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The Art of An Leabhar Mòr and the Art History of the Scottish Gaidhealtachd.

Murdo Macdonald, Professor of History of Scottish Art, University of Dundee, Scotland.
A paper given at the University of Cape Breton, Nova Scotia, Canada, on October 13, 2009, on the occasion of the exhibition of An Leabhar Mòr, at the invitation of Professor Richard MacKinnon, Canada Research Chair in Intangible Cultural Heritage. 
Abstract: ‘An Leabhar Mòr is a very remarkable statement of the vitality of the relationship between the Gaelic language and visual arts. Much of my recent writing has been devoted to reminding us that the Gaidhealtachd, in particular the Scottish Highland and Island aspect of it, has a substantial and fascinating art history, which is often overlooked. The shared heritage with Ireland in works such as The Book of Kells, is also, of course, clear. I range from prehistory to the present, with the aim of giving a wider visual arts context to An Leabhar Mòr. I draw on my current research project Window to the West / Uinneag dhan Àird an Iar: Towards a Redefinition of the Visual within Gaelic Scotland, a project funded by the UK Arts and Humanites Research Council.’
My title is ‘the art of An Leabhar Mòr and the art history of the Scottish Gaidhealtachd’ and what I want to do here is to give you some idea of how this fascinating project links into the wider context of Highland art. An Leabhar Mòr is a remarkable statement of the vitality of the relationship between the Gaelic language and the visual arts. Much of my recent research has been devoted to exploring the fact that the Scottish Gaidhealtachd has a substantial and fascinating art history, a history which is often overlooked. So in this talk I will explore the art of the Scottish Gaidhealtachd from prehistory to the present, with the aim of giving a wider visual arts context to An Leabhar Mòr. I note that much of this paper draws on research carried out as part of the Window to the West project, funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council
 as a collaboration between the University of Dundee and Sabhal Mòr Ostaig, the Gaelic College in Skye. 
I want to begin with mention of an interesting precursor to An Leabhar Mòr. This is Lucy Lippard’s use of Highland archaeological sites to underpin the argument of her international survey of land art, Overlay: Contemporary Art and the Art of Prehistory, a book which was published in 1983. People do not usually think of this as a book which has a key Scottish Highland dimension but a key site that Lippard refers to is Calanais in Lewis. Her interest in this site owes much to the influence of Richard Demarco in the 1970s for Demarco was a pioneer in Scotland of the notion of contemporary art as firmly integrated with the landscape, whether through the making of a journey or of the making of land art. 
Documentation of one of Demarco’s Edinburgh Arts journeys in 1975 includes photography at Calanais. Demarco and his accompanying group of artists had arrived in Lewis and called on the help and cultural insight of the Melbost Bard, Murdo Macfarlane. One photograph shows him declaiming his poetry or perhaps singing one of his songs at the standing stones. Murdo Macfarlane was a very notable song-writer and poet, and he was many thing besides, not least a peace activist. Another of Demarco’s images shows Murdo Macfarlane at a Ceilidh in Shawbost with John MacInness. John MacInness is one of the great scholars of Gaelic culture of his generation and the combination of bard and scholar participating in a visual arts project is a fine symbol of what I want to explore here. 

That brings me directly on to the art works of An Leabhar Mòr for Murdo Macfarlane’s poetry is beautifully represented in the book through the work of the artist Kate Whiteford. The poem in question tells of the poet’s return to Lewis and his recognition, from the plane, of the hills above his home.  It is in response to this poem that Kate Whiteford creates imagery linked in to Murdo Macfarlane’s words by the typographical skills of the designer Donald Addison. That is how the works of An Leabhar Mòr were constructed: words from poetry or song, the response of an artist and, crucially, the mediation between word and image which a good typographer or calligrapher can provide. Whiteford went on to reflect further on Macfarlane’s poetry in a remarkable digital film of the Barvas moorland, which doubled as a commentary on the undesirability of placing a disproportionately large wind farm there. This work was shown as part of an exhibition at the Royal Scottish Academy in 2008 in which Whiteford marked her role as artist in residence at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig in Skye. 
Sabhal Mòr Ostaig’s crucial role as Scotland’s leading Gaelic language teaching institution is well known. What I want to draw attention to here is the seminal role that the college also plays with respect to visual art, both in helping to retrieve an art history for the Scottish Gaidhealtachd and in making residences possible, in collaboration with the Scottish Arts Council, for international level artists to come and work at the college. Kate Whiteford is one of those artists. Another of them is Eoghann Mac Colla who became a fluent Gaelic speaker during his residency. He developed some remarkable visual images during his residency, many of which were shown at the Royal Scottish Academy in 2009 as part of an exhibition that was also a reflection of his work with the poet Miles Campbell. Campbell was writer in residence at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig at the same time that Eoghan Mac Colla was resident artist. 

