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Abstract

This thesis considers the use of the allegorical personification of the nation as a woman
in the work of the twentieth century Scottish writers Hugh MacDiarmid, Naomi
Mitchison and Alasdair Gray. The image of nation as woman, whether as mother,
virgin, goddess or victim 1s widespread in European iconography from the eighteenth
century onwards, but 1s not common in Scotland until the twentieth century. Not only is
the objectification of the female figure intrinsic to such imagery objectionable from a
feminist point of view, but the female stereotypes which surround the figure of the
nation are contradictory, and it ultimately reinforces a sexist ideology which constructs
women as victims. These political flaws and contradictions are highlighted when the
metaphor is considered in the context of Scotland’s peculiar political situation.

The three authors considered here exemplify very different uses of the nation-as-
woman trope. Comparing their work shows that the image is used differently by male
and female writers, and that the changes in both gender politics and nationalist theory
during the course of the twentieth century mean that its use in the 1990s is much more
self-conscious and parodic than when it is used by Hugh MacDiarmid in the 1920s.
Nation as woman is a trope which is much more easily used by male authors, as for
example in the work of MacDiarmid and Gray, whereas Naomi Mitchison, in
appropriating the voice of mother Scotland, finds problems asserting her own voice as a
woman writer in Scotland.

The work of all three writers demonstrates an awareness of the problems
inherent in the trope. From the 1920s to the 1950s MacDiarmid uses the female figure
to represent both Scotland and his creative muse, but acknowledges the lack of such a
tradition in Scotland by importing his female figures from other cultures and literatures.
The version of Scottishness which MacDiarmid creates privileges the position of a male
nationalist in relation to a female nation, and his influence in the Scottish literary scene
1s such that Naomi Mitchison, as a woman writing in the 1940s, finds it difficult to
address the ‘matter of Scotland™ without resorting to the gendered iconography of

woman as nation. Alasdair Gray, writing forty years later, is also influenced by
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MacDiarmid, but this is shown through his post-modern rewriting of MacDiarmid’s key
poem A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle, and his problematisation of many of the
political and aesthetic contradictions inherent in the nation-as-woman trope. However,
although he ironises the trope, he offers no alternative to it, and no way out of its

debilitating construction of women.

The trope is even reproduced in the work of critics and feminist writers
attempting to use gender theory to undermine conservative ideologies of nationhood.
The pervasive and attractive trope of nation-as-woman seems to be self-perpetuating,
but remains conservative, because not only does it depend on the construction of
women as victims but it also ultimately casts nations as victims, and such a defeatist
ideology is not very productive either for women or for Scotland. Any writer who 1s to
exorcise the nation-as-woman figure needs to dismantle this ideology of victimhood,
and the thesis concludes with the example of one Scottish woman writer, Janet Paisley,
who begins this process, and suggests a potential direction for Sco-ttish writers in the

future.
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Chapter One

Woman as Nation

Is it really so simple? Is a woman a place and a man just a thing?

Good heavens young-fellow-me-lad, of course not! Ho Ho Ho what a preposterous

idea! It’s all much more civilised than that...

Still, just because it seems so offensive to my taste, I suspect there might be

something in it.!

In her essay Three Guineas, Virginia Woolf states that ‘as a woman, I have no country.
As a woman, my country is the whole world’.?2 Her point is that a nation which has
historically denied women property, education and the vote can expect no loyalty from
women as citizens. Since women have experienced a different relationship to the laws
and customs of the state than men have, and since their ‘position in the home of
freedom’ is different from that of men, women’s interpretation of the word ‘patriotism’
must also be different from a male definition.3 Woolf’s statements provide a clear and
concise indication of the problems faced by women in fitting into a nation-state which
in its institutions and ideology is predominantly male. Her argument indicates clearly
how women may experience the nation in an entirely different way from men. There is
a vision (;)f openness, of expansion of territory and ideas contained in the idea of
women’s country being the whole world. However, the wish to escape from the
masculine structure of the nation, expressed in the statement ‘as a woman, | have no
country’, while rhetorically striking, is in its own way limiting and not entirely
satisfactory, because it provides no answers for the many women who are involved in

nationalist movements, or who hold nationalist beliefs, or the majority of women who

simply wish to consider themselves citizens of their nations.

| lain Banks, The Bridge (London: Macmillan, 1986), p. 160.

2Virginia Woolf, Three Guineas (London: The Hogarth Press, 1938), p. 197.
3Woolf, p. 18.



The intersection of gender and nation is a problematic ground of enquiry,
whether we are considering how women position themselves within the nation or the
representation of the nation as itself gendered. Here I am looking at one specific way 1n
which women are constructed differently from men in the iconography of nation, the
representation of the nation as a woman, and I consider its application in a twentieth
century Scottish context. This imagery is widespread and ingrained in European
tradition. The representation of nations in female form can be traced back to the
seventeenth century, and earlier instances of woman as goddess of place can be found in
the classical and the Celtic traditions. The trope elevates and virtually deifies women on
the symbolic level but contributes to their political disenfranchisement from the position
of citizen on a practical level. This symbolic elevation appears to value women’s role in
the nation, while it masks the political powerlessness of actual women within the
nation. Feminist reactions to the use of the trope vary, however, and some feminist
critics trace the tradition back to a matriarchal ‘Golden Age’ and thus give it a positive
connotation.4

The trope is used by both male and female authors, in both straight and parodic
forms, and even in a ‘politically correct’ age informed by feminist discourse and
modern conceptions of the nation, the image of the nation as a woman is still obviously
attractive. I will look in detail at the use of the image in the work of two male authors
(Hugh MacDiarmid and Alasdair Gray) and one female author (Naomi Mitchison),
writing in Scotland in the twentieth century. The three authors use the trope 1n very
different ways, and each illustrates a different facet of how men and women relate
differently to the idea of the nation. B;earing in mind Virginia Woolf's useful 'aphorism
that women have no country, I will consider how the nation-as-woman image functions
as part of a greater structure of gendered ideology. The work of an early twentieth
century poet like Hugh MacDiarmid, who is attempting to create a mythical structure
for the nation, runs the nisk of creating a national ideology and mythology accessible

only to men, and may serve to make women feel excluded from the nation, as citizens

4See Luce Iri garay, ‘The Neglect of Female Genealogies’ (March 1987), in Je, Tu, Nous: Toward a

Culture of Difference, trans. by Alison Martin (New York and London: Routledge 1993), pp. 11-22 (pp.
17-19).



and as creative artists. Women who do not follow Virginia Woolf’s line and choose not
to be excluded, who choose to write themselves into the nation, as is the case with my
second author, Naomi Mitchison, are faced with a difficult choice: whether to use the
existing structure of national myths or whether to create new myths and a new image of
nation. Within the period and the authors I consider we see a polarisation of two
different ways of approaching the trope. In their different ways MacDiarmid and
Mitchison both employ it as part of a machinery of national mythmaking, while
Alasdair Gray, writing in the last two decades of the twentieth century, uses it in a
knowing and ironic manner which undercuts both the objectification of the female body
and the possibility of ‘knowing’ the nation in any definitive way. This post-modemn
perspective gives new life to the trope, which may also be witnessed in the work of

Scottish women writers such as Liz Lochhead and Janet Paisley.

|

The single figure of a woman representing the nation is epitomised by the institutional
use of figures such as Britannia, Marianne or Helvetia on the currency of the nation.
Beneath the surface of this apparently simple emblematisation of national identity lie a
whole series of complications and dichotomies. The question which ultimately has to be
answered is whether this gendered system of representation exploits the female body
and alienates actual women within the nation from participation in a sense of
nationhood. The metaphor gives women a symbolic power while stripping them of any
actual power. As Nira Yuval-Davis and Floya Anthias point out in Woman-Nation-
State, nationalist discourse makes much use of the allegory of ‘the nation as a loved
woman in danger or as a mother who lost her sons in battle,’> but.this gendered
iconography casts men only as citizens, as the nationalist sons of the mother-nation.
Maurice Agulhon, in his two volume study of the figure of Marianne as an allegory of

Republican France, opposes the generic, abstract symbol of Marianne to the individual

SNira Yuval-Davis and Floya Anthias, eds., Woman - Nation - State (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1989), pp.
9-10.



male agent of history in the figure of Napoleon.® The image of woman as nation not
only objectifies the female body but can have a concrete effect on women in society,
because if the gendered myth is pursued to its conclusions, the female role is limited to
that of progenetrix and guardian of national ideals and traditions.
The editors of the collection of essays Woman-Nation-State (1989) list five ways

in which women may be involved in ethnic and national processes:

1. as biological reproducers of members of ethnic collectivities

2. as reproducers of the boundaries of ethnic / national groups

3. participating centrally in the ideological reproduction of the

collectivity and as transmitters of its culture

4, as signifiers of ethnic / national differences — as a focus and

symbol in ideological discourses used in the construction,

reproduction and transformation of ethnic / national categories

5. as participants in national, economic, political and military

struggles.’
While this list is not necessarily exhaustive or definitive, it functions as an instructive
starting point from which to explore the relationship between women and nation. It
illustrates the way in which the symbolic appropriation of the female body intersects
with the actual physical control of women within society, and the way 1n which each
feeds off and contributes to the other. The use of the list format imposes an equal status
on five points which deal with different aspects of the word ‘women’. Point four, which
primarily concerns us here, is concerned with woman as signifier, and is thus markedly
different from the other four points which describe roles performed by actual women,
and particularly different from point five which describes women as individual agents 1n
national struggles. In point four ‘woman’ is a construct: it is an imaginary woman who
is being used to signify the nation. However, the equal status which Yuval-Davis and

Anthias impose on these points serves to highlight the fact that the objectification of the

6Maurice Agulhon, Marianne au combat: l'imagerie et la symbolique républicaines de 1789-1880 (Paris:

Flammarnion, 1979); Marianne au pouvoir: l'imagerie et la symbolique républicaines de 1880 a 1914
(Paris: Flammarion, 1989).
Yuval-Davis and Anthias, p 7.



bodies of women for ideological purposes has an actual impact on the real life of
women as subjects within the nation.

It is thus possible to question the validity of the myth on political and feminist
grounds, but what I want to argue here is that the flaws in the metaphor are already
written into it, and that its function is based upon a series of contradictions. The
simplicity of the symbol of woman as nation becomes immediately complex when we
begin to unpack the trope, because the various constructions of femininity on which the
metaphor depends are opposed to each other.

Marina Wamner, in Monuments and Maidens: The Allegory of the Female Form
(1985), distinguishes between the nation personified by a male form and the nation
personified by a female form. When the nation is personified as a woman this female
figure becomes the space within which all the citizens of the nation may exist. Warner
compares the female national symbols of the Statue of Liberty and Britannia with male
national symbols such as John Bull or Uncle Sam, and points out that these last
represent the typical Englishman and the typical US. citizen respectively.

The female form tends to be perceived as generic and universal, with

symbolic overtones; the male as individual, even when it is being used

to express a generalized idea. [...] We can all live inside Britannia or

Liberty’s skin, they stand for us regardless of sex, yet we cannot

identify with them as characters.?
The male symbol of nation is that of an individual, typical man. The caricature of the
national character tends to be that of Everyman. The individualised national type 1s, In
the national mythology, male.? The female figure is used to represent the
unrepresentable, whether this be abstract virtues or national greatness. Wamner’s image
of the bodies of Americans climbing up inside the copper shell of the Statue of Liberty
vividly illustrates both her concept of the female form as a space within which we can

live, and the essential emptiness of the symbolic female body. The institutionalised

8Marina Wamer, Monuments and Maidens: The Allegory of the Female Form (London: Weidenfeld and
Nicolson, 1985; repr. London: Vintage, 1996), p. 12.

9See Raphael Samuel, ‘Introduction’, in Patriotism: The Making and Unmaking of British National
Identity (London and New York: Routledge, 1989), 11I: National Fictions, pp. xi-xxv.



figure of nation as woman, emptied of character and of internal organs, is far removed
from the real life existence of actual individual women.

