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We speak of this time and that time, and these times and those times:
“How long ago since he said this?” “How long ago since he did this?”
“How long ago since | saw that?” “This syllable is twice as long as that
single short syllable.” These words we say and hear, and we are
understood and we understand. They are quite commonplace and
ordinary, and still the meaning of these very same things lies deeply

hid and its discovery is still to come.’

The feeling for eternity is a hypocritical one, for eternity feeds on
time. The fountain retains its identity only because of the continuous
pressure of water. Eternity is the time that belongs to dreaming, and
the dream refers back to waking life, from which it borrows all its
structures. Of what nature, then, is that waking time in which

eternity takes root?

! Augustine ConfessionsXI:22, Confessions and EnchiridipAlbert C. Outler tr. (London: SCM Press,
1955), p.260.

2 Maurice Merleau-Pontfphenomenology of PerceptioBolin Smith tr. (New York: Humanities Press,
1962), p.423.
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Abstract

The thesis discusses the subject of time as de#it iw the writings of Edwin Muir,
exploring the ways in which his poetry, novels, anitical writings articulate a range of
perspectives regarding the nature of time andeitstion to human experience. Following
the adaptation of ideas through Muir's careeragettory is traced from his early writings
in which time is seen as a destructive power agtiithl to life through to the celebration of
mortality in his late writings. Integral to this\d#opment was his persistent interrogation
of the relationship between time and eternity.

Identifying the important role of Muir's autobiogpiaical method, this thesis begins
by exploring his desire to obtain an objective vielhhuman life by establishing a critical
distance in his writings between the subject bgingsented and the imagination that
presents it. To this end, his creative writingenftncorporate myths, biblical allegories,
heraldic symbolism, and surreal abstractions t@garearchetypal or timeless events and
situations. In doing so, Muir is seen drawing onaaray of literary and philosophical
influences, many of which relate to his adolescearwe formative adulthood in Glasgow.
His rural childhood in Orkney and his early contacth Presbyterian and Evangelical
Christianity made a lasting impression on his imagon with the resultant preoccupation
with Eden and the Fall being dominant features isf goetry. Often dealt with in an
abstract way in his poetry, Eden is frequently asded with his childhood on Wyre in his
autobiographical writings, with the Fall, in Muirtheorizing, forming the moment at
which time becomes of relevance to humanity.

Critically under-appreciated as ephemera and jlieeriluir's earliest prose and
poetry inThe New Agenagazine between 1913 and 1923 convey a strorsg sgnhis
desire to engage with the popular debates of theregarding contemporary literary and
social matters. For this reason, a significant amhadfi space has been given in this thesis
to allow these writings to be re-evaluated; not asportents of his later work, but also as
important contributions to the vibrant journal andgazine culture of the period.

Offering substantive detail to sketch the relevlioigraphical context, the essays,
critical monographs and volumes of poetry are dised chronologically and with
reference to each other to allow the developmemMwf’'s ideas to be seen as an organic
evolution rather than as a series of philosoplreggbhanies. However, the significance of
Muir's reconciliation to Christianity in 1939 is dhlighted as the single most important

creative breakthrough of his mature adulthood.
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The extensive range of Muir's critiques of Scottestid European culture, and his
essays on the relationship between literature atety more generally, underline his
position as a modernist writer immersed in theiedfaf his time. Through detailing Muir’'s
creative and philosophical struggles with himseifl anodernity (which he felt he had
fallen into through a time-accident) he is seereatgdly reaffirming his commitment to

exploring the nature of time and its meaning fomlan society.
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Introduction
‘A Return to Time’: Some Theoretical Contexts
Poets are the hierophants of an unapprehendedatiepi the mirrors of the
gigantic shadows which futurity casts upon the @mesthe words which
express what they understand not; the trumpetshnging to battle, and feel
not what they inspire: the influence which is mowveed, but moves.
P.B. Shelley’s famous claim that ‘poets are thecknawledged legislators of the world’ is
far more than the suggestion that poets affectsgpailicy; it signals the belief that poetry
has the potential to convey anagogical realities lile far beyond the mundane realms of
authorial intention and literary reception. It Isss their own spirit than the spirit of the
age’ which is voiced through such poetry, argueslIi&p the ‘all-penetrating spirit’ of
modernity which breathes life into their ‘impassdnconceptions respecting man and
nature’? Modernity, in this context, is the ever-presentmeot as lived, the co-ordinates
of mankind’s position in space and time; positignagl we experience ourselves to be,
between an ever-receding past and an always appngaftiture.

