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[image: image2.png]particular crisis, easily mistaken for a
ilure of nerve, overtakes Scottish
writers at & certain stage in their
areers. One saw it in extreme form
in the 1960s, with Alan Sharp and Archic
Hind, and in a quiet way with William Mcll
vanney. I can be traced back to Hogg and
Barke and Lewis Grassic Gidbon. It coin-
cides with a dramatic uncerainty about the |
feasibilit of pastoralasaiterary philosophy.
Scotland's accelcrated indusiral develop-
ment within what was stillin many respects
a primitive agrarian society, meant that the
archetypes of country and town, nature and
manufacture, adopted analmost grotesquely
heightened stance as they entered terary
Ianguage.

The first two parts of Alan Shary's extzaor-
dinary trilogy, A Green Tree in Geddeand The
Wind Shifs, gave that opposition it densest
and mos¢ historically self conscious elabora:
ion. Part three, The Apple Pickers, withered
on the bough and never appeared, though
Sharp went on telling the story in an Ameri-
can accent, hints of it piercing the fog of half
a dozen Tollywood scripts. In The Dear
Green Place, Archie Hind exposed the sap
and pulp that was hidden under the hard
shell of that surprisingly lterary consiruct,
‘Glasgow”. and then “fel slent” (by which
the literary world apologised for Hind's de.

cision to communicate more directly with
the city's damaged youth)

One thinks, (00, of James Kelman's
strugale n The Burn and A Disaffction with
the pestoral mode, and realises that a basic
response (o this criis s to place increased
reliance on the voice—no the stlised auth-
orial “vaice" for which critcs search, but
actual voices which, as in classic pastoral,
can nteract againsi the most conventional of
backdrops.

Tain Banks is a thoroughly Scotish wrier,
and The Crow Road has already bees
identified as his “crisis” novel: a notable sof
tening of the baroque violence and elabors-
tion of the earfer books and the sideline
science fiction (where Banks hides under
the miinial false moustache and wig of a
middle initial). The Wasp Factory, his
astonishing debut, was a kind of pervericd
pastoral. The Bridge, to summarise no less
arrogantly, was a complex metaphor for
literary manufacture. Espedair Streetand the.
less welkknown Walking On Glass and Canal
Dreans were largely about the performance
of the imaginaton.

The Crow Road, which masquerades as a
comfortably sequential Bildungsroman (t's
none vf those), is also very muuch about the
imagination and its processes. Leaving him
and a host of incidentl tale spinners aside,





[image: image3.png]there are two main storytellers in the lfe of
Preatice McHoan. Perhups he less import
ant, but more symbolically poten, is his
fatherKenneth, Heagives upaday job o write
down the Slories—of the Secret Mountin,
the Sound thatcould be Sen,the Sow Child.
ren and the Magic Duvet—ha he once tod
for et arabble of ofispring and other kin
and frends.

Writing is made 10 seem a smal betrayal,
as it may have been in the lf of Prentice’s
Uncle Rory: who makes 2 prize-winning v
ing asthe author of travel books dbout “un
lkely destinations” and who s absent from
the grandmother's funeral where the story
begins (with a predictable bang).

Whelher Rory is merely loose n the workd
or “away the crow road” (dead) orly Ken-
neth scemsto know, but Prenice’s unclehas
Teft hima sgn and 2 promise. Crow Road is
2150 a dingily respectabie thoroughiare in
Glasgow, and i is there that Prentice beds
His undles former lover, his own “Aunty™
Janice. Instead. of the usual embarrassed
ote next morring, she leaves him the frag
mentary manuseript of Rory's own Cro
Roadaolderof gnomic otings and descrip-
tions tha represeats a more substantial e
gacy than his fathe

One suspects that the "od” Banks might
have put Prentice n the arms of  realaunt
sather than a politey honoured fiend of the
family and there are fewer than usual Gothi
‘ouches. Grandmother Margors pacemaker
explodes in the crematorium oven, a minor
alomic blastin acountry rying to g0 nor. -
clar; a local urchin loses an eye in 4 fight at
the cousin Urvil's restored castle (and has
it replaced with an artifcal one castat the
MeHoans'Gallanseh glass works): Rory and
brotheriniaw Fergus pass a nightmare
sight in  ilkop bothy with cannabis, whi-
sky.a at, two guns and one shatering reve
Tation as rops.

These apart, the atmosphere s great deal
less Grand Guignol and Roger Corman than
before. The tense horror of the baok (which
i, after ll, mainly about death) i done with
cOnsiderable imaginative sublety o a e
touch. It serves as 4 dramatic confrmation
of Joan Didion's belif that “We tel one an

inorder to e, with the corol
lary thata falur of toryteling is a ind of
death. What one remembers,in the hopping
back and forth between generations and
imeramesisthe sheer verbal encrgy,isell-
very Sctish, with which characters keep
the dark at bay.

Tn conversation. hardly a word i [t
panned or reference untapped. Given the
generation of Prentice and his frionds (and
Banks’ own interests), rock provides many
of the allusions. But given, 100, Preniice’s
age. much of the conversation centres on a
Faw, adolescent metaphysics. His brother





[image: image4.png]Lewis, a successful alternative comedian
(another who betrays the treasured privacy
of his humour; Scots regard jokesas intimate
gifts between friends) does a routine about
the rest of the universe lying outside one’s
own front door. Kenneth is an atheist and
Uncle Hamish, who has a reflccting tele-
scope cast and ground at the glass works but
never uses his private observalory, espauses
abrand of condemnationist Christianity that
replaces caritas vith anathemata

Banks'concerns are dark, and noless pro-
found for being seen through the glass of
adolescence—or that is the much under-
rated emotional and cultural condition in
which Scotland sl s tself Thisis as fine
and ambitious a novel as any from a Scottish
writer since the 1960s. I is also unquestion-
ably Banks’ best work to date.





