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Editorial
It was Joan Ure that captured something of the weight of the work examined
here in writing, ‘This is a story that only seems sad at the end / but it is not sad
because it is not a story but a /parable.’ Richie McCaffery quotes this passage
in his excavation of Ure’s poetic enterprise, showing how she deployed
verse to shape a space for her political and aesthetic ambitions as a writer.
In this issue of the Journal of Irish and Scottish Studies we bring together a set
of occasional papers that reﬂect on the creative arts from the late nineteenth
century to the contemporary scene. They have taken some time to gather
together and I am grateful to the authors for their patience and kind responses
to editorial queries. Bookended in many ways by two essays on the visual
arts, and with a pair of essays reading James Joyce through the psychological
theories of Jacques Lacan, the volume further twins the examination of Ure
with a study of Seamus Heaney’s investment in ideas of place. These sets
of twinned essays ﬁnd a coherence in repeated circling over themes of love,
loss and landscape; all of which echo in Ure’s beautiful reﬂection on the art
of telling tales. The issue ends with a fascinating interview with David Greig,
concerning the National Theatre of Scotland – a theatre without walls, which
in the current context of the COVID 19 pandemic may become a vital model
for the future of the arts scene in both Scotland and Ireland, as we work
towards new ways of engaging audiences and telling the story of these two
countries and of the peoples who love, lose and live there.
Michael Brown (University of Aberdeen)

James Lindsay – A Late Nineteenth-Century
Edinburgh Art Collector
Per Kvaerne

The rapid expansion of industry and commerce in the second half of the
nineteenth century in towns along the east coast of Scotland saw the emergence of a class of merchants and industrialists.1 Often coming from modest
backgrounds, these men proﬁted from the social mobility which accompanied
industrialisation, establishing life-styles that featured – sometimes prominently
– various types of philanthropic and cultural activities. As might be expected,
they tended to be ‘anxious to achieve social status by furnishing their houses
and lining their walls with the trappings of wealth’.2 Hence amassing a collection of art works, especially paintings, was a typical feature of this new and
wealthy middle class. While the aristocracy and gentry often inherited paintings by Dutch and Italian ‘Old Masters’, and by recognised British artists such
as Gainsborough, Reynolds, Turner and Raeburn, acquired over the centuries
1

2

I wish to thank Lindsay’s great-grandson Mike Bucher for providing a copy of
Lindsay’s list of paintings and for his help with the article in many ways. Without his
interest and encouragement this article would not have been written. Margaret Gent,
Lindsay’s granddaughter, has very kindly placed the Dowell’s auction catalogue at my
disposal, and her daughter, Ann Gent, arranged for it to be scanned. I am grateful
to Penny Johnson, Lindsay’s second great-grandniece, who has written an extensive
(unpublished) family history from which I have quoted. Bill Smith, author of several
books on Scottish art and former Keeper of the Fleming Collection of Scottish
art in London, has not only, as often before, provided important information and
generously given access to his unique library, but also provided much information
of great usefulness for writing this article, as well as improving my English. For all
this I thank him most sincerely. I am also most grateful to Helen Smailes, Senior
Curator of British Art, Scottish National Gallery, Edinburgh, who has very kindly
given me copies of pertinent material and provided relevant information. Kim
Broker, Assistant Registrar for Collections, Mildred Lane Kemper Museum, St
Louis, Missouri, Jane Freel, Museums Curator, Kirkcaldy Museum and Art Gallery,
Kirkcaldy, and Joy Kremler, Curatorial Assistant, National Gallery of Victoria,
Melbourne, as well as Patrick Bourne have all provided useful information, which I
gratefully acknowledge.
Frances Fowle, ‘Patterns of Taste: Scottish Collectors and the Making of Cultural
Identity in the late Nineteenth Century’ in Fintan Cullen and John Morrison (eds.), A
Shared Legacy. Essays on Irish and Scottish Art and Visual Culture (Aldershot, 2005), 173.

2

Per Kvaerne

by their families, the newly-rich industrialists tended to focus on contemporary art, not least paintings produced by Scottish artists, as well as paintings
by contemporary French and Dutch painters. Thus, starting in the late 1860s
and increasingly in the 1870s, paintings by the ‘Hague School’ (such as Josev
Israels, the Maris brothers Jacob and Matthijs, and Alexander Mollinger)3
as well as contemporary French art – especially paintings by Jean-BaptisteCamille Corot and the ‘Barbizon School’ – found their way to Scotland.4
Among art collectors in eastern Scotland in the second half of the nineteenth century may be mentioned George Buchan Simpson (1820-92),5 William
Ritchie (c. 1818–1902), John Charles Bell (1816–97) and James Guthrie Orchar
(c. 1825–98)6 in Dundee, and John Forbes White (1831–1904)7 and Alexander
Macdonald of Kepplestone (1837–84) in Aberdeen. These and other collectors, while not neglecting Dutch and French artists, had a particular interest in
contemporary Scottish art. Several of these collectors have secured a name for
themselves as major donors to public collections of art. For example, Orchar
regularly donated paintings to Dundee’s permanent collection and ﬁnally
‘bequeathed his entire collection, consisting of 302 oils, watercolours, prints
and drawings’, to the same institution.8 Others are less well-known or even
forgotten as their collections were sold and consequently dispersed during
their life-time or soon after their death. Such was the case – at least to some
extent – with George B. Simpson who, due to ﬁnancial difﬁculties, was obliged
to sell the greater part of his paintings in December 1880, the remainder being
sold in 1886.
Simpson’s collection can be reconstructed and studied on the basis of the
relevant sale catalogues and reports in the Edinburgh and Dundee press,9 and
Orchar’s collection, as mentioned, is preserved in the McManus Art Gallery
3
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Frances Fowle, ‘The Hague School and the Scots, a Taste for Dutch Pictures’,
Apollo, August (1991), 108–111.
Linda Whiteley, ‘L’école de Barbizon et les collectionneurs britanniques avant 1918’
in L’école de Barbizon. Peindre en plein air avant l’impressionisme (Lyon, 2002), 100–7.
Helen Smailes, ‘Dundee’s Forgotten Maecenas? G. B. Simpson and the Patronage
of Modern Scottish Art’, Journal of the Scottish Society for Art History, 14 (2009–10),
29–39.
Fowle, ‘Patterns of Taste’, 174–7; David Scruton, James Guthrie Orchar and the Orchar
Collection (St. Andrews, 1988).
Charles Carter, ‘Art Patronage in Scotland: John Forbes White 1831–1904’, Scottish
Art Review, 6 (1957), 27–30; Jennifer Melville, John Forbes White and George Reid:
Artists and Patrons in North-East Scotland 1860–1920, PhD dissertation (University of
Edinburgh, 2000).
Fowle, ‘Patterns of Taste’, 174.
Smailes, ‘Dundee’s Forgotten Maecenas’, 38 n5 provides detailed references.
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and Musuem in Dundee. In this article a hitherto little-known collector, James
Lindsay (1847–1903), a younger contemporary of Simpson and Orchar, is
considered. As will be seen below, he occasionally contributed paintings from
his collection to various exhibitions, and two of his pictures were illustrated
in an article contributed to the Art Journal in 1898 by James L. Caw.10 During
the later years of his life he seems to have been a well-known member of the
circle of Edinburgh art collectors, but after the dispersal of the greater part of
his collection in 1920, he sank into virtual oblivion.
Lindsay, who lived his entire life in Edinburgh, was by profession a master cooper. In 1874 he took over the cooperage business, William Lindsay &
Sons, founded in 1829 by his father William Lindsay (1808–88).11 Situated
in Canonmills on the banks of the Water of Leith, the ﬁrm had produced
wooden tubs for housewives to do their laundry, but James Lindsay went to
Germany to buy machinery to produce casks and barrels for the beer and
whisky industries in Edinburgh and its neighbourhood. As a result, the business expanded rapidly, enabling Lindsay to begin collecting art, and, in 1888,
to commission the building of a handsome house at 35 Inverleith Terrace,
within walking distance of the cooperage. The architect was Thomas Tolmie
Paterson (1864-1933), and the house was completed in 1895, in a ‘very free
Renaissance’ style in red sandstone.12 ‘The house was named Edzell Lodge
after the name of the lands of Clan Lindsay and Edzell Castle in Angus which
had been the seat of the Lindsays. James was involved with the Clan Lindsay
Society from the outset and Edzell was the obvious choice of a name’.13 In
1872 he had married Ann (‘Annie’) Harper, born in 1848, the daughter of an
Edinburgh spirit merchant. They had eight children, born between 1873 and
1890.14 After James Lindsay died his widow continued to live in Edzell Lodge
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James L[ewis] Caw, ‘The Present Condition of Art in Scotland’, Art Journal (1898),
45–9; 69–73. I thank Bill Smith for this information.
I am grateful to Mike Bucher for providing this biographical information. His death
on 29 June 1888 at the age of seventy nine is recorded in National Records of
Scotland: statutory registers Deaths 685/5 597; I thank Bill Smith for this reference.
Further information with regard to the cooperage business may be found at www.
archives.gla.ac.uk/sba/sbacolls/wl.html, which in turn is based on James Archer, ‘By
the Water of Leith’, The Essanden, Spring 1968 (this company journal has not been
available to me).
John Gifford, Colin McWilliam and David Walker, The Buildings of Scotland: Edinburgh
(1991; London,1984), 579.
Penny Johnson, Wm. Lindsay & Sons, Edinburgh, unpublished (3rd edition, 2010), 21.
Detailed in a genealogical chart kindly put at my disposal by Mike Bucher.
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until her death in 1934.15
At Edzell Lodge Lindsay had space to hang his collection of paintings and
to install ‘a well-stocked library which included ﬁrst editions of the works of
Robert Louis Stevenson and J. M. Barrie’.16 On the basis of family tradition he
is described as ‘a very talented man; he was artistic, musical and well read …
he was a deeply religious member of the “Wee” Free Church on the Mound
and since it had no organ he used to sit under the pulpit and sing solo the ﬁrst
verse of hymns and psalms.’17
Recently a handwritten catalogue, or perhaps rather an inventory, of the
Lindsay collection, entitled ‘Catalogue of Pictures. The Property of James
Lindsay, Edzell Lodge, Inverleith Terrace’, has surfaced.18 In chronological
order of purchase it carefully details Lindsay’s art acquisitions, commencing in January 1882 and ending in June 1903. Lindsay died on 7 December
of the same year.19 The catalogue lists 171 numbered items, mostly paintings, although several engravings are also included. For each entry, the month
and year of acquisition is given, followed by the serial number, a technical
description (‘Small Water Color (sic.)’, ‘Oil Painting’, ‘Chalk Portrait’ and so
on), the title (or lacking that, an indication of the motif), the name of the artist
(sometimes with the addition of ‘ARSA’, ‘RSA’ or ‘RA’), how the painting was
acquired (normally from a dealer or at an auction, but sometimes bought from
the artist or another private individual) and, ﬁnally, the amount paid.20 What
this inventory amounts to is an exceptionally complete, ﬁrst-hand survey of a
substantial Edinburgh art collection, typical of the kind of collection a businessman of James Lindsay’s background and means would have built up in the
15
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National Records of Scotland, Testament of James Lindsay dated 5 March 1904
(SC70/1/432, 601) as amended by Additional Inventories dated 11 April 1906, 10
August 1906 and 26 July 1907. I thank Bill Smith for this reference. The house,
bearing the name ‘Braeburn’, is now a residential care home.
Johnson Wm. Lindsay & Sons, 23.
Ibid., 22–3.
I am grateful to Mike Bucher for placing a scanned copy of this catalogue at my
disposal.
Johnson, Wm. Lindsay & Sons, 24.
It is not clear whether the inventory is in Lindsay’s own hand, as it is a fair copy of
another manuscript, apparently in a different hand and containing many corrections,
additions etc. Possibly the latter manuscript was written by Lindsay himself. I thank
Mike Bucher for a scanned copy of this manuscript as well. I also thank Bill Smith
for his suggestion that ‘the Lindsay ‘catalogue’ looks, from its regular handwriting
throughout, more like a list of Lindsay’s paintings executed at one sitting, probably as
late as after February 1903, perhaps as an aid to valuing Lindsay’s assets for legal/tax
purposes on his death in December that year’ (e-mail, 24 February 2014).
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1880s and 1890s. Lindsay’s catalogue allows a detailed study of the provenance
and history of his collection, as well as of his taste and choice of artists.

By 1882 Lindsay was already a fairly wealthy man; on his death in 1903 he
left a little over £160,000, including substantial holdings of British and overseas securities.21 However, his ﬁrst art purchases, made in January 1882, were
modest, consisting of two small watercolours by Henry Wright Kerr (1857–
1936), the same year as the latter exhibited at the Royal Scottish Academy for
the ﬁrst time.22 Lindsay paid only a few pounds for each. Subsequently he
acquired no less than ten paintings from Kerr, including four commissioned
portraits, always purchasing them from the artist. This points to a personal
friendship and, indeed, it is conceivable that Kerr was instrumental in triggering Lindsay’s interest in art.23 Initially, however, this interest seems to have
been moderate; there is a long period in his catalogue – from June 1883 to
December 1888 – without a single purchase being recorded.
It is only in May 1894 that Lindsay pays as much as £100 for a painting,
buying an Orientalist painting by the then fashionable French artist Philippe
Pavy (1860–c.1920). This is number forty-four in Lindsay’s list of purchases,
so the remaining 127 items were acquired in less than ten years. It is in 1894
that the rhythm of his purchases picks up speed (perhaps linked to the
21

22
23

I thank Bill Smith for this information (e-mail, 10 December 2013), referring to
Inventory of personal estate of James Lindsay lodged on 5 March 1904 at Edinburgh
Sheriff Court [National Records of Scotland: Wills & testaments SC70/1/432];
additional inventories lodged on 11 April 1906 showing total movable estate of
£163,300 [SC70/1/455].
W[illiam] D[arling] McKay, The Scottish Royal Academy 1826-1916 (Glasgow, 1917), 196.
I thank Bill Smith for this suggestion.
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construction of his new and spacious residence at 35 Inverleith Terrace), and
at the same time he clearly becomes much more willing to spend substantial
sums on expanding his collection. Thus, in December 1894 he pays £240 for
The Skipping Rope by Hugh Cameron (1835–1918); in 1895 he buys four paintings priced between £100 and £150, and in November that year he pays £420
for Sam Bough’s (1822–78) The Rocket Cart. Thereafter purchases follow at
a steady rate. In March 1897 he pays £675 for William Quiller Orchardson’s
(1832–1910) Testing the Blade, and ﬁnally, in February 1903, as one of his very
last acquisitions, he buys Mrs. Craigie Halkett by Henry Raeburn (1756–1823)
for the considerable sum of £1,200. This painting may have had a special
signiﬁcance, as The Scotsman reported from a reception which he hosted for
the annual Clan Lindsay Society gathering in June 1903: ‘special notice was
taken of an interesting example by Raeburn of a lady ancestor of the house
of Lindsay’.24
Lindsay had a preference for Scottish painters, as a count of artists represented in his collection shows. While ﬁfty are Scottish, less than half that
number are Continental (Belgian, Dutch, French, German, Italian, Russian),
and fourteen are English. Moreover, the Continental and English artists are,
with a few exceptions, represented by only one painting each. Among the
Scottish artists on the other hand, eight are represented by four or more
paintings:25 Robert Gemmell Hutchison (1855–1936) and Cecil Gordon
Lawson (1851–82) have four each; George Paul Chalmers (1833–78) and
William McTaggart (1835–1910), ﬁve each;26 Sam Bough contributes six paintings; Waller Hugh Paton (1828–95) and James Lawton Wingate (1846–1924),
seven; and Henry Wright Kerr, twelve paintings. As for the paintings by Kerr,
however, it must be noted that four of them are portraits of Lindsay’s father,
mother, daughter Margaret (‘Greta’) and his wife respectively.
Among Scottish artists whose paintings adorned the walls of his home, one
should mention, in addition to the ones listed above, John Burr, William Fettes
Douglas, Tom Faed, David Farquharson, Colin Hunter, Horatio McCulloch,
24
25

26

Quoted in Johnson, Wm. Lindsay & Sons, 24.
This count includes paintings not listed in Lindsay’s catalogue, but recorded in the
auction catalogue of the sale of part of his collection in Edinburgh on 28 February
1920. Catalogue of the Very Valuable and Choice Collection of Oil Paintings and Water-Colour
Drawings Formed by The Late James Lindsay, Esq., Edzell Lodge, Inverleith Terrace To be Sold
by Auction by Mr. Dowell… Saturday, 28th February 1920.
Saved, acquired in 1896, was exchanged the following year for Dutch Interior by
Albert Neuhuys. Thus, among his paintings by McTaggart, this one was clearly less
appreciated by Lindsay than the remaining four.
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Robert McGregor, William Darling McKay, Erskine Nicol, and John Crawford
Wintour. Paintings by several of these artists will be discussed below.
As for Continental painters, Lindsay, like many of his Scottish contemporaries, had a preference for Dutch artists, including Bernardus Johannes
Blommers (1845–1914), Jozef Israels (1824–1911), Jacobus Hendricus Maris
(1837–99) and Anton Mauve (1838–88), all highly-appreciated members of
the ‘Hague School’, as well as Johannes Albert Neuhuys (1844–1914), who
was closely associated with that school of painting. The picture Evening Pastures
by the Belgian artist Maurice Hagemans (1852–1917), a contemporary of the
Dutch artists, had pride of place above the mantelpiece in the living room at
Edzell Lodge.27
Lindsay does not seem to have had much interest in the painters of the
French ‘Barbizon School’, but he did own a painting by J. B. C. Corot (1796–
1875), A Souvenir of Normandy,28 acquired in January 1898 in exchange for
another Corot, Le clocher au bord de Lai, for which he had paid £550 the previous year. The authenticity of Lindsay’s Corot may be open to doubt; at the
auction in 1920 it fetched only £320, though by this time, however, Corot was
no longer in fashion among art collectors. The French Impressionists, whose
paintings were being sold in Scotland from the 1890s onwards,29 were entirely
absent from Lindsay’s collection.
The number of paintings by English artists in the collection was not signiﬁcant. They include an enigmatic painting: in September 1896 James Lindsay
bought an oil painting from the Glasgow dealers J. B. Bennett & Sons, which he
enters in his catalogue as being by James (sic) Constable (1776–1837), the title
being given as ‘Willy Nott’s [clearly a mistake for ‘Lott’s’] House’. He paid £300
for it and states that the authenticity of the painting is ‘certiﬁed by letters in Safe’
27
28

29

I thank Margaret Gent and Ann Gent for this information.
Whether the painting is another version of Corot’s Souvenir de Normandie or a fake
is difﬁcult to decide. According to Robaut, it was in the collection of Dr Verdier in
1874, being painted painted ‘vers 1870’. The image in Robaut differs from the photo
of the painting in Catalogue of the ... Collection ... to be sold by Mr Dowell, Lot 68, facing
11; the former lacks the two ﬁgures and the trees are somewhat slimmer. On the
other hand, the image in Robaut is not a photo, but simply a sketch of the painting,
made by Robaut. Moreover, Robaut states that it is signed in the bottom left corner,
while the Lindsay painting is signed in the bottom right; the dimensions also differ
materially (Robaut 69 x 83 cm, Dowell’s 44.5 x 53.3 cm). Either the Lindsay Corot is
a version not known to Robaut, or it is a fake. See Alfred Robaut, L’Œuvre de Corot,
Paris, 4 vols (1905; Paris, 1965), III, 212, catalogue no. 1880.
Frances Fowle, ‘Collecting Impressionism in Scotland’ in National Galleries of
Scotland, Impressionism and Scotland (Edinburgh, 2008), 65–75.
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– perhaps he also regarded the painting as an investment. Although of much
smaller dimensions, Lindsay’s painting is a copy of Constable’s The Hay Wain30,
about which an expert on Constable’s paintings, Graham Reynolds, writes:
Although it had been lent to a number of exhibitions after its return to
England in 1838, its overwhelming popularity as the most characteristic
of English landscapes and the fullest embodiment of Constable’s art
appears to date from its gift to the National Gallery by Henry Vaughan
in 1886.31
Prima facie it would appear that James Lindsay owned a painting by John
Constable. Perhaps he regarded it as a study for the larger painting in the
National Gallery, and hence a highly prestigious item in his collection. The
photo and dimensions of his painting as found in the 1920 auction catalogue32
do not, however, correspond to any recorded authentic painting by Constable,33
so it may be assumed (without absolute certainty) that it was either a forgery
or was mistakenly regarded by all parties concerned, as authentic. According
to Fleming-Williams and Parris both categories of paintings were common:
there was already a considerable trade in fake Constables by 1845 …
fresh batches of forgeries also began to appear on the market or at
exhibitions in the late 1860s and 1870s … But, in general, deliberate
forgeries appear to have been greatly outnumbered by the host of
works wrongly attributed to him, in the execution of which there was
not the slightest intention to deceive.34
30

31

32
33

34

Lindsay’s painting seems to be an oil sketch, related (whether a real Constable or
not) to The Hay Wain. In its composition it differs from the three oil sketches, as
well as from the full-size sketch in the Victoria and Albert Museum and the ﬁnished
painting in the National Gallery, London, published in Anne Lyles (ed.), Constable’s
Great Landscapes: The Six-Foot Paintings (London, 2006), 140–5. Johnson, Wm. Lindsay
& Sons, 28, is not helpful in reproducing the Victoria and Albert sketch (see Lyles,
(ed.), Constable’s Great Landscapes, 141), giving the impression that it is the sketch in the
Lindsay collection. The Lindsay collection sketch is different in signiﬁcant respects.
Its present whereabouts is unknown, and it would only be possible to ascertain its
authenticity if were to become available for professional examination.
Graham Reynolds, The Later Paintings and Drawings of John Constable, (New Haven,
1984), 69.
Catalogue of the ... Collection ... to be sold by Mr Dowell, Lot 71, facing 11.
Cf. Graham Reynolds, The Early Paintings and Drawings of John Constable (New Haven,
1996) and Reynolds, The Later Paintings and Drawings.
Ian Fleming-Williams and Leslie Parris, The Discovery of Constable (London, 1984),
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Lindsay preferred to buy from Edinburgh dealers and auctioneers. Thus he
acquired seventeen minor paintings from the auctioneers Lyon & Turnbull, all
of them in the course of 1894, constituting two lots bought in February and
March respectively of that year. In 1895 he bought three paintings from the
ﬁrm Ciceri & Co., likewise in Edinburgh. While two were of little importance,
the third was Sam Bough’s The Rocket Cart mentioned above. By then Lindsay
was prepared to spend substantial amounts on the purchase of individual
paintings. He also bought nine paintings from Dowell’s, including ﬁve watercolours by Waller Hugh Paton in January 1890. The most important single
source, however, was the Edinburgh art dealer and frame maker Aitken Dott
of A. Dott & Son, whose business was taken over by his son, Peter McOmish
Dott, and further developed as McOmish Dott & Co in 1896.35 Starting in
May 1894, Lindsay bought no less than forty-one paintings from the ﬁrm,
of which more than thirty were by Scottish painters, including Sam Bough,
Hugh Cameron, George Paul Chalmers, David Farquharson, Alexander Fraser
Jr., Horatio McCulloch, Robert McGregor, William Darling McKay, William
McTaggart, Erskine Nicol, William Quiller Orchardson, Tom Scott, Edward
Arthur Walton, James Lawton Wingate, and John Crawford Wintour. Among
the few Continental artists acquired from A. Dott & Son are Jozof Israels and
Philippe Pavy. In contrast, Lindsay seldom availed himself of the services of
Glasgow dealers. The only ones recorded in his catalogue are J. B. Bennett &
Sons and James Connell & Sons. His total purchases from Glasgow dealers
amounted to no more than four items.
Starting in March 1896, Lindsay bought twelve paintings from Arthur
Tooth & Son in London. Four were by British artists: Cecil G. Lawson,
Erskine Nicol, and John W. Oakes, while the remainder were by Dutch and
French painters – Bernard Blommers, Jacob Maris, J. B. C. Corot, CharlesÉmile Jacque (1813-94) and Léon Augustin Lhermitte (1844-1925). In the last
years of his life he also bought three paintings from J. Silva White, likewise in
London; this included the Raeburn referred to above.
In some instances, Lindsay bought paintings direct from the artist; as has
been mentioned, this was the case with Henry Wright Kerr. In 1893, 1898,
35

145.
Originally a frame maker and gilder, the business of Aitken Dott (1815–92), A. Dott
& Son, was taken over by his son, Peter McOmish Dott (1856-1934) who developed
the ﬁrm into a ﬁne art dealers. In 1897 it opened as The Scottish Gallery and it is still
an art gallery today. Until 1897 Lindsay refers in his inventory to A. Dott & Son. For
purchases in 1897 and 1898 he refers to P. M. Dott & Co., and from 1899 onwards
again as A. Dott & Son (occasionally simply Dott & Son).
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1899 and 1901 he purchased pictures by various artists at the annual exhibition
of the Royal Scottish Academy. In ﬁve instances he bought paintings from
private individuals other than artists, and in a further seven his catalogue does
not disclose the source of his purchase.
As Lindsay was a businessman, one may ask to what extent his collection – besides giving aesthetic pleasure and acting as a status symbol – could
be viewed as a successful investment. While a ﬁnal answer to this question
probably cannot be found, there are several indications of his overall sound
judgement. Certainly, Lindsay seems to have chosen his pictures with care.
His handwritten catalogue of his collection keeps careful track, month by
month, of the total sum spent on purchasing paintings, and ends in April 1903
with the sum of £10,987 and 3 shillings.36 In 1915 his collection, according
to a report in The Scotsman, had an estimated value of ‘between £14,000 and
£15,000’37 – a fair, but not spectacular increase in its value.
Nevertheless, on 28 February 1920 a substantial part of the collection was
sold at auction by Dowell’s in Edinburgh. It may have seemed foolish for the
family to do so a mere ﬁfteen months after the end of the war. Great Britain,
once a major creditor-nation, was now a debtor-nation. There was less wealth
to support art and artists. As it turned out, however, the sale was providential,
because in the twenties and thirties the social and economic climate would get
worse rather than better.38 The auction catalogue, entitled Catalogue of the Very
Valuable and Choice Collection of Oil Paintings and Water-Colour Drawings Formed by
the Late James Lindsay, Esq., Edzell Lodge, Inverleith Terrace, lists 101 paintings; all
except one were sold.39 It contains illustrations of twenty-six paintings.
The sale report, published in The Scotsman on Monday, 1 March 1920, lists
seventy-two items together with the prices fetched for each.40 The newspaper
noted:
Exceptional interest attached to the sale in Dowell’s Rooms, George
Street, Edinburgh, on Saturday of the collection of oil paintings and
water-colour drawings formed by the late Mr James Lindsay, Edzell
Lodge, Inverleith Terrace, Edinburgh, and high prices were recorded
for several works.
36
37
38
39

40

Handwritten inventory of Lindsay’s collection.
The Scotsman, Friday 8 January 1915, quoted in Johnson, Wm. Lindsay & Sons, 27.
I thank Bill Smith for pointing out this macro-economic context of the sale.
I am indebted to Margaret Gent who has kindly made the auction catalogue available
to me, and to her daughter, Ann Gent, who scanned it.
The prices reported by The Scotsman include Dowell’s premium.
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Of the four paintings by William McTaggart (1835–1910) listed in Lindsay’s
handwritten catalogue, three were sold at the auction, fetching particularly
high prices.41 The record was set by Where the Smugglers Came Ashore (1890),
which fetched £1,750; when Lindsay acquired it in 1896 he had paid £250.42
A smaller version is in the McLean Museum and Art Gallery, Greenock.43
Bonnie Muirland (1900)44 fetched £1,000; Lindsay had bought it in July 1901
for £210.45 The same price was obtained for Cauldron Bay, styled Galdren Bay,
Machrihanish in the auction catalogue, in which a photo is included.46 This
painting, acquired by Lindsay in April 1895 for £145, depicts almost exactly
the same view as the artist’s famous The Preaching of St Columba (c. 1897, City
of Edinburgh Museums & Galleries).47 Gauldrons Bay is seen from the north,
but the saint and the crowd listening to him are absent, while children, painted
in McTaggart’s characteristic ﬂuid style, are seen in the foreground and middle
background. It is probable that Lindsay’s painting antedates The Preaching of St
Columba, and thus it might be the same painting as The Gauldron Bay, dated by
Caw to 1892. Caw, however, does not give the dimensions of the latter painting; a further problem is that he states that it is signed ‘W. McTaggart 1891–7’,
whereas Lindsay’s painting is signed ‘W. McTaggart 92’.
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Here and below I quote the handwritten notes in the auction catalogue of the
hammer prices.
Illustrated in Caw, ‘The Present Condition of Art in Scotland’. James L[ewis] Caw,
Scottish Painting Past and Present (Edinburgh, 1908), 261 gives the title as Where the
Smuggler Came Ashore. Lindsay gives the alternative title A Silken Sea, which is not to
be found in James L[ewis] Caw, William McTaggart, R.S.A., V.P.R.S.W.: A Biography
and an Appreciation (Glasgow, 1917), ‘Index to Pictures’. Also reproduced in Catalogue
of the ... Collection ... to be sold by Mr Dowell, Lot 91, facing 15.
This small version is illustrated in Per Kvaerne, ‘Singing Songs of the Scottish Heart’.
William McTaggart 1835–1910 (Edinburgh, 2007), 143 and www.inverclyde.gov.uk/
community-life-and-leisure/mclean-museum-and-art-gallery/museum-collections/
ﬁne-art/william-mctaggart-1835-1910/?galleryindex=4&show=large
Image, see www.sothebys.com/en/auctions/ecatalogue/2009/the-scottish-salel09815/lot.28.html
The catalogue of Sotheby’s The Scottish Sale, September 2009, 24 indicates that it was
bought by the art dealers Alex Reid & Lefevre, Glasgow before 1920 and then sold
to ‘Alex Buist Esq., by 1920’; however, the 1920 auction catalogue lists it as no. 72,
and the pencilled note of the price is £1,000. This is only one of several conundrums
relating to the Lindsay collection. However, at the time Sotheby’s did not have access
to the present information. The hammer price at the Sotheby’s 2009 auction was
£58,850, cf. Johnson, Wm. Lindsay & Sons, 23.
Illustrated in Catalogue of the ... Collection ... to be sold by Mr Dowell, Lot 78, facing 12.
Illustrated in Kvaerne, ‘Singing Songs of the Scottish Heart’, 200.
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The auction resulted in a net payment to the owners of £16,473 and 5 shillings, according to a handwritten note on page sixteen of the copy of the
auction catalogue placed at my disposal.48 The prices quoted in The Scotsman
are generally 5 per cent higher than the prices noted in pencil in the margins
of the auction catalogue. Presumably the latter is the hammer price, whereas
The Scotsman reports the price including the buyer’s premium. In the case of
A Surrey Landscape by Cecil Lawson (see below), the purchase at the auction
was made through The Scottish Gallery (Aitken Dott & Son), who added their
own commission of 2.5 per cent. Possibly this dealer handled other purchases
as well.
Compared to the estimate of £14,000 to £15,000 published by the Scotsman
referred to above, the sum obtained by the owners at the 1920 auction might
seem to have been somewhat disappointing, but more than sixty paintings
from Lindsay’s collection, including Mrs Craigie Halkett by Raeburn, do not
ﬁgure in the auction catalogue. It has not been possible to ascertain whether
these paintings had already been sold or given away by 1920, or whether they
were retained by the Lindsay family and dispersed later on. On the other hand,
48

See handwritten inventory of Lindsay’s collection. This was the sum paid after the
auctioneers’ commission of £1,830 and 7 shillings had been deducted.
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at least twelve paintings are listed in the auction catalogue that are not found
in Lindsay’s own list. Again, the reason for this discrepancy is not known. For
these paintings, the information otherwise provided by Lindsay’s own catalogue – provenance, cost, year and month of purchase – is not available. It is
therefore not unreasonable to assume that the total value of the Lindsay collection was at least £20,000 by 1920.
It is beyond the scope of this article to discuss to what extent the value of
Lindsay’s collection might throw light on the larger context of the Scottish art
market. However, in the case of one artist, at least, namely William McTaggart
(1835–1910), it is clear that the art market had come to appreciate his work.
Lindsay owned four paintings by this artist, for which he had paid prices ranging from £145 to £265; when three of them were sold at auction in 1920, they
fetched prices between £1,000 and £1,750 – a signiﬁcant increase in value.

