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ABSTRACT

Canonical representation and critical appraisal of urban Scottish literature before the
publication of Alasdair Gray's Lanark, in 1981, emphasizes its innate realism. This realist
reading pays attention to surfaces and objective identities, rather than subjective depths and
transgressive or transcendent possibilities. It inevitably encounters areas of lack, absence
and failure. This thesis proposes that the Scottish representation of the city, as in other
literatures, is inextricable from its perception and subjectification. This thesis explores a
number of non-realist readings and attempts to open up the realist surfaces. These opening
strategies are prompted by the phenomenological and intertextual readings demanded by the
works of Alexander Trocchi. Trocchi can be considered the linchpin in a body of urban
literature that is concerned with transgressive modes of self-realization. From his pivotal
position a line of inheritance may be drawn back to the male-authored urban visions of

James Thomson and John Davidson, and forward to Irvine Welsh.

In the 'metaphysical’ readings suggested in this thesis, the narrative delineates a
quest for transcendence, catalysed by the protagonist's recognition of lack at a realist level
and his desire for meaning within metaphysical or psychological depth. Thus, the city may
represent a real place and ask for a realist reading, but it also functions as the controlling
metaphor for concerns pertaining to personal identity. The city is a psychogeographical
terrain that embodies an interplay between reality and the ideal. In the abject topos of the
city, however, the dialectic of transcendence does not move toward totality of vision, or
unity of identity. Negative and transgressive modes such as rupture and division are
recuperated to engender a conception of transcendence based on 'becoming' and

movement, rather than on a place or state of being.

The principle aim of this thesis is to address a shortfall in analytical criticism on the
body of Scottish urban literature. It traces the representation of the city from nineteenth-

century social and religious tracts, poetry and fantasy texts and suggests that such works



are more appropriate forerunners to the modern urban Scottish novel than the sentimental
and lightly humorous novels and stories of the so-called 'urban kailyard'. The tenets
propounded in these early works are developed in a theme-driven analysis of Scottish
canonical twentieth-century urban novels. Revisionary readings and recontextualization of
these works, based on modernist and Continental literary and philosophical paradigms, aim
to reappraise a hitherto disregarded tradition out of which has developed the recent

flourishing of late twentieth-century Scottish writing.



PREFACE

In 1962, Edwin Morgan called for a ‘Beatnik in the Kailyard', a Scottish John
Osborne who would turn an eye toward 'the huge suburban housing estates', and the
struggle of urban experience 'that seems to cry out for literary embodiment'. Morgan's call
was answered in 1993 when Irvine Welsh, an extremely 'angry young man', blazed out
from Edinburgh's geographic and cultural margins with the novel Trainspotting. The press
and style magazines praised Welsh's authentic vision of modern city life. In the British
lifestyle monthly, Loaded, for example, Innes Reekie called Welsh a 'genius of the gutter'
who spoke the 'voice of the generation'; an answer, it would seem, to Morgan's call for a
writer for whom, like Osborne, 'thousands of young people . . . will vouch for the fact that

"

he "spoke their language".

The phenomenal success of Welsh's novel, due in part to the popularity of its
adaptation to theatre and film, was not an isolated event. It was part of a burgeoning of
urban Scottish fiction and poetry brought into the mainstream after the success, in 1981, of
Alasdair Gray's novel, Lanark. Like Trainspotting, the novels of Gray, A. L. Kennedy,
Janice Galloway, Jeff Torrington, James Kelman and Thomas Healy, depicted the city and
its characters as disturbed and disturbing. Nevertheless, these bleak visions are also infused
with an energy that transcends 'gritty realism' and a linguistic flair far more exuberant than
the confinements of the 'kitchen sink' school would have allowed. Similar to the techniques
of the surrealists, late twentieth-century Scottish writers appear to have one eye focused on
the external world and the other eye looking inward: realities of post-industrial, post-
Thatcherite urban decrepitude exist in a dynamic relationship with a kaleidoscopic inner
landscape. This combination of reality and subjectivity is central to the unique visions of
these texts. Yet it is not unprecedented in a tradition of urban expression in Scottish

literature.



iv

Any substantial consideration of the body of recent urban fiction necessitates
reaching further back than Lanark (however seminal that novel is or comes to seem to be).
One year after Morgan's essay, Alexander Trocchi's second novel, Cain's Book, was
published in Britain (it had been published in America three years earlier, in 1960). This
Scottish beatnik had fled his country, unwilling to conform to what he saw as an artistically
and morally turgid environment. Trocchi's work was, and still is, largely overlooked by the
Scottish literary establishment. Yet Welsh cites Trocchi as a direct influence on his own
work, as well as that of his contemporaries. A line of inheritance may be drawn clearly
from Welsh back to Trocchi. However, this line may be extended back still further to the
hallucinatory perceptions of the city given by James Thomson and John Davidson.
Trocchi's work is the crucial connection between these early representations of the city and
the post-Lanark flourishing of city writing. Trocchi's concerns for the struggles of personal
identity in an urban environment situate him at the centre of a tradition of Scottish urban
writing that is itself, like Trocchi, also unfairly disregarded. This thesis is an attempt to

explore and understand these concerns, that environment, and the tradition they inhabit.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis argues that a 'realist' representation of the city is nevertheless informed
by the subjectivity of the protagonist who perceives it. The Scottish urban novel! is
predominantly considered according to realistic or naturalistic literary modes. Assessed
according to the extent to which it succeeds or fails in terms of its functioning within criteria
of realistic literary representation, urban fiction until the 1980s has been poorly received.
This thesis suggests that a 'metaphysical' reading of Scottish urban literature provides
better insights with respect to notions of selfhood and self-realization (transcendence) than a
merely 'realistic’ (surface or explicit) reading, which reveals sordid existence
(transgression) but not ideas of transcendence. A metaphysical imperative works out from a
realist mode, and indeed, utilizes conceptions of 'transgression' in order to engender
transcendence. This thesis aims to address a shortfall in scholarship and proposes to
(re)contextualize Scottish literary cities within modernist, Continental city writing and

philosophies of transgressive self-realization.

Opening the Door: Alasdair Gray's Lanark

An extended scholarly study of the urban tradition in Scottish literature has yet to be
published. Apart from William Donaldson's study of fiction in the nineteenth century press,
in Popular Literature in Victorian Scotland, there are no sustained reassessments of book-
published urban literature. While Donaldson's study importantly unearths journalistic
writing on the city, there are no similar considerations of the mainstream canon of urban
literature, with which this study is concerned. It remains arguable whether a tradition exists
at all and, if it does, whether it warrants scholarly attention. On the one hand, as Barry
Wood argues, the introduction of an urban Scots voice proved crucial to the revival of the
Scots language during the Scottish Renaissance. Wood suggests that the realist mode of the
1920s onwards plundered 'authentic' urban Scots to bring the language out from its

marginalization in the English tradition and the kailyard school, and into a rich, regenerative



mode of modern literary expression.2 In Manfred Malzahn's view, the freedom afforded
the writer in the industrial novel of the 1930s had resulted in a fruitful 'clash with the
conventional "idea" of Scotland'.3 On the other hand, however, James Kelman claims that,
until the work of Tom Leonard and himself, no 'authentic' working-class urban expression
existed due to censorship or suppression.4 Such contradictory views fail to generate any
sustained critical engagement with the body of urban literature. In the major surveys of the
canon of Scottish literature by Alan Bold, Maurice Lindsay and Francis Russell Hart,
discussion of the urban novel is limited to descriptive, self-reflexive and sometimes
dismissive accounts. Canonical representation of the urban novel focuses on the extent to

which the literature succeeds or fails within the parameters of literary realism.

Criticism of Scottish city writing emphasizes its innate realism.5 Scottish critics
have developed a working definition of realism as a documentary style of expression that
disallows metaphysical themes. Christopher Whyte provides a 'tentative identikit' of realist

urban fiction:

Glasgow life is felt as a raw, untapped material, an unleavened
mass, and the urge is first and foremost to transcribe, to
denounce. . . . Realism as a mode hinders transcendence (its
self-effacement to this extent proving a trap) and cannot treat
the making or operation of art within the novel itself.6

Douglas Gifford, in The Dear Green Place? (1985), gives an exclusively realist
interpretation of urban literature that shows non-realist themes to appear inappropriate. He
lists authors as diverse as Alexander Trocchi, William Mcllvanney, Alan Spence and

Alasdair Gray as proponents of a tradition of failed transcendence:

In each case the novel will present a sensitive protagonist
struggling to articulate his reactions to his environment; in
ways, firstly, in which he has been encouraged at university,
at art school, or even within the books he's read and the
company he's kept. Gradually he will realise that he cannot
accept these ways — or it will be borne in violently upon
him. A failure of language, of communication, will take
place. He will turn in upon himself in increasing solipsism,
rejecting his art, his friends, and tormenting himself with the
destruction of anything he has achieved in art and in
relationships. Alienation or nervous breakdown, mocked by a
sense of total loss of 'green places in the mind', will often be



the end; or a sense of bewilderment about future evolution.
And 'myth' or national destiny, expressed through shared
symbols, is most certainly an agreement of the past; the
notion of communal identity, let alone Scottish identity, is lost
to these writers.”

This precis is perfectly valid within the scope of a realist reading. Yet 'transcendence’ is a
non-realist abstraction. Chapters three and six of this thesis explore the ways that Alexander
Trocchi, Edward Gaitens, Archie Hind and James Kelman may problematize the making of
art, but show that its tensions with urban reality and literary realism are central to a
protagonist's creative search for existential meaning. The study that follows suggests that
alongside realist readings, non-realist approaches might also be considered. For the
purposes of this thesis, 'non-realist' modes are analogous to notions of 'subjectivity' or
metaphysicality. These will be delineated more specifically as the discussion develops, but
in summary may include spiritual, psychological or philosophical concerns and can be seen
manifested in the surreal, the fantastic, in mythic motifs, and in their more diffuse uses of

depth, repetition, hallucination and disintegration.

This thesis argues that a revisionary reading incorporating both realism and non-
realism may offer insights into the critically noted phenomenon of the 'absence’ of a
tradition of urban literature. Gifford concludes The Dear Green Place? with the contention
that 'there is a Scottish fictional tradition, but that that tradition is precisely about the
writer's repeated sense of their [sic] being no tradition'.® Similarly, Whyte argues that
'Glasgow lacks, in cultural terms, context and collocation. To this extent it is nowhere'.%
Such views echo Edwin Muir's complaints, notably made in 'The Functionlessness of
Scotland' (1931) and Scott and Scotland (1936), that there is an absence of an authentic
national culture due to the lack of a powerful urban centre. Thus, compared to other
nations, Scottish urban writing is considered practically non-existent. Critics consider that a
refusal to face reality led to a silence that lasted until the proliferation of socialist realism in
the 1930s.10 Chapter one proposes that these notions of absence and silence may point
toward a non-realist mode that has hitherto been overlooked in considerations of urban

writing.!11 Rosemary Jackson notes, in a study of the subversive function of the fantastic in



literature, that '[t]he fantastic traces the unsaid and the unseen of culture: that which has
been silenced, made invisible, covered over and made "absent".'12 In a realistic
conceptualization of the literary city notions of absence draw us toward areas of 'non-
meaning'. In a non-realistic framework, however, such places of absence are, potentially,
both existentially and socially transformative. It was only in 1981, with the publication of
Alasdair Gray's Lanark: A Life in Four Books, that a use of both realism and non-realist

modes was clearly seen to give emphatic voice to the urban novel.

The successful juxtaposition in Lanark of urban realism and non-realist literary
modes transformed the way critics were to view subsequent city writing in Scotland. Beat
Witschi comments that the work 'successfully transcend[ed] the literary stalemate of the
Glasgow novel', propelling it, albeit belatedly, 'out of its limbo and . . . into modernity'.!3
In Cairns Craig's view, Lanark releases the Glasgow novel from 'the dead-end world' of
realism,!4 and Malzahn concedes that '[t]he transcendence of reality allows the
experimental realisation of positive or negative possibilities inherent in the reality
described'.!5 Brian McCabe acknowledges Lanark's achievement by way of a metaphor
that, in its evocation of architectural fissure and moving beyond surfaces and unitary
meaning, is appropriate for the propositions of this thesis: 16

Lanark's importance consists in the fact that it has opened a
very large door in the windowless little room of Scottish

fiction, a door we did not know to be there, and only now can
we begin to realise how much scope there is.!”