By Shelley’s account, the poet holds a specialtpssas an orator for the ‘spirit of
the age’ revealing the opinions and preoccupatidiiise day from a privileged position, as
it were, live from the scene. However, in suggegtimat every age has its own specific
character or ‘spirit’ that will be as different mature from those which precede it and those
which follow it, Shelley appears also to be assgmihat our experience of time is
unquestionably sequential and that our understgnafitime, in itself, is beyond revision.
As poetic and influential as Shelley’s account deréry inspiration may be, it
unintentionally underlines the complex relationshgween our understanding of time as
an abstract concept and the ways in which we reptesd discuss our experience of time
in literature. Shelley employs the paradoxical mpkta of the future casting ‘gigantic
shadows’ back onto the present to allude to thesadal Greek association of poetry with
prophecy, and in doing so also demonstrates howv#lys in which we discuss time do not
comply with our rational conceptual understandihg.o

Shelley’s archetypal poet is a prophet of the presand in the opening essay from
Transition: Essays on Contemporary Literatuf£926), Edwin Muir interrogates this

notion that poets are orators for their age, agytiat

about the spirit of the age it is almost imposstiolanake an incontestable
assertion. We do not know its attributes, nor howperates and to what
end, nor why it is what it is [...] Yet subjectivelyy our experience, we feel

! Percy Bysshe Shelley, Befenceof Poetry(1821)’, inShelley’s Poetry and ProsBonald H. Reiman and
Neil Fraistat eds(London:W.W. Norton C0.2002), p.535.
2 |bid., p.535.
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it in a quite a different way. We feel it as a tpipressing in upon us, a force
against which we can never be prepared, for weadd&mow its strength, its
attributes, or the means by which it operétes.
Despite Muir’s rejection of a romantic view of tAeitgeistas some transcendent ‘force of
immense resource’ which casts out parts of itsgffeementally to establish its true
expressiorf, he upholds Shelley’s assertion that the literatigtastill fulfils a crucial role
in expressing the particularities of his age. Inikduaccount, however, this is neither a

passive nor prophetic role, it is an artistic stflegand he argues that the writer

will not feel like a reed through which the spoitthe age blows; that theory

of the Zeit Geist will be refuted for him by hiseeypresent struggle to

impose form upon his material.
When discussing this artistic struggle to find woiduir was drawing directly from his
own experience, writing ‘The Zeit Geist’ the sameay that his first collected volume,
First Poemg1925), appeared, some twelve years after hisgoem was published in the
New Agemagazine. However, this struggle as Muir envisagds more than a personal
one; it is the artist striking out against, and sietultaneously, on behalf of, his age. Rather
than being a ‘mirror’ of the present (or indeed fowure) as Shelley suggests, Muir’s
literary artist is someone who provides a dialesgiace in which new ideas become
differentiated from their antecedents:

All great writers are of their time, though theynsstimes think of
themselves as outside and against it; and whendttayn expression in art
the age is interrogating itself, is being differated for the purpose of self-
realisatior’

In his editorial preface to Muirdhe Present Age from 1914939), Bonamy

Dobrée asserts that the writer is simultaneouslynajue individual’ and ‘the product of

his time’:

How ever much we regret it, we have to abandonl&jielcontention that
‘poets are the unacknowledged legislators of thddiydhough we need not
altogether throw over the position: [...] literatusg rather, a growth from
life itself, a part of life, not its harvest onW/e can go further and say that it
is so ravelled with life that it can be describé&baas the soil and the sekd.

% ‘The Zeit Geist’Calendar of Modern Lettersl (October1925), pp.112-118. Reprinted Tmansition:
Essay®nContemporary.iterature(London:Hogarth, 1926)pp.3-4. Cf.Margery Palmer McCulloch,
Scaottish and International Themes in the Work ofiBdMuir and Neil M. GuniiThesis 6500] (Glasgow
University,1982), pp.3-4.

4 Muir (1926), p.3.

® Ibid., p.5.

® Ibid.,p.5.

" The Presemgefrom 1914London: TheCressePress, 1939), p.17.
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Recasting Shelley’'s proposition and embellishingvith an additional layer of post-
Romantic metaphor, Dobrée’s suggestion neverthedetwes the principles of self-
realizing development and organic growth that Bdibd Muir's depiction of the creative
struggle to ‘attain expression’.

