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Biography:
Hugh MacDiarmid (1892 - 1978) : born Christopher Murray Grieve in 1892 in Dumfriesshire. He grew up in a fiercely independent community, and this atmosphere may have
encouraged his future radicalism. After his studies at Langholm Academy, he was a teacher,
and his literary talent was supported by George Ogilvie, who remained a friend and
advisor for many years. When his father died in 1911, he turned to journalism and some
years later, after army service, found himself editor-reporter for the Montrose Review, and
his activities in the community got him the offices of Town Councillor and Justice of the
Peace.
It was from there that he published Northern Numbers, collections of contemporary
Scottish poetry, as well as a series of periodicals. In The Scottish Chapbook, Grieve
demonstrated his belief in a Scottish Literary Renaissance, according to the motto of “Not
Traditions – Precedents”.
Publishing some of his own work in the Chapbook, he introduced the pen name
MacDiarmid. His most admired work is A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (1926), where
exquisite lyrics are integrated into the erratic progression and glorious illogicality of the
drunk man’s thought.
While publishing his poetry under MacDiarmid and other pen names, Grieve was contributing to the Scottish Educational Journal, redefining the literary scene in Scotland, attacking
all the revered members along the way.
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Grieve was a believer in communism, and his 1931 First Hymn to Lenin influenced the
likes of Auden, Spender and Day Lewis. He admired the Irish literati such as Joyce and
Yeats, whose writing is echoed in some of his works like “Mature Art”, “Water Music” or
“The Little White Rose”. Grieve lived on the Shetland Island of Whalsay with his second
wife, Valda Trevlyn, for nine years, and in spite of poverty and remoteness, he produced
Scottish Scene, At the Sign of The Thistle,
Thistle and Stony Limits.
Limits MacDiarmid’s poems in Scots
cover a wide range of styles, from the deceptively simple and humorous, to the hauntingly
beautiful and austere. Of course, his political views as a member of the Communist
and Nationalist party, were expressed frequently in protest and propaganda along with
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linguistic experimentation. Though MacDiarmid may not be an easy poet, he can also
write simply and directly, just as the man who was a feared adversary, but also the most
generous of friends. In 1955, the Grieves moved to Biggar, where they poet lived until
his death in 1978. Although many disagreed with his political stances, MacDiarmid is
recognised as the major Scottish literary figure of the 20th century, whose work ranks
with that of Dunbar and Burns, and a writer and thinker of international standing.

