree of reader
satisfaction and passivity in the reading process not available in the fantastic. Todorov’s
formulation of the fantastic involves a supernatural manifestation that remains entirely
ambiguous, drawing reader and often characters into an unnerving hesitation between
natural and supernatural explanations. According to Todorov: ‘The fantastic 1s that
hesitation experienced by a person who knows only the laws of nature, confronting an
apparently supernatural event’, yet it only lasts as long as the hesitation does, ‘it is the
hesitation which sustains its life.”*' Chris Baldick concurs, arguing that the fantastic is,

‘a mode of fiction in which the possible and the impossible are confounded so as to
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leave the reader (and often the narrator and/or central character) with no consistent
explanation for the story’s strange events.’*

Realism represents the illusion of a world that is whole and self-sufficient.
Fantasy, with its tertiary worlds, and magic realism, with its unequivocal magical
manifestations, also represent such an illusion due to the acceptability of the
supernatural within the altered codes of their literary contexts, governed by the laws of a
reality removed from literary mimesis. These genres do still comment, however
covertly, on the realities of our world, and can have profound political implications, yet
in the fantastic the very nature of representations of the ‘real’ is called into question.
The sustained doubt regarding the actuality of the supernatural plays upon, as Jackson
states, ‘the difficulties of interpreting events/things as objects or as images, thus
disorientating the reader’s categorisation of the “real™[...] It takes the real and breaks
it.”*> Within a Scottish context, the fantastic then unsettles and rejects the metanarratives
of Scottish identity and experience — particularly those involving urban working-class
deprivation and struggle — so often portrayed through the realist mode.

A paradigmatic example is the kind of realism represented in Alexander
McArthur and H. Kingsley Long’s infamous No Mean City** (published in 1935 but still
sold and read around the world), and the way this realism is in turn treated in Alasdair
Gray’s Lanark: A Life in Four Books (1981). No Mean City is a heightened instance of
the sensationalised stereotypes that can be employed in social realist fiction to critique
poverty and the effect it has on humanity. Although set entirely in Glasgow, it has had

an 1mpact on all Scottish urban writing. As Sylvia Bryce-Wunder points out,

No Mean City has left Glasgow and Scotland with a problematic legacy.
There is an anxiety of influence at work in modern Scottish urban
literature, caused to a large extent by No Mean City’s hypothesis that

participation in class ideology [...] can result in anti-social working-class
identities.*’

She cites Irvine Welsh as well as Gray as contempofary writers who have felt the
influence of this crude, if at times vigorous, portrayal of urban life. Book one of Lanark
(the second book the reader encounters in the novel, after book three) opens in a similar
setting, with the young Duncan Thaw encountering secondary characters who could
have come from McAthur and Long’s overcoloured novel. Yet Gray’s novel moves
beyond this, critiquing social ills not by displaying garish stereotypes, but by
demonstrating the individual’s attempts to survive and maintain imaginative

possibilities within the post-industrial urban context. The ambiguous, fantastic elements
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of the text succeed in placing community-specific concems within a macrocosmic
context, providing the novel with universal significance, and indicating the potential for
choice for the individual. As Rosemary Jackson states, in general: ‘the fantastic exists as
the 1nside, or underside, of realism, opposing the novel’s closed, monological forms

with open, dialogical structures, as if the novel had given rise to its own opposite, its

246

unrecognisable reflection.”™ This statement might apply precisely to Lanark, as it

sustains a dynamic dialogue with its own realist narratives. Moreover, the novel as a

whole 1s 1n perpetual dialogue with the kind of social realism expounded in No Mean

City, incorporating that dialogue as part of its essential structure, in order to reject the

restrictions the mode conventionally imposes.

The tradition of psychosomatic supernaturalism is a branch of fantastic
literature, yet involving a much more specific ambiguity, and with a culture-specific
outcome. The new term has been employed to further remove the potential for

confusion. Todorov’s study has its faults, particularly the simplistic way it suggests that

texts can be unproblematically categorised and the conspicuous absence of any mention
of psychoanalytic criticism, a set of theoretical tools cognate to those Todorov uses. It
also appears to have become fashionable to criticise it in academic circles.’’ Yet the
work 1s useful for categorising texts initially, and, with Todorov’s discussion of Franz
Kafka and Nikolai Gogol, highlighting the wider European traditions cognate with the
Scottish.

Todorov’s definition shares much with Freud’s important examination of the
supernatural in literature and in life, ‘The Uncanny’ (1919).* Freud discusses the
uncanny as that which unnerves or even frightens the protagonist, ‘that class of the
frightening which leads back to what is known of old and long familiar’.”” Yet, in some
of these texts the potentially supernatural experience, if initially unnerving, is often
ultimately empowering. Freud’s theory also leaves little room for ambiguity; the
inexplicable phenomena are attributed solely to the repression and subsequent return of
psychical forces, the ‘return of the repressed’. Nevertheless, ‘The Uncanny’ has proved
useful 1n this thesis for highlighting the psychological aspects of the tradition, and also
analysing the anxiety experienced by the protagonist(s) when faced with a potential
belief their modernity should disallow, or as Freud puts it, ‘when primitive beliefs
which have been surmounted seem once more to be confirmed.”’ What is also

particularly useful is the under-examined latter part of the essay where he discusses the

correspondence between phylogenetic and ontogenetic sources of uncanniness, between

which ‘the distinction is often a hazy one’”', providing a useful theoretical hook on
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which to hang the evident correspondence between the individual and the cultural in
these texts.

A further term must be defined in order to establish clear categories: magic
realism. Amaryll Beatrice Chanady carefully defines and differentiates categories in her

1985 study, Magic Realism and The Fantastic: Resolved Versus Unresolved Antinomy.
She tells us:

In contrast to the fantastic, the supernatural in magical realism does not
disconcert the reader, and this is the fundamental difference between the

two modes. The same phenomena that are portrayed as problematical by
the author of a fantastic narrative are presented in a matter-of-fact
manner by the magical realist. Since the supernatural is not perceived as
unacceptable because it is antinomious, the characters and reader do not

try to find a natural explanation, as is frequently the case with the
fantastic.”

Within magic realism, the supernatural is an accepted phenomenon and causes no
hesitation or uneasiness for characters or author; the supernatural becomes just another
part of the fictional reality, in much the same way as it does in fantasy. Baldick

concurs, defining it as, ‘a kind of modemn fiction in which fabulous and fantastical

events are included in a narrative that otherwise maintains the “reliable” tone of the
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objective realistic report.”>> However, magic realism can still be politically engaged. It

can also act as escapism and a straightforward exercise of the imagination. An example
of this is the way in which the work of the two pre-eminent Latin American magic

realists differ from each other. Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Jorges Luis Borges are the

two names most associated with magic realism in fiction, but Marquez presents his

altered worlds in such a way that they explicitly comment on the contemporary

happenings of his community. An example is his novel One Hundred Years of Solitude

(1967), where it is possible to interpret the magical events as allegorically commenting
on political events in the ‘real’ world outside the text. Borges, on the other hand,
remains conservative, and his political stance is not overtly apparent in his creative
work. The hermetically sealed world his texts enclose is essentially conservative or
reactionary, as that of Marquez is essentially progressive.

However, Graham Dunstan Martin views the fantastic as a much more evocative
mode than either magic realism or fantasy, arguing that ‘two meanings are more
interesting than one, and four are preferable to three.”>* This highlights a further facet of
the psychosomatic supernatural. It is important to distinguish between the differing

understandings of ambivalence and ambiguity, because in the texts discussed here,
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ambiguity provides the dynamic. Ambivalence suggests the favouring of either one or
an other meaning, however intermittently, and indeed the Oxford English Dictionary
defines ‘ambivalent’ as ‘acting on or arguing for sometimes one and sometimes the
other of two opposites’.>> On the other hand, ambiguity implies a dual presence, the
‘capability of being understood in two or more ways’ or ‘double or dubious
signification’,”® and the sustained ‘openness to different interpretations’ that Baldick
notes.”’ For something to be ambivalent it would have two alternative and certain,
although opposing or contradictory, single meanings. On the other hand ambiguity
connotes the impossibility of any certainty regarding meaning, whether one, two or

multiple. Ambiguity is not either/or, but is both at the same time, just as

‘psychosomatic’ designates the co-existence of both psychological and supernatural

explanations simultaneously.

The term ‘Gothic’ has also been applied to a number of the texts discussed here.

Despite the fact that ‘Gothic’ refers to non-realist texts, this again proves to be of
limited use, when we recognise the diversity of work to which it refers. There did exist

a limited time when Gothic denoted a coherent genre, dating from 1764 with the
publication of Horace Walpole’s self-proclaimed ‘Gothick novel’, The Castle of
Otranto.”® There are other examples in the English novel around the turn of the
nineteenth century, produced by writers such as Anne Radcliffe and Matthew Lewis,
who both had a significant influence on Scott and Hogg. Yet it is now questionable
whether the Gothic can even be said to exist as a literary mode. Definitions of the
Gothic, particularly in a contemporary context involving the diffusion of forms of
media, extending from ‘high’ literature to graphic novel to film to computer game, are
myriad and consistently lengthy (‘Gothic Fiction’ receives a six-page entry in The
Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory while other entries scarcely
reach half a page)59 and often evasively conclude with ‘the growing recognition that
there is no such thing as “the Gothic™.*® The tropes of excess, transgression and a
concern with taboo are habitually cited, yet it need not necessarily contain supernatural
elements — ambiguous or otherwise — and thus will only be used occasionally in this
thesis where it is of direct and specific relevance. There is still much to be said about
how the Gothic translated and still translates into a Scottish literary context. However,
such a discussion would necessarily include texts not belonging to the tradition

addressed here.

The Gothic is primarily a fictional mode, and the same too can be said for the

fantastic. This thesis focuses principally on fiction — as well as narrative television and
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film representations — rather than poetry. This is despite the fact that a few examples of
similarly ambiguous supernatural happenings exist in some Scottish poetry, such as a
number of the Ballads, and more recently in MacDiarmid’s A Drunk Man Looks at the
Thistle (1926), in particular the episode featuring the dubious presence of the ‘silken
leddy’ (11. 193-208), some of the work of William Soutar (1930s and 40s), such as ‘The
Tryst’, which features a highly ambiguous ghostly lover, Andrew Greig’s Men on Ice

(1977), a book-length narrative poem where three mountaineers are accompanied on a

climb by a mysterious presence, and Edwin Morgan’s Demon sequence, specifically
‘The Demon in Argyle Street’ (2002), in which radical uncertainty is evoked around a
supernatural presence. Yet this kind of incident is not as incongruous or unsettling in
poetry as it appears 1n fiction. Within fiction, there is at least the potential to attempt to
represent the realities of the world outside the text, to mimic and reflect, in however
literary a fashion, the world of the author and audience. Poetry refers to this world, but
can only represent it in a much more conceptual and metaphorical way. Poetry claims to
tell truths in different ways than fiction. Therefore it is principally in narrative fiction,
and specifically the novel and short story forms, that a space for interrogating ‘truth-
telling’ is offered, as these forms are involved in story-telling, and open up the question

of what is fiction and what is truth. In poetry, the engagement is with poetic

possibilities, not with realism. Todorov concurs, arguing that the fantastic can only exist

in fiction:

If as we read a text we reject all representation, considering each
sentence as a pure semantic combination, the fantastic could not appear:
for the fantastic requires, it will be recalled, a reaction to events as they
occur in the world evoked. For this reason the fantastic can subsist only

within fiction; Eoetry cannot be fantastic [...] In short, the fantastic
implies fiction.”®"!

There thus needs to be narrative for there to be hesitation and sustained ambiguity; there
must first be certainty for there then to be uncertainty. Therefore, the tradition of
psychosomatic supernaturalism is fully manifest only in fiction and other narrative
forms that have the potential to attempt a representation of the real, such as television
and film.

Due to the myriad and diverse nature of terminology in these non-realist fields,

it has been necessary to adopt and define a new term for the very specific themes and

motifs apparent within this literary tradition. The individual chapters of the thesis
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explore how psychosomatic supematuralism is played out in particular texts during

particular periods.

Chapter Summary

Chapter One discusses the beginning of the nineteenth century as a pivotal time
for Scottish literature in general. Historical events, such as the burgeoning of the field of

psychiatry and the increasing self-consciousness regarding oral and written modes, had
an effect on how the supernatural was treated. It became a literary conceit rather than —

or as well as — an actual element in everyday life, while new formulations of
psychology provided the potential for ambiguity of interpretation. The reciprocity and
dialogue between oral and literary at this time is echoed by the relationship between the

actual and psychological. This period of the conversation is where the tectonic plates
start to shift. Burns and Scott can be cited as being aware of and involved in these shifts,
and are the obvious paradigmatic examples of the supernatural in Scottish literature. Yet
it 1s in the work of James Hogg that we first witness the harnessing of this play between

madness and the supernatural for subversive purposes. Hogg’s psychosomatic
supernatural work 1s an ideal starting point for the discussion as we find here all the
major themes that recur in the later texts. The chapter thus serves as a useful general
introduction with specific examples drawn from Hogg’s work, including Gatty Bell’s
strange and potentially supernatural coma in the underrated 1823 novel The Three
Perils of Woman: or Love, Leasing and Jealousy, the ambiguous presence and influence
of Gil Martin in the better known 1824 Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified
Sinner, and the obscure origins of Merodach, the potential Brownie, in the 1828 short
story from The Shepherd’s Calendar, ‘The Brownie of the Black Haggs’.

Chapter Two continues by scrutinising the literary scene in Scotland throughout

the later nineteenth century, and how that scene generated or fed into the texts analysed.
A number of writers followed on from Hogg, by managing to elude or assimilate the
influence of Scott, who in his infamous review of Galt’s The Omen in 1826 confined the
supernatural to ‘the cottage and the nursery’. Robert Louis Stevenson, Margaret
Oliphant and James Matthew Barrie, whose geographic distance from Scotland
provided a necessary critical perspective, were able to reclaim the supernatural in this
ambiguous form, for their own purposes. All three can be viewed as proto-modernists.
In Chapter Three, modernism itself is examined within a Scottish context. There

are a number of playful examples of this kind of supernatural, illustrating the renewal of

traditional forms, including MacDiarmid’s supemnatural short stories (1927), Neil




Spectral Ambiguities Introduction 22

Gunn’s ‘The Moor’ (1929), Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s ‘Clay’ (1934), Naomi Mitchison’s
‘Five Men and a Swan’ (1940) and The Bull Calves (1947), and Eric Linklater’s
‘Sealskin Trousers’ (1947). Yet despite modernism’s assault on realism, 1t has come to
be perceived as the dominant mode in Scottish fiction in the second half of the twentieth
century. A few, however altered, manifestations of the supernatural from the mid to late
twentieth century, in particular Muriel Spark’s The Ballad of Peckham Rye (1960) and
George Friel’s Mr. Alfred M.A. (1972), give testimony to the abandonment of consoling
mythology in Scottish fiction following the renaissance and World War II.

