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Abstract.

Critical assessments of Alasdair Gray's work make frequent mention of his
postmodern literary strategies and his active engagement with political
issues. However, Gray himself is quick to refute claims that he is a
postmodern writer, and, although his books are often described as
'political’, detailed attention has yet to be paid to the kind of politics Gray
espouses. By examining key ideological strands in a range of Alasdair
Gray's prose writings (including texts that have attracted little critical
interest) and by exploring their central, sometimes unresolved, tensions,
this thesis investigates the relationship between literary and political
discourses 1n Gray's work. Attempting to chart the range and extent of
Gray's engagement with contemporary issues of political and cultural
debate, the five chapters of the thesis demonstrate that Gray's literary
techniques are intimately connected to his thematic and political concerns.

The thesis draws on a range of critical approaches to address Gray's
work, using aspects of post-structuralist, feminist, and postcolonial
theories. The first chapter examines autobiographical and semi-
autobilographical texts by Gray, opening discussion about his approaches to
narrative construction and historiography. It argues that Gray's texts draw
attention to their own narrative paradigms and underlying ideological
assumptions, and suggests that Gray's destabilization of conventional
Western epistemological frameworks unsettles empirical conceptions of
human subjectivity and identity, challenging the terms in which personal
and national identities can be secured. The discussion of Gray's self-
conscious destabilization of categories of identity underlies the questions
raised in subsequent chapters. The second chapter highlights Gray's
treatment of the hegemonic discourses of imperialism and capitalism.
Focusing on his polemical essays and short fiction, the chapter examines
the role of literature in imperial processes, the complexities of Scotland's
position within imperial discourses, and explores questions of cultural
agency and resistance.

The third chapter attempts to unite the political critique of the
previous chapter with the epistemological troubling of the first, by
discussing Gray's three novels set in the specific locale of Glasgow. It
argues that Gray's presentations of his native city rely not only on
historiographical reconstruction, but also on spatial perspectives; the
emphasis he places on multiple perspectives and peripheral views is linked
to his political critique of consumer capitalism. The politics of
representation remain central to the fourth chapter's discussions of three
key ideological 'battlegrounds' in the post-war era: gender, warfare, and
electronic media. The chapter tackles Gray's ambivalence towards issues of
gendered power relations with reference to two novels.

Chapter Five attempts to draw together the ideological strands
discussed in earlier chapters in relation to two of Gray's novellas. This final
chapter identifies power--in a myriad of forms--as the central concern of
Gray's work, and returns to discussion of Gray's engagement with literary
discourses. It argues that by locating power in disparate sites, subverting
prevailing cultural value systems, and presenting critiques of capitalism,
imperialism and patriarchy, Gray's work reframes debates about relations

between art and politics; by positing alternative, provisional sources of
cultural authority, it offers a radical political vision.
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Introduction: _Shades of Gray.

In the second act of Alasdair Gray's unpublished play The Loss of
the _Golden Silence, written in 1973, the following exchange takes
place between the two nameless protagonists:

SHE: When my thesis is complete it will be read by a

committee of academics. Half of them will like 1t because

they don't really understand it. The other half will
understand it and hate me for it.

HE: (FASCINATED) You must tell me more. (25)

To begin a thesis on Gray's work at this particular juncture might
seem audacious, if not unwise, but these lines have haunted me as
I have researched and written this thesis. However, my fear that
the words of 'She' would be realized in my own endeavours has
bolstered my resolve rather than discouraged my critical
enquiries; my fear has been counterbalanced with intrigue
prompted by Gray's work, intrigue echoed in the insistent voice of
'He' urging, 'tell me more'.

As 1 attempt to situate myself and my thesis within a
critical framework and a socio-historical context, the words above
are not comforting. They beg the question 'why am I doing this?
That is a fairly fundamental question for a would-be literary
critic, but one rarely posed so bluntly in black and white. The
most pressing answer I can offer finds expression iIn terms
equally aloof from academic discourses: I am a fan; I love Alasdair
Gray's books. Frankly, had I been indifferent or antipathetic
towards Gray's work, I would have been crazy to spend four years
thinking about little else. My admiration for Gray's work should
nbt, however, be interpreted as indiscriminate adulation; rather, I
confront the problem that the language of contemporary literary
criticism, where judgements tend to be provisional and emotions
untrustworthy, seems unequal to the task of explaining my all-too
unsophisticated gut reactions to Gray's work. Possibly the concept
of 'jouissance'! comes closer than other critical terms to describing
how I have enjoyed, learned from, contemplated, laughed at, cried

1The term is used by Barthes (1976) and Kristeva (1980) to address the
experience of reading--the pleasure of the text'.



at, wrestled with, and been exasperated by Gray's work, but even
that seems an over-analytical term for an experience which defies
analytical reflection.