A fourth painting by McTaggart, not included in the auction, was Snow in
April at Broomieknowe (1892). It may be assumed that this is the same painting
as April Snow (1892), as the latter is a large canvas (90 x 138 cm), which ﬁts well
with the price of £265 paid by Lindsay in 1897.49 Caw gives the owner of the
painting (in 1917) as ‘Mr. J. Howden Hume, Glasgow’,50 which would indicate
that it was sold by the Lindsay family before the auction in 1920. What the
price at that time may have been, is not known. The painting now belongs to
49
50

Illustrated Kvaerne, ‘Singing Songs of the Scottish Heart’, 216.
Caw, William McTaggart, 265.
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The Royal Bank of Scotland.51
Although a large part of Lindsay’s collection was dispersed in 1920, a number of paintings from his collection found their way into public collections in
Scotland and abroad. The ﬁrst work to be so acquired was Surrey Landscape, a
small oil painting by Cecil Gordon Lawson (1851–82).52 It was bought at the
Dowell’s auction for £147 by The Scottish Gallery (formerly A. Dott & Son)
on behalf of the Trustees of the National Gallery of Scotland.53 The gallery
already had a painting by Lawson,54 an artist held in high esteem by James Caw,
the Gallery’s director:
His [Lawson’s] pictures are pregnant with the life and change of Nature,
with its growth and lusty life, its decay and perennially renewed youth,
and with those emotional symphonies which the ever-changing sky
plays upon the enduring features of the earth.55
In the same year The Peacock (1900) by Edwin John Alexander was acquired
by the National Gallery of Victoria.56 At Dowell’s it was sold for £400. It was
bought from the new owner by the Felton Bequest on the recommendation
51

52
53

54

55
56

An oil sketch of the same scene entitled Snow in April belongs to the Scottish National
Gallery (NG 2138). Its modest dimensions (19.7 x 26.8 cm) makes it unlikely that this
is the painting for which Lindsay paid £265.
NG 1372.
I thank Helen Smailes, Senior Curator of British Art at the National Gallery of
Scotland, for this information, including a copy of the receipt from The Scottish
Gallery, preserved by the Scottish National Gallery. An illustration of the painting
is found in The National Gallery of Scotland. Concise Catalogue of Paintings (Edinburgh,
1997), 190, and at www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/paintings/a-surrey-landscape212560
The Old Mill: Sunset, purchased in 1908. The National Gallery of Scotland. Concise Catalogue
of Paintings, 190.
Caw, Scottish Painting, 315–16, which also has an illustration of this painting.
Illustrated in Catalogue of the ... Collection ... to be sold by Mr Dowell, Lot 26, facing 1. I
thank Bill Smith for supplying the following commment: ‘I think originally it may
have been called “A Study”, according to James Paterson’s article on Alexander in
The Old Water-Colour Society’s Club, 1926–27, Fourth Annual Volume, and was lent
to the RSA by Lindsay (as “A Study’) in 1900 (though the list says Lindsay acquired
it in December 1902). The watercolour turns up in 1901 at The Royal Society of
Painters in Water Colours as “A Study (Peacock - illustrated)” (no mention of being
lent by Lindsay). One and the same painting perhaps?’ (e-mail, 24 February 2014).
Cf. McKay, The Scottish Royal Academy, 1917, 10, which lists ‘A Study’, exhibited at the
RSA in 1900. In the Lindsay collection inventory it is named The Peacock, acquired in
December 1902.
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of Frank Rinder, the Bequest’s advisor in London,57 and shipped by the Orsova
in July 1920 to Melbourne.58
No less than four paintings from the Lindsay collection were in the course
of time acquired by Kirkcaldy Museum and Art Gallery, the ﬁrst being Robert
Alexander (1840–1923), My House is My Castle (1898), purchased in 1931.59 In
Lindsay’s catalogue it is named Cat and Dog Life. As the painting is dated 1898
and was acquired by Lindsay in May that year, one may assume that he bought
it from the artist as soon as it was ﬁnished. In his catalogue he notes that he
lent it to the RSA exhibition in 1899.60 Sam Bough’s (1822–78) The Rocket Cart
(1876) was acquired in 1947.61 The title refers to a rescue operation mounted
by an Isle of Wight coastguard crew, who by means of a rocket apparatus
succeeded in saving ﬁfteen men out of a crew of seventeen from the cargo
ship Glenaray that had run ashore during the night of 1 March 1876.62 Lindsay
had bought it from Ciceri & Co, Edinburgh in November 1895 for £420 (at
the auction in 1920 it fetched £550).63 In the year it was painted, 1876, the
work had received some attention, being exhibited both at the Royal Scottish
Academy and the Liverpool Autumn Exhibition. Lindsay lent the painting
to the Sam Bough Loan Exhibition organised at Carlisle in July 1896, where
it was exhibited as Rocket Cart – Isle of Wight, along with another painting by
Bough titled A Gale on the East Coast – Sea Running (1869).64 A second painting
by Sam Bough from the Lindsay collection came to Kirkcaldy in 1960, viz.
Dysart Harbour, donated by Dr Douglas Guthrie.65 In the 1920 auction cata57

58
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64

65

Frank Rinder was advisor to the Felton Bequest 1918–1928. See The Glasgow Herald,
9 March, 1937, 13 (‘Death of Mr. Frank Rinder Well-Known Art Critic and Author:
Secured Famous Works for Australia’).
I am grateful to Joy Kremler, Curatorial Assistant, International Art, at the National
Gallery of Victoria, for the information regarding the purchase of the painting by
the Felton Bequest.
Ellen McCance and Dallas M. Mechan, Catalogue of the Fine Art Collections, Kirkcaldy
Museum and Art Gallery (Kirkcaldy, 1996), 72. Illustrated in Catalogue of the Collection to
be sold by Mr Dowell, Lot 55, facing 7.
At the RSA exhibition it had the title Dog and Cat Life, McKay, The Scottish Royal
Academy, 12; the owner is not indicated.
McCance and Mechan, Catalogue of the Fine Art Collections, Kirkcaldy Museum, 73.
http://www.clydeships.co.uk/view.php?ref=13786
Illustrated in Catalogue of the ... Collection ... to be sold by Mr Dowell, Lot 85, facing 14.
Gil Hitchon and Pat Hitchon, Sam Bough RSA. The Rivers in Bohemia (Lewes, 1998),
259. The work, being among those not listed in Lindsay’s own catalogue, is a
watercolour, sold at the Dowell sale for £90. Catalogue of the ... Collection ... to be sold by
Mr Dowell, Lot 22, illustration facing 2.
McCance and Mechan, Catalogue of the Fine Art Collections, Kirkcaldy Museum, 72,
illustration: 33.
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logue it is entered as ‘Sunset, East Wemyss’; it fetched £100.66
Lindsay’s Dordrecht by James Campbell Noble came to Kirkcaldy in 1947,
bequeathed by William Innes.67 Lindsay had bought it from the artist in April
1903 for £210, purchasing a new frame for £10 from ‘Dott & Son’. It was
the last painting acquired by James Lindsay before his death in December the
same year.
Other paintings from the Lindsay collection in public galleries are Thomas
Austen Brown (1857–1924), Turnip Singling, Shefﬁeld Museums (titled Turnip
Hoeing);68 Hugh Cameron (1835–1918), The Skipping Rope (1894), Perth
Museum and Art Gallery;69 David Farquharson (1840–1907), Canty Bay, North
Berwick, East Lothian, Aberdeen Art Gallery and Museums; Sam Bough, Ben
Ledi from the Pass of Leny, Dundee Art Gallery and Museums;70 and Sir William
Quiller Orchardson (1832–1910), Testing the Blade, McLean Museum and Art
Gallery, Greenock.71 As has been noted, Lindsay’s Raeburn was not included
in the Dowell’s sale. In 1932, however, it was acquired by the Mildred Lane
Kemperer Art Museum in St Louis, Missouri.72
It is a tribute to James Lindsay’s good taste and acumen that so many paintings from his collection may now be seen in public collections. As mentioned
above, he also submitted a number of paintings to temporary exhibitions at
the Royal Scottish Academy and elsewhere. This practice was continued by his
family after his death. Thus, Raeburn’s Mrs Craigie Halkett was exhibited at the
Scottish National Exhibition in Edinburgh in 1908,73 and Robert Alexander’s
66

67
68
69

70
71

72

73

Catalogue of the ... Collection ... to be sold by Mr Dowell, Lot 41, illustration facing 5. I am
grateful to Helen Smailes for having made this identiﬁcation. Why the painting was
given this title in the catalogue is not clear, as in Lindsay’s list it is styled “Dysart”.
McCance and Mechan, Catalogue of the Fine Art Collections, Kirkcaldy Museum, 83.
Image at http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/paintings/turnip-hoeing-71962
Image at http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/paintings/the-skipping-rope128955. Also reproduced in Catalogue of the ... Collection ... to be sold by Mr Dowell, Lot
45, facing 5.
www.scran.ac.uk/database/record.php?usi=000-000-191-601-C
www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/paintings/testing-the-blade-183424. Also reproduced in Catalogue of the ... Collection ... to be sold by Mr Dowell, Lot 80, facing 13.
Kim Broker, Assistant Registrar for Collections at the Mildred Lane Kemper
Museum, St Louis, Missouri, has kindly provided the following information: ‘The
Museum purchased the painting from Newhouse Galleries in New York in 1932, the
same year that they acquired it from Van Diemen and Company. The painting was
in Van Diemen’s inventory by October 1929, but we have no record of when they
acquired it’ (e-mail, 22 November 2013).
James Greig, Sir Henry Raeburn, R.A.. His Life and Works with a Catalogue of His Pictures
(London, 1911), 47.
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My Home is My Castle at the Japan British Exhibition in London in 1910.74
Evaluating Lindsay’s collection one hundred years after its dispersal at
auction in 1920, one may ask what vision informed his art acquisitions? Was
his collection primarily the expression of a conventional wish to beautify his
home and display his wealth and good taste? Or did he harbour a vision of
Scotland, its history, culture and landscape? Lindsay’s somewhat conservative
taste in art comes out clearly – his interest was in landscape and genre paintings. However, while his taste may have been conventional, it was by no means
backward-looking. Out of a total of ninety artists represented in his collection, at least ﬁfty were living at the time Lindsay acquired their work. He was
in touch with the mainstream contemporary art world in Scotland, although
not with the more innovative among the artists, such as the group of painters
known as the ‘Glasgow Boys’. His purchase in 1897 of a painting by Edward
Arthur Walton (1860–1922), a member of the ‘Glasgow Boys’ is an exception.
On the other hand, it does not seem that Lindsay was particularly fascinated
by the fashionable Romantic visions of the Highlands and Islands. Among
the painters whose works adorned Lindsay’s home in Edinburgh, Horatio
McCulloch (1805–67) can certainly be considered a painter of the Highlands,
and to some degree Sam Bough and David Farquharson (1840–1907) also.
However, it is evident that Lindsay’s heart was not in the Highlands, but rather
in the Lowlands, the industrial and commercial hub of Scotland, where he
himself lived and had developed a successful business. Scottish artists such
as Peter Graham (1836–1921), John MacWhirter (1839–1911), and Joseph
Farquarson (1846–1935), who had established themselves in London (at least
for extended periods) as highly successful landscape painters of the romantic Highlands, are conspicuously absent from Lindsay’s collection. William
McTaggart – well represented in Lindsay’s collection – might be considered
as an artist of the Highlands (or at least, the Islands). However, it can be
argued (convincingly, in my opinion) that McTaggart was above all inspired by
a personal and poetical vision of landscape as a context for human presence,
especially that of children, and a considerable part of his work portrays not
his native Kintyre, but Fife and, especially, the gentle landscape of Midlothian.
Painters such as Thomas Austin Brown (1857–1924), George Paul Chalmers
(1833–78), Robert McGregor (1847–1922), William Darling McKay (1844–
1924), and the traditional agricultural work and landscape in the Lowlands
(rapidly becoming anacronistic at the time of Lindsay’s activity as a collector)
74

I thank Jane Freel, Museums Curator, Kirkcaldy Museum and Art Gallery, for this
information.
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depicted by them, were, it would seem, more visibly represented in Lindsay’s
collection, together with numerous genre paintings. This choice was not, I
would argue, due to chance, but to his personal preferences. James Lindsay
was, in a rather conventional way, a man of his times and of his social context,
and this constitutes the signiﬁcance of his collection.

James Joyce’s Labyrinths of Love and Desire in Exiles
Saman Zoleikhaei

Love is impotent, though mutual, because it is not aware that it
is but the desire to be One, which leads us to the impossibility
of establishing the relationship between ‘them-two’ (la relation
d’eux). The relationship between them-two what? – them-two
sexes. (Jacques Lacan, Encore 6)
[D]esire is neither the appetite for satisfaction [of a need] nor
the demand for love, but the difference that results from the
subtraction of the ﬁrst from the second, the very phenomenon
of their splitting (Spaltung). (Jacques Lacan, Écrits 580)
Known as a novelist throughout the world, James Joyce (1882-1941) tried his
hand at writing a play early in his literary career. Joyce’s play, Exiles, was written
in 1914 and published in 1918. Ezra Pound frankly adjudicated that Exiles is
not a sophisticated play. He believed that ‘the effect of Ibsen is everywhere
apparent; the play’s many excellences are those of a novelist and not of a
dramatist’.1 Pound’s comments show that Joyce’s venture into dramaturgy
was an off-road, but necessary, journey in his writing career. However,
Ruth Bauerle contends ‘We have neglected Exiles because we have largely
misunderstood what Joyce was doing in the play’.2 Exiles deals with Richard
Rowan who has returned to Ireland after years living in exile. The association
and afﬁnity between Joyce and Richard renders Exiles, according to Joseph
Valente, ‘a public translation of the hitherto private experience’.3 The passage
of time alongside Harold Pinter’s production of the play in 1970 set the scene
1

2

3

Ezra Pound in Forrest Read (ed.), The Letters of Ezra Pound to James Joyce, with Pound’s
Essay on Joyce (New York, 1967), 249-50.
Ruth Bauerle, ‘Dancing a Pas de Deux in Exiles’s Ménage a Quatre; or, How Many
Triangles Can You Make Out of Four Characters If You Take Them Two at a Time?’
in Morris Beja and David Norris (eds), Joyce in Hibernian Metropolis (Ohio, 1996), 150.
Joseph Valente, ‘Between/Beyond Men: Male Feminism and Homosociality in Exiles’
in idem, James Joyce and the Problem of Justice: Negotiating Sexual and Colonial Difference
(Cambridge, 1995), 132.
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for the return of Exiles to critical attention. David G. Wright gives credits to
Joyce’s debt to Pinter. He states ‘Joyce has been distinctly (if posthumously)
indebted to Pinter for proving that Exiles, for all its alleged problems, can be
successfully staged’.4 The ﬁrst production of the play in Dublin was staged in
1973.
James Joyce and Jacques Lacan are literary and psychoanalytical counterparts.
Lacan, ‘the most important psychoanalyst since Sigmund Freud’, admitted his
close afﬁnity to Joyce in several ways, ﬁrst through his intricate and arcane
writing and secondly through his last seminar, which was devoted to Joyce’s
writing.5 Lacan considered Joyce ‘as the writer of enigma par excellence’6 and
came to the conclusion that the real can be written through Joyce’s writing.
Jean-Michel Rabaté highlights the afﬁnity between Lacan and Joyce, stating
‘Joyce’s name came to mean more than the simple reference to a person
or an author. For Joyce allowed Lacan to retranslate Freud once more and
perhaps for the last time’.7 Moreover Rabaté sees Joyce as ‘a living signature’
and ‘founder of discursivity’ for authenticating and bolstering the theories of
Lacan.8
In what follows, I offer a Lacanian reading of Exiles that illustrates the
movement of love from the Imaginary order to that of the Symbolic. From
being a narcissistic feeling directed toward the ideal ego, love becomes selﬂess
in the realm of language. Language makes knowledge possessed by one party a
point of attraction and love. Then, the distinctions between love and desire and
their linguistic counterparts namely metaphor and metonymy are given. Next,
agalma as the representative of object petit a and a mark of love is elaborated. It
is via agalma that the lover is loved by the beloved. Phallus is then deﬁned as the
source of object petit a that triggers love. After drawing this Lacanian theoretical
framework, I analyse Richard’s personality who is taken to be worthy of love
on account of knowledge, agalma and phallus. Richard and Beatrice share lots
of common ground since both of them pay attention to intellectualism. In
the second part of the analysis, Robert and Bertha’s love is investigated. Their
4
5
6

7

8

David G. Wright, ‘Joyce’s Debt to Pinter’, Journal of Modern Literature, 14 (1988), 517.
Sean Homer, Jacques Lacan (New York, 2005), 1.
Jacques Lacan, Jacques Lacan’s Seminar XXIII: Le Sinthome 1975-1976, Luke Thurston
(trans), Unpublished Translation, 111. http://www.lacanonline.com/index/
wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Seminar-XXIII-The-Sinthome-Jacques-LacanThurston-translation.pdf [Accessed 6 June 2018].
Jean-Michel Rabaté. ‘Aspace of Dumbillsilly: When Joyce Translates Lacan’, Critical
Quarterly, 48 (2006), 30.
Ibid., 32.
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love is shown to be bounded by the rules of the Symbolic order which tends
toward bodily desires.

Love and Deception: Love is to be Loved
Being one of the most difﬁcult concepts in history, love has obsessed writers
from diverse disciplines for centuries. In Seminar XX, Lacan contends that
‘what I say of love is assuredly that one cannot speak about it’.9 Saying
something sensible and meaningful about love was an impossibility for
Lacan. He adds ‘the moment one starts speaking about love, one descends
into imbecility’.10 Yet despite this, love is impossible out of speech. Since
the subject is subjected to the chain of signiﬁers and therein lies desire, the
subject’s love is intertwined with desire.
Lacan argues that ‘Love is a phenomenon which takes place on the
imaginary level, and which provokes a veritable subduction of the symbolic,
a sort of annihilation, of perturbation of the function of ego-ideal’.11 This
imaginary phenomenon intimates a relationship between egos, the main
feature of which is sameness or difference. If the egos share similar grounds,
there we have love, otherwise difference leads to hate. In the Imaginary
realm, the subject identiﬁes with an image in the other that is tantamount
to ideal ego. Ideal ego titillates the subject’s desire with the promise of unity
and wholeness. It is identiﬁcation with the ego in the Imaginary order that
forms the basis of love. Renata Salecl contends that ‘What is at work in
falling in love is the recognition of the narcissistic image that forms from the
substance of the ideal ego. When we fall in love, we position the person who
is the object of our love in the place of the ideal ego. We love this person
because of the perfection we have striven to reach for our own ego’.12 The
subject is seeking an ideal image of him/herself in the other. To put it in
another way, ‘It’s one’s own ego that one loves in love, one’s own ego made
real on the imaginary level’.13 Upon entering the Symbolic order, the subject
recognises that s/he is split; therefore, provoked by love, s/he embarks on
9
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11

12
13

Jacques Lacan, Encore in idem, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book XX: Encore, On
Feminine Sexuality, The Limits of Love and Knowledge 1972–1973, Jacques-Alain Miller
(ed.), Bruce Fink (trans.) (New York, 1998), 12.
Ibid., 17.
Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book I: Freud’s Papers on Technique 19531954, Jacques-Alain Miller (ed.), John Forrester (trans.) (New York, 1988), 142.
Renata Salecl, (Per)versions of Love and Hate (London, 1998), 13.
Lacan, Freud’s Papers on Technique, 142.
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searching for unity and wholeness of the ideal ego in the Imaginary order.
The subject is nothing more than the split subject of lack. The moment
the subject enters the realm of the signiﬁers, s/he is split and tagged with
lack. Loving the other is one of the possible ways to address this lack. It is
an attempt to ﬁll this lack via appealing to the Other for love and recognition.
As Lacan argues, love is ‘to give what one does not have’.14 What one does
not have refers to object petit a which is the cause of desire. Lacan adds ‘one
cannot love except by becoming a non-haver, even if one has’.15 Not having
is attached to having, having a constitutive lack which lies at the heart of
the subject. Language thus plays a key role in the formation of love. Lacan
bridged the distance between love and language by likening love to a signiﬁer
which undergoes an endless deferral. He argues that ‘love aims at being,
namely, at what slips away most in language’.16 It is language that enables
the subject to demand love from the Other in order to be able to address the
inherent lack in themselves.
The mechanism of using language enables the movement from Imaginary
order to Symbolic order. In this transition from the Imaginary order to the
Symbolic order, love undergoes a transition from love of the ideal ego to the
love of the ego ideal. Situating ideal ego and ego ideal within his deﬁnition
of love based on Imaginary and Symbolic orders, Lacan suggests that we
‘learn to distinguish love as an imaginary passion from the active gift which it
constitutes on the symbolic order. Love, the love of the person who desires
to be loved, is essentially an attempt to capture the other in oneself, in oneself
as object’.17 Love, being ﬁltered through language, turns into a demand for
love. The subject never desists in demanding love from the Other since
the Other as such is not capable of providing satisfaction proper. Lacan
contends that ‘I love you, but because inexplicably I love in you something more than
you – the object petit a – I mutilate you’.18 It is this ‘mutilation’, this reduction
of the Other to irreducible parts – tantamount to chain of signiﬁers – that
14
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Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book VIII: Transference 1960-1961, Cormac
Gallagher (Trans.), Unpublished Translation, 28. http://www.lacaninireland.com/
web/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/THE-SEMINAR-OF-JACQUES-LACANVIII.pdf [accessed 6 June 2018]
Ibid., 337.
Lacan, Encore, 39.
Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book XI: The Four Fundamental Concepts of
Psychoanalysis, Jacques-Alain Miller (ed.), Alan Sheridan (trans.) (New York, 1977),
276.
Ibid., 268.
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sustains the lover’s desire for demanding. ‘Love demands love. It never stops
demanding it. It demands it encore. “Encore” is the proper name of the gap in
the Other from which the demand for love stems’.19
Another key point to remember is that love involves narcissistic imaginary
relations since ‘To love is, essentially, to wish to be loved’.20 The conﬂict
between loving and the wish to be loved gives rise to an illusion which lies at
the core of love. It is believed that the lover loves in order to be loved. Salecl
argues,
In the relationship between the loving and the loved, two different logics
are at work. First, the loving one perceives in the Other something
that he or she does not have - the object a, which Lacan also names the
agalma. The loving one therefore falls in love by presupposing that the
loved one possesses this object, something that is in the loved one more
than him- or herself. And the second logic concerns the loving subject’s
desire to become the object of love for the loved one.21
These two logics work together to make up the illusion of fusion and unity for
the subject. Regarding Oneness, Lacan states ‘We are but one … The idea of
love begins with that’.22 Unity is nothing more than the function of narcissism
and illusion. Lacan adds ‘The One everyone talks about all the time is, ﬁrst of
all, a kind of mirage of the One you believe yourself to be’.23 The grips of love
are there to ﬁll the lack in the Other, or the One, which has been caused by
separation from the Other, or Oneself. Love creates the illusion of reuniting
with the Other, or the One, through fantasy. Lacan relates ‘Love is impotent,
though mutual, because it is not aware that it is but the desire to be One, which
leads us to the impossibility of establishing the relationship between ‘themtwo’ (la relation d’eux). The relationship between them-two what? – them-two
sexes’.24 There is no One for Lacan. He argues against the conception that love
is directed toward becoming one with the beloved.
Love vs Desire: Metaphor vs Metonymy
Metonymic substitution goes back to 1916 when Ferdinand de Saussure
19
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Lacan, Encore, 4.
Lacan, Four Fundamental, 253.
Salecl, Love and Hate, 46.
Lacan, Encore, 47.
Ibid., 47.
Ibid., 6.
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identiﬁed a distinction between syntagmatic and paradigmatic relations.
Sigmund Freud already had a similar dichotomy for mechanisms operating
in the unconscious. In addition, Roman Jakobson had touched upon this
aspect of language. He considered language to be governed by two poles
namely: metaphor and metonymy. Lacan read Freudian displacement and
condensation in light of the linguistic theories of Saussure and Jakobson.
Lacan drew on these three and related the unconscious to the structure of
language in his ‘Insistence of the Letter in the Unconscious’. In this work,
Lacan viewed metonymy based on ‘word-to-word’ relation and metaphor as
‘One word for another’.25 Both metaphor and metonymy work by replacing
one term for another. As Russell Grigg notes, ‘Lacan uses “metonymy” in
this sense of a case of substitution metaphor in which special relations hold
and “metaphor” in the sense of substitution metaphors where these relations
are absent’.26 Metonymy is itself a kind of metaphor. The warp and woof
of language consist of metaphor and metonymy for Lacan. The functioning
of language wholly depends on these two axes. The paradigmatic axis is
vertical, and has functions based on selection and substitution. It is similarity
that makes metaphor possible. On the other hand, the horizontal axis, the
syntagmatic axis, works according to laws of combination and contiguity.
Metonymy refers to the process of establishing connection and contiguity
between two disparate elements. Metonymic displacement is like deferral from
one signiﬁer to another. Desire has a similar mechanism. In other words, desire
emerges only in the movement from one signiﬁer to another signiﬁer and it is
constantly deferred in achieving its object. It is subjected to endless processes
of deferral because desire, according to Lacan, is always ‘desire for something
else’.27 As soon as the subject attains illusionary object petit a, the mere substitute
and cause of desire, s/he feels temporarily satisﬁed. The object petit a loses
its desirability however and gives its place to another object. Lacan argues
‘man’s desire is a metonymy’.28 After temporary satisfaction, the subject falls
into the trap of experiencing desire again. According to Lacan, ‘the brook of
desire runs as if along a branch line of the signifying chain’.29 The signifying
chain opens up a gap which forms desire. Lacan adds ‘the subject ﬁnds the
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constitutive structure of his desire in the same gap opened up by the effect
of signiﬁers in those who come to represent the Other for him’.30 The desire
is for the thing that we think the Other lacks. The Other is fundamentally
suffering from lack and such a lack leads to the failure of subject’s demands
and desires. The lack makes the subject move, on the axis of desire, from
object to object one after the other, hence the function of metonymy.
On the other hand, the structure of love and metaphor are identical since
both are based on substitution. Lacan argues ‘It is in so far as the function
where it occurs of the erastes, of the loving one, who is the subject of lack,
takes the place of, substitutes itself for the function of the eromenos who is the
object, the beloved object, that there is produced the signiﬁcation of love’.31
According to Lacan ‘love as signiﬁcation … is a metaphor’.32 The metaphorical
aspect of love refers to substitution in which the lover, suffering from lack,
acts as a surrogate for the beloved. The beloved in this formula is the object
and the signiﬁer of lack. Love comes into being out of an articulation of
desire. Love is static and unchanging in its search for a partner whereas desire
is seeking something else metonymically. Love is based in the wish to be loved
and desire makes the subject desire to be the object of the Other’s desire.
Both love and desire follow an identical mechanism and are insatiable as such.
Concerning the relationship between love and desire, Lacan comments,
Because if desire at its root, in its essence is the desire of the Other, it
is here properly speaking that there lies the mainspring of the birth of
love, if love is what happens in this object towards whom we stretch
out our hands by our own desire and who, at the moment that it breaks
into ﬂame, allows there to appear for an instant this response, this other
hand, the one which stretches out towards you as his desire.33
In line with the relationship between love and desire, Renata Salecl comments
‘the other becomes the object of love, the desired object, precisely because
he or she is a split subject. What is at stake in love is thus not simply that the
loving subject produces the fantasy of this mythical object and transposes it
onto the loved one; what makes the loved one worthy of love is that he or she
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is also a desiring subject’.34 It is desire as such that makes love come into being.
As a result, a subject without desire is unable to experience love fully in the
Symbolic order. Ehsan Azari states ‘Where desire reproduces itself as paradise
lost in a metonymic structure, love creates an illusion of paradise found in
a metaphoric structure’.35 Desire has no object but reproduction of desire.
Desire aims at reproduction of a state of pure desire through a metonymic
process. On the other hand, love aims at cutting the metonymic process and
ﬁxating on an object.
Give and Love What One Does Not Have: Transference of Agalma and
Phallus
The term ‘transference’ was used by Freud to designate the displacement
from one idea to another. Freud altered its meaning in order to signify the
patient’s relationship with the analyst. Transference was a mechanism which
drove the psychoanalytic session forward for Freud. Drawing this concept
from Freud and criticising the ego-psychologist for considering transference
solely in relation to affect, Lacan gave a dialectical coloring to his deﬁnition of
transference. In his ‘Presentation on Transference’ Lacan argues ‘transference
does not fall under any mysterious property of affectivity and, even when
it reveals itself in an emotional [emoi] guise, this guise has a meaning only as
a function of the dialectical moment at which it occurs’.36 Transference is
closely related to strong feelings, love and hate among others, but its essence
lies in intersubjective relations. It is through relation, through ‘asymmetry
between subjects’, that the subject comes into being.37 Lacan contends ‘I
intersubjectivate you, you intersubjectivate me’.38 The dialectic of give and
take paves the way for the formation of human being as subject.
Lacan devoted Seminar VIII to reading Plato’s Symposium, which deals
with ‘the problem of love’.39 Socrates and Alcibiades’s dialogues provide
Lacan with the needed material for reading love as transference. Lacan
took the relationship between these two as the relationship between analyst
and analysand, and he identiﬁed its foundations in an act of transference.
Transference is there to illuminate what the subject lacks and how to make up
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for the lack via love which is taken to be inadequate. According to Lacan, ‘the
moment of tipping over, the moment of reversal where from the conjunction
of desire with its object qua inadequate, there must emerge the signiﬁcation
which is called love’.40 The beloved is not enough for the lover who is desiring
more and more. Desiring more and more is reversed, enacted in the repeated
inadequacy of the object of desire, and gives rise to love.
Plato’s Symposium also brought to light the connection between love and
truth for Lacan. Lorenzo Chiesa argues that Seminar VIII is not primarily
concerned with the nature of love but focuses on ‘the question of love’s
relationship with the empirical experience of transference in psychoanalysis’.41
Following Lacan and in the same line of thought, Bruce Fink argues ‘Since
Plato’s time, it has been clear that oral transmission engenders love and that
love and knowledge are not unrelated’.42
Love, being an illusion of unity and oneness, hinders the successful process
of analysis which is named transference. Jacques-Alain Miller notes ‘Love in
psychoanalysis is transference. The very concept of love, its questions of
expression in psychoanalysis, is directed by the concept and problematics of
transference so that love seems to be only displacement – a case of mistaken
identity. Always, I love someone because I’m in love with somebody else’.43
The lover assumes that the other party has knowledge; hence, a mistaken
identiﬁcation. The lover admits the lack in him/herself and takes the Other as
the possessor of what s/he demands. What the lover seeks is the truth about
him/herself in the Other, knowledge of which brings about transference
and illusion. Drawing from Lacan, Ellie Ragland-Sullivan states that ‘love or
transference is a signiﬁer, a relationship to knowledge, to what one lacks in
one’s “self ” knowledge and thus loves in the Other’.44 It is the working of
lack that sets the subject in pursuit of knowledge through love. Love is there
to bridge the gap between knowledge and the Other. Lacan argues ‘I love the
person I assume to have knowledge’.45 The discourse of love is closely knit
with that of knowledge.
40
41

42
43

44

45

Ibid., 29.
Lorenzo Chiesa, ‘Le Ressort de l’amour: Lacan’s Theory of Love in his Reading of
Plato’s Symposium’, Angelaki: Journal of the Theoretical Humanities, 11 (2006), 61.
Bruce Fink, Lacan to the Letter: Reading Écrits Closely (Minneapolis, 2004), 68.
Jacques-Alain Miller, ‘Love’s Labyrinths’, http://www.lacan.com/frameVIII1.htm
[accessed 6 June 2018].
Ellie Ragland-Sullivan, ‘Plato’s Symposium and the Lacanian Theory of Transference:
Or, What Is Love?’, The South Atlantic Quarterly, 88 (1989), 749.
Lacan, Encore, 67.

