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The late 1950s and early 1960s witnessed a dramatic moment of change in the history
and context of small magazines within Scotland and Britain as a whole. As Wolfgang
Görtschacher comments, ‘[t]he real backbone of the British Poetry Revival […] was
provided by the numberless, hand-stapled little magazines, irregularly and cheaply
produced on duplicating machines, that flooded the British little magazine scene from
1962 onwards.’1 At the heart of this mimeograph revolution, it seems, was the need to
break away from not only the financial but also from what were seen as the conservative
cultural and intellectual restraints of commercial publishing, with a resultant focus on
the need to find new creative outlets for expression.2 In his editorial to the final edition
of the Edinburgh University literary journal Jabberwock in 1959, Alex Neish was
dismissive of much of the critical and cultural context of the Scottish literary
establishment or what, after John Knox, he called the ‘Monstrous Regiment’:
This is the last issue of Jabberwock that I shall edit. It makes an almost total
break with the magazine’s recent tradition by jettisoning that inferior romantic
drivel of misdirected Nationalism which for too long has been a mill-stone
around the necks of younger Scottish writers. This will not, therefore, be a
popular issue with the University’s [Scottish Literary] Renaissance Society
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which controls the review. Nevertheless, now that the latent disagreements
between myself and and the Society have culminated in this issue, the freedom
is available to state the reasons for including here so much of the work of the
new American writers.3
According to Neish, Scottish literary culture had become increasingly inward-looking,
too reluctant to move with the times and to take on board the wider sociological changes
of the moment.

For Neish, the Scottish scene had too strong a preference for

introspection, for what he described as ‘Nationalist shibboleths’ and the need to
‘excommunicate all that is not one hundred per cent Scottish’.4 The key problem, he
writes, is ‘whether it is welcome or not, the fact must be faced that once again Scotland
lies in creative stagnation, redeemed only by the works of one or two artists’.5 By
tracing through the polemics within many of the small literary and cultural magazines
of the period (relatively overlooked in literary studies to date), from Jabberwock in the
late 1950s through to Scottish International and Lines Review in the 1970s, it is possible
to see similar signs of frustration and impatience with the direction of Scottish literary
culture at the time. The focus of this essay will be on this restlessness and the push for
change found in the work of many writers and artists during this period. Often recurring
is a deep frustration with the legacy of the interwar Scottish Renaissance movement,
and what many, mainly younger, critics perceived as its anachronistic dominance from
the late 1950s onwards. For these writers, the objectives of the Scottish Renaissance, in
particular Hugh MacDiarmid’s focus on the adoption of synthetic Scots or Lallans as a
means of poetic expression, still loomed too large over Scottish literary culture, and so
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became a form of shorthand for all that was wrong with it.6 Scottish literary culture,
they argued, was clearly too imbued with tradition, which was becoming increasingly
intolerable. It is the tension between these newer voices and those still sympathetic to
MacDiarmid’s visions for a Scots language project that so strongly inflects many of the
small literary magazines of the period, capturing an impression of Scottish literary
culture in an increasingly self-conscious period of transition.