Analyses of post-Lanark urban literature focus on a wide range of psychological,
structuralist, linguistic and philosophical preoccupations, yet there have been no sustained
reassessments of book-published urban literature before Lanark. These concerns,  so
evident in Lanark,are not unprecedented in the Scottish urban tradition from which it

draws.!18

The present study is only concerned with the post-Lanark rise of urban writing

insofar as . these works can be viewed as part of a tradition of urban writing. In earlier



incarnations of this tradition, non-realist themes are more deeply embedded. To compare
and contrast recent works would merely invite an endless pluralism. Instead, the argument
proposed here should achieve its weight through notions of depth, both historical and
theoretical. In this sense, the study develops a framework whose foundations arise not in
postmodernism, but in modernism.!® Despite Malzahn's view that 'Scottish fiction has
missed out on the modernist phase . . . . [It leaps] from romanticism to post-modernism',20
the concerns encountered in the urban novel are in line with the modernist, existentialist?!
urban paradigms of, for instance, Baudelaire and Eliot. A definition of modernism given by
the Caribbean writer, Wilson Harris, and his questioner in a 1989 seminar at Cambridge
University, provides a framework for the tenets of this thesis. The questioner suggests to
Harris that his work lies 'between realism and post-modernism, therefore in modernism,
and [he has] associated that with the idea of an infinite rehearsal of readings and meanings'.
Harris agrees and adds that postmodernism 'has denied depth. Therefore it has ruled out the
unconscious'. In the unconscious, Harris insists, lie the 'vague outlines' of that which has

been hitherto 'neglect[ed] or ignore[d]'.22

The Subjectification of the City

Kurt Wittig's survey, The Scottish Tradition in Literature (1958), is unique in
emphasizing that Scottish urban fiction is not merely realistic, but part of a long-standing
tradition of literary expression that concerns itself with a 'subjectification of reality'.23
Explicitly, in Wittig's view, an ostensibly realistic or naturalistic setting does not exist
independent of the subject who perceives, interprets and records it. Neil Gunn, in 'The
Landscape Inside' (1959), explains that a novelist 'describe[s] the mood of a character by
describing the background, the physical scene. Or vice versa. There is a sort of oblique
traffic between the two, and this can thicken the texture of both'.24 Yet this sort of
relationship ascribed to a rural setting has not been transposed to an urban context. This is
surprising considering a widely recognized interchange of city and subjectivity in literary,

historical and sociological views of the city outside of Scotland.



To read the Scottish city metageographically — that is, as a fantastic, psychical,
spiritual or metaphysical terrain — is appropriate because the city has, from its historical
beginnings, embodied all of these. The material structure of a city is a monument of the
human endeavour to overcome physical limits. Defying human mortality, nature, time and
space, the city is traditionally associated with the cosmic or divine. If the city was, in its
beginnings, a place where humans might reach upward toward the divine, it was also, as
Thab Hassan points out, 'the place where divine powers entered human space. The sky
gods came, and where they touched the earth, kings and heroes rose to . . . build a city'.23
Burton Pike suggests that this two-way association with divinity is ambivalent. He recounts
enduring mythic and archetypal perceptions of cities to illustrate their denotation as both
affirming and destructive:

From the beginning the image of the city served as the nexus
of many things . . . presumption (Babel), corruption
(Babylon), perversion (Sodom and Gomorrah), power

(Rome), destruction (Troy, Carthage), death, the plague (the
City of Dis) and revelation (the heavenly Jerusalem).26

The city's formative association with divinity meant that it was also a place of sanctioned
violence and sacrifice. In Lewis Mumford's encyclopedic study, The City in History
(1961), he notes that, in early cities, physical aggression was given mystical signification.
Primitive forms of child sacrifice and cannibalism were abolished in favour of ritualized
war because, writes Mumford: 'the city itself in its structure and institutions continued to
give war both a durable concrete form and a magical pretext for existence'.2” Thus the city
was a 'container of organized violence' (p. 59), generating an urban ethos of regimentation,
conformity and anxiety that were inextricable from notions of spirituality and existence. The
physical structure of the city itself, with its high walls and towers, 'perpetuated the animus,
the isolation and self-assertion' of life within it (p. 58). Such hostility, coupled with 'the
division of labour and castes' led to a 'normalized schizophrenia' (p. 59). The ancient city
'tended to transmit a collective personality structure whose more extreme manifestations are
now recognized in individuals as pathological' (p. 60). It is a tendency that is still true,

Mumford remarks, of the modern city.



In Marshall Berman's delineation of the early modernist city, in All that is Solid
Melts into Air (1983), a city's traditional embodiment of both the real and the ideal means
that: 'The street was experienced as the medium in which the totality of modern material and
spiritual forces could meet, clash, interfuse and work out their ultimate meanings and
fates'.28 Joyce Carol Oates remarks on the negative outcome of such a dialectic of real and
ideal; the material city has absorbed the sacred city and thus 'the contemporary City . . .
must always be read as if it were utopian (that is, 'sacred’) — and consequently a tragic
disappointment, a species of hell'.2? This dystopian vision of the city is inherent in Scottish

urban writing.

In Scottish writing about cities, generally the terrain is seen as a fallen Eden, a Hell,
or a Hades, and is a projection of the protagonist's psychological and ontological state of
lost contact with primordial unity. This dark social vision catalyses a protagonist's quest for
lost grace, or escape. It is the same whether one considers Stevenson's London, Trocchi's
New York, or Welsh's Edinburgh. In this respect, the negative aesthetic of uncanny or
abject urban space and experience actually presents the possibility of choice, and forces a

subjective response, or engagement, with place that a utopian view does not.30

In Scottish fiction around the time of the 'Renaissance’ in the 1920s and 1930s,
movement from the country to the city also traces a shift from innocence to experience of
sin. In Fionn MacColla's The Albannach (1932), Lewis Grassic Gibbon's Scots Quair
(1932-1934) and Neil Gunn's The Serpent (1943), for example, evil is made conscious in
the city which is eventually abandoned for an atoning reunification with the land, albeit not
without its complexities and ambiguities. In the works to be analysed in the chapters that
follow, a Romantic dichotomization of country and city has disappeared and the city
comprises a self-contained universe. Gert Beulens, quoting Kristiaan Versluys, comments
on the consequence of this loss of nature to urban reality and its perception:

'[M]Jodern city poetry is no longer written from the viewpoint
of Nature but from an intra-urban vantage-point'. . . . The

city is experienced from within its own limits. . . . [T]his also
comes to mean that . . . [n]ature and city, subject and object,



mind and reality are brought together in one realm of being,
which often takes the form of a city.3!

Thus, in an urban quest, the hero may circle within the confines of a city turbulent with
internal contradictions, unable to escape because the city also represents a psychical self-
contained universe. In a city/psyche interchange we may consider Wittig's notion of a
'subjectified reality' as related, at least superficially, to the Hegelian dialectic, which sees a
spiralling of two polarities interposed, not only dialogically, but in a dynamic reduplication
and transformation. Central to the works encountered here is the way that urban space, as a
concomitant of being, affords a vertiginous interchange between labyrinthine depth and
intoxicating height, inner dwellings and outside alleys, destruction and transcendence, real
and ideal. In Gaston Bachelard's phenomenological methodology, central to the present
thesis and discussed later in this introduction, external space and inner self are interwoven
into a ceaselessly shifting process of becoming:

Outside and inside form a dialectic of division. . . . 'This

side' and 'beyond' are faint repetitions of the dialectics of

inside and outside . . . . Thus, in being, everything is

circuitous, roundabout, recurrent. . . . But what a spiral

man's being represents! And what a number of invertible

dynamisms there are in this spiral! One no longer knows . . .
whether one is running toward the center or escaping.32

The Heroic Quest: The Problem of 'Totality' and the Uses of Division

In the works discussed in this thesis, the subject who is the centre of consciousness
is male. This male character is invariably solipsistic and self-interrogating — there are
remarkably few crowds in Scottish cities. Keith Dixon remarks on the prevalence of self-
absorbed and pathological male psyches, noting that urban writing is 'very much male-
centred; solitary, white, working-class, socialistic males abound. And the anguish is very
much of a masculine variety'.33 This is similar to urban writing in other literatures.34 It is
not the intention of the present study to argue the validity of this convention;35 rather, its

purpose is to re-evaluate a tradition of urban writing by way of thematic and philosophical



concerns discernible in the works of two male authors, Alexander Trocchi and Irvine
Welsh.36 An analogous line of inheritance cannot be traced between the works of two
female authors. The early city writing of, for example, Catherine Carswell is significant in
itself, yet Open the Door! (1920) and The Camomile (1922) are not direct precedents to
the contemporary works of Janice Galloway, A. L. Kennedy and Alison Smith. The only
female authored text in this study is Margaret Oliphant's "The Land of Darkness', discussed
in chapter one. However, it is significant that Oliphant's protagonist in this story is male. In
another of Oliphant's stories, 'The Beleaguered City', the removal of women and children
from the city, leaving only its male population to cope with its ghostly infestation, is also
illuminating in its inscription of urban crisis as a consequence of male sin. This knowledge
of sin induces guilt, which the male protagonist seeks to transcend through

conceptualization and language.

In his study of the Romantic tradition of literature, Natural Supernaturalism (1973),
M. H. Abrams summarizes the characteristic journey made by a (male) hero toward
transcendence. The thematic organization of this thesis loosely corresponds with the stages

in the convention of the quest:

The poet or philosopher, as the avant-garde of the general
human consciousness, possesses the vision of . . . a
recovered paradise or a golden age. The movement toward
this goal is a circuitous journey and quest, ending in the
attainment of self-knowledge, wisdom, and power. This
educational process is a fall from primal unity into self-
division, self-contradiction, and self-conflict, but the fall is in
turn regarded as an indispensable first step along the way
toward a higher unity which will justify the sufferings
undergone en route. The dynamic of the process is the tension
toward closure of the division, contraries, or 'contradictions'
themselves. The beginning and end of the journey is man's
ancestral home, which is often linked with a female contrary
from whom he has, upon setting out, been disparted. The
goal of this long inner quest is to be reached by a gradual
ascent, or else by a sudden breakthrough of imagination or
cognition; in either case, however, the gchicvpment of the
goal . . . is often signalized by a loving union with the
feminine other, upon which man finds himself thoroughly at
home with himself, his milieu, and his family of fellow

men.37
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Abrams points out that this circuitous journey towards a transcendent unity (of self and
community) is driven by the dialectic. Hegel explicates the dialectical method in
Phenomenology of Spirit (1807). The dialectic consists of cyclical processes of division,
conflict, reconciliation and transformation of antitheses. The dialectic in the
Phenomenology is illustrated as a 'biography' encompassing both individual and collective
consciousness. It is related in the manner of a heroic quest, as the hero moves from what
Hegel terms a 'self-alienated condition' to 'Absolute knowledge', which is 'the point at
which knowledge is no longer compelled to go out beyond itself'.3® Abrams offers a
summary:

Life is a painfully progressive self-education, rendered in the

plot-form of a circuitous journey from an initial self-division

and departure, through diverse reconciliations and ever

renewing estrangements, conflicts, reversals, and crises of

spiritual death and rebirth. This plot turns out to be the

unwitting quest of the spirit to redeem itself by repossessing

its own lost and sundered self, in an ultimate recognition of

its own identity whereby, as Hegel says in his concluding
section, it can be 'at home with itself in its otherness'.39