Being a writer whose early work does not fit contdibly into any modernist school
of formal experimentalism, and yet who neverthelessained committed to critiquing
modernity and its prevalent literary fashions, MNuirown writings embody the
differentiating paradigm he synthesizes in ‘ThetZgeist’ (1925). Instead, his writings
offer the opportunity to explore an attitude of raodsm which has far more to do with
speculative enquiry than formal innovation or lirgfic experimentation, and provide a
sustained exploration of what living in a speciiime and place means in relation to our
understanding of what time is and how it functioAs. Peter Butter's analysis of Muir’s
poetry supports, Muir’s interest in time was nottiveted by a desire to imaginatively live
in the past nor to see into future; it was inspigdis longing to uncover the source of the

‘harmony and wholeness’ for which ‘he felt himstifoe a spokesmafi’:

The poet is not a prophet in the sense of being @bloretell the future. He

cannot say that there will or will not be an atowar, nor that after such a
war life will or will not be renewed; and Muir doest try to do so. He is a

prophet only in the sense of having an unusuallyassioned awareness of
the forces working in the preseht.

As readers then, what can we learn about an agéismnof itself from such artistic
utterances as those which Muir offers? Or, to gstep further, what do literary
representations and discussions of time from angbeziod tell us about the contemporary
conceptions of time which inform them? One apprdaetard answering this question is
provided by Mark Currie irAbout Time: Narrative, Fiction and the PhilosophyTome
(2007) in which he identifies the ‘need for a thetmal account of time’ which can be
employed to discuss more fully ‘temporal structusssd representations of time’ in
literature® With the novel as its primary focus, Currie’s dission forms a response to
David Wood’s suggestion ifthe Deconstruction of Tim@988)that a ‘return to time as
the focus and horizon of all our thoughts and eepee’ is a necessary stage in
contemporary theory given the ‘linguistic turn’ whi took place in twentieth-century

philosophy Initiating dialogue between the philosophy of tiared studies of ‘temporality

8 Willa Muir, Belonging: AMemoir(London: Hogarth, 1968), p.316.
° PeteH. Butter, Edwin Muir(Edinburgh: OliveendBoyd, 1962), p.98.
19 MarkCurrie, About TimeNarrative, FictionandthePhilosophyf Time(Edinburgh: EUP, 2007), pp&l45.
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of narrative’?* Currie explores the use of tense, narrative delivend the reader’s
experience of the representation of time, and uasothe tacit ‘conventional narrative’
flow of time in the novel, ultimately suggestingethpossibility of synthesizing a
‘metaphysics of time’ influenced by an understagdifiour experience of narrativés.

In About Time: Einstein’s Unfinished Revolutigh995), Paul Davies explores
various visual, metaphorical and conceptual fornmickv the representation of time can
take, from classical Greek philosophy’'s engagenweitih the competing ‘concepts of
eternity and transienc® to post-Relativity science. Davies argues for Hert critical
interrogation of the relationship between our eigrere of time as a ‘flowing’ succession
of incidents, which, he argues, is ‘the resultwfuwral conditioning™* and our assumption
that time flows in accordance with the directiontlsé thermodynamic ‘arrow of timé®.
lllustrating the discussion with adages from cleaisGreek and Latin literature alongside
quotes from physicists, mathematicians and twdntentury thinkers, Davies’s
exploration moves near-seamlessly from Antoniugiggestion that ‘all things from
eternity are of like forms and come round in aleirto Albert Einstein’s conclusion that
‘the distinction between past, present and futsrenly an illusion™® Citing Walter Ong's
‘Evolution, Myth and Poetic Vision’ (1966), Davies forges interdisciplinary connections
to explore the recurring forms of linear and cyaiodels of duration. Western art and
literature, argues Davies, despite being ‘stronglluenced by the dominance of linear
time, nevertheless betrays much hidden and ocaasiavert cyclicity’ *® an indicator of
the epistemological distance that exists betweesoribs of ‘physical time’ and our
subjective experience of ‘psychological timf&In ‘Evolution, Myth and Poetic Visiorf®

however, Ong is less convinced by what he callswhantieth-century poets’ ‘fascinating

! Currie (2007), p.1. This ‘linguistic turn’ ististrated in Quentin Skinner's adaptation of ‘thetdriy of
ideas’ and historiographic methodologies: ‘we sHallwell to concentrate on the concepts we emmoy t
describe and appraise our moral and political wdrlds in turn means that we shall need to focuthen
various terms—the entire normative vocabulary—irctvisuch concepts are habitually expres3due
special characteristic of the terms | am singling is thus that (to invoke J. L. Austins jargongth
have a standard application to perform one of tar@trasting ranges of speech-acts [thgre cannot be
a history of unit ideas as such, but only a histdrthe various uses to which they have been put by
different agents at different timeQuentin Skinner, ‘Rhetoric and Conceptual Chamg&edescriptions:
Yearbook of Political Thought and Conceptual Higtdry Karl Palonen ed., Vol®niversity of Jyvaskyla,
1999),pp.60-62. Cf. Paul A. Rahe, ‘Quentin Skinner'shifid way” in The Review of Politicd/0l.62,
No.2 (Spring 2000), pp.395-398.

