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Three Prose Sources for Hugh MacDiarmid’s ‘On a Raised Beach’

It has long been recognized that Hugh MacDiarmid incorporated prose sources into several of the poems in Stony Limits and Other Poems (1934). The poem considered by MacDiarmid and by many critics to be the most successful, ‘On a Raised Beach’, was no exception.  W. N. Herbert has noted borrowings from F. R. Leavis’s New Bearings in English Poetry; the relevant passage was also the indirect source for phrases from Ronald Bottrall’s poem ‘The Loosening’.
  Herbert has also noted the incorporation of phrases by Paul Valéry and Theodora Bosanquet, from Bosanquet’s 1933 study of the French author.
  Roderick Watson has noted two phrases that derive from Charles Doughty’s Travels in Arabia Deserta.
  However, there are two passages for which no source has been reported; moreover, the phrases from Doughty demand further attention.

It is not enough, when hunting for MacDiarmid’s sources, to trace the ultimate origin of a given phrase, for the texts he used were often mediated by critical texts or reviews, with the mediating texts being incorporated into his poems as often as the works they framed. According to Watson, the phrases ‘seeing of a hungry man’ and ‘burning crystal’ in ‘On a Raised Beach’ both derive from Doughty. It is surprising, however, that MacDiarmid should have put the first in quotation marks but not the second.  The explanation for the inconsistency comes when one encounters the following passage in John Middleton Murry’s essay on Travels in Arabia Deserta:

It is strangely and appropriately exhausting to read steadily through the two stout volumes of Doughty’s Arabia Deserta. There are no suave and saving mists to mitigate our contact with that grim, basaltic waste, whose inhabitants seem to live in some close communion with the primeval rock of which their deserts are made.  At most, to vary the deadly clarity of this ‘seeing of a hungry man,’ we find traces of a fever passing over his vision, troubling it indeed, but troubling it only in such a way that it grows for the moment superhumanly, menacingly clear—the reflection of a brightness through a burning crystal.

The phrase about living in ‘close communion’ with rocks must have seemed particularly apposite to MacDiarmid during his period living in the Shetland Isles.  Much of the passage from Murry may be found in ‘On a Raised Beach’:

The deadly clarity of this ‘seeing of a hungry man’

Only traces of a fever passing over my vision

Will vary, troubling it indeed, but troubling it only

In such a way that it becomes for a moment

Superhumanly, menacingly clear – the reflection

Of a brightness through a burning crystal.

MacDiarmid had several opportunities to encounter Murry’s essay: it was first published in February 1921, as a review of a new edition of Travels in Arabia Deserta, and was reprinted in Murry’s collection of essays Countries of the Mind (1922); it was reprinted in Murry’s journal The Adelphi in 1926 on the occasion of Doughty’s death, and then reprinted again in 1931 in a new two-volume edition of Countries of the Mind. Moreover, it is not impossible that it was quoted by a reviewer of one of Murry’s collections of essays.


The second passage of interest occurs immediately after the lines quoted above:

A culture demands leisure and leisure presupposes

A self-determined rhythm of life; the capacity for solitude

Is its test; (Complete Poems, II, 431).

The political and cultural journals of the early 1930s were full of assertions concerning the relations of leisure and culture in the ‘machine-age’, and it may have seemed to many readers that MacDiarmid was simply making his own contribution to the debate.  Certainly part of the phrase he used elsewhere: in his contemporaneous essay, ‘Life in the Shetland Isles’, he writes that, in order to apprehend the ‘spirit of the Shetlands’, ‘one must accustom oneself’ to ‘a different rhythm of life’.
 However, the lines in ‘On a Raised Beach’ are indebted to another writer’s prose. As Hugh Gordon Porteus remarked in 1965, complaining of one of MacDiarmid’s borrowings in In Memoriam James Joyce, ‘With a file of Mr A. R. Orage’s The New Age and its successor The New English Weekly at hand, a source-hunter may keep himself profitably occupied for years with this poet.’
 The phrase derives from an article in the latter in 1932; MacDiarmid’s poem ‘Cheville’ had appeared in the same issue. The relevant passage reads: ‘We cannot expect to evolve a culture without leisure.  Leisure pre-supposes a self-determined rhythm of life, and its test is a capacity for solitude.  How many modern individuals can stand this test?  A negligible fraction.’
  At the time of the article’s publication the idea that MacDiarmid might move to the Shetlands had not yet developed.  He was living in Thakeham in Sussex; his friends were concerned about his health and his excessive drinking, but his isolation was more cultural than geographical. 
  Although it seems likely that MacDiarmid read the quoted passage in the New English Weekly on its first publication, and that the idea of solitude as a test appealed to his imagination, the meaning of the passage would have changed and deepened in the year that followed.