The aim of the Hegelian dialectic as well as archetypal and Romantic heroic quests
is an attainment of personal and communal unity. However, the industrial (and post-
industrial) city built alongside and following the Romantic era creates a different locus for
these quests. In this locus of the city, unity is disallowed. An urban ethos of flux, sacrifice,
regimentation and pathology has, in modernist visions of the city, evolved into an aesthetic
of disintegration.40 Perhaps the earliest and most prophetic poetic understanding of this is
suggested in William Blake's London' (1794). Yet as a metageographical terrain, the city's
dissemination is also that of the hero. The city's association in historical and literary
traditions with physical and mental forms of schism seems to have exacerbated the Scottish
predilection for doubled and shadowed characters.#! In this respect, the Romantic poet
most representative of what was to come is not Blake but Byron. Certainly, some aspects
of the Byronic hero may be considered as a precedent to the urban protagonists of this
study. Byron's poetry combines, as Marshall Walker points out, the 'real world' with ‘a

subjective imagination', his persona is 'half dust, half deity'. Walker also notes Byron's
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'independently creative "I AM"' and the phenomenological implications for this acclamation
of sovereignty when, in Childe Harold (1812-1818), he writes: 'I live not in myself, but I
become / Portion of that around me"."42 Significantly, Abrams excludes Byron from his
study because he 'speaks with an ironic counter-voice and deliberately opens a satirical
perspective of the vatic stance of his Romantic contemporaries'.43 This disruptive, divisive
aesthetic is, more importantly, recuperated into positive value by its expression. Bernard
Blackstone has noted that 'the increasingly fragmented Byron, [made] poetic capital out of

his inner disunity'.44

Disunity, hellish visions, evil, violence and pathology are not necessarily enervating
or annihilating. Negative modes provide the driving impetus of the dialectic. An assertion
that evil is positively energetic is famously made by Blake, in The Marriage of Heaven and
Hell (1790-93), in a reiteration of the emphasis he places on the interdependence of -
innocence and experience: 'Without Contraries is no progression. . . . From these
contraries spring what the religious call Good & Evil. Good is the passive that obeys
Reason. Evil is the active springing from Energy.'4> Walter Benjamin, one of the most
prolific enthusiasts of the city's abject energies argues, after Dostoevsky's The Possessed,
in 'Surrealism' (1929), that 'evil stems entirely from our spontaneity, and in it we are
independent and self-sufficient beings'.46 The creative impetus of 'evil' is more recently
and locally reiterated by Edwin Morgan in a response to the cleaning-up of Glasgow during
its promotion as City of Culture in the 1990s: 'it's much harder to write about central
Glasgow today, which has had its face lifted — this doesn't give rise to feelings from
which poems come'.47 Two other vociferous proponents of a recuperation of negative
modes for art and identity are Hugh MacDiarmid and Alexander Trocchi. MacDiarmid, for
example, in his Foreword to Sydney Goodsir Smith's Edinburgh-set Carotid Cornucopius
(1964), praises its representation of the 'uproarious, scandalous, drunken life of the city'
and its 'topers and lechers and fantasticks'. The 'real life and nature' of the city, he
continues, 'is beneath the thin distemper of conventional cant'.48 It is an opinion that is also

the backbone of Trocchi's personal, political and artistic vision.
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The Centrality of Alexander Trocchi
Trocchi's place in the Scottish tradition of literature is ignored in the critical

accounts of Alan Bold, Maurice Lindsay and Francis Russell Hart and in the volume on the
twentieth century in The History of Scottish Literature, edited by Cairns Craig. Trocchi has
been largely excluded from the canon. However, the publication of his biography and the
republication of his literary and pornographic novels, short stories and essays, continue a
re-evaluation that began shortly after his death in 1984, when, under the editorship of Peter
Kravitz, issue number 70 of the Edinburgh Review (1985), was published, to which
Edwin Morgan, Christopher Logue, John Calder and Tom McGrath contributed articles.
Trocchi is now intertextualized with Welsh by Neil McMillan in an essay, 'Junked Exiles',
collected in Norquay and Smyth's Space and Place: Geographies of Literature (1998); he is
mentioned in Moira Burgess's Imagine a City (1998); and he is signally acknowledged in
Marshall Walker's recent study, Scottish Literature Since 1707 (1996), as a precedent to
Kelman and Gray. However, he is yet to be canonized, and even Craig's new study, The
Modefn:?\".:)tel (1999), refuses to include Trocchi within its scope.#? When Irvine Welsh
cites Trocchi as a major influence on his work it is not only because of their common
interest in narcotics. Welsh says:

Trocchi was an empowering figure for those trying to escape

the shackles of Scottishness. These tedious nationalistic issues

that every Scottish writer is supposed to engage in are so

limiting. Young Adam was such a breath of fresh air after all

those sickly, horrible celebrations of Scottishness. Trocchi

was . . . [an] appropriate role model because of his
internationalist lifestyle and his attack on Scottish

parochialism.50

Welsh's attack of stale 'nationalistic' preoccupations mirrors Trocchi's own criticism of
MacDiarmid (despite their common recognition of the value of 'negative energy') as a
'rabid nationalistic moralist' intolerant of 'all post-war fiction concerned with the problem
of "identity" and international in outlook'.3! In view of this, the following study
interrogates existential rather than 'Scottish' conceptions of identity within a broad literary
and philosophical context that includes Continental as well as Scottish influences.32 In

Welsh's view, Trocchi's internationalist and liberal views are antithetical to those of Hugh
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MacDiarmid who, for Welsh, is 'a symbol of all that's perfectly hideous about Scotland'.>3
It is true that MacDiarmid chooses to turn away from any enduring engagement with the
modern urban scene, which was an anathema to him.54 It is also true that in MacDiarmid's
later career he came to espouse political and creative dogma and became the leading figure
of the Scottish literary Establishment he had earlier condemned. However, in MacDiarmid's
early works and, most strikingly, in A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (1926), he engages
with metaphysical, sexual and intoxicatory themes comparable to those in Trocchi's and
Welsh's novels.>5 In the final chapter of this thesis A Drunk Man is viewed as a crucial
precedent to the subjectification of women and the uses of sexual violence in Trocchi's
Young Adam (1954) and others. Despite the now sensationalized clash between Trocchi
and MacDiarmid at the Writers' Conference at the Edinburgh Festival of 1962, Trocchi can
be situated in the canon with MacDiarmid, rather than against him, as Welsh would have

it.56 Indeed, so can Welsh.

Trocchi's public statements subsequent to the 1962 clash, in which he criticizes
MacDiarmid for being among other things, a 'nationalistic moralist', belie a quite different
private side. Andrew Murray Scott, in his biography of Trocchi, quotes from a personal
letter Trocchi had written to MacDiarmid prior to the Edinburgh Festival of 1964, inviting
his attendance at an unofficial writers' conference. In Scott's view, the conciliatory tone of
the letter is meant with 'his tongue firmly in his cheek!'57 Yet, seen alongside
MacDiarmid's replies to Trocchi, which are civil and friendly, there is no sense of anything
but a mutual respect. In these replies, newly come to light (included in the Appendix at the
end of this thesis), it is evident that the two men had hoped to meet and discuss their ideas,
Trocchi also having sent a copy of his politico-artistic manifesto, 'Sigma: A Tactical
Blueprint' (1962), for an opinion.8 In light of this, John Calder's comments may be more
perceptive, as he points out the writers' similarities and point — or points — of departure.
MacDiarmid, he observes, 'was really on [Trocchi's] side of the fence and was also a
bohemian, a left-winger, a man opposed to establishment values, but who was rather
puritanical'.5 Trocchi reacts against moral propriety (T am only interested in lesbianism

and sodomy' he had quipped to MacDiarmid) and seeks sexual as well as narcotic and other
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excesses wherever possible.0 His desire for extremes and for disrupting categories of all
kinds brings to mind MacDiarmid's antisyzygical imperative in A Drunk Man, to 'aye be
whaur extremes meet'. A dialectical poetics is also appropriate to Trocchi's concerns. His
disparagement of an 'Aristotelian impulse to classify' and of the ‘clots of rigid categories in
criticism and life'6! are reminiscent of Hegel's words concerning the dialectical method: 'In
aiming at completeness, it treats categories as fluid and constantly amending themselves'.62
Furthermore, Trocchi's insistence on a recuperation of marginality, base material, and 'evil'
to facilitate such a destruction of orthodox forms of behaviour and expression to achieve an
intensity of self-consciousness echoes Hegel's emphasis on the integral nature of negative

modes to the dialectical process.

However, whereas MacDiarmid's dialectics ultimately advocated a poetic
positioning 'whaur extremes meet', Trocchi, by contrast: ‘often wondered how far out a
man could go without being obliterated'.63 Rather than a sense of reconciliation or unity,
Trocchi advocates a notion of transcendence in extremes that border on self-destruction.
Thus, Trocchi fashions his author-personas as an exiled Cain or a Byronic hero: 'The
wandering outlaw of his own dark mind'.%4 Trocchi describes himself in Cain's Book as 'a
little Lucifer constantly discovering himself after his eviction'. All of Trocchi's narrators are
rebels.65 Like Byron's personifications of both Lucifer and Cain in the dramatic poem,
Cain: A Mystery (1821), Trocchi's heroes seek a radical sovereign identity within the fact
of their guilt and identification with evil. In the Bible, Cain is not only the first criminal, he
also turns away from the pastoral and idyllic to build the first city. Like all of the
protagonists who people the word-cities discussed in this thesis, to ask Trocchi's question,
'who am I?' is also to ask the question 'where am I?' In Trocchi's works, the city is an
evocative setting for a transgression of boundaries and for extreme and abject experience in
a quest for transcendence. This configuration of self and city informs the readings in this

thesis.



15

Methodology and Outline of Chapters
This thesis ranges discursively across a number of methodologies appropriate to the

themes of each chapter, which will be introduced as they arise. In common to each chapter
is a notion of a 'subjectified vision of reality’, and thus a phenomenological methodology
underpins each of the themes explored. The phenomenological method used in this study is
modelled on Gaston Bachelard's seminal The Poetics of Space (1958). Here, Bachelard's
concern is for the way space is perceived and interpreted so that it is no longer objective:
'Space that has been seized upon by the imagination cannot remain indifferent space'.66 He
describes phenomenology as 'a study of the phenomenon of the poetic image when it
emerges into the consciousness as a direct product of the heart, soul and being of man,
apprehended in his actuality' (p. xviii). His emphasis is on 'simple images of felicitous
space' (p. xxxv) that reveal the unity of 'heart, soul and being of man' (p. xviii). However,
for Bachelard, as here, the city's flux and fragmentary nature signifies disunified being.
This study, dealing with urban dystopias and images which Bachelard describes as
‘apocalyptic', is in accordance with his delineation of the city as a place of 'hatred and
combat' (p. xxxvi). Bachelard is categorical in his inscription of the city as a place of
displaced and fractured modes of being, represented by 'oneirically incomplete' tenement
housing:

From the street to the roof, the rooms pile up one on top of

the other, while the tent of a horizonless sky encloses the

entire city. But the height of the city buildings is a purely

exterior one. Elevators do away with the heroism of stair

climbing so that there is no longer any virtue in living up near

the sky. Home has become mere horizontality. . . . [A] house

in a big city lacks cosmicity. For here, where houses are no

longer set in natural surroundings, the relationship between

house and space becomes an artificial one. Everything about it
is mechanical and, on every side, intimate living flees. (p. 27)

French avant-garde theorist and novelist, Georges Bataille, conflates self and city in
Bachelard's terms of lost 'cosmicity'. Bataille views architecture, as Leslie Anne Boldt
notes, as 'the concrete manifestation of the folds in which "being" is harbored'.67
However, his notion of 'being' is not found in the continuous line of an edifice; rather it is

revealed in moments of rupture or the transgression of continuity. Bataille is concerned
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only with transgressive and rupturous modes of experience as a means of transcendence
and his theories are used throughout this thesis, particularly in regard to the works of

Trocchi.

As noted, the thematic concerns of this thesis are loosely mapped according to the
itinerary of a traditional heroic quest. The first two chapters provide a chronological survey
of Scottish visions of the city in literature, drawing on ostensibly realistic as well as
fantastic representations. This overview provides a historical and conceptual context for
subsequent chapters and outlines the principle tenets of the thesis through close readings of
arange of texts. Chapter one deals with the way that the reality of the city is subjectified in
terms of its ability or inability to enable transcendence in religious terms. In chapter two,
moral, psychological and psychogeographical concerns raised in the first chapter are
developed in the context of a secularized city where a search for transcendence nevertheless

continues.

Chapter three focuses on Alexander Trocchi's Cain's Book and, to a lesser degree,
Young Adam. By way of close readings using Bachelard's phenomenological method and
Bataille's theory of transcendence, this chapter explores the ways in which personal identity
is revealed through the protagonist's subjectification of the city. Notions therein of the hero
as outsider, the desire for a non-religious sovereign being and its retrieval through profane,
negative and abject modes of experience are paradigmatic to the thematic concerns of

subsequent chapters.

Chapter four explores the way public transport may signify a protagonist's
metaphysical journey. Here the mundane and the transcendent can be encountered in
integral relation. Caught in a conflict between pre-destination and self-willed destiny, the

protagonist is also pulled between a desire for a 'religious' unification with his environment

and fellows and for autonomous identity.
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In chapter five, a notion of unity is denied in the mythical terms with which the city
is subjectified. Drawing on the conventional image of the city as a labyrinth, a degeneration
of mythic symbols can be traced, where a goal of pre-natal unity is lost to the hero's self-

division and an increasing association with the Minotaur.

