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PREFACE

Phantom Village, the myth of the new Glasgow was published in 1990 
(it was written in 1989, sandwiched between the Garden Festival in 
1988 and the ‘Year of Culture’ in 1990) during a period of concerted 
and sustained  debate on Scottish cultural politics and history. 

It was widely reviewed, in all the Scottish papers, the UK-wide 
Sunday Telegraph (which, pleasingly, referred to me as a ‘Scottish 
intellectual’), and academic journals such as Cultural Studies.  The book 
was referred to as ‘the most self-revealing cultural studies book since 
Richard Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy’ and the style was compared to 
Jean Baudrillard (by someone who didn’t care much for Baudrillard). 

I was invited to two academic conferences, to speak at Glasgow 
University. I was asked to write a piece for the Glasgow press, appeared 
in three radio shows and made one 15 minute television appearance on 
BBC Scotland. I received at least three personal letters from enthusiasts 
who had read the book.

As a naïve first-time author, I didn’t realise at the time how unusual 
this was (my second book on Glasgow (Real Glasgow, 2017) was 
virtually ignored).

I can’t say that Phantom Village has been ignored in the last thirty 
years; I occasionally see references to it and I am asked for copies. 
However, it was in 2020, the thirtieth anniversary of its release, that it 
was to hove more fully into view.

I had been dabbling in publishing for some time and at the beginning 
of the year had set up Rymour Books along with Ruby McCann with 
a view to publishing a range of books of Scottish interest. One of our 
first books was the Collected Poems and Prose of Freddy Anderson, a 
stalwart of the Glasgow literary and political scene of the last decades 
of last century. The publication was delayed due to several factors, 
most notably the onset of the coronavirus crisis. Unfortunately, in the 
interim, three great supporters of Freddy: Jim Friel, Janette McGinn 
and Willie Gallacher passed away (and a little later, Alasdair Gray). 
The death of my old friend, Willie Gallacher, especially, was upsetting 
for me. Willie was the ultimate resource with regards to matters of old 
Glasgow and I felt that with him, an era had died.

So, Glasgow, and the period of the inception of Phantom Village, was 
firmly in my mind when, in the middle of the year I met the novelist 
Ajay Close (a close neighbour). She had written a semi-critical review 
of the book in 1990 but told me that she believed the book was better 
and more important than she thought at the time.

Over the years I had ran out of spare copies of the book to give to 
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those who enquired, so I thought that a new edition, as an ebook, might 
be useful. However, thirty years had elapsed and more Glasgow history 
and mythology had passed under the bridge, so it was necessary to 
write a new intorduction.

As I was thinking of this, I was copied a post on social media from 
a young Scottish scholar and publisher, Patrick Jamieson (who I have 
never met) about Phantom Village: ‘Delighted to come across this 
superb Polygon title from 1990-beautifully written and a fascinating 
perspective on personal and collective memory of the city.’

Enthused by this, I finally completed the new introduction which 
is included here with a facsimile version of the original book. The 
introduction contains some passages from a more recent book (Real 
Glasgow) and reviews some interesting books featuring Glasgow that 
have been published in the last year or so. I plead for the introduction 
to be read as a work in progress, which it is (and will feature as part 
of a new book in 2022), and I welcome any response which can be 
addressed to me at info@rymour.com.

This publication is free for all to view and download on Google Books. 
If readers would like to promote Scottish books and contribute to 
Rymour Books, a small independent press with no regular funding, a 
donation would be very welcome and can be made by visiting https://
www.rymour.co.uk/support.html.
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INTRODUCTION

GLASGOW 1990
The initial impetus for Phantom Village, and largely the reason for its 
subtitle, was a quote from the popular press released in October 1986   
– on the day that Glasgow was awarded the title of European City of 
Culture for 1990:

Today the latest stage in the renaissance of Glasgow was revealed. 
Now it stamps the city as culturally the most exciting in Britain. 
The ‘no mean city’ image no longer exists. Today Glasgow can 
claim to rival Europe’s top urban jewels such as Paris and Florence. 
The old Glasgow – perceived for so long as a place of drunks and 
tenements – has been transformed into a vibrant and confident city 
with a glittering future.

The future that has been realised thirty odd years later is far from 
glittering – yet the myth remains. These words are taken from a popular 
website in December 2020:

…With 1990 helping the city to shake off its perceived violent 
reputation and trigger a new found status as a place renowned 
throughout Europe and further afield as being one with a vibrant 
cultural heart. 

So Glasgow triumphalism strikes again! Of course, both these 
statements are prime examples of wishful thinking. Sadly, the gist of 
what I have to say here is the reality of Glasgow in 2020 for most 
citizens is not much different from the reality of Glasgow in 1990. 

SCHEMING
First of all let’s examine Glasgow’s ‘perceived violent reputation’. It has 
been said that the history of Glasgow housing is the history of Glasgow. 
This topic has been recently revisited by Seán Damer, in Scheming: 
a social history of Glasgow council housing 1919–1956. The book 
looks at several housing schemes creating during the twentieth century 
in Glasgow including the infamous Blackhill. Blackhill is where the 
Thompson and Ferris crimes dynasties did deals, fought battles and 
generally terrorised their neighbours. The characters of the time had 
evocative names: Bananas Hanlon, Fatboy, Speccy Boyd, The Blackhill 
Butcher, Blind F*****g Jonah, but there is nothing very glamorous 
about the mayhem they caused here in the sixties and seventies. 
Damer’s conclusion is not only that the area’s reputation for criminality 
and violence was deserved but also that it was a construction of official 
policy:

The key general question that has to be asked at this juncture is: 
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Why was Glasgow’s council housing so dire? So far, this book has 
indicated how the driver of Glasgow’s council housing policy was 
‘scheming’. In a city whose population growth was so explosive, it 
faced an enormous problem in how to manage the supply of housing. 
It did this by deploying moralistic criteria to allocate council 
housing so that the deserving got the best, and those deemed the 
‘undeserving’ the worst. This distinction was not a scientific one, but 
an ideological construct which purported to solve the city’s housing 
problem. Tenants ‘got what they deserved’. Glasgow’s population 
growth had been so rapid that tenement housing became – quite 
improperly – isomorphic with slums.