Although Lanark was the first book I read by Gray, it was

1982. Janine that really made me sit up and take notice. That was
the first time any writer--anyone--had made me see connections
between the seemingly diverse social and political issues that
occupied my earnest political conscience in the nineteen-eighties.
This, the decade of my teens, was marked by the rise of neo-
liberalism, Thatcher's (and Reagan's) 'New Right', which I
experienced directly and indirectly as increasingly grim social and
economic conditions began to affect many parts of Scottish--
indeed, British--society; the eighties saw a back-lash against the
women's movement with little remission of the endemic sexism
and structural discrimination against women 1In the Western
world:2 the Cold War arms race, most immediately manifest to me
in the nuclear installations and Polaris submarines situated 1n
Scotland, continued unabated, despite the political. and economic
changes ushered in by Gorbachev in the USSR; and, of course, the
eighties was a decade in which Scotland seemed to remain
trapped within a constitutional impasse after the failure in 1979
to secure a big enough majority in favour of a Scottish parliament.

Janine (the personal and familiar title which comes to mind
when I think of the novel) was a revelation. Not only did the
novel make me aware of the ideologies I lived under (although I
didn't use words like 'ideology' back then) but it also suggested
alternative ways to interpret and respond to my personal and
political contexts. Gray's novel compelled me to examine the
taken-for-granted minutiae of everyday life and to question the
power relations underlying seemingly straightforward everyday
interactions; 1982, Janine encouraged me to see the small-scale,
personal, and particular aspects of my own experience as part of
much larger, more visible, and more ‘'obviously' powerful
structures and systems. If not quite a political awakening, reading
1982, Janine was an enlightening and liberating experience.

2Susan Faludi's Backlash: The Undeclared War Against Women. London: Chatto &

Windus, 1992 dispels any illusion that gender equality has now been achieved in
Western society.



Yet, however sincere my sentiments may be regarding 1982,
Janine, my comments remain subjective, contextual, and highly
personal. I present them here because they help me locate my
own position within social and political contexts and help me to
explain why Alasdair Gray's books interested me in the first place.
The paragraphs above are also, perhaps, a small, indulgent
concession to a certain kind of evaluative critical approach.
Although no critic is ever 'value neutral’, it has not been my
priority in this thesis to assess the relative merits and qualities of
Gray's various works; instead I concentrate on their engagement
with discourses of power. The interpretations I offer of Gray's
writings are secondary to my exploration of their discursive fields.
I consider key ideological strands in Gray's prose writings and
explore their central, sometimes unresolved, tensions. Indeed, my
discussion of 1982. Janine in the fourth chapter of this thesis,
rather than paying homage to one of my favourite novels,
highlights its ambivalences in a critical way. In the course of the
thesis, I highlight how discourses of nation, empire, gender,
subjectivity, and class intersect in Gray's writings.

Mapping Critical Territory.

Any critical consideration of Gray's relation to political, or more
generally, ideological discourses must first attempt to address its
own methodological assumptions and its complicity with whatever
it seeks to critique. Judith Butler, addressing her own critical
approach in Gender Trouble, argues:
The juridical structures of language and politics constitute
the contemporary field of power; hence, there is no position
outside this field, but only a critical genealogy of its own
legitimating practices. (J)
Butler's approach, which draws heavily (although not uncritically)
on the discourse theories of Michel Foucault, is one I have found
particularly suggestive for my own methodology. Discourse theory

has been defined in various ways, but I take Diane Macdonell's
inclusive definition that "whatever signifies or has meaning is part

of discourse"3 as a starting point, stressing that discourse is a

3Macdonell, 1986; p.4.



relational concept. It 1s important to note that Foucault's work
strongly resists any sytematization; as Sara Mills suggests, 1t 1is

most helpfully used "as a 'tool-box' and not as totalising theory"
(1991; 8). While Foucault's influence can be felt throughout my
thesis, in fact, I draw on a wide range of critical theories, and use
various aspects of post-structuralist theory, feminist theory, and
postcolonial theory in the course of my arguments.

" Foucault's theories have been widely appropriated within
feminist, gender, and postcolonial theories, not because Foucault
displays much interest in issues of feminism and postcolonialism
as such, but because he highlights the role of discourse 1in
producing, supporting, and resisting hegemonic power; he points
not only to state-institutionalised power, but also to localised,
personal operations of power; his 'genealogies’ suggest ways to
construct counter-discourses, that is, systems of knowledge which
resist the determinations of universalist and universalising
assumptions. Herein lies the main attraction of Foucauldian
methods for those wishing to construct critiques of Western
humanism from feminist and non-European perspectives.

However, Foucauldian analyses of the ways power operates
at intimate, private levels, as well as in the public, political sphere,
are no less suggestive for Gray's work. Gray's work, I argue,
explores sustaining ideological discourses of Western humanism--
capitalism, imperialism, patriarchy, individualism--and highlights
their internal contradictions and tensions. At times Gray's writings
destabilize and subvert these discourses, suggesting counter-
discourses constructed from alternative perspectives; yet Gray's
writings also confirm their complicity with the structures of
power and systems of representation with which they engage.
While Gray's writings, I argue, often offer critiques of prevailing
Western 1deologies, in my own critical account I do not attempt to
resolve their internal tensions; rather, I try to use these tensions
to make visible Gray's own ideological frameworks and their
discursive limits. I see this strategy as a precondition for socially-
concerned critical praxis which wishes to avoid essentializing its

object of interest, and a prerequisite for the provisional readings I
offer of selected texts.