Chapter six develops the notion of the protagonist as an 'outsider’ within a dynamic
of social and individual divisions, who seeks to gain sovereign identity in language. To this
end, a dialectical process seeks to recuperate a sordid reality and enable an authentic self-
realization, made via Lacan's theory of the 'mirror stage', based on division rather than
unity. Movement may be made toward wholeness, represented by the unitary forms of
realism; but it actually progresses toward disruption and heterogeneity, more appropriate to
urban vision and identity, and seen in the regenerative multivocal and vernacular linguistic

achievements of late twentieth-century Scottish urban novels.

Finally, chapter seven considers masculine self-division in gendered terms, so that,
in a psychogeographical analysis, a female character may be a projection of a repressed
femininity with which the male protagonist must fuse. However, unification is problematic
considering a protagonist's tendency to self-laceration. A phallocentric, masculine
identification is questioned but, in the conventions of the realistic novel to which this

identification is tied, such an identity is ultimately reaffirmed.

In its entirety, this thesis aims to address a shortfall in the field of urban literary
criticism. The approach offered is taken from a line of inheritance drawn from Alexander
Trocchi to Irvine Welsh and applied to a range of urban texts. It offers a revisionary reading
of the Scottish literary city, extending its contextualization to incorporate a modernist
Continental tradition, based on individual rather than national concerns. It suggests that
non-realist as well as realist readings may offer insights in regard to the struggles and
problematization of an individual's self-realization or transcendence. An acknowledgment

of these new readings opens out a tradition of urban literature hitherto deemed 'absent' or

'failed' by a critical heritage that privileges realist interpretation.
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55 1t is worth quoting Kenneth Buthlay's summary of the features of MacDiarmid's A Drunk Man Looks at
the Thistle, given to illustrate MacDiarmid's links with expressionism and in particular, Nietzsche and
Dostoevsky. Yet the poem's features are also strikingly similar to the key concerns of Trocchi's works, as
discussed in chapter three of this thesis. Of A Drunk Man, Buthlay has noted: '(1) Its preoccupation with
extreme states of mind — a readiness to go too far in either direction, up or down — usually accompanied
by distorted, grotesque images. (2) Its projection of the internal on to the external world, letting the
irrational have free play. The imagery and logic of dreams have a special place in this, as in surrealism. (3)
The consequent unstable, shifting subjectivity of the point of view which informs the whole work of art.
(4) What was considered at the time to be a shocking preoccupation with sexual themes. (5) The hope that,
through the violent destruction of traditional values, a new mystical vision would become feasible, even a
new religion for modern man'. (MacDiarmid 1987, p. xxxii)

56 In John Pringle's Introduction to the Rebel Inc. reprint of Young Adam, he somewhat implausibly
blames the 1962 clash for Trocchi's 'excommunication from the church of Scottish literature' (Trocchi 1996,
p. vii).

57 Andrew Murray Scott, Alexander Trocchi: The Making of the Monster (Edinburgh: Polygon, 1991), p.
122. See also Scott's article, 'Mr MacDiarmid and Mr Trocchi: Whaur Extremes Meet', in Chapman, 83
(1996), 36-39.

58 T am indebted to Alan Riach for locating and providing copies of these letters from the MacDiarmid
archive at the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center at the University of Texas at Austin, during
research toward the New and Selected Letters by Hugh MacDiarmid, ed. by Dorian Grieve, Owen Dudley
Edwards and Alan Riach (Manchester: Carcanet, forthcoming 2001).

59 Interview with John Calder in A Life in Pieces: Reflections on Alexander Trocchi, ed. by Allan
Campbell and Tim Niel (Edinburgh: Rebel Inc., 1997), pp. 151-154 (p. 151).

60 [n Alexander Scott's poem, 'Doun Wi' Dirt!' (c. 1970), fun is poked at the hypocrisy of the Scot's
denigration of filthy themes found in a body of international literature that includes Trocchi. The poem is
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quoted in full here because its contextualization of Trocchi, both in terms of theme and critical opinion,
resonates with the concerns of thesis:

'De Sade?”

'Ach, gyaad!'

'Masoch?
'Eh, fyauch!'

'Frank Harris?'
'Guid war us!'

‘Jim Joyce?'
'Nae choice!'

'‘Bert Lawrence?'
'Abhorrrrence!’

'Hank Miller?'
"Yuck-spiller!'

'Jean Genet?'
'Och, dinnae!

'Bill Burroughs?'
'‘Gomorrah's!'

'Syd Smith?'
'Deil's kith!'

'Al Trocchi?
'Fell mochie!”

'Al Sharp?'
'‘Coorse carp!'

'The bourach?'
'Just smoorich!'

'Mankind?'
'Muck-mind!'

'And you?'
'Weel, nou—'
(Scott 1978, pp. 119-120).
61 See Alexander Trocchi, Cain's Book (London, Paris and New York: Calder, 1992), p. 59, and Trocchi's
Editorial in Merlin, 1:2 (Autumn 1952), reprinted in A Life in Pieces, pp. 39-42 (p.41).
62Hegel, quoted by Lloyd Spencer in Hegel for Beginners (Cambridge: Icon, 1996), p. 122.
63 Cain's Book, p. 13.
64 Byron, Childe Harold's Pilgrimage, in Poetical Works, ed. by Frederick Page, a new edition corrected by
John Jump (London, Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1970), Canto III, iii.
65 Cain's Book, p. 232.
66 The Poetics of Space, p. xxxvi. Further references in this chapter will follow quotations in the text.
67 Leslie Anne Boldt's Introduction in George Bataille, Inner Experience, trans. by Leslie Anne Boldt
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988), p. xxi.



CHAPTER ONE
THE CITY OF GOD?
SCOTTISH PERCEPTIONS OF THE RELIGIOUS CITY

There are such things as drains, and sometimes they may
have to be opened, but one would not for choice have one

opened in his library.!

Ian Mclaren (the Rev. John Watson), who writes in the kailyard tradition, voices an
opinion regarding the subject matter of urban fiction that illustrates an almost self-righteous
rejection of 'unpleasant' reality. Such a categorical denunciation of urban reality is typical
of the kailyard and indicates the extent to which it avoids the struggles of modern,
industrialized life. The recoil from urban-industrial realism baffles the industrial novelist
George Blake. He finds himself with few precedents in his genre and, in Barrie and the
Kailyard School (1951), he speculates on this absence of urban novels and reaches two
main conclusions. Firstly, the Calvinist legacy left the literature of Scotland 'in a sad state
of decline' and secondly, compounding this repression of art by religion, is a national
inability to adapt quickly to the modern age: 'Scotland was too swiftly, and too brutally,
overwhelmed by the Industrial Revolution'.2 Mclaren's recoil from industrialization, like
that of other kailyard writers is not, according to Blake, 'wilful'. Instead, the 'bucolic
comedians' of the kailyard are victims of what he sees as a national tendency: '[of] the
chronic Scots disease of nostalgia, of the urge to escape back into the comprehensible
conditions of their original, independent state and away from the new, incomprehensible
turmoils of the industrial age'.# The later critic, Thomas D. Knowles, in a study of the
Victorian kailyard, Ideology, Art and Commerce (1983), defines the kailyard tradition as
antithetical to urban-industrial realism. In Knowles's view, the kailyard is not merely
unrealistic but anti-realist. He suggests that: 'The choice of the rural alternative was a retreat
... from a reality charged with images both powerful and threatening, conflicting and

chaotic'.5
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Like J. M. Barrie's character, Peter Pan, the world of the kailyard refuses to
relinquish its innocence. Even when Peter is in the middle of London he does not enter the
city, but remains on the leafy island in the Serpentine in Kensington Gardens. The
characters of the kailyard are not engaged in any search for existential meaning from their
environment which, in any case, fails to deliver insights into the struggles and urgencies of
modern experience. Rather, the kailyard writers extricate themselves from the upheavals of
religious doubt, in the face of the new scientific and industrial realities epitomized by the
city, by using a setting that they show to be relatively unaffected by the modern age. Yet,
pastoral settings are consciously chosen by kailyard writers, not in ignorance of the city,
but as a site where Christian ideals can still be realized. For example, Ian Mclaren's aim,
according to his biographer, John Nicolls, is 'to slake the eternal thirst of our nature'.6 As
Blake is quick to point out, it is significant that the 'successful practitioners' of the kailyard
are either ordained ministers, or like Barrie, they 'adhered to the Free Church and dealt
largely in scenes from clerical life'.? What they hope to achieve, suggests Silke Béger in
regard to Mclaren, is: 'soul-balm and encouragement' instead of 'the stern, unbending
[doctrines of] High Calvinism'.8 But, as Moira Burgess comments, the view of the
kailyard: 'involves a basic dishonesty in the observation of life, or in the reproduction of
what is observed. Ugliness is not seen. Death occurs gently'.? This sanitized view of

modern reality is as true of the so-called 'urban kailyard' as of the rural kailyard.

Moira Burgess reservedly coins the term ‘urban kailyard' in her descriptive survey,
The Glasgow Novel (1986).10 There the 'urban kailyard' school is epitomized by such
works as J. J. Bell's Wee Macgreegor (1902) and Erchie, My Droll Friend (1904) by Hugh
Foulis (Neil Munro). The action of these novels takes place in and around Glasgow's
tenements, although there is little sense of an engagement with the urban setting that might
betray the harshness of life there. The 'urban kailyard' is merely a transposition into the city
of the same parochial and narrow vision of the rural kailyard. Yet Burgess suggests that the
'urban kailyard' is the forerunner to the incarnation 'proper’ of the industrial-urban novel of
the 1930s. She makes this suggestion in two ways. Firstly, by virtue of the term itself,

which implies a mode in which qualities of the rural kailyard and urban realism already



24

exist. Secondly, the placement of this term in her survey sees the 'urban kailyard' as a
bridge between the rural kailyard and the 'gangland’ and 'Glasgow' schools of the early
twentieth-century. However, the term 'urban kailyard' does not always refer to 'urban'

complexities in ways that usefully indicate features of city novels yet to come.

A more useful term of consideration for the modern Scottish urban novel may be

what G. Gregory Smith famously, in Scottish Literature: Character and Influence (1919),
calls the 'Caledonian antisyzygy'.!! This term attempts to capture the 'zigzag of
contradictions' that Smith sees as central to the Scottish character and to Scottish literature.
According to Smith, the Scot does not simply avoid reality but tempers it with an inclination
toward the supernatural or spiritual. Smith's typical Scot embodies a partiality toward a
'grip of fact' and 'sense of detail' as well as a taste for 'the confusion of the senses' and the
fantastic.!?2 The issue was a central and contentious one. In Scott and Scotland (1936)
Edwin Muir contests Smith's notion and tersely argues that realism and fantasy are not able
to be successfully reconciled. To Muir's mind what fails, in particular, is transcendence.
The urge to transcend reality is thwarted by an unwillingness to commit to it. What
transpires is a state of limbo:

Gregory Smith sees in Scottish fantastic poetry a proof that

Scotsmen are at ease in both rooms of life; but the place they

actually reach . . . is a sort of half-way-house between the

two. . . . It is a spirited recoil from the earthly which does not
take one into too inconvenient proximity to the heavenly.13

Muir develops this architectural analogy of limbo by way of one of Kafka's aphorisms. In
this, a man is chained to both earth and Heaven so that when he attempts to gain a foothold
on one or the other, he is wrenched away. Thus, Muir's 'half-way-house' is akin to a
prison-house. For Muir, this state of incarceration is perpetuated because it is not made
conscious: '[a person] can imagine . . . that there is no collar at all'.14 What Muir does
concede, however, is that Scottish writers have: 'a strong sense of the many-sidedness of
life, of the poetic side of the prosaic, and still more of the prosaic side of the poetic'.!15 This
observation marks a movement away from Smith's dualistic notion and to a vision in which

reality and non-reality inform each other in a more integrated way. That is, the
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representation of the 'real' external world is indissoluble from the act of perception, which

necessarily involves the subjective, 'non-real' concerns of the observer.