The emblematic figures of Britannia and Helvetia are generally represented in
armour, or at least armed. Helvetia on the Swiss currency clutches a spear and a shield;
Britannia wears a helmet and full armour. Maurice Agulhon concludes his study of the
figure of Marianne by suggesting that what she ultimately represents is the figure of the
soldier, an iconography which can be traced back to Joan of Arc.!9 Double meanings
surround this martial imagery, because while the armoured woman as nation signifies
that she is the defender of the nation, the rhetoric of woman as nation generally
constructs her as someone to be defended. This double existence of both defender and
defended is epitomised in the figure of the mother. The calm, poised and shielded figure
of Britannia carries connotations of security. This security provided by the calm and
governing figure of a woman finds its ultimate representation in the image of the home
and the figure of the mother. Much of the doubleness surrounding the nation
represented as a woman can be explained by the contradictions contained within the
figure of the mother. The mother creates the safe space of home, defends and protects
her children; yet at the same time she is constructed as an iconic figure to be defended.
Her construction depends upon the dual identification of the male nationalist figure: he
1s both the child created and defended by the powerful mother figure; and the man of

action in defence of his country.

Further contradictions complicate the figure of the mother. She is both defender
and defended; she is also, necessarily, both sexual and asexual. The apparent asexuality
of the armoured institutional figure becomes sexualised in two ways: firstly, in the
procreative power of the mother, and secondly in the threat of sexuality which is veiled
by the impenetrable shield of armour. Allegorical female figures rely, Marina Warner
argues, on a construction of a speciﬁcally sexual virtue which allows them to function
as closed, sealed containers into which concepts may be poured. To illustrate the
qualities of the allegorical female figure, Wamer tells the story of the Vestal Virgin

Tuccia, who was accused of breaking her vow of chastity and, in order to prove that she

IOAgulhon,,, Marianne au pouvoir, p. 349.



was indeed chaste, miraculously managed to carry water in a sieve from the river.
Warner concludes:
The inviolability of the allegorical figure, portrayed as a sealed
container of the meaning she conveys, helped to differentiate her
sphere from the individual female’s, who belongs to time and flux and
1s subject to change.!!
Warner’s use of this symbol highlights the denial of female sexuality both in classical
myth and in the allegorical female figure: these figures are chaste, sound, ‘whole’; they
are simply vessels for the idea which they contain. The female body personifying an
abstract concept functions as a receptacle which contains the abstract concept. The
history of the use of the female figure as a personification of abstract virtues such as
truth, virtue and beauty, whether or not this personification is determined by
grammatical gender, gives the female form a positive value which contributes to her

role as national figurehead.

Marina Warner points out that the bodies of allegorical female figures are often
reinforced “either literally, when they are made of bronze, or metaphorically, when they
are drawn, painted or described clad in armour’. This reinforcement strengthens the
contours of the female body “so that the poor leaky vulnerable bag of skin and bone and
flesh so despised by churchmen can become transformed into a form strong enough to
hold within its ambitious contents.’!¢ As well as containing the essence of the nation,
this shell reproduces the boundaries of the nation. If women function, in Yuval-Davis’
and Anthias’s terms, as ‘reproducers’ of the boundaries of ethnic and national groups,
the symbolic female body is imposed upon these national boundaries, and her chastity
and 1nviolability represents both the nation’s defences against external invaders, and the

preservation of national purnity: a closed system of reproduction. The chaste body of the

nation 1s a guarantee of national secunty.

The woman-as-nation figure tends to emerge at times of strong patriotic feeling:

this 1s true for both Marianne and Britannia. The figure of Britannia, as we recognise

HWarner, p. 242.
12Warner, p. 258.
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her today, developed in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, although the
earliest representation of a figure called ‘Britannia’ appeared on a Roman sculpture.
The development of the figure at this particular time may be attributed to a metaphorical
nexus between the Renaissance fascination with the body, the figure of Elizabeth — the
‘Virgin Queen’ — and England’s sense of vulnerability to attack which was resolved, at
least temporarily, by the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588. This defeat provoked a
revival of patriotic iconography, including the warlike figure of Boadicea (or
Boudicca), legendary Queen of the ancient British tribe of the Iceni.!3 Iconography
suggests also a connection between the body of the virgin queen and the protection of
England’s national boundaries, emphasising the importance of female chastity to
national integrity. In the figure of Britannia this inviolability is represented by her
breastplate, shield and helmet. 14

Britannia inherited many characteristics from the figure of Boadicea. The
earliest extant representation of the actual Britannia figure appears in 1607, in William
Camden’s Britannia, and she also forms the frontispiece to Michael Drayton’s
elaborately illustrated Poly-Olbion (1612-1622), where she sits in the centre of a
triumphal arch, clothed in a cloak representing the British landscape, surrounded by
fruit which represents fertility.!> The reappearance of a figure named ‘Britannia’ occurs
after the Union of the Crowns of Scotland and England, in the reign of James VI of
Scotland and I of England. James was keen on the idea of further union between
Scotland and England, since the two countries were, in a sense, united in his body, and
he styled himself ‘King of Great Britain’. He is also credited with designing the Union
flag. James’ hope for the construction of a ‘British’ identity obviously contributed to the
emergence of the national goddess, but representations of Britannia also draw on the
cult surrounding his predecessor, Queen Elizabeth. The complex web of symbols and

allegorical meanings which surrounded Elizabeth was an imaginative interpretation of

classical mythology and displaced Marian iconography. Elizabeth as the Virgin Queen’

13Samuel, p. xxiii; Warner, pp. 49-51.

l4Linda Woodbridge, ‘Palisading the Body Politic’, in True Rites and Maimed Rites: Ritual and Anti-
Ritual in Shakespeare and His Age, ed. by Linda Woodbridge and Edward Berry (Urbana and Chicago:
University of Ilinois Press, 1992), pp. 270-298 (p. 281).

I SWilliam Camden, Britannia (L.ondon, 1607); Michael Drayton, Poly-Olbion (London: M. Lownes, 1.
Browne, 1. Helme, 1. Busbie, 1612-1622).
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is the epitome of the allegorical chaste female body, and was indeed often represented
carrying the sieve of Tuccia.!® The figure of the “Virgin Queen’, representing a fusion
between the ‘motherland’ and the head of state, visibly reproduces the chaste body of
the inviolable nation. Britannia draws on both the chastity embodied by Elizabeth, and
the warlike defence of English territory during the reign of Elizabeth represented by
Boadicea after the Spanish Armada.

However, there are two sides to every coin, and the valorisation of chastity
depends, in a sense, upon its opposite. If the ‘wholeness’ of the national body 1s
penetrated, the nation loses integrity and is open to exploration and / or domination by
external forces. This may be represented as the female body voluntarily and lasciviously
offering herself; or it may take the form of the threatened violation and rape of the
national body. The metaphor of exploration of land represented as the female body
belongs to a tradition of representing woman as land which can be traced at least as far
back as the Song of Solomon.!7 This metaphor emphasises the fertility of the female
body, paralleling the female reproductive capacity with agricultural processes, and also
depends upon the mystery and unknowability of the female body to represent
undiscovered lands, full of wealth and fertility. Jan van der Straet’s 1575 picture of
Amerigo Vespucci’s discovery of America represents America as a naked and
voluptuous Indian woman, reclining on a hammock.!8 She appears slightly startled by
the appearance of the explorer before her, but her posture is clearly inviting. Her
hammock is strung between two trees which frame the scene of the as yet undiscovered
land behind her: to proceed, the explorer will have to pass through her body. Here the

feminised land invites domination, and the mythologising of America as ‘virgin land’ to

16Wamer, p. 244.

17¢A garden locked is my sister, my bride, a garden locked, a fountain sealed. Your shoots are an orchard
of pomegranates with all choicest fruits [...] a garden fountain, a well of living water, and flowing streams
from Lebanon. Awake, O north wind, and come, O south wind! Blow upon my garden, let its fragrance
be wafted abroad. Let my beloved come to his garden, and eat its choicest fruits.’ Song of Solomon, 4. 12-
16.

!8Jan van de Straet, ¢. 1575. Reprinted from a 1580 engraving in Rebecca Blevins Faery, Cartographies

of Desire: Captivity, Race, and Sex in the Shaping of an American Nation (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1999), p. 91.



10

be discovered and penetrated by male science has a long history in American
iconography.!?

In a convincing reading of both the text and images of Michael Drayton’s Poly-
Olbion, Laurent Berec extends the theory that the valorisation of female virginity 1s
directly connected to the fear of invasion of national territory, to argue that by situating
Britannia in the centre of the triumphal arch on the title-page, the designer of Poly-
Olbion constructs her body as the portal through which one has to pass to enter English
territory.20 The very earliest known image of the Britannia figure is a sculpture
excavated in 1980 in Aphrodisias, Turkey, which portrays the Roman conquest of
Britain by showing the emperor Claudius overpowering Britannia, represented as an
Amazon, with one breast bared. Marina Warner is not slow to point out the irony in the
fact that this first appearance of the now martial and imperial Britannia was used to
characterise a colonised country.2! Although Britannia’s martial imagery gives an
impression of power, her elaborate defences at the same time suggest the possibility of
invasion. The threat of the domination and violation of the female body is implied by
Britannia’s breastplate.

The threat to the national body may not simply be that of foreign invaston. There
is also the danger of corruption from within, in the form of political mismanagement
inappropriate to the dignity of Britannia as mother-goddess. By the middle of the
eighteenth century Madge Dresser cites instances of Britannia represented as ‘innocent
virtue outraged [...] variously dismembered, buggered, ridden and even flogged naked
with “a Scottish Thistle.”’22 The female body lends itself to such allegorical
representation, and the construction of the chaste mother figurehead perhaps even
invites it; because it is the violation of that chastity which gives the allegory political

significance, and not simply the violation on its own.

19See Annette Kolodny, The Lay of the Land: Metaphor as Experience and History in American Life and
Letters (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1975); Gillian Rose, Feminism and Geography
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993).

201 aurent Berec, ‘Femininity and Nationalism in Michael Drayton’s Polv-Olbion’. Unpublished paper
presented at ESSE 2000, Helsinki, August 25-29, 2000.
21Madge Dresser, ‘Britannia’ in Patriotism: the Making and Unmaking of British National Identity, ed.

by Raphael Samuel (London and New York: Routledge, 1989), 1ll: National Fictions, pp. 26-49 (p. 26);
Warmer, pp. 45-6.

22Dresser, p. 34.
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The best definition of this particular version of the nation-as-woman theme is
given by Florence Stratton who describes the way in which ‘woman now serves as an
index of the state of the nation.’ Writing in the context of African literature by male
writers, Stratton identifies two strands of what she calls ‘the Mother Africa trope.” In
the first, woman is seen as the container of an unchanging African essence. In the
second, in order to indicate the political domination of Africa, the Mother Africa figure
is represented as in servitude, abandoned, raped or in prostitution.2? This ‘index of the
state of the nation’ use of the female body develops from the nation as mother trope,
because in order for the metaphor of exploitation to work, there must exist an idealised
and non-abused female body. If the female body functions as an index for the state of
the nation, her degradation shows how far she has fallen from the status proper to the
vessel of the primordial national essence.

We construct the nation as progenetrix, as something anterior, firstly because 1t
is logical for thé nation to exist before its citizens, but also because to believe in the
nation as a pre-existing entity relieves us from the responsibility of imagining the
nation. Benedict Anderson makes the distinction between nation-states, which may be
constructed as ‘new’ and ‘historical’ and nations, which always ‘loom out of an
immemorial past’.24 The nation is thus outside the historical process. It cannot be
something which we have created, it has to be something which created us, because
otherwise we are alone and responsible. Therefore ‘mother-land’, and ‘mother-tongue’
— Anderson points out that language is equally primordial?> — signify a belief in the
nation as a primordial entity. Thus the fascination with national origins, with myths of

the origin of the nation,.becomes subsumed into the larger myth of ultimate origin
provided by the body of the mother.