Contexts:
People use pseudonyms (literally, “false names”) for all kinds of reasons – to disguise their
real identity, perhaps, or because they don’t like the sound of their given name. Sometimes,
an unconventional name can attract attention and open doors, just like a good title can be
the difference between a book being published or not, a film being a success or not.
The poet Christopher Murray Grieve may have chosen to write under a pen-name for
any of these reasons but the name he settled on was deliberately and carefully selected to
fit in with his particular philosophy. The story behind Grieve’s pseudonym gives us a good
place to begin to explore the man and his work.
The name ‘Hugh’, a good Scots name, is Germanic in origin and means “heart, mind, spirit”.
‘Mac’ is a Gaelic prefix which means “son of ”. And “Diarmid” comes from Diarmuid, a
figure from Celtic myth who was one of the greatest warriors of the Fianna, the legendary
group of warrior poets. The Fianna were like a living memory bank. One condition of joining the Fianna was that you had to be an accomplished poet and know all the stories and
poems of the country’s literature. Since there were no books, nothing was written down
so all of the events in the country’s history that were celebrated in stories and poems
had to be committed to memory. These warrior poets were also very politically aware
– another condition of joining the Fianna was that members had to memorise the laws of
the land.
Which gives us “Hugh MacDiarmid” – mythical construct of Christopher Murray Grieve.
With this name he declared that with his body and intellect and the very essence of his
being he was claiming his place among the warrior poets. He knew his poetry, he knew his
politics. His fight would be a metaphorical one to put Scotland and its history and culture
not just on the map, but at the very centre of the modern world, and his weapon was
language.
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MacDiarmid started publishing his poetry in the mid-1920s. At that time a lot of things
were changing in literature, as they were in all other areas of life. The world was still recovering from a massive and terrible war. People were nervous about the future, and critical
about the past. The recent past was a bad place, they thought, which had led us into conflict and misery. This was now the technological age, the age of the machine, of city living
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with all its muddled up complexity and increasingly rapid pace. The world was beginning
to shrink.
In 1925 when MacDiarmid published his first collection of poems, Sangschaw, a number of
great writers were at work capturing this spirit of the times in their literature. TS Eliot had
written The Wasteland, a long poem sequence made up of seemingly unrelated fragments
mixing images of present day city living with stories from classical myths. James Joyce had
published Ulysses
Ulysses, a novel of enormous scope, based around the ancient Greek poet
Homer’s Odyssey
Odyssey, which experimented wildly with language and which, for a while, turned
the literary establishment on its head. Elsewhere, Igor Stravinsky was reinventing classical
music by fusing it with primitive rhythms, and in painting, Pablo Picasso and Salvador
Dali among many others were investigating new ways of making visual art, basing their
work as much on tribal art and classical myths as on new sciences like psychology and
anthropology.
Hugh MacDiarmid was doing the same with his poetry. Poems like The Eemis Stane, The
Bonnie Broukit Bairn, and The Watergaw brought the great themes of literature – the
natural world, birth, death and dying – together with historical knowledge, classical myths,
cosmic awareness and social consciousness.
The language he used was something Scotland hadn’t seen for a while – it had become
unfashionable to write in any form of Scots. But MacDiarmid and a number of his contemporaries like Lewis Grassic Gibbon and William Souter, began to reclaim it. Their work
became known as the Scottish Renaissance. Later in his career MacDiarmid wrote more
and more in standard English and moved away from the short poems of his early work
towards much longer, linguistically and philosophically dense works, like On A Raised
Beach.
Before attempting to grapple with the meanings of MacDiarmid’s poems, many of which
are very difficult and elude precise understanding, it is a good idea simply to read them,
or better still have them read aloud, for the pleasure of their musical qualities. It can be
too easy to be caught up in “understanding” poetry and getting the meanings of particular
words or phrases when, often as not, the purpose of the poem is to delight the ear.
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For the first part of his career as a poet MacDiarmid used a language he called Lallans.
The word itself is beautifully melodic and conjures up words like lulling, and lullaby or the
sing-song nonsense words we use when we forget the words to a song (la-la-la). Literally, it is the Scots word for the Lowlands, or Borders area, where MacDiarmid grew up,
and the dialect spoken there. But he used it specifically to mean a synthesis, or bringing
together, of all the various dialects of Scots – from Shetland and Orkney in the far north,
through the Highlands and the Western Isles, to the central lowlands to the borders. Each
area has a slightly different way of speaking, different words have come into use and been
forgotten, some words are common to all areas of Scotland, many are only found in one
or two areas. With a great deal of research MacDiarmid brought them all under the one,
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broad umbrella of Lallans. He even invented a few of his own, because he liked the sound
of them. It was a language that stood for the whole of Scotland and was intended to
banish the cosy image of Scotland (heather and hillsides, bonnie lochs and rosy-cheeked
lassies) that had flourished in sentimental poetry and mawkish prose in the nineteenth
century, and bring Scotland’s literature into the modern world.
Burns had done something similar over 200 years before, when he brought his Ayrshire
language together with the language of Southern England. MacDiarmid was nothing if not
more political than Burns. MacDiarmid embraced the contradictions and paradoxes of
modern life, particularly Scottish modern life. He was one of the founders of the Scottish National Party, and a member of the Communist Party – two political projects that
many regarded as having nothing in common. In fact, at one stage he was expelled from
the Nationalist Party for being a Communist, and expelled from the Communist Party for
being a Nationalist.
His politics went hand in hand with his writing. You can’t have cultural and artistic change,
he might say, without social, economic and political change. In his poetry he set out the
way he wanted Scottish literature to go – to be European, international, in scope while
remaining quintessentially Scottish, in the tradition of the Makars.
Written By Colin Clark
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The Bonnie Broukit Bairn:
Mars is braw in crammasy,
Venus in a green silk goun,
The auld mune shak’s her gowden feathers,
Their starry talk’s a wheen o’ blethers,
Nane for thee a thochtie sparin’,
Earth, thou bonnie broukit bairn!
– But greet, an’ in your tears ye’ll droun
The hail clanjamfrie!

Crammasy: crimson
Wheen o’ blethers: load of nonsense
Thochtie: slightest concern
Broukit: neglected; bairn: child
Greet: weep
Hail: whole; Clanjamfrie: rowdy mob