Saman Zoleikhaei

28

Transference makes us believe that the analyst, or the beloved, possesses
hidden treasure. It is through knowledge of this illusionary possession of
agalma, the object cause of desire, that transference and, by extension, love
occurs. In Seminar VII: The Ethics of Psychoanalysis and Seminar VIII: Transference,
Lacan moved beyond exploration of psychoanalytical notions. He went through
philosophical texts by Aristotle and Kant for the ﬁrst of these seminars and
by Plato for the second. Lacan viewed Plato’s Symposium as a collection of
analytic sessions between Alcibiades and Socrates about the structure of love,
the signiﬁcance of desire and the mechanism of transference. Socrates has
some sort of priceless treasure to which Alcibiades is attracted.
Lacan availed of the relationship between Socrates and Alcibiades and
formulated a transferential relationship between analyst and analysand to
locate agalma as the originating source of love. Love arises out of locating an
object of desire in the Other which is called agalma. It should be noted that
Lacan took agalma from this relation and named it object petit a.
Lacan deﬁnes object petit a in terms of Plato’s agalma. Being the cause of
desire, agalma refers to something ‘in you more than you’.46 Object petit a is
worthless in itself and it is the mechanism of desire that bestows value on
it. Concerning agalma, Slavoj Žižek states that it is ‘the secret treasure that
guarantees the minimum of fantasmatic consistency of the subject’s being,
that is to say the object a (objet petit a), as the object of fantasy, that “something
in me more than myself ” on account of which I perceive myself as “worthy
of the Other’s desire”’.47 Agalma makes intersubjective relationships possible
and makes subjects love each other.
Agalma is the Lacanian object petit a which refers to what the lover assumes
to lack and it is supposed to be located in the Other. Agalma, in the words
of Salecl, ‘emerges at the point where the Other is barred, where the Other
is a split subject’.48 The lover suffers from illusion and takes the beloved to
possess the agalma which is considered to be something more than the beloved.
Following Lacan, Fink states ‘we love in our partner something that is beyond
our partner and that love involves giving what we do not have’.49 Object petit a
is beyond the partner and it does not have any concrete manifestation. That is
why as such it cannot be given to another subject.
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Lacan locates agalma as a precious object inside the subject. He states
‘What is important, is what is inside. Agalma can indeed mean “ornament or
adornment”, but it is here above all “a precious object, a jewel, something
which is inside”’.50 The subject deﬁnes a relationship with this object in order
to intersubjectivate him/herself. Lacan believes that ‘if this object impassions
you it is because within, hidden in it, there is the object of desire, agalma (the
weight, the thing that makes it interesting to know where this famous object
is, to know its function and to know where it operates just as much in inter- as
in intrasubjective)’.51
From another perspective, love is about exchange of lack. Love depends
on what the other lacks which gives an illusionary coloring to the exchange
of agalma. Taking lack for granted is the precondition for the emergence of
love. Lorenzo Chiesa contends ‘by desiring agalma, or, in Lacanese, the object
petit a, one actually desires the (lacking) object which causes desire to desire all
other objects’.52 What the lover loves in the beloved lies beyond what s//he
is; in other words, the lover loves the lack in the beloved. The beloved must
incite this love by pretending to give what s/he does not have. The beloved
changes from a mere object to the subject of love. When Lacan tagged love as
metaphor, he had this change of position in mind. The lover as a subject who
suffers from lack, through a metaphorical substitution, changes into the loved
object. To make it more Lacanian, the lover gives the place of narcissistic love
to lack. Therefore, according to Lacan, in a love relationship proper ‘there
are a minimum of three’.53 Chiesa adds ‘a real love relationship is a ménage
a trois between a couple of lacking subjects and agalma/object petit a’.54 Both
subjects in a love relationship come to this conclusion that what they want in
the Other is not the subject him/herself, but an object in him/her more than
him/herself.
Last but not least, men and women are desired and loved for what they
lack. The mechanism of love revolves around the fantasy and illusion that
the subject possesses phallus. Moreover, it is giving what one does not have,
the phallus that sets love into motion. Phallus is the signiﬁer of desire of the
Other. The subject wants to be the signiﬁer, the phallus, of the Other’s desire.
‘The Other’s desire’, according to Fink, ‘is hidden from us or presented to us
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by a signiﬁer, an intangible signiﬁer: the phallus’.55 What the Other wants and
desires is veiled by this signiﬁer. Phallus is a signiﬁer among other signiﬁers, but
it is privileged since it signiﬁes lack, deﬁnes sexual difference and anchors the
chain of signiﬁcation. Lacan contends that ‘The phallus as a signiﬁer provides
the ratio [raison] of desire’.56 Apart from desire, this signiﬁer structures the
relationship between man and woman. According to Lacan ‘These relations
revolve around a being and a having’.57 Each partner ﬁrstly wants to possess
the phallus and secondly desires to be the phallus, the object cause of desire,
for the Other.
The gap between the body and the signiﬁer of lack which is the cause
of desire is bridged through phallus. Lacan relates ‘one cannot strike the
phallus, because the phallus, even the real phallus, is a ghost’.58 The phallus is
not the genital organ. It designates a signiﬁer, a master signiﬁer which governs
relations and establishes subject positions. In addition, the phallus is not an
object; the phallus is there to order and regulate jouissance as phallic.

Simple to Love, Hard to be in Love
All the four major characters in James Joyce’s Exiles are entangled with love.
It is love as such that overshadows their relationship and makes them adopt
different attitudes. It is through love that Richard and Beatrice on the one hand
and Robert and Bertha on the other hand want to establish and give voice to
their subjectivity. Richard and Beatrice do their best to experience ideal love;
but, it fails on account of third parties like Bertha. Robert and Bertha tend
toward physical love and achieve it to some extent. Similarly, their relationship
fails since Bertha is not wholly and heartily with Robert and instead only cedes
to his demands. Again, a third party, Richard, disrupts this affair. It is not
only unintentional but unwanted since Richard has given Bertha freedom. It
is Bertha’s mindset about Richard that brings him into his affair with Robert.
Following Sheldon R. Brivic, I divide the characters into two groups.59
Brivic categorised Richard and Beatrice as spiritual and mental characters and
took Robert and Bertha to be physical characters. I follow the same division
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since Richard and Beatrice show an ideal and intellectual love which is totally
different from the physical, bodily love of Robert and Bertha. The images
associated with Robert and Bertha are material and represent physical life.
Richard is interested in Beatrice and tends toward a movement upward into
the spirit. The other couple in the play indicate a movement downward into
the matter and care for sensual and physical tendencies.
The opening moments of the play explore Richard and Beatrice’s encounter.
This intellectual pair are bookish and interested in reﬂection. Beatrice blushes
when seeing Richard and is dubious about her affairs with both Richard and
Robert, her ex-lover and cousin. This state of uncertainty relates to her lack
of knowledge both about herself and the other characters. She is caught
up between Imaginary order and Symbolic order. Her love has not matured
from its early stage in the Imaginary order toward the realm of language; the
transition has not been completed. Richard talks about painting and writing,
which are about Beatrice. These artistic endeavors signify Richard’s attempts
to extricate love from the bonds of the Symbolic order. Richard assumes that
the only person able to accompany him in moving beyond is Beatrice. But
Beatrice, through her indifference to Richard’s painting, shows us that she is
still in the realm of signiﬁers. What she intends to do is merely see Richard.
After enumerating diverse reasons for her coming, such as her interest in
Richard and their letters to each other, Beatrice gives a subversive answer:
‘Otherwise I could not see you’.60 All the reasons are true to some extent, but
they are secondary for Beatrice. She knows that Richard possesses the agalma
and wants to situate herself nearer to him, either directly or indirectly. But
Beatrice also knows that the status of agalma is illusionary and encourages
the other characters to seek the object of desire in themselves. Moreover,
‘seeing’ pushes her more toward love in the Imaginary order she has in mind.
Beatrice is in favor of that kind of love, hence her dismissal of worldly affairs
and her devotion to religiosity. Their relationship is ‘a kind of emblematic
microcosm of the play’s ethical structure’.61 None of them talks about sensual
and physical tendencies although Richard had moved to the extremes in sexual
affairs in the past. What Richard has in mind in his relationship with Beatrice
is a marriage of minds.
Beatrice believes that it is hard to know anybody but oneself. She does
not know Richard in the real sense of the word despite having enjoyed a long
relationship with him. The problem with their knowledge of each other relates
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to their means of contact. They have been writing to each other for years.
Writing is composed of signiﬁers and therefore, their knowledge of each other
is ﬁltered through language. They can never know each other owing to the
slippery nature of language. Lacan argues that ‘there are two ways to make the
sexual relationship fail’.62 One of them is epithalamion and the other one is a
love letter. Richard and Beatrice have been exchanging letters for around nine
years. What Richard is going to do is making the sexual relationship fail in his
own particular way in order to able to move beyond. Richard has experienced
a sexual relationship and knows that it provides him with phallic jouissance.
Richard and Beatrice are looking for Other jouissance, both in their own way.
Beatrice has devoted her life to ‘gloom, seriousness, righteousness’ in Robert’s
words.63 It is this devotion to religion and convents as ‘somewhere’ that may
bring peace and traces of Other jouissance to Beatrice. This melancholic state
of life is related to feminine jouissance which is based on total devotion to God
and immersing oneself in asceticism. Beatrice detaches herself from the world
to experience a kind of elevated happiness. Salecl argues that ‘the enjoyment
a woman ﬁnds in melancholic seclusion from the world is precisely a form
of feminine jouissance’.64 Such a sad and secluded love is not unrelated to love.
Salecl adds ‘immersion into sadness or even self-injury often happens when
the woman loses love’.65 She loves God and loving God equals loving oneself
in Lacan. This separates Beatrice from the others and elevates her onto a
different plane in Richard’s eyes. Unlike Bertha who tends toward bodily
contact and love in the Symbolic, Beatrice is in favor of intellect and ideal
love. None of them has the potentiality to give Richard a mixture of these two
kinds of love, hence Richard’s dismissal of both of them and his departure
toward the realm of writing at the end of the play.
Not only is Beatrice censured for paying attention to ‘ideas and ideas’,
but Richard is criticised for planning ‘an intellectual conversation’ by Bertha.66
Bertha testiﬁes to the intellectual and platonic character of their love.
Following Plato, Ragland-Sullivan states ‘Love attends two Aphrodites or
Venuses, Pausanias explains that the celestial one leads to love of the mind
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and philosophy, and the vulgar one stimulates love of the body (sexuality)’.67
Richard’s love affair with Beatrice lacks the ‘vulgar’ aspect, while his love for
Bertha is devoid of any ‘celestial’ tinge. Bertha documents Richard’s ‘celestial’
love and his avidness to engage in philosophy and intellectuality when she
accuses him of giving freedom to her in order to justify freeing himself to be
with Beatrice for their intellectual conversation.
Regarding the relationship between freedom and possession in love, Frank
Budgen argues that ‘the Joycean conception of sexual love (at any rate on the
male side) is an irreconcilable conﬂict between a passion for absolute possession
and a categorical imperative of absolute freedom’.68 This pinpoints Richard
and Robert’s diverse approach to love. In Richard’s love relationships, priority
is given to freedom rather than possession. Robert relates the following to
Richard, ‘I love her and I will take her from you, however I can, because I love
her’.69 There is for Robert a kind of enjoyment in possession which correlates
with the mechanism of love. Love is not related to possession for Richard and
he repudiates Robert’s dictum. Richard says, ‘I am afraid that that longing to
possess a woman is not love’.70 Richard’s deﬁnition of love no longer relates to
possession of a body and to bodily contact. Love concerns giving on the one
hand and wishing the beloved well on the other hand. Richard deﬁnes love for
Robert as, ‘[Hesitatingly.] To wish her well’.71
Richard puts the emphasis on freedom on account of incertitude. He asks
Robert rhetorically, ‘Have you the luminous certitude that yours is the brain in
contact with which she must think and understand and that yours is the body
in contact with which her body must feel?’72 This lack of certainty about the
brain and the body of the beloved is intensiﬁed in the subsequent encounter
between Richard and Bertha. Bertha insists on sharing what happened between
her and Robert. Richard contends that he is not able to know about the reality
and truth of what happened despite the fact Bertha is going to tell him
everything. According to Vicki Mahaffey, ‘love depends upon an awareness
of the ﬁnal unknowability of the beloved’.73 Richard must not and cannot
achieve knowledge of Bertha since it is the prerequisite for his love. In line
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with his deﬁnition of love, Richard accentuates giving in such a relationship.
He believes that it is through giving and freeing one’s beloved that possession
and love comes to realisation. Physical possession is a mere obstacle for him.
As Richard states: ‘But when you give it, you have given it. No robber can take
it from you. [He bends his head and presses his son’s hand against his cheek.] It is yours
for ever when you have given it. It will be yours always. That is to give.’74
Lacan deﬁnes love as ‘to give what one does not have’.75 What one does not
have refers to object petit a which is the cause of love. He adds ‘one cannot love
except by becoming a non-haver, even if one has’.76 Not having is attached
to having, having a constitutive lack which lies at the heart of the subject.
Structurally the subject has nothing to give but his/her lack. It is his/her lack
that is supposed to be exchanged. Richard knows that to give in love equals
giving what one does not really have.
This mechanism means moving toward being the phallus for the Other.
Richard is taken to ‘be’ and ‘have’ the phallus and it is on account of this that he
is wanted and desired by all the characters in the play. Jeanne Wolff Bernstein
argues ‘what we are loved for is a trait, that we may or may not possess, that
the other takes as an invitation into which to project his fantasy of fullness/
oneness/completeness’.77 Richard’s penchant to write and to be mysterious
make him seem to possess the agalma. The other three major characters take
Richard to be a whole universe apart and different. First and foremost, Richard
is the one who possesses the phallus for Bertha. Bertha calls him ‘Dick’ thirty
times in the play. Using ‘Dick’ signiﬁes the literal and concrete aspect of
phallus. Richard is a variation of phallus. As phallus is in the Symbolic order
to establish structure and meaning and without its presence signiﬁcation fails,
Richard plays the key and axial role in the play. It is in relation to Richard’s life
and work that the other characters deﬁne themselves. Bertha sees herself in
urgent need of ‘Dick’, Richard, to tell her what to do. Since she views Richard
as representative of the concrete aspect of phallus, her love is deﬁned as
Symbolic. Bertha demands Richard to lead her life in the Symbolic order. She
says, ‘Dick, my God, tell me what you wish me to do?’78 Richard is Bertha’s ‘god’
and the one who has the power to give sense and meaning to her life. Bertha is
looking for the phallus which would secure her position in the Symbolic order
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unaware of the fact that it does not exist. Richard mentions explicitly that he
has given the phallus which he does not have from the very beginning. Bertha
is not satisﬁed and thinks of seeking phallus in others. Late in the play she
comes to the realization that Richard was right. She stops seeking phallus and
does her best to be the phallus for Richard. Bertha admits that she has given
up everything for Richard in her life: ‘I gave up everything for him, religion,
family, my own peace’.79 Bertha thinks that she has given a lot in her love and
life but has not received as much in return. She has not received the same love
and generosity. Failing in her transferential relationship with Richard, Bertha
complies with Robert’s sensual and bodily demands and voices her anger to
Richard. What she needs is knowledge, knowledge of Richard’s world and life.
Bertha ironically rejects Beatrice’s words about her happiness with Richard
since she has no knowledge: ‘Happy! When I do not understand anything that
he writes, when I cannot help him in any way, when I don’t even understand
half of what he says to me sometimes!’80 The transferential relationship fails
for Bertha and she comes to think of hatred several times in the play, which
is a natural consequence of that failure according to Lacan. She thinks that
Richard, Beatrice and Robert hate her. Bertha’s problem with love is that she
pays attention only to the physical aspects of love which is evidenced both in
her habit of calling Richard ‘Dick’ and in her encounter with Robert. To put
in in Lacanian terms, she is absorbed in love in the Symbolic order and has
forgotten the Imaginary aspects of love.
The great failure in love happens for Richard. He cannot satisfy himself with
Beatrice who represents the Imaginary aspects of love. Furthermore, he is
unable to get along with Bertha who tends toward love in the Symbolic order.
He wants both of them at the same time. Richard, Joyce’s alter ego, dialectically
synthetises Bertha and Beatrice, representatives of love in the Imaginary order
and the Symbolic order, into a wound of doubt. Richard goes on the strand
in the morning and relates, ‘The isle is full of voices. Yours also. Otherwise I
could not see you, it said. And her voice’.81 ‘Yours’ refers to Beatrice and ‘her
voice’ is that of Bertha. Richard only frees himself through the uniﬁcation
of these two kinds of love. Richard wants to ‘be dishonored for ever in love
and in lust’; in other words, he wants to be freed from Bertha and Beatrice.82
Consequently, Richard wants ‘To be for ever a shameful creature and to build
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up my soul again out of the ruins of its shame’.83 Richard’s penchant for
dishonor and shame is in line with his ‘motive deeper still’ which signiﬁes the
dialectical synthesis of his love for Bertha and Beatrice.
Not only his rescue but also his survival wholly depends on a self-imposed
and intentional act of masochistic suffering. Lacan contends ‘jouissance which is
real comprises masochism. Masochism is the major form of enjoyment given
by the real’.84 Richard’s jouissance is related to masochism. He enjoys listening
to the details of the encounter between his wife and Robert; in addition, he
enjoys the hardness of his mother’s heart. Richard’s love is fulﬁlled when he
masochistically entertains his doubt. Jean-Michel Rabaté believes that ‘love
is fulﬁlled by the immolation of sexual desire on the altar of doubt’.85 It is
through this subversion of desire in the marital relationship and love in the
ex-marital affair that Richard extricates himself from the hierarchy of love
and desire. Unfortunately, Bertha remains caught up there; hence she has a
nostalgic penchant for the ideal moment of her love.
Just like Beatrice and Bertha who, each in their own particular way, take
Richard to possess the agalma, Robert adopts a similar attitude. Unlike the
female characters who believe that Richard is in possession of the phallus
as agalma, Robert identiﬁes a different object as representative of agalma, and
hence his desire to ‘rob’ Richard. According to Lacan ‘the agalma is something
in terms of which one can in short capture divine attention’.86 Robert thinks
that Richard has experienced such a divine state of life. Robert contends that
Richard is totally a different man and his presence is needed for the life of
Ireland. Joyce wrote, ‘ROBERT: You have fallen from a higher world, Richard,
and you are ﬁlled with ﬁerce indignation, when you ﬁnd that life is cowardly
and ignoble.’87 Richard is a real man in every sense for Robert. He is the
‘scholar’ or ‘literary personality’ suitable for the chair of romance literature
and must live in Ireland to help her people. What makes Richard more and
more distinct for Robert is Bertha who is considered to be his ‘work’. Robert
does everything possible to possess Bertha, Richard’s supposed agalma.
Delusions and Illusions of Love and Desire
Robert and Bertha believe that the other two, Richard and Beatrice, enjoy
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more. This is the dramatic force of the play. Robert and Bertha tend to their
bodily desires and take the other two as possessing agalma. Robert believes that
Richard is from a higher world and is the creator of Bertha as such. Bertha
reﬂects on Beatrice in being what she herself is not.
Unlike desire which seeks something metonymically, love revolves around
the same thing. Love is static and unchanging in its search for a partner; hence
Robert has been loving Bertha for more than nine years. It is the image of
Bertha that has kept Robert’s desire alive all these years. Prior to being refused
by Bertha, his desire is dormant and inactive. It is her departure that sets
his desire into motion. Fink argues ‘Refusal by a woman is not so much the
ardently sought object of his desire as what arouses his desire, bringing it to life.
It is the cause of his desire’.88 His desire is provoked by Bertha’s departure, a
particular mode of refusal. Robert relates to Bertha: ‘And when you and he
went away for your walk and I went along the street alone I felt it. And when
he spoke to me about you and told me he was going away – then most of all.’89
This is the starting point of the blockage of Robert’s desire and his seeking
of substitutes for Bertha’s absence. Her absence provides him with the
necessary ground for projection of his desire. The memory of the departure of
Richard and Bertha fulﬁlls the function of fantasy for Robert. Robert deﬁnes
his relation to an object which is physically missing and this sets the scene for
the working of fantasy and love. ‘For romantic love to emerge,’ according to
Salecl, ‘the real person need not be present; what is necessary is the existence
of the image’.90 Bertha’s departure incites Robert’s fantasy and Robert likens
her to a stone, a ﬂower, the moon, a statue, a bird, and the kingdom of heaven
among other images. This shows the working of his fantasy to reproduce his
desire. It is Bertha’s image as such that helps Robert to continue. Robert shares
one of the most romantic images he had in Bertha’s absence. Their words are
illustrative:
BERTHA: Why did you not forget me?
ROBERT: [Smiles bitterly.] How happy I felt as I came back along the
quays and saw in the distance the boat lit up, going down the black river,
taking you away from me!91
88

89
90
91

Brice Fink, A Clinical Introduction to Lacanian Psychoanalysis: Theory and Technique
(Cambridge MA, 1997), 50.
Joyce, Exiles, 52.
Salecl, Love and Hate, 13.
Joyce, Exiles, 53.

Saman Zoleikhaei

38

This image of Bertha’s departure has been inﬂuential all these years. Love is an
illusionary getaway from desire. Therefore, love helps the subject to escape the
traumas of desire since ‘Desire for the always distant other is traumatic, since
that distance can never be bridged’.92 Robert and Bertha are seeking the refuge
of love to defend themselves against the grip of desire.
Theo Dombrowski argues ‘part of the point of the play seems to be that
love, especially when sought as an ideal, creates an insoluble problem: love
purports to be selﬂess but by its very nature involves affection that is selfdirected and possessive’.93 For Richard love involves selﬂessness and relates to
freedom. On the other hand, Robert tends to give priority to self-direction and
possession. The tendency to possess is in line with the desire for recognition.
The subject needs and pursues ‘conﬁrmation of the other’s attitude’.94 Robert
wants the recognition and attention of Bertha:
BERTHA: I am going now, Robert. It is very late. Be satisﬁed.
ROBERT: [Caressing her hair.] Not yet, not yet. Tell me, do you love me
a little?
BERTHA: I like you, Robert. I think you are good. [Half rising.] Are
you satisﬁed?
ROBERT: [Detaining her, kisses her hair.] Do not go, Bertha! There is time
still. Do you love me too? I have waited a long time.95
Bertha explicitly voices her love for Richard and complies with his demands
one after the other. What Robert is seeking is possession of the object of
other’s desire. Lacan states ‘What makes the human world a world covered
with objects derives from the fact that the object of human interest is the
object of the other’s desire’.96 Robert has been attracted to the object of
Richard’s love, Bertha. Robert’s desire to possess Bertha is the major obstacle
in his love. Robert tells Richard about his wish to possess Bertha several times
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in the play and disarms Richard:
ROBERT: [Difﬁdently, but bravely.] Do you think you have rights over
her – over her heart?
RICHARD: None.97
Robert contends that both man and woman must experience diverse
relationships in order to ﬁnd true love. He believes that Bertha’s departure
was not her decision. He asks Richard,
ROBERT: [Also leans forward, quietly.] Richard, have you been quite fair
to her? It was her own free choice, you will say. But was she really free
to choose? She was a mere girl. She accepted all that you proposed.98
Robert accuses Richard of not giving enough liberty to Bertha. Apart from
self-direction and the desire to be recognised by Bertha, Robert is endeavoring
to possess her. At the end of Act Two when they are alone with each other and
their passion is increasing, Robert metaphorizes Bertha:

ROBERT. The rain falling. Summer rain on the earth. Night
rain. The darkness and warmth and ﬂood of passion. Tonight
the earth is loved – loved and possessed. Her lover’s arms
around her; and she is silent. Speak, dearest!99
The metaphorical aspect of Robert’s love signiﬁes not only the possession but
also the reduction of Bertha. ‘Her lover’ refers to Robert himself and Bertha
is likened to earth. In Lacan, love is intertwined with metaphor. The tendency
to metaphorize is clearly traceable in Robert. He likens his love and beloved
to different natural objects throughout the play. Robert tells Bertha that her
face is ‘a wild ﬂower blowing in a hedge’.100 Robert moves further in his use
of metaphor and observes, ‘I think of you always – as something beautiful
and distant – the moon or some deep music’.101 Robert’s focus on metaphor
and likening Bertha to diverse objects is closely related to his form of love
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and his conception of beauty and creativity. Ragland-Sullivan argues that ‘the
function of metaphor – that which substitutes one thing for another – lies
at the heart of the human ability to know, to love, to move, to copulate, to
reproduce anything new and creative’.102 Robert repeats his metaphors several
times in the play and argues in favor of beauty. Bertha is ‘beautiful’ in his eyes
and it is quite natural, according to Robert, to kiss that which is beautiful. He
explicitly wants ‘long long sweet kisses’ from Bertha: ‘Your eyes. Your lips. All
your divine body’.103 He gives the utmost priority to Bertha’s body. It opens up
a window to the Real for him. According to Ragland-Sullivan ‘there is a truth
of the body that speaks a language of the Real, a language of symptoms (object
a) and love (ideals)’.104 He is a winner in this regard since Bertha opens up a
new pathway for him.
Robert is absorbed in desiring body parts of Bertha. Love on account of
metonymical desire paves the ground for the illusion of unity for Robert.
Ehsan Azari relates ‘Desire is sublimated in a love that creates an illusion
of unity’.105 Robert is engaged in such a relationship with Bertha and moves
toward illusion. What is problematic for him is his unending search for more.
He does not feel satisﬁed. Such a zest for more opens up the possibility of
an act of love between Robert and Bertha at the end of act two. He wants
to consummate his relationship. Robert believes that ‘Affection between man
and woman must come to that’.106 ‘That’ refers to ‘bodily union’ in the play.
We are not given any clue whether any sexual act happened or not. This points
to the impossibility of sexual relation in the Symbolic realm. Following Lacan,
Chiesa states that love is ‘a ﬁctional, unifying palliative that compensates for
the absence of the sexual relationship’.107 Robert is unaware that a sexual
relationship is foreclosed from the realm of the signiﬁer.
Desire provokes the subject toward becoming One and it is through the
mechanism of love that One is resulted out of two. Lacan is explicit in telling
us that one plus one never equal two but remains two times one. Robert is
wrong in thinking of union and fusion in love. Ruth Bauerle ﬁnds Bertha
in Robert’s full name, i.e. Robert Hand. Written with no space between his
name and last name, Bertha is in Roberthand.108 This shows Robert’s love and
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tendency to be one with Bertha. Bertha must be there to give birth to Robert.
The symbolism of their names credits their ﬂeshly and physical tendencies to
be One which never comes true.
His success in love depends on Robert’s continuation of desire for body
parts; but, he wants the whole body of Bertha which makes him think of
love, and this ends in illusion. Lacan argues ‘one can only enjoy a part of the
Other’s body, for the simple reason that one has never seen a body completely
warp itself around the Other’s body, to the point of surrounding and
phagocytizing’.109 Robert contends that their minds are ‘warped’ which points
to the effect of Symbolic order on their minds. It is their mind that does
not permit them to experience sexual relations and the Other’s body in the
realm of signiﬁers. To enjoy Bertha’s body, Robert must transform her into
phallus, the best representation of which is Bertha’s body parts. It is through
Bertha that Robert achieves, though illusorily and temporarily, the phallus as
the guarantee of enjoyment.
Attaining the body of Bertha is impossible for Robert since the body is
not completely integrated into the Symbolic order. Philippe Van Haute argues
‘The body essentially escapes the symbolic system from which it obtains its
meaning, and it always preserves a certain alienness that cannot be cancelled’.110
Not being able to have the totality of the body, the subject identiﬁes with
a ‘speciﬁc trait’ in the Other. These speciﬁc traits refer to facial expression,
certain gestures, and particular parts of the body. ‘They are signiﬁers in which
the power of the Other takes on a concrete form, or in which this power is
represented in a concrete way’.111 Robert is trying to regain the totality and
fullness of life, experienced before and lost through entering the realm of
language.
Apart from the illusion Robert encounters in his love for Bertha, he suffers
from a traumatic experience at the beginning of Act Two. After appointing
a time and place to be with Bertha, he is preparing both himself and the
setting for her arrival. The soft play of piano and sprays of perfume connote
a love encounter. Drastically everything changes when Richard arrives.
Richard’s presence signiﬁes the eruption of non-symbolized Real for Robert.
This intrusion of the Real makes trauma contingent for him. Such a traumatic
experience is not digestible for Robert and makes him confess everything.
Robert says, ‘Yes. I must have been mad … I could break it off without
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seeming a fool. A great relief!’112 It cannot be a ‘great relief ’ for Robert at all
since he has been waiting for the wife of a person who is from a higher world
in his eye. First, he scolds Richard mildly for not telling him and letting him
‘save’ himself. Then, he assumes both Richard and Bertha despise him.