Currently my colleague Norman Shaw is one of the artists in residence at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig. In the work he made several years ago for An Leabhar Mòr, with the help of the calligrapher Réiltín Murphy, he refers to the famous poem of emigration to Canada by John Maclean. It includes the lines in English translation: ‘I have no spirit to polish poems, / My will to start them is dulled by care; / I lose the Gaelic that was my custom …’ I do not know how the poems were assigned to individual artists but there is something very suitable about these words for Norman Shaw for he lost his Gaelic himself as child. Thankfully he is now in the process of re-engaging with it. Such re-engagement with Galeic is a process to which visual art can make a real contribution by raising the profile of the culture of the Gaidhealtachd. In the persons of Whiteford, Mac Colla and Shaw, and now also of Gill Russell, one can see that the residency programme is functioning as a way of allowing outstanding artists to contribute to the development of Gaidhealtachd art by bringing them back into contact with their linguistic heritage. It is thus a programme that shares the ethos of An Leabhar Mòr. 
In 1995 Norman Shaw also contributed to the Calanais exhibition in Stornoway. This exhibition was a significant precursor to An Leabhar Mòr. As is clear from the title, it took the famous standing stones at Calanais in Lewis as the starting point for response by contemporary artists. A good example is a lithograph by Frances Walker. Walker first visited the stones when she was working as an art teacher in North Uist, one of her duties being teaching a day every week at Leverburgh in Harris, which necessitated an overnight stay. On one of those occasions she was invited to travel up to Calanais to see the stones and she has been returning there ever since. That is the effect that such places have. There is no question of not returning to them. They resonate with a process of making art that responds to the environment that runs deep in the human psyche. This is expressed on the one hand by the placed stones of the Zen gardens of 15th century Japan and on the other by the land art of the mid-20th century. Such standing stones of course predate the Scottish Gaidhealtachd by a couple of thousand years at least, but they have nevertheless been - and continue to be - important points of reference for Highland culture and Highland art. They are very much part of the culture of the place.
For example consider the standing stone that connects earth to sky in this brilliant image that William Crosbie made for the first edition of Sorley MacLean’s Dàin do Eimhir, published in 1943. Here Crosbie is tapping into this theme of prehistory in Scottish art that extends from Alexander Runciman in the 18th century to Calum Colvin in the 21st century. Such prehistoric reference is often used to imply the cultural continuity and endurance of the Gaidhealtachd, and indeed of Scotland as a whole. As Ronnie Black (Raghnall MacilleDhuibh) has pointed out, standing stones are frequent points of reference in Gaelic stories. Indeed standing stones are often associated with Fionn’s warriors who, as Black notes, ‘are always described as giants, and the existence of standing stones in the area was always a good excuse for telling stories about them.’ They thus exist at the heart of the Gaelic oral tradition as cues for stories; indeed, in the isle of Coll two standing stones are called Sgialaichean, that is to say ‘Tale-Tellers’. 
  Black thus provides the cultural context for the Calanais exhibition. 
From the perspective of visual art, a number of those artists who later figure in An Leabhar Mòr were represented in the Calanais exhibition, including Calum Angus Mackay, Will Maclean and Jake Harvey, as well as those I have already mentioned, Norman Shaw and Frances Walker. But perhaps the most important precursor of all to An Leabhar Mòr was As an Fhearann / From the Land, which had the subtitle Clearance, Conflict and Crofting – a Century of Images from the Scottish Highlands. This exhibition and book dating from 1986 was driven to a significant degree by the efforts of Malcolm MacLean, who is, of course, one of the key figures behind An Leabhar Mòr also. The book is still a key point of reference: it comprises a careful selection of visual images, which include contemporary art and thought provoking photography. The book also contains considered historically reflective essays by, among others, Sorley MacLean, Finlay MacLeod, John McGrath, , Joni Buchanan, Angus Peter Campbell and Alexander Moffat.
 The last mentioned also made a wonderful portrait of Sorley MacLean which is reproduced in the book. As an Fhearann laid the groundwork not just for An Leabhar Mòr but for the creation of key works such as the land struggle memorials in Lewis designed by Will Maclean in the 1990s.
 It is hard to overestimate the importance of these major community commissioned sculptures. There are three of them at present, with a further one projected. They mark key points in the struggle for land in Lewis but note that this struggle still continues against the major absentee landlords of today.
 
