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The opening scenes showing Hugh's immediate circle, his problems 

and his potential, are finely drawn. The emotions of childhood are 

accurately caught but what is most important about these scenes is 

that they show a boy in a happy, secure and natural environment. 

It is not usual to find in the Scottish novel this picture of a 

well-adjusted child in a well-adjusted family. His father is not 

an ogre; his mother is not an alcoholic, or terminally ill; his 

parents are not bankrupt or mad or suicidal or dead. His parents 

do understand him, and they do not try to stifle his sensitivity or 

knock it out of him. He is not deprived or ill-treated or spoiled .. 
or neglected. He is growing up healthily in the care of two 

parents, watching the example of brothers and sisters and working 

out Why, although he likes Grace, he likes Kirsty better. While 

these initial scenes deal with conflict and tensions in Hugh's 

childhood, they are natural healthy tensions Which children have to 

experience as they grow to maturity. Although Hugh's family is 

stable and affectionate, his experience of school does link him 

with boys studied earlier. 

Like John Gourlay, Donald Graeme and Malcolm Maudslay, Hugh MacBeth 

had a bad tempered school teacher. Even When this man punishes 

children brutally and the people say he has gone "clean beyond the 

bounds" no action is taken against him because the village people 

have an exaggerated respect for the schoolmaster's intelligence. 

One of Hugh's tasks is to learn some lines of peotry by heart. 

(Like Gilian, Hugh makes his acquaintance with Walter Scott in this 

way.) Although Hugh has to memorise the lines, understand them and 

be able to parse them, he is still aware of the attraction of the 

poetry itself: 

Short glimpses of a breast of snow was like 

suddenly coming on a curved snow wreath. You 

couldn't forget it. It stood out - even if 

breast of snow made one feel a bit shy. (MT p.109) 
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In the class itself the teacher has unlimited power and often has 

the whole class in terror of his questions. Although Hugh is 

intelligent, he does not respond to learning by rote. In Morning 

Tide and again in Highland River Gunn criticises this sort of 

teaching which kills the creative perception of the child because 
it does not relate fact to experience. This teaching is not 

organic and by implication Gunn appears to be suggesting that a 

radical Rousseau-based impartation of knowledge would be 

preferable. In the afternoon, Hugh is punished for having 

forgotten something in a geograPhy lesson. However, when he gets .. 
home he can laugh about the whole nerve-wracking experience with 

his brother Alan. Although Rid Jock was belted nine times in the 

morning and three times in the afternoon, Hugh's friend Bill bel ted 

and various girls reduced to tears, in Alan's presence Hugh can see 
the funnier side of the teacher's strictures. 

As it is Alan's last night before going away, he invites Hugh to go 

up the river with him to poach salmon. This episode follows 

directly from Hugh's day at school and in it Gunn shows us the 

"alternative syllabus" taught in Hugh's corrmunity. Leading to no 

formal qualification, it introduces Hugh to his historic 

inheritance. Alan and Hugh set off to poach - the villagers are 

not allowed to fish the rivers without a permit from the people who 

own the estate - but there is strong feeling among Highlanders that 

the land and rivers and their fruit rightfully belong to them, not 

to the estate owners who are able to show legal certificates of 

ownership only because many years ago the Highland clan chiefs 

betrayed their people by selling clan land as if it was theirs to 

sell, when it was understood that they merely held it in trust for 

the people. Though these things took place centuries before, Alan 

and Hugh still live with the results. 
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Before they set off up river they stop at the house of Hector the 

roadman. As Hector and a few others are there, the evening begins 

to take on the shape of a ceilidh. Hector, reminded by Hugh's 

appearance of Hugh's drowned brother, Duncan, begins to tell the 

story of how the drowning came about. Hugh learns this piece of 

his own family history and he also senses the wisdom of Hector who 

understands so well why Mrs MacBeth would rather that Alan 

emigrated to Australia than that he became a fishennan. Later on, 

Hector plays flawlessly on the pipes and Hugh and the others are 

delighted with his skill and dexterity. The beauty of the music and .. 
Hector's ability, all part of what it means to be a part of the 

Seabrae comnunity, begin to disturb Alan, who is being forced to 

leave it all behind the next morning. Alan and his friends leave 

for the fishing. 

Their enemy on the river is the gamekeeper who guards the estate 

against poachers. Hugh is posted as look-out and is nearly 

overcome with the responsibility. They catch four salmon. Hugh, 

encouraged by Alan's skill and enthusiasm, overcomes his own fear 

by understanding its place in a night like this and in consequence 

makes another step in his growth: 

Without conquering it, Hugh got the better of 

his fear, and entered into this land of 

memorable youth. (MT p.161) 

After Alan has gone, Hugh develops his own hunting talents. He 

hunts rabbits up the strath and fishes the pools of the river with 

a friend, and though Bill manages to take the credit for most of 

the game caught, Hugh knows that it was because of his skill that 

they were bagged: 

slowly inch by inch he brought the hook to the 

water sank it, inch by inch ••• 
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His nose was now immersed. His lungs were like 
to burst ••• 

But as Hugh threw he leapt. His fingers found the 
gill and silence ••• 

A neat hunter, clearly born to the job. (MT p.197) 

Hugh leaves the river quickly and runs up into the wood. He loves 

the varied forms and colours of the wood and is happy because of 

his successful catch. He looks "At once a boy and something older; 

as if the wood had entered into him". (MT p.199) This union with .. 
the landscape is more than just love of the countryside or 

happiness caused by the ordinary pleasures of life because it 

touches on the magical, mythical realities Which suffuse Hugh's 
world: 

His senses grew abnormally acute. The salmon of 

knowledge under the nuts of the hazel of wisdom. 

But deeper than that, deeper than conscious thought 

or myth. Sheering right through to the vivid and 

uncondi tional, where are born the pagan dei ties, who 

are lovely until conscious thought degrades them. 

(MI' p.199) 

Here Gunn uses the natural landscape to break through, only for a 

moment, into a world where the human spirit finds complete 

fulfilment. Gunn describes the mythical realities Which suffuse 

Hugh's world by using ancient Gaelic symbols: the salmon of 

knowledge and the hazelnuts of wisdom. Although this is not the 

place to go into Gunn's symbolism, it may be helpful to know where 

Gunn took these symbols from. These particular motifs come from a 

popular Scottish folk tale about a well in the Green Isle 

(paradise) which is overhung by nine hazel trees. Wisdom ~s 

concentrated in the hazelnuts. When they fall into the water, they 

are eaten by the salmon and Whoever eats either the nuts or the 

salmon becomes the recipient of wisdom and poetic inspiration. 11 
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Through these motifs Gunn begins to move into a new area of living 

symbols and this is closely associated with the pagan deities and 

ancient people who can also pass on skill and wisdom to Hugh. Hugh 

is close to such pagan forces in the broch. It is dark and cool 

there even on a sunny day and though the broch is ancient, it is 

living and powerful: Hugh, by staying in the place as long as his 
fear will let him, obtains some of the power: 

And When you could do all this alone, you got a 

certain secret power. It had remained hidden in .. 
you, a live strength ••• a swift blow. A man's blow. 
No one knew about it! (MT p.190) 

These experiences of hunting and fishing in the company of brothers 

and friends which predominate in Hugh's childhood and youth will 

shape his maturity. Even the schoolmaster's anger is an important 

experience. Because of the weight of Hugh's other experiences, 

even this ferocious time can be made good, by teaching Hugh that 

irrational anger exists and can be faced and outlived. Unlike 

earlier heroes, the influence of a bad teacher is not one more in a 

list of detrimental influences. What differentiates Hugh so 

signally from the other gifted characters is that his sensitivity 

finds adequate cultivation, not in institutions but in a valid, 

living, cultural tradition. In the novel, Gunn mentions mythical 

figures and motifs not to decorate or illustrate the moods or 

actions he is describing but because they are living symbols of the 

tradition that created them. The tradition is still able to 

manifest the realities thus symbolised and it is this transcendent 

dimension which makes Hugh's life so full to overflowing with 

goodness. As Gibbon forged for himself a transcendent meaning from 

the landscape of the Mearns, so Gunn forges his from history, 

landscape and personal relations of the communities of which he 

writes. Unlike the earlier pessimistic vision, Gunn's vision in 

Morning Tide is bouyant, optimistic and leads to a fruitful 

development in Highland River. 
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Before leaving the early novels there is one other feature which 

signals Gunn's difference from preceding writers: he has a much 

easier relation with autobiography than they had. It has been 

noted that it is a characteristic of pre-Renaissance novels that 

they often included autobiographical references to their author's 

literary development or lack of it. By facing the fact that they 

do not seem to have any continuing literary tradition in the novel, 

they use their own novel as a first step in a personal literary 

tradition, as it has so often been the catalyst to their literary 
ability. 

Gunn seemed to follow a similar route. Both The Grey Coast and The 

Lost Glen bear marked similarities to pre-Renaissance novels. They 

show Scottish society to be mean and parochial and, on occasion, 

violent. Because society is so narrow-minded, it rejects people 

like Ewan because of the very qualitites for which he should be 

accepted. However, what differentiates Gunn is that to a great 

extent he seems to be working in a tradition: the Green Shutters 

tradition. Though the plot of The Lost Glen is similar to that of 

The House with the Green Shutters, the autobiographical element in 

Gunn's novel is much less than in Brown's, and the sense that Gunn 

is writing in a tradition much greater. One of Gunn' s early 

statements of literary criticism, written in 1929, shows that what 

is uppermost in his mind is his dissimilarity from the Kailyard and 

his acceptance of the literary standards re-established by 

MacDiarmid in the 1920s. The nature of Gunn's first novels would 

suggest that Gunn is endeavouring to be anti-Kailyard, and to be 

anti-Kailyard in the manner of Brown. This seems to be a 

significant difference from previous writers. The pre-Renaissance 

novels which I described in chapter one appeared independently of 

each other with the exception of Gillespie, which was closely based 

on The House with the Green Shutters. The others, though they bear 

striking resemblances to each other seem to be spontaneous and 

independent reactions to Scottish society. Gunn's critique, 
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however, seems to follow Brown's quite closely and it seems that 

Gunn is writing out of a tradition, not, as these others writers 

were doing, writing out of personal experience. However, the other 

side of the Scottish Renaissance case was that though society was 

moribund, certain areas of culture were stimulating and impressive. 

The problems Gunn had with the Green Shutters tradition was that it 

supplied no literary analogy for this sort of thinking; it did not 

end in optimism but in despair and death. He had to modify the 

tradition to contain this new emphasis and when he did he drew on 

the experiences of h~s childhood: Morning Tide is closer to what we 

know of his childhood than The Lost Glen is to what we know of his 

youth. However, Gunn is one of the first writers discussed in this 

study Who was working consciously in the literary atmosphere of his 

country. He was influenced by other writers, notably MacDiarmid, 

about what he should say and in what forms he should say it. The 

problems earlier novelists had through becoming too closely 

identified with their fictional counterparts do not surface in 
Gunn's early work. 

Encouraged by other writers and by the facts of his own personal 

experience, Which led him to believe that there was value in 

tradition, Gunn's view of tradition is worked out very carefully 

and deliberately in his fiction. Before he comes to a conclusion 

about its role in contemporary life, Gunn explores and analyses the 

history and nature of Highland tradition in Sun Circle and 

Butcher's Broom. 

Hart notes that Sun Circle bears similar features to other novels 

of the period: 

It was written at a time when novelists, 

excited by new developments in primitive anthropology, 

experimented with archaic psychology in pre-Christian 
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settings. The temptation to mingle imaginative 

psychology with a highly conceptualised "primitivism" 

is evident in most, and Sun Circle is no exception. 12 

Gunn, like Linklater in The Men of Ness and Gibbon in Spartacus, 

finds in this ancient setting freedom to interact with his own 

tradition, to find there qualities and customs which he thinks are 
valuable for his own generation. 

What Gunn finds most admirable about his ancient Highland society 

is that it is pluralistic. Three religions are present in the 

novels and they are linked to three ways of governing and looking 

at the world. The invading Vikings believ-e in Norse gods who 

support them in their raids and battles. Molrua is a Christian 

priest, a missionary sent from lona to convert the Picts. His most 

influential follower is Silis, the wife of Drust, ruler of the 

Pictish tribe, the Ravens. For Silis, Christianity is connected 

with a more sophisticated way of life which she has experienced at 

court. Silis wishes to ~pose Christianity on Drust's tribe in 

order to increase her own earthly ~rtance. The Ravens, and the 

two neighbouring tribes, the Finlags and the Logenmen, all worship 

Celtic gods - there is Bel, the sun god and giver of light, and 

there are the terrible gods who have to be placated by sacrifice. 

Sweyn, Molrua and the Master are the representatives of each 

religion. It is clear that as far as the Norse and Celtic gods 

satisfy the htnnan spirit,Gunn prefers them to the Christian God, 

who, though he can satisfy man, is dogmatic that only he can do 

this. He demands complete allegiance and separation from what Gunn 

sees as the good in other religions. It is this dogmatism which 

makes Gunn uneasy, much preferring as he does the open-ended Celtic 

Druidism summed up in this sentence from an old woman in the novel, 

"There are more things in life than one thing." (SC p.66) In 

contrast, Molrua's view of truth is that it is "found and fixed". 

(SC p.89) The Celtic view of life which is prepared to accept some 
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of the insights of Christianity, though not all, can be seen in the 

story of Molrua's conversion. When he was a boy, a Christian 

preacher came to preach to his tribe and the men laughed and jeered 

at him. The young Molrua throws a stone at the preacher which 

wounds him and provokes a surprise reaction in his father: 

"Is this a way to treat the stranger?" he 

bellowed in flaming anger. His son of thirteen boldly 

said, "I did it." "You did!" and his father hit him so 

hard that he felled him to the ground, whereupon he .. 
picked up the preacher under his arm and strode home 
with him. (SC p.175) 

His father "loved the old ways deeply", even though he did not 

agree with the words of the preacher. When his son despised the 

preacher, he did it in such a way that violated the code of the 

Pict, Who prided himself on his custom of taking care of strangers. 

Thus Christianity gained an inroad into the Celtic mind because of 

the essential goodness of the Pictish way of life, Gunn suggests. 

What the author resents is that, having been shown such goodness, 

the Christian preacher seems not to take this into account for his 

message is that all men are essentially evil. This is the 

difference in outlook Which separates the Master, the Pictish 

priest, from Molrua. The Master says: 

''Take no heed of the morrow. What heed have our 

people ever taken of the morrow? Give to the poor. 

They give. But they do not give as Christ would have 

them give. Christ says to give secretly, and god 

Who sees all will reward openly. Christ has to offer 

reward. But here there is no reward, and anyone being 

rewarded by man or god for giving to the poor would 

grow hot with shame ••• What sort of people then, did 

Christ live amongst that he had to tell them to give 

to the poor, and who his God that would reward them 
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openly if they did it secretly? You see, then, that 

they must be a people different from us ••• 

(sc p.117-8) 

The Master has just explained to Aniel, his disciple, that because 

the Druid priests became more interested in temporal than in 

spiritual power, their influence weakened and Chrisitanity grew in 

its place. However, though there were specific historic problems 

for the Druid religion, the values of the society which it shaped -

care for the stranger l giving to the poor, toleration of differing 

opinions - are the values Which carry authorial approval. The most 

important aspect of the Pictish religion, for Gunn, is its attempt 

to fuse the Eternal and the present, instead of devaluing the 

present, as he feels Christianity does. This fusion is described 

as a moment and from the following description of it, it is easy to 

recognise its affinity with Gunn's moment of delight: 

we have caught the balanced moment of all-seeing 

that is our moment of serenity. For all faiths and 

all unfaiths have their moments of serenity. But 

inasmuch as ours is not a simple belief, but an 

intense and prolonged striving to get at the 

dividing of forces, with no gain and no loss, with 

no question of reward beyond the reward of being 

there, therefore may we feel that it possesses 

human loneliness in its naked form. (SC p.116-7) 

Gunn displays ambivalence over the Norse way of life. While 

deploring the violence and raiding, he does admire the energy, 

courage and determination of the Norsemen. Haakon, the young 

leader, receives his training from Sweyn, an older Viking: 

Man is a naked animal and he protects his 

nakedness with his sword. That is the song of 

his manhood, the saga of his adventure •.• For once you 
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are as a naked man come out of the sea with the sun 

on the sword of your body and on the sword in your 

hand, then you are a whole man and your rage will be 

just. But if you are not a whole man, then your rage 

will be mean, and your deeds desperate, and your mind 

twisting upon itself like the mind of a woman. That is 

all the wisdom of living I know," said Sweyn. 
(SC p.290) 

It is this capacity for action Which Gunn associates with the .. 
Norsemen which will become prominent in The Silver Darlings as the 

society in that novel has evolved out of the three cultures of Sun 
Circle. 