The biological determinism inherent in the metaphor of the motherland 1s an
essential component of the nation-as-woman myth, because it bolsters the beliet in the

nation as something to which we are ‘naturally’ tied. Benedict Anderson points out that

23 Florence Stratton, Contemporary African Literature and the Politics of Gender (London and New
York: Routledge, 1994), pp. 41-44,

24Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism
(London: Verso, 1983; Revised edition 1991), p. 11.
25 Anderson, p. 144,
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familial and domestic metaphors govern many terms used to refer to the nation:
motherland, Vaterland, patria, Heimat.26 Anderson does not distinguish between
paternal and maternal labels for the ‘homeland’. Yet the metonymic relationship of
mother to home powerfully informs the iconography of the nation as a woman, and the
‘natural’ space of the female body is extended to the comforting and maternal space of
the home. The iconography of home has a double function, because not only does 1t
reinforce a sense of the nation as a place of belonging in a familial sense, it also
characterises the nation as a space which must be protected. The female and maternal
space of home must be defended against all external threats, and thus in wartime the
trope of nation as home acquires extra significance. In the first year of the second world
war the following British institutions were created: the Ministry of Home Security; the
Home Secretary; the Home Guard; the Home Intelligence Unit and the BBC Home
Service. In each case, as Antonia Lant points out, the word ‘home’ is interchangeable
with ‘national’.?’

Cynthia Enloe suggests that ‘home’ is a crucial term in nationalist discourse
because of the notion of the family as the basis of the sovereign nation state. In these
terms, the use of woman as signifier of nation can have concrete effects for women
within the nation at a legal level. She describes the Croatian government’s legislative
program to control women’s work and reproduction, including outlawing abortion,
eliminating childcare facilities and legislating to discourage ‘non-womanhood,’ e.g. late
marriages which produce no children.?® Less extreme measures to encourage population

growth include maternity leave and higher child benefits: in the 1930s the Bevenidge

Report cited fear for the fate of the ‘British race’ as the major reason for establishing

26 Anderson, p. 143.
27Antonia Lant, ‘Prologue: Mobile Femininity®, in Nationalising Femininity: Culture, Sexuality and
British Cinema in the Second World War, ed. by Christine Gledhill and Gillian Swanson (Manchester and

New York: Manchester University Press, 1996), pp. 13-32 (p. 17). This metonymic relation of home to
nation is an element of the woman as nation myth; however, as Lant also says, the mobilisation of women
during the second world war problematised this metonymic structure, as woman could no longer be
gresumed to be tied to the home as a signifier of constancy and domesticity (pp. 15-16).

8Cynthia Enloe, The Morning After: Sexual Politics at the End of the Cold War (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1993), pp. 240-3. Enloe states that the centrality of the ‘home’ to the nation is reflected
in the way in which forms of violence against women such as rape and domestic violence are kept off the

intcrnatioragl legal agenda because these actions are deemed to be related to the ‘family® and governments
tend to resist outside intervention in what they see as essentially ‘family matters’.
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child benefits in Britain.2® This racial emphasis in national legislation on female
sexuality subjugates biological reproduction to the cultural reproduction of the
‘essential’ traditions of the race. The implications of this are not only contrary to
contemporary attitudes to race relations but also have extreme consequences for
women, not only in terms of the institutional control of female sexuality but also when
rape becomes a weapon in war against another nation.

The rhetoric of rape in titles such as The Rape of Kuwait, a popular book during
the Gulf War, exploits the allegorical parallel of woman-as-land to invest the archaic
definition of the word ‘rape’ — “The act of taking a thing by force; esp. violent seizure
of property, etc.” (OED) — with contemporary moral horror at rape as a sexual crime.30
Such titles re-emphasise the symbolism of the idea of the homeland as female body who
must be defended against violation.3! But on a physical and real level this type of
symbolism becomes action in, for example, the atrocities committed during the war in
the former Yugoslavia. An EC investigation team estimated that 20,000 Muslim women
were raped in Bosnia between April 1992 and January 1993.32 If women are seen as
signifiers of the boundaries of ethnic groups / nations then the rape of women is the

ultimate invasion of territory.

I11

The classical simplicity of the Britannia or Helvetia figure hides a series of
contradictions. As soon as we begin to unpack the metaphor and pursue the implications
of the woman-as-nation figure, faultlines appear in the sculpted smoothness of her

robes. The conflicting constructions of the nation as powerful progenetrix and damsel in
distress both depend upon each other, and both are explicitly sexualised versions of the
body of the woman as nation. We move from the simplified and solitary image of the

nation as a woman to series of metaphors in which her very role demands that she be

49Yuval-Davis and Anthias, pp. 8-9.
30Jean P. Sasson, The Rape of Kuwait: The True Story of Iraqui Atrocities Against a Civilian Population
(New York: Knightsbridge, 1991).

1:'91;;1;11'&16 Parker, and others, eds., Nationalisms and Sexualities (New York and London: Routledge,
., p. 6.
32Enloe, p. 240.
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represented in interaction with others. Whether as mother, lover, virgin or whore, she is
written into a narrative which places her in relation to the action of the nationalist male.
We can chart a gradual move from image towards allegorical narrative, because while
the static figure of Britannia, for example, can exist merely as a symbol, the metaphor of
the mother implies a narrative and suggests a situation where the mother-nation interacts
with others. And the woman as ‘index of the state of the nation’ requires a narrative in
which the hardships she undergoes are related. It is this move from image to sustained
allegorical narrative which makes very vivid the contradictions and problems inherent
in the figure of nation as woman. Once she is located in the realm of narrative she is
more likely to function under the restrictions of the conventions of character, and thus
the gap between her abstract representative status and that of a character with a narrative
role becomes much more visible and pronounced.

Moving from Hugh MacDiarmid’s poetry, through Naomi Mitchison’s use of
poetry and fiction, to Alasdair Gray’s novels of the 1990s, reveals the increasingly
obvious problems inherent in the construction of a Scotland-as-woman figure in
literature. Although changing thought patterns, including an increasing awareness of
gender politics, contribute to complicating the trope, the differences between genres are
also significant. Hugh MacDiarmid’s use of iconic and archetypal figures in his poetry,
including the nation-as-woman figure, is closer to the static and fixed image of nation as
woman in sculpture and iconography. The novelists, who are both, in their different
ways, writing the narrative of the nation, are immediately confronted with the problem
of integrating their allegories into their realist representation of character.

The example of the women raped in Bosnia in the early 1990s vividly illustrates
what can happen if the rhetoric of women reproducing the boundaries of nations is taken
literally and pushed to its extremes. On a less extreme level, women are still alienated
from the rhetoric of a nation which is constructed on the symbolic body of a woman but
which excludes women from participating as agents in the national narrative. Do
women recognise themselves in nationalist poetry or fiction which uses the female body
to represent nation in this way? Women readers and writers are forced to come to terms

with texts which thus serve to exclude them, and if they want to
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contribute to the national narrative they have to find some way to negotiate between the

strength of the metaphor of nation as woman and their own conviction of the strength of

their own voices as individuals within the nation.

Eavan Boland writes about her experience as a female Irish poet trying to write
within the Irish poetic tradition. She describes the ettect of the nation-as-woman
personification on our perception of women in general and 1illustrates the problems this
causes for the woman as citizen, reader and writer:

Once the idea of a nation influences the perception of a woman, then

that woman is suddenly and inevitably simplified. She can no longer

have complex feelings and aspirations. She becomes the passive

projection of a national idea.33
This simplification of the figure of woman further marginalises women both as writers
and as readers. As producers aqd consumers of literature, women have a different
relationship to nationalist texts than do men, particularly nationalist texts which
explicitly make use of the figure of woman as a symbol. Women have difficulty
locating themselves in texts which have no space for them except as symbols. The
danger of the woman-as-nation trope is that the female figure functions as a symbol
which supports a masculine nationalism but effectively excludes women from
participating in the national narrative except as symbols.

The female reader of such a text is forced to perform an act of double reading.
Feminist reader response theory illustrates the way in which the reading experience
structured by androcentric literature privileges the male reader, who experiences the text
as a validation of his personal experiénce as universal expenience. If the text privileges
the masculine viewpoint of a male protagonist, the fe;nale reader will find no space for
herself in the text unle§s she learns to read as a man, to identify with a male protagonist
and to accept a mafe value-system. This process has been described as the
immasculation of women (as opposed to emasculation of men).34 There may be female

characters within a text but generally the woman within the text functions as other: ‘The

33Eavan Boland, Object Lessons: The Life of the Woman and the Poet in our Time (London: Vintage,
1996), p. 136.

>4Judith Fetterley, The Resisting Reader: A Feminist Approach to American Fiction (Bloomington and
[ ondon: Indiana University Press, 1978), p. xx.
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male reader is invited to feel his difference [from the woman in the text] and to equate
that with the universal.’35 If the woman within the text is functioning as a symbol of
nation the male reader recognises his difference from the woman as nation and equates
that difference with his personal and universal position as citizen of the nati1on. The
universal position thus excludes the female, who functions solely as a signifier of
difference.

Boland describes the use of the image of woman as nation in terms of a violation
of a necessary ethical relation between imagination and image within Irish poetry. Her
answer to the problem resembles a pledge: ‘I must be vigilant to wrife of my own
womanhood {...] in such a way that I never colluded with the simplified images of
women 1n Irish poetry.’3¢ Female writers faced with an androcentric national canon and
a male nationalist ideology may choose from three options: to ignore the national
narrative entirely; to write tﬁemselves into the national narrative by reproducing the
male nationalist ideology and iconography; or to find some way of re-inventing the
nationalist narrative by re-casting women as agents and citizens within it. Eavan Boland
documents the process by which she realised she was assimilating herself both as a
nationalist and as a poet into a masculine poetic tradition which left her no voice to
speak. Once a female poet has realised she is a part of this process, Boland suggests, it
1S ‘easy, and intellectually seductive, for a woman artist to walk away from the idea of a
nation.’ 37 Virginia Woolf stated that ‘as a woman I need no nation’. But to hold such an
attitude is to collude in the myth that nationalism is a subject which only involves men:
women who seek to negotiate their existence within the nation must either try to adapt

the existing myths or to find some new way of engaging with the idea of nation.

il il

35patrocinio P. Schweickart, ‘Reading Ourselves: Towards a Feminist Theory of Reading’, in Gender
and Reading: Essays on Readers, Texts and Contexts, ed. by Elizabeth A. Flynn and Patrocinio P.

Schweickart (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986), pp. 31-62 (p. 41).
36Boland, pp. 151-2.

3'Boland, p. 145.
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IV

The aim of this thesis is both to analyse the different ways 1n WhiCil the
metaphor of the nation as a woman is employed and to ask whether it is possible for a
woman writer to locate herself within this tradition without compromising her personal
integrity. This thesis limits the scope of the topic of woman as nation to a twentieth
century Scottish context and close consideration of three primary authors. I do not claim
that there is anything fundamentally different about the basic use of the trope in the
Scottish context; in fact, the authors generally reproduce the metaphor and its various
shifting connotations, despite the problems caused by Scotland’s problematic political
situation. The three authors I consider illustrate distinct uses of the nation-as-woman
metaphor and through a study of their work, which covers the twentieth century, we
may see the changing attitudes towards the trope over time. They also illustrate the way
the trope changes as simple imagery moves towards narrative and allegory. Hugh
MacDiarmid’s woman as nation is the closest to a simple, ahistorical and emblematic
muse, but even so his use of the female figure is fraught with complications. Naomi
Mitchison primarily uses the image of nation as mother, and she attempts to write the
metaphor into a historical novel using realist techniques, demonstrating the difficulties
of integrating the trope into narrative. Alasdair Gray makes extensive use of the nation
as violated or victimised woman, and his ironic distance from his use of the trope
deliberately highlights its flaws. Consideration of each author’s work is split into two
chapters, because in each case there is a shift in the way in which the nation-as-woman
metaphor 1s applied.