I have already used terms such as capitalism, imperialism,
and patriarchy which are hard to define and have contested

definitions. Social scientists, historians and economists have
argued over the nature of capitalism since the eighteenth century;
the term imperialism can be seen to have a much wider frame of
reference than the moment of ‘high imperialism' in Europe from
the mid-nineteenth to early-twentieth centuries;* patriarchy has
been interpreted in numerous ways, although it can be thought of
in broad terms as a relational system of power whereby social
meaning is attached to sex difference within i1nstitutional
structures and representational practices. Alasdair Gray's work
enters the discursive fields of these terms, but does not theorize
them with academic rigor; instead, Gray explores the intertexts of
their discursive arenas. To some extent I follow a similar strategy
to Gray except that I want to resist more explicitly any notion that
capitalism, imperialism, and patriarchy are internally consistent
phenomena. This is not to suggest that I consider their power to
be anything other than hegemonic; rather, by defrosting the
essentialisms ascribed to these concepts I give an account of their
hegemonic power, but also highlight their flaw-lines and points of
fracture. Alasdair Gray's work explores key social and political,
aesthetic and philosophical fields which inform contemporary
debates about modernity and identity; a central contention of my
thesis i1s that Gray's writings dramatise these debates, keeping
their tensions alive.

It might be thought rather odd to use post-structuralist and
feminist critical strategies to study the work of an individual,
male, author. The Author, literary critics are often told, was
pronounced dead some time ago.’ Perhaps, however, the author's
demise has been somewhat exaggerated. In spite of the fact that
in Gray's work (especially in his more autobiographical texts)
images of death and sickness abound, it would seem clear to most
political and natural scientists that the particular author in
question is very much alive. One of the problems that faces
literary critics who want to talk about intersections between

4See Mills, 1991; p.1.

5See Roland Barthes' widely influential essay, "The death of the author," in Image-
Music-Text, 1977.



10
political and literary discourses 1is that the language and

methodologies of the two disciplines can seem far removed from
each other. In my first chapter, which addresses issues of
authorial subjectivity, I argue that the author is, as much as the
literary text, a discursive formation, interpellated into discourse.
However, the status of the author's subjectivity is not the only
question arising from a study of an individual author. Why, for
instance, do I not contextualise Gray's work by giving more
extensive consideration to that of his literary contemporaries?

Of course, it would be helpful to consider Gray's work in
relation to that of his peers, but establishing who those peers
might be is problematic. In my attempts to contextualise Gray's
endeavours in literary and social contexts I have often found
myself thinking of Tom Leonard and James Kelman--writers
whose names do appear quite frequently in my discussions of
Gray. Yet at other times I have thought of Italo Calvino, Muriel
Spark, Milan Kundera, and Timothy Findley; the list could go on.
While Gray shares some cultural background and political
convictions with his fellow Glaswegian writers, his narrative
approaches and political concerns are equally comparable with
work by other contemporary writers from diverse cultural
backgrounds. The grounds on which to base any comparative
study seem slippery, especially as Gray himself destabilizes
categories of subjectivity, nationality, and literary genre which
provide the conventional bases of such comparisons. The urge to
make connections between writers can also too easily over-ride
the need for thorough, in-depth criticism of their particular
achievements. However, as I embark on a study of Alasdair Gray's
work which excludes extensive discussion of his contemporaries, I

am conscious that these are gaps to be filled or contested by
others.

A great deal of the critical material on Gray published to
date is in shorter critical forms: essays, reviews, or portions of
broader-based theses. Such critiques are focused on limited
portions of Gray's work. This full-length study, although by no
means comprehensive, enables discussion of a broader range of
Gray's fictions than has proved possible within the confines of
critical discussions pertaining to only one or two texts. One



disadvantage of writing a thesis on a writer who is both physically
and metaphorically alive is that Alasdair Gray is still producing

books at a fairly prolific rate, often reworking earlier material.
That in itself is a good thing; however, it has not made it easy to
draw perimeters around my own thesis. I concentrate mainly on
Gray's published prose writings, although I refer quite extensively
to early unpublished play scripts which have been transformed
into prose. Selection of material for close discussion has proved
difficult. Even in a full-length study such as this it has not been
possible to include extended discussion of many of Gray's stories.
Although Gray's novels and novellas are pre-eminent in my
discussions, I quite deliberately devote considerable attention to
those writings that have received less critical attention and which
fit less easily into generic and canonical frameworks. I do so not
only to broaden critical discussion, but also to highlight the
frequently unquestioned privilege enjoyed by novels in literary
critical discourses.

While personal taste prompted my initial interest in Gray's
work, that interest has been fuelled by concerns about the
relationship between art and politics, and academic debates about
cultural production, in the late-twentieth century. This is an
excellent moment to reflect on Gray's engagement with political
discourses; as Joy Hendry notes, "connections between art and
politics" became a matter of renewed public debate in the
aftermath of the failed 1979 Devolution Referendum."® Cairns
Craig accounts for a perceptible up-turn in Scottish cultural life
since then by suggesting, "the energy that had failed to be
harnessed by the politicians flowed into other channels."? Now
that Scotland is on the brink of long-awaited constitutional change
following the Devolution Referendum of 1997, there may be no
time like the present to take stock of Gray's work.

In this thesis I explore the connections between politics and
art 1n Gray's work and, also, the politics of art. 'Political' is a tricky
word; I use it to refer not only to social issues and governmental
processes, but also to convey the more general sense in which

6Editorial, Chapman 35-36: "The State of Scotland: A Predicament for the Scottish
Writer?" (1983) Reprint, 1990; p.ii.