In his quest for roots, a common activity in the writers of the 

period, Gunn is close to Gibbon in his summing up of the situation. 

In the main the peasant people lived contentedly, tolerating and 

caring for one another. Gunn's view of early religions is not 

quite the same as Gibbon's; in its early stages Gunn views Druidism 

with approbation, a wholesome expression of the religious 

aspiration of the people. However, like Gibbon, he sees the later 

stages, characterised by excessive fear and sacrifice, as being 

detr~ental to the people. This decadence paves the way for the 

coming of Christianity, a new faith less concerned with temporal 

than spiritual power. The power of the Pictish people was on the 

wane and their own weakness made them a prey to Viking strength. 

However, that strength, which began by dominating, was eventually 

integrated with Pictish culture in a helpful way. The legacy of 

Christianity did not turn out so happily. While it did provide a 

spiritual framework for the people, it was, according to Gunn, a 

narrower framework than that of Druidism. It divided body and 

spirit, present and Eternal, instead of holding them in a Celtic 

balance. This lack of balance produced an unnecessary sense of 

guilt in the people, who began to feel ashamed of their temporal 
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existence and physical needs. Although Molrua was saintly and took 

his vows seriously and had a true care for his people, it is clear 

from Silis's use of Christianity that it is going to become more 

and more closely associated with temporal power in years to come. 

As far as spiritual outlook is concerned, Gunn identitifes as 

Celtic the syncretistic, all-embracing, open-ended attitude to 

people and the world Which the Picts had. Its special attraction 

is the moment of "all-seeing" which the Master speaks of, Which 

confirms to the those Who experience it the validity of their human 

lives. Such an expe~ience of understanding is common to the novels 

of the period and is of the same qua Ii ty as Chris's experiences at 

the Stones, as Black William's experiences of the Indians and even 

as Magnus's experiences of Orkney on a snowy morning in Magnus 

Merriman. 

In Sun Circle Gunn delineates a small closely-knit community Which 

is happy and peaceful for the most part. I have not shown it in 

detail here because the description of a similar community is the 

main burden of Butcher's Broom. Now Gunn shows a community, later 

in time, facing a threat from external forces, and from members of 

the community itself - the clan chiefs. As far as history is 

concerned, the results of this conflict are never really mitigated 

or reversed. What Gunn values most in the community is directly 

threa tened by the Clearances. Thus he spends much of the book 

ennumerating the strengths and values of the cornnunity. These 

strengths are based on the traditions noted in Sun Circle; thus 

Gunn continues his investigation of tradition. 

What is immediately obvious from the first pages of Butcher's Broom 

is that the Master's prophecy about the progress of Christianity 

has come to pass. The minister of the Riasgan is not, like Molrua, 

a man who has come to serve the people by his own choice. The 

older men are dissatisfied: 
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The minister was concerned, they felt, far more 

with his bestial than with his human flock. The real 

field of his endeavour was his glebe, and he was more 

at home with the factor discussing estate affairs and 

news of the absentee landlord's doings in the great 

world than by the humble fireside of one of his 

following ••• The people had not wanted hLm, but the 

absentee landlord had 'placed' him over their heads. 
(BB p.16) 

... 
Gunn notes the disparity between the self-seeking, materialistic 

attitude of the ministers and the humble, spiritual reality Which 
characterises the ordinary members of the community: 

Angus bared his head; the smile on his face faded. 

He asked God to bless them in these the first fruits 

of the harvest... in each home and in all homes; and he 

thanked the bountiful Giver and promised that they 

would remember His name. In saying these words, Angus 

to the boys was completely changed ••• They saw the power 

of reverence and dignity. In the running water there 

was that rock. (BB p.45) 

While she is part of the society, Dark Mairi is also at a remove 

from it - partly because she is older, partly because of the 

healing powers she has. No one actually thinks she is a witch, but 

the idea haunts her activities. The ceilidh, where many of the 

traditional rituals are enacted, is seen through the eyes of Elie, 

a young woman. The first of these ceilidhs occurs to mark the 

graddaning. (Graddaning is a method of roasting newly-harvested 

corn.) It is a harvest celebration and takes place in one of the 

crofts where in the earlier part of the evening the girls were 

singing as they waulked the cloth. While they worked, because of 
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their improvisation, they were able to give their opinions of the 
men who had gathered: 

Most of the men came 1n for it one way or another, 

and many hidden things and feelings were more than 

hinted at, and When a hit was made the chorus went 

with a roar, the cloth getting licked into shape 
with energy. (BB p.42) 

Before this they had had a proverb game and afterwards there is the .. 
graddaning. Angus gives thanks for the food and the harvest, but 

When his daughter Anna begins to sing the old quem-song, the pagan 

roots of the comnunity become visible. They turn the stone sunwise 

just as they waulked the cloth sunwise. The influence of the sun 

is still respected and obeyed. The food it has brought to fulness 
is one of the blessings of the community: 

This meal, riddled through the fingers on to a bowl 

of roused cream and eaten with a horn spoon, is 

very palatable. (BB p.46) 

The goodness of the food leads to reflection on the goodness of 

life: 

It melted like manna! ••• AII life was mellow, with 

goodness. There were no bad times , only trials. And 

maybe there would never be any bad times 

again. Why should there be? (BB p.47) 

Afterwards there is pipe music and dancing. Then, to round off the 

evening, Angus recites an old Gaelic poem. He begins with an 

"argument" because the poem is pre-Christian and there are various 

things in the poem he has to harmonise for his listeners because of 

this. As Angus explains and recites, it agains becomes clear that 

this is the core of Gunn's understanding of the people. He has 
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already shown in the ceilidh that the people have food, clothing 

and shelter - the basic necessities of life. He has shown that 

both young and old have a place in society and can mature properly, 

in a human way. He has shown that the comnuni ty enjoys and 

encourages all the abilities of man - his ability to work and his 

ability to imagine and give imaginative form to his experience. 

From the poem, Gunn shows the natural beauty of the place: 

"0 place me by the little streams that flow softly 
with gentle steps, 

Under the shade of spreading branches lay my head; 

And, 0 thou Sun, be kind to me." (BB p.55) 

Secondly, he shows that this way of life is not unsophisticated or 

ignorant but is the result of a long, learned tradition: 

[The Aged Bard who wrote the poem] was not a 

simple or uninstructed man, but on the contrary 

was a man grey with years of experience of life, 

rich in knowledge, who had faced all things and 

exhausted all passions, but who in the ends prayed to 

be placed by the little streams. (BB p.56) 

This tradition goes back to the ancient sun worship of the Pict and 

Gunn claims that the Calvinistic Christianity of the Highlands has 

suppressed the natural Pictish religious instincts: 

Behind the Aged Bard was the eternal earth and 

over it the Sun ••• They had no God of Vengeance to 

fear in those days. But yes now. Therefore when 

they slipped back with Angus, their hearts opened 

like flowers and the muscles of their bodies grew 

fluent with immortal health. (BB p.57) 
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Gunn emphasises this point in his characterisation of Dark Mairi. 

She is seen by the shore gathering fish, weed and shells which she 
uses as medecines: 

She had a reputation for healing among the people 
of that land. (BB p.9) 

She is completely identified with her community and little touched 

by Christianity at all. Mairi's knowledge is another thing that 

has been passed down py tradition. Mairi's grandmother taught her 

what she knew and Mairi is at all times practical, discussing 

without euphemism the symptoms of her sick patients. During the 

ceilidh, Mairi visits Seumas Og Who is dying, and does what she can 

to help and comfort him by telling him about her recent visit to 

relatives and of the ceilidh at Angus's. Thus she comforts him 

with the fact that the good life he has known is going on as it has 
always done. 

Elie, the young girl, goes south to earn money after Colin, Who 

should have married her, joins a Highland regiment. In the south, 

Elie is raped by a farmer and after the birth of her child is 

shamefully treated. Gunn pointedly compares this society, 

supposedly much more civilised, with Elie's own. She describes the 

ferocious colliers: 

"They had been slaves - tied to the mines from their 

birth. They could not leave ••• And in other work it 

was as bad. They were sending children, years 

younger than Colin here, to work from four in the 

morning till nine or ten at night in new factories 

or mills ••• A woman and her child were put in prison 

for sixty days for taking a little meal." 

Mairi looked at Elie's drawn mouth 

''You - Elie?" Elie nodded. (BB pp.185) 
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Gunn uses Elie's story to contrast the values of Highland and 

Lowland society. It is the men who are prominent in this unjust 

society who are chosen to carry out the changes in the Highland 

estates, where owners evaluate a man's worth in economic not , 
humanitarian, terms. The estate agents listen to Tam the Drover, 

who is putting before the people the choice of being pushed out of 

their crofts like slaves or resisting in order to keep their own 

land. He does this with examples from their own history, notably 

from the time of Calgacus, who in his day averted the fate of 

slavery for his peop!e. The agents listen but do not understand 
because Tam is speaking in Gaelic: 

''What was he gabbing about?" asked his second guest, 

Mr. Elder. "I mean was he really making something in 

the nature of a speech, or was all that just 
gibberish?" 

"I know very little of their dialect," said Mr. Falcon. 

"But I do know that they are utterly ignorant, lazy and 
filthy." 

"I mean," said Mr. Elder, rather interested in the 

point, "was he really making sense when he spoke? 

We know they are unlearned, and their dialect can have 

only a very few words, because the things around them 

are few and they live pretty much like animals ••• " 

(BB p.159) 

Although the Duke of Sutherland wants his estates to be a model of 

agricultural improvement, he has no essential sympathy for the 

people who live on the land. It is not long after the French 

Revolution and any expression of popular will is to be understood 

as a threat to his own position. This lack of sympathy is 

compounded by the fact that he works through an army of factors and 

lawyers who are totally unconcerned with the people and concerned 

only with carrying out orders. Thus what is a lack of sympathy ~n 

the Duke of Sutherland in London becomes outright hostility in 
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Patrick Heller, his agent in the Riasgan. Just as clearly as Gunn 

depicts the subtle processes which make the Riasgan such a prized 

place to live, so he also understands the processes which are set 

to destroy the community. 

The Clearances come and the people are banished to the seashore. 

Even there Mairi continues to look for remedies and bind up what is 

left of her people. But the old life has been broken and smashed. 

Tomas the Drover, after the news of Heller's acquittal, sums up 

wha t has been los t: 

" ••• we blamed them for murdering the soul; we blamed 

them for taking an order of mankind, faithful and 

loyal, Who in the course of the ages had given light 

to the world and courage and a tale of deeds dressed 

in great music and story; ••• 
"the chiefs are blood of our blood and bone of our 

bone, and by their mearmes-s, their vileness, they 

have dragged us in bitter degradation to their own 

level and shamed us forever before the peoples of the 

world." (BB p.420) 

Gunn himself makes the same point and links it with his own 

creative development and spoke of it to F R Hart: 

"I'd always felt the need to write about the 

Clearances. I hated doing it. Most Highlanders 

hate bringing back that awful recollection, and are 

not willing even to talk about it." But actually, he 

insisted, "There is very little of the Clearances in 

Butcher's Broom. The tragedy is the destruction of a 

way of life, and the book is more about what is 

destroyed." (AHL p.l03) 
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The "need to write about the Clearances" 1S bound up with Gunn's 

analysis of Highland tradition. Until he had understood for 

himself and faced up to all the implications of that dark night of 

the Highland soul, his imaginative authority would have been 

incomplete. However, having explored the subject of the 

Clearances, he is now equal to his troubled historical heritage and 
able to move on to other subjects which interest him. 

It is clear from this brief survey of Sun Circle and Butcher's .. 
Broom that Gunn has analysed his tradition in a detailed and 

comprehensive manner. Even more so than Gibbon, Gunn has taken up 

ideas common in the criticism of the period - the quest for roots, 

the importance of tradition and the value of ordinary people - and 

given them an intense and mature fictional existence. In Gunn's 

later fiction, the mention of the Picts or the Clearances is a 

historical interpretation worked out fully in earlier novels. The 

mention of either of these times is linked to a culture and 

community whose values are timeless. The values Gunn affirms 

through these books are: the essential goodness of humanity; the 

goodness of the earth; the goodness of natural provision; love and 

respect in human relationships and the union of man with his world. 

The next step in Gunn's argument is that since these values are 

timeless, they cannot be eradicated: even when they are seemingly 

overcome and suppressed, there will always be some survivors to 

carryon the tradition. The last stage of the argument is the most 

radical: despite the way in which history is written in laws, in 

propaganda or in textbooks, what is truly significant about the 

people lies in what they value. Since they value the things listed 

above, then despite every historical adversity, they are still 

spiritually in the ascendancy. Even though broken, having to wrest 

a living from the sea, inwardly they still have the ancient 

tradition which can preserve their human dignity. Though the 

ending of Butcher's Broom is one of Gunn's bleakest, even here he 

cannot stop himself from picking up the pieces of the broken 
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community. On the seashore, Dark Mairi sains the fishing boat, 

sign of the people's eventual prosperity. Though Dark Mairi is 

attacked and killed by the shepherd's dogs, she is carried back for 

burial by a newly united father and son on a bier of birches and 

heather rope: there is a new generation to use the traditional 
resources. 

Gunn's exploration of these themes has led him to a rich depiction 

of a particular hist9rical tradition. However, the second result 

of his exploration is more crucial for his work and for the 

Scottish novel. Because of the value Gunn sees in tradition, he 

has at last found something strong enough and great enough to pit 

against that other great force in the Scottish novel - History. 

Hart describes what he sees as the dominant theme of Gunn' s 

fiction: 

To envision a transcendance of high comedy 

in the face of the history and tragedy of 

Highland experience is the gist of his 

achievement. 13 

G J Watson takes up the theme of transcendence of history in his 

essay on Gunn: 

The opposition between the 'way of life of 

peaceful ("prehistorical") generations' and the 

'bloody bits' of history is fundamental in Gunn's 

vision, and leads to a dismissal of history and a 

corresponding celebration of the his tory less 

community, of the archaic, and of the folk. 