The poem begins with a view of the sky at night. In the first three lines we are presented
with beautiful personified images of the crimson red of Mars, the shimmering green of Venus, and the graceful gold of the moon and its shining rays. We might imagine something
like a pageant of royalty.
The planets have a special place in poetry. Poets usually invoke them as gods, celestial beings who hold sway over the course of events on Earth. Mars and Venus are Roman gods:
Mars the god of war, Venus the god of love and beauty. The moon, being the most visible
of the planets from Earth, is accorded great magical power. It gives light in the darkness.
We know it has the power to move tides, even affect moods. It is a transforming power.
We should be in awe of these great heavenly bodies. We might read poets asking the
gods for favours – much like our ancestors did, long ago – our berating them if things
aren’t going the poet’s way.
MacDiarmid uses a strong declarative sentence to open with; line 2 is strengthened by
the ellipsis of “is braw”. Line 3 is again declarative, but more descriptive, further rounding
out our perceptions of these ancient planets. But as we are carried swiftly on by a rolling
iambic rhythm, line 4 surprises us. The poet says that these immense celestial beings are
full of high-falutin’ talk, that they’re talking nonsense. We look again at the opening of the
poem, now with a tinge of irony since we know he’s not being serious in his praise. As
we re-read the first three lines we detect a self-satisfaction in Mars, a certain primness in
Venus, a boastful showiness in the Moon.
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The strong, declarative sentences he employs in the first two lines still resound, but rather
ludicrously. In lines 3 and 4 we become aware of the first instance of rhyme in the poem
so far: the rhyming of the moon’s “gowden feathers” with “wheen o’ blethers” underscores
the poet’s contempt. The moon more closely resembles a fussy old gossiping granny than
a God.
We recall that the title of the poem is The Bonnie Broukit Bairn. Why would a neglected
child be in such illustrious - if roundly disparaged – company? Line 5 addresses this poor
bairn directly – she is planet Earth. The alliterative /b/ in “bonnie broukit bairn” provides
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strong emphasis here and slows the rhythm of the poem right down, drawing our attention to the poem’s subject. We notice that these two lines rhyme also, and the grammar of
the sentence carries the meaning – and our close attention with it – from “Nane for thee
a thochtie sparin’” onto “Earth, thou bonnie broukit bairn!” more fluently than in previous
lines.
The poet has a great deal of sympathy for Earth, this poor lost child. “Here”, he says,
“these guys up there are so full of their own self-importance. Hear them? Blethering away,
making all that empty racket with their big talk – and they won’t even give you the time of
day! ”
The last two lines of the poem are written in italics, and line 7 begins with a dash, further
adding emphasis. This is the part where we as readers are keenest to unravel the poem’s
meaning. “– But greet, an’ in your tears ye’ll droun” – the use of enjambement here, leaving
the rest of the sentence to the next line, creates a brief moment of tension. For a moment we think: is he saying that our planet (really the Human Race) will drown itself in its
own tears? Are they tears of sorrow? Or joy? Or self-pity? Maybe all of them.
In the final line we learn that the Earth will not drown in its own tears – rather, it is our
tears which will drown out this great cacophony made in heaven. That we can cry is proof
of our capacity for feeling – a uniquely human trait. In other words, it is our humanity
which the poet is celebrating here. Life on earth is what’s important – life and death, the
things which make us feel human and all the joys and sorrows that it brings, and not some
other-worldly pre-occupations.
In the final two lines we also become aware of the rhyme scheme, abccddba. It is a circular pattern, which underscores the movement of the planets around the sun and the unity
of human life as we should live it.

The Eemis Stane:
I’ the how-dumb-deid o’ the cauld hairst nicht
The warl’ like an eemis stane
Wags i’ the lift;
An’ my eerie memories fa’
Like a yowdendrift.
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Like a yowdendrift so’s I couldna read
The words cut oot i’ the stane
Had the fug o’ fame
An’ history’s hazelraw
No’ yirdit thaim.

How-dumb-deid: the darkest point; hairst:
harvest; Warl’: world; eemis: unsteady
Wags: moves unsteadily; Lift: sky
Yowdendrift: blizzard

Fug: fog; fame: foam
Hazelraw: lichen
Yirdit: buried; thaim: them

Copyright 2003 © Scottish Literary Tour Trust. All Rights Reserved.