2 bid., p.151.

13 paul DaviesAbout Time: Einstein’s Unfinished Revolutigmndon: Simon and Schuster, 1996), p.9.

bid., p.22.

3 |bid., p.15.

1% |bid., pp.28 & 70.

" Comparative Literature StudiegBniversity of lllinois Press, January 1966), pa(L-

18 Davieq1996), p.29.

9 bid., p.283.

2 Walter Ong, ‘Evolution, Myth and Poetic Visiaf’966), in P.T. Landsberg edhe Enigma of Time
(Bristol: Adam Hilger, 1982), pp.213-231.
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little dreams of recurrencé’, and chooses to underline the ‘influence of Darwpon
poetic and artistic imagination’ rather than thereneecent theories regarding ‘cosmic’ and

22 time.

‘organic

Given that Currie’s 2007 monograph echoes simitarcerns to Ong’s 1966 essay,
particularly regarding the urgent ‘need for a tledioal account of time’ in regard to
literature, it is clear that much of the groundwatkl remains to be done. Informed by
Currie’s exploration of narrative and temporal egantation, as well as his analysis of
Ricceur’s critique of th&eitroman? this thesis argues that the representation of tiotgs
an essential position in Muir's writings. Currie sdebes Ricoeur’'s definition of the
Zeitroman exemplified by Proust’s epic serial nowelSearch of Lost Tim@d913-22) and
Thomas Mann’sThe Magic Mountair{1924), as literature in which time is not necegsa
the primary subject or focus but yet forms the @@ndriving concept. As is the case in
Joyce’sUlyssesand Woolf'sMrs Dalloway the novel ‘about time’ forms a presentation
of, as well as a meditation on, the subjectivitytiofie. This is no less true of Muir's
writings ‘abouttime’, where narrative delivery, structure and lirggic considerations are
equally important in constructing mimetic and matie renderings of temporal
experience.

Muir's writings have been routinely criticized féweing stylistically anachronistic
and lacking the hallmarks of formal or linguistigperiment which reputedly define
modernist literature. Edwin Morgan goes as farcasuggest that Muir's poetry is often
‘rather bland’” and that it lacks the ‘vigour’ whiche sees in the work of Hugh
MacDiarmid?* While recognizing Muir's dexterity for blank versed his ability to write
‘very fluent and often quite moving poetry’, Morgagtill asserts that Muir's ‘plainer
virtues’ reveal him to be a poet ‘out of step witis time’> As Christopher Wiseman
notes, Morgan is echoing Alvarez’s even more robtsitism of Muir's Collected Poems
(1960) in which he states plainly that ‘Muir wag @o‘modern” poet [...] spiritually and
technically in fact, he belongs to the generatibpaets which were killed off in the First
World War'?® Criticism such as that of Alvarez and Morgan earivith it the tacit
suggestion that the definition of what constitidesodernist text, and equally, what does

not, is beyond challenge or revision. As curreseegch highlights, the field of modernist

2 Ong (1982), p.231.

22 |bid., p.213.

% Wolfgang Pehnt's use of the te#ritdichtungprovides an interesting parallel for this discassDouglas
F. Bub’s review of Wolfgang Pehnt’s ‘time-centredtiidy of the poetry of Goethe Modern Language
Notes Vol.76, No.1(January 1961), pp. 90-92.

24*Edwin Morgan in ConversationThe Dark Horsg{Summer 1997), pp.34-43.

% Edwin Morgan, ‘Edwin Muir, The ReviewNo.5(February 1963), reprinted Essays by Edwin Morgan
(Chatham: Carcanet, 1974), pp.186-193.

% See Christopher WisemaBeyond the Labyrint{British Columbia: Sono Nis Press, 1978), p.12.
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studies is continually extending its borders andsiag its definitions in order to better
engage with the complex dialectic that exists betw¢he temporal context for the
production of a piece of art and its relation thestcontexts.