‘The emergence of the trope in Scotland is historically specific, and 1s an aspect
of the ‘Scottish Literary Renaissance’ which is closely linked to the development of a
nationalist consciousness at the beginning of the twentieth century. Chapter 2 considers
to what extent the trope can be satd to exist in Scotland prior to the twentieth century

and situates the emergence of the Scotland-as-woman metaphor proper within the

precise historical context of the Scottish Renaissance.
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Chapter 3 considers MacDiarmid as the key figure of the ‘Scottish Renaissance’,
and examines his gendered nationalist ideology as displayed in his long poem 4 Drunk
Man Looks at the Thistle (1926) which explicitly sets up the dynamic of male
nationalist versus female nation. Chapter 4 goes on to cover MacDiarmid’s continuing
use of female symbols in his poetry from the mid 1930s to the 1960s after he has
virtually abandoned both the use of Scots as a literary language and Scottish
nationalism as an ideal. His ideas become centred more on a belief in the unity of the
Gaelic race than simply on Scotland as a nation but continue to be symbolised by a
muse-like female figure.

Chapter 5 considers the ways in which Naomi Mitchison, as a female writer,
succeeds in her aim to ‘write herself into Scotland’ in her poem sequence which
attempts to deal with ‘the matter of Scotland’, and to what extent she succeeds merely
in reproducing the gendered ideology of the male-dominated renaissance. Chapter 6
shows how, in her historical novel The Bull Calves (1947), she makes the move from
woman as nation to woman as a character within history, and is more successful in
negotiating herself a position within the Scottish renaissance with this novel than with
the rather hackneyed reproduction of the image of the nation as a mother which
dominates her poetry.

Chapter 7 looks at Alasdair Gray’s use of pornographic sexual fantasies of
bondage and rape as a metaphor for the exploited state of Scotland in 1982, Janine
(1984). Although many people objected to the explicit nature of the fantasies, it may be
argued that Gray subverts and challenges the static figuring of a passive, essential,
ahistorical womanhood which encapsulates the spirit of the nation. However Gray does
not succeed in entirely deconstructing the metaphor as he still clings to a romantic
equation of nation with mother which is never really resolved. Chapter 8 considers
Gray’s further problematisation of the woman-as-nation trope in his 1992 novel Poor
Things. Gray contflates the two metaphors of woman as nation and body as state in his
post-modern parody of a nineteenth century Gothic novel. By focusing on the physical,
Frankenstein-like creation of the body, Gray draws attention to the social and cultural

construction of the idea of the nation and also of the figure of woman. The multiple
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narrative structure of Poor Things and Gray’s post-modemn and playful take on the
subject are emblematic of a late twentieth century theoretical preoccupation with
plurality and the impossibility of any fixed definition of a text or of a nation.
Nonetheless Gray cannot entirely abandon the gendered myths which he problematises.
Though he foregrounds the construction of the woman-as-nation trope he reproduces
and perpetuates it.

Gray'’s ironic use of the nation-as-woman trope is by no means the last word on
the topic. The trope continues to be perpetuated, both by authors and by critics who, 1n
paralleling the exploitation of women with the exploitation of nation, often
inadvertently reproduce the trope of victimised woman as index of the state of the
nation. Within Scotland we witness very few constructions of nation which are able to
entirely abandon this gendered ideology. The pervasiveness and attractiveness of the
trope of nation as woman even in the work of writers and critics who seek to challenge
and undermine it is part of its fascination. In the shifting uses of the image in Scottish
literature of the twentieth century we may chart not only the differing agendas of
individual authors but also the changing political situation of Scotland. However the

image of woman as nation remains, a familiar constant, a representational and symbolic

home.
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Chapter Two

‘Anything you like’: Nation as Woman in the Scottish Tradition

The Celtic lady is not very widely popular

But the English love her oh they love her very much

Especially when the Celtic lady is Inish they love her

Which is odd as she hates them more than anyone else.

When she’s Welsh the English stupidly associate her chiefly

With national hats, eisteddfods and Old Age Pensions.

(They don’t think of her at all when she is Scotch, it 1s rather a problem.)

— from Stevie Smith *The Celts’ (1957)]

There is very little use of the nation-as-woman image in Scotland prior to the twentieth
century, and the lack of a Scottish female figurehead is noticeable in the eighteenth
century and particularly in the nineteenth century when representations of Britannia and
Marianne proliferated. The logic underwriting the representation of the nation as a
woman is found to be flawed when the metaphor is unpacked, and these flaws appear
even deeper when we consider the use of the metaphor in Scotland. In addition to the
general problems with the trope already identified — that the assumptions implicit in 1t
are offensive from a feminist point of view, and that the basic metaphors themselves are
contradictory and do not withstand close examination — Scotland’s particular political
situatién further complicates the existing flaws.

One of the principal problems in the basic model of nation as woman is that the
nation is required to be both motherland and virgin. This fundamental ambivalence
comes not only from a confusion of accepted archetypal roles for woman but also from
a dual interpretation of the basic metaphor of woman as vessel. The mother nation is the
container from which the race is produced; while the figure of the virgin represents the
unbroken boundaries of the vessel-nation. This of course depends on the

complementary metaphor of nation as vessel, a bounded space containing race, tradition

IStevie Smith, The Collected Poems of Stevie Smith (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985), p. 350.
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or political system, depending on how it is used.? But this metaphor is itself flawed in
the case of Scotland, whose boundaries are debatable. Ernest Gellner defines
nationalism as ‘prnimarily a political principle, which holds that the political and the
national unit should be congruent,” and it is precisely this lack of correspondence,
between the borders of Scotland as a nation and the boundaries of the political system to
which Scotland belongs, which complicates the nation-vessel-woman symbolism.3
While the figures of Britannia, Helvetia and Marianne are institutionalised signifiers of
the nation-state, whose bodies represent the integrity of the nation and the political
boundaries of the state, the Scotland-as-woman figure cannot function in exactly the
same way and necessarily has boundaries which are shadowy and indistinct. Post 1707,
there is no institutional role for Scotland as woman to play. This means that the uses of
the figure and the opportunities for her appearance are restricted. If she cannot represent
an existing nation-state, she can only function either as the incarnation of the ancient
nation or as a mobilising symbol of oppositional nationalism. If there is no institutional
space for her, her appearances are largely restricted to-the literary. The noticeable lack
of Scotland-as-woman images in the nineteenth century is due not only to Scotland’s
lack of statehood but Scotland’s lack of any demonstrable nationalist consciousness
during that period.4 The problems displayed by all of the authors considered here in
their use of the Scotland-as-woman trope can be related at least in part to the dissonance
between the traditional use of the body as a metaphor for the state and Scotland’s
political position. |

The problems surrounding the use of the Scotland-as-woman metaphor are thus

closely related to its emergence at a precise historical moment. Although instances of

Scotland being represented as a woman can be found in pre-twentieth century literature,

2 Alasdair Gray, describing Scotland in terms of the processes of immigration and emigration throughout
history, says that ‘like every other European land a great mixture of folk has poured into this urregularly
shaped national container’. Why Scots Should Rule Scotland 1997: A Carnaptious History of Britain from

Roman Times Until Now (Edinburgh: Canongate, 1997), p. 4.
3Emest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983), p. 1.

4Tom Naim in The Break-Up of Britain states that Scotland's lack of a nationalist movement in the
nineteenth century ‘condemned’ the nation to ‘eccentricity and oblivion.” The Break-Up of Britain: Crisis
and Neo-Nationalism, 2nd, expanded edn. (London: Verso, 1981), p. 135. Hugh MacDiarmid’s
characteristically obscure yet enabling comment on this state of affairs was that ‘it must be recognised
that the absence of Scottish nationalism is, paradoxically enough, a form of Scottish self-determination.’

Albyn, or Scotland and the Future (1927), in Hugh MacDiarmid, Albyn: Shorter Books and Monographs,
ed. by Alan Riach (Manchester: Carcanet, 1996), p. 19.
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they are fairly sparse and cannot be said to constitute a tradition as such. It is only in the
early twentieth century that sufficient numbers of similar versions of the trope occur,
and this is linked to the emergence of nationalist politics in Scotland and the
development of a sense of national consciousness. The appearance of a Scotland-as-
woman figure is inextricably linked to the ‘Scottish Renaissance’, the political and
cultural revival of the interwar period in Scotland. Scotland’s national i1dentity is
asserted by paralleling Scotland as woman not only with established and thoroughly
institutionalised figures such as Britannia and Marianne but also with the example of
the use of the nation-as-woman figure in the Irish Literary Revival, as in Yeats’ play
Cathleen ni Houlihan.

There is a curious paradox in the fact that the nation-as-woman figure, in
reproducing the boundaries of the nation, represents that nation’s enduring independent
spirit and individuality while necessarily being remarkably similar in appearance to all
the other national figureheads in Europe. As Georg Kreis points out in his discussion of
the Helvetia figure, the representations of nations as women vary as regards attributes
and accessories, but not in type.5 Thus Marianne acquires the red Phrygian cap which
represents the Republic and the Revolution, and Britannia her breastplate and trnident. In
other words, each woman is dressed in cultural specifics, but these are external to the
basic model of nation as woman. There is a transnational tradition to the figure. (See
fig. 1.) However, the mythology of nation as woman requires that the figure possesses
at least the illusion of an immemorial and culturally specific existence. The always
already existing mother nation has to have an anterior existence, because she exists
outside of the historical process and gives birth to the nation and its history:.

The use of the female body assimilates Scottish nationhood to all other
nationhoods similarly signified by the female form. The female body is not used to
signify the essential difference of Scotland, but on the contrary Scotland’s similarty to
other nations and her participation in the condition of nationhood itself. What 1s
different about the figure of Scotland as woman is that her borders are less rigidly

defined. The Scottish writers who resurrect a female figure to represent Scotland in the

SGct?arg Kreis, Helvetia — Im Wandel der Zeiten: Die Geschichte einer nationalen Reprdsentationsfigur
(Zunch: Neue Ziircher Zeitung, 19913}, p. 21.



Fig. 1. Helvetia with other female personifications of nation after World
War 1. Swiss postcard, 1918. Schweizerisches Museum fur Volkskunde,
Basel, Switzerland.
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carly twentieth century are validating their constructions of Scotland as an
independently existing nation. They are not drawing on an immemorial Scottish
tradition but are choosing, somewhat belatedly, to establish a parallel between
themselves and the accepted nationhood of other countries. And yet this need for the
myth of an immemonal history for the figure has infiltrated the work not only of writers
of fiction but of critics too. After a brief look at the far more established history of the
woman-as-nation figure in Ireland, I will consider to what extent we can identify such a
‘tradition’ 1n Scottish literature. I survey the various ways in which the metaphor is used
in Scotland prior to the twentieth century, and then go on to consider what form the
Scotland-as-woman figure takes in the early twentieth century. Before going on to look
at Hugh MacDiarmid’s use of the figure in detail, I will first briefly survey his
contemporaries, and consider how the use of the nation-as-woman metaphor contributes
to a profoundly gendered vision of nation which had lasting consequences for Scottish

perceptions of nation throughout the twentieth century.

II

The appearance of a Scotland-as-woman figure in Scottish literature of the early
twentieth century suggests the influence of the female personification of the nation in
the Literary Revival of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century in Ireland. As

Cairns Craig points out, ‘the Scottish Literary Renaissance took both name and some of

its impetus from the more politically focused Irish movement of the previous decade’.
Besides the influence of the Irish Revival on the writers of the Scottish Renaissance in
terms of the use of language and the revitalisation of a national tradition, MacDiarmid
explicitly acknowledges his appropriation of the figure of Cathleen ni Houlihan, among

others, from the Irish literary tradition.”