’General Preface, Polygon's 'Determinations' series.
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ideological discourses carry powerful and pervasive assumptions
with social and cultural implications. These dual definitions draw
inspiration from the feminist movements of the seventies which
argued that 'the personal is political'. Alasdair Gray's work
addresses specific issues of political concern, but also addresses
the 'politics'--the power relations--which accompany = the
ideologies and epistemologies of Western humanism.

In a 1983 interview, Gray was asked if he viewed himself
"as a political writer," given that his novels, "contain critiques of
society and direct political comment".8 He was also asked if he
thought novels "have any direct effect in highlighting political
issues or bringing about change in society".? In his answer, Gray
says:

I believe that every book soothes or upsets some 1idea the

reader lives by. This has political consequences, which 1s

why bullyboy governments enforce censorship. . . . But

books don't cause political change, some have speeded it up

by giving a brisker circulation to some current hopes and

fears or by linking into one picture of events which folk

hitherto looked at separately. (9)
More recently, Gray has said, "The politics of any story I tell are
the politics of the country where I live."10

Gray's explicit engagement with specific issues of socio-
political concern has been charted by various commentators.
Charlton notes Gray's involvement with the Campaign for Nuclear
Disarmament;!! Morgan notes that Gray's books, "have much to
say about the government of these islands, about capitalist
society, about imperialism and small nations, about politics i1n
general" (97); Axelrod's interview with Gray, and my own, offer
reflections that bring up-to-date some of the political questions

8Interview with Anderson and Norquay, Cencrastus, Summer 1983, No.13; pp.6-
10; p.9.

dibid.

10Interview with Axelrod, p.115. See also my interview with Gray, Appendix,
pp.313-314.

11Charlton notes Gray's participation in demonstrations against Polaris at the Holy
Loch in 1959-60 (Crawford and Nairn, p.19). In his interview with Kathy Acker,
Gray reveals that ideas for early plays were gleaned from sketches he prepared for
CND benefit concerts. (This interview, published in the Edinburgh Beview, No.74,

1986, also exists in typescript form in Acc. 9247/52 in the National Library of
Scotland. See especially p.4.)
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posed in Anderson and Norquay's 1983 interview. However, while
Gray's political stances--his democratic socialism, his Scottish
nationalism, his anti-militarism--have been widely recognised,
little detailed attention has been paid to how Gray not only
accommodates these concerns in literary discourses, but carves
out new critical perspectives on the prevailing hegemonic
ideologies of capitalism, patriarchy, individualism and 1mperialism
by disrupting their epistemological frameworks.

I am conscious that my thesis enters a field of critical
discourse on Gray's work which has expanded fairly rapidly in the
last few years. Gray's 'Index of Plagiarisms' 1n Lanark has
attracted lots of attention because novelists rarely acknowledge
their sources so openly; critics, however, have to be more up-
front. In presenting a brief overview of critical work on Gray (see
my bibliography for a more complete picture) I also want to
present my own 'index of plagiarisms'--to acknowledge those
critics whose work on Gray has proved most influential to my
own. Two substantial volumes of critical essays have been
published on Gray's work to date. The first, The Arts of Alasdair
Gray, edited by Robert Crawford and Thom Nairn, is a useful
volume 1in that 1its contributors adopt a range of critical
perspectives and discuss varied aspects of Gray's work, many of
them addressing Gray's engagement with Scottish literary and
political discourses. Essays by Cairns Craig and Edwin Morgan, in
particular, open critical avenues and suggest possible directions
for more detailed critical overviews of Gray's work.

The second, the Review of Contemporary Fiction, Volume 15,
No. 2, i1s, again, a collection of essays, half of which are devoted to
Gray's work. The outstanding essay in this collection, that by
George Donaldson and Alison Lee, has proved suggestive for my
own arguments, as has Lee's consideration of Lanark in her study
of British postmodernist fiction, Realism and Power. A slim, but

significant edition of The_ Glasgow Review: "Alasdair Gray and

Other Stories," Issue Three, Summer 1995, contains four essays of

a very high quality on Gray's more recent work. Bruce Charlton's
MA Thesis presented at the University of Durham (1988) is a
particularly valuable resource which catalogues, and attempts to

date, Gray's writings from adolescence onwards. Charlton's work is

13



indispensable because he has had access to holdings in the
National Library'of Scotland which are not, as yet, available for
examination; he also offers fine insights on Lanark and Gray's
early plays.

Beat Witschi's Glasgow Urban Writing and Postmodernism
(1991) was one of the first volumes to give sustained attention to
Gray as a postmodern writer; while some of Witschi's arguments
may appear under-developed, they do serve as a critical starting
point for consideration of Gray's engagement with discourses of
postmodernity. An excellent essay by Ian McCormick, "Alasdair
Gray: The Making of a Scottish Grotesque,” addresses questions of
imperialism and colonialism in relation to Poor Things in ways
that I have found suggestive for discussions of other texts. In the
early nineteen-eighties Cencrastus magazine pioneered Gray's
work, publishing extracts from it, an interview, and initiating
critical debates. While I allude to these and other critical sources
in the course of the thesis, I take issue with very few directly.
Alison Lumsden's essay, "Innovation and Reaction in the Fiction of
Alasdair Gray," is an exception, and I discuss issues she raises
later in this introduction.