Not so long ago, Glasgow corporation operated a system that  was 
facetiously nicknamed ‘housey-housey’ – a sort of Corporation lottery 
whereby you were offered three choices of housing in succession 
– tough if you didn’t take the third! The slums had been created by 
private landlords, the housing schemes were public property but they 
still exercised the same forms of power over their tenants.

The same year as Phantom Village was published, Seán Damer,  
published Glasgow Going for a Song, which was compared by many 
to my own book, Phantom Village. I have to say that I took a scunner 
to this book right away. After a year trying to write about the reality 
of a sensitive child growing up in a room and kitchen with one shared 
toilet on an outside landing surrounding by back-courts of middens, 
I was greeted by this sentence in the introduction to the book: ‘…
my interests also reflected a rejection of the sanitized culture of the 
bungaloid suburbia of Edinburgh in which I grew up. As a child,   
I was always much happier visiting my grandparents in working-class 
inner-city Tollcross.’ ‘Aye, right!’ is, of course, the typical Glaswegian 
retort to this.

There are some interesting features of Damer’s approach and his 
conclusion is still relevant: ‘The Labour Party is presiding over a policy 
which has effectively abandoned the city to speculators and hustlers’. 
Curiously, the book ends, as does Phantom Village with the Hogmanay 
celebrations: ‘When the big party to bid farewell to the year of culture 
ends around dawn of New Year’s Day 1991, Glaswegians will look 
around their city with approval, then they will say, ‘Aye, very good. 
What about us now?’ they had better be some answers, Glasgow is not 
for sale’.

However, in the intervening years, Glasgow has, largely, been for 
sale. For a start, a massive scandal erupted in 2014 when Glasgow 
staged the Commonwealth Games regarding improper transactions 
largely based around the reconstitution of ‘brown field’ sites. The 
adage, ‘Glasgow has the best councillors money can buy’ was trotted 
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out yet again.
In a more insidious manner, Glasgow Corporation – whose total 

immersion in the master narratives of Modernism and paternalistic 
strategy for the citizens of Glasgow led them to display, if not flaunt, 
their grand plans for the city – has been replaced by Glasgow City 
Council who are far more slippery customers. Their hydra-headed 
‘frameworks’ for city developments come and go as they angle for 
private investment in different areas of the city. 

In terms of housing this is evidently so. Glasgow, which once, 
mistakenly or otherwise, prided itself on its Corporation housing no 
longer has any council houses. In 2003 all its stock was effectively 
privatised on transfer to Glasgow Housing Association, a commercial 
organisation that has since branched out into commercial letting. What 
remains of social housing in Glasgow is also decreasing rapidly through 
demolition and there is a suspicion that it is being deliberately allowed 
to run down. In short, municipal housing for which Glasgow was once 
renowned is in serious decline. In 1979, when Margaret Thatcher 
promoted the ‘right-to-buy’ policy, around 35% of the population of 
Glasgow lived in some form of municipal housing. Since then, the 
ideological shift towards market forces has eroded that provision – 
and whilst the housing stock decreases, waiting lists for social housing 
rocket. The only conclusion is that many working-class people are being 
forced against their will into the private sector. It is a mantra of Glasgow 
City Council that the community must be involved in regeneration, but 
it seldom is. The concept of the ‘rent gap’ if an area can claim a higher 
rent than it currently does, allows developers to move in and improve 
that area, making, of course, a profit for themselves. 

RED ROAD
In between the scheming plans of Glasgow Corporation and the 
embracing of neo-liberalism by Glasgow City Council lies the era of 
the tower block.

A little history of Glasgow’s obsession with high-rise housing 
is in order. In the fifties, representatives of the Corporation housing 
committee were, famously, shipped to Marseilles to examine Le 
Corbusier’s Unite d’Habitation and Glasgow became the epitome of 
progressivist planning. Subsequently, Glasgow was to embrace high-
rise more enthusiastically than any other city in the Western world and, 
within a few years, a mass of Glaswegians – equivalent to a town the 
size of Luton – were to be re-housed in the towers in the sky. 

As time wore on, these gigantic monoliths proved less than suitable 
for communal living and they began to be demolished. The infamous 
‘blowdown’ of the Queen Elizabeth Square flats, designed by the famous 



vi

architect Basil Spence, took place on 12th September 1993. Thousands 
turned out for the spectacle. A pensioner, Mrs Helen Tinney, returning 
from shopping, was safely outside the perimeter when a concrete 
block, part of the debris from the explosion, hit her. She died instantly 
from ‘blunt force trauma’. Tragic as this accident was, the fault was 
compounded by the comments of the demolishers who publicly stated 
that, because the ‘fly’ had been contained within 359 degrees of the 
circle, they regarded the operation as a success! The high-rise project, 
originally heralded by the Conservative Glasgow Corporation in 1936, 
and brought to a head by the Labour Corporation and, notably, David 
Gibson, in 1959 had ended in a sad spectacle of tragedy and farce.