One of these is a memorial cairn that records the raiding of the Aignish farm on 9 January 1888.  As the plaque beside it notes, this action was taken because people had been ‘driven beyond endurance by destitution and oppression.’ Troops soon retook the farm and 13 men were imprisoned, but a generation later the raiders’ actions were vindicated when the farm was broken up into crofts. Echoing this earlier struggle it is worth noting that Maclean’s project itself marks part of the sustained activity in visual art, literature and drama that was one of the driving forces behind political devolution for Scotland. Maclean’s Aignish cairn doesn’t just mark the site of a historical event it marks the continued existence of a community. There is a poem in An Leabhar Mòr which reflects on that very community. It is by Iain Crichton Smith and the artist is Frances Walker. Again the typography and design is handled by Don Addison. The setting of the poem is the cemetery that borders the field in which the Aignish Memorial Cairn is placed. When I visted Frances Walker in her studio in Aberdeen she is showed me the original drawing in relation to the print as it appears in the book, and I felt privileged to see the two images together. In An Leabhar Mòr she responds to a moving poem by Iain Crichton Smith that reflects on the island funeral of a man who has died at sea, an all to common and connecting theme in island communities. As part of the Great Book’s wider network of links, I note here also Louis de Paor’s poem in memory of Iain Crichton Smith, given visual presence in the book by artist Helen O’Leary and calligrapher Donald Murray.

A wider historical dimension to both Walker’s image and Maclean’s cairn is given by the ruined church of St Columba. It contains sculpture of the West Highland School dating from the 15th century and from it one can see clearly both the land struggle memorial and the cemetery on the crest of the ridge. I want to consider Will Maclean’s work a little more here for I think it is fair to say that he has transformed the level of contemporary work made by Highland artists. From Lewis, if we track across the Minch close to Skye we find the inspiration of another of his works. Here again Maclean is reflecting on issues of land ownership and use. Made in 1984 it is a construction measuring about 18 inches across. It shows the boarded up window of a deserted croft.  Looking out through this window one sees the conning tower of a submarine. Maclean thus juxtaposes two fundamental and interconnected elements that influence our image of the Highlands: clearance and militarism. The title of this piece is Inner Sound, and this gives us a specific geographical location for the work. The ‘Inner Sound’ in question is the stretch of water between Raasay and Applecross, with which in his days as a fisherman Maclean would have been very familiar. But there is the implication also of a psychological inner sound that we should be listening for. This is of course the sound of the Gaelic language. To some of us it is the sound of a language we still understand. To others, including both myself and Will Maclean, it the sound of a language which we should understand, but which we have lost and wish to regain. So there is another layer to Maclean’s reference to clearance here for loss of land is so often the loss of language as well, and the trade-off of a language for a weapons system is not a good one, anymore than was the trading-off of the Gaelic language for sheep and deer.
 The locating by Will Maclean of this work in Raasay gives us another clue as to how we should read it, for this boarded window is inspired by Sorley MacLean. Will Maclean’s reference in Inner Sound is to lines of the poem Hallaig which read, in the poet’s own translation: ‘The window is nailed and boarded / through which I saw the West’ and that last phrase is the origin of the title of the ‘Window to the West’ research project to which I referred at the beginning of this essay. 
Will Maclean’s window image in Inner Sound makes an interesting contrast with Donald Urquhart’s contribution to An Leabhar Mòr. Urquhart has a minimalist approach to Sorley MacLean’s Hallaig, in which he literally evokes the place by using water collected in the deserted township itself to create a simple rectangle of washed out colour. So in a very real sense Urquhart’s contribution is land art rather than watercolour. He evokes a window of potential and of meditative reflection rather than a window that is nailed and boarded. One of these potential windows that Urquhart has developed in his more recent work allows us to view, through contemporary art, the Gaelic alphabet and its relation to nature. I had a memorable meeting with Donald Urquhart in his studio in January 2009, when he was consulting with John Macinnes as he brought the series to completion in his Edinburgh studio. 