Firing the canon?

Gray has been publishing prose fiction since the nineteen-fifties,
but it was only after the publication of his first novel, Lanark, in
1981 that he came to public prominence. Lanark not only
established Gray's reputation, but has since been widely seen as a
landmark in Scottish cultural life. It hardly needs to be mentioned
that Gray's writings are saturated by Scottish cultural politics and
are almost exclusively set i1n Scottish domains. His overt and
acknowledged i1nfluence on younger writers from Scotland as
diverse as Janice Galloway and Iain Banks--writers whose popular
appeal probably now exceeds Gray's own--illustrates the

impression his work has made on a subsequent generation of
writers.12

12See Janice Galloway, "Different Oracles: Me and Alasdair Gray" (Review of

Contemporary Fiction Summer 1995. Vol. 15, No. 2, pp. 193-196.) and see

Roderick J. Lyall's "Postmodernist otherworld, postcalvinist purgatory: An approach
to Lanark and The Bridge" for discussion of Banks' debt to Gray.

14



Influential literary critics in Scotland, such as Cairns Craig
and Douglas Gifford have seen Gray's work, particularly his first

two novels, Lanark and 1982, Janine. as markers of a new
renaissance in Scottish literature, or have used Gray's works as
critical touchstones;13 academics from social science disciplines,
such as Christopher Harvie, James Mitchell, and Ian Spring have
used Gray's work as a cultural 'sounding-board' in social and
political discussions.!4 Gavin Wallace sums-up Gray's pervasive
influence in the introduction to his volume (edited with Randall
Stevenson) The Scottish Novel Since the Seventies. when he
writes:
The considerable impact of this bold enlargement of Scottish
creative potential remains symbolised by the publication in
1981 of Alasdair Gray's novel Lanark, whose still
reverberating effects on Scottish literature can be likened to
earlier enduring literary landmarks like A Drunk Man Looks

at the Thistle (1926) and Sunset Song (1932). (3)

However, while Gray and Lanark may well remain symbolic
markers of a moment in Scottish cultural history, it is high time
those symbols were subject to closer scrutiny. By comparing
Gray's work with that of Hugh MacDiarmid and Lewis Grassic
Gibbon, Wallace draws a comparison, albeit indirectly, between
the 'renaissance' of the inter-war years and the 'renaissance' of
the eighties. MacDiarmid and Gibbon are both writers who
pursued overtly political agendas, and their influence, like Gray's,
has not been confined exclusively to literary or artistic arenas.
However, perhaps the most interesting thing to note about
Wallace's comments above is that they aid the construction of a
literary tradition; not only is Gray's novel inserted into a Scottish
literary lineage, the prestige commonly attached to MacDiarmid
and Gibbon's works in assessments of twentieth-century Scottish
cultural life is extended to Gray's novel. The insertion of Gray's
work into a Scottish literary tradition is interesting because Gray
himself appears acutely aware of literary traditions. His work

13See Craig, "Going Down to Hell is Easy," in Crawford and Nairn, eds, 1991; pp.
90-107, and Gifford, 1985,

14See Harvie 1984, 1991, 1994 (a & b); Mitchell, 1996: Spring, 1990.
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frequently explores the grounds on which traditions are 16

constructed, often in parodic and playful ways. Indeed, Gray's
self-conscious engagement with literary tradition is a main
feature of his work through which he reveals ideological
investments.

However, the very notion of a Scottish literary tradition 1is
far from unproblematic; it needs to be carefully explored before
Gray can be placed within it, because controversies over differing
concepts of literary tradition have intensified during the
twentieth century, and not only in Scotland. MacDiarmid, a key
figure in Scottish literary and political history, is often seen as the
central figure of the cultural revival of the inter-war years; he has
certainly been central to critical accounts of Scottish literature in
the twentieth century. It is also helpful, however, to relate
developments in Scottish cultural life to those evident in other
parts of Europe and America during the same period; MacDiarmid
might well, as Nancy Gish suggests,1> be viewed most helpfully as
a modernist writer and thinker whose self-conscious attempts to
reassess and redefine Scottish cultural life find parallels in
broader aesthetic and cultural movements of the early-twentieth
century. MacDiarmid might be seen to have some affinity with
other writers who sought to redefine cultural reference points,
reassess cultural authorities, and challenge prevailing social and
political assumptions during the inter-war years.

MacDiarmid's efforts to redirect Scottish poetry and politics
were highly controversial in his own day; in retrospect, his claim
to be at the helm of a Scottish cultural renaissance might appear
egocentric or exaggerated. Although MacDiarmid himself coined
the phrase "Scottish Renaissance” in 1923, it gained greater
currency when it was taken up by the French critic Denis Saurat
in an influential essay of 1924.16 Edwin Muir, another significant
figure in Scottish poetry, disputed the term, however, arguing in
1934, "There was no sign of a renaissance at the time except in
the work of 'Hugh MacDiarmid' the writer who talked and wrote

15In Bonnie Kime Scott, ed., 1990; pp.275-279.