6Caims Craig, ‘Twentieth Century Scottish Literature: An Introduction’, in The History of Scottish
Literature, ed. by Caims Craig (Aberdeen: Aberdeen University Press, 1987-), 1V: Twentieth Century
(1987), pp. 1-8 (p. 5).

"Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘The Gaelic Muse’, The Complete Poems of Hugh MacDiarmid, ed. by Michael
Gneve and W.R. Aitken. 2 vols (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985), I, 657-662 (p. 660).
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The figure of Cathleen ni Houlihan, made famous by Yeats’ play of the same

name (1902), is perhaps the finest example of a literary use of the nation-as-woman
figure functioning as the inspiring genius of oppositional nationalism. In Yeats’ play the
eponymous figure appears as a poor old woman who has lost her ‘four beautiful green
fields’, and who travels the country in search of young men who are willing to fight and
die for her. The devotion of these young men and their sacrifice for the mother country
rejuvenates the poor old woman, and she becomes, in the last line of the play, “a young
girl [with] the walk of a queen’.8 The power of Yeats’ symbolism in 1ts contemporary
context led Countess Markievicz to describe the play as ‘a kind of gospel’, while the
republican insurrectionist P. S. O’Hegarty found it ‘a sort of sacrament’.” Yeats himself
asked, ‘Did that play of mine send out / Certain men the English shot?’10

The power of Yeats’ image, however, was partly due to the fact that Ireland had
a rich tradition of personifying the nation as a woman, from the pre-Christian
sovereignty goddesses onwards. Figures of women in Mediaeval Irish literature that
have been read as the personification of Ireland include Queen Medbh of Connacht, the
tragic heroine Deirdre, and the Cailleac Bheara, an old hag who becomes young and
beautiful again when she persuades a young man to make love to her, obviously the
ancestor of Yeats’ Cathleen ni Houlihan figure. From the seventeenth century onwards
the Ireland-as-woman figure took on the role of embodying a suffering and oppressed
nation, and appears under various names, including Roisin Dubh, the Sean Bhean
Bhocht (the Poor Old Woman), and Caitlin ni Houlihdn, who first appears as the
personification of Ireland in the work of the Gaelic poet Heffernan in the late eighteenth
century. In the genre of the aisling, a form of dream-vision poetry which developed in
eighteenth century Ireland, the poet encounters a beautiful young woman, the spéir-
bhean, who represents the spirit of Ireland, and who is waiting for the return of the
exiled Jacobite pretender. The spéir-bhean, unlike the more ancient versions of Ireland

as woman, is young and passive. Yeats’ first use of the figure of Cathleen ni Houlihan,

8W. B. Yeats, Cathleen ni Houlihan (London: Bullen, 1906), p. 15.

9Declan Kiberd, Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation (London: Vintage, 1996), p.
200.

10w, B. Yeats, ‘The Man and the Echo® (1939), The Variorum Edition of the Poems of W. B. Yeats, ed.
Peter Allt and Russell K. Alspach (New York: MacMillan, 1968), p. 632.
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in the poem ‘Hanrahan and Cathleen, the daughter of Houlihan’, is very different from
the Poor Old Woman of the play, and closer to the spéir-bhean of the aisling tradition.!!
Yeats had an established tradition and mythology of sovereignty goddesses and
Ireland as woman figures upon which to draw, a resource not available to MacDiarmid,
at least not within Scotland. MacDiarmid’s attempts to negotiate this lack are most
evident in his poem ‘The Gaelic Muse’ (CP 1 657-662), where he gives his Scottish
muse names from an eclectic selection of cultures, drawing heavily upon the Irish. To
say that MacDiarmid displays anxiety regarding the lack of indigenous models might be
going too far, but he certainly seizes upon rather tenuous examples of Scottish
forerunners of his Gaelic muse in order to bolster the illusion of a tradition.!? What is
interesting is the extent to which later twentieth century critics perform similar
manoeuvres in the belief that the Scotland-as-woman figure arrives in the literature of
the early twentieth century as part of an unbroken tradition, rather than being, on the
contrary, determined by the precise historical moment.
In his article ‘The Representation of Women in Scottish Literature’, Douglas

Dunn asserts:

Scotland, like the Muse, is a feminine term and Idea. Among the more

obvious examples are Dame Scotia in The Complaynt of Scotland,

Scota in Ross’s Helenore, Burns’s more local muse, Coila, in The

Vision, and perhaps also Kilmeny in James Hogg. [...] It 1s an

imaginative embodiment that leads to Chris Caledonia in Grassic

Gibbon’s novel. [...] Scotia can be dignified, proud, and lovely; she

can be Queen Margaret, Mary, Queen of Scots, all the women in the

songs and all the women who ever wrote them, sang them or heard

them. She can be Kate, Mrs Tam O’Shanter [...] or the nimble daemon

Nannie [...] She can be anything you like.!3

l1See Toni O'Brien Johnson and David Caimns, ‘Introduction’, in Gender and Irish Writing (Milton
Keynes and Philadelphia: Open University Press, 1991), pp. 1-12 (pp. 3-4) and Elizabeth Butler
Cullingford, ‘Thinking of her as Ireland’, in Gender and History in Yeats's Love Poetry (Cambnidge and
New York: Cambndge University Press, 1993), pp. 55-72 (pp. 55-66).

12Gee Chapter Four for a fuller discussion of this.

13 Douglas Dunn, ‘The Representation of Women in Scottish Literature’, Scotlands, 2 (1994), 1-23 (pp.
16-17).
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I quote this at length because Dunn at once offers an introduction to the use of the
nation-as-woman metaphor in Scottish literature and, in his critical approach,
exemplifies many of the problems generated by considering the trope. His article as a
whole, as its title implies, reassesses the representation of women throughout the history
of Scottish literature, from Barbour’s The Brus to the present day. Such a project is
valuable, and Dunn’s general, if at times haphazard, survey clears the way for more
detailed analysis of the marked gender bias of Scottish literature. However, his
recognition of the omnipresent figure of Scotland represented as a woman seems to be
the result of a critical need to impose a continuity of tradition upon Scottish literature.
In this instance it is not continuity in literature per se which concerns him, but the
continuity of the symbolic signifiers of national identity. Dunn wants to read Scotland
as woman as an unbroken tradition stretching from the middle ages to the present day.

However, his ‘obvious examples’ do no more than suggest a shadowy tradition which

does not stand up to close examination. He includes within his list James Hogg’s

Kilmeny, but, despite the poem’s concerns with the past and present state of Scotland,

its heroine is neither explicitly nor implicitly paralleled with the troubled nation, and its
inclusion serves rather to demonstrate the insubstantiality of the tradition which he

identifies.

Dame Scotia in Robert Wedderburn’s The Complaynt of Scotland 1s, indeed, a
late medieval example of Scotland as a woman, though as far as I can determine this is
the only extended use of the trope in the period. The ‘affligit lady dame scotia’, as she 1s
described, appears to the poet in a dream and he recounts the way in which she
reprimands her three sons, the Three Estates, for the divisions which threaten to destroy
Scotland. The figure of Scotia in the Complaynt is ‘modelled on [Alain] Chartier’s
“France” who in turn is related to Boethius® “Philosophy”’.!4 This early allegorical
personification of Scotland as a woman may immediately be identified as having
continental and classical antecedents. She can be established, that 1s, in a textual

tradition of female personification which is by no means limited to Scotland.

14Robert Wedderburn, The Complaynt of Scotland, ed. by A. M. Stewart (Edinburgh: Scottish Texts
Society, 1979), p. 56; p. xxxiii.
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Catherine Kerrigan points out that the supposedly ‘natural’ origins of the nation
as woman °‘signify a long ancestry’, and elsewhere she uses Benedict Anderson’s
definition of the nation state looming out of an ‘immemorial past’ in order to discuss the
importance of historical continuity in the construction of nationalism. She comments on
the uses of ‘symbolic practices (legends, myths, flags, anthems, etc.)’ which contribute
to our conception of the nation as our natural inheritance.!> Such traditions and artefacts
are created in order to bolster a sense of national identity as natural and immemonal,
and they are invested with an imagined history much longer than their actual history.
The nation-as-woman metaphor is one of these myths, and Dunn seems to imagine for it
a long and uninterrupted history, to create not so much a natural sense of nationhood as
a natural sense of continuity and tradition running through Scottish literature to the
present day. He uses ‘Tam O’Shanter’ to suggest that Scotia may be ‘anything you
like’, from Tam’s wife Kate to the ‘nimble daemon Nannie’. There is no suggestion in
Burns’ poem that either figure is intended to be read as anything of the kind. Yet
Dunn’s ‘anything you like’ epitomises a twentieth century projection of Scotland as a
woman on to the history of Scottish literature. Because the nation-as-woman signifier
embodies a natural relation to nation, she carries with her the illusion of immemonal
existence and anteriority. It is this illusion which twentieth century Scottish critics tend
to project, and their considerations of the figure of Scotland as woman elide discussion
of her embarrassing absences from the history of Scottish literature and thereby
participate in the twentieth century construction of the nation as a woman.

As the editors of The Polar Twins point out, with honourable exceptions Scottish
literature ‘withdraws from consideration of the whole matter of Scotland until
MacDiarmid and Soutar in the “Scottish Renaissance.”” They emphasise the
significance of Burns’ muse in The Vision being not a national, but a local, muse, an

embodiment of Kyle.!6 Rather than including Burns’ Coila as a local version of the

I5Catherine Kerrigan, ‘Desperately Seeking Sophia’, Scotlands, 2 (1994), 155-163 (p. 155); Catherine
Kerrigan, ‘Nationalism and Gender: Scottish Myths of the Female’, in Proceedings of the Scottish
Workshop of the ESSE Conference, Bordeaux 1993 (Grenoble: Etudes Ecossaises, 1994), pp. 105-111 (p.
106). See also Eric Hobsbawm, ‘Introduction: Inventing Traditions’, in The Invention of Tradition, ed. by
Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 1-14.

I0Edward J. Cowan and Douglas Gifford, ‘Introduction’, in The Polar Twins (Edinburgh: John Donald,
1999), pp. 1-18 (p. 6).
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tradition, we should consider why Burns does not create a Scottish muse at the end of
the eighteenth century. It certainly suggests his lack of confidence in Scotland as a
nation in this first century after the Union, the period which elsewhere saw the
emergence of the figures of Britannia and Marianne. Britannia had first been
represented 1n the previous century; Marianne was being created at precisely the end of
the eighteenth century in Revolutionary France.

Burns makes an extended allegorical use of Scotland as a woman just once, in a
poem titled ‘Caledonia’, where Scotland appears as an amazon-like warmior woman.
This whole poem relies on allegory, as Caledonia battles with a series of allegorical
enemy figures including the ‘Anglian lion’ and the ‘Scandinavian boar’.!7 Burns also
briefly addresses Scotia in the penultimate stanza of ‘The Cotter’s Saturday Night’.
However, his failure to repeat the invocation of a nationalist muse in the much longer
poem ‘The Vision’ (1784-5) suggests an uneasiness regarding the personification of
Scotland in female form. The poet persona of ‘The Vision’ had been on the point of
swearing an oath to abjure poetry forever and to concentrate instead on farming and
making money, when the vision arrived to ‘stop those reckless vows’. She is described,
on her entrance, as a ‘tight, outlandish hizzie, braw’, and the poet indeed presumes that
he is in the presence of ‘some Scottish muse’, a deduction based on the holly-boughs
around her head, the ‘tartan sheen’ of her dress, and her mantle on which he can make
out the landscape of Scotland.!® Burns’ decision to give his ‘native muse’ a more local
name reveals a certain lack of conviction regarding the representation of Scotland as a
whole. His description of the muse is instructive, however, perhaps all the more so
because she turns out to be Coila rather than Scotia. In all but name she corresponds to
many of the conventions and complexities of the muse as nation. It is worth remarking
that Burns’ muse is initially described as ‘outlandish’. Although she represents the

local, there is a foreign quality to her, an otherness which ensures that she remains

detached from that which she represents. This becomes significant, particularly when

I7¢Caledonia’ (1794), in Robert Bums, Poems and Songs, ed. by James Kinsley (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1969), pp. 363-365.