Watson also notes that this view is similar in places to Gibbon's: 
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This belief in the supreme value of the 

experience of the folk in turn is related to 

Gunn's vision, shared with Grassic Gibbon, 

of the Golden Age. Future and past are linked 

here, and history obliterated, in the ttmeless 
.. 14 Vl.Sl.on ••• 

However, Gibbon could not bring himself to believe completely in 

the supremacy of tradition over history. As has been seen from A 

Scots Quair, Chris iSJ in the end, overcome by history and in Grey 

Granite, the dream of the Golden Age which irradiated Kinraddie has 

been reduced to bewildered memories easily drowned out by the sound 

of men on hunger march. No peace has been represented within the 

historical novel ever since Scott. In-The Heart of Midlothian and 

in Old Mortality, Scott has to suspend the impact of history in the 

first and remove the hero out of history in the second in order to 

achieve a fictional reconciliation. Where Gunn's approach differs 

is that the tradition he presents is not only outside history but 

simultaneously inside it as well. Thus he allows historical forces 

to have their full impact, and although they triumph in their own 

terms, because they do not triumph in Gunn' s, they do not triumph 

at all. Gunn does not have to suspend history, nor does he despair 

that the strength of folk-values is illusory compared with the 

strength of historical forces which removed so much of the 

communities which preserved such values. The modern world, in 

whose history Gibbon found a challenge which Kinraddie could not 

resist, is Gunn's next challenge. In Highland River, Gunn again 

takes up the theme of the relation between the gifted individual 

and the community, this time in a contemporary setting. I wish to 

discuss several points in relation to this novel: its contribution 

to the theme of the individual in the community, the way in which 

it reflects contemporary literay thinking, its place in Gunn's 

development and its relation to the Scottish novel generally. 
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Even for Scottish novelists of the thirties the relationship of the 

gifted individual to the community was still problematic. Through 

the character of Chris Guthrie in Sunset Song, Lewis Grassic Gibbon 

makes a heroic attempt to reconcile the parties. However, this 

reconciliation was not able to withstand the economic and political 

realities of the Depression years. However, it was MacDiarmid's 

persistent argument that Scotland must sustain its own government 
and culture: 

Surely i~ is grossly anomalous that the history 

and literature of a foreign country [England] 

should be thus given priority over our own - a 

priority which is largely responsible for the 

desuetude of Scottish literature and history, 

the poor quality of our attention to affairs, and 

our muddled and mediocre response to the arts. 

"Each nation must be conscious of its mission," 

says Tagore. "There are lessons which impart 

information or train our minds for intellectual 

pur sui ts. These are simple and can be acquired 

and used with advantage. But there are others 

which affect our deeper nature and change our 

direction of life. Before we accept them and pay 

their value by selling our own inheritance, we must 

pause and think deeply." Scotland has paused on the 

verge of this surrender. 1S 

William Power, who was hailed by MacDiarmid as a "true critic" and 

whose book, Literature and Oatmeal is a mine of Renaissance themes 

and attitudes, confirms MacDiarmid's view and adds his opinion of 
. 16 the role of contemporary wrlters: 

What our Scots writers are more or less consciously 

trying to do is expand and develop the "idea" of 
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Scotland in a manner worthy of our whole history and 

the part we ought to play in the modern world. 17 

Gunn's great achievement in Highland River is to demonstrate how a 

Scottish community can nurture its members and how those members 

can depend on the community to provide the resources for their 
journey to maturity. 

The narrative structure of the book is based on two parallel lines: 

Kenn's growth from boyhood to maturity and the route of the river 

from where it joins the sea to its source. Kenn's growth is seen 

in terms of his exploration of the river: the journeys are not 

exactly parallel, sometimes Kenn does not understand the meaning of 

an early event until he recalls it in later life. The narrative 

technique uses third person narration for both young and old Kenn. 

The only difference is that old Kenn's thoughts are written in the 

present tense Which often gives the prose the tone of a reported 

conversation. This contrast with the ordinary use of the third 

person narration makes it seem that grown-up Kenn is working out 

the meaning of his life from his own experiences and this life­

thesis seems to be given more directly from Kenn himself, making 

the author seem more like a reporter recording what Kenn has said. 

Although the reader to receiving Gunn's imaginative configuration 

of events, the distance between Kenn and the reader is decreased. 

Usually in third person narration the reader is told someone's 

thoughts by a mediator, Who often is superior in knowledge of 

character and other events in the novel. Gunn, while still using 

the technique, uses it in such a way as to suggest its obvious 

limitations: it is not possible for anyone person to know fully 

the thoughts of another. By using the present tense Gunn creates 

the situation where the narrator is a reporter, not an interpreter. 

Here are some examples of the thoughts of the older and wiser Kenn: 

Keno is sensitive to false symbolism here .•• (HR p.56) 
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To Kenn's older mind, these are words of 'poetic 

rhythm'... (HR p.58) 

He may be mistaken, but he sometimes thinks that ••• 

(HR p.59) 

This narrative technique neatly supports Gunn's structure which is 

that the river incidents of Kenn's childhood do not reveal their 

full significance till later on in his life. As it is these later 

interpretations which contain much of the meaning of the novel, .. 
Gunn is able to signal this shif t from boyhood to manhood by use of 

the present tense. 

Gunn demonstrates this technique in the early chapters of the book. 

In the first chapter, the boy Kenn goes out to collect water and 

discovers a sa~on in the Well Pool: 

Carelessly he bumped the pail down on the flat 

stone, and at the sound, as at a signal in a 

weird fairy tale, the Whole world changed. 

His moodiness leapt right out of him and fear 

had him by the throat. 

For from his very feet a great fish had started 

ploughing its way across the river, the king of 

fish, the living saLmon. (HR p.8) 

Kenn decides to try to catch the saLmon and in doing so unlocks a 

store of intuitive knowledge: 

Out of that noiseless world in the grey of the 

morning, all his ancestors came at him ••• they 

made the blood within him tingle to a dance 

that had him leaping from boulder to boulder 
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before he rightly knew to what desperate venture 

he was committed. (RR p.8) 

He discovers fear: the fear of the law courts and bringing disgrace 

on his family as well as the "primal fear" of the salmon. (RR p.8) 

After he gets over his initial shock and panicky reaction, he hunts 

the fish with a "more conscious cunning". (RR p.9) The fight is 

protracted and difficult because the fish is big and the boy small, 

but the boy perseveres and learns to conserve his energy by using 

his brain to plan a strategy. After more fighting Kenn knows all 
, 

the places the salmon can hide, his experience has widened, and he 

also knows Where to hit the salmon to achieve the max~ effect. 

Eventually Kenn catches the salmon with his hands and drags it out 

of the river. 

The amazing nature of this feat is not fully brought home to Kenn 

until he sees the reaction of his father at the weighing of the 

salmon: 

On the wooden scales ••• the merchant laid the fish. 

"Twenty, did you say? Very well." He put on 

twenty pounds - and pressed the beam - and chuckled. 

He added the seven weight. Nothing happened. Two 

more to make twenty-nine. Then, gently, one for 

thirty and the beam trembled. 

"Bless me," said Davy softly. 

''Thirty good," said Sans. 
All three gazed at the salmon. (HR p.19) 

Back home Kenn finds '\fuat he had done was still incredible to him, 

as a memory of some high vision." (HR p.20) This experience is 

"magical" in the sense that Gunn uses the word to mean something 

which provokes wonder and happy incredulity in those who experience 

it. These moments and experiences in Gunn's fiction have a 
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function similar to the experience of the Land in Gibbon's fiction: 

they suggest the presence in the material world of a force or being 

which is wholly other than what is known. The main difference 

between their respective uses of the numinous is that in Gunn's 

fiction, fear, though present in the experience plays a less 

important role than laughter, which is the key aspect of the 

numinous here. It is easy to see how Gunn's understanding of the 

numinous grows out of his presentation of pre-Christian values in 

Sun Circle. Perhaps the best way of describing the heart of Gunn's 

numinous experiences is through the fable of the serpent from .. 
Celtic legend, who put his tail in his mouth to stop himself from 

laughing and thus created a perfect circle. Thus the result of 

happin~ss (the serpent's laughter) is a wholly unexpected, but 

wholly beautiful perfection. 18 While it is not easy to analyse 

these passages they can be instantly recognised by the uses of 

words like, laughter, ease, gentleness, joy, fulness and grace. 

Awe is also present as can be seen in the way the characters gazed 

at the salmon but it is an awe which leads not to fear or a sense 

of human littleness or impurity but to deep, satisfying human joy. 

By the end of the first chapter and into the second and third, Gunn 

asserts the importance of such experiences in the life of the boy. 

This is the first development of the salmon incident. By catching 

the salmon, he earns himself a pair of new boots. Thus while there 

is a spiritual dimension to the experience, this does not affect 

the fact that real actions in the real world have real 

consequences. Secondly, in chapter two, the new knowledge and 

depth of experience gained in the salmon fight, provide a way of 

coping with school. The teacher in Highland River is very similar 

to the one in Morning Tide, and he belts Kenn twice for dreaming 1n 

school on the day he caught the salmon. (These descriptions of 

unsympathetic and ignorant teachers can be paralleled by 

descriptions in The House with the Green Shutters, Sentimental 

Tommy, Land of our Fathers, Magnus Merriman and The Thirteenth 
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Disciple.) On the first occasion Kenn's crl1Ile was "smiling at 

nothing", on the second he transposed the products for which 

Birmingham and Leicester were famous. Although the thrashing 

subdues him, it has another effect: 

[It] freed him from this school life and any 

obligation to the master; made him whole and 

secret and hostile. (HR p.31) 

Kenn knows he has be~n treated unjustly and no longer feels the 

need to obey the master except out of self-interest. At this stage 

Gunn shows how inadequate, irrelevant and soul-destroying the 

education system is. He treated English and Arithmetic in Morning 

Tide, here he describes the teaching of geography and history: 

The history was concerned with English kings and 

queens and the dates of battles. There had been 

the Plantagenets. Now there were the 'fudors. That 

Henry VIII had six wives did not really interest the 

children. They would have gaped in the same way if he 

had had six hundred. What was important was the exact 

number six. A near shot, such as seven or eight would 

have made the lion roar. (HR p.28) 

Geography is taught by rote and Kenn' s memory, not being his best 

faculty, leads him to transpose the lists which he has to memorise. 

In fact, the Whole charade is, as Gunn points out, a matter of 

memory, not of learning. The fact that Henry VIII had six wives 

had nothing to do with fostering historical sense, nor did it 

promote interest or curiosity. In the face of such irrelevance, 

Kenn turns to the natural landscape, in exactly the same way and 

for the same reasons that Hugh did in Morning Tide: 

Outside this narrow prison with its captains and 

kings and their wives and small arms, was the 
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free rushing world of light and earth and water, 

of which the master knew nothing but of which Kenn 

knew so much tha t he could stand up at tha t moment 

and tell him something that would astonish him! 

But he was careful not to smile to himself now. 
(HR p.3l) 

It is after this that Kenn begins to imagine to himself the 

mysterious and fascinating life of the saLmon. 

Gunn shows that because of the saLmon fight, Kenn has a new sort of 

knowledge which interests him more than the series of facts he is 

taught in school. This knowledge also makes him differentiate 

himself from the view of society implied by the master - that his 
teaching, his values and his orders are those that have to be 

adopted to be socially successful. At this early stage of 

development Kenn rejects that presupposition. The second stage of 

development does not occur until Kenn has grown up and is a soldier 

fighting in the First World War. At this time too, Kenn uses the 

saLmon experience to protect himself just as he had used it to 

protect himself as a boy at school. On the Sonme, Kenn displayed 

"cool river cunning". (HR p.42) The use of "cunning" relates the 

experience directly to the "more conscious cunning" of the first 

incident. Here Kenn is involved in a surprise attack. The Germans 

have advanced without warning: 

He went into action with fear in his throat, the 

old panic fear he had felt as a lad when the 

salmon had moved from the well, but thickened 

with the consciousness of death. (HR p.43) 

This excerpt clearly shows how Kenn's early experiences are only 

developed, not replaced or set aside, by later ones. During the 

attack, Kenn is excited and sees everything clearly. He begins 
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firing his own gun then takes over firing that of his friend who 

has just been killed. When the order is given to retreat, Kenn 

spikes his gun and flies, cleverly avoiding the orders of other 

officers whom he meets but to whom he is not directly responsible. 

When he rejoins his company later, he meets his 00 who supports his 

efforts to elude the authority of other officers. The 00 does this 

because he knows that Kenn "knew the human art of giving the 00 his 

place in a world of necessary discipline." (HR p.47) There are 

features of this incident which Gum relates back to the salmon­

fight: Kenn's direct fear and his attitude to authority. Kenn 

accepts the CO's discipline as necessary, just as he accepted the 

teacher's discipline as necessary. He does not accept it as an 

expression of the world as it is, nor as an expression of any 

universal truth. However, there are other features of the incident 

- the escape throught he woods and his love of mathematics - which 

relate forward to incidents which occur later in the novel. Thus 

the reader is constantly anticipating, reflecting and understanding 

during the course of his reading. 

This is how in the first three chapters Gunn demonstrates his 

technique of describing an incident then extrapolating from it 

various layers of meaning at different times during Kenn' slife. 

Character is seen to be formed by landscape (the pool and the 

salmon) and history (the call of the ancestors) and also by 

relationships within the community, to which I now wish to turn. 

Kenn's mother and father fulfil roles which are similar to those 

fulfilled by Hugh's parents in Morning Tide. Kenn fulfils his 

mother's dreams by studying and getting a degree so that he can 

have the chance of good employment outside the economically 

impoverished society in which she lives. Kenn fulfils his father's 

expectations by helping him with the fishing, even although this 

means taking time off from his studies. By presenting his father 
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and Sandy, his father's friend, with a half-bottle of whisky, Kenn 

shows he has understood his job and the comradeship of the crew: 

They could not believe their eyes. "Bless me, 
boy!" said Sandy. ''What's this?" said his 

father. ''What?'' said Sandy. Their faces shone with 
wonder. 

Life was a glass that brimmed over. As its 

colour went over Kenn's face, he smiled awkwardly. 
Rarely has inspiration so perfect, so 

unforgettable, a moment. He loved the two 

old men, and felt the comradeship of all the 
toilers of the world. (HR p.206) 

Because these relationships are similar to those of Morning Tide, I 

do not wish to cover the same ground by analysing them again, but 
will move on to the others described in the book. 

In chapters six and seven, Kenn sees how men relate to each other 

and to their community. In the winter after Kenn caught the great 

fish, bad weather caused poor fishings which meant that most of the 

villagers were near to poverty. As the old fishermen stand about 

the harbour, they discuss one of their friends who is dying and how 

when he was young he cut a fine dash when he got a new fishing 

boat. Such days have passed. Going home with his father, however, 

Kenn senses how the men are linked together. Though his father 

holds him by the hand, it does not seem as if his father seems to 

be thinking much about him at all, yet Kenn understands this as "a 

remoteness that is the delicate core of comradeship." (HR p.70) 

In analysing this sense of comradeship, Kenn notes how strong his 

affection for his home and his parents was when he was young, 

though he scarcely displayed it. Kenn also notes that this 

experience is not his alone, other boys feel it too, and even 

though they emigrate, they still send money back to their parents. 
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Gunn says that this is an affection more profound than nostalgia 

and occurs because the life they knew was simple and directly 
related to natural resources and desires: 

Ultimately the shieling meant food, the river 

fish, and the peat-bank fire. The contacts 

were direct and the results were seen. There 

was thus about the most ordinary labour some of 
the excitement of creation. (HR p.79) 

.. 
Kenn sums up his study of family relationships, comradeship 
affection, and the immediacy of life: 

Not that it worked out thus with all families 

by all the Highland rivers! But out of his 

experience, Kenn sees this as the essential 

social tradition. (HR p.79) 

Looking back on his childhood, Kenn realises how, in relation to 

friends and landscape, he began to differentiate himself from them 

and develop his own individuality. Although Kenn and his friend 

Beel catch the spring salmon, Kenn realises he has had more of the 

catching of it than Beel. This is a new and surprising realisation 

for Kenn, as until then Beel had always been the leader of their 

exploits. Again this knowledge comes to him from the river: 

His own personality rose out of the river within 

him. He was a little shy of it, as he might be 

of some dark boy-stranger with a waiting smile. 

(HR p.lll) 

Lying in hospital as a result of being wounded during the War, Kenn 

realises that the reality of his own past is the only reality. He 

sees himself as a boy in the strath: 



-350-

When everything is said, that figure and himself 

are all he can be sure of. The rest, however, near 
and dear, are alien. (HR p.115) 

It can be seen from this comment and others that the individuality 

bred by this community in the boy is strong and profound with a 

large element of solitariness in it. This solitariness however , , 
is quite different from that of the pre-Renaissance characters. 