Beauty is very important for Robert’s love relationship and desire.
There is a dialectical relationship between desire and beauty. It is the
lures of beauty that saves him from the pangs of destructive truth,
from the traumas of Real order, and which protect him from the death
blows of desire. He has devoted himself to the aesthetics of beauty in
order to shirk immolation and destruction. Lacan states:
The true barrier that holds the subject back in front of the
unspeakable ﬁeld of radical desire that is the ﬁeld of absolute
destruction, of destruction beyond putrefaction, is properly
speaking the aesthetic phenomenon where it is identiﬁed with
the experience of beauty – beauty in all its shining radiance,
beauty that has been called the splendor of truth. It is obviously
because truth is not pretty to look at that beauty is, if no its
splendor, then at least its envelope.113
Robert talks about diverse natural objects and their beauty. What
saves him from destruction and opens up a halo of radiance is kissing
beautiful objects. Robert tells Bertha about the power of beauty: ‘Only
the impulse towards youth and beauty does not die’.114 It is beauty as
such that cannot resist desire; furthermore, it opens up a path toward
truth and love. Robert reiterates this point to Richard:
ROBERT: For me it is quite natural to kiss a woman whom I
like. Why not? She is beautiful for me.
RICHARD: [Toying with the lounge cushion.] Do you kiss everything
that is beautiful for you?
ROBERT: Everything – if it can be kissed. [He takes up a ﬂat
stone which lies on the table.] This stone, for instance. It is so
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cool, so polished, so delicate, like a woman’s temple. It is
silent, it suffers our passion; and it is beautiful. [He places
it against his lips.] And so I kiss it because it is beautiful.115
Robert is obsessed with Bertha’s beauty which is concretised and signiﬁed
through natural objects. There is a close afﬁnity between love and beauty for
Robert. Chiesa contends ‘Those who love what is beautiful also desire that
what is beautiful may belong to them forever’.116 Love for beautiful object
is intertwined with possession of that object for Robert. Love of beauty
leads to generation and creativity both in terms of body and soul. Robert
tends toward reproduction and immortality through bodily generation. This
likeness is manifest in his attitude toward Archie – Richard and Bertha’s son.
Being the only child character in the play, Archie enables Robert to reveal
key details about his desire. Robert fantasizes a sexual relationship with
Bertha and takes himself to be Archie’s father in the play. In another way,
he identiﬁes with Richard as the husband of Bertha and turns out to be a
‘fairy godfather’ telling a ‘fairy story’ to Archie. Such a cast of mind leads
to evil and sinister thoughts. Lacan adds ‘the beautiful is closer to evil than
to the good’.117 Following the interconnection between the beautiful and the
evil, Robert thinks of possessing the beautiful object, in his case Bertha,
by hook or by crook. He tells Richard ‘You forgot that the kingdom of
heaven suffers violence: and the kingdom of heaven is like a woman’.118 It is
permissible and possible to use force and violence to possess the realm of
womanhood. According to Robert, longing to possess a woman is love and
it is intertwined with lunacy. Robert relates, ‘Those are moments of sheer
madness when you feel an intense passion for a woman. We see nothing.
We think of nothing. Only to possess her. Call it brutal, bestial, what you
will.’119 Such a view is rejected by Richard since he considers love to bloom
in giving. Lacan argues ‘Love … as an active gift, is always directed, beyond
the imaginary captivation, towards the being of the loved subject’.120 Robert
expresses his love to Bertha several times in the play. He took himself to
possess something like a gift which could provoke Bertha’s love. Robert tells
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Bertha, ‘I would have offered you my gift. You know what it was now. The
simple common gift that men offer to woman. Not the best perhaps. Best
or worst – it would have been yours.’121 The simple common gift refers to
‘dick’ as such and he believes that he too like Richard could be taken as the
representative of phallus in Bertha’s world. He believes that it is ‘dick’ that a
woman wants in her life. Robert’s love is dominated by the presence of the
‘simple common gift’ which refers to the realm of signiﬁcation beyond the
imaginary captivation. In the realm of signiﬁer which is controlled by phallus,
Robert’s love is directed toward Bertha for years. Their love continues in the
same way for years since they are caught up by the demands of the Symbolic
order. Robert explicitly demands Bertha’s love. He loves her and needs being
loved. Lacan argues ‘at the level of love, there is a reciprocity of loving and
being loved’.122 Robert believes that love is to be loved and wants Bertha to
share her love with him.
Robert occupies an amorous and authoritative position while the position
of Bertha is colored with aimlessness. She does not know how to enjoy; that
is why she is aimlessly seeking. Lacan argues ‘since you don’t know (faute de
savoir) how to enjoy otherwise to be enjoyed (etre joui) or duped (joue)’.123 Bertha
contends that she has been duped by Richard. She accuses Richard of taking
advantage of her naivety several times in her life. Bertha tells Richard ‘Because
I am simple you think you can do what you like with me’.124 Similarly, she adds
‘I am simply a tool for you. You have no respect for me’.125 She calls Richard
a ‘deceiver’ and argues that he allowed her to be with Robert on account of
himself. Bertha talks to Richard menacingly:

BERTHA. Why, then, did you leave me last night?
RICHARD. [Bitterly.] In your hour of need.
BERTHA. [Threateningly.] You urged me to it. Not because you
love me. If you loved me or if you knew what love was
you would not have left me. For your own sake you
urged me to it.126
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Bertha is not satisﬁed with Richard and opines that she has not received
much in return for her love. In addition, she points to being humiliated.
Richard has done all these in the name of freedom in love. He openly tells
Bertha about betrayal which occurred repeatedly. According to Maurice
Harmon, for Richard ‘love is no longer unmixed with betrayal’.127 Such
a frankness and freedom in Richard’s love is in line with knowing a
person as s/he is. Bertha goes to the extremes in condemning Richard’s
attitude toward woman, saying ‘I think you have made her unhappy as
you have made me and as you made your dead mother unhappy and
killed her. Woman-killer! That is your name.’128
Bertha has enough reasons to leave Richard, but she does not do so. Bertha
has traces of obsessional neurotics too since she redoubles her partners, namely
Richard and Robert. She does not know what she wants and keeps her dual
relation with both of them up to the end of the play. Bertha participates in
incest at a fantasmatic level. It is in fantasy that she is engaged in an incestuous
relationship with Robert. She enjoys the intimacy of Richard and Robert and
views herself as the one who brought them close to each other. Not being able
to attach herself to one of them, she ﬁnds herself disrupted and forsaken.
Her love takes the form of hatred for herself. Lacan states ‘true love gives way
to hatred’.129 Bertha is aware of this nuance and questions Richard, Robert
and Beatrice about hatred. She is testifying to the relationship of the egos at
an imaginary level. The imaginary relations between the egos are either love
or hate. Fink argues ‘imaginary relationships are characterized by two salient
features: love (identiﬁcation) and hate (rivalry)’.130 After revealing the details
of her meeting with Robert, Bertha thinks that Robert hates her: ‘He hates
me. He is right to hate me’.131 Toward the end of the play, Bertha asks Beatrice,
‘You hate me. You think I am happy’.132 Such a sense of hatred revolves around
rivalry. Bertha considers Beatrice to be a rival for her in pursuit of Richard.
In addition, she sees Richard as a person who impedes her relationship with
Robert despite pronouncing upon freedom. At the end of the play, she comes
to the realisation that such a feeling of hatred is groundless and baseless,
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hence developing a sense of friendship and love for Beatrice and Richard.
She seeks friendship with Beatrice and eulogises her eyes and eyelashes.
Furthermore, she seeks a re-enactment of her love with Richard at the end of
Act Three: ‘Forget me, Dick. Forget me and love me again as you did the ﬁrst
time. I want my lover. To meet him, to go to him, to give myself to him. You
Dick. O, my strange wild lover, come back to me again.’133 Bertha’s remarks
signify her change of attitude. She comes to view love in ‘giving’ as Richard
does and encounters a delusional state. Lacan begins the fourth seminar of
Transference as follows: ‘A desire redoubled is love. But redoubled love becomes
delusion’.134 The ﬁrst dictum describes Robert’s relationship with Bertha while
the latter refers to that of Richard. Robert had desire for Bertha nine years
ago. Her return reignites Robert’s desire and turns it into love. Bertha wants
Richard desperately to love her again as he did for the ﬁrst time. This appeal
testiﬁes to the delusional aspect of their relationship.
Intersubjective conﬂicts between the major characters of the play leave an
empty hole in each subject. It is this hole – the empty space – that makes the
characters react in their particular way. Love is one of the detours to shy away
from the pangs of that hole in the subject. Bertha constructs the illusion of
sheer love and devotion between lovers; Robert thinks of several simultaneous
relations; Richard develops freedom in love relations; Beatrice tries to achieve
what she wants in a roundabout and indirect manner. It is through such
responses that their subjectivity is articulated in the play. Regarding the major
characters’ love in the play, Vicki Mahaffey remarks ‘the four characters in
Exiles have tried to love, but their efforts seem wasted’.135 Their attempt in
love has not been fruitless. Each of these characters is successful in his/her
love in a particular way. Richard dialectically synthetizes Bertha and Beatrice;
Robert has experienced his own bodily version of love; Bertha realises the
signiﬁcance of freedom in love and tends to reignite her love with Richard;
Beatrice comes to understand love as an ideal.
To conclude, I want to draw from Lacan and Jean Wolff Bernstein,
whose remarks best clarify Richard and Robert’s love. Richard does not want
to know about what happened and happens. Knowledge is ﬁltered through
language and is, by extension, not a reliable source of certainty. Such a cast
of mind forms the basis of his conception of love. Lacan concludes his
Encore as follows: ‘to know what your partner will do is not a proof of
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love’.136 Explaining Richard’s decision at the end of the play through Lacan’s
dictum points to the fact that Richard’s love is located in a realm beyond
language and Symbolic order.
Robert experienced bodily success and was unable to continue his
relationship with Bertha. He opts for going to foreign country and continues
his quest on another plane. Robert wants to travel, and Bertha is likened to
earth. As Wolff Bernstein proposes ‘most men – not all, of course – still opt
for the position of the traveler whereas most women – not all, of course – still
occupy the foreign/dark continent that is visited, entered, or often invaded’.137
Robert leaves for a foreign country at the end of the play. Three verbs used
by Wolff, namely ‘visit’, ‘enter’ and ‘invade,’ are applicable to Robert’s attitude
toward Bertha. Robert enters Bertha’s personal life and the affair and, in some
parts of the play, moves beyond some limitations. He is successful in his
physical and sensual advances.
Against a backdrop of Lacanian love and desire, Richard renders love
in terms of freedom and giving while Robert deﬁnes it in relation to bodily
possession. Richard, James Joyce’s alter ego, is considered to possess the
agalma by the other characters in the play. Richard knows about the illusory
nature of agalma and deﬁnes love in giving what one does not have. Unlike
Richard, Robert thinks of possession in love and spends his time and exercises
his power to possess the body and soul of Bertha. Robert considers the other
characters to possess what he does not have and gives priority to selﬁshness
and possession in love.
Bertha needs knowledge of her partner to maintain love whereas Beatrice
relates love to other areas beside intersubjective relationships like religion and
music. Bertha is unable to ﬁnd relief and peace in Robert since he pays attention
to the pleasures of body. Bertha has experienced the joys of intellectual life
with Richard partially and needs this aspect in her love with Robert. Beatrice
is caught up between love in the Imaginary order and the Symbolic order. She
cannot opt for either Richard or Robert and suffers from indecision despite
keeping herself busy with religion and monastery.
Although Exiles has been neglected in comparison with other works by
Joyce, it presents, in the words of Joseph Voelker, ‘an imaginative space in
which issues of marriage and career, exile and return, friendship and betrayal,
certitude and doubt would converge in exquisite anxiety’.138 Joyce represented
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his personal life and professional career in Exiles in an unexpectedly clear
manner. Since Exiles illuminates thematic blind spots in Joyce’s corpus, it can
be considered as a prerequisite for understanding his arcane writings.
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The Quest through the Real
Amir Barazande

Centring on the ﬁrst emotional experience of an adolescent boy in twentiethcentury Dublin, Joyce’s ‘Araby’ masterfully amalgamates physical and
psychological quests. The external quest of the protagonist is an actual journey,
so to speak, to the Araby bazaar in search of a gift for his beloved. The action
in the story might strike the reader as nothing more than a go-and-fetch task
for a teenager. It is clear from the very start, however, that the boy sees his
actions as much more than that. He sees himself as a holy knight searching
for the Grail. ‘I imagined that I bore my chalice safely through a throng of
foes’ he says, strongly encouraging the idea that to him, his sweetheart is much
more than a mere subject of infatuation.1 She has no name and is constantly
referred to as Mangan’s sister. She is, in this particular context, his objet petit a.2
Objet petit a, for Jacques Lacan, is ‘not part of the signifying chain; it is a ‘hole’
in that chain. It is a hole in the ﬁeld of representation, but it does not simply
ruin representation’; ‘it both produces a hole and is what comes to the place
of lack to cover it over.’3 It is with the search for this object, represented in
Magnan’s sister, that the boy’s second, and internal, quest begins.
While the boy’s physical journey toward his chalice fails to bring to
fruition his initial desire, his internal quest is fulﬁlled, and he is transformed
into something else; he becomes a ‘creature’.4 He loses a part of his
innocence and transforms from a boy into a man. But he is not really sad,
rather, he ‘is reacting to sudden and deeply disturbing insights’.5 He comes to
the understanding that having failed to obtain the object, much like the Holy
Grail that knights of the roundtable fail to obtain, he is all but certain to
1
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have lost his chance with the girl, thus realising the childishness and ‘vanity’
of his love. This realisation is the epiphany of this short story.6

An epiphany for Joyce is a ‘sudden spiritual manifestation’.7
Epiphanies are often climactic and momentary, transforming the person
experiencing them into someone, or something, else. They bring out an
object’s ‘soul, its whatness’, the very core that underlies all but is never
truly achievable, except in those rare moments of epiphany.8 This article
argues that the moment of epiphany can be read as a clash with the
Real in Lacanian terminology; it is that which is beyond reality. In the
moment of epiphany, trauma of the real occurs and the subject starts
‘traversing the fantasy’ to take ‘the traumatic event upon him/herself
and assumes responsibility for that jouissance’.9 Jouissance is a ‘pleasure
in pain’ achieved through the loss of fantasy, it is in fact opposed to
fantasy and related to death drive.10 In ‘Araby’, then, the unforeseen
‘chalice’ obtained by the boy at the end of his internal quest connects
to the Lacanian idea of jouissance and shows how an epiphany leads to
jouissance.
Discussion
To discuss the quests within ‘Araby’ a thorough examination of its structure
is vital. The story is skilfully crafted in the structure of a medieval romance.11
The boy, as the knight in shining armor, is in search of an object, much like the
grail, to prove his everlasting and courtly love to the girl. The main concern
here, however, is what happens from the moment this knight’s arduous journey
proves to have been in vain.
The story opens with the entrance of the hero, which in this case is located
in the boy’s neighbourhood in Dublin.12 As expected from Joyce, a very dark
picture is drawn at the very beginning: ‘North Richmond Street, being blind,
was a quiet street’.13 The ﬁrst part of the story is steeped with strong images
of Christian belief and their hold on the neighbourhood, from the ‘Christian
Joyce, ‘Araby’, 29.
M. H. Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms (7th edition; Boston, 1999), 80.
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Brothers’ School’ to the identity of the ‘former tenant’ of the protagonist’s
house, who was a priest.14 These pictures in turn strengthen the romance of
the story, giving it a religious edge.
The entrance phase ends with the introduction of the beloved, Mangan’s
sister, as she comes ‘out on the doorstep to call her brother in to tea’.15 The
romance structure is supported by the position the boy assumes. His manner
of love is gentle, a silent adulation conducted from afar, which helps to shape
the image of the boy as a hero akin to ‘Lancelot, Tristan, Cliges who must
maintain public distance from the one they most adore’.16 ‘Every morning I
lay on the ﬂoor in the front parlour watching her door. The blind was pulled
down to within an inch of the sash so that I could not be seen’ he says.17 This
is, certainly, the normal behaviour for an adolescent boy in his situation, but
Joyce weaves the story in a way that ‘it reﬂects the conventions of medieval
romance’.18 The theme of courtly love is supported by the boy’s desire to
‘protect her’ and follow her ‘morning after morning’ without receiving any
gratitude or recognition.19 He lives in a world where the environment is ‘most
hostile to romance’ yet his infatuation is so strong that ‘her name’ springs to
his ‘lips at moments in strange prayers and praises’ which he himself does not
understand.20
The story moves to the quest when Magnan’s sister speaks to the boy at
long last. As the knight that he believes he is, he is more than ready to do his
Lady’s biddings. He is so astonished when she speaks to him that he cannot
even remember how he answered. ‘When she addressed the ﬁrst words to me I
was so confused that I did not know what to answer. She asked me was I going
to Araby. I forgot whether I answered yes or no’.21 The quest begins when the
girl states that ‘She would love to go’ to the Araby bazaar but she cannot.22 The
boy, ready to fulﬁl whatever wish the girl might have, takes the comment as
an order to go to the bazaar in her stead and bring her a gift in the hope that
she ﬁnally acknowledges his love. She in turn grants him her favour through
‘bowing her head towards’ the boy, a much-cited act in medieval romances. ‘I
14
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will bring you something’ he promises, as he departs.23
Upon accepting the challenge, all else becomes irrelevant to the boy,
a hindrance to what he desires to do; he wishes ‘to annihilate the tedious
intervening days’.24 He cannot focus on schoolwork, he cannot think about
anything other than her be it at home or at school. He keeps fantasizing
about the bazaar as ‘an Eastern enchantment’.25 His family is, in a way, against
the quest; there is in fact the possibility that his aunt believes his quest to be
ﬁctitious as she says she hopes the boy is not ‘involved in some Freemason
affair’.26 His uncle, who is supposed to fund his quest, forgets all about it and
does not return until late at night. ‘At nine o’clock I heard my uncle’s latchkey
in the halldoor’.27 He then tries to convince the boy not to go by saying ‘The
people are in bed and after their ﬁrst sleep now’, showing that he does not
truly understand the graveness of the situation. Here the boy overcomes his
ﬁrst obstacle and carries on with his quest. He takes ‘a third-class carriage
of a deserted train’ to the bazaar, still bent on fulﬁlling his quest.28 Upon
entering the bazaar, he notices something amiss, ‘there was no sixpenny
entrance’ he asserts and ‘a silence like that which pervades a church after
a service’.29 He is beginning to understand that his quest will fail. He walks
‘into the centre of the bazaar timidly’, then goes toward one of the few open
stores, whose salesperson does not seem to encourage his buying anything.30
It is here that he realizes the futility of his mission; in his own words: ‘the
light was out. The upper part of the hall was now completely dark’.31 He has
realized that he will not be able to obtain the gift, therefore the girl will never
know of his interest in her. ‘Gazing up into the darkness’ he realizes that his
desire will never be fulﬁlled and his ‘eyes’ burn ‘with anguish and anger’.32
His physical quest thus fails, but a transformation occurs. He is no longer
a boy, but, in Joyce’s words, a ‘creature driven and derided by vanity’. The
protagonist’s tone here shifts from that of an adolescent – timid, bubbly and
hopeful – to that of a man – experienced, cynical, dejected – having seen the
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futility of his own wishes. This moment is the epiphany in ‘Araby’. It is this
transformation that is the object of the boy’s underlying quest, and in this
sense, he has not failed: ‘The quest is successful since it leads to vision and
epiphany’.33
As the boy’s objet petit a, Magnan’s sister plays a key role in the transformation
that occurs. The quest that the boy sets off on involves the displacement of
his libido, meaning he settles for buying his love interest an object instead of
telling her how he feels.34 ‘The construction of the subjectivity of the beloved
object’ is among the key elements in the story. As noted above, the girl has
no name of her own, there is just the indication that she belongs to a character
called Magnan, she is Magnan’s sister. She is in fact ‘the lost object that initiates
the chain of desire within the narrator himself ’, and for Lacan, desire cannot
and will not be fulﬁlled, it is in its very nature to resist fulﬁlment.35 In this way
it is clear that the boy’s quest was bound to fail from the very ﬁrst moment.
What is important to note here is that she is seen not as an actual person but,
as Eugene O’Brien narrates it, as a body, as an other, and often different parts
of the body act as metonyms for her totality:
She was waiting for us, her ﬁgure deﬁned by the light from the halfopened door ... Her dress swung as she moved her body, and the soft rope
of her hair tossed from side to side ... While she spoke she turned a silver
bracelet round and round her wrist ... The light from the lamp opposite
our door caught the white curve of her neck, lit up her hair that rested there
and, falling, lit up the hand upon the railing. At fell over one side of her
dress and caught the white border of a petticoat, just visible as she stood at
ease.36
She is thus not a subject, rather she is the object of the boy’s scopic drive
and her function is to ‘designate his developing subjectivity as one who is in
love’; she is, in this sense, a ‘signiﬁer of the boy’s desire and of his societal
development from a boy to a young man’.37 The only use of this character,
Magnan’s sister, is to deﬁne the narrator, to be a metaphorical mirror for the
33
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narrator to see his own growth and maturation.38 She provides the means for
the protagonist to assert his ‘I’. The many possessive adjectives and pronouns
in the text that follows serve as examples of this point:
I imagined that I bore my chalice safely through a throng of foes. Her
name sprang to my lips at moments in strange prayers and praises
which I myself did not understand. My eyes were often full of tears (I
could not tell why) and at times a ﬂood from my heart seemed to pour
itself out into my bosom. I thought little of the future. I did not know
whether I would ever speak to her or not or, if I spoke to her, how I
could tell her of my confused adoration. But my body was like a harp
and her words and gestures were like ﬁngers running upon the wires.39
The girl thus serves to reﬂect an image of the boy back to himself; ‘through
the scopic drive, the power of the gaze’.40 With this in mind, it can be asserted
that his journey to the Araby bazaar is in fact ‘undertaken through the eye
of the other’.41 The protagonist, then, is heading, albeit unwittingly, toward a
place where his ideals will be shattered and his object of desire lost.
Now to analyse the ending from this perspective, in the moment that the
boy realises that his desire is not to be achieved, the walls of his reality are
shattered and he enters a state of trauma. This part of the passage is marked
with elements of despair; a despair resulting from the loss of desire and
necessary for jouissance:
I lingered before her stall, though I knew my stay was useless, to make
my interest in her wares seem the more real. Then I turned away slowly
and walked down the middle of the bazaar. I allowed the two pennies to
fall against the sixpence in my pocket. I heard a voice call from one end
of the gallery that the light was out. The upper part of the hall was now
completely dark.
Gazing up into the darkness I saw myself as a creature driven and
derided by vanity; and my eyes burned with anguish and anger.42
As the girl is his desire, through losing any hope of obtaining her, the boy is
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traumatised and jouissance occurs. It is, again, in the same moment that epiphany
takes place and the boy changes.
This means that for this particular story, the chalice in the quest, the epiphany
and the trauma are all one and the same thing. Through having the protagonist
lose his object of desire, Joyce gives him something more important: a new
insight into the world, a separation from the innocence and boyhood and a
maturation into something else. It is this state of becoming ‘something else’,
this transition, that constitutes the Lacanian concept of jouissance.

Conclusion
In the short story ‘Araby’, Joyce introduces to us a character, not to be
recognised until the very last paragraph, who is making a mockery of his
younger self through telling us a benign, innocent love story about a teenager
using the structure of medieval epics. The character being mocked is completely
unaware of the situation and fancies himself a knight in shining armour, there
to aid the damsel in distress upon being called to action. In the ending of
the story, as the young boy’s quest for glory seemingly amounts to nothing;
yet he gains something even more valuable: experience. Although the story
closes with the ‘anger’ and the ‘anguish’ of the protagonist, we understand
through the Lacanian psychoanalysis of the character that these feelings are
in fact what is real; jouissance. The paralysis that undergirds this story is in fact
a price to be paid for jouissance. Through taking away from his characters what
they hold most dear, or what they think they do, Joyce gives them something
else, an epiphany, the achievement of which necessitates the loss of what the
characters think they want.
What Joyce was illustrating is that the protagonist’s childish dreams are
ﬁlled with inaccurate ideologies about the world, he has no choice but to
fail, but to be crushed under the mass of the truth. Lacanian psychoanalysis
reveals that the boy’s quest is destined to fail from the moment he decides to
undertake it. The Lacanian concept of jouissance is the result of this failure.
Indeed, the actual object of the quest is jouissance.
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‘It does not mak siccar you ken aboot weemin’:
The Fight to be Heard in the Poetry of Joan Ure
Richie McCaffery

Joy Hendry, editor of the Scottish literary magazine Chapman, has claimed
that the question of the literary achievement of Scottish women in general
represents ‘the double knot in the peeny’ which describes ‘the double
disadvantage suffered … in being ﬁrstly Scottish and secondly female.’1
Joan Ure (1918–78), perhaps more well-known as a Glaswegian playwright,
struggled to ﬁnd the space and time to write but also had to ﬁght in order
to publish her work. While selections of her plays had appeared earlier, it
proved more difﬁcult to publish her poetry, which only appeared occasionally
in journals such as The Glasgow Review and The New Saltire in the 1960s and
1970s. In addition, towards the end of her life, she was forced, out of sheer
ﬁnancial exigency, reluctantly to seek funding for her art, yet her multiple
applications appear to have been unsuccessful. As such, while she is a wellknown Scottish playwright, her poems remain largely unexplored. Ure’s
archives in the University of Glasgow library contain many hundreds of
poems, only a tiny fraction of which were ever published, despite Ure’s best
efforts. 2 This article exhumes her poems from obscurity, exploring the wealth
of feminist sensibilities in her body of work, and aiming to solidify Ure’s
position as one of the modern Scottish post-war poets that have inﬂuenced
(perhaps indirectly) the position of Scottish women’s poetry today.
Given that Ure began to write in a post-War context, after a conﬂict that
had offered women a glimpse of a change in roles with the displacement of
men from the industry, it is tempting to suggest that Ure’s personal, social war
was set against a backdrop of the ‘Poet’s Pub’ as depicted by Sandy Moffat
and the entirely male ‘seven poets’ generation, comprising Hugh MacDiarmid,
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Edwin Morgan, Norman MacCaig, Iain Crichton Smith, George Mackay
Brown, Sorley MacLean and Robert Garioch. The historically freighted
Scottish phrase ‘mak siccar’, in the title above, was invoked by Ure to connect
her poem to that of Robert the Bruce, Hamish Henderson’s Elegies for the Dead
in Cyrenaica (1948) and all the other occasions in poetry and history that have
called for its use. It means ‘to make sure’ of something and is often used to
show someone going as far as they can for a cause in which they believe. The
phrase in this context implies that humankind has been through slavery, war
and religious fanaticism, and the time has come to ‘mak siccar’ for women.
This article sets out to capture a sense of how Ure had to ﬁght to be heard and
ultimately suffered for her art. In order to do this, it will look at and analyse a
number of Ure’s poems, many of which were never published and are being
discussed here for the ﬁrst time in an academic context.
Poetry of the Second World War and the post-war period stood out for its
calls for social reform; the drive for change; education; and regeneration. Every
poet of writing age during the war engaged with its effects, impact, meaning
and legacy in their work, no matter how marginally, latently, symbolically or
brieﬂy. However, unlike the male war poets such as Hamish Henderson and
Ure’s friend Edwin Morgan, Ure’s work seeks to address and interrogate
further obstacles and social hindrances experienced by the post-War woman
poet and writer. Her work is therefore one of difference, when set against
what Douglas Gifford, Alan MacGillivray and Sarah Dunnigan have called
‘the overwhelming maleness of the canon’ at the time.3 Dorothy Sheridan,
writing about the experiences of women in World War Two generally, has
stated that ordinary women had ambivalent views about the war. While most
agreed that ‘Hitler had to be stopped’, they viewed the war as a time of both
liberation from the traditional roles of maternity into employment, and a
reluctant acceptance that this was an upheaval, not a conscious reform of
society along more equitable lines.4 The complex, protracted and at times
frustrating paths women poets had to take in order to be heard or to see their
work published, highlights that something was profoundly amiss at the time.
For instance Olive Fraser was only published after her death when her friend
Helena Shire retrieved and reappraised her work.5 Ann Scott-Moncrieff ’s work
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should belong in any discussion of Scottish war poetry, but her early death and
the dearth of poetry as a result means that there is no clear trajectory of her
creative life after the war.6
The semblance of change offered by war certainly powered the social
and poetic work of Joan Ure and her writing in turn shows the ways in
which women poets could break from the narrow aesthetic constraints and
expectations of a gendered poetry of elegy, witness and outrage by creating a
pro-active and challenging poetry of possibility aimed at freeing the voices of
women and allowing them a say in the political make-up of post-war Scotland.
Ure and her contemporaries, like the poet, artist and ﬁlm-maker Margaret
Tait, seized the onset of peace as an opportunity to reform the discourses of
nationalism. They played an important role in the reconstruction of Scottish
society, allowing for the rise of the ‘Scottish spring’ during the 1960s, a term
used by cultural ﬁgures such as Edwin Morgan to describe the increasing
liberalisation of Scottish culture and art.
Dorothy Porter refers to these ‘secret narratives of women’ as a ‘hidden
female tradition … reached by breaking through … barriers.’7 This alerts us to
the historical depth of redress that was required. Hamish Henderson argued
that the degrees by which women’s voices have been audible throughout history
have ﬂuctuated and that in the nineteenth century ‘during the Clearances,
women offered … resistance’ and their voice held the status of ‘high prestige.’8
In contrast, during times of modern conﬂict, the voices of women poets
have been overlooked, but this often neglected work contains resistance and a
ﬁght all of its own. Virginia Woolf argued for a separatist politics for women
disinterested in militarism, embracing paciﬁsm that would lead to a new type
of ‘feminist self-determination.’9 It should also be noted that this argument
ﬁrst appeared in Virginia Woolf ’s Three Guineas, published in 1938, on the very
cusp of the outbreak of war. This new outlook for women had to ﬁnd its own
adequate register of the war experience and in the post-War world. This is
perhaps why Hugh MacDiarmid castigated so powerfully the ‘doggerel verse
and nineteenth-century lyricism’ of some women writing lachrymose elegies
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for men lost on the battleﬁeld.10 In contrast to what MacDiarmid claimed
of other women poets, many of Ure’s poems demand radical action and
reform; they refuse to stay in a position of social stasis, and push for greater
engagement by, and awareness of, women poets.
For women poets, the war permitted and indeed provoked both a departure
from male poetic discourse, and a freeing of the female poetic perspective from
the restrictions of simple elegy. The nemesis of Ure’s writing is the ﬁgure of
the brave Scottish soldier, who she reviles for being such a looming presence
in the nation’s consciousness and imagination. She blames him for her failure
to be heard. As we will see with Joan Ure, the protesting elements of her work
are motivated by a desire to close the gulf between the writing of men and
women while demonstrating originality in its own terms. Her dramatic work
and, for example, the ﬁlmic experimentation and work of Margaret Tait, in
addition to their poetry, heralded the efﬂorescence in the arts in the 1960s
and 1970s in Scotland, as well as foreshadowing the rising number of women
poets such as Liz Lochhead, Kathleen Jamie, Jackie Kay, Angela McSeveney,
Carol Ann Duffy, Meg Bateman, Elizabeth Burns and Sheena Blackhall who
rose to prominence in the 1970s through to the 1990s. While Ure stands alone
in her literary achievements, she was committed, like a number of her poetic
contemporaries, both men and women, to write themselves into a regenerated,
less patriarchal, national post-war tradition.
Joan Ure was the pseudonym of Glasgow-born playwright and poet
Elizabeth Clark. Very seldom mentioned now, Ure’s name only appears in
discussions of post-War drama, owing to her sole substantive, and posthumous,
book publication Five Short Plays (1978). Alasdair Gray and Robert Trotter,
in their respective accounts of the life of Joan Ure, give us a sense of the
difﬁculty she went through before, during and after the war. For Gray, ‘Betty
was born into a culture which gave her good food, good clothing and a wellfurnished home in return for self-suppression.’11 Also for Gray, her imagination
and identity as a writer provided the only escape from drudgery and neurosis.
Immediately after the end of the war Ure’s sister committed suicide. Her mother
was struck down by tuberculosis when Ure was twelve, forcing her to assume
the role of housewife and surrogate mother for her younger siblings. In later
life she ploughed ‘a lonely furrow’ in 1950s Scotland as a playwright and poet,
10
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giving rise to many of the poems discussed here. Her creative and professional
lives (she worked as a clerk) were marred by eating disorders, depression and
associated ill-health, culminating in her death from respiratory failure, brought
on by asthma, in 1978.
Ure claimed forcefully on numerous occasions that she did not write poetry,
but if she did it would be like ‘your ruins – what and who caused it should
be like skin and hair – guessable yet ambiguous/anonymous … it should be,
if you like … a failure – not intentionally, but because of the world.’12 This
remark comes towards the end of Ure’s life, at a time of frustration at the
lack of recognition, but it shows a form of near self-censorship through the
prediction of societal neglect (or the neglect of ‘the world’). Publication has
evaded Ure and she has been made to feel as if her work does not have a
legitimate place in the existing literary climate. It narrates both Ure’s willingness
to dramatize her struggle to be heard and her frustration at being a female
poet and playwright writing at an unreceptive time. As she writes to Edwin
Morgan, she was ‘willing to become a beggar for freedom’ and for the sake of
her identity as a creative writer, poet, essayist and playwright.13 Ure had a very
conﬂicted relationship with Scotland, wavering between individual national
pride in remarks such as ‘I would not, if I could, exchange it for another’14
and scorn, as in her denunciation of Scotland as a ‘blasting, cold and philistine
land’ devoted to intellect and masculine virtues and where ‘imagination is the
suspect step-bairn’.15 Ure believed ‘in ideas, but not one is worth the sacriﬁce
of the life of one single human being’.16 Her work almost amounts to a
prolonged and articulated self-sacriﬁce ‘in the wilderness’ of women’s writing.
Then again, with a poem entitled ‘Another Attempted Suicide’ she
envisaged her poetry as ‘soliloquies like arrows’, which suggests something
about her urge to ﬁght for a cause even while she acknowledges that change
is still far off. Ure revelled in the underlying irony of her work and worried
that many would not understand her. Ure’s signiﬁcance in relation to the war
is vital because she so utterly disavowed all war, ﬁghting and sacriﬁce of life
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as symbolised by the representation of the aforementioned ‘Scottish soldier.’
Yet her work is marked by its tenacious resistance, its refusal to give, and its
resilience in the face of material setbacks and the indifference of a hegemonic
status quo. It could be argued that Ure is an important war poet because much
of what she writes about has to do with her experience of silence during the
war, when her husband ‘was posted overseas and for ﬁve years she lived alone
in Glasgow bringing up her young daughter.’17 Ure acts as both a post-war
custodian and reformer of ideals fought for in World War Two, arguing that
as a central given to those ideals, women must be listened to and appreciated.
Her on-going chronicles articulate an understanding of the nature of her
own conspicuous ‘failure’ in a man’s world. Her work is marked by both its
polemical nature and its belief that change must be possible, at the cost of
self-harm, clinical depression or even one’s own life.
In ‘Headline!’ and ‘Another Attempted Suicide’ we get a sense of Ure’s
polemics, her ironic sensibility and acute awareness of the position of women,
but we are also given a modicum of hope, and if that hope is denied, the
denial prompts a public act of protest, assertion and determination, rather
than simple private self-sacriﬁce. For instance, in ‘Headline!’ Ure broadcasts a
story many perhaps wished had gone unmentioned:

In the beginning
of this hopeful day
a woman is building
for herself a cage
placed on the through
road of the city that
fronts the theatre.
She wears for warmth
a sedate sandwich board
that soberly states
ALL I ASK IS FREEDOM
TO BE HEARD.18
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Even in the nadir of despair, the thwarted woman writer is brought back
from the brink by an angry and dogged belief that she cannot accept that this
is the only option left to her. ‘Sedate’ and ‘soberly’ stand in contrast to the
capital letters and the sentiment they express. The poem ends on a high, on
a climax. It is as feminist a statement as Woolf ’s request for a ‘room of one’s
own’.
In ‘Another Attempted Suicide’, two characters dramatise the conﬂicted
dialogue in her mind:
Next time she’ll make it unless:
I choke on her resentment
I stutter on her melancholic withdrawal
I witness for her chronic disappointment
I grieve that she’s ﬁnished with it all
I know that it’s not inevitable
I believe it could be changed
I see there’s no mirror for her reﬂection
and that’s why she’s deranged.19
Again, here there is a deﬁnite expression of resentment and rebellion, giving
utterance to the sentiment that women require solidarity with one another,
and that a coordinated battle with oppression is the only hope for their selfarticualtion.
Likewise, in ‘The Tiny Talent’, Ure adopted the patronising hypocoristic
words used by men to describe the achievements of women:
There was this woman and she had this tiny talent.
I call it talent for things must have a name.
She had this talent that it happened to be death
to hide. She knew this empirically because, having,
the ﬁrst time tried to hide it, she
broke out in a rash.
19
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But she was Scots and difﬁcult to convince.20
Ure’s speaker reaches the conclusion that her talent is real and undeniable and
to continue hiding it will result in untold harm. She may be hiding her talent
because of her upbringing or class, but this is more likely a comment on a
patriarchal Scottish society’s readiness to dismiss women of talent and literary
ability. Ure’s speaker admits as much, and seems to call for a break in history,
as ‘she was Scots and difﬁcult to convince’, thus referencing stubbornness and
modesty. Yet the awkwardness of the poet’s expression here suggests both a
loss of inspiration, and a frustrated attempt to spell out the issues:
This is a story that only seems sad at the end
but it is not sad because it is not a story but a
parable. It is good to know what they meant
when they talked of the talent, however small,
and it is death to hide it, however late you
ﬁnd it out, it is always good to know what it was
they meant, those few who’re describing things that
can’t be proved, but can be acted out
again and again.
Ure also wrote a series of bitterly ironic essay-cum-dramatic-monologues
which vividly capture a sense of gender inequality. For instance, in a 1962 issue
of New Saltire she provocatively offers advice to young mothers: ‘if you’ve
any little girls with both intelligence and imagination, send them to the underprivileged countries to fulﬁl themselves in good works, for they should never
be encouraged to explore their imagination.’21 Ure was dedicated to attacking
the entrenched sexism of her society, in her plays, stories, monologues and
poetry, thus leading the way in shaking post-war Scotland out of its inter-war
attitudes and values. Likewise, she discusses in ‘Scotland the Brave and Me’ the
nature of the male monopoly of bravery, with an emphasis on the ‘Scottish
soldier’ in whose world ‘there is no valid place … for women.’22 The particular
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nature of her battle for equality in Scotland draws a picture of a small nation
struggling with its identity, while it also reveals the lived experience of women
on a much larger scale, beyond the limits of a Scottish reality.
In many of Ure’s poems there is a startling blend of irony and genuine love
for people and the way things could be. The following poem is a statement of
Ure’s craft, and it is worth noting her use of spitﬁre imagery:
My year for being resentful is over
I only have to twist my arm
to prove it myself.
I have to believe that there isn’t
in Scotland a reactionary trend
that only a spitﬁre could penetrate.
I try to tell myself that
there are people who see my material
as a sort of balance, not a threat.
Surely the Scottish soldier, the Scottish
policeman, the Scottish Jack Tar
is not all there is in Scotland,
for if it is, we haven’t got
very far.
But it’s not my year for being resentful
it’s my year for loving everyone again.23
And so, there is more to Ure’s poetry than polemical protest. She wrote
movingly symbolic poems about the position of women in society. ‘Margaret
on a Monday’ introduces us to the title character, a widow, an independent
older woman returning from the shops and walking up a steep hill. The
speaker of the poem observes Margaret from the window:
An older man, moving slowly himself,
stopped so as to have the privilege

23

in Robert Garioch, Edwin Morgan and Robert Tait (eds), Scottish International, 3
(1968), 32-3.
Joan Ure (Betty Clark), ‘My year for being resentful is over’ (unpublished manuscript
poem), in Betty Clark Archives (c.1970s), Special Collections, The University of
Glasgow Library [01/2014].

The Fight to be Heard in the Poetry of Joan Ure

65

of walking beside you.
He knew enough already to see
that he had a lot to learn from you.
I looked up again for the seagulls.
Man ﬂies higher than any bird
and in spite of the force of gravity
I would not have known, precisely,
what brought me to the front of the house
if I had not happened to see you
going up the hill
as if it was easy.24
This suggests that Margaret is, perhaps, a widow who has adapted to life alone.
The man here is not portrayed as a competitor or predator, but someone
who wishes to learn from experience and is keen to be viewed as an equal, or
friend. Writing about Joan Ure, Alasdair Gray argues that ‘she was a woman’s
liberationist … but liked men too much to want the two main sexes divorced.’25
‘Margaret on a Monday’ is a moving example of Ure’s search for balance and
complementarity in her poetry, and it shows how change is possible.
Perhaps Ure’s most confrontational and ambitious poem is ‘Answer on
the Side Drum in 1963 to the Blast of the Trumpet in 1557, with less than
respect.’ In four parts, it addresses the polemical outpourings of Protestant
reformer John Knox against ‘the monstrous regiment of women’, based on
his objection to the authority of women tout court. The doctrinaire political
misogyny of Knox is also dealt with by Liz Lochhead in her play Mary Queen
of Scots Got Her Head Chopped Off (1987), but Ure’s poem long pre-dates this.
Ure grapples with the dichotomous legacy of Knox. He brought the Bible to
the people, a school to every parish, and was the scourge of a corrupt Catholic
church. Yet he also endorsed entrenched hostility in Scotland to women rising
above whatever position they had been allotted by men. Ure makes use, in a
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feminist context, of a famous historical Scottish phrase, one dating back to the
time of Robert the Bruce and also used, notably, in a male military context, by
Hamish Henderson in the ‘Interlude’ poem of Elegies for the Dead in Cyrenaica
(1948). Here is Ure’s use of the phrase:
He was nineteen months in the galleys
It guarantees you wont like rowing
It does not mak siccar you ken aboot women
but you do ken aboot slavery.
…
I owe that man my education
I can’t help whiles being glad of it
I know he meant the books for the boys
but now they have got to me.26
Ure here holds Knox up as both a radical reformer and a segregationist and
misogynist. She shows how his attitudes have seeped down through the
centuries in ways that are both harmful and indirectly beneﬁcial to writers
such as Ure. In the twentieth century, widespread literacy brought about by
a democratic ideal of education sprung its own revenge on the doctrinaire
authoritarianism and repressive patriarchy that insisted upon it in the sixteenth
century. Ure’s poem is a riposte to Knox’s broadside from a time of increased
awareness of women’s rights. Knox himself becomes the subject of scorn in
Ure’s poem, not the ‘monstrous regiment of women’ who were attacked in
Knox’s treatise:
The truth is, once you open as a question
the authority, for a start, of the weemin –
although thon weemin were bonny queens
they could burn you then like a tree –
you get the hale notion of equality started!
26
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…
He can’t blast me doon noo wi his blethers
I ken ﬁne he’s no God for me.
But it’s no just his mistakes that hiv scarred us
- except as we continue to make them,
we’d be better ﬁnding oor ain mistakes,
if mistakes there must always be.27
The tables have turned on Knox, and women now have voices of their own.
The Scottish Reformer is presented as a tub-thumping bigot like many others
preaching in the streets, treated by Ure with less than respect. Yet her age will
not make the mistake of wishing he never existed. Instead, it will treat him and
his objectionable opinions with the right to be heard:
No, if Knox lived among us in the Sixties
he’d be worth his vote, his meat and potatoes
with the rest of us, for he earned it.
We could grant him our equality.28
In this light we can see that even Ure’s most polemical work is balancing
protest and reconciliation.
While the poetry discussed here questions the status quo and calls for change,
it is not mere protest and confrontation. Rather, it articulates new strategies and
ways forward that are deeply informed by past experience. Feminism, through
the experience of war, is beginning to ﬁnd new ways to enter into and change
the discourse of Scottish society from the 1950s onwards.
Dorothy McMillan argues that earlier in the twentieth century women
poets in Scotland were ‘prominent’.29 But the process of the Scottish Literary
Renaissance, a largely ‘male-generated and male ﬁxated’ phenomenon like
many intellectual treatments of literature, initially overlooked the work of
women until the Scottish Spring of the 1960s. Many poets played a part
27
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and started to place greater value on the poetry of women.30 To say that all
Scottish women poets of the twentieth century were part of a ‘smooth story
of sisterhood and continuity’ is hugely simplistic and risks ‘papering over the
cracks, the ideological or aesthetic ﬁssures between women writers’.31 That
said, by the end of World War Two and the beginning of the second wave of
the Scottish Literary Renaissance, many poets began to inﬂuence and change
the poetic climate of the country, helping in many ways to ready the land for
a revolution in the 1960s and 1970s in ‘Scottish women’s poetry, the fruits of
which we are still enjoying’.32 This article has shown how Joan Ure the poet
(as well as the dramatist) was an inherent if neglected part of this. She was
both victim of prejudice against women poets in Scotland and polemicist
against women’s oppression in a rapidly changing community. Previously, the
neglect of Scottish women writers moved suffragettes and poets like Helen
Cruickshank to connect their social and poetic lives to support each other to
try and achieve ‘professional autonomy.’33 Joan Ure was, in contrast, a lonely
ﬁgure who could have and should have taken centre stage in an autonomous
solidarity.
Germaine Greer, in Slip-Shod Sibyls: Recognition, Rejection and the Woman Poet
(1995), argues that twentieth-century poetry is for women full of ‘terrible
precedents’ where creative women not only destroyed themselves ‘but are
valued for poetry that documents that process.’34 While Joan Ure dramatises
being pushed to the limits in her work, she is all along dedicated to post-war
re-construction over destruction of the self. The priorities and provenance
of poetry by women and men have reached a new context in the twenty-ﬁrst
century; all the more reason now to see how much struggle was involved to
make that happen. Considering the work of Joan Ure, we can begin to see it
as part of the re-writing of social norms which helps revise and rejuvenate
the discourse of creative, public and private identity in post-War Scotland.
War offered women writers like Joan Ure the semblance of social change and,
as a result, in their post-war work they had to push to challenge and change
their society. In the words of Joan Ure, she had to ﬁght for ‘freedom to be
heard’ and while her remarkable poetry remains more or less unknown, she
30
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helped to pave the way for the rise in prominence of Scottish women poets
who followed her.

‘An unbewildered poet’: The Ontological ‘Sense of
Place’ in Seamus Heaney’s Prose
Joanna Jarząb-Napierała

The place of prose in Seamus Heaney’s literary legacy is in many critical
inquiries downgraded into a peripheral or supplementary area in view of his
poetry. Neil Corcoran, devoting his last chapter to the analysis of Heaney’s
essays, clearly denotes that the Nobel prize winner’s criticism is ‘the product or
offshoot, or even intellectual ambience, of his own poetry’.1 The justiﬁcation
for this approach is visible in the chronology of Heaney’s writings, as the
motives discussed in his critical texts are superseded by their appearance in his
poems. Thus, to adopt the stance of Corcoran, it is poetry which generates
new ideas, motives, and tropes; whereas prose serves the purpose of an
additional comment to the poetic verse. Even if a certain idea is implemented
by Heaney subsequently into his poetry and his criticism, still Corcoran ﬁnds
the medium of poetic language superior to that of prose. But he fact that the
author of The Poetry of Seamus Heaney (1998) devotes the whole chapter of his
monograph, which as the title suggests deals with the poetic verse, to discuss
the critical works in a more holistic perspective still shows the academic’s
acknowledgement of this part of Heaney’s literary career.
In Michael Cavanagh’s view, Corcoran’s book serves rather as an exception
to the majority of academic works on Heaney, which if they refer to the poet’s
prose writing at all, look at it only glancingly and selectively.2 Despite the fact
that Heaney was ﬁrst a poet, only later to play also the role of a critic and
an academic lecturer, his essays do constitute a substantial part of his work.
Five collections of essays with regard to twelve collections of poems cannot
be treated exclusively as an appendix to Heaney’s career as a poet, but more
as a separate section of his literary legacy.3 Many a time does the author of
North (1975) draw attention to the signiﬁcance of his relations with Queens
1
2
3

Neil Corcoran, The Poetry of Seamus Heaney: A Critical Study (London, 1998), 209.
Michael Cavanagh, Professing Poetry: Seamus Heaney’s Poetics (Washington D.C., 2009), 3.
Taking into consideration Preoccupations, The Government of the Tongue, The Place of
Writing, The Redress of Poetry and Finders Keepers. The last collection includes essays
from previous works, but it should be taken into consideration on the grounds of
containing critical writings which had not been collected before.

The Ontological ‘Sense of Place’ in Seamus Heaney’s Prose

71

University, his stay at the Berkeley or Oxford Universities, and, connected
with them, his academic activity as having a signiﬁcant impact on him as a
poet.4 David Wheatley points out that Heaney belongs to a particular group
of poets whose critical activity results in a higher self-consciousness, seen
as desirable by such literary icons as T. S. Eliot.5 Others see it as a weakness,
suggesting that Heaney has always been too self-aware as an artist. In this
view, the close co-relation between his critical and poetic works is considered
in terms of being a drawback of his essays. Michael Baron meticulously enlists
major accusations directed at Heaney’s prose. Among them one may ﬁnd the
argument of Peter McDonald stating that the Nobel prize winner lacks critical
objectivism, and that, thus, instead of a reasoned analysis, he provides his
readers with his subjective, personal and authoritative judgements. However,
the harshest comment seems to come from James Simmons, who ﬁnds
Heaney as a critic of ‘commonplace ideas, timid moral postures and shallow
metaphysics’.6 Baron does not limit himself to the presentation of negative
responses, also drawing attention to the positive reviews Heaney received
after the publication of Finders Keepers (2002). The critic mentions the same
argument pinpointed by Wheatley acknowledging Heaney’s distinctive ability
to look at poetry from the inside, thus seeing more than pure academics do.7
Regardless of whether Heaney’s prose writing is presented in a positive
or a negative light, the majority of criticism revolves around two aspects
present in all ﬁve collections of his essays, namely Heaney’s analysis of other
poets’ literary output or the enunciation of his own poetry. Even Cavanagh,
whose Professing Poetry (2009) concentrates on the critical activity of the poet,
focuses on the place of poetry in Heaney’s prose, the impact of his mentors
on Heaney’s poetic career, the dialogue with other poets of his times, as well as
the general defence of poetry. Rarely does anyone look at the content prevalent
beyond the poetry, where beneath the literary criticism one may ﬁnd more of a
theoretical inquiry into the sense of the construction of identity with relation
to the concept of place. Misleading as it might be, Heaney heavily relies on his
own experience, making his inquiry a seemingly biographical one.
However, as Sander Gillman contends, there is observable a gradual turn
4

5

6

7

Dennis O’Driscoll, Stepping Stones: Interviews with Seamus Heaney (London, 2009), 13645.
David Wheatley, ‘Professing Poetry: Heaney as Critic’ in Bernard O’Donoghue (ed.),
The Cambridge Companion to Seamus Heaney (Cambridge, 2009), 122.
Michael Baron, ‘Heaney and the Functions of Prose’ in Ashby Bland Crowder and
Jason David Hall (eds), Seamus Heaney. Poet, Critic, Translator (New York, 2007), 75-7.
Ibid., 74.

72

Joanna Jarząb-Napierała

in theory towards biography, such as in the works of Walter Benjamin or
Georges Bataille. The merging of theory and biography, for Gillam, stems
from the ‘posttheory desire for coherent narratives but also an attempt to
plumb the critic’s projected self ’.8 Heaney’s self-awareness comes to the fore
and becomes the basis for his theoretical reconsiderations of the question
of ‘the sense of place’ in the Irish context. Ireland, as an island, has always
been subjected to the constant changes in the geographical, cultural and
symbolic representations of place. Thus, it is no surprise that this motif of
space reappears in twentieth-century literature, as this period witnessed many
redeﬁnitions of the spatial understanding of Ireland. Heaney, with his rural
background and Catholic denomination, remained sensitive to the traditional
culture of the land and national metaphysics revolving around the myth of
Ireland. According to Elmer Kennedy-Andrews, Heaney ‘develops his own
answering Catholic Gaelic myth of continuity grounded in the transcendental
reality of place’.9
In his prose, Heaney repeatedly went back to the question he posed himself
in the preface to 1980’s Preoccupations: ‘How should a poet properly live and
write? What is the relationship to be to his own voice, his own place, his literary
heritage and his contemporary world?’.10 Not only does this question indicate
the importance of place, but it also underlines the signiﬁcance of the poet’s
voice with reference to it. By this token, Heaney was trying to ﬁnd an adequate
concept that would best epitomise the complexity of his understanding of
identity as grounded in the place of belonging.
Since the publication of Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space (1958),
many theoreticians have tried to create an analogous phenomenological
analysis of other kinds of places, providing them with an ontological status,
as Bachelard did with the interior of the house. This was not an easy task,
because the second half of the twentieth century was dominated by the
sociological approach toward studies of spatial representation, as witnessed by
Edward Soja, David Harvey, Doreen Massey, or John Urry, just to name a few.
However, Henri Lefebvre, one of the members of the French Marxist school,
did not limit his urban studies solely to the sociological perspective. Instead, he
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became an advocate of a phenomenological treatment of the city. The French
sociologist postulated providing the city with its ontological status as a place
deserving its own state of being.11 The treatment of place as an oeuvre as well
as space for deﬁning collective identity constitutes the key concept of Henri
Lefebvre’s ‘defence’ of the city in a section titled: ‘Right to the City’ (1967).
By talking about urban space in artistic terms, Lefebvre tried to prove that the
city, as with any other type of space, deserves phenomenological attention.
Therefore, it comes as no surprise that Lefebvre many a time referred to one
of the most prominent phenomenologists – Martin Heidegger. Already in
‘Right to the City’ he criticized the author of Being and Time (1927) for failing
to notice the philosophical potential of urban areas.12
Lefebvre’s preoccupation with the question of the space of the city
manifests itself in his later work The Production of Space (1974), where the critic
continued the discussion on the artistic potential of space as well as of place
in more general terms. This time, Lefebvre went further by focusing on the
ontological status of space. Once again he referred to Heidegger’s works,
especially to ‘Building, Dwelling, Thinking’ (1951).13 Lefebvre challenged the
Heideggerian ontology, rendering it obsolete with regard to the contemporary
global world’s need for a constant change of place.14 Heidegger translated
dwelling into ‘remaining, staying in a place’, therefore to dwell means to
protect, to preserve and to cultivate literally the soil and, metaphorically,
one’s origin.15 Lefebvre saw this deﬁnition of dwelling as restrictive, as the
contemporary understanding of the concept of origin does not have to be
ascribed to one particular place. Heidegger’s preoccupation with the issue
of preservation led, according to Lefebvre, to the predominance of time
over space. Consequently, as Lefebvre argued, space production is limited to
time and place.16 Together with preservation, Heidegger advocated absolute
space, deﬁning it as ‘something that has been made room for, something that
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is cleared and free, namely within a boundary’.17 However, boundary here is
understood as the beginning of the spatial presence, and thus it does not limit
space in any way. The descriptive mode of space presented by Heidegger is
once again too limiting a concept for Lefebvre. The sociologist denounced
Heidegger for going too much into the sphere of pure understanding, leaving
the matter of experience behind.18
Despite his critical remarks on some aspects of Heidegger’s concept
of space and dwelling, Lefebvre shared many statements proposed by
Heidegger. First, Lefebvre acknowledged the importance of Heidegger’s
analysis of mundus as a place in philosophical terms. For him, such an example
showed that the Heideggerian ‘world’ well encapsulates experience and
understanding.19 Both critics tackled the question of the ontological status
of space. Both talked about the production of space. Heidegger claimed that
space is produced thanks to the presence of location; hence, space without
location does not exist.20 Following Lefebvre’s line of thinking, it is people
– not things – who predominantly produce spaces by providing them with
a meaning. Consequently, space is a social construct.21 Lefebvre preferred
Michel Foucault’s division of space into the mental and the social, understood
as theoretical and practical respectively. However, to underline the difference
between these two types of space, Lefebvre advocated the usage of the term
space, referring to the mental idea, whereas place stands for the physical
equivalent. Frequently the former becomes a representation of the actual
place, subsequently carrying some meaning or message. As a result, Lefebvre
contended that ‘space considered in isolation is an empty abstraction’, which
means that as space is always referential, so it necessitates experience to
provide a given place with its subjective meaning.22 Apart from the social space
and the representation of space, Lefebvre also distinguished a third level of
spatial production: representational space. This deals with the symbolic, and
therefore, reaches the highest level of abstraction and standing of the concept
of space, the one commonly reserved for art. Representational space fulﬁls
yet another important role, namely it delineates the essence of the being of
material places, and thus reaches an ontological status.
Although Lefebvre in the rest of his book concentrated predominantly
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on the epistemological role of space as the indicator of human relations, his
introductory remarks well illustrate how representational space may be read
in ontological terms, as a way of being in the world. An analogous division
can be found in Wojciech Kalaga’s work Nebulae of Discourse (1997), where he
distinguishes between epistemological and ontological interpretation. Inasmuch
as the term interpretation refers to the reading of art, being taken from
hermeneutics, it constitutes one of the elements of human understanding.23
The majority of phenomenological thinkers agree on the ontological status
of human understanding, but they tend to differ when it comes to the place
ontology takes in the process of the understanding and interpreting of reality.
For Heidegger, understanding and interpretation are the essence of Dasein,
thus they are part and parcel of the ontological process.24 Paul Ricoeur treats
interpretation as a way leading to the ontological understanding,25 whereas
Hans-Georg Gadamer argues that ontological understanding is a prerequisite
for any interpretation.26 To adopt the stance of Gadamer, interpretation as a
result of ontological understanding requires the creation of preconceptions
so as to familiarise oneself with the interpreted world.27 Looking at Lefebvre’s
division of space, one may ﬁnd equivalents in the Heideggerian ontology.
The representational space may be equated with Dasein; the representation of
space, with understanding and with interpretation; whereas the place is equated
with the world. Consequently, space is nonexistent without understanding
and interpretation, as they provide the perception of the outside world with
ontological meaning.
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Apart from the three levels of spatial concept, these two critics share yet
another important term – appropriation. This word appears in Heidegger’s
Discourse on Thinking (1959), in his Socratic-like dialogue between a teacher,
a scholar and a scientist. The conversation revolves around the question of
the nature of knowledge, which in the end is deﬁned with a Greek word
standing for ‘going toward’. However, it is not the individual who actively
moves towards the truth, but human nature is appropriated to the knowledge
of truth.28 Pivotal for understanding Heidegger’s concept is his differentiation
between calculative and meditative thinking. Calculative thinking, ascribed
to technological development, is disregarded by the philosopher because
it expects deﬁnite results. Meditative thinking may happen due to the
‘releasement towards things’, understood as the concomitant acceptance of
things and rejection of their inﬂuence on us, or an ‘openness to the mystery’,
understood as the acceptance of the hidden meaning of these things.29 Only
by freeing oneself from the willingness to know can a man reach the truth.
Here Heidegger draws attention to the will to think, which results in a mere
‘re-presentation’; whereas meditative thinking allows for ‘appropriating truth’.30
The spatial rhetoric used by Heidegger may be applied to literature, treating
willingness as leading just to the representation of place, whilst meditative
thinking gets the poet nearer the truth about place.
Lefebvre differentiated between dominated and appropriated space.
Analogously, dominated space is a space transformed by technology, imposed
on people, and thus a certain forced willingness is here implied. Appropriation,
borrowed by Lefebvre from Karl Marx, stands in a stark contrast to the
concept of property. Thus, appropriated space delineates the active role
of people in the process of its creation. Signiﬁcantly, Lefebvre stated that
‘an appropriated space resembles a work of art, which is not to say that it is
in any sense an imitation work of art’.31 Lefebvre’s imitation is analogous to
Heidegger’s re-presentation, therefore appropriation in both cases stands for
the same quality expected from the relationship between truth and a work of
art.
At this point the question arises which path Heaney followed. Greg
Garrard advocates reading Heaney’s poetry through Heidegger’s concept of
28
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dwelling.32 The critic, focusing predominantly on the parochial understanding
of the term, uses dwelling interchangeably with geophilosophy as an
alternative to political internationalism and global environmentalism. Garrard
when deﬁning geophilosophy refers to such theoreticians as E. F. Schumacher,
Kirkpatrick Sale or Garrett Hardin, without mentioning Gilles Deleuze
and Felix Guattari, who coined the term. Deleuze and Guattari deﬁned
geophilosophy against the Heideggerian approach towards place. For them,
Heidegger remained a historian as he underlined the importance of being in
a place being read as cultivating origin. In contrast, Deleuze’s and Guattari’s
geography ‘wrests history from the cult of necessity in order to stress the
irreducibility of contingency. It wrests it from the cult of origins in order to
afﬁrm the power of a “milleu”’.33 However, Garrard does not seem to notice
this discrepancy – concentrating instead predominantly on the ecological
overtones of Heidegger’s writings. According to the critic, this is the aspect
which links Heidegger with Heaney. Here origin gets an additional meaning,
as Heaney does not stay on the level of simple topography and, connected
with it, place-names, but rather goes on a vertical exploration, named by the
poet as digging, and by the critic, as ‘archaeography’.34 On the basis of the
‘bog poems’ Garrard illustrates how landscape literally and metaphorically
preserves memories. Sometimes the landscape becomes a memory itself.
Whilst the Heideggerian belonging has no cost, Heaney, as Garrard notes,
saw the political meaning and the cost human beings have to pay in order to
belong to a place.35 Garrard’s essay already illustrates what Cavanagh names as
the poet’s ‘two-mindedness’ in the treatment of place as a trope, sometimes
blending different stances, sometimes being antagonistic in his views, ﬁnally
arriving at a completion of his previous ideas, or even the deconstruction of
his own understanding of spatial concepts.36 Cavanagh brings this forward
to argue for the presence of conﬂicted sentiments in Heaney’s works, which
leads to the poet’s self-consumption and self-deconstruction.37
Heaney’s ecocriticism is not the only aspect linking the poet with the
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Heideggerian thought. Analogously with Heidegger, Heaney looked at space
in more holistic terms, rejecting the idea of physical boundaries. Analysing
the poet’s essays chronologically, one may notice how the concept of place
continuously evolves, which bears resemblance to the Heideggerian meditative
thinking and to his spatial rhetoric serving the purpose of unravelling the
nature of knowledge about the world. The more Heaney wrote about ‘the
sense of place’, the more his analysis moved from relying on experience to
focusing on an ontological understanding of the concept. However, contrary
to Heidegger who believed that terminology ‘freezes thought but at the
same time renders it ambiguous’, Heaney constantly searched for a term
best expressing his idea of place.38 Therefore, his ontology seems to be more
in accordance with that of Gadamer since in Heaney’s critical writings the
interpretation comes once all the needed terms have been deﬁned and they
are treated as the basis for providing a link between his understanding of
place and his life experience. Heaney may not ﬁnally have found a term which
would encompass all his understandings of place, but Heidegger’s term techne
is the one that well encapsulates Heaney’s ‘mode of knowing’. Understood by
Heidegger as ‘to have seen’, or ‘to apprehend what is present’, the term clearly
denotes the double nature of knowing.39 An artist, for Heidegger, is not only
a craftsman, but is able to create, and thus can ‘cause something to emerge as
a thing’.40 Thus, the essence of poetry appears to be the production of spaces.
The construction of the ontological status of place is superseded by the
gradual development of the poet’s own conception of the relationship between
space and identity. What links Heaney with Lefebvre is the poet’s double
perspective (phenomenological and sociological – theory and experience),
which results in the ontological attempt to grasp the essence of ‘the sense of
place’. Analysis of Heaney’s essays reveals three stages of his growing spatial
awareness, starting with the local perception of the surrounding physical reality,
followed by a more holistic view of Ireland as an island, and ﬁnishing with the
broadest aspect of Ireland’s relation to other countries. Such a presentation of
the notion of space, namely from the microscale to the macroscale, resides in
the chronological reading of the critical texts; by this token illustrating the path
of development of Heaney’s approach towards place and the issues related to
it. What Lefebvre and Heaney also shared was the motif of threshold with
reference to poetry. Lefebvre uses the word when talking about the poetry
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of the Romantics, who were exceptional in their ability to separate ‘abstract
spatiality from a more unmediated perception’.41 Consequently, they managed
to provide a threshold for this antagonism in the form of poetry, in which they
combined these two seemingly contradictory understandings of place, linking
ontology with experience. Similarly, Heaney’s poetry becomes a threshold for
his ‘conﬂicted sentiments’, as well as a threshold which appears in his poetry
as one of many spatial motifs.
All these theoretical inquiries are very applicable to the Irish context,
especially to an important part of the cultural heritage embodied by placenames.42 The very essence of Lefebvre’s doctrine of space as embedded in
meaning, as well as the Heideggerian cultivation of origin, can be found in
Heaney’s comment on the importance of place-names: ‘Our farm was called
Mossbawn. Moss, a Scots word probably carried to Ulster by Planters, and
bawn, the name the English colonists gave to their fortiﬁed farmhouses ... Yet
in spite of this Ordnance Survey spelling, we pronounced it Moss bann, and
bán is the Gaelic word for white’.43 This citation, ﬁrst published in 1972 in The
Guardian, later becoming a part of an essay titled ‘Belfast’, acutely expresses
how one place can carry two meanings not only in the literary sense but also by
exemplifying the cultural duality of the Ulster region. Heaney continued this
theme in one of his most inﬂuential essays ‘The Sense of Place’ (1977). There he
accounted for the term dinnseanchas, literally in Irish translated as topography,44
but in the cultural heritage standing for a separate genre in the Irish literary
tradition, denoting ‘poems and tales which relate the original meanings of
place names and constitute a form of mythological etymology’.45 Heaney also
presented the third level of Lefebvre’s spatial production as representational
41
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space, since it immediately gains the most symbolic meaning by entering the
realm of poetry. The poet distinguishes between ‘the geographical country’ and
‘the country of the mind’, standing for the ‘lived, illiterate and unconscious’,
and the ‘learned, literate and conscious’ respectively.46 He also agreed with
John Montague’s claim that the Irish landscape is a manuscript, which people
have lost the ability to read.47
For Heaney, place-names in the majority of cases function just in the
realm of the mind, as they have long lost their geographical exempliﬁcation.
Consequently, they become unintelligible to those who operate on the level
of the lived, unconscious approach towards the landscape. Heaney did not
differentiate between the representation of space – a place-name and the
representational space – with the use of the place’s-name in poetry. The
author of Preoccupations considered these two to be an inseparable whole,
treating every place-name in terms of a story on its own; thus, it happens
in his own poetry – where, as David-Antoine Williams rightly observes,
the place-names used by Heaney, for instance Toome, Broagh, Anahorish,
Derrygarve, or Castledawson, tell the story of their heritage embedded in the
Irish language, but also in Ulster Scots.48 Neil Corcoran sees in Heaney’s usage
of place-names a Wordsworthian inﬂuence, for whom each place, besides the
historical account encoded within its very name, carries personal memories and
emotions. Therefore, the poet by implementing a place-name into his poems
broadened its meaning, providing it with yet another connotation.49 What also
links Heaney with Wordsworth is, according to Eugene O’Brien, his attempt
to create space free of any political bias. In accordance with the critic, Irish
places at a certain point became ideological, political and cultural signiﬁers.
Therefore, Heaney tried to balance the ideological predeﬁning and hoped to
ﬁnd a new potential in the places which for too long had been restricted by the
ideological imperative.50 Such an approach towards place-names testiﬁes to the
overlapping of Heaney’s and Heidegger’s understanding of thinking, which
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ﬁrst and foremost calls for a ‘releasement towards things’ – an openness to its
content, openness to what is given. Only then can a new quality emerge, new
meaning and ﬁnally truth.51
The explanation of the etymology of Mossbawn given by Heaney is
elaborated on in an essay titled ‘Mossbawn’ (1978). This time Heaney started
from implementing the term omphalos into his reading of places.52 The poet
applies this term to explain the ontological status of the Mossbawn of his
childhood, perceived as the centre of the world, understood as the centre
of his existence as a boy: ‘Broagh, The Long Rigs, Bell’s Hill, Brian’s Field,
the Round Meadow, the Demesne; each name was a kind of love made to
each acre. And saying the names like this distances the places, turns them
into what Wordsworth once called a prospect of the mind’.53 The personal
attachment to the names associated with his childhood results in places
becoming representations of space in the poet’s mind.54 This brings Jarniewicz
to a tentative conclusion that the whole essay revolves around the essence of a
word. According to him, it is not coincidental that Heaney began the text with
the deﬁnition of a word, repeating it in later lines several times. For Heaney, a
word constituted the essence of his being as a person, but most importantly
as a poet. So too do all the place-names he mentioned later – for each of
them seems to have constituted some part of Heaney’s being. The opening
words ‘I would begin with’ are interpreted by Jarniewicz as ‘that is where I,
my self-consciousness, have my beginnings’.55 Mossbawn stands for the centre
of Heaney’s identity and marks the beginning of his interpretation process of
the world through the prism of his life experience. As Georges Bataille notes,
the singular experience begins when the person realises the impossibility of
reaching the universal one.56 This statement well explains why Heaney had
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to resort to his singular experience to negotiate his self-consciousness, since
there is no deﬁnition of Northern Irishness universal enough to grasp the
complexity of individual identities.
Things change when the meaning of omphalos becomes contextualized,
as happens in the case of the poem ‘The Toome Road’. According to Peter
MacDonald, the trope of the centre loses its primordial meaning, becoming
the embodiment of possession and permanence in contrast to the historical
narrative presented in the poem. The critic presents his own reading of omphalos
in Heaney’s poem, claiming that it serves the purpose of resistance to the
narratives of usurpation. This critic presents the stances of other academics,
who, like Michael Parker, go as far as to state that omphalos symbolizes the everlasting being, which will outlive all possible historical circumstances; or Neil
Corcoran’s treatment of omphalos as a sign of Irish national resistance.57 For
Cavanagh, prose concomitantly with poetry dislodges Heaney’s anti-historical
bias embodied in his home locale. Whenever Mossbawn appears, it stands for
universality and ahistoricism, the kernel of the omphalos concept.58 O’Brien
claims that this essay begins the process of the gradual decentralisation of
Heaney’s understanding of place as a concept. The critic reads Heaney’s prose
with reference to Jacques Derrida’s understanding of identity as ‘being shot
through with traces of alterity’.59 The very concept of arche-trace introduced by
Derrida well corresponds to the problematic nature of Heaney’s Mossbawn.
The trace itself being the disappearance of origin, at ﬁrst glance seems to
imply that there was something before the trace. But the scrutiny of the
origin reveals the painful truth – that there is no origin, but instead of it yet
another trace of nonorigin – arche.60 Therefore, O’Brien rightly observes that
Heaney’s prose works stand for a journey through different traces, none of
them reaching the origin itself.
Encountering difﬁculties in deﬁning himself as an Irish poet in the 1970s,
Heaney went back to his most intimate experiences from childhood to identify
himself with the place of his origin. ‘The new place was all idea, if you like; it was
generated out of my experience of the old place but it was not a topographical
location’ – words from another essay, ‘The Placeless Heaven: Another Look
at Kavanagh’, which acutely summarise the signiﬁcance of experience as
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the constructive force in Heaney’s world.61 To a similar conclusion comes
Wheatley, who notes that Heaney’s prose is ‘rooted in his own life’ and thus
the chronological reading of the essays constitutes ‘the narrative of his growth
as a writer’.62 Seamus Deane notes that one of the factors taking an active part
in the development of Heaney as a poet resides in ‘the secrecies of personal
growth in his own sacred places to a recognition of the relations between this
emergent self and the environing society’.63 However, the trope of omphalos,
and connected with it the sense of the centre embodied by Mossbawn, loses its
reality effect as Heaney acknowledged that the place he described in his poetry
does not exist any longer, remaining solely in his memory. As Cavanagh notes,
such poets as Philip Larkin helped Heaney to realise that ‘this place we grow
up in is vestigial of an older, numinous world, of which it serves as symbol or
reminder’.64 Following this line of thought, it is poetry where Heaney, thanks
to Larkin, builds a connection between the symbol and numen. The term
symbol if replaced with trace, and numen with arche, becomes analogous
with Derrida’s concept of identity. Indeed, poetry allowed Heaney to keep
place alive, but at the same time made him realise the irretrievable loss of
the reality he himself associated with it. Seamus Deane rightly observes that,
paradoxical as it may seem, loss and revival coexist in Heaney’s poetic verse.65
For Corcoran, Heaney’s strength as a poet comes from his ability to restore
in language what he had lost in reality.66 Therefore, quintessential for Heaney
became the sublimation of Mossbawn with Glanmore. Heaney admitted
not only to the fact that Glanmore gave him a new inspiration he lacked in
Belfast, but more importantly that he was always wary of Glanmore being
a ‘displace’ in comparison to his original Mossbawn. Still, it served its role
as a Lacanian substitution well enough.67 The year of the publication of the
article ‘Belfast’ in The Guardian is the same as the appearance of Heaney’s
third collection of poems Wintering Out, which for Corcoran marked a new
stage in the poet’s artistic life, treating this volume as more conscious than