Alex Neish was involved in editing and contributing to the last few editions of
Jabberwock in the late 1950s, after which it ceased publication. For Neish, what
‘effectively killed’ the publication was its final American edition (of which he was sole
editor).7 This included work by writers including Allen Ginsberg, Gary Snyder, Robert
Creeley, Jack Kerouac and Charles Olson. Notably, it also included a section of
William Burroughs’ Naked Lunch, which Allen Ginsberg audaciously sent to Neish
without either the author’s knowledge or approval (this being only the second time that
Burroughs’ work had been published in Britain).8 It was impossible, it seems, for the
magazine to recover its previous, largely Scottish-focused identity after this radical
change of emphasis and direction. While Neish publically expressed his respect and
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admiration for many of the older, established Scottish writers, he was nonetheless
determined to redress what he perceived as the ‘limited vision’ of Scottish literary
culture in general at the time. ‘I did not wish to kick against their writing,’ he said later,
‘I just viewed it as being a limited vision of modern literature.’ 9 Immediately after
Jabberwock, Neish set up Sidewalk, a short-lived publication which only ran to two
issues. As with the final Jabberwock, what was significant about the first edition of
Sidewalk was its international reach, the placing side-by-side of Scottish writers with a
wide range of other British, European and American writers, in ways which presumed
their natural allegiance. These included Marguerite Duras, Alain Robbe-Grillet, Alan
Ginsberg, Charles Olsen, Christopher Logue, Iain Crichton Smith, Edwin Morgan and
Ian Hamilton Finlay. No attempt was made to explain or justify this selection: the
implicit suggestion was that such rationale was unnecessary. Nonetheless, the first issue
of Sidewalk advertised its key focus as ‘Anti-parochialism’—‘putting you in the
forefront of developments at home and abroad’—and promised to ‘lead the way with
its vigorous writing on the social and literary problems of today and tomorrow’.10 In a
similar vein, Sidewalk 2 contained work by Gary Snyder, William Burroughs, Robert
Creeley, as well as Scottish writers including Edwin Morgan and J. F. Hendry. The
focus of Sidewalk 2 was on firmly ‘placing Scotland in the international scene’.11 This
was clearly expressed in the Editorial, which centered around the seizing of two copies
of Francis Pollini’s novel Night by Scottish postal authorities (Night was published by
Olympia Press, Paris, the publisher of Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita, in 1955 and banned
by the French Government in 1956). The two copies in question were sent to Neish and
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MacDiarmid respectively. MacDiarmid’s copy was ‘not only seized but burned and the
poet himself interrogated’.12 Although Sidewalk 3 was advertised in the second edition,
it never appeared in print form as Neish, by that point feeling stifled by Scotland, had
moved to South America. No one else, it appears, was either willing or able to carry on
the magazine.
Despite the end of Jabberwock and the short existence of Sidewalk, both clearly
tapped into the need to resist the Calvinist, morally conservative culture of Edinburgh
of the early 1960s (not for nothing did Neish turn arch-Puritan John Knox’s phrase, the
‘Monstrous Regiment’, against the literary establishment in his valedictory Jabberwock
editorial). In this sense both were moving with broader cultural shifts of the time, a
process of ‘awakening’ in which Knox’s ‘long shadow’ was beginning to be ‘shaken
off’.13 This need to move the Scottish literary scene on from within permeates many of
the short-lived, energetic magazines of this period. While some contained lively,
combative editorials, the rebellion in others was more implicit, allowing the works
simply to speak for themselves. Notable here is Gambit, another University of
Edinburgh publication. Gambit was published from 1956 to 1965, becoming
increasingly experimental in the early 1960s. In the editorial of the Autumn 1961
edition, for example, Mike Shea defends the publication against the charge that it was
‘sinking on the rocks of Rose Street parochialism’ 14 (a reference to the street in
Edinburgh well-known for its public houses, often frequented at that time by several
prominent Scottish writers and poets, most notably MacDiarmid). The Spring 1961
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edition of the magazine contains the following poem by Alan Jackson, in which a sense
of this energetic demand for change is captured.
Poem
I hate circles,
Haloes, hats, the lot.
I’m going to smash ’em
With all I’ve got.

I’m coming out.
I’ve got a right to birth;
To air and sun,
As well as earth.

I’m gorged with the ancient
Goody foods.
Time now for fighting
And the seven league boots.