In this respect Muir anticipates what Kurt Wittig calls a 'strangely subjective vision
of reality' in Scottish poetry and fiction.!6 In Wittig's extensive study, The Scottish
Tradition in Literature (1958), he repeatedly comes back to this phrase as a defining feature
of Scottish literature. Wittig's idea of a 'subjective vision of reality' is not analogous to
Blake's 'disease of nostalgia', because it is not an evasion of reality. The way that the
invisible world', to use Muir's words, informs the visual world is not 'escapism' nor does
it lead to a 'stationary disharmony'.!7 Wittig's notion sees a subtle opening out of reality
through an idiosyncratic intensification, which may be achieved by exaggeration, repetition
or unusual juxtapositions. Wittig's term provides a point of departure for this study of the
urban tradition of literature in Scotland. Notions of 'subjectified reality' do not polarize the
real from the non-real as does Smith's ‘Caledonian antisyzygy', nor does it denote an
evasion of reality, as does Burgess's 'urban kailyard'. By including not only the physical
aspect of the city, but also its relation to the psychical state of the character (the subject)
who perceives (subjectifies) the material world, understanding of the tradition of urban
literature in Scotland itself may be transformed. Thus, rather than mutually excluding
'fantastic' and 'realistic' representations of the city, this thesis argues that, embedded under
realistic surfaces lie non-realist concerns. These are illuminated by reading against the grain
of realism, which providesinsights to the struggles and complexities ‘real’ urban life

represents.

The representation of the Scottish city in the nineteenth century emphasizes the
harshness of its reality. This is true even of the fictional accounts of the city prevalent at the
time, most of them serialized in the popular press.!8 The most well-known examples can
be found in the Noctes Ambrosianae, which are imaginary conversations published in
Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine between 1822 and 1835. In these vignettes the very real
squalor of urban life is not sanitized; rather the urban scene is intensified to almost surreal

effect. In 'The Guse-Dubs of Glasgow' (1826), for example, a shepherd dramatizes the
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city's 'clarty closses, narrowin' awa' and darkening down' as filthy and devilish places.
The shepherd's city is evoked in a long string of sordid images which, repeated and
jumbled together in outlandishly extended sentences, reach an energetic pitch.!9 Edinburgh
fares slightly better, although 'Haggises, and the Old Town' (1826) shows that behind the
city's arterial streets lies a maze of lanes, 'pestilential wi' filth and foulzie', which echo
with the shrieks of prostitutes and thieves. In this, the piling up of images in a single
sentence is infused with humour and caricature and the effect, for all its wretchedness, is
also full of vitality.20 Even realistic accounts of the Scottish city are vividly coloured. Non-
fictional tracts were common throughout Britain in the nineteenth-century and took the form
of religious and social reformative manifestoes. Despite an emphasis on verisimilitude in
these writings, Scottish examples are unique in that they significantly display a proclivity to
Wittig's 'subjectified reality'. Thomas Guthrie's collection of religious sermons, The City:
Its Sins and Sorrows (1877), is given its colour through a moralistic interpretation of the
city's horrors. Urban poverty and its attendant squalor is seen as a sign of vice. In contrast,
Shadow's Midnight Scenes and Social Photographs: Being Sketches of Life in the Streets,
Wynds and Dens of the City (1858), is an eyewitness account of the conditions of the poor
in Glasgow. The vividness of Shadow's text comes from his narrator's melodramatic

persona and the evocative style of his descriptive prose.

I. Submerged Cities

'‘Shadow', Midnight Scenes and Social Photographs

'Shadow' (Alexander Brown), the author of Midnight Scenes, avows from the
outset of his study that faithful and objective observation is crucial to his aim, yet his use of
such an odd pseudonym imparts a degree of theatricality. The frontispiece to the text,
etched by George Cruikshank, emphasizes its oddity. It depicts dramatic scenes of poverty
and violence and the composition is divided by an imposing camera on a tripod, behind

which lurks the sinister silhouette of 'Shadow’, half-hidden again by a curtain, as he

observes and records. Similar tracts in England also have a clear-cut sense of the narrator as
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an outsider,2! but Brown's melodramatic persona is unique. His narrative is given over to
his imagination rather than to an ethos of detachment. Even the claim to verisimilitude in his
preface comes with a proviso: that his 'photographs’, he writes, 'are not creations of the
brain, but so far as the writer's knowledge of the art extends — they are truthful'.22
Shadow's 'snapshots'do not convey an impartial replica of its subject; rather, they depict
the 'shock’ of impression. Intense attention to detail gives his city an uncanny quality. The
following passage is typical in this respect. It describes an entrance-way to a group of
dwellings and might have come straight from an eighteenth-century Gothic Romance:

In a few minutes we grope our way, in an inclined posture,

through the entrance to one of those low narrow closes. A

small stream of impure water flows on the right, and with the

odour of putrefying animal substances, it smells to

suffocation. Our friend, who now follows somewhat

reluctantly, as if under the influence of some mysterious

spell, or haunted by some terrible dread, keeps, ever and
anon, muttering behind us, 'It is frightful!' (p. 17)

In this passage, enclosed spaces and a degree of filth are part of the real city, yet, the
writer's experience of this dystopian reality opens out a 'mysterious' and 'haunted' Gothic
landscape. The use of subterranean images in literature is interpreted by Mario Praz who,
writing on the Marquis de Sade and the Gothic tradition, suggests that they are
representative of a narrator's 'apartness'. Solitude brings the protagonist close to his
infernal archaic consciousness. Praz notes that: 'deep caves and . . . subterranean passage-
ways . . . are actually the symbol of the cave-man whose voice can be heard . . . in the very
midst of a civilized metropolis, [and] startle us, in an imaginary Mr Hyde'.23 The function
of Shadow's urban Gothic certainly anticipates Stevenson's Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886)

in that it reveals less about an actual city than it does about the writer, via the city's

topography.

Shadow's urban topography is composed of two quite distinct aspects. On a social
level, the surface of the city conceals a destitute and morally degraded underside. In
Shadow's view of the city, the upward movement of progress seen, for instance, in the

city's monuments and lights, is contradicted by the downward pull of human degradation.
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In this, Glasgow suffers a paradox that is common to its time. As William Greenslade
points out in his study Degeneration, Culture and the Novel (1994) there was, in the last
part of nineteenth-century  Britain, 'a lack of synchrony between the rhetoric of progress
..and . .. the evidence in front of people's eyes, of poverty and degradation at the heart

of ever richer empires'.24 Despite Shadow's emphasis that the physically and morally
corrupt inhabitants at the 'heart' of the city are victims of their situation, they are,
nevertheless, dangerous and threaten to undermine structures of social and moral order. In
this, Shadow's discourse conforms to what Greenslade calls a 'tract of degeneracy'.
'Degenerationism' is an ideology of exclusion imposed upon those factions which are
unprofitable to society. As Shadow himself points out: 'The aristocracy, and the
enfranchised classes generally, dread the ascendancy of the popular element' (p. 130).
Thus the poor live in marginal and 'underground' space because they have been excluded
and sublimated there. As inhabitants of the 'nether' parts of the city they are represented as
the city's waste and filth. The opening scene of Dickens's Our Mutual Friend (1865) is a
memorable example of the way the poor are equated with the dirty swell of an effluent
river, as the novel's narrator describes:

Allied to the bottom of the river rather than the surface, by

reason of the slime and ooze with which it was covered, and

its sodden state, [were] this boat and the two figures in it
.. .. [S]uch dress as [the man] wore seeming to be made out

of the mud that begrimed his boat.25

The cause and effect of degenerationism is not only social but also psychological. As

Greenslade explains:

The late Victorian establishment and the propertied classes
generally harboured anxieties about poverty and crime . . . .
The loose assemblage of beliefs which can be marked out as
'degenerationism' . . . offered a displacement and
transference of guilt, and of fear of the uncontrollable and

baffling energies of material existence.26

The 'persistent grip' of degeneration is based on an ethos of social fear, but it also has an
intrinsic psychological basis. Most significantly, Greenslade writes, the pervasiveness of

degenerationism and its stratification of the city in late nineteenth-century culture 'derived
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essentially from the fear of what was repressed'.2” When critic Steve Pile writes in a recent
study, The Body and the City (1996), that '[t]he effect of repression is to produce an
internal splitting of the mind into a conscious and an unconscious', we can take this to
mean that if the city's topography is stratified, then the repressed element (in Brown's case

the urban poor) is analogous to the psychological unconscious.28

A sublimation of anxiety is nowhere more obvious in Midnight Scenes than when
Shadow enters, retreats and re-enters the 'dens' of the city. His journey through the
labyrinthine wynds of Glasgow takes him into cramped rooms that harbour disease,
lascivious activity and other physical and moral horrors. Shadow describes one room he
visits as a place where the most extreme states of being are forced to co-exist:

The filthy and crowded state of the apartments is simply
indescribable, — there being as many as three and four beds
in one room, meant to accommodate male and female, old and

young, the sick and the healthy, the living and the dead. (p.
15)

The room in this passage is a space where extremes come together. If this is so, then the
room is also the space in which Brown, as a middle-class observer, comes closest to
confronting his own submerged 'heart of darkness'. The 'other' who dwells in the city's
hidden enclosures signifies Glasgow's 'great heaving heart' (p. 82) as well as the heart of
the subject who perceives it. In nineteenth-century conventions, the 'heart' has the same
dynamic and disordering qualities which Freud and Jung later define as the psychological
unconscious. Shadow's images of dark slums and their primitive and abject residents can

also be analysed using the theories of Julia Kristeva.

In Kristeva's Powers of Horror (1980), a psychoanalytical and semiotic study of
biblical and modernist literary images, she relates notions of the abject to the perceiving
subject. According to Kristeva, that which is abject exists in relation to a boundary, a
delineation between inclusion and exclusion. The boundary is, itself, perpetuated by the
discourse of degeneration. The abject 'other’ is separated from the subject, yet it is not

entirely distinct from it. Images of degeneration, such as excrement or vomit (to use
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Kristeva's examples), are abject because, on the one hand, expelling them is necessary for
the body's survival, but, on the other hand, the body also expels a part of itself. As
Kristeva says: ' expel myself, I spit myself out, I abject myself within the same motion
through which "I" claim to establish myself .29 This paradoxical signification of the abject
and identity leads the subject to feel both repulsed and fascinated by that which is expelled:

[The abject is] ejected beyond the scope of the possible, the

tolerable, the thinkable. It lies there quite close but can not be

assimilated. It beseeches, worries, and fascinates desire . . . .

[A] vortex of summons and repulsion places the one haunted
by it literally beside himself.30

The subject who perceives and rejects, then, is drawn to the abject as to their own reflection
in an unexpectedly placed mirror.3! Thus, while Shadow appears to differentiate himself
from the people of subterranean Glasgow, he is also drawn to the boundary he establishes
between them and himself. This momentary connection with the degenerate masses reveals
his own, individual crisis. Paradoxically, this crisis is a denial of his individuality. This
simultaneous association with, and repulsion from the abject brings Shadow to the
borderline of his own annihilation. In this respect Kristeva's generalized comment is
illuminating:

[The abject] now harries me as radically separate, loathsome.

Not me. Not that. But not nothing, either. A 'something' that

I do not recognize as a thing. A weight of meaninglessness,

about which there is nothing insignificant, and which crushes

me. On the edge of non-existence and hallucination, of a
reality that, if I acknowledge it, annihilates me. (p. 2)

The pseudonym 'Shadow' already alludes to a notion of 'non-existence'. The melodrama
of the name has an implication other than social anonymity or the ability to observe

unheeded: to transform oneself into a shadow is a form of self-annihilation.

An idealization of forms of self-annihilation is central in British Victorian thinking,
but appears to have been especially conspicuous in Scotland. In the face of rapid scientific
and industrial progress in the early 1800s, Christian doctrine was questioned and found

lacking. A new faith was needed to replace it. Calvin Bedient explains the existential impact



32

of this crisis of faith in his study Architects of Self (1972): '[there remained] a menacing
vacuum in the self, a threat of "utter nothingness." Down below, "nothing." Yet — terrible
dilemma! — nothing discernible above'. In order to fill this void the Victorians invented
morality: 'Duty became the Victorian deity, the substance of things hoped for, the evidence
of things not seen'. Yet an ideal of selflessness, the Victorian expression of moral duty,
was, in Bedient's words, a 'metaphysical bankruptcy'.32 Significantly, Bedient suggests
that it was the Scot, Thomas Carlyle, who heralded the Victorian age in 1830 when he said
that 'Annihilation of Self . . . is yet the highest Wisdom that Heaven has revealed to our
Earth'.33 Carlyle's comment is tied to a Romantic 'cosmic displacement of the self’, as
Bedient puts it. However, Carlyle's felicitous recourse to the transcendent realm of
'Heaven' is not escapism. As Andrew Noble points out in his essay, 'Urbane Silence',
Carlyle does not evade reality, particularly in regard to the city: '[Carlyle's] documentation
of the plight of the urban, industrial poor . . . is perhaps his most important strength'.34
Noble points out that Carlyle's 'realism' is also an: '‘Obsess[ion] with giving meaningful
depth back to life'.35 Carlyle's notion of 'depth’ at this time can be gauged by the way he
writes about the city of Edinburgh. The capital city was a literary and cultural vacuum and,
like Shadow's city, also a place of hidden squalor. Depth revealed an absence. But surfaces
were merely phantasms or masks. Carlyle's idealistic notions about the 'Annihilation of
Self' thus prove to have negative consequences in the context of the city: the city and the
self are associated by a radical absence. When Shadow, spurred on by his faith in Duty,
seeks to uncover the hidden depths of the city, he finds that he is faced with a truth in

which life is not only sordid, it is unable to relinquish spiritual meaning.