And history was, in part, to repeat itself. The Red Road development 
was one of the flagships of the Corporation’s high rise policy. These 
steel-framed giants, completed in 1968, were the tallest, at 31 storeys, 
of all the high rise developments in Glasgow and, for a time, the 
tallest flats in Europe. Like many other similar developments they 
were to prove unpopular and difficult to manage becoming, in the 
end, an embarrassment for the Council. For a while they became 
accommodation for students and for asylum seekers but were slowly 
emptying.

You cannot eradicate the past, but sometimes you can re-evaluate 
it with a degree of understanding and sensitivity. The Red Road 
Flats Cultural Project was set up in 2008 as a joint project between 
Glasgow Housing Association and Glasgow Life. It later resulted in 
an illuminating exhibition. Iseult Timmermans’s photographs at Street 
Level Photoworks, Mitch Miller’s fascinating drawings of the Red 
Road flats and their inhabitants (a mixture of diagrams, drawings and 
spoken testimony which he calls dialectograms) Alison Irvine’s fictional 
account of the lives of the people who lived there (based on actual 
testimony) and the accompanying People’s Palace exhibition, provided 
a new and more positive narrative about the high rise experience that 
personalises the houses and lauds the experiences of real life working 
people over three decades. As Alison Irvine states in her blurb to her 
novel This Road is Red:

It is 1964, Red Road is rising out of the fields. To the families who 
move in, it is a dream and a shining future… It is 2010, the Red Road 
flats are scheduled for demolition. Inhabited only by intrepid asylum 
seekers and a few stubborn locals, the once vibrant scheme is now 
tired and out of time… Between these dates are the people who filled 
the flats with laughter, life and drama. Their stories are linked by the 
buildings; the sway and buffet of the tower blocks in the wind, the 
creaky lifts, and the vertigo.

Flying in the face of all this was the announcement, on 4th April 2014, 
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that the iconic Red Road flats in Glasgow were to be demolished as 
part of the opening ceremony for the Commonwealth Games simply 
beggared belief. This wacky plan was a slap in the face to all those 
who had strived to rehabilitate the Red Road. The bizarre suggestion of 
Eileen Gallacher, chair of the Glasgow 2014 board, and David Zolkwer, 
artistic director, that the ceremony would be a ‘respectful recognition 
and celebration of… city families’ and ‘a rebirth of urban Glasgow’ 
come from an all too familiar wish-fulfilment rhetoric that has plagued 
Glasgow for some time. 

Thousands of Glaswegians got on the case. ‘What will those who 
lived and died in the Red Road (and those who still live in inadequate 
tenements and high rise blocks throughout Glasgow) think when they 
watch this act of gross (and expensive) destruction along with a billion 
others (apparently) on live television?’ they asked. And, thankfully, 
people power and common sense did prevail, the ‘blowdown’ was not 
televised and Red Road got to live a little longer.

Today, there are still high rise blocks and there will be no rebirth 
of the Red Road. What remains is another patch of wasteland 
to add to the acres of such all over Glasgow. The death of  
Red Road was not a renaissance, it was a funeral; not a ceremony, but 
a dirge.

THE GLASGOW EFFECT
In 2010 Carol Craig, author of The Scots Crisis of Confidence, 
published an important book, The Tears That Made The Clyde. She 
clearly elucidates the problems faced by the city most notably what has 
been called The Glasgow Effect.

Crime, drug-addiction, poverty are all part of the make-up of the 
poorer parts of Glasgow, as in any big city, and they come with their 
concomitant problems. But Glasgow has become known for something 
else. Let’s tell it straight – people are dying in Glasgow: dying earlier 
than anywhere else, especially men. In some parts of the city, the average 
male expectancy is as low as 55. This, of course, can be explained by 
contextual factors: poor diet, drink, drug addiction? Murder, suicide? 
No it can’t. Compare Glasgow with similarly deprived communities 
elsewhere and we still die sooner. And it isn’t just the poor, the whole 
demography is affected. This is called the Glasgow Effect and much 
has been written on it but, although there theories as to its causes – the 
psychological effect of post-industrialisation, toxins in the water supply 
– no-one really knows why.

Carol posits a psychological reason for this which sounds temptingly 
sound. Glaswegians, especially males, deprived of proper mature 
relationships have a sort of death wish and neglect their health and 
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well-being, turning to the easy alternatives of drink and drugs, and 
perhaps crime and violence, and even self-harm.

A few years ago, the artist Ashley Rawson designed an alternative 
coat of arms featuring chips, cigarettes and a ned giving the v-sign in 
place of St Mungo. It was accompanied by a little verse, ‘Let Glasgow 
Perish’: ‘…There’s the bird that never flies, stuck by gum it vainly 
tries/ There’s the fish that never swims, served with chips to Billies and 
Tims, etc’.11 Unfortunately, Glasgow may be smiles better but it has a 
sense of humour bypass when it comes to the city’s image, so it wasn’t 
well received  and neither was a subsequent, similar, development.