In Chapter Four, texts from the late twentieth century are examined in light of

this inheritance from the earlier texts. The ‘journey north’ motif is specifically
investigated, with the surprising realisation that it is still a potent myth in recent Scottish
fiction, and thus is still a target for subversion for authors from this time. The history of
the motif is considered, leading on to its continued presence in recent fiction and other
narrative texts. Writers apply the subversive aspects of psychosomatic supernaturalism

to the motif in a number of works of fiction, both canonical and surprising, including
Muriel Spark’s novel Symposium (1990), Wilson Harris’s novel Black Marsden: A
Tabula Rasa Comedy (1972), Alasdair Gray’s Lanark (1981), Iain Banks’s novels The
Wasp Factory (1984) and The Crow Road (1992), and the quite distinct television serial
of The Crow Road (1996), adapted by Bryan Elsley. Mention will also be made of Troy
Kennedy Martin’s television serial Edge of Darkness (1985) — his highly-charged and
multi-generic political thriller, and A.L. Kennedy’s novel So I Am Glad (1995) — a

ghostly love story set in suburban Glasgow, as texts in which the supernatural appears

in unexpected and even unlikely settings.

Chapter Five considers the political implications of the tradition in late

twentieth-century Scottish fiction, continuing the focus on this period partly to redress

the relative lack of critical material on a number of these more recent writers (something
that cannot be said for Hogg, Stevenson and many of the other writers discussed 1n
previous chapters) and also to provide a differing perspective on both familiar and
relatively uncanonised texts. Those discussed more fully here include Black Marsden
and Lanark (both investigated in two chapters due to the appropriateness and
fruitfulness of their examination in relation to the particular areas of theme and motif
investigated in chapters Four and Five), and Edge of Darkness and So I Am Glad. The
term ‘political’ is in turn interrogated, to provide access to its root meaning involving

the drama of human interaction. This is helpful in this context, due to the significance of

intersubjectivity and the translation from the individual to the cultural milieu in these
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texts. Realism, or at the very least a focus on pessimistic urban working-class

portrayals, continues to dominate in fiction, as well as in Scottish film and television at

this time.** These texts articulate a further reaction to this, employing the traditional
ambiguous supernatural in new, postmodernist ways, and indeed postmodernist and
fantastic techniques are here shown to be cognate. As Douglas Gifford states, writers
begin to emerge who were ‘developing a new kind of imaginative relationship with their

country and its culture, a relationship which refused to accept a simple realism of

generally bleak and economically deprived urban character.’®

My conclusion summarises the shared themes of all these texts, reaffirming the
tradition’s status as a coherent and recognisable entity. The major unifying theme of the
subversion of dominant codes is looked beyond, to investigate what is left in place
following the deconstruction and elision of binaries and stabilities. As Terry Eagleton
argues, ‘to be inside and outside a position at the same time — to occupy a territory
while loitering sceptically on the boundary — is often where the most intensely creative
ideas stem from.”*® The tradition constantly engages with realism in order to
simultaneously reject it, occupying the borderland between realist and anti-realist
territories. Thus similarly fitting is Edwin Morgan’s recent description of life in his

native Glasgow, as ‘the best of dramas: you can watch it and act in it at the same

time.’®
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‘It will never be in the power of man to decide’': James Hogg and Psychosomatic

Supernaturalism

‘I dare not venture a judgement, for I do not understand 1t.”

— the Editor, The Justified Sinner’

‘ “Instead of conceiving only one, I imagine many, so I become the slave of none.™

— William of Baskerville, Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose’

James Hogg’s 1820 story ‘Adam Bell’ opens with the warning that in the narrative we

are about to encounter, ‘even conjecture is left to wander in a labyrinth, unable to get

hold of the thread that leads to the catastrophe.’ (75) Correspondingly, in his 1824 novel
The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner, Mrs. Logan and Mrs.

Calvert find that during their investigations into the activities of Robert and his
mysterious companion, ‘their minds were wandering and groping in a chaos of
mystery.” (84) Hogg’s deliberate seduction of the readers into their own chaos of
mystery in a range of works undermines the conventional surety and stability with
which we encounter texts.

The supernatural/psychological tension evident in later Scottish literature, by

then a tradition in its own right as the following chapters will demonstrate, is

distinguished from other similar ambiguities such as dream/reality, drunk/sober and
fantasy/imagination through its potential links with mental illness. Madness is a more
permanent state than inebriation or dreaming, and thus disturbingly lacks the prospect of
closure; there may never be an ending, let alone a happy one. Hogg, living as he did
during a period of increasing psychiatric awareness and increasing secularism, where
madness and the supernatural had only recently become distinguished from each other’,
was the first to fully codify this specific type of ambiguous supernaturalism in Scottish
literature, and to harness it for subversive purposes. Moreover, at this time, when the
realist novel and the short story form were still in their infancy as published genres,
Hogg’s radical departure from early conventions, such as his deliberate refutation of
reader expectations and conscious cultivation of ambiguity was, in a Scottish context,
indeed groundbreaking. Luce Armitt theorises the fantastic by asserting that in general,

‘Iiterary narratives create a hunger to know more [...] which stimulates the attendant

el — ey et R gy e o |

ol ikl v mir =P ARy - el ki S




Spectral Ambiguities ‘It will never be in the power of man to decide.” 27

desire for gratification that keeps us turning the page.” On the other hand, fantastic
narratives, such as Hogg’s, ‘challenge the reader’s sense of gratification’, and cease ‘to
fulfil our expectant desires’.” This in part accounts for Hogg’s recent growth in
popularity: his texts continue to challenge and remain satisfyingly unsatisfying.

Late twentieth-century criticism of the Justified Sinner, of which there 1s a
relatively large body, repeatedly acknowledges the essential importance of radical
ambiguity to any interpretation of the text, often focussing on the figure of Gil Martin.
However, that this ambiguity is the central theme and dynamic behind a number of

Hogg’s other texts has largely been ignored in favour of a focus on his allegedly
greatest novel, or recognised only in relation and as a complement to the Justified
Sinner. In this chapter, Hogg’s other radically ambiguous texts, where episodes of
psychosomatic supernaturalism are intrinsic to their structure, themes and outcomes, 1n
particular The Three Perils of Woman: or Love, Leasing and Jealousy (1823) and ‘The

Brownie of the Black Haggs’ (1828) will be considered alongside the more familiar

text. These are often perceived as minor in comparison to his widely regarded
‘masterpiece’, as reflected in critical responses. In his book-length study of Hogg’s
work, Douglas Gifford designates the Justified Sinner Hogg’s ‘finest work’®, and it is

moreover the only text to warrant an entire chapter, while Colin Waters refers to it as
‘the book that secured his place in literary Valhalla’’, and Douglas Mack criticises ‘the
“non-specialist” view that Hogg was a one-book wonder.’® Yet, in terms of their use of

ambiguity these other texts, in particular ‘The Brownie of the Black Haggs’, are surely

as deserving of critical attention as Hogg’s great novel.

Hogg and Scott

Hogg’s position in early nineteenth-century Scotland is as ambiguous as the

tricks and techniques of his fiction. It is all too easy to polarise his use of the

supernatural with that of his more renowned conterhporary, Scott. Hogg’s supernatural
1s corporeal — such as in ‘The Barber of Duncow’, which is ironically subtitled ‘A Real
Ghost Story” — while Scott’s is ethereal — such as that represented intangibly by the
Bodach Glas in Waverley, and later by the spirit in The Highland Widow. Scott also uses
the device of the ‘explained supernatural’, where supernatural beings are ultimately
resolved as rational, as in Old Mortality with Henry Morton’s ghost, or in Peveril of the
Peak, where Julian follows the mute Fenella and momentarily believes her to be a
Banshie. Meanwhile, although Hogg uses this technique once in his first novel The

Brownie of Bodsbeck (1818), it appears he was unsatisfied that the mysterious beings

- - - o - - -
o s o g o am T N ) KTy s wd R R T



Spectral Ambiguities ‘It will never be in the power of man to decide.’ 28

supposed to be brownies by the inhabitants of Chapelhope and surrounding farms, are

ultimately rationally explained as Covenanters, in hiding from Claverhouse, whose

forms are distorted by the fact that they are forced to exist in extreme conditions with
little food and sunlight. In a letter to William Blackwood of 31* January 1818, Hogg
indicates that he would have preferred to ‘leave some mysterious incidents

unexplained’.” Scott’s supernatural is often based on the persistence of legends as
echoes of the past to provide local colour, as in the fountain in The Bride of

Lammermoor. Meanwhile in Hogg’s work legends and tradition are very much a part of
everyday reality, such as when the narrator of ‘The Mysterious Bride’ names the

location of the mysterious visitations as a place he still passes often, and in ‘Tibby

Hyslop’s Dream’, which begins with the claim that ‘I learned the following story on the
spot where the incidents occurred, and even went and visited all those connected with 1,
so that there is no doubt with regard to its authenticity’.'° Where ambiguity remains in

Scott’s supernatural fiction, it often exists as part of the background to the main action,

whereas Hogg’s inexplicable beings and events — whether real or indicative of madness

— always command consideration.

The writers’ own comments play on this perceived polarisation. In a review of

Galt’s The Omen 1n 1826, Scott comments:

The reader will easily imagine that we do not allude to the superstition of
the olden time, which believed in spectres, fairies and other supernatural

apparitions. These airy squadrons have been long routed, and are
banished to the cottage and the nursery."’

The supernatural is acceptable, provided it originates from childhood stories or from an

older rural way of life. It has no place in the minds of sophisticated Enlightened

moderns, and is a tolerable fictional diversion provided its origins are taken into

consideration. In response to Scott’s position,'* Hogg begins his short story of 1830,

‘The Mysterious Bride’, with this complaint:

A great number of people now a days are beginning broadly to insinuate
that there are no such things as ghosts or spiritual beings visible to mortal
sight. Even Sir Walter Scott is turned renegade and with his stories made
up of half-an-half like Nathaniel Gow’s toddy is trying to throw cold

water on the most certain though most impalpable phenomena of human
nature. The bodies are daft.”
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Nathaniel Gow was a traditional fiddle-player and a contemporary of Scott and Hogg's,

who — in an attempt to aid his performances by avoiding inebriation — began taking
water with his whisky. Yet ironically much of Hogg’s own fiction is made up of another
kind of ‘half an half’, not that of the supposedly ‘watered down’ supernatural explained
away rationally but that of the either/or kind examined in this chapter. Thus, to
construct a straightforward binary of Hogg/Scott, as they playfully do themselves, 1s to
over-simplify their positions in the early nineteenth-century Scottish literary scene.
Given that there is an immense volume of material written about and by Scott, it

is easy to see him as a great but easily situated and identifiable writer. However, his

position becomes more ambiguous as his career progresses — he is antiquaran,
fictionist, historian, but does he corrupt the histories he fictionalises, and does he
preserve or destroy the traditions and histories he sets down on the printed page? There

is the now famous example of the conversation he had with Hogg’s mother, Margaret
Laidlaw, when collecting songs for his Minstrelsy of the Scottish Borders (1802-1803),
during which he is indignantly told that, ‘they war made for singin, an’ no for readin,

but ye hae broken the charm noo, an they’ll never be sung mair.”'* Yet without his

predilection for collecting, it is questionable whether such things would have survived

at all. The Nigerian writer Ben Okri discusses culture and kitsch in relation to a visit to
Scotland he made in 1986. He concludes that while culture, 'during a time of political
impotence, can become kitsch, it can also function as continual declaration and
resistance.””> Just so, much of Scott's iconography, costumery and general depictions
verge on the kitsch, but can also be read as an affirmation and promotion of the culture
from which they draw. In addition, Scott’s perspective on Scotland, as intimated in his
work, is similarly ambiguous. Is he ultimately Nationalist or Unionist? His stance 1s
generally perceived as ‘North British’, but the anti-Union side of the events of 1707 1s
articulated sympathetically in a number of texts,'® including the supernatural-tinged
novel, The Bride of Lammermoor (1819)."” The novel is an allegorical and deeply tragic
love story where no redemption or renewal is possible, its characters engulfed by a
destiny beyond their control. With the figure of Scott, interpretation often struggles to
negotiate a sense of uncertain cultural identity and the co-existence of multiple
possibilities.

Conversely, Hogg becomes more canonical as time progresses, during his own
lifetime, and moreover in recent criticism. Douglas Mack states that the fact that Hogg’s
work was widely, if often unfavourably, reviewed contemporaneously ‘was to be

expected, because Hogg was generally regarded as a major figure in the 1820s’.""
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Indeed, despite avowedly humble literary beginnings as a self-taught shepherd obliged

to leave school at the age of seven after family bankruptcy, Hogg was one of the most
prominent writers in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, or Maga, during the 1820s,

among such figures as John Gibson Lockhart (Scott’s son-in-law) and John Wilson
(Professor of Moral Philosophy at Edinburgh University from 1820, whose alias was
‘Christopher North’). The ‘Noctes Ambrosianae’ series of sketches that appeared in
Maga between March 1822 and February 1835 record the often fictional conversations

held in Ambrose’s pub amongst the literati and their aliases, including the ‘boozing

buffoon’’” of the group and arguably the most popular character, the Shepherd.