Shadow, too, does not relinquish religious meaning. The tendency to delineate the
‘'other' in a relationship with oneself, however, is characteristic of the Calvinistic mind. As

Susan Manning explains in a recent study of Calvinism and literature, The Puritan-

Provincial Vision (1990):

The Calvinist is unable to imagine the ‘other’ as anything but
a message to him, a distorted reflection of sorpqthmg within.
... Everything is a reflection, an emblem of his inner state —

or it is nothing.36
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To the Puritan, one's inner state is inherently sinful. The psychological implication of this
knowledge is also described by Manning: 'Calvinism is based upon an emphatic, ever-
present consciousness of Original Sin and the consequently 'fallen’' nature of man, which
taints not only his every action but all his perception and aspirations'.37 Calvin's own
image of the degenerate soul of humankind, made in 1548, corresponds to the degenerate
imagery of Shadow's 'midnight’ city. Calvin asserts that: 'Our souls are a very abyss of
iniquity'.3® Shadow is not, of course, an active follower of Calvinism. In his last chapter
he surmises that drunkenness and prostitution are outcomes of the 'physical agent' that is
the city and not, as Calvinism would have it, 'a part of our natural sensuality or depravity'
(p. 120). Weakening morality is less Shadow's concern than the way in which the
categorized and stratified nature of the commercialized city affects its people: 'The people
are not allowed to feel their individuality in the state' (p. 130). Most problematic to
individual freedom is the repressive quality of religious doctrine. Shadow suggests that
topographical and economic containment are aspects of psychological and spiritual
restriction: 'We are nearly all, without exception, pent up in some theological prison-house,
out of which it is all but criminal to look, engendering a feeling alike of slavery and
hypocrisy' (p. 134). Most significantly, for a single moment in the text, Shadow clearly
associates himself with the 'other'. This association is made by stating that religion is
unable to provide transcendence, and his metaphor of a prison-house evokes the ‘real’

enclosed spaces of the city's 'dens'.

Thomas Guthrie, The City: Its Sins and Sorrows

A different view is offered by the many religious tracts which circulated in Scottish
cities in the nineteenth-century. In religious writing meaning could still be found in
Christian doctrine. One advocate of religious salvation in the modern age is Thomas
Guthrie, a minister of Arbirlot in Angus and one of the founders of the Free Church.
Guthrie wrote a series of sermons that focus on urban life and which were collected and
published under the title The City: Its Sins and Sorrows. These sermons emphasize the

ways in which the material city both engenders, and is affected by, the degenerated spiritual
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state of its inhabitants. To Guthrie's mind the city is associated with excess and moral laxity
of every kind, and thus it embodies 'the innate depravity of human nature' at its most
concentrated and extreme.3 His view is not entirely negative. Guthrie's first point is that
salvation is possible in such a context. Indeed, by virtue of the city's very wickedness,
confusion and crowding, a soul may achieve its highest expression of intellect, piety and
saintliness, earned through the effort required to overcome the city's trials. Rapid
industrialization, an increasing amount of poverty and crime, advances in science and
thinking which shook religious belief: all of these pitch the individual of Guthrie's time into
confusion. Material progress is seen to be detrimental to spiritual progress. This tension is
illustrated by Guthrie when he compares the modern city with the biblical city of Jerusalem.
He recalls the New Testament story of Jesus's celebrated entry into Jerusalem, a time in
which, despite the religious fervour, Jesus foresaw the celebrants' future corruption and his
own death. Thus the city is placed at a nexus of transcendence and damnation. Guthrie
dramatically describes this scene and uses it to parallel the city of his present-day:

'He beheld the city;' not, as now, with the tide of business,

but the roar of battle in its streets . . . brother, staggering

from the famine-struck house, to strike his sword into a

brother's bowels — the holiest laws of nature horribly

reversed — not infants living on the fountain of a mother's

breast, but mothers — famished, miserable, maddened

mothers — feeding upon their own offspring . .. the streets

resounding with the groans of the dying, and choked with the
festering bodies of the dead. (p. 6)

For Guthrie, in this passage, the horrors brought about by 'the roar of battle' are analogous

to the modern city's 'tide of business'.

The commercial city reverses natural order and turns in upon itself. Guthrie's
miasmic city, like that of Shadow's, lies 'festering’ beneath its respectable surface: 'Under
a fair and beautiful exterior, there is an extent of corruption, vile corruption, loathsome
corruption, which has only to be laid bare to astonish all, and . . . to sicken many' (p. 20).

For Guthrie, any person who ignores or conceals the disease lying under the city's edifices

is 'a dumb dog that cannot bark' (p. 20). Although Guthrie's own retreat behind his sense

of moral decorum runs him the risk of emulating that same 'dumb dog': 'Propriety forbids
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details. Ordinary modesty, not to say sensitive delicacy, would shrink from them.
Otherwise I could raise a curtain, I could reveal that which might make your hair stand on
end' (p. 20). Guthrie's sweeping and apocalyptic rhetoric attempts a 'truthful' revelation of
urban vice while managing to avoid specifics. But he encounters a problem: the fact that
Guthrie paints such a negative image of the city attests to the failure of religion at the same
time that Christianity's positive capabilities are asserted. Furthermore, Guthrie's use of an
idiom of degeneration in fact locates all vitality within the underworld he is criticising. A
series of dramatic images of degeneration, used to depict the sinful poor, reach a dramatic
culmination in Guthrie's third sermon, and he presents a city that is about to sink under a
great energetic tide:

In their economical, educational, moral, and religious aspects,

certain parts of this city bear palpable evidence of . . .

subsidence. Not a single house, nor a block of houses, but

whole streets, once from end to end the homes of decency

. . . have been engulphed [sic]. A flood of ignorance, and

misery, and sin, now breaks and roars above the top of their

highest tenements. . . . [This indicates] a greater change, a
deeper subsidence. (p. 52)

Towering tenements, once a sign of upward movement and of moral and spiritual
advancement, are now subsiding. Buildings sink, a wave of immense proportions, sucked
up from the effluvial depths of the city, 'breaks' over them. Rather than the flood being a
retributive act of God that washes away sinners and saves the elect, it is an emergence of
sin that, like the battle in Jerusalem, 'roars' over the city and overturns 'natural’
hierarchies. According to Guthrie's testimony, this decadence should allow for greater
opportunities to resist sin and achieve transcendence, but his discourse disables the upward
impetus of transcendence with images of degeneration that emphasize the threat of dark,
hidden and unknown elements. In writing about the city in terms that are ultimately
unsuccessful, however, Guthrie presents a paradox, which Greenslade notes in regard to a

propensity in degenerative discourse to 'reveal the obscurity of the subject matter and the

real limits of knowing it'.40
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Shadow's creator, Alexander Brown, and Guthrie both demonstrate that beneath the
surfaces of the city is a fascinating but destructive ferment. In each case, the city is revealed
by a subjective response to the problems of commercialism and industrialism in terms of a
religious faith that ultimately fails. In both cases religion cannot 'cure’ a sick city.
Disturbing the surface of the city in order to locate its 'truth' is conducive to the kind of
introspection that one finds in the modern Scottish urban novel. In the cities of both Brown
and Guthrie, all sense of upward movement is pulled back with the downward movement
of degenerationism. It becomes more difficult to avoid looking inside the self. For, in both
texts, the body of the city is seen as a human body, its disease is that of the sinful psyche or
soul. Realistic 'depth’ gives way to metaphysical issues. All the 'facts' ascribed to notions
of realistic detail point to one's sinful self in a world devoid of comprehensible meaning. It
is no wonder, then, that the 'facts' of the city, so closely knit with the notion of a sinful

self, are repressed or displaced into cities of fantasy.

II1. Fantastic Cities

In Scottish fiction the fantastic city demonstrates another response to a period of
rapid social change. The fantastic city is not an evasion of reality; rather, it is a way of
exploring specific concerns of selfhood in regard to the nature of reality. Writing recently
on the subversive purpose of fantasy literature, Rosemary Jackson argues that 'Withdrawal
into a fantasy world does not function . . . as a compensatory activity, but as protest against
a life-denying reality'.4! However, the turn inwards for writers of Scottish fantasy evokes
the emptiness and absence that lies beneath the surfaces of the 'real’ city. The degree to
which Scottish fantasy literature is concerned with confronting the submerged self is
discussed by Colin Manlove in Scottish Fantasy Literature (1994). He suggests that: 'Scots
fantasy is inward-looking, concerned to discover something hidden within. It is much more
frequently an expression of the psyche of its central figure than is the case in English

fantasy' 42 Yet, despite the fact that the world of fantasy is inward-looking it does not exist

irrespective of material reality. It is, rather, as Jackson notes, 'the inside, or underside, of
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realism'.43 The kind of perception involved in the experience of fantastic spaces is seen by
Marcel Brion, and paraphrased by Jackson, as an 'opening activity which is disturbing, by
denying the solidity of what had been taken to be real'.#4 The world of the fantastic is
usually entered via the transgression of some perceived limit or boundary. As noted in the
examples cited of nineteenth-century cities, each text is concerned with delineating
boundaries and with overturning them. In one respect this transgression may be that of sin;
the movement of a fall evoking the biblical Fall which, for the Calvinist, is fundamental to
self-identity. Such a fall is also represented in works of fantasy. Two works in particular
offer a transgressive vision of the city/self that reverberates into modernist urban literature.
Margaret Oliphant's story 'The Land of Darkness' (1887) and George MacDonald's novel
Lilith (1895), both show a fantastic city that is entered by way of 'real' doors, windows
and mirrors, that define boundaries, but also permit passage through them. This opening

strategy will be considered in both of these works before considering each text separately.

The protagonists of 'The Land of Darkness' and Lilith both enter a fantastic world
by way of a fall. The violent movement through reality and into an obverse realm signifies a
passage from one mode of existence to another. In Scottish fantasy writing this often
denotes a movement from sin into a purgatorial realm in which self-realization must be
gained in order to find redemption. In 'The Land of Darkness' Oliphant's (unnamed)
protagonist enters the city, 'having come down rapidly upon the ground from a height. . . .
[and feels a] whirling and sickening sensation'.4> This vertiginous feeling is symptomatic
of movement from one state of being to another, although, in Oliphant's story, it remains
uncertain whether the transition is from life to death, or from waking to dreaming. The land
of darkness is a place 'beyond' the one preceding it, although paradoxically, it is also an
inward or psychological terrain. Oliphant's narrator travels through a series of cities that are
similar to the circles of Dante's Inferno. In Oliphant's version, however, there is no
certainty that Purgatory and Paradise exist, or if transcendence will be achieved. Like
Oliphant's dark realm, the landscape of Vane's experience in MacDonald's novel Lilith is
also entered by way of a fall. He stumbles through a mirror in his garret into a 'flat and

melancholy' heath (p. 11).46 In this case the movement is clearly one from an ostensibly
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tangible sense of identity to a state of non-being; Vane's only certainty in this new place is
that, as he says: '[he] was nobody!' (p. 15). Vane likens the garret of his house to his
conscious mind, but once the garret reveals itself as a portal to the heath he questions the
nature of reality and identity:

If I know nothing of my own garret . . . what is there to

secure me against my own brain? Can I tell what it is even

now generating? . . . What is at the heart of my brain? What
is behind my think? Am I there at all? — Who, what am 1?

(p- 16)

Questioning the truth behind appearances, reality is no longer seen to guarantee meaning.
MacDonald's protagonist is guided toward 'truth’ by Raven, a shape-changing talking bird
who is also the biblical Adam. Vane is led on a search for meaning in Christian terms, but
his quest is also a psychological one. For both Oliphant's and MacDonald's speakers, to
ask the question 'where am 1?' is also to ask 'who am I?" Both protagonists are closest to

an answer in the innermost citadel of the hellish cities they encounter.