61

62
63

64
65
66
67

Seamus Heaney, ‘The Placeless Heaven: Another Look at Kavanagh’ in idem, The
Government of the Tongue (New York, 1988), 4.
Wheatley, ‘Professing Poetry: Heaney as Critic’, 123.
Seamus Deane, Celtic Revivals. Essays in Modern Irish Literature 1880-1980 (London,
1985), 175.
Cavanagh, Professing Poetry, 203.
Deane, Celtic Revivals, 184.
Corcoran, Professing Poetry, 12.
O’Driscoll, Stepping Stones, 198–9, 231.

84

Joanna Jarząb-Napierała

the ﬁrst two.68 Concomitantly the same year Heaney changed his place from
Belfast to Glanmore. These three events are far from coincidental, delineating
in Heaney’s case a set of relations among place, poetry and prose. Not only did
Glanmore serve the purpose of the real omphalos, but also it became the place
of refuge from the feeling of displacement Heaney encountered in Northern
Ireland.
This choice, being treated as the epitome of the poet’s lack of political
involvement, does not seem to have helped Heaney to escape the problem
of displacement, however, since it appears in his later essays, especially in
‘Place and Displacement: Recent Poetry from Northern Ireland’ (1984).
Heaney tried to deﬁne his approach towards the question of displacement by
implementing new terminology, borrowing two terms from Carl Jung: ‘higher
level of consciousness’ and ‘affect’. The ﬁrst was used by Heaney to explain
the mental condition in which he as well as other poets often ﬁnd themselves,
namely of ‘being in two places at once, of needing to accommodate two
opposing conditions of truthfulness [because] each person in Ulster lives ﬁrst
in the Ulster of the actual present, and then in one or other Ulster of the
mind’.69 Again Heaney distinguished between the physical place and its mental
representation.70 This time, the scope changes, since having established his
local self-consciousness, the poet tackled the question of collective identity.
To do so, he introduced a second term – the affect, which he applied ‘to
the particular exacerbations attendant on being a native of Northern Ireland,
since this “affect” means disturbance, a warp in the emotional glass which is
in danger of narrowing the range of the mind’s responses to the returns of
68
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the disturbance itself ’.71 According to Heaney, the difference between Ulster
as a region and the Ulster of his mind in this particular essay concerns the
question of the cultural heritage of the region, and the growing dissonance
between how the poet perceived Ulster and how it was being deﬁned by Irish
Nationalists and Unionists. Heaney was bothered by their one-sidedness
in deﬁning Ulsterism as a collective identity, which marks a change in his
approach towards the aspect of national consciousness. In the Heideggerian
philosophy, displacement is a desirable state, since its aim is ‘to transform our
accustomed ties to world and to earth and henceforth to restrain all usual
doing and prizing, knowing and looking, in order to stay within the truth that
is happening in the work’.72 At this point, Heaney seems to have dropped the
attempt to maintain the continuity of a Romantic ethos by all means, realising
that ‘much of what we accepted as natural in our feelings and attitudes was a
cultural construction, yet I was slow to begin the deconstruction’.73
As O’Brien constantly underlines, Heaney’s gradual orientation towards
change becomes the key to his ‘ongoing recontextualisation of place in his
work’, which happens but at a certain cost and with great difﬁculty.74 Michael
Parker, in his article on Human Chain, notes that, in the case of Heaney, the
abandonment of the traditional rural life in favour of the literary world
resulted in the poet’s deep regard for the simplicity and circularity of life
in the countryside as well as the insurmountable guilt of writing instead of
‘digging’.75 Therefore, it comes as no surprise that Heaney might have felt a
similar reluctance for other forms of deﬁning his own identity than the idea
of omphalos, and connected with it Mossbawn, which had imprinted deeply on
his poetic imagination.76
However, Heaney did not resign from seeking an answer to the question of
his sense of place with reference to Northern Ireland. Long before his decision
to move from Belfast, the issue of his Catholic background occupied his
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thoughts. As Heaney recalled in one of the interviews with Denis O’Driscoll,
from the very start as a poet, he found it problematic to write poetry which
would not speak from a Catholic perspective, at least not purposefully.77 Thus,
an attempt to stand in-between the two denominations rather than represent
his social class turned out to be not only difﬁcult but also tiresome. Still, at a
certain point Heaney testiﬁed to the fact that ‘the out-of-placeness of those
in-between years mattered as much for the poetry life as the in-placeness of
childhood’.78 To follow the words of Guinn Batten, the trope of displacement in
Heaney’s writings is prevalent on two levels: ﬁrst, as the act of the displacement
of nature into the self-consciousness of the poet, and secondly, as a relation
between the familial places preserved in his memory and the very concept of
Ireland as a homeland.79 This Wordsworthian understanding of displacement
illustrates that with time it started to sink into Heaney’s conscience that what
he regarded as the omphalos of his identity, namely the Mossbawn of his mind,
was already a distorted and displaced image of the real place, which was no
longer there. For Stan Smith, ‘Place and Displacement’ clearly articulates that
place cannot be deﬁned regardless of displacement. Heaney enunciated to
himself as well as to the readers that the state of displacement is a necessary
stage on the grounds of which one may build his or her own sense of place.80
The issue of Ulsterism is continued in ‘Frontiers of Writing’ (1993), with
the very title suggesting the notion of the American frontier, understood
as a ﬂexibility of boundaries, which successively changed their place on the
maps as the states gained new territories.81 Heaney from the very beginning
of the essay showed his disregard for the arbitrariness of the border dividing
the inhabitants of the island into Irish and British Ireland. The division does
not meet the needs of those people who do not associate themselves with
the British identity despite living to the north of the border. This goes in
accordance with the way Heaney deﬁned himself as an inner émigré in the
poem titled ‘Exposure’. His self-emigration may be understood literarily as his
movement from Northern Ireland to the Republic, and metaphorically as a
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movement from the state of certainty, veriﬁed by the notion of the centre, to
the area of anxiety, resulting from the experience of displacement.82
To grasp the ﬂuidity of the frontier, Heaney borrowed from Sir Thomas
Browne’s The Garden of Cyrus (1658) the ﬁgure of quincunx, the centre of
which, occupies the essence of Irishness.83 What Heaney presented as ‘the
centre, the tower of prior Irelandness, the round tower of original insular
dwelling, located perhaps upon what Louis MacNeice called ‘the pre-natal
mountain’, to a great extent bears a resemblance to his initial concept of
omphalos; whereas, the phrase ‘insular dwelling’ well corresponds to Heidegger’s
dwelling, the pre-natal mountain being the place of the origin – arche.84 The
Heideggerian dwelling refers to a place, a location, which allows for open
space to appear.85 Heaney’s frontier is an open space, with four points standing
for the four directions of the world. At the most southern point, Heaney
located the Spenserian Kilcolman Castle, signifying the Anglicisation of
Ireland and the Renaissance poet’s total rejection of his Irish background. The
West is symbolised by the Yeatsian Thoor Balylee bespeaking of the AngloIrish cultural union and the poet’s effort to restore the Irish cultural heritage.
The East is occupied by James Joyce’s Martello Tower on Dublin Bay, the
symbol of the writer’s attempt to replace the Anglocentric Protestant tradition
with a more European (classical in Hellenistic terms) world-view. It is Joyce’s
tower that Heaney saw as an equivalent of omphalos, treating Joyce’s place as
the centre of the reinvented order. The North is occupied by Carrickfergus
Castle, the place identiﬁed with Louis MacNeice – a Protestant who, despite
his Anglocentric views, managed to remain faithful to his Ulster inheritance.86
No matter which frontier is taken into consideration, one may easily observe
that for Heaney all four parts of Ireland were marked with the merging of
English and Irish cultures. Thus, it is erroneous to treat Ulster as the only place
under British inﬂuence. Corcoran understands the concept of quincunx rather
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as a transgression from the social and political constraints into the space of
writing, where all the norms of imagination are available.87 Thus, the area of
quincunx serves the purpose of an ‘integrated literary tradition’, which does
not appear to yet have any social or political equivalent.88 Such a treatment of
the concept is in accordance with Heidegger’s notion of techne, which stands
for a work of art capable of setting up a world. The interrelation between
art and the world is best embodied in poetry. For Heidegger, poetry ‘breaks
open an open space, in whose openness everything is other than ususal’.89 The
frontier Heaney created with the concept of quincunx allowed him to keep
his ideal of omphalos, his tower of Irelandness – with Mossbawn as the centre;
but more importantly, it opened him and his poetry to the shared traditional,
void of any borders.
Heaney had always felt uneasy about the artiﬁciality of the border marking
the end of one country and the beginning of the other. The author of North
(1975) devoted a lot of attention to this aspect in ‘Something to Write Home
About’ (1998). Following his style of analysis, the poet introduced yet another
term, terminus, taken from the Roman god of boundaries. However, he drew
attention to the Irish language that has tearmann (a sanctuary, a place of refuge90)
as an equivalent, constituting many place-names, especially those which marked
the division of the land into dioceses. Heaney remained sceptical about the
concept of boundaries, stating that all boundaries are necessary evils and the
truly desirable condition is the feeling of being unbounded, of being a king
of inﬁnite space.91
This ‘double capacity’ of human beings is of special interest for poets,
who simultaneously are attracted by the security of the known and by the
mysterious hidden beyond it. For Heidegger, poetry, by allowing the Open
to happen, ‘is the becoming and happening of truth’.92 The philosopher time
and again underlined the importance of openness in a poet’s works, treating
it as the key to the link between the world and art. The meaning of terminus
is interpolated with Heaney’s own world – his experience from childhood. To
Heaney’s mind, similarly with places, there are geographical boundaries and
those boundaries created in our minds. His own constituted the River Moyola:
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‘even though there were no places called Termon in the Moyola district, I
knew in my bones from very early on that the Moyola itself was a very deﬁnite
terminus, a marker off of one place from another’.93 The signiﬁcance of the
river is underlined by another two images that are introduced together with
it. The ﬁrst constitutes the phrase ‘stepping stones’, which enters Heaney’s
world of terms denoting transgression. In a comment to a poem ‘The Other
Side’ he stated that ‘the poem, however, ended up suggesting that a crossing
could be attempted, that stepping stones could be laced by individuals who
wanted to further things’.94 Stepping stones indicates the physical trespassing
of the forbidden land as well as the act of violating rules, going beyond the
known and understood. This adheres to Bataille’s view of transgression as
the violation of the established order or taboos. This act works against the
outside, but according to the inner self.95 Similarly, Heaney tried to step outside
the inherited categories, acting against the commonly known division of
Protestants and Catholics, advocating his inner spatial perception, as he had
already done with quincunx.
The second image is the bridge, which in the Heideggerian philosophy
of spatial perception fulﬁls an important role. According to the thinker, a
bridge cannot be analysed in terms of being in between two sides that are ‘set
off against the other [but which] brings stream and bank and land into each
other’s neighbourhood’.96 Thus, a bridge provides a link between the places,
unites them into one landscape. Here, however, Heaney did not seem to hold
with Heidegger’s perspective, constantly repeating the discrepancy between
the two sides of the river:
I grew up between the predominantly Protestant and loyalist village
of Castledawson and the generally Catholic and nationalist district of
Bellaghy. In a house situated between a railway and a road. Between the
old sounds of trotting horse and the newer sounds of a shunting engine.
On a border between townlands and languages, between accents at one
end of the parish that reminded you of Antrim and Ayrshire and the
Scottish speech I used to hear on the Fair Hill in Ballymena, and accents
at the other end of the parish that reminded you of the different speech
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of Donegal, speech with the direct, clear ring of the Northern Irish I
studied when I went to the Gaeltacht in Rannafast.97

Paradoxical as it may seem to be, Heaney managed to formulate his centre of
existence despite the predominance of in-betweenness, which implies the state
of a non-belonging to either of the two sides, understood as the Unionist and
the Irish nationalist respectively. Heaney returned to this issue in the later part
of ‘Something to Write Home About’. The term terminus is followed by the
word ‘march’ – that, at least in the past, stood for a meeting at the boundary,
being close, a lying alongside: ‘it was a word that acknowledged division but it
contained a deﬁnite suggestion of solidarity as well’.98 Heaney’s understanding
of the word marching is close to the Heideggerian notion of the bridge,
as it underlines the simultaneousness of division and binding. The poet’s
reference to ‘the marching season’ served the purpose of a harsh comment
on the prevailing dichotomy between the two sides of the past conﬂict, who
every year have a need to demonstrate their unchangeable stance, from which
Heaney dissociated himself.
Once Heaney expressed his local sense of place followed by the delineation
of the state of in-betweenness as an indicator of his understanding of the
division of Ireland into two separate states, the time comes for looking at
the ontological status of the Northern Irish identity in a broader perspective.
The essay ‘Through-Other Places, Through-Other Times: The Irish Poet and
Britain’ (2001) problematised the aspect of the triangulation of the Northern
Irish heritage. By using the example of W. R. Rogers, a poet, who in his poem
‘Armagh’ introduced the word through-otherness to express ‘the three-sided
map of his inner being’99 Heaney showed that this word best deﬁnes ‘the
triple heritage of Irish, Scottish and English traditions that compound and
complicate the cultural and political life of contemporary Ulster’.100 The term
itself expresses the complexity of the analysed issue, as it is a compound
word. Heaney, as usual, drew attention to the meaning of the word standing
for ‘physically untidy, or mentally confused’, echoing the Irish expression
‘tri na cheile, meaning things mixed up among themselves’.101 However, in
Heaney’s understanding of the term there was no place for confusion, rather
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it acknowledged the complexity that the Northern Irish heritage entails. A
similar meaning was ascribed to the place-name Broagh used by Heaney
as the topic for his poem of the same title. As Heaney enunciated: ‘I very
much wanted to afﬁrm the rights of the Irish language to be recognized as
part of that Ulster mix, to correct the ofﬁcial, east-of-Bann emphasis on
the province’s ur-languages as Ulster Scots, an Elizabethan English’.102 This
comment coming from ‘Burns’ Art Speech’ (1997) well exempliﬁes Heaney’s
understanding of through-otherness as the essence of Northern Irishness,
transposing the idea of in-betweenness with a new way of understanding his
own identity. The notion of through-otherness does not stand in opposition
to his previous idea of quincunx, but rather the two notions complement each
other. Quincunx with its ﬂuid, reﬂexive and complex form may, as for O’Brien,
bring some positive results in Heaney’s ‘searches for answers’.103 The critic
takes the stance of Maurice Blanchot, who claims that the world demands
things to be graspable objects, but the realm of literature more often than not
operates within ungraspable spaces.104 The multiplicity of frontiers and their
inconclusiveness allow the quincunx to converge with Heaney’s other spatial
representations. Therefore, the concept of through-otherness together with
quincunx appear to be the poet’s best possible answers to the question he
posed at the beginning of his essay-writing journey: his place of being, as a
person as well as a poet.
The Scottish element is nothing new in Heaney’s discussion on the trope
of place. It appeared as early as in the enunciation of Mossbawn’s etymology,
where Heaney shows the traces of the three cultures in one word: the Ulster
Scots Moss, and the English bawn, which in turn is an Anglisized form of the
Irish bán. One does not have to look for a better exempliﬁcation of the journey
Heaney embarked on from the primordial understanding of the concept of
omphalos as the universal and everlasting centre of his existence, through the
process of accepting the in-betweeness of his poetry and himself as a poet,
to the ﬁnal acknowledgement of the impact history has had on the Ulster
region, now its majority people are called Northern Irish. Instead of escaping
the historical inﬂuence, Heaney seems to have started accepting, or, to hazard
a guess, appreciating, the complexity of the Northern Irish heritage, which
history has imprinted on it. As Iain Crichton Smith observed, the fact that
Heaney at a certain point in his artistic career began to associate himself with
102
103
104

Seamus Heaney, ‘Burns’ Art Speech’ in idem, Finders Keepers, 351.
O’Brien, Searches for Answers, 24-5.
Maurice Blanchot, The Space of Literature, A. Smock (trans.) (Lincoln, 1982), 131.

92

Joanna Jarząb-Napierała

the image of Sweeney, who symbolises the ‘cultural afﬁnity with both western
Scotland and southern Ireland’ testiﬁes to the poet granting veracity to the
cultural hybridity of his homeland.105 Neil Corcoran in his plenary lecture,
which he delivered during the conference ‘Seamus Heaney: A Conference
and Commemoration’, organised at Queens University, Belfast, borrows T.
S. Eliot’s words and calls Heaney ‘an unbewildered poet’. Corcoran’s viable
interpretation shows that Heaney’s experience, together with that which is
real, are melting, as neither the memory nor poetry can fully retrieve what is
irrevocably lost. But Heaney in his later works was no longer bewildered as
Yeats was, when he could do nothing but helplessly observe the disappearance
of the beloved Anglo-Irish culture, embodied by the Big Houses’ gradual
destruction and deterioration.106 Gradually, Heaney became an unbewildered
poet and critic, as he began to accept the surrounding reality as well as to
come to terms with what he had lost in the past. He may not have answered
the question of identity exhaustively enough, but he provided a plausible
alternative for those who ﬁnd themselves displaced in the polarised Northern
Irish reality.
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‘On the move between shore and shore’: Scotland and
Ireland’s History-Makers, Artists and the ‘Future State’
Craig Richardson
History Makers
The new constitutional framing which seemingly developed during the
weeks leading to the Scottish Independence Referendum in 2014 involved an
examination of Scottish and British institutions, as well as national emblems
and archetypes. Scotland might change, but positions and understandings would
change whatever the result, sometimes explicitly through public discourse,
including T. M. Devine’s observation of the place of Scottish culture in the
emergent national identity:
There has been an enormous increase in a sense of Scottishness
and pride in Scottish identity which has itself been sustained by an
explosion in Scottish writing and creative arts since the 1980s, especially
in relation to my own subject [history]. We now have a proper modern
history of Scotland which we didn’t have until as late as the 1970s and
1980s.1
As Devine suggests, the historiography of Scotland’s post-war arts is
becoming convincingly diverse and Scottish artists are an important presence
in the strengthening of national identity in contemporary Scotland. Just
months before he wrote, Rachel Maclean’s exhibition of recent digital ﬁlms at
Glasgow’s Centre for Contemporary Art, Happy & Glorious, used ‘green screen’
digital backdrops and real locations, including a former hunting residency in
the Scottish borders, to enmesh the emblems of the United Kingdom with
re-enacted speeches and arguments made by media and political ﬁgures as they
argued for and against Scottish Independence.2 In The Lion and The Unicorn
(2012) a sinister black oil was consumed by the work’s protagonists and one
gleefully plunged a knife into a cake decorated with the Union Jack.
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Figure 1. Rachel Maclean, The Lion and The Unicorn (2012).
Commissioned by The Edinburgh Printmakers.
Photo credit: courtesy of the Artist.