Described as ‘somewhere between journalism and literature’ by Hogg’s biographer Karl

Miller®, the series — more than his own work — confirmed Hogg’s contemporary fame,

while the Shepherd represents ‘a complex embodiment of profoundly intuitive
responses to experience, standing in a teasing and stimulating relationship with his
original’.*’

The fictional quality to Hogg’s life survives now as then. Recently, criticism of

Hogg’s Justified Sinner — following Andre Gide’s seminal introduction to the 1947
Cresset Press edition of the novel, where he suggests that it was Europe’s first great
psychological fiction — has reinvented it as a twentieth-century, ‘postmodern’ text, and
somehow timeless. It should be noted, however, that Gide first encountered the novel in
the 1920s, alongside Kafka and others who were exploiting Modernist themes of

fragmentation and examinations of the self, with which the Justified Sinner

reverberates. Gide’s interpretation performs the transmission from modernist to

postmodernist readings.

In her excellent article on the novel, Magdalene Redekop argues that 1t ‘appears
designed for the purpose of satisfying a contemporary reader’s appetite for
indeterminacy [...] The implicit consensus appears to be that a Justified Sinner is a kind

of premature postmodernist novel’.? Similarly, with reference to the Justified Sinner,

[ain Crichton Smith deracinatingly claimed:

Now it is no use comparing Hogg with Scott or, as far as I can see, with
anyone in his century [...] This novel seems to me to be psychologically

far in advance of Hogg’s time and can only be properly understood in the
twentieth century.”

In this chapter, such dehistoricised readings will be avoided,-and the novel will be

recontextualised by examination alongside Hogg’s other psychosomatic works.
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Scott and Hogg shared a complex literary relationship. There is no doubt of a
self-consciousness regarding the other’s work in much of their own, and as Douglas
Mack states when arguing that the Justified Sinner is a ‘both devastating and respectful’
response to Old Mortality, ‘Hogg’s fictions again and again enter into dispute with
Scott’s, but this is precisely because Hogg felt that Scott’s fictions mattered.’**
Elsewhere, Mack convincingly argues that The Three Perils of Woman is similarly a
response to Waverley. Yet to dichotomise the two is to force a false template upon these
remarkable, polyphonous writers, and to suggest an interdependence that is at best

doubtful. Scott and Hogg’s personal and professional relationships are well
documented, but beyond this, access to authorial intention, particularly amongst writers
who often published anonymously (as Scott did with Waverley in 1814 and Hogg with
the Justified Sinner 1n 1824) is impossible.

Indeed, within the fiction about and by Hogg himself, simple binaries are
inappropriate and even obstreperous. He is often positioned as a transitory figure,
oscillating between the limits of various dichotomies, including: Enlightenment and
Romanticism; past and present; tradition and modermity; oral and literary; and rural and
urban. These simplify his position; he moves through the indefinite space between

extremes. As will be 1llustrated in this chapter, he is acutely aware of the extremes he
must negotiate, and he succeeds in hamessing and exploiting these to great literary
effect. Douglas Gifford’s first chapter in his 1976 study of Hogg’s work is entitled
‘Ettrick Hogg and Edinburgh Hogg’, and sets up a firm distinction between the pre-
1810 work of the self-taught rural shepherd and the post-1810 writer conscious of his

position 1n a wider literary scene. Gifford states:

Since his work is so marked on the one hand by the distinction between
what he inherited from his Border background, giving an authenticity of
vision which is true to his basic nature, and on the other his perpetually
shifting, ever-imitative desire to find a ‘vision’ and form acceptable to a

polite Edinburgh and British audience, I feel one should consider these
two sides separately.?’

The year Hogg moved to Edinburgh, 1810, does mark a degree of change, especially
since prior to this he had oﬂly published poetry and non-fiction. Yet as Penny Fielding
argues, these separate spheres overlap and meld into one another. In Fielding’s words,
‘Hogg was in the world of the Edinburgh literati but not of it; the odour of sheep
pursued him’.?® Hogg’s experiences in his first community come to inhabit and inform

those of the second. However, was he resentful, as critics have suggested, of the spaces
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created for him by the literati? Or, as others argue, did he play up to the notion of the

‘heaven-taught’ autodidact writer (for example with the fact that he claimed the same

birth date as Robert Burns) and use the associations of ‘original genius’ and ‘punty’ to
his advantage?*’ Was the polarisation of Edinburgh and Ettrick, and all that came with
it, useful to him, or was it restrictive? As the Editor in the Justified Sinner remarks, ‘I
cannot tell.” (240)

Yet it is clear that Hogg does not sit comfortably with the false narratives
perpetuated around him — he is neither postmodernist, nor ‘heaven-taught’ shepherd nor
noble savage. Comparable to the reactions against metanarratives and constructions of

identity evident in the later psychosomatic supernatural texts examined in subsequent

chapters, Hogg’s work eludes straightforward classification, and his representations of

identity and place are open-ended and incomplete. Because of the nature of enquiry this
incompleteness suggests, it is more fruitful to consider the subversive functions of
Hogg’s psychosomatic supernaturalism thematically rather than strictly chronologically.

Each main theme, however, may be related to key texts chronologically in an attempt to

ascertain how this motif develops sequentially in Hogg’s work. The Justified Sinner

represents one stage amongst others in this development.

Ganging to Houk up Hunder-vear-auld Banes>®: Temporal Subversion

The subversive potentiality of Hogg’s technique is realised fully in the depiction
and dissection of historical progress in much of his work. Following experiments in his
first novel The Brownie of Bodsbeck, where any mystery is ultimately explained
rationally, and in short stories such as ‘Adam Bell’, The Three Perils of Woman
represents his first truly sustained and self-conscious construction of this kind of literary

and philosophical ambiguity. The Perils of Woman features three seemingly

independent narratives depicting each peril in turn, and representing a diversity of
communities, from polite urban Edinburgh to the Borders farming community to the
poverty-stricken Highlands. The chronologically separate narratives are presented
through the novel’s unconventional non-linear structure, so that the reader encounters
the contemporary before the historical. We first encounter a coming-of-age ‘national
tale’ set in 1820s bourgeois Edinburgh, then a comedy involving a rural Highland parish
during the 1745 uprising, and finally a tragedy depicting the same characters following
the ’45 and the bloody aftermath of Culloden, which forms the disturbing and
unredeemed conclusion to the novel. Each narrative, or peril, represents a variationon a

recurring theme, and is divided into ‘circles’ rather than chapters, structurally
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embodying and reflecting the metaphysical themes contained within: the liminal

positions of the characters, the uncanny recurrence of events between narratives, and the

repetition compulsion of human history. As the narrator of the novel states: ‘and thus by
a retrograde motion round a small but complete circle, am I come again to the very
beginning of my story.” (25) The suggestion of the supernatural is evident in the
contemporary and historical narratives, featuring what have come to be known, since
Tan Duncan first coined the memorable phrase, as ‘upright corpses’.”” Sigmund Freud
theorises the supernatural in literature and its connection to the progression of time in

his seminal essay ‘The Uncanny’, and following on from Freud, Duncan discusses the

intersection of history and the supernatural in Romantic texts from Scotland, thus:

Scottish Gothic represents (with greater historical and anthropological

specificity than in England) the uncanny recursion of an ancestral
1dentity alienated from modern life. Its fictions [...(feature)] a wholesale
temporal distinction between Scottish modemity — the domain of the

middle-class literary subject — and a category of cultural otherness
designated as pre-modern.*®

It is when this distinction is unsettled and transgressed that Romantic becomes Gothic,”*
and when novels such as Hogg’s (and later Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights (1847))
appear. Hogg repeatedly examines the contrast between the assumptions of a modern
civilisation and those exemplified by an older, pre-modemn supernatural view of the

world, and what happens when this temporal binary is deconstructed through uncanny
recursions of the apparent past. As Freud argues, this succeeds in ‘betraying us to

[...(the beliefs)] which we have ostensibly surmounted’.>
In the Perils of Woman, the historical Highland-set tales are strewn with corpses
that appear to be alive and live bodies that appear dead and are often then reanimated as

tangible re-visitations from the past. The apparent resurrections of Davie Duff and Sally

Niven foreshadow and give testimony to the horrific reality of Culloden and its
aftermath. The construction of the North, especially the Highlands, so evident in Hogg’s
time following Macpherson’s Ossianic poetry as the site of the primitive, barbaric and
preternatural is here initially maintained, as is the literary motif of the journey North,
undertaken by a seemingly more sophisticated Southern protagonist. Yet the upright
corpses of history are further disturbingly and uncannily reflected by the strange 1llness
that the heroine, Gatty Bell, falls victim to in the earlier, although chronologically later,

narrative, set firmly and tellingly away from the North in the metropolitan centre,

Edinburgh. Gatty enters a strange, coma-like state after being involved in a dubious love
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triangle with lover then husband, the Highlander M’Ion, and cousin Cherry,
problematised by Gatty’s concern with emerging notions of femininity, propriety and
gentility. Cherry dies, supposedly of a broken heart, after M’Ion and Gatty marry, and it
is during the guilt-ridden aftermath of this that Gatty falls ill. The other characters

initially debate whether she is alive or dead, until her liminal state is interrupted by a

hornfic occurrence:

...behold the corpse sat up in the bed in one moment! The body sprung
up with a power resembling that produced by electricity. It did not rise
up like one wakening out of a sleep, but with a jerk so violent that it
struck the old man on the cheek, almost stupefying him; and there sat the
corpse, dressed as it was in its dead-clothes, a most appalling sight as
man ever beheld [...] No human heart could stand this; for though the
body seemed to have life, it was altogether an unnatural life; or rather,
the frame seemed as if agitated by some demon that knew not how to
exercise or act upon any one of the human powers or faculties. (199/200)

Gatty is later referred to as ‘the animated corpse’, ‘the creature’, ‘this ghastly
automaton’, and °‘this incomprehensible being’ (200-202), further heightening the
ambiguity of her state. The fact that this incongruously occurs within the bosom of
bourgeois Edinburgh, rather than on the war-ravaged moorlands of the Highlands,
amplifies its sense of violence and horror. Following the incident, Gatty returns to a
stagnant state and unconsciously gives birth to a healthy son after a few months,
remaining comatose for three years and a day in total and being cared for all the while
in an Edinburgh asylum. The origins of this state of living death have been hotly

debated by critics, from divine intervention to hysteria and catatonic schizophrenia to

animal magnetism to venereal disease (perhaps also the cause of Cherry’s death, the

common factor being contact with M’Ion)”. Even Gatty herself, upon eventually

waking, exclaims:

“I know not what to believe, or what to doubt [...] Where have I been?
Or rather, what have I been? Have I been in a sleep for three years and a
day? Have I been in the grave? Or in a madhouse? Or in the land of

spirits. Or have I been lying in a state of total insensibility, dead to all the
issues of life?” (223)

Ambiguity is essential to any interpretation of the illness. Multiple possibilities

contribute to the overall complexity of the text, and to Hogg’s destabilisation of this
safe world of the new middle classes as represented in ‘women’s’ genres such as the

National Tale and the novel of manners. Gatty effectively loses three years of her past,
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of her history, believing when she wakens that only a matter of days have elapsed: ‘the
period was lost in her estimation, as if it had never been’ (215). Yet unlike the uncanny
resurrections of the post-’45 narratives, such as Sally who haunts the former battlefields
as a being lacking reason, nursing her own dead child, and ‘bereft and traumatised by
the violence of historical progress’,** Gatty’s return to life has a positive outcome.” She
accepts her now post-infant son, and she and family look hopefully and affirmatively to
the future. However, the central enigma of Gatty’s illness, combined with the Gothic
horror of the succeeding narrative, serves to undercut the idealistic optimism of the
linear conclusion, indicating an ironic treatment of newly established conventions.
Ambiguity and animated corpses appear incongruous within the conventionally safe

world of women’s fiction.

Duncan 1nterprets the upright corpses of the novel, along with the parallels
between contemporary and historical narratives and the fact that the historical comes
after the contemporary as the disturbing conclusion to the text, as demonstrating a

profound concern with Enlightenment notions of historical progress. He states:

The spectral persistence of ancient forms beyond the cessation of their
life in social practice unsettles that linear, developmental unfolding
which constitutes the progressive chronology of modern history [...} In
the moment of the uncanny we read a dissolution of the temporal
categories that sustain the identity of the modern, unitary subject.*®

The temporal categories Duncan refers to include the ‘four stages’ model of history as
inevitable progress and improvement espoused by Enlightenment philosophers such as
Adam Smith,”’ and upheld in Scott’s historical novels. One such is Waverley, and
Douglas Mack interprets the Perils of Woman as a response to Waverley on the subject
of the °45, as well as a critique of the novel’s evasion of any discussion of Culloden,
further provoked by Scott’s stage management of George IV’s visit to Edinburgh in
1822.° Mack argues that, ‘Scott’s novel sees this convulsion (the *45) as the decisive

moment at which the old, feudal, world of the Jacobites died — the decisive moment at

which the forces of social progress brought Scotland into the new, rational, modermn,
law-abiding, Enlightened world presided over by the Hanoverian British monarchy.’”’
Hogg’s novel demonstrates the old world’s ability to revisit upon the modem
Enlightened present, depicting the past as far from absolute, and Enlightenment views
of history as inevitable progress as unrealistically optimistic. He insists that the
Enlightenment is built upon the blood and barbarism of Culloden and its aftermath, 1n

the way Walter Benjamin analogously insists that, ‘there is no document of civilisation
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which is not at the same time a document of barbarism.”*® Although in novels such as
Waverley and Rob Roy Scott laments that which is lost in historical evolution, history 1s
still confined to the absolute past, from which it cannot return. Yet if, as Hogg’s novel
suggests, death can be returned from, and the historical can follow the contemporary,
then the past 1s far from safely resolved, and the passing of time does not always
represent progress. In fact, the novel portrays, as Anthony Hasler states in his brilliant

introduction to the recent edition, ‘a vision of history as black farce, of ignorant armies

clashing by night.”*' These ignorant armies, Hogg’s novel suggests, continue to clash.