18¢The Cotter's Saturday Night’ (1785), Bumns, pp. 116-121; *The Vision® (1785), Bums, pp. 80-90.
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we come to consider that the Scotland-as-woman figure in MacDiarmid’s poetry is
almost invariably of foreign origin.

The eleven stanza long description of Coila’s ‘mantle large, of greenish hue’ on
which the poet can discern a Scottish landscape, resembles the illustration of Britannia
on the title-page of Michael Drayton’s Poly-Olbion (1612). The female figure in
Drayton’s work wears a cloak on which we see the same hills, towns and people which
appear on the maps accompanying the text. The cloak of Burns’ muse shows not only
the landscape but the people of Scotland and events in Scotland’s history. These
representations not only provide examples of the way in which territory is mapped onto
the female body, but also demonstrate how the naked female body may be dressed in
allegory, as if the identification of woman with the nation or the landscape was a cloak
which could be put on, taken off, or even passed between different women.

One eighteenth century poet does use a female personification of Scotland:
Alexander Ross, also cited in Dunn’s summary, invokes a muse named ‘Scota’ in the
prologue to his ‘Helenore, or The Fortunate Shepherdess’.!? This figure functions for
Ross as the poetic muse, as she jolts him from his despair that he will never write as
well as Allan Ramsay by literally inspiring him to creation: ‘PUFF — I inspire you, sae
you may begin’ (1. 51). However, she 1s also the incarnation of the nation, as her
primary concern is that he should write in Scots rather than English. In case there
should be any doubt regarding his conflation of the figures of muse and nation, in his
invocation — ‘Say, Scota, that anes upon a day / Gar’d Allan Ramsay’s hungry hert
strings play’ — ‘Scota’ is footnoted with the helpful information ‘the name of my -
muse’. Although Ross’s text 1s not generally considered a major Scottish eighteenth
century work, his use of the muse figure as Scotland is revealing, if only because
MacDiarmid goes on to combine the personification of the nation and the figure of the
muse in a very similar way. Ross’s muse becomes Scota at the intersection of literature
and politics, or more specifically, at the point where language is used as both a literary
and a political instrument. In Ross’s prologue, Scota’s injunction to the poet to wnte in

her ‘ain leed’ since we have ‘words a fouth, that we can ca’ our ain’ (11. 56; 58) suggests

19Alexander Ross, ‘Helenore, or The Fortunate Shepherdess 1778°, in The Scottish Works of Alexander
Ross, M. A., ed. by Margaret Wattle, 2 vols (Edinburgh: Blackwood, 1938), 1, 9-141.
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the political potential of both language and literature as the expression of a sense of

nationhood.

I11

The use of the figure of nation as woman which emerges in the early twentieth century
is one aspect of the ‘Scottish Renaissance’ reinvention of a mythology for Scotland. But
the acceptance of the figure by readers and critics says as much about the need for a
Scotland-as-woman figurehead in the Renaissance as it does about the intentions of the
authors concerned. Christopher Harvie suggests that Chris Guthrie, in the guise of
‘Chris Caledonia’, acts as the ‘emotional “point of rest”” for most Scots readers of
Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s A Scots Quair. For Christopher Whyte, ‘Chris Guthrie
functions as Chris Caledonia again and again in Gibbon’s trilogy’, while Thomas
Richardson describes her as ‘the Scottish national metaphor’.20 In fact this explicit
identification of Chris with the nation is made only twice in 4 Scots Quair, both times
in Cloud Howe, the second book of the trilogy. Chris’s second husband, Robert
Colquhoun, famously exclaims ‘Oh Chris Caledonia, I’ve married a nation!’, while the
new laird, Stephen Mowat, ‘felt he was stared at by Scotland herself’.2! Kurt Wittig
suggests a schematic reading of the trilogy whereby this identification may be expanded
throughout the trilogy and throughout the span of Chris’s life: ‘Chris, the woman, |
becomes, more and more “Chris Caledonia™’. She ‘comes from the land’, her marrage
to the Highlander Ewan Tavendale signifies the union of Highlands and Lowlands, and

her second husband, the Rev. Robert Colquhoun, represents the ties that bind state and

religion in Scotland.?2?

20Christopher Harvie, ‘Nationalism, Journalism and Cultural Politics’, in Nationalism in the Nineties, ed.

by Tom Gallagher (Edinburgh: Polygon, 1991), pp. 29-45 (p. 43); Christopher Whyte, ‘Not(e) from _the
Margin®, Chapman, 80 (1995), 28-35 (p. 31); Thomas C. Richardson, ‘Reinventing Identity: Nationalism

in Modern Scottish Literature’, in Nationalism in Literature: Third International Scottish Studies
Symposium Proceedings, ed. by Horst W. Drescher and Hermann Vélkel (Frankfurt am Main and New
York: Peter Lang, 1989), pp. 117-129 (p. 127).

211 ewis Grassic Gibbon, A4 Scots Quair (Edinburgh: Canongate, 1995), p. 139; p. 105. 4 Scots Quair is
made up of three novels, Sunset Song (1932), Cloud Howe (1933) and Grey Granite (1934). It was first
published as a trilogy in 1946.

22K urt Wittig, The Scottish Tradition in Literature (Edinburgh and London: Oliver and Boyd, 1958), p.
331,
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Various critics, engaging with Wittig’s claims, have attributed the phrase
‘Scotland herself’ to Wittig, though in fact he takes it straight from Cloud Howe.23
Wittig’s reading has been disputed on the grounds of Gibbon’s own anti-nationalist
sentiments, and the otherwise proto-feminist treatment of women in the trilogy as a
whole.2* Gibbon’s treatment of the question of reproductive rights, in particular — the
suicide of Chris’s mother on finding she is pregnant again, and Chae Strachan’s
statement to his daughter that ‘life came out of women through tunnels of pain and if
God had planned women for anything else but the bearing of children it was surely the
saving of them’ (p. 45) — speaks to a modern and sympathetic attitude to women.

Such psychological realism co-exists uneasily with the ‘mythological’ aspect of
the character of Chris Guthrie. While explicit reference to Chris as nation is made only
twice, the 1dentification of Chris with the land is more susfained, though most exploited
in the first book of the trilogy, Sunset Song. Gibbon’s feminisation of the agricultural
landscape allows him to exploit the sexual metaphors implicit in the allegory,
paralleling female and arable fertility and thus placing women in a passive and
receptive sexual role. In his short story ‘Clay’, this theme is expressed through his male
protagonist’s obsession with the land. He describes his fields ‘as though they were
women you’d to prig and to pat afore they’d come on’, and tends the land day and night
until the local people joke ‘that he’d take it to bed with him if he could.’?5 Chris’s
relationship with the land is more complex as it 1s through her consciousness that we
see the land as an extension of herself and a means of expressing both her sexual and
her psychological identity. The four agriculturally titled parts of Sunset Song:
‘Ploughing’, ‘Dnilling’, ‘Seed-Time’ :_:md ‘Harve'st’f corresponding to stages in Chris’s

sexual and emotional development, give structural support to the analogy of agriculture

23Susanne Hagemann, Die Schottische Renaissance: Literature und Nation im 20. Jahrhundert

(Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1991), p. 189; Isobel Murray, ‘Novelists of the Renaissance’, in The History of
Scottish Literature, I\V: Twentieth Century, pp. 103-117 (p. 109).

24Hagemann, Die Schottische Renaissance, p. 189; Keith Dixon, ‘Rough Edges: The Feminist
Representation of Women in the Writing of Lewis Grassic Gibbon’, in Studies in Scottish Fiction in the
Twentieth Century, ed. by Joachim Schwend and Horst Drescher (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1990), pp. 289-
301; Deirdre Burton, ‘A Feminist Reading of Lewis Grassic Gibbon's A4 Scots Quair’, in The British
Working-Class Novel in the Twentieth Century, ed. by Jeremy Hawthorn (London: Edward Amold,
1984), pp. 35-46.

23Lewis Grassic Gibbon, ‘Clay’, in 4 Scots Hairst: Essays and Short Stories, ed. by lan S. Munro
(London: Hutchison, 1967), pp. 16-27 (p. 21; p. 23).
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to sexual reproduction and to the sexual act itself. These part-headings are given further

textual support. Chris as a young girl 1s described as ‘no more than ploughed land still’
(A Scots Quair, p. 61), her first sexual awakenings ‘[score] her mind as a long dnll
scores the crumbling sods of a brown, still, May’ (p. 71). On realising she 1s pregnant,
she does not wake her husband ‘for this was her rig and furrow, she had brought him
the unsown field and the tending and reaping was hers’ (p. 177), and later in her
pregnancy ‘came that movement in her body as she watched Ewan still — a mother
with his child he was, the corn his as this seed of his hers, burgeoning and ripening,
growing to harvest’ (p. 187). Such an equation of the female body with the land may of
course be used to help substantiate an extended ‘Chris Caledonia’ reading, particularly
since the parallel of Chris with the land lays emphasis on her qualities of fertility and
endurance, both components of the nation-as-woman construction. Despite this, as |
Brian Morton points out, Chris ‘is not an abstract and romantic personification of a
nation like Yeats’ Kathleen ni Houlihan.’26

The psychologically realistic characterisation of Chris herself makes any such
identification problematic. There is an allegorical aspect to her representation but i1t
does not fully correspond to the necessarily abstract and mythological woman-as-nation
figures already considered. Chris resembles neither Britannia nor Cathleen n1 Houlihan.
On the contrary, reading Robert Colquhoun’s ‘Chris Caledonia’ statement in context
suggests that she represents the national character rather than the nation itself. When
Robert asks Chris if it feels ‘tremendous and terrible’ to be pregnant, she answers only
that ‘it made you feel sick, now and then’ (p. 139). It is this undemonstrative and
reductive humour which earns her the title of ‘Chris Caledonia’: she represents a
typically Scottish character. As Thomas Crawford puts it, ‘If an observer says that a
person is “Scotland herself”, and if the remark applies to character, he can only mean
that her personality reflects and embodies what the observer conceives to be the

national character.’?’ That is, rather than being an abstract and one-dimensional concept

26Brian Morton, ‘Lewis Grassic Gibbon and the Heroine of 4 Scots Quair’, in EDDA: Nordisk Tidsskrift
Jor Litteraturfarskning, 4 (1980), 193-203 (p. 202).

27Thomas Crawford, ‘The View from the North: Region and Nation in The Silver Darlings and A Scots

Quair’, in The Literature of Region and Nation, ed. by R. P. Draper (London: MacMillan, 1989), pp. 108-
124 (p. 122).
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such as Britannia, Chris embodies a national typicality in a manner similar to John Bull.

She proves the exception to Marina Wamer’s rule that the female allegorical figure is

generic while the male is individual.28
Chris preserves the Scottish character in a pure form, being superior to the

gossiping and backbiting of the communities of Kinraddie and Segget, and this 1s
connected to her identification with the land. In his novels of the same period, Neil
Gunn uses the female body and the landscape in a very similar way to Gibbon, although
Gunn’s Scottish landscape is that of the Gaelic-speaking Highlands rather than
Gibbon’s North-East. Gunn’s women too are associated with the fertility and
permanence of the land and function as a crucial backdrop to community life. In
Butcher’s Broom (1934), a novel which was intended to ‘be about women,’2? the
central character, Dark Mairi of the Shores, is represented as having a deep
identification with the land itself:

the valley is shaped as the eyes of Dark Mairi see it. A smooth shape

of slender flanks and fluent spinal ridges, of swelling breasts and

wandering arms, brown-skinned except where the region of its fertility

lies softly grey-green with grass...30
Christopher Whyte identifies Mairi as ‘Gunn’s embodiment of Gaelic Scotland.’!
Certainly in her identification with the land and her symbolic presence throughout the
book she occupies a very similar space to Gibbon’s Chris Guthrie. Gunn’s construction
of Gaelic Scotland depends very much upon a strict delineation of gender roles, which
he describes in pseudo-anthropological detail. His achievement in representing a
Scottish community and its mythology, particularly in The Silver Darlings, has led to
his being described as the greatest novelist of the Scottish Renaissance. However,
Whyte has questioned the ‘eulogistic’ consensus of Gunn criticism on the grounds of
Gunn’s representation of Gaelic culture and of gender. He argues that Gunn’s

essentialising of both gender roles and the Gaelic community are linked, and that Gunn

28Marina Warner, Monuments and Maidens: The Allegory of the Female Form (London: Weidenfeld and
Nicolson, 1985; repr. London: Vintage, 1996), p. 12.