Hugh MacDiarmid
1892 - 1978

The Eemis Stane begins with an image of the poet standing outside in the dead of night,
in the dark of autumn. What’s he doing out there? We imagine him perhaps staring up at
the sky, frost on his breath, thinking about things, pondering the stars. The universe maybe.
The rhythms of “how-dumb-deid” and “cauld hairst nicht” really slow things up. These are
ponderous, sonorous phrases. They sound slightly alien. We might want to look them up,
but right now we’re enjoying them just for how they sound.
In the middle of the night, looking up at the sky we might expect to see some stars, the
moon in one of its phases. Perhaps we feel slightly in awe of the Cosmos, but MacDiarmid
is expecting us to think that and doesn’t give us time to establish the image much beyond
our first impression. Man staring in awe of the Cosmos is old hat now, a bit of a cliché.
We’re still impressed with Nature – but not all that impressed. We’re more impressed
with ourselves, human nature is the thing now.
In line 2 we realise the poet’s not looking at the moon, he’s looking at ‘the warl’ – planet
Earth. And something’s not quite right. Our perceptions are suddenly thrown off balance
– how can he be looking at the sky and see the earth? Is this a reflection?
The poet sees Earth like an “eemis stane” – a great trembling rock. What’s wrong with
it? What’s making it unsteady? Is it going to fall over? The language he uses is strange but
reassuringly familiar. Eemis is not all that far from the standard English word amiss. Is there
something amiss on planet Earth?
In line 4 the poet surprises us yet again – these images, impressions, cause him to recall
“eerie memories”. Eerie we know means uneasy, or slightly sinister. Also gloomy, dark
– in the sense of melancholy, but since we know MacDiarmid uses language so precisely
perhaps he means it in the sense of being unable fully to bring these memories back into
clear focus. He compares them to a “yowdendrift”, a blizzard – a blinding snowfall, swirling
about, unclear. It is difficult to find your way in a blizzard. The triple rhythm, of the beautiful word “yowdendrift” reminds us of the words in line 1 and carries us forward to the
second stanza.
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In the second stanza, the image changes yet again. The eemis stane has transformed from
being some kind of celestial body, far away in the sky like the moon, into our own planet,
and now it transforms yet again. The stone has words carved onto it – maybe it’s a tombstone, or some kind of monument. The repetition of “yowdendrift” has strengthened the
image of a white-out. He cannot read the words because everything’s obscured by this
flurry of indistinct memories, covered in a “fug o’ fame” and buried by “history’s hazelraw”. What are these words he cannot read? Are they an epitaph? Some kind of symbolic
inscription? Whatever it is we know these words must contain important knowledge since
it is the (ultimately frustrated) quest of the poet here to uncover them.
“Fug o’ fame” is one of the trickiest lines in the poem but we feel we can trust MacDiarmid to have picked exactly the right words for his purpose. Fug, a standard English word,
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means “smoky atmosphere” – which fits well with the sense of things being unclear established in the last lines of the first stanza. In Scots it means moss, which we might expect to
see covering a stone in the middle of a field. In standard English fame means reputation or
notoriety.
So we arrive at something like “the cloud of notoriety” or “moss of reknown”– which still
doesn’t bring us to a precise meaning. But perhaps he doesn’t want us to get the precise
meaning at all. Poetry is not always about precise meanings – which is to say: poets will
always use words precisely, but the meanings of the poems often have to be intuited or
felt, sometimes we have to make a bit of a leap in the dark.
“History’s hazelraw” too presents us with a challenge. We know, or are told, that hazelraw
means lichens – a kind of mossy organic substance that grows over rocks. In the poem
the hazelraw obscures the inscription on the stone. But “history’s hazelraw?” It’s not an
obvious metaphor. How is history like lichen – a creeping growth that sticks to the surface,
obscuring what’s beneath? We usually think of history as a good thing – by understanding
the past we are better able to figure out what’s going on in the present. But MacDiarmid
is suggesting that history is some kind of fungus that gets in the way, or obscures some
kind of underlying – what? Truth, perhaps.
What is the inscription anyway? Maybe it’s our literature. We can think of literature as a
nation’s or a culture’s self-knowledge. Perhaps the words carved on this stone are symbolic of the words we carve in our culture’s memory. Perhaps MacDiarmid is saying that
history is something that gets in the way of us ever understanding ourselves, or seeing
ourselves clearly.
Written By Colin Clark
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Further Reading
Websites
SLAINTE
brief biog and outline of his work.
http://www.slainte.org.uk/scotauth/macdidsw.htm
Scottish Poetry Library
Biog and links to more detailed look at his first collection of poems, Sangschaw.
http://www.spl.org.uk/poets_hughmacdiarmid.html
100 Years of MacDiarmid
A look at the 20th century’s most important Scottish writer on the centenary of his birth,
http://www.lib.udel.edu/ud/spec/exhibits/diarmid/
Scottish Poetry
this site puts MacDiarmid in the wider context of Scottish poetry
http://mason.gmu.edu/~stichy/685Scotpoetry.htm
The following websites will be of general interest to the student of Scottish literature:
Scottish Literary Tour Trust
Featuring an extensive section on the Makars’ Literary Tour
http://www.scot-lit-tour.co.uk
National Library of Scotland
http://www.nls.uk/
Scottish Poetry Library
A very attractively laid out website with information on some of the major poets of the
20th century along with detailed readings of their best-known works.
http://www.spl.org.uk/index.html
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SLAINTE
The name stands for Scottish Librarians Across the Internet. This excellent site features
brief, well-written biographies of many of the great Scottish writers.
http://www.slainte.org.uk/Scotauth/scauhome.htm
Scots Online
From essays to an online dictionary this is a web-based resource with everything you
could possibly need to know about the Scots language and how it is used.
http://www.scots-online.org/
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Shudder at the Niffer
An essay in Scots about Scots.
http://www.fleimin.demon.co.uk/Bletherskite/Shudder_At_The_Niffer.htm
Gaelic & Scottish Connections
A resource on Gaelic language and culture, featuring poetry and essays and an online
dictionary.
http://www.gaelicscottish.com/
Electric Scotland
Electric Scotland is a real mixed bag of Scottish paraphernalia with nationalist overtones.
This page in particular allows you to hear and read complete Scots poems, from
MacDiarmid to Dunbar.
http://www.electricscotland.com/si/features/scots/complete.htm
Literature links
An encyclopaedic web of links to Scots magazines, monuments, libraries and languages.
http://www.burryman.com/scotland.html - lit
Project Gutenberg
This is a web-based publisher of copyright expired books.
http://www.ibiblio.org/gutenberg/cgi-bin/sdb/t9.cgi/
Poetry Archive
A good, user-friendly site, sponsored by a bookseller, which features examples from some
of the best poets in the world.
http://www.poetry-archive.com/
Poem Index
Almost 900 poems in the English language from 13th to 19th centuries.
http://tcsu.trin.cam.ac.uk/~john/pgbev/html-interface/full-index.html
Representative Poetry On-line
An enormous and easy to use resource based at the University of Toronto featuring
alphabetical and chronological lists of 450 poets with substantial selections of their work.
http://eir.library.utoronto.ca/rpo/display/poet42.html
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Scottish PEN
The name stands for Poets, Playwrights, Editors, Essayists and Novelists and exists to
promote the friendly co-operation between writers in the interests of freedom of
expression throughout the world.
http://www.scottishpen.org/
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Writers’ Portraits
Photographic and biographical pen portraits of some of Scotland’s greatest contemporary
writers.
http://www.nls.uk/writestuff/