Images such as those of Will Maclean, Donald Urquhart and Sandy Moffat help us to understand and critique the assumptions which underlie stereotypical images of the Highlands such as Landseer’s Monarch of the Glen. Landseer’s deer and, of course, the vast tract of land surrounding it were used to serve the pleasure in hunting of people who did not even need to eat the venison. By contrast, Maclean’s window is symbolic of all those windows that once sheltered people who needed to eat deer but were denied that necessity.  There is a grand disjunction here between those who hunted deer but did not need to and those who would have liked to hunt deer to sustain them and their families, but were prevented from doing so.  In 1887, thirty-six years after Landseer painted the Monarch of the Glen, this tension was sharply expressed in Lewis, when the men of Pairc put their own human rights before the legal rights of the estate owner and hunted the deer. It is that great deer raid of November 1887 which is commemorated by the first of Will Maclean’s memorial cairns to be erected in the 1990s. This is outside Balallan south of Stornoway. 
In another work that makes use of a window reference Will Maclean addresses the closely associated theme of emigration. The window is not Sorley MacLean’s window that is nailed and boarded, but a window that is if anything even more evocative of loss of people and culture, namely the east window of Croick Church in Sutherland. On this window the evicted tenants of Glencalvie, taking refuge in the churchyard in May 1845, scratched messages of despair. Ironically this church was built to the design of Thomas Telford, whose visionary engineering schemes, including the Caledonian Canal, were a conscious attempt to relieve the destitution of the Highlands in the generations after Culloden. In his work, entitled Emigrant Ship, Will Maclean brings the Croick Church window image together with a graffiti image of an emigrant ship scratched on the wall of a deserted schoolhouse in a cleared settlement in Mull. But Maclean takes things further, for reflected in the window is another emigrant ship, this one firmly embedded not only in Highland history but in the history of Scottish art, for it refers back to a series of emigrant ship paintings made by William McTaggart in the 1890s. Thus Maclean invokes the history of Scottish art in his exploration of Highland issues. The best known of William McTaggart’s works on the theme of emigration is The Sailing of the Emigrant Ship painted in 1895, and now in the National Gallery of Scotland. It looks back to McTaggart’s own experience of emigration from the communities he knew in Kintyre during his childhood. McTaggart was the artist who opened up the possibilities of modern art for other Scottish artists and he was also a Gaelic speaker. This opens up another perspective on how art relates to the Highlands. Although, in terms of training, modern art is predominantly a metropolitan product, nevertheless the modern art of Scotland is firmly driven by the work of a man rooted in - and continuously returning to - the Gaidhealtachd. McTaggart’s art is defined by this relationship throughout his career. 
The Scottish Colourist, J. D. Fergusson, once said that no artist had ever painted the sea better than McTaggart, and McTaggart shows us that in any complete visualisation of the Highlands, the sea and those who work the sea must play a large part. Again this gives much needed context to stereotypical Monarch of the Glen type images. In a very different way Ross Sinclair has given this context also in his reworking of the estate owning ethos, installed in Aberdeen Art Gallery in 2008. Sinclair’s work allows me to comment further on An Leabhar Mòr, for the simple reason that his art does not figure in it. This is not a criticism of An Leabhar Mòr, it is simply an indication of the potential it made evident. There are so many other artists who could have been there, had there been space. Some of this potential was developed in the curated ‘Highland’ theme of the Royal Scottish Academy’s annual exhibition in 2007. This included remarkable work by many artists I have mentioned but also others such as Colin Martin, who like Ross Sinclair reinterpreted the Monarch of the Glen stereotype with considerable wit. Among others represented were Alexander and Susan Maris who revisited Joseph Beuys’ work on Rannoch Moor; also Marian Leven and Calum Colvin. The last two mentioned (both of whom are An Leabhar Mòr contributors) had entire walls devoted to their Highland work as did Frances Walker. I have never seen Colvin’s Ossian series look better. There was also a strong research aspect represented by the Window to the West project and by another Dundee University project devoted to digitising Richard Demarco’s remarkable archive. The show was curated by one of the key figures behind the visual art of An Leabhar Mòr Arthur Watson, currently secretary of the Royal Scottish Academy. 
Another key figure whom I should mention from the Scottish end of the project is the poet Aonghas Macneacail whose poem na thàinig anns a’ churach ud / all that came in that one coracle - as explored visually by Will Maclean with calligraphy by Frances Breen - resulted in a pivotal image in the book. This poem is a meditation on the vessel of Colmcille as a symbol of transmission of Gaelic culture between Scotland and Ireland. In due course that thinking about the role of Colmcille in Scottish culture was developed further in a collaboration between Arthur Watson and Will Maclean. The result was a remarkable sculpture that was installed overlooking the Sound of Sleat at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig in 2006. Entitled ‘Crannghal’, meaning ‘framework on which other things can be built’, it is a free interpretation of the structure of the saint’s boat constructed by the artists first in willow and twine and then cast in bronze at the Scottish Sculpture Workshop in Lumsden in Aberdeenshire. A crucial aspect of the sculpture is its reflection on the process of construction - scattered about it are tools cast in bronze and mounted as part of the installation: a hatchet, a spoke-shave, a winder, a ball of twine. The sculpture thus symbolises both the history of Scottish Gaelic culture but also its potential renaissance. 
