

















STUDIES IN SCOTTISH LITERATURE

with its mementoes of past battles between the two races. The mar-
riage itself is consummated on a night of winter storm, appropriate
symbol of the political and religious storms that have swept Scotland,
and from that consummation is born young Ewan whose birth coincides
almost exactly with the outbreak of a war that will engulf all that is
best of the manhood of Kinraddie before it is done.

First to go is Chae Strachan whose romantic temperament makes
him view war as an adventure that is preferable to the humdrum life
of a farmer. Then, in due time, Ewan becomes involved in the senseless
slaughter, not through any strong belief in the rightness of the cause
for which he is to fight but from his inability to bear the taunts at his
lack of courage that are levelled at him. And, surprisingly, Long Rob
of the Mill, rationalist, atheist, and conscientious objector, after baffling
all the efforts of the army authorities to impress him, enlists of his own
free will because “he couldn’t stay out of it longer, all the world had
gone daft and well he might go with the rest.” (SS, p. 176) And none
of these is to return. Ewan himself is first to die, shot as a deserter
when a spring breeze off the fields of Flanders awakened mcemories of
home and made him conscious of the madness he was involved in. Then
Chae throws his life away, and Rob, with a fine irony that he would have
appreciated, is killed in the meaningless exchange of shots of the last
few hours before the Armistice.

Once again, though he never forces the matter on the reader’s
attention, Gibbon has created characters who function as individuals and
as typological representatives. All have been associated with Chris in
one way or another: Chae is kindly neighbour who comforts her with
the true story of Ewan’s death; Ewan himself; and Long Rob, sharer
with her in a momentary gust of passion just before his final departure.
But Chae too is the romantic, amorous of the far; Ewan is the Celtic
dreamer, too insecure in himself to resist public pressure and coming to
self-knowledge only for reality to destroy him; and Rob is the type of
philosophical rationalist whose heyday in Scotland had been the eighteenth
century.

With Ewan and the others dead Sumset Song ends in a kind of Vale
to the agricultural way of life for the estate as such is to be broken up
and Chris herself, with young Ewan, is about to leave for Segget as wife
of the minister who has been kind to her since his return from over-
seas. The title of the epilude, “The Unfurrowed Field,” itself suggests
the reversion of the land to its original state before man set his mark
on it and made it serve his purposes. Chris’s departure from Kinraddie,
then, becomes more than an event in the life of an individual, it serves
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to turn the page on one aspect of Scottish life and the characters it
fostered. Now it is the turn of the small town to receive attention,

The setting of Cloud Howe, then, is Segget, closer to the lowlands
than Kinraddie, though the Standing Stones are still visible from its
fort-crowned hill, The Kaimes. Once again the prelude gives the wide
sweep of political and social history of the place, spanning the centuries
from its first settlement by the Lombard, Monte Alto, who brought
his own land-hungry relatives to settle the fief he had been granted for
his services to Robert Bruce in the war against England. Then, with
vivid streaks of colour, it is recorded how the Monte Altos become
Mowats, how they and their retainers mingle with the local inhabitants,
how they become involved in the religious wars and civil tumults of the
seventeenth and eighteenth century, how, with the coming of the In-
dustrial Revolution, they build spinning mills and provide money for
a church, though their altruism does not run to a steeple, an indication
of the emasculated faith they think proper for their employees and the
tradesmen who rely on their favours. But if this is history, it is the
oral history that passes into legend and we are aware of the rhythm of
the narrative voice dwelling on incident after incident, as in the myster-
ious burning of the House of Kaimes, home of the Mowats.

a great bit fire had risen in the night and burned the old castle down to its

roots, of the stones there stood hardly one above the other, the Segget folk

swore they'd all slept so sound the thing was over afore they awoke. And
that might be so, but for many a year . . . there were mickle great clocks in
this house and that, great coverlets on beds that lay neist the floor; and the
bell that rung the weavers awake had once been a great handbell from the
hall of the Mowats up on the Kaimes high hill. (CH, p. 8)
Unlike the Kinraddie family the Mowats still have a measure of control
over their holdings, but the degenerate Alec Mowat, their last representa-
tive keeps the mills going in the difficult years that follow the First
World War only because he needs the money they bring him for his
London whores and his other sensual pleasures. Alec typifies Carlyle’s
Master-Idler; he comes at the end of a process that began when the
ties between titular owner and his employees were severed, leaving only

disdain on the one hand and hatred on the other.