Their loneliness was invidious because it was a symptom of their 

inability to relate ~o the surrounding community and was only made 

pleasurable by their illusory dreams and self-deception. Gunn's 

early (and younger) heroes dream little. In later novels dream is 

an important category but it is usually a healthy experience for 

characters like Finn and Catrine as their subconscious minds 

register a more subtle response to life than their waking mind is 

capable of. Dreaming is rarely seen however, as a substitute for 

living as Gunn's boys work during the day and sleep soundly at 

night. Ewan in The Lost Glen, by contrast, did daydream as is to 

be expected of that particular character given his situation in the 

novel. Like earlier heroes he daydreams in order to offset the 

barrenness of his surroundings. Finn is also an exception here. 

In The Silver Darlings he has dreams but they are not illusory or 

self-deceptive; they intimate his sensitivity and future greatness. 

The boys do not need to dream because they are able to act. Their 

society is rich enough to provide them with all the situations, 

challenges and difficulties necessary to grow to maturity. 

However, Kenn is still a solitary figure but the solitariness is 

healthy and is partly a necessary aspect of his individuality and 

partly arises from the cast of his own temperament, which is itself 

reflective. Kenn found out early that being able to differentiate 

himself from his situation was helpful in circumstances where he 

was being attacked, first by an angry teacher and later by the 

horrors of the war. In each of these situations, Kenn was able to 

preserve himself by knowing himself and being sure of his own 

identity and not allowing it to be moulded by anyone else's ideas. 
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This ability of Kenn's is seen very clearly in contrast with his 
brother Angus's reaction to authority. Here we come to a 

problematic strand in Highland River. In Morning Tide and Sun 

Circle, Gunn concentrated on those aspects of Highland society 

which he felt were valuable and enriched the community. However, 

in The Grey Coast, The Lost Glen and Butcher's Broom, Gunn 

describes elements of Highland life which disfigure people: 

grinding poverty, harsh religion and in Butcher's Broom, the 

feyness of the people themselves - people who do not fight back but 

surrender completely,to their evictions. How this latter group of 

Gunn's characters fits in with the rich and culturally meaningful 

background of Highland River is the subject Gunn discusses with 
reference to Kenn's brother Angus. 

Angus is Kenn's older brother, to Whom Kenn looks for excitement 

and adventure. As Alan took Hugh, so Angus takes Kenn up the river 

to poach salmon. Angus takes Kern further up the river than he had 

been before. Kenn passes the Well Pool, Where he caught his first 

salmon, the Intake Pool, the Broch Pool, Which reminds Kern of the 

ancient history of his people, the Lodge Pool, where Angus recounts 

to him the legendary poaching adventures of Lachie-the fish. 

Lachie is Beel's big brother who has emigrated but though a recent 

member of the society historically, he is already spoken of as a 

legend. Then they come to Achglas Pool and the river begins to 

flow through the moorland: 

The immense distances drew Kenn's spirit out 

of him. He had come into the far country of 

legendary names. (HR p.138) 

Angus also teaches him how to recognise land that was formerly used 

for growing crops by making Kenn pick out the visible pattern of 

old lazy beds. As Angus gets down to look in the pool, Kenn is 

excited: 
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This was an example of that secret knowledge of 

the river which he himself hoped yet to attain; 

the knowledge that finally got into the bone and 
remained there forever. (HR p.143) 

After Angus has seen a salmon in the pool, he makes Kenn get down 
and look, but Kenn cannot make anything out: 

"Did you see nothing at all?" 

"No. Th~re was a wee little white thing -" 

"That's about his back fin," said Angus. "Down 

you go, you've got to learn to see him." (HR p.144) 

Kenn looks again and this time is able to make out a fish shape: 

"Was that him?" 

''Yes. Great isn't it?" 

• 'Yes," said Kenn on a solemn breath, and was 

aware of a lovely lightheartedness in life; 

saw it sparkle in Angus's eyes; (HR p.l44) 

Unfortunately, Angus misses the salmon and the boys walk up to the 

Smuggler's Pool to take a look at it. On the way Kenn tells Angus 

some of his own knowledge of the place: 

"I saw in a book about the Celtic people," said 

Kenn, "they were people somewhere in the olden 

times. I forget what it was all about, except 

two lines, and they were something about 'the 

hazelnuts of knowledge and the salmon of wisdom.' 

It made me think of the strath. Funny wasn't it? 

"Not much sense in it." 

"No," said Kenn at once. "Only I thought it queer 

at the time." 
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''They believed in anything ~n the olden times." 

"Yes," said Kenn. (HR p.15l) 

It is here that Gunn begins to show the deficiencies in Angus's 

character: when Kenn mentions the mythical symbols, Angus does not 

respond. Kenn, by thinking them "funny" and "queer" but somehow 

related to the strath, shows that he is aware that there is more to 

the strath than a purely natural phenomenon. There is something 

about it which can only be distilled in words. Angus does not see 

this at all. For h~ the strath is only a place for fishing, or a 

place where people used to live. His materialistic outlook has no 

room for the "magical" qualities of the strath. This deficiency is 

enlarged later, when after having caught the Achglas saLmon, the 

boys are aLmost spotted by the keepers: 

Kenn looked at Angus's face. It had whitened, 

and playing on it was a weak surface smile. 

All the dark proud life was gone. 
Doom was in the nervous lips, in the shallow glitter 

of the eyes. The spirit, netted in the white smile, 

haunted Kenn through all the res t of his years. 

(HR p.156) 

Angus might have been clever enough to know how to catch the 

salmon, but he did not know how to evade the keepers. He was 

caught that night as surely as the saLmon. Kenn's attitude is 

different. Although he cannot see how to escape, he is not cravenly 

afraid, because "there was the last chance, that purely magical 

chance, that they may not have been seen." (HR p.152) And of 

course, the boys are not seen. Kenn's trust is confirmed and 

Angus's lack of knowledge is therefore made the more marked. 

As Douglas Gifford has noted, "Gunn's skill is nowhere better seen 

than in the way he makes the trenches scene a natural development 
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of the earlier episode when Angus and Kenn were almost caught by 

the keepers".19 After the river scene Gunn shifts the novel 

forward in time to the trenches Where Angus has capitulated to the 

world around him. He is continually watching and he advises Kenn 

not to volunteer for anything, to stay as far back from the 

fighting as possible. Inside his brother Kenn sees a "nervous , 
ghostly stranger". (HR p.165) Kenn tries to make Angus relive his 

river knowledge but Angus either gets lost in sentiment or else he 

cannot concentrate on it at all: 

There was no reality outside the world in Which he was. 

(HR p.169) 

The sight of Angus's deterioration makes Kenn feel nervous: 

The truth was he was going windy! He swore at 

that, in oaths that were unusual in his mouth. 

His eyes were now over his shoulders, quick and 

alert as a hunted beast's, but with something 

cunning and malignant in them purely human. 

He no longer cared about Angus's condition. If 

the fellow went like that, well he could go, God 

damn him. (HR p.170) 

The bitterness lasts until he hears of Angus's death by Which time 

he is strong enough to grieve for what happened to Angus without 

being unmanned by it himself. Angus became a prey to the world of 

war which Kenn had refused to acknowledge as the primary reality. 

When Kenn joined up he had no illusions about idealism or 

patriotism; he fought because it was necessary and because it was 

necessary he obeyed some orders. But the final imperatives in 

Kenn's life were the ones emanating from the river. What is so 

difficult to accept about this passage, however, is Kenn's 

abandonment of his brother and the fact that there is within this 
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great river knowledge no help for Angus. Douglas Gifford 
continues: 

For all Angus's basic decency, he seems to lack 

Kenn's deeper wellsprings of strength; he is 

like Ronnie of The Silver Darlings, with an 

inner weakness that gives in to the pressures of the 
sick society. 

Gunn put~ in an odd, effective touch ••• ; Angus 

of the strath is dead before he dies, but another 

Angus, from Canada, carries on his attitudes, lives 
in the tradition. 20 

While this interpretation works well because Highland River is such 

a highly patterned novel, it does leave some questions: is Gunn 

saying that there are two orders of mankind, those Who succeed in 

life and those Who fail? Is there no hope for those Who fail? 

At the end of chapter eleven, Gunn begins to answer these hard 

questions. He does so by using a concept, common to Renaissance 

writers, the concept of the Golden Age. (Here Gunn's ideas are 

very close to Gibbon's views on the Elder People, the Golden Age 

and its corruption by religion as expressed in an essay like "The 

Antique Scene".) Gunn works through his ideas on the Golden Age in 

order to provide a framework of ideas in which he can corne to terms 

with the problem of Angus. His starting point is as usual a 

feature of the life of the young Kenn - his fear of the 

gamekeepers. Then Gunn uses this fear as evidence of a corrupting 

force in history. This force is the expression of political or 

religious Authority in any given society. It is this force to 

which Angus is prey, but Kenn is not. Let us examine Gunn's 

argument more closely. 
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From Kenn's fear of keepers, Gunn extrapolates the characteristics 
of authority in history - "gorgeous palaces ••• solemn 
temples ••• millenia of dark and bloody rites!": 

And the speaking voices always solemn. Tthe priest of 
Memphis. Pontius Pilate. Through the Dark Ages 

the voices come. From eternal damnation we 

deliver you in the name of God. Prison for Galileo ••• 

Voices of foreign secretaries as solemn today as .. 
the voice of Memphis. More money. More high 

explosive. More gas. In the name of Civilisation, 

we demand this sacrifice ••• (HR p.125) 

Against this Gunn suggests that the boy's delight in the scent and 

colour of the primrose is not merely a bond between man and nature 

but also an evidence of a Golden Age. Having reflected on this 
relationship, Kenn says: 

There is no denying that however it comes about, 

whatever the cause, such a state of happiness is 

produced. Kenn has experienced it over and over 

again. He has deliberately gone back to his 

Highland river to experience it afresh. And the wider 

his general knowledge grows, the more exacting his 

scientific researches are, the farther from youth 

he travels, the surer his responses become. 

(HR p.123) 

Against an imaginary disputant, Kerm argues that in seeking a 

Golden Age in his own life, he is not being escapist. This is 

because an argument on escapism assumes that because reality is 

uncongenial a person who cannot face it, ignores it and "escapes" 

into a fantasy world or into a pastime or occupation from which he 

does not need to admit the claims of reality. However, Gunn is not 
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arguing about uncongenial reality versus pleasant unreality. Gunn 

admits the claims of the uncongenial world when he shows Kenn 

fighting in the trenches. Gunn sees the argument not in terms of 

unreality and reality, but in terms of life and death. 

Civilisation and authority are linked to sacrifice, torture and 

death. The Golden Age is spoken of in symbols of life - laughter, 

primroses, heather, the adder, honey, flames - images which reflect 

nature or beneficial natural phenomena. Kenn is not escaping from 

reality into unreality but from death into life. This "salvation" 

is based on "faith" and confinned by experience; this is how Kenn .. 
talks of the Golden Age in the above quotation. Although it has 

been shown that Gunn has rejected orthodox Christianity, the way in 

which he formalises his vision has close parallels with Christian 

formulations. He sees life in tenns of salvation from death into 

life. The greatest folly that can be corrmitted is not to believe 

in the river knowledge which can effect this change. 

It is here that the argument reverts to the problem of Angus 

because Angus never ''believed'' in the river knowledge in the way 

that Kenn did. From his unbelief at the Achglas Pool can be seen 

the seeds of his later downfall. He does not have and never has 

had "faith" in the river; this makes him a prey to the keepers, 

then to the greater and crueller world authorities. When he has 

come to an end of himself and his old bearing has been corrupted, 

Kenn meets him and tries to make him see that there is a way of 

saving himself from the forces which are against him, but Angus 

cannot see this. Then Kenn leaves him and Angus dies. He is 

involved in a bloody battle and wounded badly. His friends are not 

allowed to try to bring him in, prevented by an officer, a "Bloody 

young whipper-snapper". (HR p.172) Like the gamekeeper in the 
strath, the officer is a representative of the "Authority" of which 

Angus has always been afriad. This "Authority", which Gunn equates 

with the wars of "civilisation", eventually claimed Angus because 

Angus believed that the world of "Authority" was the only world 
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there was. Put at its strongest, the only reason Angus could be 

prey to a corrupt "Authority" would be because he was corrupt 

himself. From this incident it would seem to be the case that Gunn 

recognised that there were people who would not see life in the way 

that he did. For them there was no help, no hope and in this case 
no salvation for here it depends nor on the will of God as 

Christianity argues, but on the nature of man himself. 

However, this is go~ng further than Gunn himself goes in Highland 

River. Angus is never blamed for not having the same understanding 

of life as Kenn; it is simply accepted that he does not. A central 

metaphor in Gunn's work which focusses these difficult ideas is the 

metaphor of the hunter and the hunted. Kenn is a natural hunter. 

He is prepared to engage in strenuous and risky activity to catch 

the salmon. The paradox of the metaphor is that courage and 

excitement are linked ineluctably with death. Yet Gurm - and here 

he is at his grimmest - is prepared to trust that conflict, even 

that, as part of the pattern of human life. Kenn is prepared to 

face all sorts of danger with the courage which helped him to catch 

the salmon. Angus, taken out of his natural context arK! subjected 

to the immense pressure of trench warfare is not that strong and 

cracks under the pressure. A similar pairing occurs in The Silver 

Darlings Where Tormad in his valiant death-fight becomes a living 

force within the community While Ronnie Who fought initially but 

then succumbed to navy life comes back eventually, washed out, dry, 

with no spirit left. This Nordic defiance Which Kenn and Tormad 

display, Gunn uses to stiffen the pure Celtic spirit which he sees 

as being dangerously prone to fatalism. In the face of danger, it 

is better to fight, even if that fight leads to death, than to 

su1::xnit to "fate", as the people of the Riasgan do when faced with 

the Clearances. It is those who are willing to take risks who 

receive moments when they are broken in on by a greater and grander 

reality, whose nature cannot be specified. Who can say but within 

this reality there might not be a resolution for Angus also? This 
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discussion shows quite clearly that Gunn does not believe in the 

"spiritual superiority of the Gael". He sees clearly that though 

background is important for a person's growth, some Highlanders do 

not imbibe from their background the principles Kenn stored away, 

which become his resources in times of extremity. 

The last chapters of the book are taken up with a disquisition on 

the kind of know ledge Kenn has gained. I t begins, as usual, wi th 

the know ledge of his .. own locality. When Kenn and Angus talk to 

each other of places they know, they describe them by the position 

of individual boulders, hollows and the small intricacies of the 

land. There is no sense of using knowledge to destroy as some do: 

If one of the boys had been capable of saying, 

'~ouf! the blue is merely caused by the stuff 

in the shell absorbing all the other colours in 

the spectrum, It the words might have smashed the 

the blue ••• for in the superiority that such 

cleverness breeds there can be a chuckling 

cruelty. (HR p.149) 

As Kenn grows older his relationship with the river intensifies and 

affects him completely: 

And, from his river, his relationship is 

carried over, in whatever degree, to every 

other environment in life. (HR p.196) 

Kenn uses this knowledge to preserve himself in all corrupt and 

threatening situations as, when as a student he and a friend doing 

midwifery training, visit a woman giving birth in a Glasgow slum: 

Kenn kept himself as still as a boulder, kept 

himself whole, and endured with primeval cunning, 
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the grey agony on his face grey as stone. 
(HR p.197) 

And it is after this experience that Kenn records his conviction 

that one day the world I s ordinary people will destroy "the black 

cage". (HR p.197) Kenn knows that what his river means to him is 

the sense other men have that "life must be better than this"; this 

is yet another significance carried by the river in the novel: 

Kenn, whQ has never belonged to revolutionary 

political societies, knows what moves them. Old 

as the rocks, nameless as the old woman, warm 

as sunshine, insinuating as the wind, is this river 

that flows down the straths of time. (HR p.197) 

Kenn's official schooling continues and his marks are high enough 

to enable him to enter the bursary competition which would lead to 

a university palce. During the exam he realises how his school 

knowledge and his secret knowledge are related. The first question 

reads - "Enumerate the principal forms of energy and show they are 

traceable to the sun." (HR p.208) This is unexpected and he 

answers first those question which depend solely on "textbook 

knowledge". (HR p.208) Eventually he gets round to the first 

question realising as he does so that what he is doing is writing 

down his secret knowledge in an academically rigorous form: 

The excitement of apprehension made his brain 

extraordinarily clear; his sentences were 

factual and precisely written. It was the 

first time that he had ever consciously evolved 

out of himself the marvel of the universe, and 

when he read over what he had written, he was 

queerly thrilled. (HR p.209) 
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To celebrate, Kenn goes out to catch a salmon this time from the 

Peat Pool further up the river than he had been with Angus. On 

this third stretch of the river the notion of the source is born in 

him. This new catch and stretch of river marks Kenn's entry into 

manhood. It is on the journey back up river to collect the fish 

that he knows that he has lost his fear of the dark and of the 
burial ground just as Angus had said he would. 