Similarly, the Justified Sinner presents an historical account of events following
a contemporary narrative with a concluding contemporary frame, making the historical

‘an uncanny presence inside’ the contemporary."'2 The first account, the Editor’s

narrative, relates from a position of Enlightenment superiority the strange and
unexplained events surrounding the Colwan family over a hundred years ago. Here, the

contemporary form of the historical novel is self-consciously and not unquestioningly

adopted. As Douglas Mack states, on the face of it:

Hogg’s Editor [...] would appear to be in some sense a representative of
the world of Scott and his circle; and his narrative of the life of Robert
Wringhim would appear to be very much in tune with the attempt in
Scott’s Waverley novels to present an objective and ‘unbiassed’ (sic)

account of Scotland’s past, after a judicious and even-handed evaluation
of the evidence.*”

The Editor’s seemingly impartial stance is interrogated through the subversion of his
rational Enlightenment assumptions by the (however ambiguous) presence of an old-
world supernaturalism, in the form of the mysterious Gil-Martin, who as his name and
manner suggest, may be an agent of the Devil himself, an ancient presence.»44 This 1s
also the kind of supernaturalism related by the ‘auld wives of the clachan’ (195) to
Samuel Scrape in Robert’s account, warning that there are ‘mony deils aneath the masks
o’ zealous professors’ (198). Such zealous professors (those who publicly profess a set
of beliefs) are Robert (Calvinism) and the Editor (Enlightenment values). At the end of
the novel, 1n his concluding frame to Robert’s narrative, the Editor asserts that ‘in this
day, and with the present generation, it will not go down, that a man should be daily
tempted by the devil’. (254) Yet, despite claiming disbelief in his age of advanced
thinking, he still presents Robert’s account, as well as the mysteries of his own

‘history’, to his contemporaries as emanating neither, as Scott suggested such things

should, from the cottage or the nursery. As well as in the land of the cottage, the rural
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Borders, these mysteries occur in the metropolitan centres of Glasgow and Edinburgh.
They also arise amongst educated men with whom the Editor paradoxically encourages
the reader to sympathise through his extreme lack of any compassion or attempt to
empathise. He concludes that Robert must be either ‘not only the greatest fool, but the
greatest wretch, on whom was ever stamped the form of humanity; or that he was a

religious maniac’. (254)

Moreover, the Editor instigates two important incidents driven by his curiosity
regarding the primitive darkness of superstition, appearing incongruous with what he
asserts 1s his methodology, based on the ‘powerful monitors’ (1) of history as a source

of truth. Firstly, when considering changing the title of Robert’s memoir prior to

publication to 4 Self-justified Sinner, he decides, ‘there being a curse pronounced by the
writer on him that should dare to alter or amend, I have let it stand as it is.” (253) In
addition, he goes so far as to visit the suicide’s grave described in a letter from one
Border shepherd, James Hogg, to Blackwood'’s Magazine. The letter relates the opening
of the grave by two local men who find therein a remarkably presérved corpse, which

we can assume was once Robert. Rebecca Pope convincingly argues for a connection

between the preservation of Robert’s corpse, which is assigned to the presence in the

grave of the manuscript of his memoirs (* “it has been for the preservation o’ that little
book™ [252]), and the literary embalming carried out by the genre of the autobiography,
preserving the past life of the protagonist.*” The Editor displays a ‘perverse’ interest in

Robert’s autoblography — the very text he dismisses at the end of the novel as the
fantasies of a maniac or religious fanatic — and also that which he appears to deem
untenable, the supernatural. Upon reaching the grave, he confesses, ‘I felt a singular

sensation, when I saw the grey stone standing at the head, and another at the feet, and
one half of the grave manifestly new digged, and closed up again as had been

described.” (249) In Freud’s words, the ‘rational’ Editor betrays himself to the beliefs he
has ostensibly surmounted.*®

Indeed, the repeated grave-openings in this final section shed further light on an
analysis of the representation of the processes of history in the novel as a whole. The
mysterious metafictional character ‘James Hogg’ tells the Edinburgh relic-hunters who
are intent on finding the suicide’s grave that he is far too busy selling sheep to guide
them: ‘I hae mair ado than I can manage the day, foreby ganging to houk up hunder-
year-auld banes.” (247) And houking up hunder-year-auld banes is precisely what the

Editor does, literally when visiting the grave, but also metaphorically by publishing and
commenting on Robert’s memoirs. The opening of the grave by the Editor and his party
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is the third in a line of symbolic unsettlings of the past, taking from the corpse as they

do momentos and relics. The past is once again left open-ended and unresolved, and as

- Mack points out: ‘At the end of the text we look into Robert’s opened grave; and we are
then confronted by disconcerting and disturbing questions, rather than by comforting
and lucid answers.”*’ This kind of ambiguity again proves to be far from gratifying,
relying on active reader intervention. Along similar lines, Duncan states that, ‘unlike the
liquefying corpse [...] a writing can be reanimated, by the act of reading’, waming the
reader of ‘Hogg’s disconcerting challenge, that in our own imaginations the narrative

must speak again’.** We in turn undertake a process of houking up the past, by allowing

both narratives to speak again, and undergo a second reading in our imaginations.

‘A view of my own state, at which I shuddered®®: political subversion

Ambiguity also contributes to deep and sustained political subversion. Politics 1s

defined here in its most general sense, as pertaining to social relations involving

authority or power. As critics Ivan Gaskell and Salim Kemal argue, ‘any relationship

among humans, or between humans and other entities [...] can be said to have a
politics.” The politics of the relationships amongst Hogg’s characters in these texts

become destabilised and transformed both ontogenetically and phylogenetically through
the presence of possible madness, or the potentially supernatural. In his own context,
Hogg as a literary figure was politically subversive in this sense. His texts often
articulate an interrogation of his relationship with both modern Edinburgh and
superstitious Ettrick. Despite contributing to and being part of the establishment of the

conservative, Tory-championing Maga, the radicalism of his position is often covertly

evident, something that contemporary critics picked up on and used to denigrate his
work.

Upon its publication, critics were outraged by the sexual connotations implicit in

the events of the Perils of Woman. The review in the Literary Gazette warned that any
qualities in the novel ‘are disgraced by coarseness and gross vulgarities’ and lamented
the ‘allusions to women of ill-fame’, while the British Magazine reviewer felt that
strong characterisation was ‘spoiled by overwhelming vulgarity’.”’ When the Bell
children move to Edinburgh from the Borders to study, Gatty writes to her parents
expressing surprise at the number of seemingly idle women wandering the streets
around their residence. She writes: “There are a great number of girls here [...] 1
suppose they lie, and swear, and cheat, and steal for a livelihood; at least, I can find out

no other occupation that they have.’ (39) Her father has inadvertently moved his




Spectral Ambiguities ‘It will never be in the power of man to decide.” 39

children to the red light district of the city. The wealthy Diarmid M’Ion, on the other
hand, has chosen to make this area his place of residence. Both Cherry’s and Gatty’s

mysterious illnesses have been attributed by some commentators to venereal disease,
contracted from the shady M’Ion, who — Gatty tells her parents — ‘is apt to make a boast
of favours obtained from our sex’. (38) M’Ion also shows symptoms, and sends for a
specialist despite his own medical background, and as David Groves states, ‘many

readers in 1823 would surely have assumed, especially in view of the previous allusions

to prostitution in this work, that the unnameable illness is either syphilis or

952

gonorrhoea.””” As we have seen, these illnesses are ambiguous, and unnamed, but a

bodily interpretation has an effect similar to that of attributing the symptoms to the
mind, that 1s, a realist and rational, as opposed to supernatural, explanation. The literary
subversion of the popular genre of the national tale evident in the novel has been well
documented by critics, illustrating Hogg’s concern with invoking then undermining
readerly expectations. Yet by introducing the possibility that even the upper classes are
prone to weaknesses of the mind, or a potentially sexually transmitted disease, an

overtly political statement is made. High and low cultures, both prostitute and decorous

bourgeois lady, are shown to be equally flawed and susceptible to such boundary-

flouting and levelling infections.

Indeed, in Peril Third, the narrator states that: ‘Death is the great queller of
rancour and human pride; even his seen approach subdues them, levels rank, and
consumes the substance of the fiery passions.’ (388) Death, like infection or madness,
refuses to respect rank. However, these states remain ambiguous, and the recurrent
transgression of boundaries, from life to death and back again, from health to infection,
from madness to sanity, and from class to class, makes solid identity elusive. Hogg's
revision of the national tale amplifies this, and indeed extrapolates from the condition of
the individual a phylogenetic statement on the nation. The national tale, exemplified in
Maria Edgeworth’s fiction, such as the novel Castle Rackrent (1800), in Scottish
literature by Susan Ferrier’s Marriage (1818), and played with and elaborated on 1n
Scott’s Waverley (1814) (where three divided sides instead of the conventional two are
portrayed), usually involves a contemporary journey through the nation, to the fringes
and back, which reveals deep divisions. Traditionally, resolution comes in the form of
marriage between two people from opposite sides of the divide, such as Southern
women Gatty and Sally and Highland men M’Ion and Alaster Mackenzie (whom Sally

marries). National identity is a chief concern, with the individual often becoming

synecdoche for the nation. However, in Hogg’s tale, resolution is far from
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straightforward or restorative. Anthony Hasler describes Hogg’s treatment of these

conventions thus:

His characters from both periods shuttle to and fro between the confines
of a claustrophobic Scotland in travels which have no regenerative
dimension, but mirror and engender at best comic confusion, at worst
tragedy and trauma. A circling narrative enacts throughout what is for
the most part a disturbingly fluid version of human identity [...] It 1s

impossible — as the first reviewers disapprovingly noted — to draw from

Hogg’s dejpiction of personality a unitary, morally inflected cast of
character.’

Both individual and nation struggle to maintain a coherent identity, a poignant comment

coming just after George IV’s visit to Edinburgh, and his accompanying attempt to

resolve historical rifts.>*

The concern with dissolution of identity is also apparent in the Justified Sinner.

Much has been written about the subversive qualities of this text (for example David
Groves’ and Douglas Mack’s articles and essays on the Justified Sinner), and familiar
arguments will be summarised here, but with an attempt to extrapolate and revise. It 1s
evident that in much of his work Hogg reacts against and subverts dominant codes, and

in the Justified Sinner a number of positions are destabilised. As David Groves states, in

the novel,

We are shown the folly of extreme Calvinism as represented by Robert
Wringhim, but at the same time we are encouraged to sympathise with

Wringhim to some extent and, finally, to see also the analogous foibles

of Wringhims’s counterpart ‘the editor’, with his extreme rationalism, his
obtuseness and his deceitfulness. Hogg’s satire is complex and two-

dimensional, since it encourages readers to perceive strengths and

weaknesses in every human being, and to admit the difficult lesson of
human unity and kinship.>”

Robert represents an uncanny incursion into the present of a piece of older, superstitious
Scotland, clearly deranged, bigoted and insular. Yet the very fact that he is entertained
at all by the supposed Enlightenment rationalist, represents that the temporal and
cultural location of the Editor's narrative may not be as faultless and advanced as he has
led us to believe. Both Enlightenment and pre-Enlightenment Scotland are interrogated.
The Editor constructs for himself a position of safety, but the historical narrative
suggests how easily that position can be destabilised, and how dangerous extremism and

excessive conviction of any kind of certainty can be. Even as an individual, or rather

through his failure to maintain individuation, Robert and his psychological position
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become a comment on society. A stable, independent self, simultaneously a product and

component of a steady and unified community, would also essentially be a coherent,

unfragmented self. Yet Robert's conscious identity progressively disintegrates to the

point when he is no longer certain whether he is him'self', two people or a fragment of

another whole. As he tells us 1n his memoir:

I generally conceived myself to be two people. When I lay in bed, 1
deemed there were two of us in it; when I sat up, I always beheld another
person, and always in the same position from the place where 1 sat or

stood, which was about three paces off me towards my left side [...] The

most perverse part of it was, that I rarely conceived myself to be any of
the two persons. (154)

Intersubjectivity is the defining feature of character depiction here, demonstrating the
struggle an individual endures to maintain autonomous identity against a societal
background of chaos, in the novel the chaos of religious controversy and extreme
political change, including the events leading up to the Act of Union of 1707.>® The

Editor, in turn, is doubled with Robert, his intersubject in the sense that there exist
attitudinal, if not ideological, similarities between them, and in the sense that between
their two narratives, they make up the whole ‘subject’ of the novel.

Intersubjectivity as a source of horror is theorised by Julia Kristeva in her study,
Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection.”’ Gil-Martin is Robert’s abject ‘Other’;
Robert is the Editor’s, that which is ‘repulsed’, ‘rejected’ and ‘thrown up’: ‘what I
permanently thrust aside in order to live’. Yet abjection also involves ‘the ambiguous
opposition I/Other, Inside/Outside’,” ambiguous in the sense that what is perceived to

be externally other may well actually be internal, implicated in the ‘I’, just as Gil-Martin

1s implicated in Robert’s identity, and Robert in the Editor’s. The moment of horror

occurs when this 1s recognised.

The abject is also ambiguous in a further sense. Kristeva tells us that it

‘simultaneously beseeches and pulverises the subject’, that it is both repulsive and
attractive, and that this is what makes it so dangerous to coherent identity: ‘One thus

understands why so many victims of the abject are its fascinated victims — if not 1its

submissive and willing ones.”” Indeed, this is the case for both the Editor and Robert

and their respective abject others. In view of his rationalist position, the Editor should

be dismissive of Robert’s narrative — that which he finds in his very grave — but rather

he seeks to publish it, immortalising and disseminating. Similarly, as a Christian Robert
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should shun the company of the potentially diabolic Gil-martin, whose words are often
double-tongued, ‘equivocal, and susceptible of being rendered in a meaning perfectly
dreadful’. (238) However, he does not, and refers to him as his ‘elevated and dreaded
friend’. (223) Following this, Robert acknowledges the very moment of abjection, ‘the
horror with which I now regarded him [that] was unaccountable to myself.’ (223) Yet,
for the Editor the abject moment of horrific recognition is yet to come: he speculates on

Robert's narrative that he ‘wrote and wrote about a deluded creature, till he [...]

believed himself the very object whom he had been all along describing’. (254) As

David Groves observes, ‘the irony here is that the editor has been writing at (almost)

equal length about a “deluded creature”, without ever recognising his affinity with that

creature.’®’

Robert and Gil-Martin share a further mutual identity, in that they are both
rebellious sons. The Devil 1s the definitive rebellious son, but Robert has also rejected
his father’s influence and instruction in favour of a terrible liberty. Yet, however
destructive this commonality might be, it is the maternal connection that Kristeva
discusses as the ultimate abject relationship, stating that ‘abjection preserves what
existed in the archaism of pre-objectal relationship, in the immemorial violence with
which a body becomes separated from another body in order to be’. (10) Just so, Gil-

Martin's relationship with Robert becomes at times almost maternal. Gil-Martin tells
Robert at one point:

“Sooner shall you make the mother abandon the child of her bosom [...]
than separate me from your side. Our beings are amalgamated, as it were,

and consociated in one, and never shall I depart from this country until I
carry you in triumph with me.”(189)

The mother's body is the ambiguous space where identity is both generated — through
birth — and threatened — through the risk to autonomy represented by the mother. At

certain points in the novel, Robert's identity is reliant upon Gil-Martin, whether he is
actual devil or projection of the mind, but is also dangerously threatened by total
amalgamation with this ambiguous being. Moreover, in this sense Robert's suicide also
becomes matricide, as it directly results in the cessation of the mother/child relationship.