In 2017, Creative Scotland (the arts agency for public funding) 
awarded a young artist, Ellie Harrison, £15,000 project funding. She 
called the project The Glasgow Effect and provocatively topped it on 
her web page with a graphic of some greasy chips and a photo of her 
looking glaikit and pointing to the sky: ‘The Glasgow Effect is a year 
long ‘action research’ project/ durational performance, for which artist 
Ellie Harrison will not travel outside Greater Glasgow for a whole 
year… By setting this one simple restriction to her current lifestyle, 
she intends to test the limits of a ‘sustainable practice’ and to challenge 
the demand-to-travel placed upon the ‘successful artist/ academic’. It is 
not worth relating in detail how patronising towards ordinary working 
class Glaswegians this project was in concept and realisation. However, 
perhaps surprisingly, it did have a result, (arguably in the form of art): a 
substantial book, The Glasgow Effect: a tale of  capitalism and carbon 
footprint. This work is a strange mixture of autobiography, some 
cultural theory and a misconceived project for public transport that 
demonstrates her lack of understanding of the historical place of public 
transport in the social construction of Glasgow. Perhaps surprisingly 
since she notes that ‘ …artists with little understanding of Glasgow’s 
history or present are often ‘parachuted in’ to fulfil someone else’s 
gentrifying agenda.’

Well, once there was great art in Glasgow. I remember Glasgow 
School of Art degree shows in past years with, for example, the surreal 
narrative paintings of Stephen Campbell, the carved wood constructions 
of Tim Stead, or the delicate frosty portraits of Alison Watt. However, 
more recent, and lauded, Glasgow art has been much more conceptual, 
yet successful, and has sometimes been called The Glasgow Miracle. 
The genesis of the Glasgow Miracle is often ascribed to a lecturer who 
instructed his students to focus not on the product but on the process of 
being an artist (would you like to go to a restaurant in which the chef is 
focusing on being a chef?) This and an earlier period is documented in 
Social Sculpture by Sarah Lowndes. Interestingly, there is more about 
gigs, events, parties in the book than the physical products of art. 
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So new Glasgow artists are ambitious, but are they also egotistical?  
One critic has described Glasgow as the ‘leading producer of shoe-
gazing neo-formalism’. And here is a guide as to how to be an artist in 
Glasgow: ‘be unusual. sneer at stuff. sleep around. pour scorn. believe 
in yourself. become conversant with theory. join in. keep abreast of 
fashion. be slim. appear knowledgeable. fear proles. swallow your pride. 
be minimal. do the unexpected. never deviate. be outrageous but never 
impolite. be middle-class. appear out of nowhere. take drugs. reveal 
yourself. be cool. use people. never underestimate the opposition.’

A couple of years ago, in response to the accusation that The Gallery 
of Modern Art wasn’t engaging with the artists of The Glasgow Miracle, 
an exhibition was launched called Devils in the Making.  It featured, 
among other bizarre exhibits, a video of an artist running after a tram 
loaded with suitcases. Apparently, this was a development of an earlier 
piece which featured him running after buses. There was an earlier 
piece (apparently a classic) which was a video of children holding their 
breath in a car whilst driving through the Clyde Tunnel. Then there 
was a narrative piece of an artist dressed, apparently, as Travis Bickle 
from Taxi Driver, walking through the streets of London in order to 
hand a petition (piece of paper) into 10 Downing Street. It read ‘We are 
the People. Suck on This’. Now, I know that ‘we are the people’ (‘we 
arra peepul’) is a catchphrase of supporters of Rangers Football Club, 
but does David Cameron? Anyway, any chance that this stunt could be 
taken seriously is spoilt by the fact that the artist is continually grinning 
on his way. Maybe he is smirking all the way to the bank.

The Glasgow Miracle to a great extent won its colours from the 
Turner Prize connection; that annual celebration of anti-art – sculptures 
made from elephant dung, empty rooms with lights going on and off. 
The Turner Prize came to Glasgow in 2017 with possibly the worst 
exhibition ever to befuddle the people of the city

I’m fed up with the recent breed of Glasgow artists – the whole 
shebang of them – running after trams, sitting in their bedsits in 
Strathclyde, holding their breath in tunnels. Maybe the maligned 
Glasgow Effect project is the final nail in the coffin for the whole school 
of what might be called ‘non-art.’ And perhaps it is time for Glasgow, 
once again, to be at the forefront of an artistic revival.20

POVERTY SAFARI
On the back of the Ellie Harrington project, the Glasgow rapper and 
social commentator, Darren McGarvey coined the phrase ‘poverty 
safari’ to refer to the middle class fascination with ‘visiting’ the haunts 
of the poor. Although the term might be new, the concept, however, is 
not. It is not clear whether it happened in Glasgow but Victorian guides 
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took wealthy clients on tours of the London slum. G K Chesterton’ 
wrote a short story about ‘slum freak parties’ – fancy dress events for 
well-heeled Americans to dress as slum dwellers.

I first came across McGarvey at an event to debate Ellie Harrington’s 
‘Glasgow Effect’ project and found him a fluent speaker. Subsequently, 
McGarvey published an acclaimed book under the title Poverty Safari.  
The major insight of the book is that poverty is a systematic condition 
and that the poverty industry exists to perpetuate poverty not to 
eradicate it despite the efforts of both the left and the right.

Although McGarvey’s admits in the introduction to the book of his 
own difficulty with reading books he has chosen to name the chapters 
after titles of novels 18 classic, 10 Scottish and one graphic novel and 
three academic works. A clever ploy to relate his writing to a larger body 
of work and claim some academic legitimacy. And Poverty Safari is an 
academic book, dealing with issues of political discourse, hegemony, 
cultural representation, etc (it is also laced with personal memoir, much 
like Phantom Village, which is perhaps why I like it so much).