The pioneering work being conducted at The Moderdisurnals Projett is
increasingly revealing the vast range of stylesmB and perspectives that modernist
writings can display. Such research is making thigon of being able to classify a text or
writer from the opening decades of the twentiethtwsy as either modernist or not seem
something of a critical fallacy. Indeed, as AnnAdis’s article on theviJP and modernist
aesthetics suggests, tidew Agemagazine, during the period in which Muir was
associated with it (1913-1922), frequently exprdsse antithetical stance toward
modernist perspectives and practices while simatiasly celebrating modernist literary
innovation. The notion of a general consensus (wdrebn political or aesthetic grounds)
appears to be at odds with the competing forms @demisms which Orage (and many
other editors like him) sought to discuss in thggsaof their journals. As Ardis rightly
states, ‘theNew Ageshouts its “quarrels” (as Orage himself descrillesm) with

modernism®® and provides a perfect example as to why:

the new modernist studies’ historical recontextaalons of modernism

must include awareness of such competition—if, thatwe’re not to be

accused of preserving modernism ‘in intellectuabani to borrow Michael

North’s phrasing, retrospectively accomplishing ‘byitical consensus’

modernism’s ‘insulation from the cultural world antwhich it was

introduced™?®
The arguments made by Alvarez and Morgan regardihgr's lack of modernist
credentials can be seen falling foul of the fallatyiewing modernist writings as having a
recognizable appearance defined ‘by critical cosgen rather than accepting the
possibility that they encompass a range of comgetasthetic and political considerations.

The need for robust critical debate regarding biblh concordant and disparate

literary products of the modernist period can benseeflected in Margery McCulloch’s
Scottish Modernism and Its Contef2909). Rather than viewing modernism as a singular
cultural movement, something that happened to themam character ‘in or about
December 1910’ as Virginia Woolf sugge¥tshe volume builds on the solid groundwork
of McCulloch’s Modernism and Nationalism: Literature and SociatyScotland 1918-

1939(2004), and endeavours to ‘assist in the ongoitgrmational project of expanding

2" The Modernist Journals Project, Brown Univer@Riode Island) and The University of Tulsa.
<http://dl.lib .brown.edu/mjp/>

28 Ann L. Ardis,Modernism and Cultural Conflict 1880-19@2ambridge: CUP, 2002), pp.144-145.

29 Ardis(2002), p.147.

%0 virginia Woolf ‘Mr Bennett and Mrs Browr(1924) inA Woman’s Essays: Selected Ess¥ygé.1, Rachel
Bowlby ed(London: Penguin, 1992).p.70.
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perceptions of modernisri'. To this end, McCulloch’s study provides furtheidance of
the fact that ‘many modernisms’ existed and thaiit distinguishing qualities could, and
did, vary, depending on the conditions of time atace’>* The plurality of the term
‘modernisms’ is explicitly challenging to the ided being able to establish a set of
conventions by which to judge whether somethingoiisis not modernist. Indeed, as
McCulloch convincingly argues, in the Scottish @ Muir and MacDiarmid are still
actively producing modernist poetry into the lat@5Qs, time and place providing the
conditions of production rather than imposing lsnit

McCulloch’s study of Scottish modernism concludgs thghlighting Muir and
MacDiarmid’s shared creative fascination with thatune of ‘the changing modern
world’,** and perhaps if any single perspective can be ifishtto define Muir's
modernism it is that concern. While Muir continyateturned to the discussion of how
societies and individual human lives change throtigte, he did not accept that our
perception of time should be taken for granted.tAie end, it is not that things change
through time which troubles his imagination, as mas the discordant relationship that
exists between our experience of change and owerstaohding of time.

Muir's take on modernism is to question our underding of where we are in
relation to what has passed and to uncover wirabdern about his age, in short, what has
changed and what remains constant. For Muir, changeevitable, natural, and organic,
yet our understanding of time seems to confine ausatmaze of our own making,
abstracting us from our organic life. Throughous hiritings there is the recurring
suggestion that we have lost our way; that the mmoderld, whose course we have
misguided, now appears to be heading down a roachwiumanity seems ill-equipped to
travel. While Muir’s artistic worldview might notebas relentlessly pessimistic as Gerard
Carruthers’ ‘The Complete Despair of Edwin Mgirsuggests, Muir does, nevertheless,
remain consistently concerned about the dislocatibich has led to modern society’s loss
of its natural relation to time, as exemplified Hog distinction between the ‘Natural Man’
and the ‘Political Man® a condition brought on by the ‘decay of humanistian®® in

modern society.

31 Margery Palmer McCullochylodernism and Its Contex&dinburgh: EUP, 2009), p.2.

¥ bid., p.2.

% Ibid., p.194.

% See Gerard CarrutheScottish Literatur¢Edinburgh: EUP, 2009), pp.14-16.