A similar relationship exists between Lady Wheelhope and her servant
Merodach mn Hogg's 1828 short story, ‘The Brownie of the Black Haggs’. The tale
relates the compulsive and destructive interaction of the aristocrat and her servant, the

potential brownie of the title.°! Lady Wheelhope ‘was an inexorable tyrant in her
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family, quarrelled with her servants, often cursing them, striking them, and turning them

away; especially if they were religious, for these she could not endure, but suspected

them of every bad thing’. (242) Yet she meets her match in the unearthly Merodach, a
‘fiendish creature’ (254), whom most people

began to regard as a creature that was not canny. They had seen him eat,
and drink, and work like other people; still he had that about him that
was not like other men. He was a boy in form, and an antediluvian in
feature. Some thought he was a mule, between a Jew and an ape; some a

wizard, some a kelpie, or a fairy, but most of all, that he was really and
truly a Brownie. (250)

Their relationship develops to the point of obsession, so that towards the conclusion of
the narrative the lady casts a telling look on Merodach: ‘It was not a look of love nor of

hatred exclusively; neither was it of desire or disgust, but it was a combination of them

all.” (253) This is what Douglas Mack discusses as ‘a powerful cocktail of lust and
hatred. A trail of violence, havoc and death ensues; and Hogg’s powerful, savage story
ends after the lady follows Merodach into the black haggs of the moorland, where
madness and death await her’.%* It is possible that Merodach is guilt personified. The
lady may have brought retribution upon herself, and ‘Merodach of Babylon’ as he 1s
sometimes known, may have been sent by some sinister force to deliver this reckoning.
However, ambiguity again provides the dynamic, and no conclusions are reached as to

whether Merodach 1s a malevolent Brownie, or simply a clever but ill-natured old man,

whose disproportionately huge influence on the lady comes from her troubled state of

mind.

Both interpretations operate analogously. What is definite, however, 1s the

story’s elision of the disparity between high and low, comparable to that in Perils of
Woman and the Justified Sinner. The aristocratic lady and the ‘jotteryman’, or dogsbody

servant, exist at points in a mutually dependent relationship, each providing the other

with a focus for their energies, something to react against. Merodach ultimately kills

her, but not before she has been driven mad with hatred and lust for him. The

conventional power relationship is subverted.

Another interpretation connected to this is the possibility that the story is an
ironic allegory for Hogg’s relationship with the Edinburgh literati. Hogg, a shrewd but
lowly rustic figure is at this time both loved and loathed, celebrated and censured by
Scott, Wilson, Blackwood and their literary cronies (as witnessed in the discussion of

the ‘Noctes Ambrosianae’ above). The persistent bombastic ridicule of the character of
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the Shepherd in the Noctes Ambrosianae demonstrates this. The Shepherd is generally
drunk and obtuse, and the other characters protest his rustic buffoonery rather too much.
It 1s as 1f to label and subordinate this clever man from the sticks as the drunken
Shepherd, not to be taken seriously, would neutralise his subversive potential. The
supporters of the Tory-championing Maga, as opposed to those of the Whig Edinburgh
Review, appreciated Hogg’s (at first reading) traditional tales of rural life. As Douglas

Mack states in his introduction to The Shepherd’s Calendar, the collection that
contained ‘The Brownie of the Black Haggs’,

The periodical’s concerns tended to lie with agriculture, the landed
gentry, and rural affairs as opposed to industry, trade, and urban affairs.
Contributions by Hogg on the quaint ways of the stalwart Ettrick
peasantry (salt of the earth, our loyal peasantry, just what we need to
keep the Radicals at bay) must have seemed a good idea in theory.®’

What these stories provided in practice, however, was somewhat more subversive. ‘The
Brownie’ 1s Hogg’s gentle reminder to the Tory hierarchy of the potential powers of
peasant superstition and a self-educated lower class. Further, just as Lady Wheelhope’s
attempts to rnid herself and her household of a threatening figure disastrously misfire, so
too do the Iterati's attempts to emasculate the incongruous Ettrick shepherd.

Autonomous 1dentity is superseded by a collective identity, and thus these stories can be

read as social allegories.

The dangers of accepting any ideology or system of belief unquestioningly are
thus illustrated time and again in Hogg’s work. The safety of positions of power,
whether personal, religious or political, is undermined. Extremism is shown to be a

precarious force, in all its various aspects. Instead, humanity is advocated, ever flawed

but also optimistically ever open to questioning and change.

¢

Beyond the power of utterance’®*: Literary Subversion

Hogg’s strategies also have an aesthetic impact, foregrounding a connection
between the aesthetic and the political in his work. Ambiguity allows for the subversion
of literary conventions, including emerging ideas of realism and romanticism, and
linguistic propriety. The literary use of the supernatural alludes to an older, superstitious
folk tradition, still primarily orally transmitted in Hogg’s time. Yet Hogg writes for a
highly literate book-buying audience, and as Douglas Gifford states, his ‘whole creative
1dentity can be seen as held in tension between these oral and written traditions.’®’

Penny Fielding notes a further element to this tension. The contemporary popularity of
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the notion of original genius was connected to the idea of a purity inherent in orality.
Yet as Fielding points out, ‘the paradox of orality made Hogg’s position precarious. On
the one hand, there is the ‘natural genius’ of the Ettrick Shepherd, on the other, the
‘boozing buffoon’ in literary circle [...] it might seem important for him to establish a
clear demarcation between the purity of orality and the corruption of illiteracy.’ (75)
Hogg was simultaneously perceived as original genius and uneducated primitive,

something self-consciously handled in his fiction. This tension between writing and

orality parallels that between supernatural and rational explanations, past and present,
North and South. Also connected to this tension are concerns surrounding the
representation of the vernacular idiom.

In the Perils of Woman, as we have seen, genre expectations are established only
to be undermined, with a number of different types of genre being adopted, and once
adopted often transgressed or interrogated. The novel is a self-consciously metafictional
text, entailing historical novel, national tale, novel of manners and supernatural folk

tale, and also being divided into ‘circles’ rather than chapters. Hogg explains these

divisions 1n this way:

And thus, by a retrograde motion round a small but complete circle, I am
come again to the very beginning of my story.

I like that way of telling a story exceedingly. Just to go always
round and round my hero, in the same way as the moon keeps moving
round the sun; thus darkening my plot on the one side of him, and

enlightening it on the other, thereby displaying both the lights and
shadows of Scottish life. (25)

He self-consciously proffers a piece of fiction, albeit one that comments on the realities

of society. The last line above displays an intertextual reference to John Wilson’s 1822
collection of short stories, Lights and Shadows of Scottish Life. Critics have argued that
Hogg’s text 1s a response to this collection, a means of counteracting the sentimental

and unrealistic portrait of Scottish life painted therein.*® Yet by introducing potentially

supernatural elements, Hogg is already creating a clearly fictional text and stretching the
boundaries of credible truth for much of his audience. Hogg’s intermediary position,
between Ettrick and Edinburgh, oral and written, provided him with an awareness of
both scepticism and superstition. The tension is increased by the acceptability for this
audience of a psychological explanation of these seemingly unnatural elements. Penny

Fielding discusses how ‘Hogg, caught in the centre of the paradox of orality,

characteristically plays both ends against the middle’.*’ Regardless of background, a
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reader can conclude in favour of a specific explanation, but always with the uneasy
sense of the other hovering in the background.

The representation of speech in the novel is connected to this tension. At a time
of increasing anglicising pressures on newly rich Scots during the Regency period,
Gatty’s father Daniel Bell represents an older Scots-speaking perspective. As Douglas
Mack states, ‘the comically unsophisticated Daniel Bell is an unreconstructed Border
farmer of the old school.” Meanwhile, however, his wife and daughter aspire to civilised
North Britishness through the adoption of English manners, customs and the language.
In this situation, as Mack points out, ‘one would expect Richard Rickleton, Peril First’s
most prominent English character, to be the most admirable person in the story. And
indeed he is, although this is not exactly because of his elegance, refinement and
sophistication.”® Rickleton is Gatty’s amorous Northern English cousin, who speaks
with a strong Northumbrian dialect. When attempting to court his cousin, he says to her,
‘ “Why, because, d’ye see, cousin, that baith thee dress and thee cheek looks something

wife-like — And a devilish bonny wifie thou wad be too!”” (57) Despite his youth and

upward mobility, his tongue employs older modes of speech. He represents an
incongruity within his own society, but also a further haunting of the corporeal present
by the past, specific to Scotland. The Scots language originated from the survival of
elements of the Old Northumbrian dialect of Old English, due to the relatively isolated

geographic location of speakers, and hence less contact with other languages. A ghost

of geography and language tangibly exists in the present of the novel.

A similar tension is apparent in the Justified Sinner. The oral accounts of Bell

Calvert 1n the Editor’s narrative, unreliable witness to the presence of Gil-Martin, are

articulated 1n her native Scots, as Hogg parodies the notion that Scots speakers are
uneducated and untrustworthy. In reality, we find Bell to possess integrity and nobility.
Similarly, 1n the Sinner’s account, the supernatural parable articulated by Samuel
Scrape following his master Wringhim’s illness or possession is a Scots folk tale,

outlining and echoing what ‘the auld wives o’ the clachan’ have been saying:

‘Oo, I trow it’s a’ stuff;- folk shouldna heed what’s said by auld crazy
kimmers. But there are some 0’ them weel kend for witches too; an’ they
say — lord have a care o’ us! — they say the deil’s often seen gaun sidie
for sidie w’ye, whiles in ae shape, an’ whiles in another. An’ they say

that he whiles takes your ain shape, or else enters into you, and then you
turn a deil yourself.’(195)
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Samuel relates the tale of the village of Auchtermuchty, which was taken in by the devil
in the figure of a hell-fire preacher, almost to the point of the community’s destruction.
Unfortunately for Robert, it turns out that folk should ‘heed what’s said by auld crazy
kimmers’, as the echoes of his own situation in this tale are apparent to the reader, if not
to him. Within the two self-consciously ‘written’, literary narratives, Robert’s memoirs
and the literati Editor’s account, these oral narratives act as ghostly shadows, uncanny

recursions of the spoken into the written. Moreover, these speech forms are preserved in

the (literally) longer enduring written and printed form, as the apparently spontaneous

moment of speech 1s located in the art of the novel. As Douglas Mack states: ‘Bell’s

oral tale 1s told towards the end of the Editor’s main narrative, and this tale helps us to
read the Editor’s Narrative more deeply and more perceptively. Samuel’s oral tale
likewise helps us to read Robert’s Private Memoirs more deeply and more
perceptively.”® The question of truth is again foregrounded; which narrative is to be
relied upon? The oral is perceived to have access to purity and originality, but the
written, however superficially, contains the authority of print. Orality haunts writing,
heightening ambiguity, and further problematising the question of the real.

Realism 1s interrogated in further ways throughout Hogg’s text. Like the Perils
of Woman, the Justified Sinner is highly metafictional, similarly playing with genre

expectations, with contemporary ideas of realism and romance. Rebecca Pope notes an

additional literary subversive quality to the intersubjectivity discussed above, and also a

connection between the aesthetic and the political in the novel. She states:

Realism, as many commentators have observed, is inseparable from the
traditional notion of the subject as unified, conscious, present to itself,

and capable of using language [...] as a vehicle of expression. The self-
divisions which Robert’s narrative recounts and enacts constitute a

sustained assault on this tenet of the realist faith [...] Hogg’s novel
begins its sustained dismantling of the assumptions upon which

autobiography and realism have traditionally depended: that the subject
is unified, that ‘fact’ and “fiction’ are separate categories.’”

Realism, as a literary representation of a recognisable reality, is broken down,

suggesting a concurrent breakdown of the logic of what actually exists in this society.

Moreover, the distinction between ‘fact’ or ‘reality’ and fiction becomes blurred, and a

metafictional awareness of the restrictions of realism is apparent.

There 1s one particularly self-conscious metafictional episode in the Editor’s

concluding narrative where a certain local shepherd, James Hogg, makes an appearance.

The Editor seeks him out as a guide to the suicide’s grave following the publication of a
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letter in Maga detailing the history and mystery of the grave (this letter did actually
appear in Maga in August 1823, preceding publication of the novel). The author appears

in his own novel in what critics would now designate a postmodemist strategy’' but
ironically as if he has nothing to do with the action of the text. He is outwith the

narrator’s control, refusing to guide this Editor and his fellow relic-hunters, and indeed

proving downright uncooperative, declining to contribute his ‘author’itative knowledge.

As Peter Garside states:

In the case of the Editor’s narrative, the appearance of Hogg in propra

persona has been taken as indicating not only a determination not to
enter into the Editor’s way of finding ‘truth’, but also as representing a

more general refusal to offer explicit or extractable ‘meaning’ as the
author.”

As a character 1n his own fiction, Hogg shows us the way. He wants nothing to do with
either extreme rationalism or superstition — he is too busy being human and going about
his daily business to become involved in the dealings of fanatics. His priorities are
commercial, indicating an awareness of economic realities, and an anti-romantic, even
anti-aristocratic sentiment from Hogg the author. Again, fiction and reality, at least the
literary representations thereof, prove less and less certain, not just because of the
presence of potentially supernatural forces, but also due to the presence of potentially
‘real’ characters.