Time for the Mother
To get a big kick;
To scatter the dark
With a swipe of my stick. 15
Both Alan Jackson and Alex Neish are therefore central figures at the heart of these
early 1960s interventions into Scottish culture. In his Editorial of the summer 1962
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issue of Gambit, for example, Bill McArthur laments the fact that Neish ‘has departed
for the Argentine’, continuing, ‘[s]how us who else here has his ability with words,
whether chips on his shoulder stick out or not. Let us see if anyone else “fills” the very
real gap which we consider that he has left behind. Scotland—is she alive, or has Alex
Neish beetled off before the undertaker comes?’16
Following his involvement in Gambit, McArthur went on to edit Cleft magazine
from 1963 to 1964. With an irreverent sweep he downplayed the very function of small
magazines in the first issue’s Editorial:
The field of the small literary magazine is, generally speaking, one of
sequestered obscurity. It emanates a wilful negation of commercial contact; an
opting out of the monetary contract. Drabness of intention and presentation
characterize the production. Little attempt is made at communication and they
tend to reflect, to a crippling extent, the particular predilections of the current
editor. This opting out of the commercial aspect of magazine production has a
useful side-kick in that it ensures the brevity of their existence. As a medium of
communication they are of doubtful value.17
While McArthur’s prophecy may have been fatefully correct in certain respects, as the
magazine itself was only to survive two issues, the publication was certainly anything
but drab. The first edition contained contributions from a range of international writers
including Norman Mailer, Eugene Ionesco, William Burroughs, Andrei Voznesensky,
Anselm Hollo and Louis Zukofsky. The second edition once again contained work by
Burroughs and Mailer, as well as the first two paragraphs from the Noigandres Group’s
Pilot Plan for Concrete Poetry.
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As small magazines developed during the 1960s, in certain publications there
were a series of more direct debates and confrontations surrounding the perceived
constraints of Scottish culture and Scottish cultural nationalism at the time. New Saltire,
initially edited by Giles Gordon and Michael Scott-Moncrieff (1961-62) then later
Magnus Magnusson (1962-1964), contains several pieces which display a similar
rebellious energy and in some ways an impatience with the legacy of the Renaissance
project. Several infamous ‘flytings’ took place within this magazine, notably a series
of public arguments between Ian Hamilton Finlay and those sympathetic to his
experimentalism (in concrete poetry as well as his Glasgow Beasts an a Burd Haw an
Inseks an Aw a Fush (a short collection of playful animal poems, written in Glasgow
dialect, based on the Japanese tanka form) and those loyal to the legacy of Hugh
MacDiarmid’s Scottish Literary Renaissance.18
In one of his best-known essays from the time in New Saltire 3, ‘The Beatnik in
the Kailyard’, Edwin Morgan draws attention to the legacy of the Scottish Renaissance
movement and the danger of what he describes as an inherent ‘narrowing of outlook’
at the heart of it. ‘Too many heads have been attracted by the sand’, he writes, ‘leading
to a new and worrying “provincialism” in Scotland.’19 What Scotland now needs to do,
he suggests, is shed its protective layer in order to open itself up to the possibility of
engagement with other cultures and languages and with artistic developments on the
Continent and in the United States. He writes: ‘Well, there is a time for gathering up
one’s history and traditions, and there is a time for showing the face of the present and
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looking forward. The second of these is what is needed now.’20 In this publication there
is a recurring pattern of writers feeling restricted by aspects of Scottish tradition, often
manifest as a knee-jerk need to break from its confines.
While New Saltire contained some reflections on Scottish culture, politics and
society (for example, in the long editorial entitled ‘Into Europe’ of the first edition),21
it was primarily a literary magazine, with affiliations to the Saltire Society. Moving
towards the end of the decade, however, with the appearance of Scottish International,
Scottish magazine culture arguably became more noticeably polemical, politically and
culturally engaged. While much of the previous disgruntlement surrounded the Scottish
Literary Renaissance (or anti-Renaissance movement as some critics termed it), with
the arrival of Scottish International there was a clear agenda to examine the
interconnections between Scottish literature and culture in a more directly political,
hands-on way.22
The editorial of the first edition of Scottish International begins somewhat
experimentally on the front cover of the magazine:
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[A] self-conscious cultural nationalism can lead to bad habits of stereotyped
thinking and unwillingness to look at the situation as it really is. Our policy will
be to look for what is really there, and to call people’s attention to it. Everyone
is aware, to a greater or lesser extent, of how cultures other than Scottish
impinge upon us, through publishing and the mass media. It is important that
this awareness should be sharpened and extended critically, so that more
opportunity can be given to compare Scottish work with work done elsewhere.