16See Scottish Chapbook, February 1923 (in Hugh MacDiarmid: Selected Prose, ed.
Alan Riach; p.19). See also Roderick Watson, p.325.



most indefatigably about it."!7 The conflict that arose between
Muir and MacDiarmid over their respective views of 'the Scottish
literary tradition' epitomises polarities 1n a more nuanced debate
about 'tradition' that occupied artists and intellectuals in Europe
and North America during the early-twentieth century; it 1s a
debate which still reverberates in contemporary Scottish cultural
life, and one which has some implications for Gray's work.

In 1919, in the aftermath of World War One, the Anglo-
American poet and critic T.S. Eliot advanced an enormously
influential concept of literary tradition in his essay "Tradition and
the Individual Talent". Cairns Craig, who, in his essay "Peripheries”
offers a cogent critique of Eliot's view of tradition, outlines Eliot's
view that

the value of a work of literature is dependent on its having

a place within a comprehensive tradition, a tradition both

local and European. No writer can achieve real significance,

'maturity’, unless he has the weight of a developed tradition

on which to draw. (1996; 14)

Craig quotes another review by Eliot written the same year which
specifically addresses the question, "Was there a Scottish
Literature?". Eliot outlines the presuppositions he considers
necessary to the existence of 'a literature':

we suppose that there is one of the five or six (at most)

great organic formations of history. We do not suppose

merely 'a history', for there might be a history of Tamil
literature; but a part of History, which for us is the history
of Europe. We suppose not only a corpus of writings in one

language, but writers and writings between whom there is a

tradition . . . We suppose a mind . . . which is a greater, finer,

more positive, more comprehensive mind than the mind of
any period. And we suppose to each writer an importance

which is not only individual, but due to his place as a
constituent of this mind.!8

As Craig points out, Eliot's view, "damns all peripheral cultures
and all writers within peripheral cultures with the rigour of a

17"Literature in Scotland," The Spectator. No. 5526, 25th May 1934 (in Noble ed.,
1992; p.146).

18T S. Eliot, "Was there a Scottish Literature" in The Athenaeum, 4657; 1st August
1919; p.680; quoted by Craig, 1996, p.14.
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Calvinist predestination” (14). Terry Eagleton is even more
scathing about Eliot's traditionalism, arguing that Eliot's project, a
reaction against middle-class liberalism, is characterised by
"extreme right-wing authoritarianism" (1983; 39).

However, as Selden and Widdowson point out, 'tradition’ is
the "key term" (11) not only of Eliot's literary criticism, but also
that of influential cultural and literary commentators who
inherited his influential position in critical discourses, most
notably F.R. Leavis. According to these commentators, Eliot's essay
"has been perhaps the singly most influential work in Anglo-
American criticism" (11).1% Even though Eliot's view would deny
the possibility of a distinctively Scottish literary tradition, there
were those in Scotland who shared his opinion, most notably
Edwin Muir. In Scott _and Scotland (1936), Muir argued that a
writer who,

wishes to add to an indigenous Scottish culture and roots

himself deliberately in Scotland . . . . will find there, no

matter how long he may search, neither an organic
community to round off his conceptions nor a literary

tradition to support him. (4)

The notion of an 'organic community’ might now seem clumsy, and
dated in its assumptions of cultural homogeneity; moreover, the
notion of 'literary tradition' itself, with 1its attendant concept of the
literary canon, has also come under intense and severe criticism
since the nineteen-sixties. As Selden and Widdowson argue:

By its nature, the canon is exclusive and hierarchical, and

would clearly be seen to be artificially constructed by

choices and selections made by human agency (critics) were
it not for its endemic tendency to naturalise itself as,
precisely, natural. . . . of course, 1t disenfranchises huge
tracts of literary writing from serious study and status. It is
why, 1n the post-1960s critical revolution, it had to be
demystified and dismantled, so that all the writing which
had been ‘'hidden from criticism'--'gothic’ and ‘'popular’
fiction, working-class and women's writing, for example--

could be put back on the agenda in an environment
relatively free of pre-emptive evaluation. (11)

19Gelden and Widdowson, 1993.

18



: . . 1
Scottish writings, along with the literatures of other so-called 9

'peripheral' cultures could easily be added to the list of excluded
literatures. Gray's engagement with literary tradition involves a
'denaturalisation' process which makes evident the operation of
literary value systems.

While criticism of canonical processes has intensified in
recent decades, the exclusionary and narrow concept of tradition
advanced by Eliot was also contested from diverse angles by some
of his contemporaries. Indeed, MacDiarmid's critical and poetic
projects can be seen to challenge Eliot's notion of tradition in that
MacDiarmid makes overt attempts to dislocate his work from an
English tradition. MacDiarmid's early poems eschew standard
written english and tend to favour cosmic or international cultural
reference‘points. His political writings attack the i1deology of North
Britishness, valorizing a Scottish national identity. Rebecca West,
an enormously successful journalist of staunch socialist and
feminist convictions, whose fictional writings have, until quite
recently, been under-rated (and whose Scottish background is
often over-looked) was another writer who explicitly questioned
Eliot's idea of tradition. In 1932, writing in the Daily Telegraph,
West asked "What is Mr. T.S. Eliot's Authority as a Critic?"20 West,
writing from a perspective very different to MacDiarmid's, argued:

He has made his sense of the need for authority and

tradition an excuse for refraining from any work likely to

establish where authority truly lies, or to hand on tradition

by continuing it in vital creation. (588/9)

West's intervention shows that debates about tradition in the
early decades of this century were not as binary as is sometimes
suggested by critical accounts; modernism cannot be seen as an
ideologically monolithic movement, but rather as a complex
intellectual and artisj';t. arena. West also reminds us that a
rejection of Eliot's concept of tradition is not necessarily a
disavowal of tradition per se. This is worth remembering in
relation to Gray, who upsets fixed notions of literary tradition, but
offers instead a more transparent and inclusive concept of

ODaily Telegraph, 30th September 1932; in Bonnie Kime Scott, ed., 1990; pp.
587-92.



tradition which pays tribute to writers he admires. Critical
assessments of some of modernism's leading proponents (Eliot,
Pound, Lawrence and Yeats) have frequently highlighted the co-
existence of their experimental aesthetic practices with right-wing
politics, and even fascist tendencies. Georg Lukics is, arguably,
pre-eminent amongst the leftist critics who have attacked literary
modernism for its formalistic preoccupations and its dislocation of
individuals from ‘objective reality'. Yet the Marxist feminist critic
Jane Marcus, who examines the political and literary praxis of
Virginia Woolf and Rebecca West as starting points for discussions
of modernism, has, like other feminist critics, demonstrated that
the formal experimentation evident in some modernist writing Is
firmly in the service of far-reaching and radical critiques of
patriarchy, capitalism, and imperialism.2! Charges against
epistemologically challenging writing have continued into the
contemporary literary arena, however, and have relevance to
discussions of Gray's literary strategies which will be addressed in
due course.

Other recent reassessments of modernism--defined as the
radical and experimental artistic and intellectual movements of
the early-twentieth century--have challenged critical
reconstructions of the period which over-emphasise the role of a
few 'giant', predominantly male, figures.??2 In Bonnie Kime Scott's
critical anthology, The Gender of Modernism, for example, a
picture emerges of a cultural environment where women writers
and those from geographical and cultural peripheries, who are
often seen as marginal figures in mainstream accounts of the
period, can, from other viewpoints, be seen to address issues now
considered highly significant to cultural debates of the twentieth
century. These debates are more fluid, contested, and complex
than some accounts of modernism allow. The writings of politically
engaged and self-consciously experimental writers like West and
MacDiarmid fire early-warning shots in a battle for 'the tradition’

215ee "Storming the Toolshed," (on Woolf) in Signs 7:3, University of Chicago

Press, 1982; pp.622-640, published in Warhol and Herndl, eds., 1991; pp.138-
153; and see The Young Rebecca: Writinas of Rebecca We 911-17, ed. Jane

Marcus. New York: The Viking Press, 1982.

223ee Bonnie Kime Scott, ed. 1990 and 1995; also see Shari Benstock's Women of
the Left Bank.
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that still rages within critical discourses today, and which has
crucial relevance for more recent conceptions of the Scottish
literary tradition and Alasdair Gray's place within it.

The creation of a Scottish literary tradition in the twentieth
century has often trod a fine line between recovering texts
excluded from the English canon because of their 'peripheral’
status, and simply instituting an alternative ‘Scottish’ canon and
literary history which replicates the values and hierarchies of the
English canon it seeks to replace. The difficulties facing historians
of Scottish literature are paralleled in challenges faced by feminist
critics. Sometimes strategies which ‘'reclaim' neglected women
writers in order to secure their places in literary history and on
educational syllabuses have been criticised by those who question
the very terms and cultural values on which such reassessments
are predicated. The benefits of inserting women writers into
literary canons must be weighed against the benefits of contesting
canonical concepts as such. Like many other literary traditions,
Scottish literature has been defined by critics in terms which
privilege masculine authorial and textual subjects; an awareness
of the historical construction and conceptual limitations of the
'Scottish literary tradition' is necessary if that tradition 1s to be
redefined and Alasdair Gray's work periodized and contextualized
within 1it.

Gray's relation to literary traditions 1s complex and self-
consciously ludic; his ambivalent interactions with critical
discourses, academic and journalistic, are a matter of prime
importance for anyone embarking upon a full-length study of his
work, and in the body of my thesis I discuss specific ways In
which Gray engages with writers and critics alike. Gray engages
with critical discourses in playful and creative ways, even while
he seems at times to call into question their purpose and
methodologies. In The Loss of the Golden Silence Gray's
engagement with academic literary and cultural criticism 1s at its
most explicit.23 Bruce Charlton (1988), noting the intertextual