Similarly, ‘The Brownie of the Black Haggs’ exploits genre tensions and evokes
questions around mode of transmission. The story was originally collected in The
Shepherd’s Calendar and Douglas Mack comments on how, in this collection, ‘Hogg
attempts to re-create on paper the manner and content of the traditional oral tales which

he had been used to hearing in the long dark winter evenings during his childhood and

youth in Ettrick Forest.”’> The story is constructed to echo the nuances of traditional
folk tale, with orality and heritage being foregrounded by the narrator, who tells us, ‘this
story was told to me by an old man, named Adam Halliday, whose great grandfather,
Thomas Halliday, was one of those that found the body and buried it. It is many years
since I heard it’. (254) Yet, as we have seen, the potential exists to read the story as
sophisticated allegory, satirising Hogg’s relationship with the literati, or as an informed
psychological study of obsessive-compulsive disorder. It is simultaneously both oral
folk tale and highly literate construction, mirroring the way in which both supernatural

and psychological, and superstitious and rational explanations of events operate
concurrently.
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The Art of Indeterminacy

Indeed, as the narrator of the Perils of Woman declares, ‘It will never be 1n the
power of man to decide’. Multiple interpretations operate simultaneously, intensifying
the power and experience of the narratives. Extreme positions, whether originating from
sophisticated Edinburgh or superstitious Ettrick, are interrogated throughout these texts,
and instead a sympathetic humanity is advocated, acknowledging the communality of
the human condition. In this, the art of indeterminacy, ambiguity provides the dynamic,
and allows for the subversion of dominant codes. With subversion comes a degree of

freedom. Instead of conceiving only one, Hogg imagines many, and so becomes the
slave of none.

This legacy and these potentialities were to be inherited by a number of
subsequent writers. In the following chapter, later nineteenth- and early twentieth-

century manifestations of the tradition, first fully codified by Hogg, will be explored in

relation to their own specific contextual pressures.
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Identity with the Dead:

Turn of the century transformations of psychosomatic supernaturalism

‘That is the mark of the Scot of all classes: that he stands in an attitude towards the past
unthinkable to Englishmen, and remembers and cherishes the memory of his forebears,
good or bad; and there bumns alive in him a sense of identity with the dead even to the
twentieth generation.’

— Robert Louis Stevenson, Weir of Herm iston'

‘[ With the establishment of psychiatry,] more indirectly the sense of shame, prejudice,
defeatism, and moral failure which, traditionally, has always been associated with any
form of mental illness is likely to vanish. Even its mystery and uncanniness, verging so
often on the supernatural, may give up its secret so that it will no longer be regarded as
a form of possession, or a punishment from God which requires to be exorcised or

expiated by violent, retributive methods such as chains, flogging, starvation, and even
burning at the stake.’

~ David Kennedy Henderson, The Evolution of Psychiatry in Scotland’

In his essay of 1881, ‘The Foreigner at Home’, Robert Louis Stevenson commented of
the exiled Scot that, ‘even though his tongue acquire the Southern knack, he will still
have a strong Scots accent of the mind.”> In much of his fiction, Stevenson expresses
this ‘accent of the mind’ as literally psychological, an identity manifest through the
potential for madness, extremes, ambiguity, and the ‘wars of the members’.*
Stevenson’s contemporary and fellow exiled Scot, Margaret Oliphant, displays a

comparable concern with identity in her own psychosomatic superatural fictions, while
James Barrie — one of the most famous exiled literary Scotsmen — constructs the
ultimate psychosomatic supernatural tale in Farewell, Miss Julie Logan, a meditation on

identity and repression, both personal and national. Although published in 1931,
Farewell, Miss Julie Logan represents the culmination of the author’s years of

rumination on the previous century’s fiction. In general these writers’ specific and

comparable use of the supernatural becomes exceptionally significant when the

evolution of nineteenth-century Scottish literature is considered. In turn, their work

portends the next fundamental crisis in aesthetics, namely modernism. The ways 1n
which modermism and the supernatural intersect within a Scottish context also demands
exploration.

Throughout the nineteenth-century Scottish literary scene, traditional
supernatural and folk elements remained, as Scott suggested they should, confined to

the cottage and the nursery. Social realism increased its presence throughout Europe as

the dominant mode in fiction, for example in the work of Emil Zola, Leo Tolstoy,
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Fyodor Dostoevsky, George Eliot and Charles Dickens. Meanwhile, the social

perception and treatment of mental illness continued to evolve. Madness became further

secularised, developing its own discourse separate from that of the good/evil
polarisation of religious language, as the distinction between the mind and the soul was
further pronounced. Medics contended — much to the consternation of the Church — that

maladies of the mind were not spiritual but pathological, and psychiatry (and

subsequently psychoanalysis — requiring a dialogue in treatment, rather than just
observation and confinement) became further established as a science.’ Against this

background of the perceived inappropriateness of the supernatural and increasing
secular rationality, writers largely ignored spectres and superstition, in line with their

Victorian English counterparts. As Douglas Gifford argues: ‘Nineteenth-century
treatment of the supernatural — in Europe and America as well as Scotland — was
profoundly affected by Scott's reorientation [...] Again, we are reminded of Hogg’s

argument that Sir Walter Scott had “turned renegade” so that his stories were made up

of “half and half” — Hogg implying that rationality had now bested the irrational and
supernatural.’®

In English literature, the social novel emerged as a way of reflecting a new

concern with the condition of communities developed during the industrial revolution.
Charles Dickens, Elisabeth Gaskell and Charles Kingsley were amongst the first
novelists to advance a new awareness of the plight of the working classes in their
fiction. Yet it was arguably a Scot, Thomas Carlyle, who may well have established the
Victorian literary anxiety surrounding social conditions, thanks to the publication in
1829 of his Signs of the Times, his emigration to London in 1834, and his strong
influence on Dickens. The impact of this trend for social observation and comment was

felt in Scottish literature, as evident in the work of Henry Cockburn, David Pae and

William Alexander.” Yet on the other hand, other Scottish writers simultaneously retract
from serious social and political engagement at this time, producing pre-Kailyard, Scott-

influenced Romantic fiction, for example: Thomas Lauder's The Wolf of Badenoch: A
Historical Romance of the Fourteenth Century (1827), a Scottish historical novel where
the ‘journey North’ motif proves just as evocative as it was for Scott; William Stirling-
Maxwell's novels; and Robert Ballantyne's The Young Fur Traders (1856), and Coral
Island (1858), among numerous other tales. The latter illustrates how Scott’s influence
fed into the development of children’s adventure fiction, Ballantyne’s clear successor

being Robert Louis Stevenson. Yet the scene is more complex than this straightforward
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polarisation would suggest, given Scotland’s evolving political and cultural status

during the nineteenth-century. In Lyndsay Lunan’s words:

A newly industrialised, class-conscious society that had witnessed the
effect of the American and French Revolutions, a nation that had
recently entered into an imperial British Union and a Presbyterian
country that was facing the impact of sceptical philosophy, scientific
materialism and the threat of Erastianism provides the context for the

vexed politics of Scottish literature during the nineteenth century

In Scottish fiction, then, we see this complexity and disorientation reflected, with the
production of grim realism and social observation (as with Pae, Alexander and
Cockburn), radical vernacular poetry and fiction (for example the poetry collected in
Radical Renfrew, and again in Alexander’s fiction) and pre-Kailyard Romanticism (as
with Lauder, Stirling-Maxwell and Ballantyne). Writers largely ignored traditional
supernatural and folk elements, due to the associations they now carried: provincial,

dissociated from reality and inappropriate both religiously and politically.

There are, however, two notable exceptions. Trained minister and author of
Phantastes (1858) George MacDonald justified his use of the traditional secular

supernatural with reference to a wider European fantastic tradition, such as German
romanticism, where ideas of God did not conflict with folklore, but were part of the
same supernatural continuum. Meanwhile, writer, collector and geologist Hugh Miller

makes repeated reference throughout his fiction and non-fiction, in particular in his

collection Scenes and Legends of the North of Scotland (1835 — expanded edition 1850)

to the folklore and superstitions of his rural North East background. Lunan points out
how

Scott’s utilisation of the machinery of the supematural in his novels prior
to 1820 had stamped the Scottish supernatural upon nineteenth-century
Romanticism. Miller’s interest in what was increasingly regarded as
‘distasteful primitivism’ could then, nevertheless, take Scott as its
precedent, and he repeatedly invokes Scott’s name and fiction in his
treatment of the supernatural [...] The alliance with Scott, however, is
two-pointed. While it marks the supernatural subject as one befitting
literary treatment it also serves to refract the tale through the lens of

contemporaneous detachment, thus evading the charge of ill-informed
credulity.’

He used the haunting authority of Scott to justify his deployment of the supernatural and
give authority to his claims to literary establishment. And like Scott, Miller’s
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supernatural is connected to a rural way of life and lower-class figures, those of ‘the

cottage’. It took exiled Scottish writers Stevenson, Oliphant, and Barrie to break the

trend, use and review Scott’s authority in different ways, and re-incorporate traditional
supernatural elements into ambiguous, potentially psychological tales, with middle-
class, educated protagonists.

The cliché nonetheless remains true, that questions of the identity of the centre

can be more critically evaluated from the position of the other. Yet more than this, could

it be that these Scottish writers — who had the benefit of experiences outwith Scotland -

had access to the necessary critical distance to use traditional elements in new ways,
avoiding clichés and illuminating new directions? Certainly, Stevenson’s shifting

position in the diaspora allowed him to interrogate his Calvinist Edinburgh upbringing,

and create a fiction remarkable in its range. Indeed, many of Stevenson’s commentators

note this elusiveness of position as a literary quality. Douglas Gifford discusses how:

Stevenson developed the use of ambiguity in Scottish fiction till 1t
profoundly challenged conventional moral reading. More often than not
his stories offer not only mutually exclusive perspectives of the rational

and irrational, but deepen the implication of their opposition to offer
reversible perspectives of morality. '

As with Hogg, no position is left sacred in Stevenson's fiction, no single ‘truth’ 1s
upheld. His subtle use of the traditional supernatural re-opened possibilities for a
number of subsequent writers, including John Buchan, Barrie, and those of the Scottish
Renaissance. The secularisation of madness throughout the nineteenth century is linked
to this re-adoption of the ‘secular’ supernatural, or non-religious folk elements. For

these writers, a return to the traditional supernatural seems linked to an acceptance of
the new secular status of mental illness, as well as a concern equal to that which Hogg
demonstrates, with questions of identity, history and literary representation, and the
Interrogation and subversion of dominant codes therein. Ambiguity and the associated

questioning and challenging of conventional moral perspectives provide the dynamic

for these writers’ psychosomatic supernatural texts.

Strange L.ooks and Solitary Lives: Robert Louis Stevenson

Stevenson’s views on the realist mode are well documented, particularly by

himself in his own critical writings. Examples include the 1883 essay ‘A Note on
Realism’ and the more fully developed discussion of 1884, ‘A Humble Remonstrance’,

written as a reply to Henry James’s previous piece, ‘The Art of Fiction’. Stevenson
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states: ‘The novel, which is a work of art, exists, not by its resemblances to life, which
are forced and material, as a shoe must still consist of leather, but by its immeasurable
difference from life, which is designed and significant and is both the method and the
meaning of the work.”! It is no surprise then that we find an absence of straightforward
literary mimesis and attempts to locate a single ‘truth’ in Stevenson’s work, and when
realism 1s adopted 1t 1s often juxtaposed with high romance or fantastic episodes.
Douglas Gifford has described: Stevenson’s ‘anti-realist’ metafictional
rnethodology12 by contending that he established two creative characteristics, the first

being the pairing of opposites. The second characteristic ‘led him increasingly to deal
with these or his other worlds with ambivalence, allowing neither of the groups and

their values, or even the worlds of rationalism or the supernatural, to have a final
indubitable value’."” Stevenson’s literary relationship with religion and the supernatural
is as ambivalent as his own with Scottish identity: ‘the happiest lot on earth is to be bom
a Scotsman. You must pay for it in many ways’.'* This doubleness is evident in his

stories ‘Thrawn Janet’ (1881), ‘The Merry Men’ (1882) and ‘Markheim’ (1886)",

where traditional folk elements meet, intersect and clash with religious and scientific,
psychological explanations. As Jerold Hogle argues, despite his increasing religtous
scepticism, Stevenson always retained a concern ‘that made him keep recalling the stark
good-and-evil dualisms of folk characterisations and mixing them in with his complex
portraits of people who wrestled with conflicting moral positions, much as he did’.!® In
these stories, madness and the supernatural lie outwith the sphere of acceptable religious
Interpretation, but always with the menacing and disapproving possibility of orthodoxy
in the background. In this way, the limitations and repressions of orthodox religious
interpretations are exposed.

“Thrawn Janet’, the intense tale of diabolic intervention and folk superstition,

can also be read as a sophisticated study of nervous breakdown. The ambiguous

morality in Stevenson's work hinted at by Hogle is here apparent. Is Janet M’Clour,
unmarried mother, suspected witch and housekeeper to the Reverend Murdoch Soulis,
victim or agent of the devil? Does the Reverend Soulis encounter the devil in the form
of a tall and ‘unco’ (14) black man, or is this simply a delusion projected by his troubled
mind, precipitated by isolation and encouraged by the gossiping superstitions of his

community? The text is both supernatural folk tale and more complex existential

contemplation of what Roderick Watson has described as ‘the terror of being’.”
Through his brush with madness or the supernatural, the Reverend Soulis becomes, as

his name implies, ‘soul-less’, ‘the man ye ken the day’ (19), ‘a severe, bleak-faced old
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man, dreadful to his hearers [...] his eye was wild, scared, and uncertain’. (9) Like
Robert Wringhim in Hogg’s text, this encounter is his undoing, leaving little room for
redemption. The story has other similarities to Hogg’s texts: there are two narratives
that intersect and conflict in places, and also an interplay between the oral and the
written. The Standard English voice of the anonymous narrator introduces the folk voice
of the Scots-speaking resident of Soulis’s parish, ‘one of the older folk’ who warms

‘into courage over his third tumbler’ and recounts ‘the cause of the minister’s strange
looks and solitary life’. (10)

The cause of this change, we learn, dates back to Soulis’s early days in the
parish, ‘fifty years syne’. (10) Janet is recommended to Soulis as a house-keeper, but

believed to be a witch by the community because, as the community voice tells us: ‘she
had had a wean to a dragoon; she hadna come forrit for maybe thretty year; and bairns

had seen her mumblin’ to hersel’ up on Key’s Loan in the gloamin’, whilk was an unco
time an’ place for a God-fearin’ woman.” Graham Balfour, Stevenson’s cousin, wrote in

his biography of Stevenson that the story has two faults: ‘it is true only historically, true

for a hill parish in Scotland in old days, not true for mankind and the world’'3; the tale’s

‘truth’ 1s specific only to its temporal and geographic location. Yet the vague time-scale

of the story, with Soulis’s encounter occurring ‘fifty years syne’, sometime after the
Glorious Revolution (reference is made by the Scots narrator to the minister’s ‘forebears
o’ the persecution’ (11), and to a time ‘before the blessed licht shone upon the kingdom’
(14)), conveys a sense of the events occurring out of history. The carefully constructed
binary oppositions are floating signifiers applicable universally, and a layer of national
significance is indicated by the symbolic tension between Scots and English.