After Kenn's wartime experiences, 

and works in Edinburgh. Here, as 

his work to the secret knowledge. 

mind as one charts the atom: 

he becomes a nuclear scientist 

at all other times, Kenn relates 

He wishes he could chart the 

It is the sort of thought that makes him 

dream dreams and see in his tubes and tiny electric 

currents and recording apparatus the flint arrowheads 

and stone drawings of his brothers who travelled 

before him into the straths of darkness. (HR p.220) 

Here in the twentieth century, Kenn sees himself s~ly as one of 

the seekers who have characterised the history of his people. 

Kenn tells his colleague, Radzyn, a Pole, about his project for the 

holidays: to walk to the source of the river. Kenn is in awe of 

Radzyn because of his wide knowledge and his professional ambition. 

He likes him though, because he seems to come from a "folk". (HR 

p.224) Radzyn teases him about going on a pilgrimage in order to 

receive a vision and Kenn becomes loquacious about what he feels is 

the significance of the river. And it is at this point that Gunn 

makes a connection which so definitely places the novel in the 

centre of the Scottish tradition, by showing that Kenn, as a 

scientist is simply another form of the gifted and talented 

individual. However, the significant change in Highland River 1S 
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that Kenn has not been rejected by his community but nurtured by 

it. Through Kenn, Gunn develops the old theme by seeing in Kenn 

not only the potential for intellectual excellence, but for 

leadership in the community. Kenn says that as a scientist his 

work on the nature of things is very like that of the artist. Kenn 

believes the work of the artist to be outmoded, and that natural 

discovery lies with the scientist: 

the thrill of new forms or new beauty are 

today to ,be found in science. (HR p.228) 

Finally Kenn states his belief that the scientist will make war 

~ssible and bring about a return of the Golden Age for the folk. 

Wha t is so exciting about this speech is that Kenn' s Bildungsroman 

has not been the story of the growth to maturity of a Highland boy 

merely, but it has been about the growth to maturity of a talented 

individual who is able to become what he was meant to be - a 

leader. It has been a restatement and development of the theme of 

the pre-Renaissance novels. Joseph Sloan comments: 

In this sense, Highland River is not merely 

Gunn's portrait of the artist as a young man, 

but his portrait of the young man as embryonic 

artist (the underlying identity of "scientist" 

and "artist" is explicitly suggested in the 

final chapter.) Kenn ••• is building up stores of 

vision on which he ever afterwards openly or 

secretly fed. (TAV p.116-7) 

Before analysing the significance of this discovery any further, it 

is necessary to follow Kenn to the end of his journey. On his way 

to the source, Kenn, taking in the little Pictish dwellings, 

realises how closely he is linked to these ancestors and exclaims, 

"I am the Pict!" (HR p.242) This is the most concise and radical 

expression of contemporary thinking on the relation between the 
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people of the past and those of the present. It emphasises Gunn's 

understanding of a living tradition. Contemporary man is not 

merely influenced by the Pict or by looking on the same landscape 

as the Pict; in so far as modern man is a descendant of the Pict , 
he himself is the living expression of ancient man, who is not to 

be thought of as irrelevant, remote, uncultured and dead, but who 

is powerful and alive in his descendants. As Kenn realises this, 

he realises too, that his journey into community is a journey into 
solitariness and he says, "A man had to find himself, and to hold 

himself with a solitc!ry, lonely integrity." (HR p.246) Sloan 
conrnents: 

in a characteristic and essential Gunn paradox, the 

realisation of individuality is simultaneous with the 

entry into conmunion with one's ancestors (TAV p.l06) 

As this last walk is a summing up of the novel's themes, Gunn again 

broaches the subject of evil as Kenn recognises in the clegs "an 

evil principle in creation." (HR p.246) This observation is 

developed into Kenn's analysis of the quick but sometimes cruelly 

ironic mind of Radzyn and he again realises as he did with Angus, 

that though evil can be recognised it cannot be entirely overcome, 

though Kenn does have hope in the future: 

Only occasionally now was the meaning amongst men. 

Radzyn. Though in Radzyn - he saw it now - there 

was something for ever tragic ••• There was nothing one 

could do with the tragic conception of life except 

acknowledge it. (HR pp.251-2) 

As Kenn had predicted in his conversation with Radzyn, at the 

source he finds the river peters out into small puddles of black 

ooze and he is at first disappointed that there is nothing grander. 

But he brings himself to believe that it much more realistic of 

Nature to shows "Life and death in ooze." (HR p.2S3) However, the 
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stream appears again and leads into a loch as beautiful as anything 

he could have imagined: he realises that his own loneliness is part 

of the tradition of the people and sees that he wishes to achieve 

"not of personal salvation, but of an unending spiritual drive into 

the unknown." (HR p.255) In other words, he sees this personal 

salvation with which his tradition has endowed him, not as an end 

in itself but as a means to the great end, the journey into 

universal knowledge. As he sits by the shore of the loch, he does 
not receive a vision, but he does confirm to himself what he 
believes: 

As his eyes looked across the water, they smiled. 

Out of the great works of art, out of great 

wri ting there comes upon the soul sometimes a 

feeling of strange intimacy. It is the moment in which 
all conflict is reconciled, in which a 

timeless harmony is achieved. 

It was coming upon him now. (HR p.255) 

From this survey of Highland River it can be seen that Gunn's 

contribution to the theme of the relationship between the gifted 

individual and the community is quite unlike those of other authors 

studied above. From the comments at the end of the novel, it is 

clear that Kenn sees himself as a leader, a scientist who will 

discover how to bring about a new Golden Age. (This is how Kenn as 

a boy saw the work of scientists like da Vinci, Galileo, Newton, 

Faraday and Archimedes - men who seek humbly to improve the human 

condition. (HR p.179)) Therefore if he is to improve the 

condition of his people it is important that he and they understand 

each other, that he grows to maturity within his own society. The 

clearest, most unmistakable comment on this subject comes earlier 

in the novel when Kenn is thinking about the noble qualities of his 

parents, qualities which make them in a sense the nobility of their 

own society. He is unlike talented men who aspired to social 



-365-

greatness because only in that milieu could they exercise their 

talents; such men came not from the folk, but from enslaved 

workers. Kenn feels no need of social aggrandisement: 

all the more subtle elements of human intuitions, 

the sap and health of life, came naturally out of 
his heritage from the folk. (HR p.219) 

The discussion just quoted from could not describe more accurately 

the plight of previous writers as seen by the writers in the first 
... 

decades of this century. ''Robbed of a background" is a telling 

phrase which sums up how earlier writers felt about their position 

within Scottish society. By implication, the phrase expresses the 

richness and wealth Gunn associated with his own society. 

Despite the fact that his society has had its economy ravaged, that 

it has endured remote - and thus often irrelevant - government, 

that it has suffered teachers who were antipathetic to its values 

and sought to foist their own values on to the children they 

taught, Gunn finds that its springs in tradition and history have 

not dried up and are, in fact, bubbling over with life. Everything 

tha t makes Kenn a mature adult has its source in Highland culture. 

He is an intelligent child who will come first for the northern 

counties in a bursary competition and this intelligence which is 

linked with his sensitivity, is met and nurtured by his childhood 

in the strath where there are pr~roses for his sensitivity, brochs 

for his ~agination, eels for his temper, green linnets for his 

spiritual aspirations and the river for his self. The threats and 

anger of teachers, gamekeepers, representatives of those people, 

who according to the history books control the Highlands, are 

undermined by the strength of the tradition of the people, of the 

folk. Kenn's gift is neither despised by his corrmunity nor 

destroyed by inimical institutional authority - as were those of 

John Gourlay, Eoghan Strang, Tommy Sandys, Gilian and the heroes of 
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MacPherson's novels - it is nurtured In the strath of delight. 

Unlike Barbie, Brieston, Thrums and Inverary, Kenn's place, his 

community, has enough contact with its own oral traditions to be 

able to offer Kenn much. He lives in a strath of delight, not a 

mean, narrow-minded, parochial coomuni ty • 

How close this view of the importance of environment is to the 

views of Gunn's contemporaries can be seen in their work. Gibbon's 

remembrance of his childhood and its significance was discussed in .. 
the previous chapter. Edwin Muir and Eric Linklater place a 

similar importance on Orkney experiences. The same theme occurs in 

MacDiarmid's poetry Whenever he celebrates his birthplace, 

Langho1.rD. Langholm traditions, remembered from childhood, provide 

him with a potent source of images and symbols Which he uses in his 

maturity to interpret life: 

Drums in the Walligate, pipes in the air, 

Come and hear the cryin' 0' the Fair. 

A' as it used to be, When I was a loon, 

On Conmon-Ridin' Day in the Muckle Toon. 

The bearer twirls the Bannock-and Saut-Herrin', 

The Croon 0' Roses through the lift is farin', 

The aucht-fit thistle wallops in hie; 

In heather besoms a' the hills gang by. 

But noo it's a' the fish 0' the sea 

Nailed on the roond 0' the Earth to me. 21 

It is significant that none of these men were in their boyhood 

associated with industrialised Scotland. Though their mature 

vision includes industrialised areas, the main elements of what is 
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predominantly an optimistic vision are culled from country and 

small town life. Thus the writers' interest in the idea of a 

Golden Age in pre-history finds a personal parallel in their own 

lives. However, this is not a sufficient explanation of their 

optimism because earlier writers, though working in rural settings, 
were deeply pessimistic. 

Linked to a wave of Nationalism, born out of the post-First World 

War concept of the ~rtance of small nations, the writers 

associated with MacDiarmid Who believed that Scotland was unique 

and significant had to find ways of expressing that in their 

writing. Largely, they agreed with pre-Renaissance writers that 

social institutions such as the churches and the schools and other 

oppressive bureaucracies were a failure as far as embodying a 

distinctive Scottish identity was concerned, and were in many ways 

actually detr~ental to that identity. They solved their problem, 

however, by seeing in the relation of the community to landscape 

and tradition, a new value. Because, like language, tradition 

belonged to the community, it had been less affected by dominating 

English influences than had the institutions. Though it had been 

disregarded by those Who took their system of living from English 

manners and was only palatable to such When sent~entalised by the 

Kailyard novels, When writers like MacDiarmid and Gunn looked at it 

more closely, it yielded to them a uniquely Scottish and valuable 

way of life. Because of these considerations, it is easy to see 

why the debate about language - one of the most obvious aspects of 

the folk tradition - was so vehemently conducted. If the 

traditional folk-life could not be preserved, then Scottish 

identity would evaporate into history. Pre-Renaissance writers 

tended to shy clear of Scottish tradition because it had been so 

devalued by the Kailyard writers. J M Barrie is not immune from 

over-emphasising the Scottishness of an accent to sentimentalise 

his characters, although there is often a satiric vindictiveness ~n 



-368-

his writing which ~s not part of the emotional blandness of the 
Kailyard. 

Pre-Renaissance writers do not put such a premium on landscape 

ei ther, though there is some use of it in Brown (the '~lack" 

characters are impervious to natural beauty), Hay (the pathetic 

fallacy is a vital structural device in Gillespie) and Munro 

(Gilian is often enchanted by natural beauty), none of these 

writers use it as a m,eans of nurturing their characters to 

maturity. There is no hint of a Wordsworthian "influence of 

natural objects", which is by contrast clearly seen in Gunn's 

fiction in supporting the growth and identity of these characters. 

Any help which the landscape might give them is swiftly destroyed 

by the hopelessness of their situation - the unreliability of their 

imaginations, the scorn of parents, the misunderstandings of 

teachers. Brown is perhaps the mos t interesting case of this non­

use of landscape and tradition as a source of alternative value. 

The burden of his novel is the life-stifling atmosphere of the 

small Scottish community for the creative talent. His use of 

landscape is minimal and his use of tradition almost non-existent: 

Scottish identity seems to be on the point of extinction. However, 

Brown and the others do present, quite unselfconsciously, a density 

of Scots speech and culture, unavailable to MacDiarmid and Gunn 

only two or three decades later. 

Perhaps the point is that while Brown was so concerned about the 

spiritual deterioration of the Scots community in terms of 

institutions and small-mindedness, he could not have been expected 

to believe that in the very language and understated wit of the 

"bodies", which he used so unmistakably and accurately to express 

the cruelty and violence of the people, an attractive, pithy and 

vibrant folk-tradition can be seen. Gourlay himself, an ogre, a 

brutish, bad-tempered man, is in some lights a brooding anti-hero, 
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imbued with the determination and verve of the devil of Scottish 

folk-tales, towering like a girning Colossus over his pygmy son. 

Gibbon and Gunn who are consciously using tradition to provide an 

alternative set of values give an optimistic cast to that which in 

Brown's novel leaves only room for pessimism. Gibbon does use the 

speech of people who are often shallow or narrow-minded in order to 

show the vibrancy of their tradition. Gunn pits the fathers of his 

novels into the teeth of death but instead of being anti-heroes, 

they are heroes who treat their sons with generosity and 

sensitivity, protecting them and. nurturing them. The settings of .. 
both sets of novels are similar. Yet by emphasising in the later 

set what is taken for granted in the former, pessimism is often 

turned to optimism. The last point emerging from Highland River 

which I wish to consider is its importance in Gunn's personal 

development as a writer. Highland River is Gunn's personal 

manifesto. It marks a culmination of several themes in his writing 

- the importance of the individual, the value of the community and 

the resultant harmony of these two themes. Gunn did not start 

writing novels until he was in his thirties, although he had been 

writing poetry and short stories for magazines since the First 

World War. This is a late start compared with Gibbon and 

MacDiarmid who through their careers in journalism had come to 

writing much earlier. Both these writers were discouraged by their 

parents from taking up literary careers. By 1926, Gunn was working 

for the Customs and Excise, having completed his training and. 

having passed all his exams. His father was dead and because he 

was qualified his mother had no objection to his writing, 

especially since it was undertaken in his spare time. By 1937, 

Gunn had written six full-length novels, numerous magazine articles 

on literature, politics and Scotland, and a prose work called 

Whisky and Scotland in which he set out his mature opinions on most 

aspects of Scottish culture at length. This work and Highland 

River seem to have confirmed to Gunn his own literary ability. He 

was not someone who just wrote novels in his spare time: he was, in 

truth, a writer. After Gunn realised this he gave up his job to 
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devote himself completely to writing. Pre-Renaissance novelists 

describe characters who have all the gifts of a writer but are 

unable to realise what the possession of such gifts mean. These 

characters, and many of their creators, enter the literary world 

through journalism - the closest job to writing from which a living 

can be earned. Brown, Munro, Barrie, MacPherson, Linkla ter and 

Gibbon all entered this way. As it took Linklater some time to 

understand the meaning of his gift before he chose the career of a 

professional novelist, so it took Gunn time, not so much to 

understand the nature of his talent but to build up confidence in 
... 

its value. Gunn's career bears out the point that there are few 

enabling literary traditions through Which, or even a literary 

environment in Which, a Scottish writer can identify himself as a 

writer. The existence of his own talent was one of the few 

indications that Gunn had that he might be a writer. Sloan 

comnents: 

The theme of the return of the native becomes 

not only a major issue of Gunn's own fiction, 

but a central theme of contemporary Scottish 

fiction generally - seen in different ways in 

Fionn MacColla's The Albannach, Eric Linklater's 

early novels, Lewis Grassic Gibbon's A Scots 

Quair. And within the context of the Scottish 

Renaissance movement, the issue has two levels. 