There is a whole other essay I could embark on at this point on the wonderful variety of public sculpture and indeed architecture relating to Highland writing and writers. Perhaps I will mention one more work, the monument to Duncan Bàn MacIntyre above Dalmally. It is as massive as Robert Burns’ monument in Alloway and it was designed by J. T. Rochead - the architect who went on to design the National Wallace Monument near Stirling. It was built in 1858, and it is an extraordinary piece of work that unites classical form with rough-hewn reference to prehistory. Not surprisingly, considering the importance of Duncan Bàn MacInytre’s work, it leads one straight back to An Leabhar Mòr, in this case to the exceptional work of the Lewis-born photographer Calum Angus Mackay, who responds to Duncan’s Bàn’s song Cead Deireannach nam Beann / Final Farewell to the Bens. The calligrapher is Susan Leiper.
There are so many great poets represented in An Leabhar Mòr that it feels invidious to select. Nevertheless, I want to mention Màiri Nighean Alasdair Ruaidh who lived from about 1615 to about 1707. Her song Ri Fuaim a Taibh translated as ‘At the ocean’s sound’ was Elizabeth Ogilvie’s choice of words for her collaboration with Donald Addison for An Leabhar Mòr. The words are a profound expression not – as one might expect - of the beauty of nature, but of the pain of exile expressed through a longing for the sound of the pipes to replace the sound of the ocean, a longing for the sound of society to replace the sound of isolation. 
 Her exile seems to have been in some sense political, and in that she joins a distinguished group of fellow poets - Ovid and Primo Levi among them - whose work has helped to put cultural flesh on the bones of the historian’s imagination.
 The image that Ogilvie came up with echoes not only the sonorous wave patterns of water but the concentric rings of prehistoric rock carvings such as those at Achnabreac in Argyll. I find Ogilvie’s work the more interesting because Màiri Nighean Alasdair Ruaidh was sister of the factor of St Kilda in the 17th century and Elizabeth Ogilvie descends from the people of that now deserted island group. Ogilvie has directly explored this tension between the inhabited and the lost in her art, and it has been explored most recently in the St Kilda Opera. 
Màiri Nighean Alasdair Ruaidh was remarkable not only for the quality of her songs but for her role as a transitional figure between the old bardic period of the clans and modern Gaelic poetry and song. Rodel Church can be thought of as an echo in stone of this transition for Alasdair Crotach Macleod’s tomb, which can be found there, is one of the final statements of the great West Highland School of sculpture. A century after Alasdair’s death, as she embarked on her life as a bard the young Màiri would have been well aware of those carvings which include one of the finest renderings of a Birlinn or Highland Galley. This carving would not have seemed ancient to Màiri because it was not. It reflected the clan culture of which she was an integral part. Furthermore this art would have been as contemporary to her as, for example, the work of J. D. Fergusson or Emily Carr would be to someone born in the 1970s. It is worth recalling that in 1609, a few years before Màiri’s birth, the first systematic attempt to undermine Gaelic culture had been made at the behest of King James VI, by then king of Great Britain, through that instrument of cultural destruction with the meek name of the Statutes of Iona. 400 years later the success of such pernicious cultural imperialism is all too evident in the decline of the Scottish Gaidhealtachd.
 By the time of Màiri’s death almost a century after the Statutes of Iona, the anti Gaelic dynamic of the British establishment was in full flow. The choice of Iona, the acknowledged heart of Scottish Gaelic culture for centuries, as the beginning of this attack was no doubt deliberate. Although there are now no native Gaelic speakers on Iona we are fortunate that one artist of international quality, Mhairi Killin, who is deeply concerned with the language and its loss from her own family, has returned to make her living on Iona. Mhairi Killin is another contributor to the Great Book, in this case working with that stalwart of teaching and research at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig, the poet Meg Bateman. 
Iona has one of the most remarkable of all island histories of art and through the work of Mhairi Killin this history continues to the present. In the 7th, 8th and 9th centuries the island was the focus both for the production of the finest illuminated manuscripts in Europe, among them – most probably-  The Book of Durrow and The Book of Kells. This type of manuscript work was the inspiration for Alasdair Gray’s contribution to An Leabhar Mòr. Iona was also at the heart of the great sculptural tradition that gave rise to Saint Martin’s Cross, which dates from about the year 750 and still stands outside the Abbey. That major public sculpture has been in place for well over 1000 years but it is important to note that the tradition of making art continued in Iona and finds a notable later expression in the West Highland School of Sculpture in the 14th  and 15th centuries. This school provides much of the most significant surviving pre-Reformation art in Scotland and we have already seen an example of it from Rodel. In the early 20th century Iona was again the focus for the artists known as the Scottish Colourists, in particular F. C. B. Cadell and S. J. Peploe. These painters remind us that Iona is a remarkable colour environment, and that would have been as true in the 8th century as it is today. In the light of this it seems to me that when we look back at manuscripts like The Book of Kells, we should see them as products of that colour environment also. It is all too easy to forget where something has been made when you are studying it in a museum hundreds of miles away.
The Book of Kells is, of course, one of the extraordinary foundation works of the visual culture of the Gaidhealtachd, whether looked at from a Scottish or an Irish point of view. In its integration of word and image it acted as an inspiration for those who drove the Leabhar Mòr project forward. It is, therefore, an appropriate work on which to conclude. What I have done here is to create a wider Scottish Highland context for the wealth of work that constitutes An Leabhar Mòr. And yet I have considered less than 10% of the work contained in the book. For me that is yet another indication an of the exceptional poetical and aesthetic interest of An Leabhar Mòr. 
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� Raghnall MacilleDhuibh, ‘Standing stones: Tall tales’, West Highland Free Press, 17 August, 2007; 19.