23The truncated and much revised prose version, "Loss of the Golden Silence," in Ten
Tales Tall and True (1993; pp.50-59) dispenses with the scene already quoted and

al_so w_ith much of the play's rich, specific cultural detail and playful engagement
with discourses of literary criticism. Gray maintains that some of the plays "took a
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relationship between Lanark?4 and The Loss of the Golden Silence,
draws attention to the influence of E.M.W. Tillyard’s The English
Epic And Its Background (1954) on Gray's play and his novel
(8).2> Paradoxically, while Gray's female protagonist in the play,
who is writing a doctoral thesis on the British epic, expresses
radical doubts about the worth and purpose of her own critical
enterprise, in fact, the work of another literary critic, Tillyard,
provides a crucial springboard for Gray's creative imagination.
'She' explains to her partner that, “An Epic is a work which gives a
complete map of the universe as far as a civilization is able to
understand it" (25); she worries that "without an Epic map of the
universe people can't feel at home in it", but fears that "a modern
Epic is unwritable" (25). In Lanark, Gray's own modern version of
an epic novel, Nastler, the author, acknowledges an international
array of epics which have shaped Lanark's story, from "the Greek
book about Troy", to "the Russian book about war and peace”
(485-489). Gray inserts his novel into a literary tradition
constructed through critical discourses. It is little wonder, then,
and no small consolation, that ‘'She’ tells her male partner,
“creative writers find scholars more useful than you think™ (26).
Scholars' work is not only useful to Gray; in a personal
interview he told me, "criticism is the light reading I most enjoy. I
really enjoy Leavis".26 While Gray's literary allusiveness spans
centuries, the critics who seem to have influenced him most are

highly influential twentieth-century figures, such as Leavis and
Tillyard, for whom questions of the literary canon, in Leavis' case

difterent track of development” when he wrote the prose versions (Personal
interview, January, 1994.).

24Charlton (1988) charts Lanark’s origins to two novels begun in the early 1950s
when Gray was still in his teens and a student at Glasgow School of Art. Charlton
argues that the Lanark narrative was intended to be a sequel to the Thaw narrative.
Book One was completed by 1964 when it was rejected for publication (11).
Charlton notes that, according to Gray, by 1971 or 1972 Lanark was “half finished”
(11). The novel in its published form was completed by 1976. Charlton, quoting a
letter from Gray dated 12th May 1988 which, retrospectively, acknowledges
Tillyard's influence, argues: "it is clear that Gray had already thought of ways of

joining his two types of book together. . . Tillyard’'s book also enabled Gray to
integrate this construction with a vision of epic possibilities" (10).

25Nastler, in Lanark, tells Lanark that he “found Tillyard’s study of the epic in

Dennistoun public library, and he said an epic was only written when a new society
was giving men a greater chance of liberty” (492).

26See Appendix, p.
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'The Great Tradition', are paramount. Leavis and Tillyard, who
might now be seen as fairly conservative in some of their critical
approaches and assumptions, were at the height of their influence
in the nineteen-fifties and early sixties, when Gray was a student
and when a great deal of his subsequently published fiction was
conceived.2?7 Gray's concern with the construction of critical
discourses is amply evidenced in his self-penned cover blurbs and
mock reviews, in his eclectic range of literary allusions, in his
ludic subversions and reinscriptions of literary tropes. It might
appear as if Gray's approach to literary traditions is something of
a response to, or even a reaction against, the critical approaches
adopted by Leavis and Tillyard.

Leavis's influence on critical practices, at least in Britain, has
been immense. Terry Eagleton, writing in 1983, argues, "the fact
remains that English students in England today are 'Leavisites'
whether they know it or not, irremediably altered by that
historical intervention" (31). Alasdair Gray's work departs from,
and subverts, conventional narrative strategies, typography, and
distinctions between ‘'high' and 'low' culture. However, such
departures require as a cultural reference point an established set
of literary expectations and values. Gray uses conventional,
naturalised literary values as his starting-block. As he tells
Axelrod:

It seems I cannot start out to be visually playful. I have to

start any work I do--painting or writing--in a conservative

way which uses an already well-known form. Only when
safe with it does the possibility of fracturing i1t somewhere
and grafting in something unexpected (to give new height or

depth) occur. (112)

However, when Gray departs from the various notions of tradition
advanced by Eliot and Leavis and their like, subverts narrative
conventions, and tries to pre-empt criticism by out-manoeuvring
commentators, the challenge might be made that Gray ascribes a
level of cultural authority to established literary conventions and
critical approaches which they no longer widely enjoy in academic
environments. As Selden and Widdowson point out, Leavisite

27See Charlton, in Crawford and Nairn, 1991 pp. 12-14.
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criticism became "the major single target for the New Critical
theory of the 1970s and beyond in the British context" (21).

Yet, even though a ‘'theoretical revolution' has certainly
taken place, Leavisite critical practices and concepts of tradition
still provide an established norm from which more rigorously
theorised critical practices depart. Literary criticism, as much as
literary texts themselves, provides sites for processes of cultural
redefinition. It is usual for critics to provide commentary on
'works of art' and aesthetic discourses; Gray frequently reverses
this convention, using art--his prose fictions--to comment on
critical discourses.

Of course, writers other than Gray have self-consciously
attempted to redefine their contexts and alter what they perceive
to be the course of literary history. Writers have engaged with
literary traditions and critical discourses alike, consciously or
unconsciously, for centuries, and critics have interpreted their
efforts within cultural and literary frameworks. However, the
epistemological experimentation of Gray's writings, the challenges
he poses to systems of representation,?® to the very terms in
which literary traditions are constructed, aligns his work closely
with that of some of his modernist forebears and late-twentieth
century contemporaries.2?

Many of Gray's playful allusions to his literary predecessors,
his assimilations and transformations of their techniques and
ideas, and his affirmations and denials of their ideologies and
values, depend on a shared awareness of literary tradition, and
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