To define ourselves, we believe it is necessary to define many other things, for
that is the nature of the world we live in.23
In a similar vein, the editorial of the second edition begins with an especially unusual
call to arms for a literary magazine: ‘If there are going to be changes in this country,
writers and artists had better start asking what kind of place people will have to live in
[…] We are deeply concerned about the present nationalist controversy and welcome
discussion from every political angle.’ 24 In this magazine there is both an inherent
critique of the potential pitfalls of nationalism and yet also a growing awareness of the
distinctiveness of Scotland from the rest of the UK. In this sense the magazine trod a
delicate balancing act between interrogating aspects of cultural nationalist complacency
and acknowledging a deep need for cultural and political change in Scotland.
Scottish International marked a change in direction in Scottish cultural and
literary magazines. Yet, as John Herdman has pointed out, this was not without
controversy either, especially as the publication was supported by the newly formed
Scottish Arts Council (1967). 25 While the magazine sought to ask fundamental
questions about the nature and direction of Scottish culture and politics at the time,
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Scottish International set out to interrogate instances of cultural nationalism and
introversion as well as to look outwards in its investigation of Scotland of the period.
Broadly concerned with a variety of issues such as the prison service, education, the
Common Market, Scottish investment and industry, it was viewed with suspicion from
some literary quarters, including many of those still loyal to MacDiarmid’s Renaissance
project. As Herdman notes:
The principal bugbear of the nationalist writers at the close of the sixties was
Bob Tait’s Scottish International. It has been set up in 1967 with substantial
backing from the Scottish Arts Council, and its editorial board included Robert
Garioch, a master of demotic Edinburgh Scots associated with the Scottish
Renaissance but determinedly apolitical in stance, and the eclectically
intelligent, experimentalist and internationally-minded Edwin Morgan. Hugh
MacDiarmid was convinced that the whole project had been set up to counter
the literary national movement.26
This tension between loyalty to MacDiarmid’s project and the need to break
away from it to reflect more deeply on the changing nature of modern Scotland is also
strikingly evident in Lines Review, published from 1954 to 1998. In 1971, Alan Jackson
published a long essay in a special issue of this magazine entitled ‘The Knitted
Claymore: An Essay on Culture and Nationalism’. Extending the spirit of Scottish
International, Jackson takes a deep look at the nature, and what what he sees as the
restrictions of nationalism on Scottish identity, culture and tradition:
The Idea of tradition has always befoggled me. It is constantly brought forward
by scholars, critics, propagandists, politics. It sounds solid, almost inescapable.
And, in a tribe, it may well be. But in a civilization with its centuries of history,
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its varieties of movements, rebellions, changes, reactions, and continual
modifications, what can it be? It is either the sum of all that went before oneself,
in which case it is meaninglessly large, cancelled by its own contradictions; or
else it is a matter of rival assertions and choices within that sum, in which case
one is back where one should be- with the individual and his interpretation of
the past and the present. A new writer may be so untypical of what has gone
before that reviewers scream in agony; a hundred years later he is part of
everybody’s ‘tradition’. This means that traditional and non-traditional can only
be value words for conservatives.27
Throughout the essay Jackson taunts those loyal to the culture of nationalism in
Scotland, in particular those affiliated forms of literary nationalism which he views as
largely anachronistic and debilitating (‘Presumably because of nationalist success at the
polls, men I thought had slunk away to prickly sulks on couches of thistle or even to
realize which decade of which century they lived in, came breengin’ hurriedly back,
reknitting their half unravelled claymores and pulling behind them pramfuls of young
poets waving tartan rattles.’28 One of the key targets at the heart of Jackson’s acerbic
attack is the notion of imposed frontiers: he repeatedly focuses in on the ways in which
he feels that Scottish writers and critics have limited their work through acquiescence
to supposed boundaries of Scottishness and Scottish identity, forms of thinking veering
on exceptionalism. Following a discussion of Tom Scott’s reading of a Scottish Jungian
unconscious, for example, Jackson goes on to spell out what he regards as
fundamentally wrong with such an approach:
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The works of Jung have been the main influence in my life since I was twenty.
I’m now asked to relate him to Scottish nationalism and the use of Lallans.
Jung’s concept of the collective unconscious is an important one, but I always
understood that it showed the underlying unity of the human race, not its
divisions. Nor do I remember him saying that the collective unconscious, so
deep and normally so silent, was given to attaching itself to particular languages
or national frontiers.29
For Jackson, the idea that Scottishness was somehow attributable to a way of being or
a way of feeling, limited by national borders, was simply preposterous and therefore to
be challenged at all costs.