However, it is as an academic work that it fails to hit the mark. 
There is simply not enough research to back some of the excellent 
observations. The book could have done with another six month’s 
work. Bizarrely and disturbingly, in my edition, at the end where you 
expect to find references, a bibliography (even an index?) there is 
instead a condescending and risible section of ‘book group discussion 
ideas’ inserted by the publisher.

In the end McGarvey is a perceptive and engaging writer who 
creatively points the finger at some of the essential contradictions of 
the poverty industry. However, why his work has been accorded such 
excessive praise is a little hard to understand. His is not the only book 
to deal with inequalities in modern day society and the problem of 
poverty. Compare, for example, Owen Jones’s The Establishment, a 
perceptive book which, unfortunately, whilst pretending to be about the 
United Kingdom, fails almost completely to deal with Scotland.

The hyperbolic enthusiasm with which Poverty Safari was greeted 
reflects perhaps the enthusiasm of the liberal classes for attempting to 
assuage their own complicity in the poverty industry, but a lot of its 
success also has to do with McGarvey himself:

I’ve been wheeled out by organisations and political groups and 
had my ‘powerful’, ‘honest, ‘heart-breaking’ testimony offered as 
proof of the changes we need to make as a society when it comes 
to poverty. But the moment my lines of enquiry change, relative 
to my growth, understanding or aspiration, and my critical turns 
to those who would re-purpose my story for their own agendas, 
whether it be an activist, a charity or a politician, then I am cast out 
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as an ‘arrogant’, ‘aggressive’, ‘dangerous’, ‘self-sorry’, ‘indulgent’, 
‘ego-maniacal ‘pseudo-intellectual lightweight’ sell-out who always 
makes everything about him’. All fair criticisms. I am certainly not a 
flawless person. But all I’ve ever done is talk about poverty. And the 
only way anyone would listen to what I had to say was if I prefaced 
my opinion with personal testimony about my dead, alcoholic 
mother and what a difficult childhood

What has happened is that McGarvey has himself been assimilated into 
the poverty industry; the spurious legitimacy of his own poverty gives 
him a borrowed authority which allows him to articulate the feelings of 
the working class. And, whether he likes it or not, he has been adopted 
as the acceptable voice of  the poor and dispossessed by the media 
establishment.

SHUGGIE BAIN
Part of Poverty Safari deals with McGarvey’s experience of being 
brought up with a dysfunctional alcoholic mother which he details 
relentlessly:

Regardless of how frightening or dangerous life around my mother 
could be, it all felt strangely normal at the time… When I was 
huddled with my brothers and sisters in a dark room in the middle 
of the night, while a man screamed death threats through the letter-
box, it was scary but not unusual. When I had to run out and phone 
an ambulance after walking into the house and finding her on the 
toilet having a gastric haemorrhage, it was not unusual. Whether it 
was a child being tied to a chair for being cheeky or a baby being 
booted across the floor for crying by the faceless male drunk she had 
in occasionally, it all felt bizarrely normal. Not even the sight of her 
having sex was enough to shock me.

The ‘positive’ aspect of her death is only that it acts as an introduction 
to drink for McGarvey: ‘Never had I been permitted to consume alcohol 
around the family. As I took the first few sips, it felt like the end of an 
era. My mum had cast such a long shadow over all of us.’

In 2020, following the acclamation of Poverty Safari, comes 
another book about living in poverty in a Glasgow scheme (in this case 
Sighthill rather than Pollock) with an alcoholic mother. This time a 
novel, Shuggie Bain, that actually goes on to win the Booker Prize. Of 
course, it is interesting to observe that these two books reflect not so 
much the pervasive gloom of the period that Phantom Village is written 
about but of the period during which it was written, with the emphasis 
on the Glasgow tenement switched to the Glasgow housing scheme.

 Although it is fictional, Shuggie Bain has been largely taken as a 
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semi-autobiographical of the early life of the author, Douglas Stuart. 
His description of the death of his mother, in a strangely Freudian 
scene,  contrasts sharply with McGarvey’s:

…then her breath hissed away slowly; it just faded, like it was 
walking away and leaving her. Her face changed then, the worry 
fell away, and at last she looked at peace, softly carried away, deep 
in the drink.

It was too late to do something now. 
Still he shook her hard, but she wouldn’t wake up.
He shook her again, and then he cried over his mother for a long 

while, long after Agnes had stopped breathing. It did no good.
It was late now. 
Shuggie arranged her hair as best as he could. He tried to cover the 

brazen whiteness of the roots, to arrange it just the way she liked to 
wear it. He unwrapped her dentures again and gently placed them 
back inside her mouth. Then, taking the toilet paper, he wiped the 
sick from her chin and pulled fresh paint across her lips, taking care 
to push the colour into the corners and stay neatly within the lines. 
He stood back and dried his eyes. She looked like she was only 
sleeping. Then he bent over and kissed her one last time.

In fact, it is the strange contradictory nature of the relationship between 
Shuggie and his mother that gives the novel its defining characteristic 
and, despite some of the ropey writing (a taxi that ‘glides like a 
starling’?) makes it more than just another realist rendition of Glasgow 
miserabilism. Henry Bell generally takes this view too although he 
notes, fairly, I think, that ‘moments of  unremitting grimness and 
violence skirt all too close to parody’. Strangely, although Shuggie Bain 
is a realist novel, Stuart, in an article on Scottish novels, reveals his 
influences as the stream of consciousness miserabilism of, for example, 
The Trick is to Keep Breathing and How Late It Was How Late and 
fails to mention at all the one great Glasgow novel of modern times, 
Lanark. Since Stuart is a fan of James Kelman’s work, it is also worth 
noting that his Booker Prize victory has attracted none of the furore of 
Kelman’s victory in 1994.