Scottish art, both history and contemporary practice, is taught at a number
of Scottish universities and specialist art schools and much of the same
conditions pertain to Irish art. In terms of signiﬁcant monographs, Bruce
Arnold’s A Concise History of Irish Art (1969) appeared a generation before
Duncan Macmillan’s Scottish Art 1460–1990 (1990) and Murdo Macdonald’s
Scottish Art (2000). It is as if Arnold’s reﬂective monograph on Irish art
signalled the desire for uniﬁed nationhood itself as it concerned ‘the idea of
an Irish art, developing, changing and enriching itself in spite of history rather
than because of it’.3 ‘Of history’? Arnold can only mean Ireland’s uncertain
autonomy and the refutation of its wholeness in the twentieth century. Later,
3
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bridging the shores, Fintan Cullen and John Morrison implicated Ireland
and Scotland jointly as countries evolving within an undesirable equilibrium.
In their collection A Shared Legacy: Essays on Irish and Scottish Art and Visual
Culture (2005) they analysed the ‘ways in which the visual operates within the
context of two communities with related experiences of lost statehood yet
retained nationhood.’4 But in general terms, properly developed support for
art scholarship investment is at different stages in Ireland and Scotland. With
archival resources, post-war Scottish art lags behind Ireland – as if the idea of
a Scottish national art reﬂects its devolved, not independent, state.
In Ireland, the National Irish Visual Arts Library (NIVAL) in Dublin has
almost achieved its aim in becoming the primary Irish visual art library; to
contain all existing books, catalogues, slides and videos of contemporary
Irish art. Its art historical complement, the Trinity Irish Art Research Centre
(TRIARC), was founded in 2003 in response to international interest in
Irish art. These have no exact Scottish counterparts. The Scottish National
Gallery of Modern Art’s Library, containing over 50,000 items, is somewhat
comparable to NIVAL. Other signiﬁcant resources, such as the archive
and collection of the Scottish Arts Council, are dispersed. The current
state of Scottish investment in visual-cultural archives is possibly indicative
of Devine’s implicit observation, regarding the late development of a
modern history of Scotland. The absence of a specialist research centre
for Scottish Art does not mean the Scottish universities regard Scottish art
as a subsidiary theme within British art, although further research needs to
deﬁne Scottish distinctiveness within what is, on the whole, an English metanarrative. Meanwhile, in museums, applied research is underway and probing
scholarship has been translated as accessible output in the professional sector.
And yet, a Scottish Art Research Centre, let’s call it SARC, would form an
important cultural index in support of resident museum collections, especially
as the Centre would operate independently of the historiography of The
National Galleries of Scotland or other national institutions which continue
to insist that ‘Art in Scotland cannot readily be deﬁned with the aid of a series
of identiﬁable and distinct movements … particularly within modern art of
the twentieth century.’5 An example of why a Scottish Art Research Centre,
replete with a national archive, is needed is the largely forgotten Maryhill-born
4
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John McHale (1922–78).6 Returning to the comment above, ‘Art in Scotland’
is not the same as ‘Scottish art’, the latter term includes McHale, a founding
member of the Independent Group along with fellow Scottish-born artists
William Turnbull and Eduardo Paolozzi. McHale is contestably the originator
of the term ‘Pop Art’. Within the friendships of his resettled fellow Scots,
these artists have a claim as much as any other national group to have led
the formation of an easily ‘identiﬁable and distinct movement.’ SARC could
investigate connections between those who have worked, lived and arrived in
Scotland, and those who went elsewhere.
Numerous Irish and Scottish artists are seemingly inhabited by multiple
pasts. Indicative of a shared narrative of travel, migration and diaspora
which ﬁgures prominently in both Ireland’s and Scotland’s art history and
contemporary practice, the Irish-based resources NIVAL and TRIARC provide
ample source materials from which to begin a serious discussion of Scottish art.
For instance, the twentieth-century artist William Scott (Scottish-born, Ulsterand London-trained, variously resident in Southern England and France), has
an inﬂuence which extends beyond his early biography. Today, one of Scott’s
paintings, Blue and White (1963), adorns the walls of Dublin City Gallery The
Hugh Lane Gallery, exhibited in close proximity to paintings by Barry Cooke
(the English-born Irish painter) and Francis Bacon (the Irish-born English
painter). Their parenthetical biographies refute any straightforward national
identiﬁcation.
In addition to museum collections, various monographs on Scottish and
Irish art implicitly discuss this complexity of Scottish-Irish-English lineages.
For instance, on contemporary Irish art, Liam Kelly’s Ulster perspective,
Thinking Long: Contemporary Art in the North of Ireland (1996), which is the
author’s deeply embedded reading of Ireland’s artworld (academic and curator
at The Orpheus Gallery, Belfast, 1986–92 and then The Orchard Gallery, Derry,
1996–99), he ﬁnishes with an appendix of seventy-seven potted biographies
which includes six Scottish artists, seven English artists and three Northern
Americans. Irish art history entails an uncomplicated comprehension of
repeated visits, settlement and return to recognise the difﬁculty of biographical
ﬁxity in the age of contemporary art’s transnationalism.
But this is just a beginning. While the historiography of Scottish art is
ongoing and often reads as unchallenged, scholarly discourse within the
6
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Republic of Ireland concerning Irish art visual during the last two decades
includes those who extol the urgent necessity of new interpretive methods,
including a post-colonial method.7 Lucy Cotter in ‘Art Stars and Plasters on
the Wounds - Why Have There Been No Great Irish Artists?’ (2005)8 argued
the whole Irish nation must effectively decolonise before a more meaningful
discussion of Irish culture can take place. Cotter’s key point is stated as follows:
Irish colonisation involved a deliberate stamping out of all aspects
of pre-colonial culture, the ‘national’ could never ‘re-emerge’ in a
postcolonial era without a decolonisation process and one involving
a thorough deconstruction of ‘Irishness’ and ‘Irish culture’ at the
foundations of that nation.9
Here, the place of decolonisation is the imagination, in much the same spirit
that recent writers from the Middle East have charged. In the course of the
discussion, Cotter revisits Mainie Jellett’s (1897–1944) vision of modern
Irish painting, whose project was ‘to form a national visual art and … to lay
new foundations by advocating an art which would fuse Celtic and religious
sources with a European modernist style of painting’.10 But this was initially
met with Irish public disinterest, even as it concurrently held considerable
international modernist appeal. Cotter contends the public disinterest in Jellett
is indicative of the cultural alienism towards Modernism in Ireland, but also a
deference in Irish visual art to its international acclaim, which meant Jellett’s
validation as an artist would only be found elsewhere. Validation of a national
art can only come from outwith the source if there is no methodology for
understanding a nation’s art. Cotter’s argument also provides a comparative
context for understanding the historical success of Scotland’s visual artists
in London, often preceding any recognition in Scotland. She concludes a
particularly striking paragraph with an observation ‘that subsumption of Irish
identity is the price of artistic success in Britain’, referring to Mary J. Hickman’s
observation that historical assimilation of Irish emigrants in England was based
upon ‘strategies of denationalisation’.11 Is it possible that the subsumption
of Scottish identity had also been the price of artistic success for resettled
7
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Scottish artists? And is their place within the Scottish meta-narrative somehow
diminished? Ultimately the core problem which Cotter addresses is the future
conception of Irish art within the troubled context of institutional oversight
of a colonised past. Is it pertinent to raise the comparative absence of a postcolonial debate in Scotland’s contemporary visual culture research and in
Scotland’s contemporary artworld? Cotter writes of Ireland:
Given its contemporary implications, I would suggest that the potential
for any institution to radically advance Irish art rests on its willingness
to grapple with Ireland’s colonial past and confront some of the most
crucial questions underpinning Irish art history and contemporary
practice.12
Without such grappling there are many obstacles to furthering the argument
for a shared identity within Scots-Irish visual art while noting separable
distinctiveness. The problem of foreign/familiar is discussed in ‘Celtic
Connections: Colonialism and Culture in Irish-Scottish Modernism’ (2002),
Ellen-Raïsa Jackson and Willy Maley’s consideration of ‘how language and
identity are ﬁgured, forged and fused between two countries that are at once
foreign and familiar’.13 They raise the difﬁculty of an easy comparison in
the context of an overarching experience, the two cultures are ‘intimately
estranged by precisely what ties them together – colonialism’.14
Interlocutors might interject here and refer to the cultural importance
of Craig Beveridge and Ronald Turnbull’s paradigmatic The Eclipse of Scottish
Culture: Inferiorism and the Intellectuals (1989). Its general mien has its uses, the
strength of their argument is in its insistence of the speciﬁc specialness of
Scottish cultural and educational practices and the realised threat of its loss
within a homogenised British regime. But its value to Scottish visual arts is
overstated. The authors discuss no artists, nor artworks from any period.
Cinema, photography and other media do not appear, nor is there discussion
of any prominent architecture of the modern period. Beveridge and Turnbull’s
development of Franz Fanon’s concept of inferiorism in a Scottish historical
context, and in particular their critique of the Anglicisation of curricula in
12
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Scottish Universities, contains no references to Scotland’s art schools. It could
easily have included The Royal Scottish Academy, The National Galleries
of Scotland and Glasgow’s Empire or International Exhibitions during the
Twentieth Century along the way. Where they lightly touch upon visual culture
it is as secondary sources, for instance Tom Nairn’s discussion of national
Kitsch symbols or with regard to the critical responses to Barbara and Murray
Grigor’s 1981 exhibition Scotch Myths (and Murray Grigor’s 1982 ﬁlm of the
same title). Their later Scotland After Enlightenment: Image and Tradition in Modern
Scottish Culture (1997) returns to the philosophical and educational theme of
their 1989 publication, but this time supplemented with a variety of easy
pickings, visual references such as C. R. Mackintosh and The Glasgow Boys.
Returning to Jackson and Maley (and treating Beveridge and Turnbull,
1989, as unﬁnished business), the transposition of Cotter’s Irish-based
strategy of decolonialisation to Scotland’s visual art could be to ignore the
subtle differences between Irish and Scottish culture, or rather the speciﬁcities
(often originality through hybridity) of their distinct cultures. Still, Scottish
cultural decolonisation, through the recognition of such a necessity and the
inclusion of creativity and imagination, is underway. Murdo Macdonald’s paper
‘Reﬂections on the Neglect of the Visual Art of the Scottish Gàidhealtachd’,
presented at The Scottish Highlands: an Historical Reassessment? (2012),
notes that from the outset that its author’s research into the visual art which
originated from and related to the Scottish Gàidhealtachd, showed how the
art’s ‘frequent repudiation was indicative of a desire to ignore the visual aspect
of an entire culture.’15 Macdonald imagines a disregarding voice, ‘there’s really
nothing visual to speak of ’. Faced with a negation of a region’s visual culture,
the ignorance of which Macdonald writes: ‘is not lack of knowledge per se, but
an attitude to such knowledge that classiﬁes it as of little importance, classiﬁes
it as something about which it is acceptable to be ignorant.’16 Macdonald offers
an analogy with the historiography of the art of the Indian sub-continent and
the opinion expressed by colonialists, that Indian art was comprised only of
‘borrowings’ in sharp contrast with the cultural nationalists who had identiﬁed
Indian art’s autonomous features.
As Cotter and Macdonald demonstrate, a re-evaluation of the institutional
narratives of Irish and Scottish visual art requires a methodology of
15
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Murdo Macdonald’s published version is ‘Finding Scottish Art’, bellacaledonia.org.
uk 16 February 2013. [Accessed 18 August 2018].
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decolonisation. At the same time, Scottish art has other urgent needs, including
a revitalisation of its gendered history. Scottish art, institutional decolonisation
of the imagination and a gendered art history is heady mix. In 2003, while
Head of the History of Art at University College Cork, James Elkins’ article
‘The State of Irish Art History’ pointed to a relative absence in the teaching of
Irish art history of ‘multiculturalism, representations of gender, forays outside
the canon, and explorations of new interpretive methods’.17 Arguably, this is
not comprehensively applicable any longer to Irish and Scottish contemporary
art, where ‘representations of gender’ have since been evidenced in Katy
Deepwell’s Dialogues: Women Artists from Ireland (2005), including interviews
with sixteen contemporary women artists whose work was exhibited in Ireland
in the 1990s. In Scotland, Sarah Lowndes’ 2012 exhibition Studio 58: Women
Artists in Glasgow Since WWII and Sarah Smith’s 2012 article ‘In Celebration of
Grassroots and Grass Widows: Women’s Art Collaborations in Glasgow’ also
shine their light on this often neglected aspect.18
Of gendered art history, of practice developed through mobility and
settlement, and a shared culture, an exemplar is Cathy Wilkes. Born in Belfast
and resident in Glasgow since 1985, Wilkes’ works are often assemblages which
remain detrital, with a fragmented ordering which mean the boundaries of the
works are difﬁcult to establish. Yet in terms of their materials they are mostly
relational. These are not didactic or conventional works; their elements hold
uncanny qualities which are reminiscent of surrealism, such as a shop-display
mannequin or the presence of a urinal in Pool Reﬂections (2007), unfamiliarly
anchored in their semblance of domestic life. Their recreation of intimate
or everyday social scenes, such as the washing of a child or the psychological
vacancy sometimes sustained while shopping, resists easy stipulation. In recent
exhibitions, including an untitled installation in 2014 at Glasgow’s Tramway,
poverty looms. In 2014 the overall effect was transcendent, redolent of
another period in Scottish art, of the 1970s, of visiting artists Joseph Beuys,
and Tadeusz Kantor. We are asked to witness the aftermath of tragedy and
a theatre of the dead. As Michael Stanley describes, Wilkes selects ‘the most
abject and awkward of domestic and everyday objects; a widescreen Sony
television, a Maclaren’s pushchair [resulting in installations which] tend to
17

18

James Elkins, ‘The State of Irish Art History’, Circa, 106 (2003), 57. See also James
Elkins, ‘The State of Irish Art History, Revisited’, Circa, 116 (2006), 48–56.
Studio 58: Women Artists in Glasgow Since WWII, Mackintosh Museum, 7 July 2012
– 30 September 2012; and S. Smith, Map magazine (2012) http://mapmagazine.
co.uk/9607/celebration-grass-roots-and-grass-widows-womens-ar/ [Accessed 11
February 2020]
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open out in a chain reaction of interconnectivity rather than close down to
a linear, singular interpretation.’19 And yet, it seems nearly impossible not to
learn something of gendered experience when visiting these works, too. Their
titles, including Teenage Mother (2006), We Are Pro Choice (2007) or She’s Pregnant
Again (2005), are immediately recognisable as gendered social commentary.

Figure 2. Cathy Wilkes, Untitled (2014),
Installation view Tramway, Glasgow, 2014, commissioned by Tramway, Glasgow.
Courtesy of the artist, Tramway, Glasgow, and The Modern Institute/Toby Webster Ltd,
Glasgow.
Photo credit: Keith Hunter.

Artists
Scottish-Irish art involves a complex culture centred on a diversity of
dislocated, adaptive, marginalised or hyphenated identities, and high-proﬁle
diasporic artists. Some of the more prominent artists have an approach
which moves towards a theorised practice, and this implicitly addresses
Lucy Lippard’s lamentation for a paucity of interaction between the cognate
disciplines of literature and philosophy as the ‘unfulﬁlled promise of
conceptual art’.20
19
20

Michael Stanley, Cathy Wilkes (Milton Keynes, 2009), 10.
Brenda Moore-McCann, Brian O’Doherty / Patrick Ireland: Beyond Categories (Farnham,
2009), 11.
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James Coleman’s works are established within the canon of conceptual
art, although assigned towards its awkward periphery. Arguably, Coleman
belongs the global community of conceptual artists ahead of exemplifying
Irish art but there is a high degree of nomadism and alienation at work, as an
artist and in terms of his relation to the art of his time. Art critic Jean Fisher
has identiﬁed how ‘Coleman’s early projections paralleled Conceptualism’s
self-reﬂexive preoccupation with the nature of art and its institutions, but
unlike Conceptualism they did not ignore art’s relation to the socio-historical
sphere’.21 Catalogues and critical essays, including an Irish Museum of Modern
Art publication in 2009, acknowledge the inﬂuence of his video-works and
slide projections on a later generation of video artists. These include the
nostalgic solicitudes of Scottish artist Douglas Gordon. Gordon’s seminal
work is 24 Hour Psycho (1993), an appropriated but slowed down version of
Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960). Before this work’s inception, Gordon visited
an exhibition of the much heard of, but rarely seen, James Coleman’s video
and slide projections at Anthony d’Offay Gallery, London. A key work was
Coleman’s transposition of individual frames which make up less than half a
second of James Whale’s The Invisible Man (1933) into a new work; the slide
projection La Tache Aveugle (The Blind Spot) (1978-80). Here, Whale’s ﬁlm-frames
imperceptibly dissolve, one into the next, which Coleman stretched over a
number of hours. If Coleman’s projection requires an act of interpretation
while peering into the murky imagery, it is profoundly alienating, for who can
‘remember’ less than half a second of a black and white feature ﬁlm. Gordon’s
work, meanwhile, has a well-known source but now made alien in much the
same way that the darker side of Pop Art exposes its subject to its viewers.
The comparison between these artists continues. Gordon has increasingly
reconﬁgured Scottish iconography to reveal less discussed histories. His work’s
Scottish foci seems to follow a pattern of migration from, and return to, local
themes. Recently, in his museum intervention Black Burns (2017), comprising
a black marble recreation of John Flaxman’s statue Robert Burns (c.1828) in the
same museum – the Scottish National Portrait Gallery – Gordon solidiﬁed
and cast asunder the unwelcome spectre of Burns’ near emigration to Jamaica
to become a slave driver. Similarly taking issue with national heritage, James
Coleman’s performance guaiRE: An Allegory (1985), has been argued as a critical
stance towards Irish historicism. The performance, which took place within
Dun Guaire Castle in County Galway, contested the ‘illusion of communion
21

Jean Fisher, ‘So Different… and Yet’ in James Coleman (Dublin, 2009), 39.
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Figure 3. Douglas Gordon, Black Burns (2017)
Installation view Scottish National Portrait Gallery.
© Studio lost but found/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2019
Photo credit: Studio lost but found/Francesco Paterlini/Andy McGregor
for Scottish National Portrait Gallery.

with the medieval past’ as perpetrated by the Irish heritage industry.22 The
critic Luke Gibbons notes that while Coleman’s work is normally situated
within the tradition of conceptual art, there is a recalibration of other
traditions, and ‘guaiRE reveals it as deeply informed by its Irish context and
situation.’23 Gibbons’ and Jean Fisher’s examination of Coleman’s recalibrated
historicisation, locates it within a practice which is both late-modern and
postmodern, but awkwardly so. Much the same can be said of Gordon’s
similar but distinctive work.
22

23

Luke Gibbons, ‘Narratives of No Return: James Coleman’s guaiRE’ in idem,
Transformations in Irish Culture, 130.
Ibid., 129.
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Figure 4. Douglas Gordon, making of Black Burns (2017).
© Studio lost but found/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2019.
Photo: Studio lost but found/Franco Padel

The historical remaking present in both Black Burns and guaiRE is
redolent of Yvonne Scott’s (TRIARC’s Director) reading of Jack B. Yeats’
early works; ‘combining a Modernist idiom with local and personal themes
to create his own idiosyncratic imagery’.24 Syncretic modernism, a combining
of the universalism of modernism with idiosyncrasies of localised practice,
is reminiscent of Mainie Jellett’s fusion of religious sources with a European
modernist approach, and such a fusion haunts works by Coleman, Gordon
and Wilkes. To ﬁx any of these artists as purely ‘Irish’ or ‘Scottish’ would
be to mischaracterise the trans-nationalism of these artists’ practice. At the
same time, geographic mobility enables individuals to enhance or nuance
what is otherwise a localised art practice. Such hybridity certainly features
in contemporary Scottish art, with Tom Normand recently maintaining that
24

Yvonne Scott, ‘Introduction’ in idem (ed.), Jack B. Yeats - Old and New Departures
(Dublin, 2008), 9.
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Scottish art’s core condition of modernity recognises ‘that hybrids of the
global and the local were not simply a function of geography’.25
In more recent years, a new generation of Scottish and Irish artists have
portrayed the unreliable economics, cultures of intolerance, and illusion
and myths which are sometimes thought to ﬂow over Scotland and Ireland.
Representing Scotland in The Venice Biennale 2013,26 the Dublin-born, Ulster
and Glasgow educated Duncan Campbell, whose ﬁlms Bernadette (2008) and
Make it new John (2009) reprised key moments in the lives of Irish politician and
activist Bernadette Devlin and the car producer John DeLorean respectively,
utilising archival sources to ‘re-imagine the histories and legacies’ which
memorialise facets of national hubris.27 In Bernadette he unfolds a portrait
of a highly articulate but now marginalised Irish historic ﬁgure. Then at the
centre of tense events, responding to these tensions with her satisfyingly
precise powers of reasoning, Devlin appears in Campbell’s ﬁlm as a less
retrospectively considered damaged ﬁgure and more as a galvanising presence.
The ‘unfolding’ nature of Bernadette eschews documentary conventions but
retains an archival patina, beginning with ﬁlmic scratches, scarred images and
their sonic equivalent. In Campbell’s similarly constructed DeLorean portrait
Make it new John, the subject is noted for his great falsiﬁcations, and Campbell
reruns modern Northern Irish history by conveying the ﬁlm-star jet-set
presence of DeLorean, later revealed as a product of Irish wishful thinking.
This is further, imaginatively, enacted in the ﬁlm’s rueful conversation carried
out between redundant DeLorean factory workers.
Campbell has developed a nuanced approach to documentary that takes
the cultural archive as a starting point, and this approach is shared with the
Scottish ﬁlmmaker Luke Fowler whose elliptical work All Divided Selves (2011)
has as its subject R. D. Laing. Campbell and Fowler’s ﬁlms are as unbound
objectively from their subjects as any such ﬁlms in the ‘documentary’ idiom
can be. Illusions here represent delusions. A precursor is found in the work
25
in
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Tom Normand, ‘Re-thinking “Provincialism”: Scotland’s Visual Culture in the 1960s’
E. Bell and L. Gunn (eds), The Scottish Sixties: Reading, Rebellion, Revolution? (Amsterdam,
2013), 303.
Duncan Campbell’s representation in Scotland’s Venice Biennale was noted in
Scotland’s Culture Minister Fiona Hyslop’s in a speech in 2013, ‘Past, Present and
Future: Culture & Heritage in an Independent Scotland’, stating ‘the Scotland +
Venice Exhibition at the Venice Biennale is represented by artists … not Scottish by
birth but representing this nation by choice’.
For his articulation see: http://www.afterall.org/online/artists.at.work.duncan.
campbell.in.conversation.with.stuart.comer [Accessed 19 August 2018].
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of Irish artist Gerard Byrne. Suspicious of national traditions and, above all,
suspicious of images, Byrne’s Towards a Gestalt Image – Loch Ness & Fact (2000
– ongoing) represents photographic pictorial conventions as highly subjective,
enabling ﬁction or hoax. Loch Ness & Fact continues Byrne’s earliest contact
with Scotland through his participation in the 1991 pan-European exhibition
Windfall ’91 in Glasgow, during which his photographic accounts of heroinuse along the nearby River Clyde via detritus and ephemera were collectively
presented as unmarketable traces of social decline and economic recession in
what was recently a European Capital of Culture.28
James Elkins’ previously discussed essay further contended that ‘art history
has developed regional and national strains that are measurably different from
one another.’29 ‘Measuring difference’ is a methodology that is at variance with
the nebulous realities found in the ‘shared legacies’ discussed in Cullen and
Morrison (2005) and very much alive in the works of the artists discussed
above. An outstanding exemplar in contemporary art of shared legacies
following the Troubles, Roderick Buchanan’s Legacy (2011) shows Scotland
and Northern Ireland as interwoven cultures. Buchanan’s video installation
energises the effect of two Scottish ﬂute bands, actively and normally
separately involved in the cultural expression of British Loyalism and Irish
Republicanism in Northern Ireland. Both bands are part of a living legacy
that grew during and after the Troubles, when bandsmen from Northern
Ireland would travel to support Scotland’s parades and vice versa, enabling
their shared ideals to develop as fraternal links between the shores. Buchanan
documents practise rehearsals and the highly skilled public parades as customs.
The edited ﬁlm then represents Loyalism and Republicanism in alternating
modes of performance, and he has it as one group receiving the other in an
acquiescent and respectful silence. This had the effect of representing both
ﬂute bands as mutually understood and accepted expressions of community.
More than any work, viewing this video evidences how the impact of Irish
contemporary culture on the Scottish artistic community and vice-versa has
been to emphasise cross-nation sharing, in a movement which sidesteps an
increasingly unconvincing meta-narrative of British art.

28

29

Windfall ‘91 exhibition has since become narrated as one legacy of Glasgow’s 1990
European Capital of Culture Festival. Windfall ‘91 was an attempt by Glasgow-based
artists to introduce Glasgow’s artist-run structure to their European counterparts.
Elkins, ‘The State of Irish Art History’, 57.
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Future State
The contemporary artists discussed herein retain their distinct national
identity while migrating for speciﬁc reasons or on a temporary basis, in
seeking opportunities or ﬁnancial support. The degrees to which they have
assimilated is less important than the resulting levels of cultural exchange and
transfer. They are, as Michael Longley writes in Leaving Inishmore (1966), ‘folk
on the move between shore and shore’. Longley’s evocation of transience and
threshold recalls an over-painting on a broadsheet newspaper entitled Passive
with the Idea (2006).30 Painted by Lisburn-born Tony Swain, who represented
Scotland at the 2007 Venice Biennale following training at The Glasgow
School of Art, the clouded seascape is of the coast as a point of arrival and
resembles both the Irish and Scottish island peripheries.
Such pictured seascapes and landscapes provides spaces for psychological
projection.31 In the Ireland of 2011, while stories of banking insolvencies
and depleted property values continued to ﬁll newspaper columns, newlybuilt ‘ghost estates’ which littered the Irish landscape were photographed by
Irish artist Anthony Haughey; unaffordable overbuilding and now a blight.
But these unwanted homes did not lend themselves to a simple comparison
with other historical examples resulting from forced migration, such as the
wounding Scottish Highland expulsion known as The Clearances.32 While
the ghost estates in Anthony Haughey’s photographs captivate as images
of abandoned landscapes and resonate with war photography, this was a
30

31
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Swain’s subtle work was exhibited in Interlude (Aspects of Irish landscape painting), 2011.
Dublin: The Douglas Hyde Gallery.
Just as in Scottish art, the prominence of landscape and seascape painting in Irish
art cannot be overstated. Paul Henry’s modest Landscape (c. 1923) are of small
stacks of bog turf under a cumulus sky. Henry’s later works were met with critical
mistrust, pandering to the growing market for his paintings. Yet his 1932 landscape is
seemingly faithful to an otherwise incidental feature found on the brow of a slope, a
homely detail. Less authentically, in Dublin’s National Gallery of Ireland, the mood
permeating the Anglo-Irish maritime painter Edwin Hayes’ An Emigrant Ship, Dublin
Bay, Sunset (1853) is easily reproached. The date follows Ireland’s Great Famine, but
the representation contains little abjuration of the known horrors. The painting is
dated the year of Hayes’ move from Dublin to London and represents a type of
retreat from the facts. The pale light which falls on the ship’s sails sets it in a pensive
cast but there is no sense of urgent ﬂight. The stance of the depicted passengers
ferried to a ship, as if to embark upon the chance of a new future, is not one that
conveys a reason for emigration; eviction, infection, starvation or other urgent causes.
This expulsion of the Gaels during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries from
traditional land tenancies in the Scottish Highlands is known in Scottish Gaelic as
‘Fuadach nan Gàidheal’.
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rendering of how Ireland’s ‘traces of recent economic prosperity, cultural
cosmopolitanism, and particularly property investment were now overlaid by
the trauma of unemployment, negative equity and the death of a dream’.33 By
2011, the ‘ghost estates’ were becoming an exhausted metaphor/metonym
and Ireland’s present-day economic collapse could not be simply merged with
the grievances of the past. Haughey’s chastening images were of self-inﬂected
greed and this was an artist who looked towards the need to change failing
economic structures.
What was Ireland becoming after the implosion of the Celtic Tiger
model, battered by the events surrounding the banking collapse? This was a
question which informed debates among Irish visual artists as the Republic
regained its prepense state. The Future State examined the crisis through a
study of visual culture. Originating in an academic and cultural conference at
Goldsmiths, University of London (November 2012) this sought an ethical
framework for a future Irish culture within changing global paradigms. The
consequences of Ireland’s economic collapse were discussed in other ways,
particularly what it meant to be Irish at a time of a social un-seaming. Public
feelings were surmised in late 2010 by Joseph O’Conner in his op-ed piece.
‘The Irish are angry. We feel frightened, alone and unled’ he wrote, and yet
he marshalled a means out of the catastrophe; leadership from within the
creative community:
We have important things now that we will still have then: a generation
of tough entrepreneurs; the work of our artists and writers; a beautiful
landscape; a supportive diaspora; a painfully acquired insight into what
happens when an entire society gets hypnotised by its own wishful
thinking.34
Ireland’s recent economic collapse was structural, and solutions continue
to be found in international arrangements, predominantly through the
European Union and with the United Kingdom. However, placing to the
fore Ireland’s cultural power, and in light of its newly-awakened sense of
reality, has many advantages. Proposals have been published and ethical
33
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Cian O’Callaghan, ‘Ghost Estates: Spaces and Spectres of Ireland after NAMA’ in
Caroline Crowley and Denis Linehan (eds), Spacing Ireland: Place, Society and Culture in
a Post-Boom Era (Manchester, 2013), 23.
Joseph O’Connor, ‘The Irish are angry. We feel frightened, alone and unled’, The
Guardian (Friday 19th November, 2010), 44.
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stances voiced, contributing to national cultural policies centred on the role
and value of the artist. Artists are part of a living culture and require and
receive state support.
Ireland’s population continues to grow at a rate higher than most other
European nations, from just under three million in the late 1960s to today’s
number, reaching ﬁve million.35 2016/17 saw a large population growth and
this is increasingly urbanised. The population of the republic is currently less
than Scotland but there are more people on the island once Northern Ireland
is included. Just as Joseph O’Conner’s holds up for praise ‘the work of our
artists’, we also know the number of artists who live and work in Ireland.36
Membership of speciﬁc artform organisations in Ireland and other sources
have previously provided broadly indicative data, as detailed in the The Arts
Council / An Comhairle Ealaíon and the Arts Council of Northern Ireland’s
2008 Joint Research Project into the Living and Working Conditions of Artists in Ireland:
Context Paper. The Joint Research Project has measured a substantial increase
in numbers of creative practitioners (visual artists and writers) in Ireland since
1979, from around 400 to nearly 2,000 by 2008. 37
Statistical methods have more accurately deduced the number and Ireland
has a national baseline. The ﬁnal report The Living and Working Conditions of
Artists in the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland (2010) concurred with
the Context Paper’s methodology but updated the tabulated population of
purely visual artists to 2,087. This ﬁgure is contextualised by the observation
35
36
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See http://www.cso.ie/en/ [Accessed 19 August 2018].
The census classiﬁcations in the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland do not
cover all artforms and related occupational categories within the remit of the Arts
Councils.
Leigh-Doyle and Associates, Joint Research Project into the Living and Working Conditions
of Artists in Ireland – Context Paper (7 March 2008), 2–3: Size of the artist population
in Ireland. There is no ofﬁcial agreement on the size of the professional artist
population in Ireland. Published census occupational classiﬁcations that include
artists are too broad. The census classiﬁcations in the Republic of Ireland (ROI) or
Northern Ireland (NI) do not cover all artforms and related occupational categories
within the remit of the Arts Councils … In 1979 it was estimated that the ROI had
a professional artist population of 1,451 (Arts Council / An Comhairle, 1979). This
number was based on a range of Membership lists (e.g. Equity, Federation of Music)
or names of Arts Council / An Chomhairle Ealaíon funded applicants (playwrights,
painters, sculptors, authors). Over two-thirds (72 per cent) of this population was
considered to be ‘interpretive’ artists (music and drama) and under one-third (28 per
cent), approximately 400, was classiﬁed as ‘creative’ (painting, sculpture, literature)
artists. If this latter group of 400 is comparable with the group claiming artists tax
exemption in 2004 (1,970) it would suggest a substantial increase in the number of
professional artists over the twenty-ﬁve years.
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that Ireland’s ‘growth in artistic employment has outpaced growth in general
employment in recent decades.’38
In an earlier audit with a focus on Scotland, commissioned to provide the
Scottish Arts Council and others with accurate information about individual
artists working across the country, Andrew Patrizio, Amanda Catto and Wendy
Law found not so much a number but a professionalised sector. Over one
third of artists responding to a questionnaire had postgraduate degrees and
more than quarter were represented by galleries in the United Kingdom and
abroad. However, the report also describes a somewhat perilous existence; the
majority of respondents ‘believe that their contribution to culture, society and
the economy is not fully recognised.’39 But basic data is lacking in a Scottish
cultural context, even at a local level. Glasgow does not have adequate ‘records
of the artistic and creative outputs and achievements of the cultural sector in
the City’, wrote John Myerscough in his Glasgow Cultural Statistics Digest (2011).40
A quantiﬁcation and an economic context would contribute to the argument
for enhancing the working conditions which support Scotland’s professional
artists. The problem posed by the unknown number of artistic practitioners in
Scotland also means there is no agreement on the appropriate national level of
support accorded to creative industries, including visual artists.
John Myerscough’s earlier pioneering study, The Economic Importance of the
Arts in Britain (1988) – a prelude to Glasgow’s year as a European Capital of
Culture – argued that artists have a role in emerging economics and narratives
concerning overcoming decline. In recent years the Scottish Artists Union
has campaigned against low paid work in the sector, and improvements in
Scottish artists’ working conditions have been actively politicised. This
contextual approach has, in a piecemeal fashion, succeeded in Ireland. At
the same time any forward-thinking plan should be authentically narrated,
one which artists agree with, to avoid what Lucy Cotter has warned of in an
Irish context, namely notions of a cultural ‘industry’ and treating audiences
38
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The Living and Working Conditions of Artists in the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland
(Republic of Ireland Version) (2010). Commissioned by The Arts Council (Ireland)
/ The Arts Council of Northern Ireland. Report prepared by Hibernian Consulting
and Insight Statistical Consulting with Clare McAndrew, Cathie McKimm, 69.
Andrew Patrizio, Amanda Catto and Wendy Law, Making their Mark: An Audit of
Visual Artists in Scotland – Summary Report (Scottish Arts Council / Bonnar Keenlyside,
2003), 10.
John Myerscough, 2011 Cultural Statistics Digest (2011), 4. http://www.glasgowlife.org.
uk/policy-research/Documents/Glasgow%20Cultural%20Statistics.pdf [Accessed
19 August 2018].
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as ‘consumers’.41 Indeed, the controversy surrounding the Creative Scotland
funding arrangements in 2012 showed effectively how art communities can
resist instrumental manipulation, even forcing new policy directions on
Creative Scotland.
Artists’ conditions in Scotland and Ireland includes poor levels of
income. This necessitates a discussion of ethics and social justice, not just
economics. President Michael D. Higgins, whose earlier cabinet position was
Ireland’s Minister for Arts, Culture and the Gaeltacht, made an important
speech at the 2015 Aosdána General Assembly acknowledging the ongoing
problem for Irish artist’s ‘precarious position in terms of the basics of life
and participation’.42 Higgins declared his ‘view that the importance of cultural
expenditure, facilitating as it does citizenship and participation in the public
space and world, should be regarded as basic for the structure of society’43
and ‘a good and democratically structured cultural policy is an essential part
of being human.’44 Higgins examined this structure in contemporary Ireland,
positing the idea that recent cuts to Irish arts funding were indicative of the
arts’ peripheral place in Irish society. He argued:
It is essential to have a national cultural policy, and to have one that
recognises the fundamental role of cultural access in citizenship while
respecting the integrity and independence of the personal artistic
inspiration. Any balanced discussion about public funding for the
arts must derive from that principle, rejecting as a starting point any
uninformed populism which sees the arts as a residual, as something we
do when we can afford it.45
Higgins’ demand for an essential national policy chimes with aspects of Joseph
O’Connor marshalling of cultural resources, in support of Ireland’s national
renewal – ‘Tough entrepreneurs’,46 a ‘supportive diaspora’ and working artists
41
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Lucy Cotter, ‘Globalisation, Cultural Baggage and the Critical Direction of Irish Art
Practice’, online archive of Circa (2004), https://circaartmagazine.website/articles/
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[Accessed 11 February 2020]. .
President Michael D. Higgins, 2015 Aosdána General Assembly, The Royal Hospital,
Kilmainham, Dublin, 5 March, 2015. http://www.president.ie/en/media-library/
speeches/speech-at-the-2015-aosdana-general-assembly [Accessed 19 August 2018].
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
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as a group of specialists who hold important cultural capital – in a time of
rapid global changes.47 Evidence of Ireland’s tough ‘entrepreneurialism’ are
found in the stacked boxes of Megs Morley’s self-initiated Artist-led Archive –
Sustainable Activism and the Embrace of Flux (2006 – ongoing).48 These include
documents from seventy-six artist-led initiatives in Ireland (North and South),
from the 1970s to the present day, and mark signiﬁcant change in Ireland.
The archive evidences independent approaches, and sometimes these small
groups lead developments in Ireland’s visual arts. Noreen Byrne, Bridget
Carroll and Michael Ward’s 2006 complementary study of seven Irish artistrun organisations, highlighted ‘the valiant nature of these organisations’ as
well as their professional values in terms of gaining skills and gaining career
footholds.49
Such self-improvements are often a result of benighted circumstances;
positively modelling artistic-collectivism is often the only means to sustain
a practice in unpropitious circumstances. Galway’s 126 Gallery and others
throughout Ireland have beneﬁtted from the theorisation and popularisation
of such artist-led models and 126 Gallery partly organised its constitution
on Glasgow’s artist-led Transmission Gallery. They have integrated with their
better funded partners to enable infrastructural developments, for example
Galway’s annual TULCA Visual Arts Festival or Galway’s county-wide bid
as a European City of Culture in 2020. While such small organisations’
innovativeness may await recognition many years ahead, they are nevertheless
often ‘where the real pulse of the visual arts lies.’50 Their fundamental place
in an arts ecology, despite very little residential market presence in terms of
dealers and collectors, requires greater acknowledgement and higher levels of
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that his international business travels as a form of national diplomacy and that
Ireland could not ﬁnd solutions to its current crisis through economic strategies
alone. O’Leary later had to respond to claims that Ireland is a tax haven. See Henry
McDonald, ‘Reviving the Celtic Tiger: The Man who Sells Ireland to the World’, The
Guardian, 7 January, 2011, 29.
For a related discussion in contemporary Irish visual arts see Kim Levin, ‘Poetics,
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(London, 1999). Levin raises the effects on creativity of diaspora in the post-industrial
age. Dislocation, displacement, migration and diaspora, not welcome economically,
nor a strategy for national sustainability, are nonetheless triggers to creativity.
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Library (NIVAL) in the National College of Art and Design (NCAD) Dublin.
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support. Meanwhile, the stacked boxes comprising Morley’s Artist-led Archive
is short on the individual sacriﬁce made by artists, and one can expand this out
across the shared ecology of Scottish and Irish art, characterised by low wages,
sporadic access to support and of uncertain career patterns.
Loughborough University