% The Natural Man and The Political MamNew Writing and Daylightiune 1942), pp.7-15.
% Letter to John Lehmar{hi2/08/1941)SL, p.132.
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Echoing her earlier commentary on Muir's conceitta ‘single, disunited world’
as well as Muir's own phraseology relating to hisohodox relationship with
Christianity, McCulloch suggests that Muir's ‘pesteint critiques of th&eitgeist during
the interwar years identify him as an ‘illicit’ merhist, a form of literary ‘gatecrashéf’.
For Kolocontroni, Taxidou and Goldman, Muirs posit as a modernist needs no
justification as their inclusion of passages frove Moderns(1918) in their survey of
various ‘Modernists on the Modern’ iModernism: An Anthology of Sources and
Documentg1998) highlights. It is clear that the volumetditers consider Muir's writings
of this period to have made a contribution to asteone of the many ‘Modernist
traditions®® being born during the opening two decades of Wentieth century. Again,
they are keen to stress that modernism is ‘not wement. It is a term that masks conflict
and upheaval and any number of contradictory mosti’® Rejecting ‘an evolutionary
model of literary history’, the volume’s editors phasize the need for modernism to be
considered as comprising ‘numerous, diverse antesting, theories and practices’, none
of which could be thought of as forming a guidirgradigm or ideological mainstream.
The possibility of establishing a consensus reggrdhe nature of modernism as a
movement, they argue, can be attributed to the dgmmisation’ of modernist practices by
critics during the 1950s, a tendency which was tbotsl by ‘complicit academic
endorsements” This analysis also provides some additional insigto Alvarez’s and
Morgan’s rejection of Muir's more modest modermistdentials.

As the research of thelJP, the British and Scottish Modernist Studies nekspr
Kolocontroni et al., and McCulloch all suggest,aatuller appreciation of the contextual
settings for various ‘modernisms’ is developed,msged ‘gatecrashers’ like Muir will gain
more critical attention and their writings will Ipetedefine the critical boundaries. This
project of critical realignment currently takingape within modernist studies also poses a
challenge to the over-arching canonical view titatdry texts form a successive history
that can be divided into periods, which can then characterized and categorized
sequentially. Contemporary torchbearers of moderstadies such as Kolocontroni,
Goldman, Taxidou and McCulloch argue for a broatiecussion of the ‘national, gender,

social and intellectual context§’of modernist literature, yet it remains the casat ta

3" Margery McCullochEdwin Muir: Poet, Critic and Noveli¢Edinburgh: EUP, 1993), pp.35-49. See also
Margery McCulloch ‘The Single Disunited World: EdwMuir and Prague'Scotland and the Slavs:
Selected Papers from the Glasgow-90 East-West FMottingham: Astra Press, 1993), pp.131-140.

% McCulloch(2009), p.170.

%9 vassiliki Kolocontroni, Jane Goldman, and Olga iflax eds.Modernism: An Anthology of Sources and
DocumentgEdinburgh: EUP, 1998), p.xix. For the extractvird/e Modernsee pp.354-57.

% 1bid., p.xvii.

“L1bid., p.xvii.

2 McCulloch(2009), p.170.
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writer like Muir can be accepted into the modermizhon, almost despite himself, while
his literary contemporary and honorary Orcadiam; Einklater, is excluded for being too
picaresque and satirical, and for not ‘consciowslgllenging in order to build something
new’** As the centre continues to shift perhaps the mefitLinklater's sceptical eye on
modern life may also come to be lauded alongside wvihitings of Muir, Gunn and
MacDiarmid. If the study of modernism as a fieldasremain free from homogenization
and critical stasis, such revisions and additionstontinue.

The issue of canon exclusivity aside, an interiglstary approach to literary studies
offers many additional ways to explore texts whigbuld otherwise be miscategorised or
treated disparagingly through lack of contextuahsideration. In addition to the work
currently being conducted in modernist studies, wsoy different examples from Anglo-
American and European literary studies signpost soeh approaches can be developed in
very different ways. InThe Enigma of Tim¢l1982), edited by P.T. Landsberg, Walter
Ong’s essay on ‘Evolution, Myth and Poetic Visidollows a detailed exposition by Paul
Davies on ‘Black Hole Thermodynamic and Time Asyrmyie™* displaying the explicit
editorial rationale to stimulate dialogue acrosscighlines. ‘Time, as treated in poetry or
art, is a mysterious concept’ and ‘philosophicaatments fare no better’ warns Landsberg,
yet exchanging ‘the technicalities of physics fboge of the arts® can allow a fuller
appreciation of the ubiquitous problems which tiposes for those who wish to describe
it, irrespective of their specialism. As Landsbeomcludes, our understanding of time is
limited by our inability to gain access to a vamggint outside the frame of reference.

It is within this spirit of provocative readershapd dialogue that this thesis seeks to
examine Muir's time-focused writings. As Currie’sptoration of the novel highlights, the
discussion of the representation of temporal stinest in literature has never been more
‘timely’, *° and given the current research being conductékifield of modernist studies,
with the resultant interest in re-contextualizinglivs work, a temporally-focussed study

of Muir's writings seems equally timely.