The novel is also an account of growing up queer in working class 
Glasgow. Henry Bell notes: ‘ …we surely had not yet heard the voices 
of Glasgow’s queer working class lifted up like this. Edwin Morgan 
called Glasgow the ‘bisexual capital of the universe’ and here we are 
given, perhaps for the first time, a gay Glaswegian bildungsroman, in 
which a child navigates homophobic and sexual violence as well as the 
streets’. (Gerard Mangan has suggested that the novel’s success follows 
that of a  similar recent account of growing up gay in poverty (this time 
in northern France) The End of Eddie, by Edouard Louis.)
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There is an unanswered question here: would the novel have 
succeeded without the unfolding story of the author’s sexuality? Of 
course, a novel is a novel, an autobiography an autobiography, and, 
clawing at the margins of the adulatory reception of Shuggie Bain, is 
another-biographical-story that has not yet been told at all. How the 
parentless teenage Douglas Stuart, scraping an existence in a bedsit, 
suddenly returns fully formed as a senior design executive at companies 
such as Calvin Klein and Ralph Lauren in New York.

Will that be forthcoming? As one Glasgow author to another I could 
ask him. However, any attempt to contact him via his website is greeted 
only by a bevy of PR people. Douglas Stuart and Shuggie Bain have 
become a Glaswegian commodity and, we now hear, the novel is to 
be translated into 22 languages, the first of which, I presume, will be 
English.

GLASGOW 2020
With respect to Shuggie Bain, then, fact does indeed seems stranger 
than fiction and both of these banged their heads together again in 2020 
when Dennistoun – yes, Dennistoun, in the east-end of Glasgow, once 
home to Charles Mackintosh (who invented, well, the mackintosh) 
Charles Rennie Mackintosh, Lulu, the pop singer and the author of 
these words – and protagonist of the opening sections of Phantom 
Village, was declared by Time Out magazine to be one of the eight 
coolest neighbourhoods on the entire planet!

This resulted in a great deal of scratching of heads, not least among 
those who lived there. True, Dennistoun had experienced a degree of 
‘gentrification’ and been mooted, with its Victorian villas in the north, 
as an alternative to Glasgow’s West End, but it was still the home of 
some poor housing, undeveloped spaces and sectarian pubs.  Comments 
on social media flew thick and fast: ‘cool mistaken for cold’, ‘not even 
in the top eight coolest neighbourhoods in Glasgow!’

Eventually, it was revealed that the whole thing may have been a 
misunderstanding after the Scottish singer, Lewis Capaldi, had joked  
to the media that he would rather buy a house in Dennistoun than Los 
Angeles.

This perhaps trivial example serves to highlight the fact that, in the 
post-truth era, nothing may be quite as it seems. To return to Shuggie 
Bain, here is an extract from another review of the novel by Scott 
Hames:

There is nothing exactly nostalgic about Shuggie Bain, but the 
reception of its triumph has rekindled the warm consensus of the 
1990s Scottish literati, this time free of insecurity about the dignity 
of the national image. It isn’t so much that Scotland has achieved a 
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grown-up reckoning with its social history (warts, booze, paedophiles 
and all), as that these wounds have become a source of cultural and 
political capital. Today, nobody’s afraid of a Shuggie effect that 
might detract from Scotland’s good name, or spoil the lucrative 
touristic fantasies of Outlander. The strength of Scotland’s identity 
means we are free to choose between myths, and the popularity of 
one need not trouble the appeal of the other; which is another way of 
saying their truth-content is irrelevant.

There is an aping here of the post-modern position that contemporary 
culture makes it possible to choose between different identities (even 
genders) but can we ditch ‘truth’ in favour of mythology? That was  
certainly not the argument of Phantom Village, nor one which I wish to 
subscribe to now. Nor do I wish to accept the political consequence of 
such a position.  To do so might seem an abjuration of the responsibility 
of the writer to address the political realities and consequences of the 
world in which we live.

REAL GLASGOW
In fact, in the real world, if we presume it to exist, Glasgow 2020 has 
its problems. Drug deaths in the city stand at 4.5 times the UK average. 
One survey estimates that 45% of children in the inner city are living in 
poverty. Despite the efforts of the Crime Reduction Unit knife crime is 
still rife. Gang wars are common. Domestic violence, suicide, divorce 
rates are high. Mental health issues and loneliness are experienced by 
a large percentage of its citizens. Misery has settled in the city streets.

The situation in Glasgow, in fact,  is much as Carol Craig described 
it in 2010: She set up the Glasgow Centre for Confidence and Well-
Being as an instrument to encourage self examination and, hopefully, 
change

…in our day-to-day interactions with everyone – be they strangers, 
colleagues, friends, partners or children would do well to act with 
more kindness, gentleness and love. Indeed it is only when more 
Glaswegians feel loved, when they know that their lives have 
meaning, and when they have a sense hope that we shall break the 
spell’ and let Glasgow and her people flourish.
However, this does smack of a ‘self-help’ ideology (the last section 

of Poverty Safari has also been accused of such) that could be said 
to absolve the Scottish political establishment and elide any political 
solution. In the same year that this was written, a report was published 
– The Dreaming City, edited by Gerry Hassan – based on  a project 
set up by the Demos think tank, Glasgow 2020. This was an attempt 
at a bottom-up approach to visualise the future of the city. Taking 
Lewis Mumford’s ‘ …the city should be an organ of love; and the best 
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economy of cities is the care and culture of men’, the book ends with 
a plea to set up ‘assemblies of hope’ and ‘places of hope’ to enable 
the city to thrive. Sadly, this vision fades almost into nostalgia when 
confronted with the actual reality of Glasgow in 2020.