On the one hand it is a reality explored by 

these writers as a cultural fact. On the other 

hand, it becomes a fiction parallel to their 

own activity. (TAV p.30) 

Gunn is remarkable in using his own fiction as a personal as well 

as a social tradition even though he had been more influenced by 

Scottish writers than is usual. By writing about the cultural 

traditions of the old Highland society, Gunn nudges the reader into 

engagement with them. By writing about the problems of the 
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individual, Gunn comes to terms with himself, with who and what he 

is. After Gunn had made this decision mentally, he follows it with 

an act of will, he affirms this self-knowledge by giving up his 

job. Having made these discoveries and decisions personally, he 

was awarded the James Tait Black Memorial Prize for Highland River 

in 1937. This is one of the rare and fortunate occasions when the 
literary establishment was in step with the nation's talent. 

Gunn has not develope~ the theme of the gifted individual and the 

community to its fullest extent. At the end of Highland River, 

Gunn introduces the idea of leadership. In The Silver Darlings he 

takes up this idea much more explicitly. Joseph Sloan has shown 

that from Ewan in The Lost Glen through Aniel and Kenn, Gunn has 
been shaping this theme: 

This issue of the need for a leader out of the 

folk haunts Gunn's subsequent fiction, and is at 

the root of his fictional idea of the Celtic hero­

youth - Finn in The Silver Darlings, Young Art in 

The Green Isle of the Great Deep. In Aniel, Gunn 

projects his own relationship with his tradition, 

and sees his role, the role of the artist, inextricably 

linked with that of the folk. This is further 

explicated in Highland River, and most fully 

developed in The Silver Darlings and The Green 

Isle of the Great Deep, with hero, legend, myth 

and art, and the crisis of the folk contained in 

the figures of Finn and Young Art. (TAV p.67) 

It is this theme in particular which I wish to discuss in relation 

to The Silver Darlings. 
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In outline the community at Dunster ~s similar to Gunn's other 

small communities, though there are important variations. The 

novel breaks in on Dunster at an important period in the history of 

the north of Scotland. Gunn has moved forward from the time of the 

Clearances to the time of the great herring fishings which produced 

thriving and prosperous communities down the east coast and to a 

lesser extent on the west coast. Gunn keeps up an international 

perspective throughout the novel even more so than in Butcher's 

Broom. In The Silver Darlings there does not seem to be the great 

distance between the~Highlands and the rest of Europe that there 

was in Butcher's Broom and this is due partly to the Highlanders' 

own awareness of how they could exploit historical trends for their 

own benefit and partly due to the nature of the trend itself, the 

fact that it is expressed in travelling, in sailing. Thus 

distances between the east and west of Scotland, between Scotland 

and Germany or northern European ports have become practicable. 

Decisions taken in London may still take time to filter up to the 

Highlands, but they are not completely incomprehensible views of an 

alien world which is What they tended to be in Butcher's Broom. 

At the opening of the novel, Gunn depicts one of the small seashore 

communities which has grown up as a direct result of the people 

being cleared from the glens down to the sea. In the early years 

many died but now the younger men are beginning to learn how to 

fish. Tormad is such a young man, Who, though knowing next to 

nothing about the way of the sea, knows this much about it - "The 

sea at least is free." (TSD p.27) However, the unconscious irony 

of this remark is revealed in that it is made just before he and 

his crew are captured by the press-gang, whose boat prowls in the 

waters around the coasts looking for easy and unprotected targets. 

His remark is made to encourage the sons of a cleared people who 

know in their hearts that "everything that spoke of power and 

wealth had to be feared." (TSD p.27) Before they are captured 

however, Tormad and his crew make a full catch of herring and so 
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are the initiators, however, briefly, of what Gunn calls "a busy, 

fabulous time among the common people of that weathered northern 

land." (TSD p.14) Thus even at the end of the Napoleonic era 

people are still subjected to outrageous injustice, which is summed 

up by a comment made later by Kirsty, an old woman with whom 

Tormad's widow goes to stay after his capture, "If only we could 

have the law on them!" (TSO p.64) At the beginning of the novel 

though, the common people are still unprotected from the vicious 

incursions of an uncaring Establishment, what Gunn in The Green 

Isle of the Great Deep was to call "A vast impersonal power." 

Because she lost Tormad so soon after their marriage, Catrine takes 

a deep dislike to the sea, '~er hatred of the sea had gone deep as 

an instinct." (TSO p.118) As she walks from Dale, her home, to 

Dunster, where Kirsty lives, she takes refuge in the land, the 

world to which she truly belonged and from which she had been 

cleared. Being tired from her journey, she lies down to sleep: 

In these great primeval moors, there was no 

human habitation ••• and in this lonely 
weariness she lay down in the heather. From being wide 

awake she passed in a moment into a sound sleep ••• 

As she sat up and gazed around the desolate moor 

came about her in a friendly way ••• here, at least, 

was a sunny world in which she was free, in which 

she was alone, in which she was glad to be alone -

until the thought of her solitude actually touched 

her. Then for a little time, she wept freely, even 

turning over into the heather and gripping it. 

But the tears were doing her good, and deep 1n 

her mind she knew it. (TSD pp.50-52) 
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However, Catrine has to learn that political power reigns on land 

just as much as at sea. During her sleep she dreams of the 

stagecoaches which have been newly introduced: 

[they] signified to such as Catrine the traffic 

and pomp of the great world, its ruthless power 

speed, its cities and its wealth. (TSD pp.51-52) 

Just after this she meets a southern shepherd whose intention is to 

be "companionable" an? Catrine flees from him. The shepherd is the 

representative of the authorities who ordered the glens to be 

cleared of people and employed men, often from the Borders, to care 

for vast flocks of sheep. Catrine is as vulnerable to the power of 

authority on lard as on sea. Yet she does not see this and though 

her love and understanding of the Land is a good quality, her 

hatred of the sea becomes one of the obstacles her son faces in his 

growth to maturity and responsibility. Finn, Catrine's son, 

realises that the promises of emotional security offered by the 

Land must not be pitted against the promises of financial security 

offered by the sea. Only when the two are balanced are the people 

safe. 

This point about the nature of the Land leads on naturally to the 

discussion of the spiritual aspirations of the community. The 

community has a magical quality; Gunn has already described the 

herring fishing as "fabulous" (TSD p.14) When Roddie, the youngest 

skipper in Dunster, hears of Special, the curer's plans, to extend 

fishing in Dunster, it is like "something told in a dream." (TSD 

p.125) The source of this magic is the herring. At various times 

in the novel, someone will mention this word and the \vorld takes on 

a magical quality, in the same way Kenn's world changed when he saw 

the salmon in the Well Pool. This excitement is part of Tormad's 

short experience: 
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They forgot all about the ship; they forgot everything, 

except the herrings, the lithe silver fish, the swift 

flashing ones, hundreds and thousands of them, the 

silver darlings. No moment like this had ever come to 

them in their lives. They were drunk with the 

excitement and staggered freely about the boat. 
(TSD p.26) 

The magic of the herring lies to some extent in their financial 

value. As Kenn's saLmon was able to purchase new boots so catches , , 
of herring produce unheard of wealth. While GUlUl keeps this aspect 

firmly rooted in historical fact, he does not lose the connotations 

of the fairy story where the boy discovers by happy chance a 

magical goose which lays golden eggs. This part of the herrings' 
magic is caught in the proverb: 

"Creels of silver herring will turn into creels 

of silver crowns." (TSD p.8l) 

However, it is not simply for this reason that the herring are 

fabulous, it is also because of their beauty as seen in the 

description of Tormad's catch, their bounty (there is always a 

muliplicity of them) and their givenness. Had the sea not freely 

and generously given this gift to the people, more would have died 

and more would have emigrated. All these factors combine to make 

the coming of the herring a liberating time: a time of financial 

security and yet a time of amazement and wonder as men and women 

reap such a full and great harvest. Later on men can say with 

confidence that "the sea was free to all"; others say that "they 

wanted a large optimism, not the crofter's niggardly fear." (TSD 

p.8S; p.49l) All these feelings are described in a conversation 

between two old crofters, Donald and Lachie, who come down to 

Dunster on the night of Roddie's first big fishing. It is Donald's 

opinion that "The world is growing young." (TSD p. 84) The times 

are so prosperous, time itself seems to be ~n reverse. Sorrow is 
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giving place to joy. Here, in this period of history, there is a 

Golden Age, when life is full and satisfying. Inside history 

itself, though there are fears and tragedies, in general, the 

people are at peace. The peace has been produced by the incredible 

sea-gift, by the sheer undeserved, illimitable grace of the sea. 
It is so incredible Donald says: 

"It's enough almost to frighten a man. Do you 
think it can last?" 

"I have a .. misgiving myself. It seems hardly right." 
(TSD p.8S) 

Donald's final summing up is: 

"It felt to me myself like the beginning of 

strange and wonderful things." (TSD p.8S) 

As magic is a feature of this comnunity, so too is myth. Gunn pays 

attention to the spirit of an individual. When Catrine flees the 

shepherd, she urges her tired body to go on by calling to "her 

spirit". In The Silver Darlings some characters perceive knowledge 

by means which reason cannot adequately account for. Gunn does not 

try to explain how these parts of the psyche work, but his novel 

assumes their existence. Joseph Sloan comments: 

Gunn opens out the artistic possibiliti€s of 

"marginal" states of experience, extreme stat.es, what 

to normal consciousness are defined as epiphenomena, 

at the same time as he explores the human, spiritual 

significance of such experiences; and modern artistic 

preoccupation is fused with peculiar, if not unique, 

Highland experience (second sight). (TAV p.144) 

Such experiences can be seen in the dreams Catrine has after Tormad 

is press-ganged. Although she does not know for certain that he is 
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dead, she is sure because of her dreams. The truth of her dreams 

is later confirmed by the eye-witness account of Tormad's friend 

Ronnie. Before Tormad went to sea, Catrine had dreamed of his 

death. In the dream she and Tormad stood by a pool in a wood, 

where according to legend, it was still possible to hear the cries 

of a girl who died of a broken heart. The place itself dates back 

to early Christian times, being called 'The Wood of the Cell of 

Mary'. Suddenly the rowan trees near by, usually mentioned because 

they ward off evil spirits, look evil themselves and the pool turns 

into a loch. A black horse comes out of the wood and carries 
" 

Tormad into the loch. The horse is the water-kelpie, the death 

horse which carries its quarry to the bottom of the loch. In the 

days after Tormad's capture, Catrine is obsessed by the conjunction 

"Blood: rowan-red." (TSD p.43) Sometimes she hears Tormad' s 

footsteps approaching the door. Then on the fifth night, Tormad 

appears to her: 

He stood upright, but with his head slightly 

lowered, looking ather ••• The power of the 

emotion in him, its desire to help her without 

being able to help, its essence of the inmost man, 

the soft generous man she knew so well, 

its appeal to her, with the glimmer in the eyes 

searching for her understanding, so wrought upon 

her that her own love mounted through her in a 

warm flood and she cried to him in a broken cry, 

and awoke fully, and in the wakened moment saw him 

fade backward into the far wall. (TSO pp.43-44) 

This "appearance" is similar to Ewan's appearance to Chris in 

Sunset Song. Neither widow has a body to bury and both women make 

their peace with their men in dreams or visions, thus reconciling 

themselves to the fact of their deaths. Catrine's dreams are not, 

on the whole, like Chris's. Many of Chris's dreams are expressions 

of the divided consciousness so common to Scottish literature. 
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Catrine's dreams are not an expression of illness but of health. 

Gunn uses her dreams as valid means of perception, extremely 

uncommon though they may seem to us, but quite ordinary, though 

still significant, occurences in Catrine's world. 

The mythical heritage of this community stretches further back than 

the legends of early Christian times. Other incidents in the 

novels show that there is still a deep folk memory of the old gods 

of Sun Circle. When plague comes to Dunster and crofts Where .. 
infected people have died are to be burnt, the crofters look on at 

the flames "the red flames, the cleansing flames, as at some dread 

rite to the old dark gods." (TSD p.202) The thoughts of old ways 

persist among devoutly Christian people. When Kirsty dies, Catrine 

opens the window to let Kirsty's spirit out to travel to its rest. 

While these myths still shape the life of the people in the 

community, they in turn, tend to see things in these terms and make 

myths out of their own experiences, as Angus was able to do for 

Kenn when he told him of Lachie-the-fish. This process is seen 

when Finn and his cousin Barbara travel from Dunster to Dale: 

At the Grey Hen's Well, Barbara drank twice. 

"Once for Auntie Catrine and once for myself," 

she murmured ••• 
''Why that?" he asked astonished. 

"This is where your mother rested," she said, 

"long, long ago, when for the first time she 

d . land." crossed the Ord and entere ~nto a strange 

He smiled at her legendary tone, but he saw, 

too, that there was something behind it and, 

whatever it was, all in a moment it touched 

his heart. (TSD p.441) 
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Gunn develops this attitude to the world as myth in his depiction 

of the people's attitude to the world as tradition. In a novel 

like The Silver Darlings terms like legend, myth and tradition have 

a common strand of meaning and it is possible to see a character 

like Finn in relation to all three. First of all there is his own 

individual identity. Later he becomes a legend in his own lifetime 

because of his heroic acts. Occasionally he is seen as a 

reincarnation of the mythical Finn MacCoul and often he is seen 1n 

relation to his own historical tradtion. The common link between 

these categories is ~t they all suggest that there is more to 

Finn than can be found in his contemporaries. His greatness, which 

these categories reveal, distinguished him from his fellows. 

As the world is inhabited by events or persons who are thought of 

as mythical, so too people and events are seen in terms of 

tradition. When Catrine first meets Roddie at Dunster they pass an 

old ruin and Roddie passes on the traditions associated with it to 

Catrine: 

"The old folk call it Chapelhill," he answered. 

"It seems there was a church here at one time, 

though I have heard it said that long, long ago 

it was a monas tery and the name it had was the 

House of Peace." (TSD p.Gl) 

Kirsty is one of those people who preserve histories and relations 

of people by prodigious feats of memory. Kirsty is able to relate 

endless annotated genealogies to Catrine and gets upset if she 

thinks Catrine is not listening to her. These never alter in 

detail. Some people have a tag attached containing the essence of 

their social reputation, like Mr Sage, always known as the "beloved 

minister of Kildonan" because he tried to protect the Highlanders 

during the Clearances. (TSD p.llO) (He is mentioned in Butcher's 

Broom as one of the few ministers who took the side of the people 
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at that time. See BB p.168.) People Kirsty knew personally 

usually draw Kirsty's own opinion of them into their description: 

the youngest, Ruth married to that runaway 

shepherd in the Borders, God help her, poor 

lassie, for of us all, she was my favourite. 
"But she loved him?" 

"Faugh! Him! What she saw in him beat me, as I 

told her many a time. But she made her bed 

and she'll lie on it, lumps and all. (1$0 p.llO) 

Kirsty spends hours retailing this kind of information and Finn 

often goes to sleep under the sound of her "endless voice". (1$0 

p.l53) This activity shows what value she sets on a detailed 

precise account of her people. She remembers clearly and works up 

her accounts into their best form. The people may have been 

cleared and have had the important component of place removed from 

their identity but their historical identity has not been lost 

because it still exists in the memory of older members of the 
cO£Ill1unity. 