� I also note Togail Tìr / Marking Time: The Maps of the Western Isles, which followed three years later. This was a cartographic underpinning of visual-cultural debate curated by Finlay MacLeod.


� Built by James Crawford. See: Buchanan, J., (1996) The Lewis Land Struggle: Na Gaisgich, Stornoway: Acair; Macmillan, D., (2002) Symbols of Survival: The Art of Will Maclean, new edition, Edinburgh: Mainstream. 


� For example, a letter in the West Highland Free Press of 9 October, 2009, page 15, contained the following words: ‘it is now clear [that the landlord] has no intention of allowing the community to acquire control of the estate within any reasonable time horizon, as is our right.’


� In the context of submarine-borne weapons sited in the Highlands, it is interesting to note that one of Murdo Macfarlane’s greatest songs is a reflection, through the medium of a Gaelic lullaby, on the insanity of nuclear war. But despite the clear opposition of the Scottish Parliament, a Highland sea loch still finds itself host to the largest nuclear arms dump in Europe.


� A recording of this song by William Matheson can be found as track 13 of CD 1 of Scottish Tradition 16: William Matheson: Gaelic Bards & Minstrels, produced in 1993 by the School of Scottish Studies at the University of Edinburgh.


� Gael Turnbull writes of ‘The Daughter of Alasdair Ruadh’ – ‘when forbidden to make songs / both indoors and out / began to make them / half in and half out.’ For whose delight, Glasgow: Mariscat, 1995, 16.


� It would be comforting to think that such attitudes are now a thing of the past but, whether they result from ignorance, indifference, stupidity or vindictiveness they are still with us. For example The Sunday Times (London) of October 5th 2008 noted that Gaelic isn’t really a language at all, describing it as ‘essentially a kind of rural patois’. A fascinating reflection of ignorance no doubt, but delivered with confidence in an influential newspaper. Two further examples of such attitudes come to mind. BAFTA’s failure in 2007 to recommend the Gaelic-language film Seachd for consideration at the Oscars, and the BBC’s decision in 2008 to ‘support’ the new Gaelic language channel by giving it no initial presence on Freeview. 