Margaret Oliphant, 'The Land of Darkness'

In these hellish cities the connection between the self and the environment is at its
most visceral. In 'The Land of Darkness' the first of the Dantesque succession of infernal
cities is a crowded commercial metropolis. It is illuminated with a 'scientific light' that
gives it a 'sickly’ and false glow (pp. 162-163). The flow of pedestrians is incessant and
each consumer is unable to be silent or still for fear they will hear their own thoughts. This
city, like its successive ones, is constructed by the narrator's own negative desires. In one
city, for example, the narrator wishes that the sick people he sees were locked away, and in
the next city he finds himself locked away as one of the sick. On his journey the narrator
witnesses a series of alarming spectacles which illustrate the painful nature of physical
existence. In the first of these scenes, a man is being vivisected in a public square. The
dehumanized subject is bound to a table: ‘writh[ing] with convulsive twitchings, as if trying
to get free of the bonds which confined it' (p. 174). Two men stand over the specimen and

discuss the theme of 'nerves'. Neurasthenia was a popular subject in newspapers at the
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time in which Oliphant was writing. The disorder is associated with modern urban
experience and, as John Sloan suggests in his biography of the poet John Davidson,
'suffering from nerves' is seen as: 'the consequence of living in an age of exceptionally
rapid change'.47 In 'The Land of Darkness' these nerves are described by the 'scientists' as
'threads of being' which are 'strung to give as much pain and do as much harm as can be;
and yet how well it's all managed, don't you know, to look the reverse' (p. 175). The

notion of physically unreliable surfaces invites scrutiny, but reveals no answers.

Sickened by his part in this cruel scrutiny, Oliphant's narrator flees to a second city
where he is immediately taken to a small room and incarcerated. This incident is reminiscent
of Shadow's existential and theological 'prison-house’ and in many ways foreshadows
moments in literature such as the absurd arrest of K in Kafka's The Trial (1925). For
Oliphant's narrator, however, the meaning of his incarceration eventually becomes clear to
him: T seemed', he says, 'to have been brought here to make acquaintance once more with
myself, to learn over again what manner of man I was' (p. 186). The nature of identity
cannot be explained by physical examination. Imprisoned as a sinner, his scrutiny is no
longer directed toward an 'other', as with the man bound to the table, but is forced inward.
This self-scrutiny becomes connected to a sense that the narrator is also being watched by
some other entity, as he describes:

I was inspected, closely scrutinised by some one, and that not
only externally, but by a cold observation that went through
and through me. . . . I knew when the watcher was coming
by tremors and shiverings through all my being: and no
sensation so unsupportable [sic] has it ever been mine to bear.
How much that is to say, no one can tell who has not gone
through those regions of darkness, and learned what is in all
their abysses. . . . Though that horrible inspection was from

the eyes of some unseen being, it was in some mysterious
way connected with my own thinking and reflections.

(p. 187)

Imprisonment is no longer to do with the physical confinement of the room (the door is,
after all, not locked). It is to do with his own consciousness: ‘from myself I could never
escape’ (pp. 187-188). This sense of a judgemental self-consciousness follows the narrator

into the middle of the city. On one of his customary, 'dreary’ walks out of his room the
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narrator goes to the heart of the town and enters a domed building. Inside is a mass of
people and the narrator is plucked out as a 'fresh subject’ for a public experiment on the
‘origin of thought'. He is tied to an upright platform and exposed to the crowd's gaze. A
'pitiless light' is turned on him and he describes how its glare 'went into me like a knife'.
The huge lens of a microscope is pulled over him so that, he continues, it exhibits 'every
secret movement of my being' (p. 190). The narrator at this point is assimilated into the city

and he is no longer merely a spectator but, via introspection, becomes the spectacle itself.

George MacDonald, Lilith

A notion of scrutiny is also central to Vane's experience of the city in MacDonald's
novel Lilith. Vane's first question upon entering the heath: 'What is at the heart of my
brain? What is behind my think?' (p. 16), is prophetic. When he pursues Lilith to the evil
city of Bulika he finds that the source of his 'think' is inside Lilith's palace. This is so
because Lilith is Vane's doppelgdnger, a relationship that is established when he finds her
dead body and revives her back into consciousness. Vane finds Lilith's body the moment
he realizes that solitude is 'a hell and horror' (p.83). His sense of alienation and misery,
like Brown's in Midnight Scenes and Oliphant's protagonist in 'The Land of Darkness', is
expressed in terms of self-imprisonment. Vane suffers: 'a bare existence never going out of
itself, never widening its life in another life, but, bound with the cords of its poor
peculiarities, lying an eternal prisoner in the dungeon of its own being!" (p.83). Within this
paradoxical prison of limitlessness Vane is unable to engender authentic selfhood. It is only
within society and in the existence of others that the self becomes defined, and so can
evolve from 'a being that may become a man' into an autonomous individual: ‘nowhere but
in other lives can [man] ripen his speciality, develop the idea of himself, the individuality
that distinguishes him from every other' (p. 102). The cave in which 'Adam' nurses his
‘Eve' is interpreted by MacDonald's biographer, William Raeper, as ‘an extension of
Vane's mind, and the corpse the sexual principle within himself which he nurtures only to
have it attempt to enslave him'.48 However, the rebirth of Lilith and of Vane suggests that

the cave is more akin to a womb, with its double connotations of birth and oblivion. The
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sexual principle is evident when Vane apprehends Lilith in Bulika, saying that to enter the
city is 'to penetrate: to understand something of [Lilith's] mode of being' (p. 117). This
penetration is sexual but it also carries with it a violent sense of self-conscious self-
penetration. When Vane first encounters the city he oscillates in and out of it; between the
desire to know and the fear of that knowledge. Located at the heart of the city, Lilith's
palace is chilling. The palace is like Lilith, who represents, as Raeper suggests, 'an
uncovering of the unconscious. . . . [S]exual, destructive, eternal and changeable . . . .
[Olne of man's primal fears here embodied'.#? Vane walks into a vast blackened room,
shaped like an ellipsoid, and sees an uncanny, distorted projection of his past adventures on
its walls: 'Blackness mingled with form, silence and undefined motion possessed the wide
space. All was a dim, confused dance, filled with recurrent glimpses of shapes not
unknown to me' (p. 134). In a horrible moment of realization Vane learns where he is: '1
knew that in the black ellipsoid I had been in the brain of the princess!' (p. 137). Thus he
learns who he is: her brain is integral to his. Lilith embodies Vane's subconscious fears and
desires, and the palace is an extension of both Lilith and himself. Vane is forced to witness
his own frightening interior, and by doing so realizes he is a thought generated by Lilith,
played across the black walls of the palace's inner chamber. This psychological curlicue is

noted by Raeper: 'Lilith is his fear; he is a thought in her head'.50

The psyche Vane discovers in Bulika is pervaded by a sense of evil, personified by
the figure of a shadow, who represents a psychological state of depression, or the Christian
state of despair. In Lilith the Shadow is associated with Bulika and is described emerging

from the palace by the usually cheerful child, Odu:

He came down the hill very black, walking like a bad giant
but spread flat. He was nothing but blackness. . . . and then

he was inside us. . . . I felt like bad. . . . I grew sick, and
thought I must kill myself to get out of that black. (pp. 187-
188)

The evil figure symbolizes self-loathing, and as he encroaches, he exacerbates a feeling that

existence is without meaning. When the Shadow visits a woman in Bulika she

subsequently hurls herself out of her window. The Shadow may bring physical death, but,
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even worse, he may bring the feeling of death-in-life. The link between the Shadow and
death-in-life is made explicit near the end of the novel, when Lilith is made to repent her
sins. Her evil is caused, she is told, by her enslavement to 'the Shadow, overshadowing
your Self' (p. 199). Lilith is in anguish as she is made to look deep into her own black
soul: 'Her torment is that she is what she is' (p. 202). Vane suffers vicariously, as he

describes:

A horrible Nothingness, a Negation positive infolded her; the
border of its being that was yet no being touched me . . . It
was not the absence of everything I felt, but the presence of
Nothing. The princess dashed herself from the settle to the
floor with an exceeding great and bitter cry. It was the recoil
of Being from Annihilation. (pp. 203-4)

Still refusing to see herself as she really is, Lilith remains in the 'hell of her self-
consciousness' (p. 201), where her agony deepens. Vane relates her condition in specific

detail:

Then came the most fearful thing of all. . . . I knew only that
if it came near me I should die of terror! I now know that it
was Life in Death — life dead, yet existent . . . . The thing
itself was in her, not in us; its reflex, her misery, reached us,
and was again reflected in us; she was in the outer darkness,
we present with her who was in it! . . . Something was gone
from her, which then first, but its absence, she knew to have
been with her every moment of her wicked years. The source
of life had withdrawn itself; all that was left her of conscious
being was the dregs of her dead and corrupted life. . . . It was
not merely that life had ceased in her, but that she was
consciously a dead thing. (pp. 205-206)

The shadowy presence of absence of the protagonist's mode of being is induced by
urban experience and can therefore be represented by urban spaces. There is a long literary
tradition which correlates this 'evil' of existential despair and urban topography. This is
discussed by Northrop Frye in regard to Eliot's city verse via Eliot's indebtedness to

Dante's Inferno.5! Of particular importance to Eliot, Frye suggests, is the place at which

'the vision of experience [the 'real' world] begins to be a vision of hell [the poetic vision of

L'Inferno)' (p. 51). In Dante, this place is the area just before the river Acheron, where
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Dante encounters crowds of people in limbo, waiting to descend into Hell proper. The
existential condition of the crowds in Dante's place of limbo is of death-in-life. Dante's
vision is widely acknowledged as a seminal precedent for the perception of the modemn city
as Hell, and the representation of the Scottish city is no exception to this. Thomson's City
of Dreadful Night, Oliphant's 'Land of Darkness', Muir's Poor Tom and Gray's Lanark all
make explicit reference to Dante's Divine Comedy. That Dante's Hell is an allegory for
social concerns pertinent to Florence in the 1300s does not discount the metaphysical
horrors it engenders. As critic Dorothy L. Sayers comments, Dante's hell is an allegorical

'vision of the Hell in the self', and is 'the place of self-knowledge in sin'.52

The city, for Vane, in MacDonald's Lilith and for Oliphant's narrator, in 'The Land
of Darkness', is a place of self-knowledge. Yet the cities that both protagonists encounter
are characterized by extremes. The city is either one of sin and evil, or one of divine grace
and transcendence. Saint Augustine makes a similar distinction in his work, The City of
God (426). Augustine sees evil as being of the 'lustful’ soul that made man live according
to the flesh rather than the spirit: 'a man living according to man, and not according to God,
is like the devil'.53 Augustine goes on to distinguish between the two types of selves who
inhabit the two types of cities. The fallen self, inhabiting the material city, believes he or
she is his/her own centre, while the regenerate self, inhabiting the spiritual city, abnegates
the self by looking to God for meaning. At the end of Vane's journey in Lilith, he enters
what appears to be Augustine's spiritual city. He is greeted by a 'great angel' with the
words 'Welcome Home' (p. 249). Having found 'home’, it seems that Vane achieves
transcendence. However, he is ushered right through the city, and when he climbs the
rocks that take him into the clouds, it is not God he sees, as might be expected in an
Augustinian spiritual city. Instead, he crashes back down to find himself alone and in his
library. His journey brings him back to where he began. Moreover, what realization is
gained on his journey seems insubstantial, as his house is still strange to him; he does not
feel 'at home'. Vane is stranded in an indeterminate place that no longer feels real, yet the
other world does not break through. His search dissolves into 'strange dim memories,

which will not abide identification’ (p.252). In the spiritual city, Vane did not achieve a
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final union with God and it was in Bulika that he gained a knowledge of his own dark
psyche. The spiritual city signified for Vane not transcendence, but a fall back into a real
world of discontent. Ironically, it is not the spiritual city that ultimately endows his journey
with meaning, as in the Augustine world. It is in the terrifying, 'fleshly’ city that Vane
gains an inward perspective and learns what is behind his soul. Vane learns not of his God,

but of himself.