Traditions go back to pre-Christian times and include members of 

the cO£Ill1unity both past and present. They also include the diverse 

elements of Highland culture. Roddie's father is described as a 

"tall viking of a man" bringing to the surface the fact that there 

is a knowledge of seamanship deep in the folk tradition. (1$0 

p.l30) Roddie, the young skipper who does so much to advance the 

knowledge of the sea in Dunster, is also described as a Viking as 

Gunn deliberately draws on the fact that the Vikings and their 

seamanship were a constituent people of the north of Scotland. In 

Lewis, after he has had a run of bad luck and danger, Roddie gets 

into a brawl: 
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Roddie glared at him, as if he did not 

know him, and, turning on the men in the pub, 

let out his challenging berserk roar. 
(TSD p.360) 

Finn's crew-mate, Rob, is a type similar to Kirsty and often the 

crew spend the hours in the boat listening to Rob's stories. He 

has a tale about an eccentric laird and his housekeeper Which is 

grimly amusing. After it is over however, one of the others says 

that if his people ha? had the guts, they would have murdered such 

a man: 

[Finn] knew why Henry was sore. For the 

Black Doctor had driven Henry's people from 

the pleasant valley lands far up the green windings 

of the strath, had cleared them out to make room for 

sheep, just as the Earl of Sutherland had evicted 

Finn's own kindred from Kildonan and Strathnaver. 

(TSD p.274) 

Tradition is not only entertainment, it is education, history and 

identity. 

Communal discussion takes place at Meg's house. She makes nets as 

the men stand around discussing the politics and the economics of 

fishing. This marks a change from the ceilidhs of Butcher's Broom, 

though these have not died out entirely. Finn passes old Lachlan's 

house after he has been at Meg's: 

Lachlan's house was a famous gathering place - the 

real ceilidh-house before Finn was born ••• 
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When he got round the house Finn paused again to 

listen. The rhythm of the song was more intimate 

to him than his own face. (TSD p.188) 

Finn realises that at Meg's house men are concerned with money 

whereas at Lachlan's they are not and Gunn shows how the new 

economic prosperity may dismiss older values. Later on the in the 

novel, he shows how older values are able to help a person 

understand h~self, to understand the deep and twisting path of his 

emotions. Firm's understanding of his mother is usually furthered .. 
by means of traditional songs or proverbs. 

What these various myths, traditions and attitudes add up to is a 

way of life and a way of perceiving life. In such a conmunity a 

boy like Firm can fit in. Firm has to stay with Roddie's family 

when Kirsty has the plague: 

The constraint at being in a new house did not 

irk Finn; it gave h~ a feeling of being whole 

and collected; (TSD p.211) 

Such is the bond created by common tradition and close living that 

Firm finds it easy to settle in places with which he is 

superficially unfamiliar. 

Firm is the hero of the novel and it is his story that is followed 

in detail as Gunn charts his growth from childhood to maturity, 

from obscurity to prominence. As he is to be a leader of his 

people so it is necessary that he understands and is proficient 1n 

all aspects of the community outlined above: political knowledge, 

elemental knowledge, magic, myth and tradition. In discussing 

Finn, I would like to consider him in relation to the first four of 

these categories showing how his understanding of each fits him as 
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a leader. Then I want to look at the main events of his growth 

before considering him in relation to the fifth category, 
tradition. 

When still in his teens Finn is able to follow the discussion of 

the Reform Bill by his uncles in Helmsdale and understands the 

issues well enough to be able to report back to Roddie's father on 

the nature of the Bill and his uncles' opinion of it. Finn is 

intelligent and gets on well at school. It must be noted that his .. 
teacher, Mr Gordon, is unusual as far as fictional portraits in 

Scottish literature of teachers are concerned, because he is 

sympathetic to the people and anxious that they should not be 

exploited because of their ignorance. This is why when teaching 

arithmetic he teaches it by using examples which will be meaningful 

to his pupils. Even so, out of the entire class which includes men 

as well as boys, it is Finn who comes up with the correct answer 

when Mr Gordon sets the problem of finding out how many knots Meg 

has to tie before she earns a penny. To do this the class mus t 

find out how many knots are in a net: 

''Well now, how many knots are there in the net?" ••• 

The answer given was four times the number of meshes. 

''You all appear to be agreed?" And then it was that 

Finn made the impatient movement with his hand. 

"Someone seems to be troubled," remarked Mr 

Gordon, giving Finn time ••• 

''Well?'' 
Finn raised his head. "The number of knots along 

the top is 1,801. The number down from that is 504. 

So there are 505 lines of 1,801 knots in each. 

The total" - he pauses to add on his slate - "is 

909,505 knots." (TSD p.180) 
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Later on when Finn has left school for the fishing he remembers 

much of what he learnt in school or read in books: 

They [the Scarabens and Morven hills] had never 

looked so vast and ~pressive before, with something 

foreign about them, as if they were a "mountain 

range" in Spain or Africa, from one of Mr Gordon's 

geography lessons. (TSD p.244) 

Measured by these external signs, Finn's intelligence is above .. 
average and when Mr Gordon finds that Ca trine has enough money, he 

suggests that Finn should be sent to university, a well worn path 

for the leaders of Scottish society but a path which will almost 

certainly separate Finn from his own people and train him in values 

and ideals which would be antagonistic to his traditional ones. So 

the choice comes to Finn as it came to many of his literary 

ancestors. Will he go? Will he leave his community and align 

himself with the world of political power? Will he be like Chris 

Guthrie and choose not to go then see his own potential shrivel up 

as the forces of political power overcome h~? 

Finn refuses to go. He realises that a university education would 

align h~ with lairds, ministers and lawyers and while he is ready 

to concede their status, he has no desire to share it: 

He just wanted to have nothing to do with them, 

to avoid them, so that he could enter into the 

comradeship of his own folk. (TSD p.279) 

This is only one of the many instances which show Finn's natural 

alignment with his people. Joseph Sloan comments: 
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Finn does not "corne back"; he deliberately 

chooses not to leave; the issues are the same. 

(TSD p.135) 

The choice is justified as Chris's was not, by later events which 

show Finn using his intelligence to work out what is happening to 

his people, why they have prospered while the people on the west 

coast have not. Finn tends to have pieces of information others 

lack but which are necessary if an overall interpretation is to be 

achieved: 

"But when the fishing comes on here, why don't 

they fish it?" asked Henry. 
'~ou need curers for that - and the curers are on the 

East coast then," answered Rob. 
"They had bad luck in the days of the Government 

bounty," said Finn, "and they've never got over it. 

There were fellows then, calling themselves curers, 

who were jus t pure chancers. They had no money, 

and all they were after was the bounty. Seumas 

was telling me about it." (TSD pp.531-532) 

The decision about going to university is one of the few t~es Finn 

is involved with an institutional authority and he does not 

seriously consider it as an option. It is inevitable that Finn 

will go to sea and be trained for leadership through the resources 

of the coomunity itself. Thus the pattern of an "alternative 

syllabus" which Gunn established through Hugh in Morning Tide and 

Kenn in Highland River is being developed in detail here. 

Catrine, as was shown earlier, had an ~balance in her attitude to 

the land and sea. That Finn should find pleasure in the sea, 

however, troubles Catrine deeply because she worries that, as the 

sea killed Tormad, so it might kill Finn. However, Finn's 
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introduction to the two great elements of his world begins with the 

land. As a child Finn finds refuge in the land, as Catrine had 

done. One day Finn strays far from home and that coupled with his 
other adventures, makes him unhappy: 

He lay down on his right side, pulled his knees 

up, and hid his face with his arms and hands, 

Whimpering as into his mother's bosom in the moment 

before sleep overtakes. The earth's bosom was 

warm with the sun and soon little Finn was sound .. 
asleep. (TSD p.9S) 

He always displays interest in the creatures of the land. His 
mother reflects: 

Firm and the birds. He had always been so 

curious. ''What bird is that, Mama?" Eager 

eyes and quick feet, trying to follow the 

bird to its nest ••• (TSD pp.233-234) 

However, Firm always wants to go to sea and when at last Catrine 

allows h~ to go, he begins to understand and enjoy the sea: 

He came to love the sea. It was a great element. 

He saw now how great and strong it was, with the 

strength of great men and daring and courage. 

I t was a man's element. Never before had he seen 

it quite in this way. It was beyond even making money 

out of. It was a stupendous thing in itself ••• 

And the knowledge of all that lifted him above 

earthly misfortunes. (TSD pp.434-43S) 

This reflection coincides with a period of increasing stress in 

Finn's relations with his mother and reflects an imbalance between 

land and sea on his part which is not rectified until Finn 
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understands his mother and finds Una, the girl who is to be his 

wife. Then from the sea he can look lovingly on the land and pick 
out in his mind's eye Una's cottage. Gunn uses land and sea as 

symbols of male and female, action and passivity. He charts a 

person's maturity by his relation to each and the account of Finn 
and Catrine's relation to the elements has been adequately 
criticised elsewhere. 22 

Finn is aware of the magic of his community. He recognises in it .. 
qualities beyond naming, qualities which impelled the Vikings: 

in that moment [he] realised with a queer 

thrill of clear certainty the impulse that 

in the beginning moved those great wanderers 

of the sea to carve the lifting stem in a face. 
(TSD p.286) 

Finn sees magical qualities in the world and at times seems to be 

endowed with them himself. Rob asks Finn to whistle up a wind: 

Finn pursed his lips once or twice before he 

could get them to sound. And hardly had the 

sound died when a puff of wind fanned their 

faces. (TSD p.282) 

While Finn does not do this more than once in the novel, he is a 

boy who often brings victory from the jaws of disaster. This 

quality is recognised by some as marking Finn out from the people 

in general and its culmination comes in the words of an old 

shepherd who listens to Finn telling the stories of his own 

adventures: 

"You gave me a v~s~on - of the youth of Finn 

MacCoul himself." (TSD p. 449) 
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As the presence of the silver darlings causes men to marvel, so 

too, on Some occasions, does the presence of Finn. 

This area of Finn's character is developed through Finn's relation 

to myth. He is called Finn in order to make explicit his identity 

with Finn MacCoul, one of the great heroes of Celtic myth. Finn's 

appearance in the world has been prepared for by the courage of 

Tormad, his father, who, in his valiant attempt to win security for 

his people, fought li .. ke "a great hero" and in the prowess of 

Roddie, his surrogate father, "one of the old Vikings" who is 

hailed as a leader by the two old crofters after the big fishing: 

"Do you know, man, Lachie, when I saw that 

lad Roddie, tall and fair, with his blue eyes 

and his quiet ways, I had the sort of feeling that 

he had come himself up out of the sea like-

like one sent to deliver us." 

(TSD p.453; p.85) 

It is no accident that Finn himself is related by blood and 

circumstance to these two men who have begun a task that he is to 

continue. Finn MacCoul is a Celtic figure something akin to King 

Arthur. It is said of both that they will return to help man in 

his battle against evil. Finn MacCoul had two great war dogs Bran 

and Oscar and it is amusing that Gunn transposes these two names on 

to the two croft dogs belonging to Catrine, who are biddable and 

helpful, but hardly the dogs of war that Finn MacCoul's hounds 

were. This transposition shows the subtlety of Gunn's art in that 

he can suggest unmistakably the golden mythical past while not 

losing for a moment the detailed reality of the present and the 

opportunity for a touch of humour. Occasionally the present is 

transfused with the spirit of the past but it is never overcome by 

it, it always remains itself. Before the late explicit references 

to Finn MacCoul, young Finn is linked to him in childhood by the 
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trumpet he buys at the Fair. Roddie shows him how to blow it _ 

significantly enough - as this trumpet becomes a symbol of his 

growing up and his place in the community. That night he dreams of 

blowing it and of causing a wall to collapse. Douglas Gifford 
comnents: 

the symbolism moves on to the level of myth, 

and an eerie music comes in. The trumpet has 

become the great curved horn of Finn MacCoul, and 

Gunn's Gaelic readers would immediately recognise .. 
the meaning, that the great heroes, the Fianns, 

are slumbering in their mountain halls, awaiting 

the calIon Finn MacCoul' s trumpet which will 

rouse them to life, to aid mankind in its 

eternal battle against evil. Finn in the dream 

asserts his courage and blows this great trumpet 

- and not only are we to see this as a 

surrmoning of Finn MacCoul, we are to see Finn 

becoming Finn MacCoul as well. But Finn is not 

quite ready yet, and in the dream the stones 
leap on him. 23 

Again Gunn uses dream not as an escape from reality, but as a means 

of understanding it. Thus Finn carries in his name his 

identification with Finn MacCoul. 

Although Finn is brought up a Christian and learns his catechism so~ __ 

that he can answer the catechist, as he grows up he becomes aware 

of other older rites carried out by the fishermen to protect their 

boats. While Kirsty has the plague and Finn stays with Roddie, he 

sees Roddie and Rob raise the neid-fire to sain their boats and 

their homes. Finn watches Roddie put out the hearth-fire and 

cannot understand why he should do this as it takes so long to 

start a fire. He is also frightened by Roddie's intensity: 
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Roddie, his body getting darker and darker as the 

fire disappeared, looked like one performing some 

dreadful, unimaginable rite ••• like one slowly and 

deliberately murdering fire. (TSD p.217) 

Rob explains Why the fire has to be renewed: 

"FO be 1re must put out and created afresh or it, too, 

grows old and full of trouble and sin. Did you 

notice h~w dark-red, like blood, was the fire over 

David Sutherland's house?" (TSD pp. 218-219) 

Dave Sutherland's house was burnt because he and his wife died of 

the plague. The description of the fire as being "dark-red like 

blood" evokes the earlier image of the rowan berries in Ca trine's 

dream of Tonnad - an image Which speaks of destruction and death. 

When the new fire is raised the men are awed: 

A little tongue of flame, dancing flame, whiter 

than the new moon. Finn could see the congested 

faces in those new-born wisps of fire, fire paler 

and brighter than ever he had seen before, dancing in 

glee like sprites. 

The brightness and Whiteness seemed a pure miracle 

and struck the men themselves indeed with awe. 

(TSD p.218) 

After the new fire is raised a pot of water is heated and as that 

water is "holy" it can give health to the men and "sain" the boat. 

Roddie sprinkles his crew as they sit with him. The old traditions 

are kept. Rob implies that the plague has come because they have 

not been kept by all the people in the village. They provide a 
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sense of wonderment which fills out the humanity of the 

participants. Finally they are equated by Finn with manhood. The 

company of such men seems so satisfying and sweet that though he 
longs to get up and join in, he does not: 

But all this was suppressed ~n the instinct for 
harmony. (TSD p.220) 

In time Finn helps raise the neid-fire to sain his friend Henry's 

boat and the reasons .. for doing so are the same. Though the church 

is against it, it seems needless to put oneself on the wrong side 

of the "dark ones" when such a simple rite appeases them. In 

addition there is the "inflow of comradeship and confidence" which 

binds the men together in readiness for whatever they may have to 

face together at sea. (TSD p.S27) 

Finn knows about the magic and myths of the coomunity and his own 

response to them can be seen in his relationship with the House of 

Peace, the site of Molrua's monastery in Sun Circle. In discussing 

Gunn's similarity to Wordsworth, in that both show spiritual 

experiences in moments of time, Douglas Gifford cooments: 

Where Wordsworth's experience was private, 

Finn's is social as well. And it is the House 

of Peace which gives Finn his deepest spiritual 

experiences. It is the symbol of Gaelic and 

Celtic living tradition, for all that some people 

will not listen to its message. 

The House of Peace is Finn's symbol. (GAG p.131) 

Throughout the book it is a place of respite and understanding. 

The day Finn strays from home, he falls asleep in the House of 



-392-

Peace. When his mother is nursing Kirsty and Finn cannot go home, 
he tries to sort out his feelings in the House of Peace: 

Finn's mind always quickened as he looked around, 
and hearing and sight became acute. 
(TSO p.213) 

He is not afraid of the place, as are many, because of the 

superstitions that surround it. It is there that he has his vision 

of a green and sunny ~orld and it is there that his earthly sorrows 
can be put into perspective: 

It was a great relief to feel himself floating 

and sinking and the burden of his misery releasing 

its hooked fingers· from his shoulders. All that 

he wanted on earth was that his mother should escape 

the plague, that she should live ••• And when this 

had gone from him into the knoll, he followed it, 
so tired he was. (TSO pp.213-214) 

Finn takes great care not to pray to the knoll but he does unburden 

himself there. It is immediately after this that Finn has the 

ineffably comforting vision of the man dressed in a white cape with 

the tonsure of a Celtic priest. The man does not say anything, he 

simply comforts Finn: 

the look was extraordinarily full of understanding, 

and somewhere in it there was a faint humour, the 

humour that knows and appreciates and yet would not 

smile to hurt, yet the smile was there. It knew all 

about Finn, and told him nothing - not out of 

compassion, but out of needlessness. (TSO p.214) 

The sense of being understood completely and being accepted, being 

loved by a power greater than himself releases Finn from the 
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torture of worry over his mother, as he experiences this mystical 
sensation of utter well-being. 