Moreover, as Marshall Walker points out, ¢ “Thrawn Janet” illustrates a valid
general truth about the incapacity of fanaticism to cope with an extreme situation for
which its rules make no provision, breaking because it cannot bend.”’” The tale
represents a general political engagement with and interrogation of extremism, through
its examination of, on the one hand, the unforgiving nature of folk belief and on the
other the intolerance of fanatic Presbyterianism, in the form of the Covenanting
tradition. The community reject Janet due to her transgressions of the dominant moral
code, which allow for accusations of witchcraft. Soulis in turn rejects these accusations,
performing his own transgression, and in doing so incurs the wrath of old Scotland,

manifest in the appearance of the Devil as a black man. Stevenson refuses to identify a
single centre of truth.
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However, the tale also demonstrates an early concern with the position of

women in society, and the extremes of patriarchy. The women’s movement had begun
to gather pace in late nineteenth-century Britain®’, yet it would be deracinating to claim
Stevenson as a proto-feminist. However, what we know of his biography certainly
implies the influence of strong women throughout his life, from his nanny ‘Cummie’
(Alison Cunningham) in Edinburgh who regaled him with folk and Covenanting tales,

to his wife Fanny, a divorced mother of two when Stevenson met her. And the literary,

if not the political, potential for development of ideas of gender equality is evident. In
‘Thrawn Janet’, the evidence of witchcraft against Janet M’Clour seems to amount to

the fact that she leads a solitary life, is a spinster and ‘had had a wean to a dragoon’.

(11) Feminist readings of the witch hunts in Scotland point out that over 84 per cent of
those charged with witchcraft in the country from the period 1563-1736 were women,
and consistently conclude that the hunts were a tool of patriarchy, employed primarily

by the church to discourage women from seeking emancipation and to keep threatening

folk beliefs and customs at bay.?! As historian Julian Goodare argues:

The witch-hunt was a witch-hunt first and foremost, and a woman-hunt
only indirectly. But it was still an attack on women as women; [...] the
few men who were attacked had divided loyalties; either they were
linked to female witches, or they failed to distance themselves from

categories of behaviour (mainly folk healing) associated with female
roles, or both. In hunting witches, the authorities were recognising

certain female qualities, first as deviant, second as being linked to
witchcraft, and third as being punishable by the state.*?

The tale alludes to this view of witchcraft, and is itself an early interrogation of
patnarchy. Janet is a threat to conventional roles and values and therefore patriarchy
attempts to contain her. Soulis fails to distance himself from Janet's subversive
behaviour and 1s punished as a result. His sanity is corrupted by contact with the
supernatural, 1rrational, and even diabolic female. There is a degiee of humour behind

these events. Stevenson consistently failed to distance himself from female qualities and

from folk traditions in his own literary life — is he equally to be damned?

The 1nterrogation of patriarchy is underlined if we examine the association of

women with orality in the tale. A conventional cultural assumption is that women were
believed to be the agents of the oral tradition. As Penny Fielding states, ‘The oral, as the
territory of the irrational and the illegitimate, is frequently associated with the
dangerously female.’®® We are introduced to the minister from the outset, but it is only

In the oral Scots narrative that we encounter Janet and the black man. Moreover, a
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binary is set up between the bookish minister and the oral Janet. Soulis is purveyor of
‘the Word’, ‘fu’ on book-leamin’’ (10), and as we are told, ‘wad sit half the day and

half the nicht forbye, which was scant decent — writin’, nae less [...] and syne it proved
he was writin’ a book himsel’.” (11) On the other hand, Janet is she who has been seen

‘mumblin’ to hersel’ up on Key’s Loan in the gloamin’ (11), who when angry ‘had a

tongue to deave the miller’ (12), and who after her stroke, or supernatural experience as
the community would have it, ‘couldna speak like a Christian woman, but slavered an’
played click w1’ her teeth like a pair o’ shears’. (13) After Soulis encounters the black

man, Janet becomes even less comprehensible, the folk narrator implying that she 1s
possessed by this devil: ‘she didna speak plain, ye maun understand; but yam-

yammered, ltke a powney wi’ the bit in its moo.” (15) Soulis commands the devil to be

€ ¢¢;

gone, ¢ “if you be dead, to the grave ~ if you be damned, to hell’”’, and his words win
over. In her seminal post-structuralist study of signification, Revolution in Poetic
Language, Julia Kristeva formulates an unstable binary involving the two elements of
meaning: the symbolic and the semiotic. The semiotic is the non-verbal potentially
annihilitic aspect of signification, and thus requires to be kept in check by the symbolic,
the referential, grammatical, structural part of meaning, and that which is essentially
patriarchal, for signification to be communicable. Since, for Kristeva, the semiotic
originally emanates from the maternal bodyi, it is possible to read Janet’s elimination as
the rejection of the mother’s body. This concurs with the folk belief that her damnation

1s connected to her ‘original’ sin of single motherhood. She must be rejected, and

indeed she 1s literally eliminated, for language to be allowable. Yet Soulis — the

symbolic agent — is far from unchanged by his brush with madness or the supernatural.
‘Lang, lang he lay ravin’ in his bed’ following the incident, and is now ‘the man ye ken
the day’, the man of ‘strange looks and solitary life’ (10). He inherits Janet’s non-
verbalism, her semiotic tendencies, confirming what Kristeva calls the three ‘privileged

moments’ when the semiotic is allowed to dominate, one of which is madness. As

Fielding further argues:

Inarticulate orality somehow manages to survive the disintegration of the
woman’s body, to render Soulis as unintelligible as Janet herself [...]
Soulis, himself a bookman, is unable to control this female orality and

becomes engulfed by it, reversing the normal order of events in which
speech is supposed to be contained in writing.**
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Rather than gaining enlightenment from the knowledge and experience provided by his
encounter, Soulis becomes ‘a moral anomaly’,> damaged, and even made ‘soul-less’,
by his encounter.

A similar concern with modes of signification is evident in Stevenson’s novella
‘The Merry Men’, probably written just after ‘Thrawn Janet’, but not published until
1887. The patnarchal family is again the model of normality, but with the threatening

sense of something lying beneath — family secrets, tensions and ambivalence. The tale 1s
unreliably narrated in a carefully measured standard English by a Southern educated

protagonist (straight from university in Enlightenment Edinburgh), Charles Damaway,
who journeys North to the mysterious tidal island of Aros to visit the Highland branch

of his family. Once there, he clashes with the discordant moral codes of his Scots-

speaking uncle Gordon Darnaway, and through these elements the story superficially

appears Stevenson’s most Scott-like fiction. Yet in its depiction of malevolent
supernatural visitation and violent, murderous madness, it moves well beyond Scott’s
‘journey North’ tales, and in terms of concentrated terror, proves darker even than
Hogg’s most chilling narratives. However, it is with the depiction and juxtaposition of
folklore, religious extremism and Enlightenment rationality that the story’s real
subversive powers lie.

A number of excellent critical studies have dealt with the ambiguity of ‘The
Merry Men’, including specifically those by Penny Fielding and Douglas Gifford.
Fielding reads the story as a series of transgressions and ‘collapsed distinctions’

between life and death, real and unreal, rational and irrational, written and oral. With
reference to Freud’s ‘The Uncanny’, she illuminates how the tale deals with the return

of the repressed and the oppressed, that which is initially covered over and superficially

kept in check by Gordon Damaway’s strong Presbyterian beliefs. She describes how the
etymology of the name ‘Damaway’ provides the clue to this:

“Dem” or “dam” in Scots means either “secret, hidden”, or “to hide, to
conceal”, so Dammaway carries the possible meanings of both to hide
away, and to do away with concealment, to bring to light. Thus it has the
same connotations as Freud’s “Unheimliche”, or uncanny: that which

reverses both the familiar g1omely) and the strange (secretive) through
the return of the repressed.?

Freud descnbes the fear of revenants as an example of the uncanny: ‘the old belief that

the dead man becomes the enemy of his survivor and seeks to carry him off to share his

new life with him.”*” This is what is experienced by old Gordon, when he believes that
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the black man who appears on Aros following the wreck of a schooner on the island's
rocky shore (rationalised by Charles as a shipwrecked slave) to be — like Soulis’s black

man in ‘Thrawn Janet’ — the Devil come to collect retribution for the murder of a
previous shipwreck survivor from the Christ-Anna Gordon had killed for his treasure.
Like Hogg’s Merodach 1n ‘The Brownie of the Black Haggs’, the black man may be a
most corporeal example of guilt personified. Gordon’s orthodox Christian beliefs
conflict with his greed for plunder and the spectacle of shipwreck. Yet this greed is
strangely impotent. The Darnaway house is incongruously equipped with grand
furnishings from ships: ‘two massive candlesticks of wrought silver were added to the

table equipage, already so unsuited to that rough seaside farm.’ (168) For Charles, the

landscape of home is already becoming unhomely, strange or, in a Freudian sense,

unheimliche; as he tells his cousin, ¢ “Mary, girl [...] this is the place I had leamned to
call my home, and I do not know it.””’ (166) |

Fielding goes on to equate the oral with the unconscious and semiotic and the
written with the conscious and symbolic, and argues that in the tale the oral brings to

light that which was previously repressed within the unconscious. She interprets the

‘sea-runes’, or fragments and shapes that appear through the foam and currents of the

water around Aros first shown to Charles by his uncle, as ‘apparently free-floating
signifiers [that] make up a metonymic chain’*® which falls into place when we have
heard the story out. Indeed, in the sea-runes the viewer reads their own preoccupations;
Charles interprets the ‘M’ he believes inscribed therein first as signifying ‘Mary’, his
cousin with whom he is in love, and then as ‘murder’, implying the murderous
capabilities of Gordon. This reveals the subjective nature of truth and interpretation, as

the sea acts as a mirror in which the protagonists see not only themselves, but also the
wider deficiencies of their world. As Charles tells us in the story, the merry men, or

aggressive, reef-driven waves of the title, seem to him a ‘part of the world’s evil and the

tragic side of life’. (205) Conveniently, this provides a neat conclusion for Charles's
narrative, ending with the tragic but natural death of his uncle and the black man

amongst the merry men themselves, the waves off Aros. Critic Francis Hart argues that:

"The Merry Men’ is not folk ballad, romance or allegory [...] Its morality is

unambiguous. The evil of greed drives old Gordon to murder and madness. The
nephew gives up the treasure hunt, prays for the souls of all at sea, and chooses

to help the poor survivor rather than pursue his ‘dismal lunatic’ uncle. There are
real evil and real redemption, but they are natural and human.”
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Through his carefully constructed narrative, this is what Charles would indeed like the

reader to believe. However, the author would prefer us to resist and read between the
runes. Charles’s Enlightenment sensibilities, along with Hart’s limited interpretation,
fail to cope with the unknown, the ‘unnatural’, and with multiplicity. As with the sea-
runes, interpretation is subjective and almost limitless, implying the impossibility of
certainty or stable meaning.

In his analysis in Scottish Literature in English and Scots, Douglas Gifford
successfully stresses the ambiguity of the tale, as well as the opposition between
orthodox religion and folk belief. In the story, Gordon’s employee Rorie regales the
company with tales of sea-kelpies, bogles and mermen, and these stories, as Gifford
points out, ‘bring, increasingly, foreboding and fear [...] Charles believes his uncle’s
fears are caused by a guilty conscience, and heightened by the man’s religious

outlook.””° Folk and religious superstitions combine to drive old Gordon mad. When

they first encounter the black man, Charles tells us how Gordon:

began swearing and praying in a mingled stream [...] at each step of the
castaway’s the pitch of his voice rose, the volubility of his utterance and
the fervour of his language redoubled. I call it prayer, for it was

addressed to God; but surely no such ranting incongruities were ever
betfore addressed to the Creator by a creature. (200)

And in response to Rorie’s tales, Gordon exclaims, ¢ “I find nae word o’ mermen in the

"’y to which Rorie replies, ¢ “And you will find nae word of Aros Roost,
. (172) Religious and folk beliefs remain continuously incongruous, but meet
violently 1n the mind of Gordon Damaway. Gifford also highlights the constructed
Highland/lowland binary, and particularly how, in an echo of Scott's Highland fiction,

Charles and his uncle both originate from the low country, and encounter superstition
and older ways of life in the North. However, this binary is not straightforwardly
accepted but rather subverted in the story, in the vein of Hogg’s work. It is lowland,
Scots-speaking Gordon who is driven mad by superstition and belief in the corporeal
presence of the Devil. The two ethnically Highland protagonists, Rorie and Mary, and
the supposedly ‘primitive’ black slave (if so he is) appear to remain calm and rational
throughout events, and Mary demonstrates a pragmatism beyond the influence of her
circumstances. Indeed, the subversive powers of this story are generally overlooked by
critics 1n favour of a focus on ambiguity, character and landscape. Yet it is the way in

which these elements are used to subvert dominant ideas and conventions that is

significant. The tale does indeed evoke a strong sense of place, but it is first and

Scriptures
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foremost a literary construct, presenting, unsettling and exploding a number of dualities
and oppositions, such as Highland and Lowland. ‘The Merry Men’ is a piece of
metafiction, a story about storytelling. The fantastic ambiguities surrounding the exact
nature of the potentially supernatural beings' and events intensify its self-consciously

literary status and rejection of realism.

The simultaneous death of Darnaway and his ‘other’, the black man, at the end
of the novella prefigures Stevenson’s interest in duality and doubles, most fully and

notoriously expressed in The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1880).
However, the theme is also skilfully treated in the sinister short story ‘Markhemm’
(wntten 1884, published 1886), which, whilst still containing psychological

possibilities, differs from Jekyll and Hyde in its deployment of the traditional
supernatural.