Where do the Glasgow establishment, the city fathers, feature in 
all of this? Muscled up in the stern workhouses of Glasgow Victorian 
schools, starched libraries and invigorating public parks, municipality 
was a dubious gift, but at least its paternalist ideology was reasonably 
transparent. The current prevailing administration in Glasgow is much 
more difficult to read. It even has various names. In 2007, Glasgow City 
Council set up a charitable trust called Culture and Sport Glasgow. In 
2010, it was rebranded as Glasgow Life. Today, just about any enquiry 
regarding activities in Glasgow goes through a central hub.

And have the originators of Glasgow Life succeeded in their project 
to protect and promote the social and cultural life of the city?

Let us take a couple of examples. I have written at greater length 
about the continued decline of Glasgow’s once great Mitchell Library, 
now an OK place to find panini or a crèche, but pretty well useless if 
you are interested in books. As bibliophiles will know, the apogee of 
their incompetence came in October 1997 when, deciding to reduce 
their collection to save costs, the library put thousands of books into 
skips in the street. Antiquarian book dealers, students, and collectors 
were there in minutes. Since then the famous Glasgow Room has been 
taken apart and the grand reading room, the jewel in the crown, used 
more for storage than actual events.

Museums and art galleries have recently been accused of crass 
and patronising dumbing down and institutional vandalism. This is 
not peculiar to Glasgow and it is perhaps a reflection of a developing 
tendency in contemporary museum practice. Tate Britain has also been 
accused. Some critics see this as part of a wider neo-liberal agenda and 
one entitled a review of the revamped art gallery ‘Blairism on the Walls 
at Kelvingrove’. Of course, Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum 
closed for two years for millions of pounds worth of improvements. 
As for these ‘improvements’,  the people of Glasgow have had a say.  
Attendance has fallen and the Evening Times conducted a poll that 
showed that a large majority of its readers preferred Kelvingrove as it 
used to be before the renovations.

Glasgow Museums in general has a history of controversy that 
also encompasses, for example, the Riverside Museum, which was 
accused of institutional bullying. The most scandalous of all is still 
entrenched in the minds of Glaswegian critics of the establishment 
and is known as the Elspeth King Affair. Elspeth King, aided by her 
partner, Michael Donnelly, had effectively transformed the People’s 
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Palace into an leading community museum – despite scant funding 
from an establishment that didn’t value the city’s own culture – when 
she was effectively sacked from her job as curator by Julian Spalding, 
director of Glasgow Art Galleries and Museums. It was suggested 
that he didn’t care for the fact that she was Scottish, working-class, 
female and a critic of, among other things, the dreadful waste of 
money that was the Glasgow’s Glasgow exhibition of 1990. King 
continued with her successful career in gallery management outside 
Glasgow and Spalding also lost his job, but the controversy is still a 
sore memory for many Glasgow folk. And the controversy about the  
People’s Palace and Winter Gardens rages on with compulsory repairs 
needed to ensure its survival.

Finally, with respect to Kelvingrove, a little personal story. Shortly 
after it had reopened, I took my wife, who had never been there, to see 
it. I was showing her the paintings, many of which were familiar to me 
from my youth, but something was wrong:

However, one thing is missing. I wander round the upper galleries 
twice, clockwise and anti-clockwise, simultaneously folding and 
unfolding the floor plan and scratching my head. I am searching 
for my favourite paintings to show my partner – the Renaissance 
paintings, the most valuable in the collection, including Botticel-
li’s Annunciation and Bellini’s Madonna and Child. My quest, 
however, is in vain. They are just not there.

Possible explanations race through my head. My memory is 
faulty. They have been moved downstairs. Surely, surely not even 
the city of Glasgow could have lost millions of pounds of art 
treasures. So, I decide to ask an attendant. ‘Where are the Re-
naissance paintings?’ ‘On loan.’ ‘What, all of them?’ A nod of the 
head. Next stop is the central information desk. ‘Where are all the 
Renaissance paintings?’ ‘On loan.’ On loan where?’ ‘In America, 
I think.’ ‘And are they coming back?’ A pause. ‘Yes…’  A pause. 
‘…but not for a long time.’

Well, the older I get, the more pedantic I get. Therefore, I set 
myself the task of finding these paintings. Traditional art web 
sites don’t help. They tell me that they are still in the collection at 
Kelvingrove. So I email Glasgow Life and I eventually get a re-
ply from the Curator of European Paintings. Yes, they have been 
in America, but they are now  back home – that is, back home 
in the storage facility at Nitshill. They are thinking, however, of 
new ways of making them accessible to the public. And I thought 
they could just hang them up on the wall somewhere! However, 
the powers that rule Glasgow think there is nothing wrong with 
storing some of the world’s most valuable paintings in a unit in a 
peripheral housing scheme.
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In 2017, while completing my survey of the city to be published as 
Real Glasgow I delighted not to mince my words and wrote:

However, if there is one lesson that every citizen of Glasgow or visitor 
to the city must eventually learn about the powers-that-be. That is, 
there is no task, no matter how large or small – from unblocking 
a drain to demolishing a tower block, from running a library to a 
multi-million pound revamp of a museum – THAT THEY CANNOT 
FUCK UP.