‘Out from Underneath Control’–
The National Theatre of Scotland
Paula Sledzinska in conversation with David Greig

David Greig is one of the most proliﬁc and successful Scottish playwrights
of the last two decades. He co-founded Suspect Culture theatre company
and served as National Theatre of Scotland’s ﬁrst Dramaturg. In 2016 he
was appointed as Artistic Director of the Royal Lyceum Theatre. Few
contemporary artists match the variety and extent of his contribution to the
development cultural scene in Scotland. He is interviewed during last-minute
rehearsals at the Citizens Theatre, on the cusp of the National Theatre of
Scotland’s tenth anniversary season. He speaks on a range of subjects, notably
the Scottish stage as well as the politics of language and identity.
P: What is the role of national theatres today? How relevant, or indeed desirable, are they
in the age of globalisation?
D: If you asked about Scotland, I’d say it’s very, very important. Ironically,
we’re not an independent nation, so there’s a sense in which it’s one of the
institutional statements of our existence. So it’s incredibly important. And
because we’re fortunate enough that it exists in this geographically, socially,
ethnically, linguistically diverse way— it’s an incredibly important defensive
statement of the diversity of the word ‘we’, when we say who we are. It’s a
‘we’ not limited to white middle-class men who speak in a particular way. This
‘we’ represents the most thorough section of society that actually lives in this
chunk of ground. When it comes to the National Theatre of Scotland, I feel
it was our great good fortune that we had not had a national theatre before,
that we had not had the independence in the nineteen-hundreds and therefore
had a national theatre then, because it would have been a building and it would
have looked to create a single repertoire. It probably would have focused on
language and so forth. So, for me, it was a sort of luck that Scotland didn’t
get a national theatre as we have been able to question the values of older
national theatres and create something in the twenty-ﬁrst century. I think
the National Theatre of Great Britain is managing in some ways to catch up
with what a national theatre can be in the twenty-ﬁrst century but some of
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the earlier-established companies are really struggling. They’re very binding
and entrapping. What goes without saying is that the national theatres of
small countries are different from national theatres of big countries. There
is something about the relation of national theatres to small countries, and
Scotland has been fortunate enough to pioneer or to distil a way of doing
what’s appropriate in the new sense of these relations. So if you asked me
how important the national theatres are in other countries, I think they’re very
important particularly in small countries. I think we can underestimate how
important it is to have an establishment if only so that people can say it’s doing
the wrong thing, if only to create a ﬁght.
P: What would you say are the main pressures and dilemmas faced by national theatres
today?
D: The two examples I know the best is Scotland and Britain and the National
Theatre of Scotland is actually in a good place, I think. Funding in a climate
where resources are tight is always going to be a big issue. But I think, in terms
of challenges, it’s actually about growing a whole Scottish theatre sector really.
P: Scholars such as Rebecca Robinson express a concern over the government funding — she
argues it dulls the NTS’s “radical edge” – how do you feel about that?
D: That’s rubbish, and for two reasons. Firstly, in my experience, it just never
happened. And it never happened throughout the years it’s been there. The NTS
has been incredibly radical and it’s been directly funded by the government.
There’s been no interference. The only thing I remember was a phone call
from Alex Salmond asking if they could show Black Watch at the Parliament
and that’s a good thing – it’s a challenging piece of work. The second thing is,
assuming that the government of Scotland is likely to remain in the hands of
the SNP for the next while, the party have staked a huge amount on Scotland
being a dynamic and cutting-edge, artistic, modern sphere. The SNP’s rhetoric
places a great emphasis on Scotland as being diverse so it’s wholly in their
interest for the NTS to be radical. That’s what they want it to be. I’m very
sceptical about the fetishization of arm’s length. What it does is that it takes
out accountability. All the main companies, all the national companies are
directly funded by government. And I see none of them wanting to change
that. They like it because it provides them with stability and there’s something
good about accountability because if they’re shit someone is held responsible.
On the other hand, if the Citizens were repeatedly shit, no one can do anything.
Because all you can do is what we had to do with Creative Scotland, which was
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to rattle the cages of the bureaucrats. And they’re not tangible; you can’t sack
them. So for me, actually, there should be a relationship between the national
theatre and the government. And it is well for that relationship to be open,
transparent, audited and accountable. Having said that, of course there are
dangers but, in practice, I see equally as many dangers with any other funding
you may get. Any funding brings the dangers of the funded work being boring
or “safe” or whatever. Part of the national theatre’s job is to appeal to the
mainstream – otherwise it’s not a national theatre. So I think, at the moment,
NTS is striking a very good balance. And I think the government is striking
a good balance. But I would completely trust, absolutely trust, that a Labour
or even a Scottish Conservative Holyrood government would do the same.
Artistically, I don’t have any fear.
P: Of course, the diversity principle promoted by the National Theatre corresponds with the
SNP’s political manifesto…
D: It totally does, but I think there’s a consensus about diversity amongst
politicians in Scotland. Weirdly, I think there’s a consensus amongst politicians
in Scotland that ethnic nationalism is a bad thing. That’s why I’m not worried
about governmental pressures.
P: Does the NTS face any issues when navigating between artistic and political inﬂuences?
D: Not when it comes to the government and not with politicians. Within
the culture, if we’re going to call that political, yes. During the Referendum,
for example, the NTS did the right thing in that it engaged with it but they
were quite cagey to take a side. I think that was correct. They have to be
aware they operate as a national theatre in a country where people have strong
opinions about live political issues. So if a play came along that was very clearly
advocating independence, I’d imagine they’d have to think hard about whether
it’s the right thing for them to stage. But if that play was really fucking good,
if it was unbelievably good, I trust that they probably would stage it. To be
true, if it was really good, it wouldn’t be advocating independence because that’s
propaganda. So what I mean is a really good play which electriﬁed people
and made them feel empowered. I did have an issue with the NTS repertoire
at the time and I wondered whether we’re engaging enough. I’d say the
political questions aren’t really about politicians but they’re to do with cultural
forces. Should the NTS be doing more work in Scots? Should it have done a
production of Ane Satyre of the Thrie Estaits? Should it do work in Gaelic?
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P: Writing about your adaptation of The Bacchae, Maggie Inchley suggests that it offered
the return of a “previously stigmatised and oppressed popular voice” – an observation which
refers to both the demotic voice of Alan Cumming and the black American Chorus. How
do you see the politics of language on the Scottish national stage?
D: I think it’s tremendously important that the National Theatre can reﬂect the
world back at you in your own language — in your own language and voice.
Alan Cumming playing Dionysus as himself is no different from an English
actor playing Dionysus in his own voice. But until you’ve got a national theatre
capable of staging these kind of plays and until you’ve got a national culture
that’s capable of saying “look, it’s ludicrous not to speak in your own voice”,
that’s not going to happen. But when it starts to happen it’s really good and
why not be translating Hedda Gabler into the spoken language of the theatre
outside Hedda Gabler? That, I totally agree with. What’s more tricky and more
interesting is that I didn’t translate the Bacchae into Scots: I translated it into
English with a Scottish tinge to it as I was aware Alan would be speaking
his own voice. And translating Hedda Gabler into Scots…? That’s where the
questions become interesting because you then get into real, deep cultural
politics. I mean you could translate Hedda Gabler into the spoken language of
Glasgow, or you could change the translation into a kind of high Scots Lallans
and that would be great. But I get antsy if anyone suggests one “ought to”
or “has to”. But if you want to – delighted. To be honest, the language wars
were mostly fought in the 1980s. And I think they’ve kind of been settled in
the sense that you write however you want to write. But you’ve been liberated
to write in your own voice. I think it’s started to come back in again and I
think I’m actually more interested. I’m maybe less dismissive than I was. The
possibilities with the Scots language are interesting. I don’t know if I’ve really
answered the question, but I think the bottom line is that it’s really important
to get people to speak in their own voice. My question is: can we call “ofﬁcial
Scots” our voice, or is it a separate thing? Is it a kind of rich resource that we
can draw from?
P: Peter Arnott talked about this idea of Scots as a “resource” at a conference entitled
‘Scottish Languages on the Stage’ in 2013 – your own voice may mean English as it’s one
of the languages currently used in Scotland…
D: Exactly. The other thing is that I translated the Bacchae into heightened
language, into verse, because it’s written originally in a heightened language.
It’s my observation that the best Scottish playwriting partly solves the
question of what language to write in by creating, with each author, their
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own heightened language. Iain Heggie writes in a way that is not like what
anybody really speaks. Not even Iain Heggie! But it’s very recognisably his
“own” language. Chris Hannan is similar. Liz Lochhead uses Scots but it’s a
very particular Liz Lochhead Scots— it’s very easy to understand and very
funny, alive, contemporary. And if you look at David Harrower, he writes
in English but it’s a heightened, poetic English. I think it’s wonderful how
Scottish writers respond to these interesting questions.
P: In a conversation with Clare Wallace you suggest that, as a playwright and director
in a small country such as Scotland, it is almost possible to become familiar with your
audience as they return to see performances on a regular basis. There is an active community
of theatre goers and it seems to be a positive thing. How inclusive is this experience? To what
extent can theatre actually bring the society together and should it be making a conscious
effort to engage those less familiar with the stage?
D: I’d separate two things. There’s the community of people that go to the
theatre and make theatre, but you’re asking a bigger question: you’re saying
“the whole community”. I think theatre should make every possible effort to
speak to its entire community. I think it’s one of the central aims of any theatre
institution. Not every theatre company— I think some theatre companies can
decide they want to speak to one set of people, but the big institutions, it’s
what they must do. I think they don’t do it enough; some of them try very hard
and some don’t try hard enough. So yes, I think that’s there. Now, what can
they achieve in terms of bringing people together? I’m not sure they should:
you’re trying to bring people together in a room, in a playhouse, but I don’t
think you’re necessarily trying to get them to agree. I mean you probably want
them all in that room to experience their own individual responses. I’m quite
Greek about this. I think you bring the polis into the room as a democracy and
they watch the dilemma played out, the tragedy. And they think about it. And
they reﬂect on it and that’s a democratic process. But the idea that they would
all be brought by emotion onto the same side is where we start to stray into
propaganda.
P: Vicky Featherstone estimated that 53% of the Glasgow audience of the NTS’s
production of Peter Pan had never seen a proper play before – how did you manage to
achieve that?
D: Peter Pan is really popular... Sexy poster… Putting it on at the King’s, I
guess? I’m not sure. I wonder where the ﬁgures come from. Most people go
to the panto or have gone to the panto at least once, so I’d be sceptical. I think
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Vicky maybe means that they weren’t regular theatre goers. Again, I think
pricing is terribly important and we should do much more to bring prices
down to make it affordable to sets of people for whom it’s very marginally
affordable. I think that a lot can be done in terms of participation and the
creation of communities. So, for example, the Edinburgh Royal Lyceum has
a subscription, which is great. But I’d love the Lyceum to ﬁnd other ways
as well so that you could become part of a community in the theatre like
the Lyceum without having to buy seven tickets. It’s about being involved in
making productions, being involved because your amateur theatre company
gets invited in to the building or something. So I think there’s a lot more that
the theatres could do to connect to people. But I think the baseline thing is that
people will come to see what they want to see. Here’s an example: my mum
and dad don’t go to see Scottish rap music groups like the Young Fathers. I
think what the Young Fathers should be doing is to reach out. Many people
have never seen rap before. Once you start thinking about it like that you go
“oh no, no, no, no – I was meaning that poor people should have high culture.
That’s what we ought to be doing”. But I have the idea that all people should
have access to all kinds of culture — that we shouldn’t be prioritising certain
culture over others in the way that we inevitably do, of course. That’s more
challenging. If people don’t want to come to the theatre, that’s ﬁne. I want to
make shows and make everyone want to come and see them, and then I want
to reduce the obstacles to them being able to come and see them. What I don’t
want to do is give them an impression that there’s something wrong if you
don’t want to come and see my production of x or y or z. It’s ﬁne if they don’t.
It’s ok, as long as they have access. Just in the same way that, let’s imagine I
didn’t like jazz – my taxes should still pay for the Edinburgh Jazz Festival. I’m
happy it exists. I don’t necessarily need to be bullied into going. I think there
are power issues behind some of that thinking that I would challenge.
P: How serious are class tensions in Scotland today? The theme seems to be recurring in
NTS productions and you hint at it in Prudencia, Glasgow Girls and even Peter Pan. Do
you see it simply as an element in the mosaic of multiple discourses circulating and clashing
within the contemporary Scottish “ecosystem” or is there more weight to it?
D: No, I think there’s more weight to it in Scotland for various reasons. Class
functions in particular ways in Scotland, I mean, it functions in particular
ways everywhere. But it is very present on the Scottish stage, always has been,
because we’ve never really had a West End high culture like you can have
in London — we don’t have the population. It’s hard to say without facts
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or ﬁgures, but it’s always felt to me that the makeup of Scottish theatre, its
existence even, has always been more class-mixed. There isn’t really enough of
a population that could sustain a bourgeois theatre on its own. And I suppose
any Scottish theatre makers over the years who wanted to work in a bourgeois
theatre would just go to London and do it. So those remaining behind in
sense were already making a political statement. And people like to make these
political statements about identity and so forth. They’re always going to be
bringing class onto the stage with them, I think. At least they have. So you look
at the famous 7:84 Citz season, you see how working class theatre was always
part of it. But then you look at Giles Havergal Citz, and what you see is this
fantastic thing where he did an incredibly baroque bourgeois type of theatre
in a sense, with no talking down to anybody; they programmed the shows
they wanted. But they sold the tickets for a quid and they attracted as much
of Glasgow audience as any other theatre did. I do think class is at the heart
of a lot and we should always be engaging with it. It’s very easy to forget and
Scottish people sometimes like to pretend that we’re sort of democratically,
“consensus-ly” untroubled by class. But in spite of views sometimes spreading
in the public discourse, we’re riddled with class issues and it’s a very serious
part of our culture that we need to be looking at. But, fortunately, I think we
constantly are.
P: A lot is being said about your plays touching upon borders, migrations and travel between
locations which may be unnamed but share the condition of being affected by the global
economic and political change. Some of your works, however, clearly refer to familiar Scottish
settings— how signiﬁcant is that choice when writing for the NTS?
D: I think it’s a journey that I was probably going to do anyway. So the more
and more I’m writing, certainly over the last ﬁve years, I’ve sort of come to
almost a conscious decision to test my work by always setting it somewhere
quite speciﬁc. And, actually, I’m always setting it in Fife. I know that it sounds
sort of silly. So, for example, when I was thinking about Events and how to do
this play about Breivik and the events of 27th July in Norway, I directly asked
myself a question: “how can I write this play and set it in Fife?” And by doing
that, that’s how I came up with the story. I was doing another one recently,
it’s looking at love and the past and, again, I just had this moment where I
was feeling lost for ideas and I said ok, “now how can I set this in Fife?”
It challenges my thinking and it forces me to make microcosm macrocosm.
If you want to do a play about politics and corruption, the ﬁrst thing that
comes to your mind is, you know, London, businessman, Russian oligarch
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or something. But if you go “how can I do this play and set it in Fife?” a
number of things happen. You have to be more interested because you don’t
go with the ﬁrst idea, so you have to look at the second idea. And then you
start wondering if it’s about the way that corruption works? A feature of
human dealings where you have a councillor managing a planning issue? And
that becomes microcosm that reﬂects macrocosm. Or maybe the Russian
oligarch’s ship is parked in Kirkcaldy harbour. It’s suddenly interesting and
it’s different. So for the last while I’ve been doing that. And maybe I’ll change
again and do something different. But previous to that, I would tend to be
quite seduced by hotel spaces, and airport spaces and train station spaces. So
maybe I’ll do another thing in ﬁve years’ time but right now I’m interested in
the speciﬁc. This doesn’t really have much to do with the National Theatre
of Scotland — I mean ok, it happily coincides with its existence and maybe
there’s a relationship, but it’s not one I’d consider.
P: How important is the sense of familiarity with the place and its tradition when writing
for a “national” audience?
D: Actually Monster in the Hall, which is set in Fife, was commissioned by the
Citizens Theatre, not by NTS, (it was then picked up by the NTS), and its
ﬁrst audience were teenagers in a school hall in a place called Methil in Fife.
That audience to me was incredibly important. And once it passed through
that audience I was quite happy with wherever else it went. Subsequently, the
play was done in lots of countries and I went to see a production in Bremen,
Germany. I don’t really speak German but it gave me an enormous thrill when
I could hear German, German, German, and recognise “the road to Kircaldy”.
The art transforms places. It’s a very, very small thing, but that little corner has
an existence in ﬁction now and that existence in ﬁction is somehow present in
the world. As for the audience in Edinburgh or the audience in Glasgow who
saw the play… I don’t know what they get from that sense of local familiarity.
I think you do get something. I think you feel that you exist but it’s an easy
feeling to conjure and it can be rubbish as well if you make people pander to
that and the play is shit. It may mention lots of places and it’s really annoying.
But if it’s good, it could be a really lovely thing. It’s not why I do it, but I think
there’s an interesting swirl of energy as a result of that.
P: What about The Strange Undoing of Prudencia Hart? Do you attach much signiﬁcance
to place in that play?
D: It’s more the signiﬁcance of culture because it’s the Border Ballads and the
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peculiar place that they occupy in Scottish culture. The setting came about
because that’s where we went when we were workshoping it and I wanted it
to be speciﬁc, so I made it speciﬁc. That’s an interesting one actually because
the show is very well-travelled, it’s gone all over the world, but it’s not been
done by anybody else. I think a student theatre company in America did it
but it was not picked up by other theatres. And I think that’s because it’s very
difﬁcult not to do it in English because it rhymes and it’s very difﬁcult not to
be Scottish and do it because it’s obviously got Scottish voices and accents
and singers and music. So the speciﬁcity isn’t so much the Borders as such.
Someone might surprise me, but I think you pretty much have to be a Scottish
company to do Prudencia Hart — don’t see how else you could do it otherwise.
Whereas with the other plays, I think they can be translated.
P: Joyce McMillan described The Strange Undoing of Prudencia Hart as a “shuddering
gallop through the landscape of ancient and post-modern Scotland…
D: I really enjoy that show. At school I was a Scottish literature nerd. I used
to bunk off school to go to the Scottish Poetry Library, get books and then
sit in cafes, smoke and read poetry. So I’ve always enjoyed this relationship
between the romanticised past of Scottish literature and folk music and the
beauty of that, and then this irony — that I really do love — that it’s very
possible in Scotland to love folk music but not like folk. Because as soon as
you’re in a place where actual folk are exhibiting their actual culture you go,
“oh, this is terrible, vulgar and uncouth”, and people run away. Gypsies are a
good example. How many folk songs do people sing in sessions going “oooh,
the Gypsies, I ran away with the Gypsies” and then the next second they’d turn
and say: “I’d lock your car, there’s tinkies that moved in…”? So, you know,
there’s a disjunction between the romanticised past and the reality and I love
playing with that. And I also love teasing both sides of the Scottish cultural
debate and the play was able to do that. We tease Prudencia a little bit about
her romanticised approach to the Ballads, but we also tease the fashionable
academics.
P: Would you say ‘folklore’ needs reverence and preservation or is it dynamic enough to look
after itself ? Should we protect the older forms of “beauty” or go with Colin’s fascination with
football chants and “working class performativity”?
D: I actually am more of a Prudencia but I like to see both sides. So I think
we absolutely should have reverence for and protect, and celebrate, and fund,
and promote traditional folk forms whilst realising that if you’re culturally
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validating the older folk forms you can’t dismiss hip hop artists from the EastEnd of Glasgow who are rapping in Scots, in their own vernacular. That is
also a folk form and you have to recognise that folk is a wider thing and
that it’s very important to revere it in the forms you ﬁnd it. And I think you
also have to recognise that there’s always that dance between folk and the
ofﬁcial sanction… there should always be a ﬁght. But I would hate it if it was
uncelebrated and unfunded — that would be terrible. At the same time you
should always be aware that it needs to be wriggling out from underneath
control.
P: Do you see The Strange Undoing as a praise or reﬂection of contemporary cultural
trends? Or maybe it is a warning against them?
D: I think it’s a celebration. I think it says: “we’ll be ﬁne. Folk will survive, but also look
around you. Look at the karaoke night, it’s ok, it’s alright. See the magic of the karaoke”.
Yeah, I think it’s a celebration and a provocation to thought rather than a warning.
P: The play’s text ends with smoke coming from Prudencia’s mouth, her eyes turning red and
blood dripping from her ﬁngers— the performance, however, seems to end on a more positive
note. Is this purely a technical choice?
D: I guess it’s a production choice. You’re assuming I think that’s bad but I’m
very fond of the devil, particularly in that play, and I think it’s a sort of like
saying she’s got a bit of the devil in her. So it’s not necessarily a bad thing. On
the page, I had to conjure a strong image but on the stage, Wils Wilson was
able to conjure a different image. It ends positively to me.
P: Many of your plays share a powerful engagement with music: Peter Pan involves haunting
performances of traditional Highland and Lowland songs, The Strange Undoing of
Prudencia Hart resonates with the tradition of a ceilidh play and Glasgow Girls is an
actual musical – what value do you attach to music in these works?
D: I would go so far as to say that nowadays I wouldn’t do a play that wouldn’t
have music. I just want music to be in everything and it’s for a mixture of
reasons. Music is such a powerful force on the stage. I think it demands that
you’re not naturalistic, really. I mean you can have scenes with music within a
naturalistic play but the way that I do it, it tends to force you to talk directly
to the audience. It’s as if you said to me “I’ve noticed you use lighting in your
plays” and I’d say: “well, how could I not?” It’s a bit like that. Of course I use
music. It’s one of the most powerful tools in theatre.
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P: Do you see it more as a means of communication or more of an atmosphere-enhancing
device?
D: I see it as a means of… containing and magnifying emotion. And creating
space, using a different part of the brain, bumping the rails so that not
everything is linear, word-based. Music introduces movement: you often need
to dance if you’re going to have music. One of the things that Prudencia began
to have a bit, and I quite like that, is to get the audience to move. I’d quite like
to do plays where the audience danced as well as watched. We haven’t achieved
that yet but it’s something I’ve got on my mind. One thing I’m very interested
in at the moment, as a kind of coalescence of all the things I’ve been thinking
about over the last ﬁve years, is theatre as a sort of semi-shamanic process of
transformation where the play functions as a show and brings the audience
together, and then takes them on a journey down into another world. And
in that otherworld, issues are worked out via metaphor and story and those
issues are kind of important wounds in the body politic, if you like, and they’re
explored in this otherworld and then eventually brought back out again into
the real world with an awareness that the otherworld is there, and you’ve
experienced it, hopefully with some kind of healing having taking place. Now,
when you look at any shamanic process, it uses theatrical techniques to create
in the audience disturbance. It ploughs the ground so that it’s ready to take the
seeds so you have darkness, and then ﬁre, and then you have weird noises, and
then there’s a rhythm, and then there’s music, and then there’s a story. For me
it’s the same. The light is like the ﬁre, the story is the otherworld in visions of
it, the music is trying to bring you in and transport you, I suppose.
P: You reveal in an interview with George Rodosthenous that you associate your plays with
the music you were listening to when writing them. What about the association of music to
the topics and characters within the plays?
D: When I’m writing, a character might say they like a song or they might
sing – that tends to come from the same place that they speak. So it’s kind
of character choice. But it’s subconscious character choice. I’m quite careful
and want to be aware of the inﬂuence brought by the production of the play.
Some songs are important in Prudencia Hart if they get mentioned but there
are other songs that are played but not mentioned in the text. It may just say:
“a song goes here”. Or I may have left a space knowing that they will put a
song there. And it’s the same with a lot of plays. In Peter Pan, I didn’t write in
“they sing this song or that song” but I knew these songs were going to be
there so I think there’s a sense in which there’s music as a character choice and
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there’s music as a production choice and they’re not always the same thing. I’m
going to do a play called The Idea of Music; I’ve not completely worked it out
yet, but it will be about a man who’s composed a piece of music which makes
the audience profoundly feel the emotions that they feel about Scotland. They
think it’s about Scotland. If they’re depressed about Scotland, they feel very
sad when they hear this music; if they’re proud of Scotland then that’s how
it feels, and so the political parties start to compete because they want it for
adverts for their broadcasts and the composer thinks it’s about God, he hates it
how people are interpreting music. I don’t really know how this play will work
or not work but the thing I like is the idea that you’ll obviously never hear the
music. So that might be an example of a play about music without any music
in it, which is a long way of saying: you may not hear character music, I’m just
telling you that that’s what the character says he’s going to play. Whether the
director decides he’s going to play that or not is entirely up to the director.
P: What about the choice of the speciﬁc ballads in The Strange Undoing of Prudencia
Hart? How meaningful is this selection for the whole piece?
D: That was quite speciﬁc. ‘Tam Lin’ is about going down into the underworld
so we copied quite a bit of that. ‘Black Waterside’ was deliberate again. It’s an
undoing song. ‘Twa Corbies’ is about death, I’ve always been quite fond of
that. They were all personal choices but so was Kylie as well. They all have a
reason for being there that’s connected to the text. But again, Prudencia wasn’t
plotted out like that— the story I knew but I was writing it in rehearsals. I
would be writing sort of a scene ahead of where they were. So I didn’t know
that the Corbies would appear until they appeared. And when they appeared
I thought: “ah yeah…., the Corbies, yeah, yeah, that’s really funny”. So, in a
way, the connections within the play came as we went along. And the best
example is the “not so much the Devil’s ceilidh as the Devil’s Kylie” – you
think: “ahh he must have spotted that and that’s how the whole play came
about”. Deﬁnitely not. I didn’t know that that was going to happen until I was
typing the second last line. It’s there, obviously it’s there somewhere, but it
comes in the moment, it’s not planned out.
P: Finally, before you return to rehearsals, could you shed some light on any future projects
you may be working on in collaboration with the National Theatre of Scotland?
D: There will be a lot, I’m sure. I’m talking to them about something which
will be probably entitled The Darkest Hour but I, sort of jokingly, call it Death;
The Musical. I think it’s probably going to be a portmanteau show of characters
and stories and scenes all relating to the idea of death but particularly to the
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idea of the end of the world. There’s a scene between a couple who have
both lost people to suicide and their experience of maybe ﬁnding something
in each other. Then there’s a couple on the beach and it’s not clear if the
world is going to end or one of them is going to die because the way they’re
talking makes it sound like a very similar thing. And then there’s a story about a
hitman. I’m going to work with Gordon McIntyre with whom I did Midsummer
and he will be doing music. It will be a song-psycho-portmanteau show, the
“darkest hour” being four in the morning, just before dawn.
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