The abundance of literary expressions of duality from the Romantic period
onwards 1s clearly linked to the developing study of psychology, in particular emerging
ideas on schizophrenia.”’ Concurrently, it has been documented that Stevenson was

interested 1n such ideas. According to Fanny Stevenson (in a prefatory note to the

Tusitala Edition of Jekyll and Hyde), ‘Deacon Brodie’, ‘Markheim’, and Jekyll and

Hyde drew on a paper on ‘subconsciousness’ that Stevenson had read in a French
scientific journal.** In addition, Julia Reid documents Stevenson’s engagement with late
nineteenth-century anthropological and psychological debate, and also illuminates the

dynamic intersections between literature and science, in her book Robert Louis

Stevenson, Science, and the Fin de Siecle.>’

‘Markheim’ 1s a much more straightforwardly didactic tale than ‘Thrawn Janet’
and ‘The Merry Men’, yet the amenable moral message retains a universal quality, and
is engagingly and unnervingly conveyed. The story takes place in one room of an
antique dealer’s shop over a short period on Christmas day in an anonymous town. We
are given little information about the eponymous Markheim beyond that which we can
infer from his dialogue with the dealer, whom he subsequently attacks and murders. He
1s clearly agitated and undergoes several violent mood swings; referring to the mirror he
feigns interest in buying as a ‘hand-conscience’ (211), and being unable to bear seeing
his face 1n it. Thus a degree of mental disturbance or underlying sinister intent is

indicated from the outset. He murders the dealer by stabbing his turned back with a

dagger, primarily for economic gain — the money concealed in the dealer’s cabinet.
While searching for the keys Markheim develops acute paranoia, believing every noise

he hears to be someone about to discover his crime. We are told that ‘he was now so
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pulled about by different alarms, that, while one portion of his mind was still alert and
cunning, another trembled on the brink of lunacy’ (214), and that ‘the sense that he was
not alone grew upon him to the verge of madness. On every side he was haunted and
begirt by presences’. (217) Eventually, this haunting solidifies into a visitation, but from

an extremely ambiguous and shadowy figure, whom we see through Markheim’s eyes,
thus:

The outlines of the new-comer seemed to change and waver like those of
the 1dols in the wavering candlelight of the shop; and at times he thought
he knew him; and at times he thought he bore a likeness to himself; and

always, like a lump of living terror, there lay in his bosom the conviction
that this thing was not of the earth and not of God. (220)

The ‘thing’ may be an unearthly messenger, either angelic or diabolic, or simply a
projection of Markheim’s troubled mind, a phantom from his guilt-ridden unconscious.
He 1s both stranger and familiar, an exemplar of uncanniness. The likeness in
appearance to Markheim himself would suggest that his origins lie in the mind, but
again the figure has a certain corporeality (he has ‘a strange air of the commonplace’
(220), and his step 1s heard on the stair), implying an actual material existence. Earlier,
however, we are told that Markheim recalled ‘tales of other murderers and the fear they
were said to entertain of heavenly avengers’ (218), demonstrating that such ideas are
already within the reach of his imagination. Once again, both psychological and
supernatural possibilities coexist; the ambiguity is sustained to the end.

Yet, 1n stark contrast to what has come before in Stevenson’s fiction, and what
will follow in the form of Jekyll and Hyde, this encounter proves to be remedial rather
than destructive, again exemplifying the author’s shifting and elusive moral perspective.
Markheim assumes the being to be diabolic in origin, as it taunts and encourages him in
turn, seemingly attempting to goad him into killing off the dealer’s maid too, to ensure
the concealment of his crime. In response to this, Markheim admits, ¢ “Evil and good
run strong in me, haling me both ways™ (223), just as they appear to do in the uncanny
visitor. After a sustained psychomachic struggle, in which the encouragements and
criticisms of the visitor play a vital role, and during which his identity becomes
increasingly unstable, Markheim decides to admit his crime and face the consequences.

At the very point of Markheim’s mental shift, the narrator describes how ‘the features of

the visitor began to undergo a wonderful and lovely change: they brightened, faded and
dislimned’. (225) The use of the archaic ‘dislimned’ here provides a very visual, almost

filmic 1image; the dislimning is the removal of light from the vision until it becomes one
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with the backdrop. The visual quality heightens the ambiguity: do we, like Markheim,
actually see the visitor? In terms of his nature, it is possible that, as Francis Hart puts it,
he is ‘no devil but a guardian angel’, and that the object all along has been to aid

Markheim 1n making amends. Yet the exact origins of this agent remain unidentifiable.
The narrative 1s simultaneously religious parable, disturbing ghost story, and portrayal
of hallucinogenic paranoia and the initiation of recovery.

Equally significant to the story’s ambiguity, however, is its examination of
identity. As Markheim first struggles with paranoia, and then with the being who may

well be the externalisation of his guilty conscience, the mask of certainty and stability

beings to slip. He 1s forced to review past actions, and evaluate the evolution of his

character from childhood to this point. The being tells Markheim:

“For six-and-thirty years that you have been in this world [...] through
many changes of fortune and varieties of humour, I have watched you
steadily fall. Fifteen years ago you would have started at a theft. Three
years back you would have blenched at the name of murder. Is there any

crime, 1s there any cruelty or meanness from which you still recoil? - five
years from now I shall detect you in the fact! Downward, downward lies
your way; nor can anything but death avail to stop you.” (224)

In his defence, Markheim argues that all people ¢ “take on the tone of their
surroundings™. (224) He wishes to ‘plunge into a bath of London multitudes’ (215),
and to become ‘girt in by walls, buried among bedclothes, and invisible to all but God’
(218), to become anonymous as a defence against guilt. Again, we find in this reluctant
individual, something akin to the Reverend Soulis’s fear of ‘the terror of bcing’.34 In
this way, Stevenson prefigures the modernist concern with the fragmentation of the self.
In a Lacanian sense, if the being is interpreted as a projection of the mind, he represents
the externalised ‘other’. Lacan distinguishes between the big ‘O’ Other of radical
alterity, and the small ‘o’ other, not a real other but a reflection and projection of the
ego, existing only in the imaginary.35 If the being is accepted as Markheim’s ‘other’,
then not only is his self fragmented but the fragments move apart and take on
independent forms. Markheim’s aversion to mirrors is evident throughout the story,
from his repulsion of the ‘hand-conscience’ the dealer presents him with to the
numerous other mirrors in the shop, in which ‘he saw his face repeated and repeated, as

it were an army of spies; his own eyes met and detected him’. (213) His face is repeated

and repeated until it — as the outward signifier of his identity — becomes meaningless.

This can be theorised using Lacan's formulation of the mirror stage as an essential part
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of the process of identity construction.’® Markheim’s rejection of his reflection suggests
a reluctance to develop an autonomous identity, concurrent with his desire for
anonymity. Yet Markheim’s specific status, torn between individuality and anonymity,
and between good and evil, provides access to a growing consciousness of a more
universal human identity. We all are capable of good and evil, and also like Markheim
of ultimately redeeming ourselves.

Just in the way that many of Stevenson’s other characters are portrayed, such as
Alan Breck, Long John Silver, Henry and James Durie’’ and Jekyll and Hyde (being
two aspects of the same man), Markheim is shown to be intrinsically both good and

evil. When Henry Jekyll articulates his epiphany that ‘man is not truly one, but truly

two’, what he really means is that he and Hyde are not two separate identities, but one.
It 1s when he attempts to reject and purge the evil aspects of his self that the process of

his destruction 1s set in motion. Humanity is not straightforwardly polarised and labelled

by Stevenson, and this, his account of morality, marks a pivotal point in the transition
from nineteenth-century to twentieth-century fiction. Dickens polarised his characters
into recognisably good and evil groups, and even Scott to an extent portrayed

recognisable villains (if in a more problematic way in novels such as Rob Roy and

Redgauntlet). After Stevenson’s proto-modernist explorations, writers such as Conrad -

who, despite being fully canonised within English literature, is a similarly ‘dislocated’
writer — Barrie, and MacDiarmid are able to illustrate the human condition as much

more problematic and variegated. In Conrad’s novel Lord Jim (1900), Stein explains to

Marlow that all experience in life, whether good or bad, should be welcomed as

constructive:

A man that is born falls into a dream like a man who falls into the sea. If
he tries to climb out into the air as inexperienced people endeavour to do,
he drowns — nicht wahr?...No! I tell you! The way is to the destructive

element submit yourself, and with the exertions of your hands and feet in
the water make the deep, deep sea keep you up.”®

In the way that Henry Jekyll attempts to avoid, it is man’s duty to submit to the
destructive element, to both positive and negative, to be truly human. Hugh

MacDiarmid also touches upon this in 4 Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle, when he

makes the point that, ‘ony man s’ud wish/ To dree the goat’s weird tae as weel’s the
sheep’s!” (1l. 28-29) All men should actually desire to endure the sinner’s fate as well as

that of the saved; the whole range of human experience is essential for coherence of

identity and knowledge. Polarised Christian morality is in this way countered.
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Stevenson’s morality, as expounded in his fiction, can be regarded in this sense as

modernist, and even a prefiguration of the mode of perception that fed into Cubism: the

idea that humanity might only be understood by examining it from multiple points of

view simultaneously.

Despite being apparent within other literary traditions, there is something of this

that contributes to the characteristic Scottishness touched upon at the beginning of this
chapter. Stevenson perceived a distinctive Scottish propensity for seeing into and
exploring multiplicity, simultaneity and ambiguity, and negotiating between poles. As
he argued in his travel memoir The Silverado Squatters: ‘Scotland is indefinable; 1t has

no unity except upon the map..’39 On the one hand, this position could lead to over-

simplification, glib definitions and nationalist compensations, yet on the other, it attests
much greater complexity, involving the cultural implications of Scotland’s unique
political position. Defining Scottishness proves an endlessly exfoliating situation, yet it
i1s fair to say that Stevenson recognised and even celebrated it as a meaningful category,
for example the ‘identity with the dead’ he acknowledges in Weir of Hermiston, as

quoted as the epigraph of this chapter. Additionally, in a letter to S.R. Crockett in 1888,

he made this firm request: ‘don’t put “N.B.” in your paper: put SCOTLAND, and be
done with 1t. Alas, that I should be thus stabbed in the home of my friends! The name of

my native land is not NORTH BRITAIN, whatever may be the name of yours.”®

Scotland 1s one place, and Scottishness is one word, but both carry many significations.

This is the paradox of the single word.

‘Multiplying peradventures"": Margaret Oliphant
Around the same time that Stevenson was creating these pre-modernist
psychosomatic supemnatural tales, Margaret Oliphant was able to conclude her short

story “The Open Door’ (1882) with the realisation that ‘things have effects so different
on the minds of different men’. The psychological realism of this insight is in keeping
with her other largely realist work, yet it occurs within a text that evinces the existence
of something ‘unseen’, beyond death. This tension is played out more ambiguously in
her other “tales of the seen and the unseen’, ‘The Secret Chamber’ (1876), ‘Earthbound’
(1880), ‘The Land of Darkness’ (1887),** and most skilfully and significantly in ‘The
Library Window’ (1896)." Oliphant’s psychosomatic supernatural texts sit uneasily

alongside her social realism, but at the same time they provide the more ‘conventional’,

and often more renowned texts — such as the novels Kirsteen (1890) and The Chronicles

of Carlingford series of the 1860s — with added resonance.
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Oliphant, like her younger contemporary and admirer Stevenson,** was for most
of her life one of the ‘wandering Scots’ whose geographic distance from their homeland
allowed for new insight, but also the persistence of “a strong Scots accent of the mind’.
However, she differs from Stevenson theologically in being a believer in a Christian
God. Having moved away from the formal Presbyterianism of her childhood and
teenage years, Oliphant developed her own theology, sympathising much with
Catholicism and its position on life after death, following the death of three of her
children. There are two further strands of influence on her supernatural fiction: the
Gothic, which by Victorian times had established itself as a coherent literary genre with
clearly identifiable machinery, and also Scottish folk literature, in particular the Ballads,

the influence of which is evident in much of her work.*> And like Stevenson, her

concern with psychology and the dynamics of individual, and in turn collective, identity
is apparent. Much of her fiction represents a continuation of the concerns surrounding
Scottish identity articulated in her journalism. Richard and Vineta Colby point out how
‘the novels transfer to the realm of fiction a campaign she conducted intermittently

through the pages of Maga [Blackwood'’s Edinburgh Magazine] to break down what she

regarded as naive stereotypes retained by English readers about Scotland and the

Scottish people based on prejudice or on accounts by unreliable witnesses’ 40

Moreover, a concern with female identity and women’s role in her society is also
evident in her fiction. In her supernatural texts both conventional national and gender
identities are explored and often subverted through her treatment of the association
between the north and superstition, and women, madness and the irrational. Protagonists
have both an individual and collective, although not necessarily that which 1s
conventionally recognisable, identity. She employs the conventions of folk literature,

and of the contemporary Gothic to portray this dual identity. Yet as critic Margarete

Rubik states: ‘she is not concerned with the usual Gothic shock effects, but with
psychological poi'traits of the “spirits” and with analysing the effects of the supernatural
on the minds of the living.’*’ This mutually reliant dichotomy between the living and
the dead, the seen and the unseen, is a shared motif in all of her supematural texts.
Oliphant’s short story ‘The Secret Chamber’ is considered one of her weakest by

a number of critics®, possibly due to the frustratingly ungratifying ending, where the

narrator simply admits, ‘I cannot tell the reader what [happened...] It may not be

known, perhaps, for another generation, and it will not be for me to write that

concluding chapter’. (135) All the trappings of the Gothic are there: the ancient castle,

aristocratic family, rational ‘modern’ protagonist entering the realms of the primitive
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and superstitious, and family secrets. Yet these are amplified to the point of cliche,

especially when conjectures about what is actually contained in Castle Gowrie's secret

chamber reach fever pitch:

Some thought there had been a treacherous massacre there, and that the
Secret Chamber was blocked by the skeletons of murdered guests [...]
Some said, on the other hand, that Earl Robert, the wicked Earl, was shut

up there in everlasting penance, playing cards with the devil for his soul
[...] What a thing it would be to know where to lay one’s hand upon the
Prince of Darkness, and prove him once for all, cloven foot and
everything else, to the confusion of gainsayers! (110)

Generic codes, then, are being played with and