I fully expected my publishers to ask me to extract this. They didn’t. 
Then I expected it might arouse some controversy or that I might at 
least get some response. I didn’t. In general, the only conclusion can 
be that either my words remain unheard or that they were heard but 
ignored. Either explanation is unfortunate for myself and probably for 
writers at large.

CONCLUSION
The various crimes of Glasgow City Council apart, how can we describe 
Glasgow in 2020?

Well, Glasgow is undoubtedly a dysfunctional city, two-handed, 
caught between potent mythologies of destruction and regeneration. In 
the words of Miles Glendinning, ‘[a] city in its contradictory and often 
chaotic essence’ or according to Johnny Rodger,‘[a] city seeking after 
‘boom’ without any analysis of its relation to ‘bust’. Or, according to 
Ruth Wishart, ‘[a city in which] acquiring ideas above your station is not 
a sport for the faint hearted. But, paradoxically, realising ‘pipe-dreams’ 
is a well-established habit… ’ (Note the attempted reconciliation of 
opposites in another budding form of triumphalism).

The establishment may argue that the lot of the average Glaswegian  
has materially improved with, for example, the improvement of 
housing stock, but, in fact, the grim reality for the poorest and most 
disadvantaged in Glasgow is that their circumstances according to most 
accepted parameters have not improved one whit.

Briefly returning to Glasgow 1990, the naïvety that infected the 
conception and creation of Phantom Village in 1989 was not mine 
alone. A critical and cultural movement broadly based  on the New Left 
encouraged the belief  that by critically analysing, interrogating  and 
exposing the types of deep-rooted mythology and hegemony that 
enabled the processes of capitalism to take advantage of the people, 
real change could be engendered. This underestimated the capacity 
of the dominant ideology to assimilate even its own critique into its 
intended ends. And this, of course, was before the era that has now 
been defined as post-truth. This process of assimilation continues. A 
few years ago I attended a conference  called ‘Second Cities’ at the 
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University of Glasgow at which the sort of promotional nonsense I had 
attacked in Phantom Village once again reared its head, but this time 
from academics in the pay of the University!

In 2020 the political situation throughout the world looks pretty dire. 
There has been a full-blooded assault on democracy and democratic 
institutions – most notably in the United States. Fintan O’Toole 
describes some of the political machinations in various governments 
as ‘trial runs’ for fascism. George Monbiot writes about the civil war 
between ‘domesticated capitalists’ who largely accept the establishment 
and governmental systems and a more rabid form of capitalism that 
believes in the unmediated power of money. This has resulted in the 
deconstruction of many administrative States – notably, in the United 
Kingdom, in the break away from the European Union.  Most importantly 
there has been an unfettered rise in inequality with the increase in 
wealth for the extremely rich fast outpacing any advances in provision 
for the people. Social mobility among the classes is decreasing. This 
is all relevant to the situation in poor urban communities such as in 
Glasgow, but also to Scotland, the United Kingdom and the world in 
general.

Of course, none of these developments were themselves predicted 
in Phantom Village in 1990. However I think in some of the critique of 
urban representation and use of hegemony and mythology to perpetuate 
ideological power structures there is at least a germ of developing 
theory.

To return to the beginning of this introduction, in the headline ‘…
The old Glasgow – perceived for so long as a place of drunks and 
tenements – has been transformed into a vibrant and confident city 
with a glittering future’ we can see the ultimate triumph of style over 
substance. Observation, logic and structured argument trumped by 
potent mythologising and wish-fulfilment. 

This is, in fact, the predominant characteristic of the media, news 
and cultural comment in 2020 in Glasgow, in Scotland, in the United 
Kingdom and further afield.
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This edition is dedicated to my great friend from the 
grand old days of the Scotia and Victoria bars

JOHN COWAN



BORN IN GLASGOW

Baby fat forged from memory’s desire, 
That moment present and already gone 
Will future me, foundry me 
From a dry gasp of Glasgow words. 
Hopes of a lost empire of stone, 
The lead grey rod of a buried canal, 
A ballad of books yet to be read, 
The inconsequential friction  
Of two opposing football teams. 
Testaments of a golden city,
Blackened, battered and bled.

A perambulation in dust-soaked streets, 
Starling screeching roost and scorching rain. 
Bri-nyloned tribes of tattie-seeking women, 
Blind, pay-packeted bunnets of men. 
History windae-hinging in siren call, 
Fossil full middens of memories lost. 
Briquette burning breast of smoky pall. 
Cuckoo corporeal nesty city, 
Necropolitical in bluff municipality, 
Corporation cold in streetwise livery,
City chambered in caulky caul  

Baby fat forged from blood of iron, 
Clyde carried to the littoral heart, 
River rusted from the ferry’s journey. 
Dredged from depths unmeasured, 
Drumlin rumbled from west to east. 
Tenemented in sand-strand crumbling, 
Rotten rowed raw from dusty womb, 
Schooled in grey friary, churched wetly wise, 
Branded rivet red, soused in mother’s milky bru. 
Fate-fucked, festered fool machine,
Once and future fledgling maybe me. 



	 Because there is no nonsense in Glasgow, 
	 there is little talk of culture

  				    Colm Brogan,
				    The Glasgow Story, 1952
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