The third passage must have struck many readers as having a prose source: the verse paragraph beginning ‘Actual physical conflict or psychological warfare’, and particularly the twelve lines beginning ‘The bodies of animals are visible substances’ and concluding with ‘Is as red under a gorilla’s pigmented and hairy face’.  Scientific prose is suggested by the explicit logic (‘And must therefore . . .’) and by the ungainly rhythm of lines such ‘Depending on chemical composition, physical structure, mode of growth’.  The source was the review in the Times Literary Supplement by Peter Chalmers Mitchell of The Meaning of Animal Colour and Adornment by R. W. G. Hingston.
 The opening seven lines of the verse paragraph draw on the beginning and end of the review, while the twelve lines beginning ‘The bodies of animals’ draw on its central paragraph.  In this paragraph Mitchell remarks that Hingston’s teleological argument is unconvincing.

The bodies of animals are visible substances, and therefore they must have colour, shape and pattern, depending in the first place on their chemical composition, physical structure, mode of growth, physiological rhythms and so forth.  But is it necessary to suppose that they always or even usually have the purposive significance which Major Hingston attaches to them?  The internal organs of most animals have vivid colours: many animals that live in the oceanic deeps have brilliant colours: the mole, almost wholly blind and almost wholly subterranean, has a vivid seasonal coloration; the red blood which makes the beauty of a maiden’s cheek is just as red under the pigmented and hairy face of a gorilla.

Harvey Oxenhorn, not suspecting borrowing, remarked of MacDiarmid’s lines that the shift in register from ‘the beauty of a maiden’s cheek’ to ‘a gorilla’s pigmented and hairy face’ was a rejection of ‘romantic diction’ in favour of a more precise vocabulary.
 So it is, but the shift derives from Mitchell, not from MacDiarmid. Kenneth Buthlay, more alert to MacDiarmid’s methods of composition, suggested that many lines in the poem at least reflected the style of MacDiarmid’s reading matter, and remarked that while the majority of passages were not ‘excessive’, the phrase ‘the beauty of a maiden’s cheek’ was ‘a bit much for 1934’.
 So it was, and so it had been when Mitchell wrote the review a year earlier. Consciously or otherwise, Mitchell was himself echoing Darwin’s The Descent of Man (2nd edn, 1882), chapter 9: ‘Hardly any colour is finer than that of arterial blood; but there is no reason to suppose that the colour of the blood is in itself any advantage; and though it adds to the beauty of the maiden's cheek, no one will pretend that it has been acquired for this purpose’.
  The contrast of the maiden with the gorilla is not to be found in The Descent of Man, and was presumably of Mitchell’s own devising.


These discoveries are diverse in their significance. The passages from the TLS and the New English Weekly tend to confirm what is already known about MacDiarmid’s reading habits.  The use of the passage from Murry’s essay on Doughty may cast doubt on the depth of MacDiarmid’s knowledge of Arabia Deserta: it is notable that the majority of his references to Doughty in essays and in published letters refer to Doughty’s poetry, not his prose.  If one gives MacDiarmid the benefit of the doubt on this question, the borrowing from Murry nevertheless confirms that he found critical texts as imaginatively stimulating as creative ones.  The passage from Travers may serve to connect ‘On a Raised Beach’ with a larger debate about the relations of culture and leisure.  The passage from Mitchell reminds us that MacDiarmid’s notionally ‘scientific’ information was in some cases at least gleaned from literary reviews.
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