Segget, therefore, is depressed physically, morally, and spiritually
when Robert, Cris, and young Ewan move into the manse in 1919.
And if anything the depression has deepened by 1927 when Robert
Colquhoun dies, completely worn out by a succession of defeats that
culminates in the failure of the General Strike from which he had hoped
for improvements in the workers’ conditions. But before his death the
indifference of those he had tried to help coupled with the hostility of
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the middle class has caused a visionary streak in him to become obses-
sive. As he withdraws from the world of men he shuts out Chris also
so that she rejects his faith:

And a dreadful loneliness came over Chris, and a shivering hate for that cloud
he followed, that sadfaced Figure out of the past, who had led such legions
of men to such ends up and down the haughs and hills of the earth. Christ?
So maybe indeed He had lived and died, a follower of clouds Himself. (CH,
p. 133)

This spiritual crisis in the life of Chris has as its social accompani-
ment a thickening of the moral atmosphere of Segget so that what is
cruelty passes for fun, and what is smut, for humour. At its worst,
Gibbon depicts brutality that is sub-human or so we would like to think
until we realise that he has drawn his examples from the Fascism of
the twenties. It is the debasement of the human spirit that defeats
Robert Colquhoun for his gospel of love is powerless against it and in
seeking comfort in visions of a reincarnated Christ he loses Chris. She,
in any case, has been moving away from him since the death of their
infant child, and when she cannot share his visions — delusions, she
thinks them — their alienation is complete. In the end he renounces
her when she pleads with him to cancel his Sunday service on account
of an illness caused by war-time gassing: “It’s you or the kirk, Chris,
and I'm the kirk’s man.” (CH, p. 152) Here the full force of his
renunciation lies in the word “man” with its Scots meaning of “husband”.
By his choice of the kirk as his bride Robert is casting off Chris. But
his last sermon casts off traditional Christianity too, in favour of a new
faith which the Figure of his visions has disclosed to him: “a stark, sure
creed that will cut like a knife through the doubt and disease — men
with unclouded eyes may yet find it.” (CH, p. 156) This, however,
is his final effort and it is left to Chris to announce his death to the
congregation in the words, “It is finished.”

Read simply as an account of life in a small Scottish mill-and
market town in the grim years of the twenties, Cloud Howe is fully
satisfying. The personal tensions between Robert Colquhoun and Chris
are mirrored in social tensions for which there seems to be no alleviation
in any of the religious and political faiths that Gibbon, through various
characters, explores. Colquhoun’s own Christian socialism is dismissed
as an unsubstantial dream; socialism as a faith for workers, independent
of religion, fails also because its leaders are too easily seduced by a taste
of power and because its rank and file relax as soon as they themselves
are comfortable. Even fascism is examined and rejected with scorn
as Chris turns on Alec Mowat, its apologist:

[52]



LEWIS GRASSIC GIBBON'S A SCOTS QUAIR

And what’s going to happen when you and your kind rule us again as of old,
Mr. Mowat? Was there ever the kind of Scotland you preach? — Happy,
at ease, the folk on the land well-fed ,the folk in the pulpits well-feared, the
gentry doing great deeds? . . . I've been to Dunottar Castle and seen there
the ways that the gentry once liked to keep order. (CH, p. 81)

But just as in Sumset Song Chris as Scotland serves to show us the
men of Kinraddie as representative Scotsmen, so in Cloud Howe Chris
as Scotland is seen in relation to the Presbyterian Church whose close
links with the nation sustained it in the troubled centuries that followed
the Calvinist Reformation until the advance of science in the last hundred
years or so caused a retreat into hair-splitting disputes on points of
dogma on the one hand and increasing indifference on the other. In
the novel the beginning of the rupture is signalled by the death, still-
born, of Chris’s child by Robert Colquhoun, an event that we might
take as recognition that the union of Kirk and Nation is incapable of
bearing lasting fruit. Chris’s last words to the congregation, “It is fin-
ished,” then, have a striking ambiguity about them. Besides their echo
of the death of Christ on the Cross, they may suggest the end of the
Kirk as a force in Scottish life and make possible the replacement of
Christianity by the stark, sure creed that Colquhoun prophesied in his
last sermon,