While Jackson’s call for the separation of nationalist sentiment from the literary
sphere was attractive to many, it also generated a great deal of outrage, direct
reverberations from which were played out for some time afterwards. Many arguments
were followed up in the subsequent edition of Lines Review, and other small
publications such as Scotia and Scotia Review (it being no surprise that the critiques
often came from those that Jackson had been scathing towards in his essay). In the
second edition of Scotia magazine, for example, William Neill published his response
to Jackson, ‘The Knitted Claymore and Fake Gurus’, in which he comments that ‘Mr
Jackson may not like nations, but they will continue to exist for a long time for they are
features of the real world, and not of some private Middle Earth in a Utopian head.
They are not necessarily undesirable because Mr Jackson says so.’30 Similarly, in Scotia
26, K. C. Fraser published his response to Jackson in the form of ‘The Knitted
Boomerang: Or, Alan Jackson in Wonderland’. In this essay, Fraser similarly defends
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the legitimacy of the nation (‘I can only say that the great majority of people in Europe
still appear to believe in the national identity of their own country. Some of the more
sophisticated might contend that the need for the nation to form an absolutely sovereign
state was gone: but they would be unlikely to deny the existence of the nation itself’),
going on later to ask, defensively, ‘why should it be any worse for Hugh MacDiarmid
to be a Scottish Nationalist than for Brecht to be a Communist?’31
While clearly provocative within many quarters of Scottish literary culture,
Jackson’s special edition of Lines Review at the beginning of the 1970s could
nonetheless be said to reflect a consolidation of the various arguments challenging
cultural nationalism throughout the 1960s. What becomes evident is that 1960’s
Scottish small magazine culture actually provided an important bedrock for the opening
out and reconceptualization of the boundaries of Scottish identity that were to go on to
inform a variety of cultural debates in the 1970s and beyond. Just a few years later, in
1977, for example, Tom Nairn published his seminal The Break-Up of Britain: Crisis
and Neo-Nationalism, within which he launched scathing attacks on what he described
as ‘cultural sub-nationalism’ and ‘nationalist neuroses’ which, in the absence of
political nationalism, he viewed as permeating Scottish cultural identity.32 For Nairn,
many aspects of Scottish culture had become too complacent and backwards-looking:
‘Kailyard is popular in Scotland’ and ‘is recognisably intertwined with that prodigious
array of Kitsch symbols, slogans, ornaments, banners, war-cries, knick-knacks, music-
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hall heroes, icons, conventional sayings and sentiments which have for so long
resolutely defended the name of “Scotland” to the world’.33 Such Kitsch, for Nairn, is
simply ‘ridiculous’ but ‘ridiculous or not, it is extremely strong’ and ‘has evolved
blindly’.34 In 1981, Barbara and Murray Grigor famously put together an exhibition on
‘Scotch Myths: An Exploration of Scotchness’ at the University of St Andrews, which
also aimed to interrogate what they viewed as the overreliance on cultural and
nationalist stereotypes in Scottish culture.
Such cultural interrogations have continued to cause controversy in Scottish
literary and cultural studies. Cairns Craig, for example, has been one of the most vocal
critics on this topic, often regarding such critiques as a relatively cheap form of
debasement and emptying out of Scottish culture, a form of what he describes as
‘nostophobia’ (or fear of returning home).35 While every key moment in literary studies
may wish to carve out its own niche, interrogating the past at the expense of their
particular moment, it is clear that many of the debates taking place in the small
magazines of the 1960s and early 1970s were to generate a series of debates within
Scottish culture, the legacy of which is still being unfolded. In short, from tracing the
central debates through Scottish literary magazines of this transitional period we can
discern a fierce reaction to insularity at the start of the 1960s, moving into a more
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confident, yet still sceptical vision of cultural nationalism towards the end of the 1970s.
Within these critiques there is often passionate focus on Scotland, yet simultaneously a
deep suspicion of complacent forms of thinking that may hold such visions back.