29Francis R. Hart, ‘Neil Gunn's Drama of the Light', in The History of Scottish Literature, IV: Twentieth
Century, pp. 87-102 (p. 92).

30Neil Gunn, Butcher's Broom (Edinburgh: Porpoise Press, 1934), p. 12.
3'Whyte, ‘Not(e) from the Margin’, p. 31.
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uses a specific construction of gender to underpin the structure of his ‘traditional’,
‘natural’ Gaelic community, Gunn’s prescriptive gender ideology, and iconisation of an
essential femininity, represent, for Whyte, aspects of an ideology close to contemporary
European fascism,32
The association of the female with both the domestic and natural creates the
illusion of a ‘natural’ domestic femininity which is associated with the preservation of
tradition. In Gunn’s Highland River (1937), the female figure i1s once again removed
from the narrative of history and paralleled instead with the unchanging backdrop of the
landscape and the natural landmark. In the following extract Kenn’s mother Ellen
stands watching her husband and sons go to church, while she stays at home to cook the
Sunday dinner:
So quiet and contemplative and abiding she is, that from the shelter of
her skirts one may brave God and all the unknown and terrifying
things that go back beyond the hills to the ends of the earth and the
beginnings of time [...] she becomes the rock that throws its shadow 1n
a weary land [...]
So long has she been outside the mysteries and cults and secret
associations man has made for his own pleasure and importance, that
she is beyond the ethic of each age and every age, as life itself 1s, and
continues as life continues, and endures as the hills endure.33
The mother here acquires the status of a natural landmark and functions as a refuge and
a sanctuary: she has an existence outside the temporal world inhabited by men. While
Gunn never explicitly figures woman as nation he posits women as essential to, yet
outside, the cohesion of the (male) community, elevating them to a mystical plane while
at the same time effectively denying them any individual agency. Richard Price, in his
largely appreciative study of Gufm, acknowledges that Gunn’s ‘affectionate

characterisation of women [...] always runs the risk of a dangerous if well-meaning

32Christopher Whyte, ‘Fishy Masculinities: Neil Gunn's The Silver Darlings’, in Gendering The Nation:
Studies in Modern Scottish Literature, ed. by Christopher Whyte (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 1995), pp. 49-68 (p. 66).

33Neil Gunn, Highland River (Edinburgh: Porpotse Press, 1937, repr. Edinburgh: Canongate, 1991), pp.
89-92.
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sentimentalisation’.34 The ‘archetypal’ mother figure is removed from civil society and
any political agency, remaining a symbolic figure who possesses ‘little personal
individuality’33 and becoming not an individual but an iconic female figure who
‘endures as the hills endure’.

Catherine Kerrigan discusses the stereotype of the good wife and mother,
‘perpetuated 1n nineteenth and twentieth century novels by male authors’, who is the
centre of order in the family and in the community, and points out that it is this
idealised image of domestic womanhood which is transferred to the symbol of the
nation as a woman. Caledonia, for Kerrigan, represents ‘order, community, continuity,
stability [and] security.’36 In the figure of nation as housewife national identity may be
preserved in perpetuity. Roderick Watson identifies Gibbon’s Chris Guthrie with ‘Alba
as a place outside time in which ultimate truth can be found in the spirnt of place and by
(feminine) intuition, rather than through reason, intellect and masculine control.” He
concludes that, for Gibbon, ‘nation’ ultimately had ‘nothing to do with the conventional
politics of Scotland, nor with the spirit as understood by his own Church of Scotland.’37
The ‘spirit of place’ is associated with specifically feminine virtues which are located
outside the sphere of civil society. Chris, like Ellen in Highland River, is removed from
the male world of politics and religion and thus preserves the ‘true’ national spint.

This insistence on female domesticity idealises the mother figure as the
personification of a particular, rural, way of life which is seen to epitomise Scottish
identity. This static, ideal and domestic figure is, however, distanced from the
intellectual and above all masculine image presented by the writers of the Scottish
Renaissance. While the exclusion of women from the ‘canon’ of mainstream literary

movements is by no means exclusive to Scotland, the oppression of women 1s

34Richard Price, The Fabulous Matter of Fact: The Poetics of Neil M. Gunn (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 1991), p. 114.

35Margery McCulloch, The Novels of Neil M. Gunn: A Critical Survey (Edinburgh: Scottish Academic
Press, 1987), p. 74.

36Kerrigan, ‘Nationalism and Gender’, p. 107. This image, of Caledonia as house-wife, is perhaps
perpetuated in the figure of Winnie Ewing, dubbed ‘Madame Ecosse’ in the European Parliament, where
she holds the seat for the Highlands and Islands. She was also given the nickname of ‘Home Rule
Housewife’ when she won the Hamilton by-election for the SNP in 1967. Catriona Bumess, ‘Drunk
Women Don’'t Look at Thistles: Women and the SNP, 1934-94°, Scotlands, 2 (1994), 131-54 (p. 138).

37Roderick Watson, ‘Visions of Alba: The Constructions of Celtic Roots in Modern Scottish Literature’,
Etudes Ecossaises, 1 (1992), 253-264 (p. 259).
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particularly emphasised in countries which themselves are fighting against

oppression.’® Marilyn Reizbaum suggests that the emphasis on virility in nationalist
discourse in Scotland and also 1n Ireland during the same period, may be ‘a response to
the historical figuration of cultural “inferiority” in stereotypes of the feminine,’
particularly the tendency to theorise the Celtic race and Celtic literature as essentially
feminine.39 In Scotland this rejection of the feminine had one specific ‘domestic’
literary tradition on which to focus. The nostalgic and sentimental ‘Kailyard’ novel
represented a domesticity and parochialism from which the writers of the Scottish
Renaissance felt the need to distance themselves. According to Carol Anderson and
Glenda Norquay:

Once Kailyard literature was identified with a passive and ‘feminine’

world view, anyone wishing to assert intellectual rigour had to turn his

back on the cabbage patch. [...] Parochialism and femininity were seen

to be inextricably linked, operating as a barrier to [MacDiarmid’s]

fusion of universality and national identity.40
The ‘confident intellectual basis’4! of MacDiarmid and other writers of the Renaissance
regarding the validity and indeed existence of a Scottish identity and literary tradition
was a stimulus towards creativity and imagination and represented a clear rejection of
the ‘domesticity’ of the Kailyard. But this rejection of domesticity is related to the
process of creativity and not necessarily to subject matter. As we have seen, the
idealisation of the domestic and maternal female is an important component of the
novels of Gibbon and Gunn and is used by MacDiarmid too in the figure of Jean in 4
Drunk Man, although MacDiarmid does deviate from the Caledonia as house-wife
mode to represent women as a disruptive force. The domesticity of women such as

Chris Guthrie or Ellen Sutherland in Highland River is connected to their mythological

38Joy Hendry, ‘A Double Knot on the Peeny’, in In Other Words: Writing as a Feminist, ed. by Gail

Chester and Sigrid Nelson (l.ondon: Hutchison, 1987), pp. 36-45; Marilyn Reizbaum, ‘Canonical
Double-Cross: Scottish and Irish Women'’s Writing’, in Decolonizing Tradition: New Views of Twentieth

Century ‘British’ Literary Canons, ed. by Karen K. Lawrence (Urbana and Chicago: University of
[llinois Press, 1992), pp. 165-90.

39Reizbaum, ‘Canonical Double-Cross’, p. 172. See Malcolm Chapman, The Gaelic Vision in Scottish
Culture (London: Croom Helm, 1978) for an extended discussion of this stereotype.

40 Carol Anderson and Glenda Norquay, ‘Superiorism’, Cencrastus , 15 (1984), 8-10 (p. 8).

41 Beth Dickson, ‘Foundations of the Modern Scottish Novel’, in The History of Scottish Literature, IV:
Twentieth Century, pp. 49-60 (p. 59).
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status and their affinity with the land and with the cycles of history. Domesticity is

sublimated: 1t 1s a crucial constituent of femininity but also central to the preservation
of national character and identity.

Given this association of the female and the domestic with the guarding of a
pure national identity, it is ironic that Helen Cruickshank once said she planned to write
a book called The Domestic History of the Scots Renaissance.*? Whether or not there
was an element of self-irony in this, her choice of title puts her in her place.
Cruickshank was a poet, but not generally considered to be one of the first order, and
lived a life of ‘selfless devotion to poetry and its practitioners’, in particular to
MacDiarmid himself.43 MacDiarmid himself identified Cruickshank, in this domestic
and supportive role, with ‘the Scottish muse’.#* The ease with which MacDiarmid was
able to locate Cruickshank, and also his wife Valda Trevlyn, in this mythical role, 1s
echoed in Douglas Dunn’s brief history of the ‘Scotia’ figure, where, claiming that
Scotia ‘can be anything you like’, he includes in his list of examples “all the women in
the songs and all the women who ever wrote them, sang them or heard them’. This
moves the figure of Scotland as woman out of the realm of the symbolic and begins to
implicate the lives of actual women in the structure of the myth. This is disturbingly
close to Robert Graves’ statement in The White Goddess that ‘woman 1s not a poet: she
is either a Muse or she is nothing’. Although Graves goes on to qualify his claim —
‘this is not to say that a woman should refrain from writing poems; only, that she should
write as a woman, not as if she were an honorary man’ — it is clear that the consciously
creative position of ‘poet’ is defined as exclusively male.4>

A similar problem of identification of the figure of the ‘poet’, combined, as
Marilyn Reizbaum pointed out, with the strongly patriarchal nature of nationalist

discourse, haunts the ‘Scottish Renaissance group’. Kurt Wittig’s The Scottish Tradition

42Helen B. Cruickshank, ‘Mainly Domestic: Being Some Personal Reminiscences’, in Hugh

MacDiarmid: A Festschrift, ed. by K. D. Duval and S. G. Smith (Edinburgh: K.D. Duval, 1962), pp. 187-
195 (p. 187).

43Dorothy McMillan, ‘Twentieth Century Poetry I: Rachel Annand Taylor to Veronica Forrest-
Thomson’, in A History of Scottish Women's Writing, ed. by Douglas Gifford and Dorothy McMillan
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997), pp. 428-443 (p. 435).

44Hugh MacDiarmid, Lucky Poet: A Self-Study in Literature and Political Ideas (London: Methuen,
1943; repr. London: Jonathan Cape, 1972), pp. 400-401.