Anthologies
The Book of Prefaces
edited and glossed by Alasdair Gray
Bloomsbury (2000)
Every home should have one. Dust jacket contains this advice: “Warning to Parents,
Teachers, Librarians, Booksellers. Do not let smart children handle this book. It will help
them pass examinations without reading anything else.”
The Faber Book of Twentieth Century Scottish Poetry
Edited by Douglas Dunn
Faber & Faber (1992)
A detailed account of the dramatic transformations the Scottish verse underwent in the
previous century, with an enlightening introduction by Dunn.
The New Penguin Book of Scottish Verse
edited by Robert Crawford and Mick Imlah
Penguin (2000)
A beautifully presented chronology of some of the greatest Scottish poetry, from the 6th
century to the present.
The Penguin Book of Scottish Verse
edited by Tom Scott
Penguin (1970)
Earlier incarnation of above, edited by Scott – a recent inductee to Makars’ Court.
Contains the infamous and controversial rude verse attributed to Burns. Makes for an
interesting comparison with Crawford & Imlah’s anthology.
An Anthology of Scottish Women Poets
Edited by Catherine Kerrigan
Edinburgh University Press (1991)
Covers folksong, ballad, Scots and Anglo-Scots, from the middle ages to contemporary
poets.
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Studies and Criticism
Scottish Literature
eds Douglas Gifford, et al
Edinburgh University Press (2002)
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This is all just about all you need to know about Scottish literature. A comprehensive, and
very readable book. Excellent.
The Mainstream Companion to Scottish Literature
Trevor Royle
Mainstream (1993)
Alphabetically arranged standard reference on Scottish literature.
Modern Scottish Literature
Alan Bold
Longman (1983)
Learned, erudite discussion of the major writers and texts of Scottish literature in the 20th
century. Brilliant study material for Higher English.
Imagine a City: Glasgow In Fiction
Moira Burgess
Argyll (1998)
The definitive work on Glasgow’s place in Scottish literature, written by the author of the
Makars Court Tour script.
A History of Scottish Women’s Writing
edited by Douglas Gifford and Dorothy McMillan
Edinburgh University Press (1997)
This is the best book around for Scottish women’s writing at the moment. Tone can be a
bit academic in places.

Contacts
For further information about this project contact:
Morris Paton
Scottish Literary Tour Trust.
Suite 2
97b West Bow
Edinburgh
EH1 2JP
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E-mail: info@scot-lit-tour.co.uk
Web: www.scot-lit-tour.co.uk
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