But meanwhile Chris has one child, Ewan, who is growing to ado-
lescence in the years at Segget. He, the Scot of the future, has already
grown away from the Christianity of his step-father and has come to
consider God as a meaningless abstraction so that he can say to his mother,
“I don’t think He’s worth bothering about. He can’t make any differ-
ence to the world — or I think He'd have made it by now.” (CH, p.
101) This cool self-possession that seems to subordinate feeling to
thought is the face he puts on for the world, and even his own mother
is taken in and tells him that he is hard and cool as grey granite, for-
getting that granite is created by subterranean heat and pressure and
the greater these are, the purer is the resulting rock. But this is looking
ahead to Grey Granite and in the meantime Ewan is engaged in grow-
ing up, enthusiastic only about the past of his country, searching out
his roots in the forts of the old hill peoples, and conscious, as is Chris,
of a sense of identity with the land and its inhabitants. With the death
of Robert, however, mother and son have to move away from Segget
where signs of that past are numerous to the industrial slum that was the
nineteenth century’s contribution to Scottish civilisaion; there, fittingly
enough, our first sight of Chris is a fleeting glimpse caught through a
dense fog that stifles and restricts visibility.
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Before going on to Grey Granite, however, it may be pointed out
that, unlike Sumset Somg, Cloud Howe has no afterpiece, perhaps an
indication that Gibbon felt he had brought his records up to the present,
and that Grey Granite was to be prophecy rather than history. This
feeling is reinforced by the lack of both prelude and epilude to the last
book of the trilogy, so that in a sense, A Scofs Quair is left open-ended.
The lack of a prelude can casily be explained as his recognition that an
industrial city like Duncairn lacks any continuity with the past which
it is burying under masonry and pavement or destroying by pollution.
In it, too, the sense of national consciousness atrophies as it becomes
the meeting place of many different peoples and creeds.

Engrossed in looking after the creature wants of the boarders in
the rooming house that she has taken over, Chris plays a less active part
in Grey Granite which is largely Ewan’s story as he secks a faith to live
by. Faced with the brutal facts of industrial life in the troubled thirties
he finds some kind of answer in Communism, which inspires him as a
political creed with a mystique attached. Through participation in
strikes and labour troubles, mutilation at the hands of the police, and
loss of jobs, he moves steadily to dedicated membership in the Party,
in the process stripping himself of all personal will. In the end, totally
engaged, he has given himself into the hands of a committee and is about
to leave his homeland so that any remaining vestiges of national feeling
may be eradicated.

The difficulty that Gibbon faced in the last volume of his novel
was the necessity of removing attention from Chris so that he might
focus on Ewan. Her actions, therefore, are pushed aside by the main
current of the narrative: her third marriage to Ake Ogilvie, for instance,
is treated in an off-hand manner and he is shuffled out of the way as
soon as possible. At the last, however, with Ewan gone the full spot-
light turns again on Chris; we have a division of interest therefore, that
has not been present in the first two members of the trilogy. In fact
Grey Granite falls below these, partly for the reason just outlined, but
more basically because it deals with the future and the referents which
have been present hitherto are now lacking and there is no body of myth
or history to which the allegory may point. Granted that Gibbon was
presenting Communism as the stark, sure creed that Robert Colquhoun
preached in his last sermon as a replacement for an outworn Christianity
— and this appears to have been his intention — he denies in advance
its efficacy by having Chris reject it as just another of the idle delusive
dreams of men; “Of Robert and this faith of yours,” she tells Ewan in
their last conversation, “The world’s sought faith for thousands of years
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and found only death or uncase in them. Yours is just another dark
cloud to me — or a great rock you’re trying to push up hill.” (GG, p.
143) Under the circumstances he can only let Ewan vanish from the
scenc for if his vision is a false one then all the hopes of men for a better
world are idle dreams and all that one can do is to await with Chris that
“Change whose right hand was Death and whose left hand was life, who
might be stayed by none of the dreams of men, love, hate, compassion,
anger or pity, gods or devils, or wild crying to the sky.” (GG, p. 144)

The suggestion that Grey Granite suffers by comparison with its
predecessors in its lack of suitable correlatives for allegory shows wherin
lay their power. In them the narrative flows smoothly at the personal,
social, and mythological level with the one bound to the other by ex-
tended metaphor so that the surface realism achieved by a prose style
that catches the varied accents of the speaking voice or the passing of
ideas through the mind easily leads on to deeper levels of meaning, and
the cadences of individual utterance become representative voices of move-
ments or types of men. And for much of the novel the effect that Gib-
bon achieves by this narrative method is a richness of texture that sets
it far above the common run of fiction and gives it a strong claim to be
the exemplar of a genre, mythic realism, which other Scottish novelists
have favoured but few have employed so well.
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