43Robert Graves, The White Goddess: A Historical Grammar of Poetic Myth (London: Faber and Faber,
1948; repr. 1961), p. 446-7.
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in Literature (1958) considers no women at all in his chapter ‘The Modern Makars’
dealing with the poetry of the Renaissance. The reference Wittig’s title makes to the
mediaeval poets echoes MacDiarmid’s chosen filiation with William Dunbar, and it is
interesting that Wittig locates Marion Angus, Violet Jacob and Helen Cruickshank in
the previous chapter, perhaps to avoid spoiling the perfect line of his sketch of the male
makars. Wittig gives extended consideration to six men in his poetry chapter, and to
three men in his chapter on ‘The Modern Novel.’46 The fact that the pantheon of the
Scottish renaissance has until some recent re-evaluations been almost entirely male may
be related to the wider literary phenomenon of gendered canon formations. Literary
criticism 1S now beginning to uncover and reintegrate the female writers of the period.
The obligatory critical footnote mentioning Violet Jacob, Marion Angus and Helen
Cruickshank 1s beginning to be expanded into the text, Willa Muir is being given
critical recognition outwith her role as the wife of Edwin; and Naomi Mitchison,
Catherine Carswell and others are now being written into the history of the renaissance.
A new vision of the renaissance, incorporating these female writers, is beginning to
compromise our image of the renaissance as predominantly male.47

The painting ‘Poet’s Pub’ by Alexander Moffat (1980), although produced many
years after the scene which it represents, functions as a powerful piece of iconography
regarding the Scottish literary scene. A group of poets, including Hugh MacDiarmid,
Robert Garioch, Edwin Morgan, George Mackay Brown and Norman MacCaig are
gathered round a pub table, pints in hand, and in some cases pipes in mouth. (See fig.
2.) The pub in question may be Milne’s Bar in Edinburgh, as the history and the
mythology of the Scottish Renaissance identify it as the scene of many poetry- and
whisky-fuelled evenings. The maleness of the assembled company is inescapable, and

in it we may read the maleness of the Scottish literary community. There are no women

in the foreground of the picture, but blurred and indistinct female figures may be

46Wittig, pp. 280 ff. In ‘The Modern Makars’ he considers in detail MacDiarmid, William Soutar,
Sydney Goodsir Smith, Douglas Young, Edwin Muir and George Bruce. In ‘The Modern Novel' he gives
detailed attention to Eric Linklater, Lewis Grassic Gibbon and Neil Gunn, although to give him credit he
does mention Naomi Mitchison’s The Bull Calves and Dot Allan’s The Deans (1929) and Hunger March
(1931). ,

47See for example the chapters on Violet Jacob, Marion Angus, Catherine Carswell, Willa Muir and Nan
Shepherd in A History of Scottish Women's Writing, and the volume Scottish Women'’s Fiction, 1920s-

1960s: Journeys Into Being, ed. by Carol Anderson and Aileen Christianson (East Linton: Tuckwell
Press, 2000).
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distinguished, appropriately enough, on its margins. A female figure with long hair and
bare arms slumps, her head propped up on her hand, at a table to the left of the group.
Her face is barely hinted at, compared to the distinct lines which characterise the poets.
At the door of the pub on the extreme right of the picture another indistinct woman
leans against the doorpost. And towards the centre of the background of the picture is a
roughly painted female figure dressed in what appears to be a Greek tunic which has
slipped from her shoulders to expose her breasts. She is waving a Lion Rampant.
Presumably this 1s the Scottish muse, her attentions somewhat divided on this particular
occasion. She too is out of focus, a blur when compared to the crisp lines denoting the
poets at their table, and although this may not have been to the forefront of the artist’s
mind, her blurred outline is revealing in terms of the fuzzy contours which the nation’s
political situation forces upon its figurehead.

The indistinct contours of the Scotland-as-woman figure differentiate her from
the clearly delineated figure of Yeats’ Cathleen ni Houlihan, who played a distinct
political role. The Irish literary revival was sufficiently connected to politics for Yeats
to demand ‘Did that play of mine send out / Certain men the English shot?’ The texts of
the Scottish literary renaissance did not have the mobilising political impulse that Yeats
and others imputed to Cathleen ni Houlihan. The personification of Scotland does not
represent the nation-state, but neither does she function as a symbol of oppositional
nationalism. Scotland as woman has to represent the less definable co'ncept of national
1dentity, or national consciousness, or the ‘ancestral spirit of the nation’.

Hugh MacDiarmid cannot by any means be described as ‘typical’ of the poets

and novelists writing in the Scottish renaissance or after, but as the literary *“father’ of
the Scottish renaissance and indeed of twentieth century Scottish literature, his approach

to both nation and gender is undoubtedly influential. His use of the symbol of nation as
woman 1s the most extensive of the Scottish renaissance writers, just as his treatment of
Scotland as a nation is arguably the most developed. In the following two chapters 1
consider how, as well as determining a model for the relationship between Scotland and
woman, his work illustrates many of the fault-lines inherent in the construction of the

nation-as-woman figure, and its Scottish incarnation in particular. The curiously hazy
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and imprecise Scotland-as-woman figure which develops in the Scottish renaissance
period eventually becomes, in MacDiarmid’s work, the symbol of a Scotland which 1s

ultimately indefinable, not simply due to its political position but due to the restraints of

language and the impossibility of any ‘true’ representation of the nation.



Fig. 2. Poet’s Pub, by Alexander Moftat, 1980, Figures include Norman
McCaig, Sorley Maclean, Hugh MacDiarmid, lain Crichton Smith,

George Mackay Brown, Sydney Goodsir Smith, Edwin Morgan, Robert
(arioch, Alan Boid and John Tonge. Scottish National Portrait Gallery
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Chapter Three

‘A Bit of the Other’: Hugh MacDiarmid’s Early Vision of Scotland

Our nationality is like our relations to women: too implicated in our moral nature
to be changed honourably, and too accidental to be worth changing.

— George Santayana

Hugh MacDiarmid occupies a unique position in Scottish literature of the twentieth
century, in terms both of his innovations and of his influence on the work of the poets
and writers who followed him. Throughout his career his beliefs shifted, from a
commitment to a Scottish cultural renaissance based on the revival of Scots as a language,
to the location of Scotland within a ‘Union of Celtic Republics’, to a more abstract
intellectual and aesthetic appreciation of Scotland in his later work. But throughout his
career the image of Scotland remains central to MacDiarmid’s changing vision, and
Scotland not as a closed entity but a Scotland open to influences from outside.
MacDiarmid’s poetry may be seen as a constant negotiation between his attempt to
represent his version of Scottish identity and his need to refresh the moribund Scottish
culture with eclectic references to the literature and philosophy of numerous other
countries. In his later work his reach becomes broader still, with an encyclopaedic range
of references to different branches of science. In his earlier poetry, particularly 4 Drunk
Man Looks at the Thistle, which will be the focus of this chapter, the field in which he
is negotiating is not so wide; nevertheless he creates a whole series of tensions 1n his
attempt to fix some vision of Scotland within the context of an international appreciation
of intellectual and aesthetic theories and developments.

It is difficult to look at MacDiarmid’s work without taking into consideration his

ego, and the strniking figure he cut on the Scottish literary scene. This was to a large extent

a self-created persona. Christopher Grieve created the persona of Hugh MacDiarmid, the

poet, and was able to project onto this alter ego the messiah-like figure of the poet who
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will both describe and create the nation, with the onerous task of the Scottish poet who

‘maun assume / The burden o’ his people’s doom’ (1. 2639-40) in A Drunk Man, which
develops later into the figure of the ‘poet as prophet’ (CP i1 1372).! This self-assertion
takes 1n part the form of an over-emphasis on masculinity: the masculinity of the poet and

of the nationalist.

Despite the many charges of misogyny which may be levelled at MacDiarmid on
both practical and textual levels, more recent readings of MacDiarmid, informed by
gender theory, have destabilised the construction of dominant masculinity and find in his
work a stylistic and thematic openness to the idea of the other.2 On a practical level, many
of MacDiarmid’s pronouncements and actions serve to exclude women from any
significant role in art or in history. His infamous statement that ‘Scottish women of any
historical importance or interest are curiously rare...” furthers a masculinist reading of
history and serves to reinforce the stereotype of a cantankerous and egotistical chauvinist.
He further suggests, provocatively, that the ‘undue influence of the female sex’ on
Scottish affairs may be to blame for the ‘absence in modern Scotland of all the rarer and
higher qualities of the human spirit.”3 Again, his assertion that ‘the total output of our
poetesses of any quality at all has been extremely slight’ reads as an abrupt dismissal of
Scottish women poets which is compounded by his lack of acknowledgement of the
achievement of female vernacular poets such as Helen Cruickshank and Violet Jacob. To
be fair, however, this statement is followed by an explanation of the paucity of female
poets: ‘The position to which women were so long relegated accounts, of course, to a

very large extent for this.’# This awareness of female oppression complicates any

ISee Alan Bold, ‘Dr Grieve and Mr MacDiarmid’, in The Age of MacDiarmid: Essays on Hugh
MacDiarmid and his Influence on Contemporary Scotland, ed. by Paul H. Scott and A. C. Davis
(Edinburgh: Mainstream, 1980), pp. 35-50. Line references to 4 Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle are
from Hugh MacDiarmid, A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle, ed. by Kenneth Buthlay (Edinburgh:
Scottish Academic Press, 1987); all other MacDiarmid page references are to The Complete Poems of
Hugh MacDiarmid, 2 vols, ed. by Michael Grieve and W.R. Aitken (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1983),
abbreviated in the text as CP 1 and 11.

2Christopher Whyte, ‘The Construction of Meaning in MacDiarmid’s “Drunk Man™, Studies in Scottish
Literature, 23 (1988), 199-238 (p. 218); Christopher Whyte, ‘Gender and Sexuality in “The Drunk
Man™’, Scottish Affairs, S (1993), 136-146; Catherine Kerrigan, ‘Desperately Seeking Sophia’,
Scotlands, 2 (1994), 155-163.

3Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘Elspeth Buchan: Friend Mother in the Lord’, in Scottish Eccentrics (London:
Routledge, 1936), pp. 160-193 (p. 160).

4Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘Muriel Stuart’, in Contemporary Scottish Studies (Edinburgh: Scottish Educational
Journal, 1979), pp. 37-51 (p. 48). See Nancy K. Gish, ‘Hugh MacDiarmid’, in The Gender of
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simplistic reading of MacDiarmid as male chauvinist. The use of images of women within
MacDiarmid’s texts remains highly problematic, and there is an overlap between his
construction of women in his poetry and his experience of the actual women 1n his life.
He casts both in a similar symbolically maternal and muse-like role, inspiring and
protecting. MacDiarmid claims in the opening pages of his autobiography Lucky Poet
that his choice of wives reflected the development of his nationalist beliefs:
I could never, by any possibility, have had anything to do with an
English girl, but married first of all a Scots girl of old Highland
descent, and as my second wife a Cornish girl, symbolising the further
development of my pro-Celtic ideas.?
While this is a joke, in a literary text with a distinct agenda, it nonetheless epitomises the
symbolic role women played for MacDiarmid in describing and giving shape to his
existence. Later in Lucky Poet this becomes even more evident, as he parallels a list of
names he has used for his muse in his work with the names of real women in his life:
I have been extricated again and again from like difficulties [...] by
Audh, or the Scottish Muse, by beloved Hodegetria, Chrysopantanasa
(Golden-universal-Queen), or Brigit the goddess whom poets adored,
because very great, very famous was her protecting care — Carlyle’s
‘actual Air-Maiden, incorporated tangibility and reality’, whose electric
glance has fascinated the Gaelic world — often in the form of friends
like my wife Valda, or Helen Cruickshank, or Mary Ramsay, or some
other friend.6
The objectification of women in hi_s poems and the mystification of the female role spills
over into MacDiarmid’s descriptions of his relationships with actual female friends. The
juxtaposition of the names of Valda and Helen Cruickshank with the pan-cultural litany of
names for the Scottish muse suggests that MacDiarmid attributed a supernatural protective

and maternal quality not only to the many mythological, religious and literary female

Modernism: A Critical Anthology, ed. by Bonnie Kime Scott (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, 1990), pp. 275-286.

SHugh MacDiarmid, Lucky Poet: A Self-Study in Literature and Political Ideas (London: Methuen,
1943; repr. London: Jonathan Cape, 1972), p. 7. He also introduces Lucky Poet by illustrating the
divisions in Scotland by means of three fairly bawdy stories (pp. 5-7).

SLucky Poet, pp. 400-1.