‘Anatomy of Space Time’: Structural Overview

This thesis explores the ways in which the treatnoériime in Muir's writings (with a
particular focus on his poetry) articulates a rarmajeperspectives and observations
regarding the nature of time and its relation tmhn experience. This discussion primarily

43 McCulloch (2009), p.7.

4 P.C W. Davies, ‘Black Hole Thermodynamic and Tifmymmetry’ first published iMonthly Notice of
The Royal Astronomical SociéBAS, 1976), pp.179-190. Republished in LandsbE®§2), pp.178-189.

> Landsber1982), p.1.

% Currie(2007), p.1.
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concerns itself with the ways in which Muir expleneotions of time (based on linear or
cyclic conceptual models) and how they relate sobalief in eternity. However, in Muir's
writing we frequently find that time is not meredyyardstick against which the duration of
human dramas can be measured; time often becomesdlof the drama in itself, forming
a realm in which our understanding of human lifeeen as contingent upon our complex
experiences of time. By Muir's understanding, asaliand linear ways of envisaging time
are intricately intertwined concepts which refldat twin aspects of human society. While
the experience of time has a particular signifieanc the individual, it nevertheless
remains a universal constant. As he defined it Bifns‘the cycle of birth and growth,
death and birth again,” can neither be called tyeparticular, nor simply universal. It is
both, because it is human liff.As Neil Gunn suggests in a letter to Peter Butter
discussing Muir's worldview, ‘time and acceptange aot in the nature of philosophic
abstractions but realities experienced in Muineinbeing*®

Yet through symbolic and archetypal abstraction Maediates his experience into
utterances which convey both the particular andutiieersal, attempting to say something
of human history as lived rather than to merelyvigle a footnote commentary on
‘humanity in its historical developmerit.What Muir is arguing for is the need to envisage
humanity in relation to organic time as well asigpzd! history, and although never partisan,
Muir did not shy away from writing about politiceisues. This thesis, therefore, discusses
how Muir deals with concepts of both organic anstdricized time within a range of
dynamic political contexts, while also being mirdfiiat his belief in eternity remained a
constant throughout his life.

Considering the merit of viewing literature as admen of collective utterance as
well as the mediated product of an individual inmagion will help to foreground the
explicitly metaphysical and visionary nature of Ksiwork, a quality often commented on
by critics who wish to place emphasis on the gmtielements of his work. Through his
writing Muir expresses a heightened awareness efsifnificance of our individual and
collective experience of time. Time can often becdssed in spatial terms, with the past
viewed as a place which we must revisit, as indigld and collectively, in our memories,
dreams, or vicariously through literature, in ord@rmreach an acceptance of our present
with a view to helping us deal better with the fetuMuir's three novels form the most
protracted examples of Muir's own attempt at thigh personal circumstances and family

relationships often thinly veiled to the extenttth&s Rabelaisian cousin Sutherland (who

*"The Structure of the Noyglondon: Hogarth, 1928). All citations give here &romThe Structure of the
Novel(London: Hogarth, 1954), p.89.

8 SeeSL, p.10.

49 Letter to Stephen Spend@#/09/35).SL, p.85.
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George Mackay Brown suggests forms ‘a kind of @laRalstaff in Muir's An
Autobiography becomes a named characteilime Three Brother§1931). Although in a
more fragmentary way, much of Muir's poetry sinmyjareworks experiences which he
proposes contribute to his understanding of himaetf his relation to the world around
him. In ‘The Journey Back’, frorithe Labyrinth(1949)>° this is explicitly related through
the persona’s call to ‘Seek the beginnings, leaomfwhence you came,/And know the
various earth of which you are made’ (9-10). Aslvasl being a personal ‘journey back’,
this poem also forms an attempt to make contadt witiving past, that is, to uncover a
past that remains untouched by time. This backwgathce is not an anthropological
survey of one’s own life nor of global human sogjdiut a return to a longed-for time
when life was neither simpler nor less diverse more unified, where he may find the
‘Image of man from whom all have diverged’ (71).