III. Reality and the Ideal in Urban Poetry

James Thomson, The City of Dreadful Night

One of the first to question God in the light of the modern age in Scottish literature
is James Thomson (B.V.). In this respect he is a precursoro fOliphant's "'The Land of
Darkness' and MacDonald's Lilith, and, indeed, to later Scottish novels of the twentieth-
century. Critics agree that Thomson's The City of Dreadful Night represents the pinnacle of
his poetic achievement. The poem first appeared in instalments in the National Reformer
during 1874. It was published in book form in 1880 and sold so well that it recovered all
costs of publication, an unusual feat for a book of poetry. It is even more unusual
considering Thomson's comment in a letter to his friend, publisher and editor, Bertram
Dobell: 'As for this "City of Dreadful Night", it is so alien from common thought and
feeling . . . that scarcely any readers would care for it'.34 The poem is certainly regarded as
one of Thomson's most unremittingly gloomy. Kenneth Hugh Byron writes in his study of
The Pessimism of James Thomson (1965) that The City of Dreadful Night represents the
culmination of the poet's increasing sense of religious, philosophical and existential
malaise. The relative popularity of Thomson's poem suggests that the poet's state of mind
in regard to religious doubt seems to reflect the state of the popular mind. As the grotesque

preacher of Book XIV in the poem says to his congregation of 'melancholy Brothers':
"There is no God; no Fiend with names divine / Made us and tortures us'.55 The individual

is completely abandoned in the 'Infinite acons' of impartial ‘universal laws’ (XIX, 58-61).
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What is most significant in Thomson's City is not so much, as Kenneth Hugh Byron says,

that 'his melancholy reaches its height' (p. 79); but rather that it attains its depth.

Thomson's abysmal city is a psychological hell which is nevertheless the site of 'a
quest for the answer to life's mysteries'.5® Thomson's speaker in this poem also prefigures
the 'down-going' of the 'spiritual odyssey through the modern world' (p. 21) made by
Nietzsche's prophet in Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883-1884). Nietzsche's philosophical
doctrine is narrated by the Persian sage Zarathustra who must recuperate meaning in a
meaningless world. It is immediately established that 'God is dead!'S? (p. 41). Nietzsche
first proclaims the death of God in The Gay Science, published one year prior to
Zarathustra, in 1882. For Zarathustra as well as Thomson's speaker, the absence of God
leaves a void; there is no meaning, no 'beyond’, and no good or evil. Within this context
Zarathustra's narrative raises three main ideas.>8 The first is the notion of the 'Superman’
(Ubermensch) which relocates divine meaning with the individual: 'Man', Zarathustra says,
'is something that should be overcome' (p. 75). That is, in differentiating oneself one must
assert one's will so that one creates (‘overcomes') oneself rather than merely striving to
overcome others. The 'will to power' is the second idea, and is the basic psychological
force which drives one's aim of 'aggrandizement'. The third notion in Nietzsche's treatise
is 'eternal recurrence', which is the idea that everything is cyclical. When existence is
endlessly repeated in exactly the same way no one thing is more meaningful than another.
This has two initial consequences for individuality. Firstly, one must be concerned with the
'moment' rather than the non-existent 'goal’, that is, with the state of being itself rather than
with actions or purposes. Secondly, by imparting each moment with significance, its
meaninglessness can be overcome and self-fulfilment (‘Superman'’) can be achieved. It is
this notion of 'eternal recurrence', expressed by the prophet Zarathustra from the depths of

his self — 'My abyss speaks' (p. 233) — which Thomson prefigures in The City of

Dreadful Night.

Thomson's poem predates Nietzsche's text by nine years and it is impossible that

the one could have been influenced by the other. Yet there is a striking resemblance in
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imagery that links Thomson's brand of pessimism with that of Nietzsche. The German
philosopher was immensely popular with Scottish intellectuals at the end of the nineteenth-
century. According to critic J. Benjamin Townsend, this popularity was instigated by the
academic Alexander Tille who arrived at Glasgow University in 1890, and under whose
influence 'Scotland became a center of Nietzsche study and propaganda'.59 Nietzsche's
appeal may be due to a metaphysical viewpoint pertinent to the Scottish mind before
Nietzsche, but which finds its full expression in his writings. The image in The City of
Dreadful Night that specifically anticipates Nietzsche's revelation of 'eternal recurrence' is
seen when the speaker encounters a crippled creature crawling along a lane. This path
stretches back to the 'far-off gate' of pre-natal security and forward toward death:
Two lanes diverge up yonder from this lane
My thin blood marks the long length of their soil . . .
But I am in the very way at last

To find this long-lost golden thread
Which unites my present with my past (XVIII, 44-51)

For Thomson's speaker there is no possibility of finding past innocence in some
transcendent City of God at the end of either route because the human journey is circular
and not linear. In the sermon of Book XIV, the 'preacher' emphasizes that there is no
afterlife, but that all existence is circular:

Infinite aeons ere our kind began;

Infinite acons after the last man

Has joined the mammoth in earth's tomb and womb.
(XIV, 58-60)

Thomson's speaker has previously described the miserable journey of a fellow city-

wanderer in these terms (italics added):

He circled thus for ever tracing out
The series of the fraction left of Life;
Perpetual recurrence in éhls gclcl)pg i Love, dead Hope
t , dead Faith, dea ve, de .
Of but three terms A usca®)
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A similar labyrinthine imagery is also used to evoke the notion of 'eternal recurrence' in the
third book of Thus Spoke Zarathustra. In the scene called 'The Vision and the Riddle'
Zarathustra encounters a dwarf and a shepherd with a snake in his mouth. This meeting
takes place in a lane, in a scene which is described by critic Alan White as Zarathustra's
'only direct, extended account of the doctrine of eternal return':60
‘Behold this gateway, dwarf! . . . it has two aspects. Two
paths come together here: no one has ever reached their end.
'This long lane behind us: it goes on for an eternity. And
that long lane ahead of us — that is another eternity.
‘They are in opposition to one another, these paths; they
abut on one another: and it is here at this gateway that they

come together. The name of the gateway is written above it:
"Moment"." (p. 178)

The implication in these passages is, of course, that without God transcendence in terms of
Christian morality is impossible. There is no longer an Eden at the end of the path back, or

a Holy City to conclude the way forward.

As Tom Leonard says of The City of Dreadful Night, it shows 'a city in one aspect
like a reverse picture of the New Jerusalem of Revelation'.! This image of negative
transcendence corresponds with Herman Melville's view of the poem as ‘the modern book
of Job'.62 In the Old Testament Job loses his belief in God after his faith is tested by a
series of disasters. Job is grief-stricken and sees life as an endless treadmill. Job does,
however, eventually come to depend on God's justice. Thomson's speaker, in contrast,
cannot reassert his faith in a God that has abandoned him. Without the transcendental goals
delineated by Christianity, the eternal moment lived within the city is hellish. To overcome
this hell, according to Zarathustra, an individual must marshal his/her creative will. But to
do this requires the love of one's own soul. This aspect of Zarathustra's 'yea-saying', or

means to transcendence, is usefully summarized by Roy Pascal in his introduction to Tille's

translation:

All is to be discarded that distracts him from his true being
and would make life subordinate to sometl}{ng else; virtue is
that 'yourself is in your deed.' "'Thou shalt' is to replaced by
T will,' and will is not a liberation from spmcthmg, but an
acceptance of the profoundest instinct of inward necessity.
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Freedom becomes the joyful accomplishment of necessity —
'Become that thou art' — a restoration of personality.63

The 'necessity' that is spoken of by Thomson's 'preacher’ in section XIV of The City of
Dreadful Night, however, is not joyful. The preacher concludes his sermon by pointing out
the benefits of suicide as a means of achieving release. Self-annihilation, he says, is
"Necessity Supreme' in a world (represented by the city) that, with 'no hint . . . Of good or
ill', is without the possibility of any other form of transcendence: 'abysmal, dark, /
Unlighted ever by the faintest spark' (XIV, 76-77). Thus Thomson's speaker not only
exists in a moment that is eternal in its meaninglessness, he is, like the crippled creature he
meets on the path, paralysed there. His inability to move is also the inability to move from
the states of being described by Zarathustra. 'Man is', the prophet says, 'a rope, fastened
between animal and Superman — a rope over an abyss. A dangerous going-across, a
dangerous wayfaring, a dangerous looking-back, a dangerous shuddering and staying-still'
(p- 43). Thomson's speaker succumbs to the danger of the abyss and is unable to move
along the figurative rope. Consequently, his existence is a death-in-life, one of those whom
Zarathustra admonishes: "You are half-open doors at which grave-diggers wait' (p. 143).
This indeterminate state is, for Thomson as it is for MacDonald, personified by the figure

of a Shadow.

The Shadow appears in Thomson's The Doom of a City (1884 [1857]) and Lady
of Sorrow' (1864) as well as in The City of Dreadful Night. As in MacDonald's novel
Lilith, the Shadow signifies a psychological state of depression and self-debasement.
However, it differs in that the state is objectified via a distorted perception of the city. It is
an active force of darkness which enervates the speaker and in The Doom of a City, creates
a paralysis of death-in-life:

The city whence in anguish I had fled

A vast dark Shadow loomed . ..
Its dark suggestions were of Life, not Death;

Its awful mass of life oppressed my soul.64
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In his prose piece, 'A Lady of Sorrow', Thomson explores even more fully the nature of
the city in its relation to an evil depression brought on by another Shadow figure.65
Thomson's speaker traces his own urban melancholy via the female figures of an 'angel’, a
'siren’, and finally, a 'formless Shadow, pervading [his] soul as the darkness of night
pervades the air'.66 This female Shadow imposes herself upon the speaker and forces
introspection. When she does, the speaker's perception of the metropolis undergoes a
transformation: '[She] interweaves herself more wonderful about me and within me; so that
seeing I may see not and hearing I may hear not, so that not seeing I may see and not
hearing I may hear' (p. 18). By 'annihilating' the solidity of external reality and allowing
for a mystical union with what the speaker calls an absolute 'Reality' (p. 46), it seems that
introspective vision requires the nullification of sensory perception. With senses rendered
unreliable, knowledge of the real or external becomes impossible and existence itself
questionable. As the Shadow herself explains: 'now "in the midst of life you are in death:"
not merely liable to death . . . but in death; you and your transitory phantasmal Universe of
matter floating in the midst of the eternal Divine Life which alone is Reality' (p. 46). This
fusion found in 'The Lady of Sorrow', with an 'Absolute Reality', predicates a state of

non-being, a nothingness.

In The City of Dreadful Night it is nothingness to which the protagonist aspires.
This view is discussed by Kenneth Hugh Byron, who writes that the poem holds the view
that the will 'makes us strive ceaselessly for what we can never find, that is, peace, rest,
and enduring satisfaction'.6” In this respect, Byron continues, Thomson is linked with
Schopenhauer's systemization of pessimism (which also influenced Nietzsche) when
Schopenhauer asserts that life is a manifestation of Will and therefore everything in life is
wholly subjective: 'every concrete thing . . . can be understood only as separate
' 68

illustrations of one or another of the external forms which the will may assume'.

Thomson finds relief by 'resisting Will', Byron goes on to say, SO that:

The goal of Thomson . . . is not to achieve or attain to reality
through exercising the Will which constitutes the essence of
existence but to escape that reality through thwarting the Will
and attaining thereby non-being or nothingness. (p. 104)



50

Thomson's nihilistic vision of eternity denies itself the possibility of recuperating the
Nietzschean 'Moment'. Nietzsche himself despises the weak of spirit, deniers of vitalism,
and the pessimistic. In the city, however, even in Nietzsche's work, a tendency toward
weakness seems unavoidable. When Nietzsche's Zarathustra goes to the 'great city' in Part
Three of his discourses, he meets a man whom he calls a fool because the man has
absorbed the city's foulness. The foolish man describes the city in the kind of effluvial
images so typical of the nineteenth-century: 'the great rubbish pile where all the scum froths
together! . . . [W]here everything rotten, disreputable, lustful, gloomy, over-ripe, ulcerous,
conspiratorial festers together' (p. 197). Nietzsche's own aim of individuation necessitates
that he leave the city. As Zarathustra says of the fool who hates the city but stays there:
'Where one can no longer love, one should — pass by!' (p. 198). Thomson's speaker is
unable to pass the city by, however. The city is, after all, his own anathematising 'place of
the mind', to use Tom Leonard's phrase.%® The poem records a downward journey and
does not allow for an upward movement of transcendence. The penultimate section of The
City of Dreadful Night describes two statues, a sphinx and an angel, which face each other.
The ancient sphinx, 'changeless as life's laws' (XX, 42), represents the endurance of the
eternal moment: its 'vision seemed of infinite void space’ (XX, 48). The wings fall off the
angel and he is merely 'a warrior leaning on his sword alone' (XX, 27); a Fallen man

himself falls and shatters at the foot of the sphinx.

In the perceptions of the city represented in the works of Brown (‘Shadow"),
Guthrie, Oliphant, MacDonald and Thomson, the subjective experience is related to
realism, as depth is related to a surface. This structure anticipates Freud's and Jung's
theories in which the subconscious (or unconscious) and the conscious (or rational) 'ego’
are stratified. An engagement with the 'dark abyss' of the self is normally accessed by way
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