Any discussion of the representation of time wikvitably raise issues regarding the
subjectivity of our experience of space, indeed,r#lationship between time and space, in
conceptual terms at least, can be considered d@sgent. This thesis will not, however,
attempt to interrogate Albert Einstein’s propogitiiat ‘the world in which we live is a
four-dimensional space-time continuut’ being a seamless manifold of inter-related
dimensions of extension and duratfdrinstead, the concept of space-time is introduned i
its most general form to provide a way of signglthe simultaneity of our experience of
time and space, an issue of particular relevancehtwrus of the Newly Dead 926) and
Variations on a Time Then{@934). Muir uses the abstract notion of unifipdeetime to
create a sense of estrangement to potent effetlieiropening passages Whriations
leading the reader into ‘the dead centre of thendtass plain’ (ll:1) which we are told is
‘our station, our inheritance’ (11:55). The persamduses to suggest any specific temporal
or spatial setting for the poem and provides naildetas to how they (the persona is
himself one of the many captives of the poem’sityahrrived at where they have found
themselves. This estranged realm is beyond thaulsintes of time and space, being a
never ceasing ‘twilight’ (1:34) in which the inhahnts are ‘fateless,/Yet ruled fate’ (1:41-
42). On a less abstract level, Muir is also comimgnbn his own perception of the
challenges facing Europe during the mid 1930s: ‘Whiid the road branch?’ (1:8), ‘Was
it truth/That lured us here, or falsehood?’ (1:22,2Where is our land’ (VI: 55) he asks.
Through surreal abstraction Muir is seeking to fidaning within what he sees as the

existential wilderness of contemporary Europe anbdtter comprehend the ‘anatomy of

0 CP, pp.161-167.

*L Albert EinsteinRelativity: The Special and The General Theory—puPar Exposition Robert W.
Lawson tr. (London: Methuen, 1920), p.55.

*2 See Wolfgang RindleRelativity: Special, General and Cosmologi@@kford: OUP, 2006), pp.20-24.
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Space Time’ (V:5) which defines the limits of humarperience with time forming
‘Eternity’s unhidden shore’ (VI1II:38).

This double layering of meaning (the abstractlyarsal and the personally specific)
is a recurrent facet of Muir's writing and partiady his poetry in which he frequently
depicts contemporary Scotland and Europe as ‘fadiates. ‘Fallen’ in this context is both
an allusion to mankind’s postlapsarian positionwasl as the less abstract sense that
modern technologized society has lost its moratifigo Examples of this are found in
‘The Good Town®® in which Prague has been undone by its ill-fatedein history, and
in ‘The Town Betrayed” where St Andrews is described as a town ‘eatetptime’ (1).
Both Prague and St Andrews are depicted as faites,covercome by forces which, while
human in origin, are inhuman in their ends. Thd eaich befalls the two cities is an
abstract, timeless, archetypal force as well asptioeuct of current social and political
realities. The image of a fallen society, howevemost recurrently applied to Scotland,
and nowhere more continuously sustained tha8dattish Journey1935), and although
Scotland remained a ‘difficult land’ for Muir, asshl955 poem discussesit continued to
be his spiritual home, with the Orcadian archipelfayming his personal ‘true’ Nortif.

Muir drew a great deal of inspiration from his dufaland childhood, as his
autobiographical writings detail, and as has basoudsed at length in George Marshall’'s
In a Distant Isle: The Orkney Background of EdwiniM(1987). Muir opendhe Story
and the Fable(1940) by revisiting his childhood to begin hisas#h for the underlying
fable which he suggests forms the macrocosm ofimdividual human stories, and in
doing so, he also provides an inviting way to diseengage with his views of time and
human history. For this reason Chapter One oftltasis opens with a discussion of Muir's
autobiographical method and its significance iatieh to his creative outlook, particularly
his views on the subjectivity of history and theseential significance of time. The second
and third chapters explore how Muir’s first encaratwith the world of ideas impacted on
his intellectual and creative development, sugggshtiow these influences provide the
context for his lifelong preoccupation with timeh#&pter Three, dealing with Muir's
Glasgow years, concludes Part One which deals Witlr's early life and literary
influences.

Part Two examines the early writings (1913-28) withapter Four commenting on
Muir’s first publications in théNew Agemagazine, his friendship with A.R. Orage, and the

impact of his intense study of Nietzsche’s writinGsapter Five looks at the discussion of

3 The Labyrinti{1949).CP, pp.173-76.

>4 Journeys and Placé$937).CP, pp.82-83.

%5 The Difficult Land’, One Foot in Ede(1956),CP, pp.219-220.
%5 Willa Muir (1968), p.114. See McCullo¢h993), p.xi.
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temporal and spatial mattersliatitudes(1924) andlransition: Essays on Contemporary
Literature (1926) and demonstrates the impact of these ided&srst Poems(1925) and
Chorus of The Newly Dedd926)

Part Three explores the most broadly productiveadecof Muir's writing career
(1929-39) with Chapter Six focusing its attentian Muir's three novelsThe Marionette
(1927), The Three Brother§1931) andPoor Tom(1932). InThe Structure of the Novel
(1928) Muir devotes a chapter to the discussioftime and space’ in the novel, arguing
that while ‘we see things in terms of Time, Spamed Causality [...] the imagination
desires to see th