Later as Finn begins to fall in love with Una, because he does not 
realise the meaning of his feelings, he does not have the 

confidence to approach her and is maddened by the number of boys 

who seem to draw her attention easily. With Una and her friends he 
seems clumsy, with the other boys he is boorish. He is annoyed 

that he cannot live up to his expectations of himself. He has the .. 
cornnon adolescent problem of being unsure of himself and 

overreacting in public to compensate for this insecurity. The 

House of Peace reminds him of himself, who he really is, the self 
which will finally mature: 

He lay back and slowly settled into the earth 

like one of the heavy grey stones. This was relief and 

in a few moments he came into the core of himself, 

Where he was alone, and felt strangely companioned, 

not by anyone or anything, but by himself. The 

rejected self found refuge here, not a cowed refuge, 

but somehow a wandering ease; as if it were 

indestructible, and had its own final pride, its own 

secret eyes. (TSD p.419) 

Finn's insecurity is developed in the next House of Peace scene, 

Where after Firm has got drunk and behaved badly at Meg's, he 

visits the House of Peace, deciding to challenge its reputation for 

being haunted. He approaches it in a spirit of cynicism, fear and 

immaturity. Gunn shows these qualities in Finn's thoughts as he 

goes up: 

Behold the House of Peace, lifting its dark 

head against the faint light in the sky. It was 

the hour when ghosts walked. A coldness crept 
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over his skin. Very good! He would accept the 

challenge. He stumbled once or twice and when he 

got to the top he was sweating. (TSD p.430) 

He thinks he sees a grey man with a beard but it turns out to be 

Maria's goat. The House of Peace thus answers Finn's melodramatic 

self-dramatisation with comic reduction, which Gunn sees as a 

feature of animistic Nature. In a comparable passage in Highland 

River, the river went underground deliberately when Kenn was 

seeking its source which he had expected to be grand and beautiful • .. 
It is not long before Finn returns to apologise for his bad 
manners: 

He had not let the "Come forth!" incident even 

enter his mind, but he knew tha tit was washed 

out - as if one existed here not in words or even 
in silent thoughts but in states of mind. 
(TSD p.480) 

Finn's story is almost over, the only thing he has to learn is his 

love for Una which he still tries to repress. He looks for peace 

at the knoll but all he realises is that he must settle with Una. 

He thinks "It was the first time the House of Peace had failed 

him." (TSD p.564) He does not realise that the magic of the place 

is not the magic of conjurors who do irrelevant things with rabbits 

and hats, but it is a natural force linked closely with human 

potential. If a man does not do what he is able to do and what he 

knows he has to do, there is no further help for him. The House of 

Peace can tell him wha t to do if he does no t know wha t tha t is, or 

it can do things for him that he cannot do for himself, but it 

cannot do things he will not do for himself. Only after Finn has 

told Una that he loves her does peace come again. 
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In all these respects Finn is part of his community, in fact his 

distinctive understanding of his people and their way of life marks 

him out especially. He is gifted and sensitive. It is now time to 
look at events which shape his life. 

Even as a child Finn always wants to explore; he always wants to go 

"further". This basic orientation of his character is one of the 

earliest signs of his potential to lead. The reason Finn strayed 

so far away from home the day he slept in the House of Peace was .. 
because he was chasing a butterfly: 

the butterflies excited h~ in a way nothing had 

ever excited him before. They appeared suddenly 

out of nowhere, like magic, and were white, white. 
(TSD p.87) 

Finn, young as he is, realises there is something special about the 

butterfly. One day trying to catch a butterfly he falls and misses 

it. The anger he feels against ~self for having failed he takes 
out on the butterfly: 

It was at that moment that death entered into 

his heart. 

He would kill the butterfly. (TSD p.88) 

As he chases the insect, he travels further and further from home 

and has to overcome large obstacles, like the deep burn. 

Eventually he does kill the butterfly. At first he is full of 

triumph but it is mixed with guilt. He knows that God made the 

butterfly because his mother had told him so, and he had felt the 

insect "break" in his hand as he crushed it. The enormity of the 

act causes tears and exhaustion for the rest of the day, especially 

when Roddie tells him the butterfly is called "God's fool" though 

his mother had called it the "grey fool" because the other title 



-396-

used God's name improperly. Finn is sorry that he killed the 

butterfly and as Catrine holds his tired little body she knows what 
this means: 

Her lips trembled. The meanings had started to 

take her son away from her. Already the terrible 

knowledge of good and evil was in him. He had killed 
the butterfly. (TSD p.1OO) 

As Douglas Gifford says, this is Firm's "first moral act." (GAG .. 
p.13l) Finn's moral and spiritual development has begun. He knows 

the difference between good and evil. He knows he deliberately 

chose to harm the butterfly which he knew was good. He knows his 

own propensity for evil and the guilt and sorrow which have to be 

borne before he gains peace of mind again. 

Finn grows up to admire the sea as much as the inland country. 

However, though his mother is agains t him going to sea, he and 

Donnie, a friend, go down to fish from the shore one day when they 

are both in their early teens. They fish quite successfully, not 

realising that the incoming tide is begirming to cut them off from 

the shore. This news comes to Finn just as he has allowed a huge 

eel to take the bait, although he knows he should not have done so 

because the eel could easily break the borrowed line. As he sees 

his mother's anxiety, instead of making Finn feel sorry, it makes 

him feel rebellious. As this tumult is going on, the eel pulling 

against his line arouses his hunting spirit and he turns and pulls 

as hard as he can. Unfortunately the line breaks and he loses the 

eel only to be further mortified by his mother's tears, as she sees 

him in danger from the sea. 

Kirsty realises that "The man was stirring!" and she warns Catrine 

that if she stops Finn from going to sea she will warp him. (TSD 
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p.170) Catrine manages to make her peace with Finn but she has to 

explain her actions before he is sorry for his coldness. 

Reconciled, the balance of their relationship has changed slightly. 

No longer is Finn to be protected and worried over as a child. 
Catrine must learn to allow him his freedom: 

"N ow go to your bed, Mama; you'll get cold." 

"All right," said Catrine, as if accepting his 
. d' '" W1se a v~ce; I 11 go. Good night, Finn." Her 

voice was happy. She offered him no endearment • .. 
"Good night," he answered. 

Life was light again as thistledown. His mother had 

obeyed him as if he were a man. He loved her. He 
would fight for her. (TSD p.174) 

The incidents which occur from now on are tests which show Finn's 

strengths and weaknesses. The mythical motif of the labours a hero 

must perform before he is considered fit for some position of 

authority is transformed here by Gunn into experiences which go to 

make up Firm's maturity. The psychological element which is 

usually missing or unconvincing in the myth is also supplied by 

Gurm. The tasks for Finn are usually dictated by circumstance, not 

as in Ewan MacLeod's case, by an older member of the cormrunity. 

The first such task is to walk to Wick to obtain medicine to cure 

his mother of the plague. The world is bigger than Finn imagined 

it and he is not always sure where he is going. He learns not to 

tell strangers too much in case he does not succeed in getting the 

information he wants from them before they discover that he is from 

a plague village and leave him abruptly. In Wick, Finn has to 

arrange an appointment with the doctor through a receptionist who 

speaks neither English nor Gaelic, but Scots. The doctor gives him 

medicine and instruction on hygiene. When he comes back he finds 

his mother listless because in the intervening time, Kirsty has 

died. Finn has to keep his earlier promise: 
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"Don't' M h " glve In, ot ere Now he was fighting for 

her. He knew she could not speak. ''The powders will 

cure anyone, the doctor said. You must think of 

yourself now, Mother. There's nothing else to do. 

It's no good giving in. I'll lay them here. Come and 
take them." (TSD p.258) 

This time Catrine obeys Finn, not to humour him but because he has 

to. Finally he gets back to the Sinclair's and is able to sleep 
after hearing Roddie's accolade: .. 

"I'm not tired," said Finn. 

"You must be," said Roddie. "'That was a terrific 

journey in the time. You've done all you could, 

if any boy ever did it." (TSD p.261) 

Before Kirsty died, she warned Catrine again of the dangers of 

keeping Finn from the sea. Though Catrine relays to Finn Mr 

Gordon's suggestion about university, when she realises that Finn's 

mind is made up, she gives him the money Kirsty left him in her 

will, in order that he might buy a share in a boat. In the next 

chapter, Finn is the youngest crew member in Roddie's boat. Finn 

is able to make the others laugh and as he lies down to sleep in 

the boat, he is more than satisfied with this new life that is 

enabling him to come out of his shell: 

though he felt very tired, he was not sleepy. 

He was now more than ever pleased at having said 

things which made the others laugh. His old shy 

self had opened, and to his surprise up the words had 

come. That one about the China trade. You could see 

it troubling Rob's eyebrows for some time! (TSD p.287) 

This new life is to provide Finn with some of the stiffest 

challenges yet. Sailing west across the Pentland Firth, Roddie has 
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to turn south to make for Lewis. However, the ship is caught in a 

storm and turning south too late they miss Lewis altogether. After 

rowing through the storm they see the Flannan Isles though they do 

not know the name of the island cliffs that sheer out of the ocean. 

They have practically no drinking water and are all weak from 

trying to stay afloat during the storm. Finn volunteers to cl~b 
the cliff to collect water from the top. 

As usual with these tests, they are always made more daunting 
, 

because of the human relationships they put at risk. One of Finn's 

talents is for climbing cliffs. He has done it at home and offers 

to do it here, having taken stock of the cliff in front of h~. 

Roddie, however, is under an unspoken obligation to Catrine to 

bring Finn home safely. Their situation is so desperate, however, 

that Roddie has little room for manouevre. Finn starts getting 

angry with Roddie because he is letting these considerations weigh 

on him. The argument goes back and forth tiring them further, 

until Roddie allows Finn to do something he could not do h~self -

Roddie has no head for heights. This inadequacy of Roddie's annoys 

h~ and makes him doubly angry with Finn for putting at risk his 

relation with Catrine by suggesting a dangerous way of escape, 

possible for Finn but impossible for himself. 

The description of Finn's climb is terrifying. G J Watson 

comments: 

Gunn's descriptions of storms at sea, of hairbreadth 

escapes, of perilous cliff-cl~bs, and of the tension 

and exhilaration of poaching, are all superbly realised 

and have the power to keep the reader almost literally 

on the edge of his seat ••• The pleasures of this kind 

of writing, which pitchforks us out of our 'sedentary 

trades' into elemental experiences ••• should not be .•• 
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undervalued. At this basic level, Gunn's writing 

is deeply therapeutic, bringing vividly before us the 

life of action and instinct, attempting unpretentiously 

to redress (as Lawrence in a different way had 

attempted to redress) that imbalance between the head 

and the heart and instincts which Gunn feels is one of 
the sicknesses of our time. 24 

Finn does reach the top and after his climb he is acknowledged by 

the author as being ':like an irrmortal youth" as he waves down to 

the crew. (TSD p.316) Finn finds a small uninhabited house on the 
island: 

There was a damp smell of the earth or of 

something very ancient. Finn felt that he 

was not alone. (TSD p.317) 

Later Finn learns that this is a cell which belonged to St Flannan 

who lived there in contemplation. Finn is able to recognise here, 

as he is at home, the presence of ancient but kindred spirits. 

Then follows more heart-stopping description as F~nn collects 

birds' eggs and climbs back down the cliff. In the boat he faces 

Roddie's anger which disguises the terrors he has been through 

waiting for Finn, but Finn himself is hailed as a hero: 

Callum was now in a pretty bad way, because his 

quick, self-sensitive mind had endured the agony 

of having sent Finn to his doom. 

"Finn, my hero," he croaked huskily. 

(TSD p.323-324) 

They sail on to Lewis which seems to Finn strange and beautiful: 
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It was a different world altogether from the 
iron-bound coasts of home. 

upon the land, in the air. 

sluggish with dream. It was 

the mind was wafted upon its 

wind of desire. (TSD p.332) 

There was a softness 

His blood grew warm and 

a world of fable, where 

own adventure by the 

It is in the west, where Highland tradition is at its strongest, 

that Finn learns things that have been forgotten over in the east. 

He learns from Seumas about the Flannan Isles and about the rites .. 
the Harris men perform when they take their sheep there. Finn also 

begins to understand more about his own personal relations with 

Roddie and Catrine. Whether at this point Finn understands 

completely the complexity of the relationship between Catrine and 

Roddie, he knows that Roddie can get depressed very quickly at 

t~es and then he can be violent. This occurs to h~ after Roddie 

strikes h~ an aLmighty blow in'a fight in a pub in Stornoway. 

Roddie is still working out his anger against Finn for cl~bing for 

water. Though Finn seems to be d~ly aware that for Roddie to be 

complete he must marry Catrine, he is still jealous of Roddie' s 

affection for his mother and after returning from the Lewis trip, 

he grows more estranged from them both. 

However his stature in the community is increasing even though he 

is too preoccupied with his own affairs to notice it. As Barbara 

makes a legend out of Catrine, so the village boys make a legend 

out of Finn and try to emulate him: 

Then one day Finn got a slight shock. A boy 

of twelve had fallen over a rock and broken his 

leg ••• Two boys of fourteen had brought off a 

daring rescue. And all of this, Finn discovered, 

was a direct result of his own exploits on the 

Seven Hunters, though he himself had never made 
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any reference to them. He had observed that 

boys liked to be in his comapny and were 

willing to do anything for him. (TSD p.412) 

Finn, still on course for the place of leader, is coming close to 

the end of his training. Two things remain. He must understand 

about his father and he must understand his own role in terms of 

tradition. Ronnie, a man who sailed with his father, tells Finn 

what happened to Tormad. As Finn listens, he is glad his father 
fought: 

He saw it all with a terrible clarity, and 

fought beside his father as he would beside a 

great hero. (TSD p.453) 

Thus Finn understands his father and what he was trying to do. He 

finds that his own will and inclinations lie along the same lines. 

Lmpelled by the same motives as his father, Finn determines to 

continue the task his father began. Thus Tormad's life and death 

are vindicated. Tormad is a living force and the movement of the 

novel brings to mind the idea of the phoenix as out of the tragedy 

of the first chapter, Tormad's spirit is reborn and fulfils its 

purpose in Finn's life. The baleful influence of father over son 

which is so characteristic of the Scottish novel is here reversed 

as father and son share the same vision and purpose. 

After Ronnie tells Finn about his father he begins to commission 

Finn for the task ahead and does this first by pointing out to Finn 

that every human need for challenge and fulfiLment is met by the 

exigencies and securities of his own land. Supposing Finn did sail 

round the world, he would not find greater challenges but the same 

ones, only in a different form. Thus, Finn's training has not been 

parochial or inadequate but one which equips him for action 

anywhere: 
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"All I wanted to say, Finn, was that you are doing 

fine here. You stick to it, boy. This is a full enough 

life for any man. You have everything here - and 

freedom besides. Don't go hankering after the wastes 

of the world. They were telling me of your story of 
adventure into the Western Ocean." 
"Tha t was no thing. " 

"I t took you to the edge of death - and further than 

that no adventure can travel in this life." 

"Oh, I do~'t know," said Finn, feeling restless. 

"I know," said Ronni~. , .. And he added, with a quiet 
~ ... 

finality in his voice, a summing up of wisdom, 

''We were driven: you went." (TSD p.454-445) 

After pointing out to Finn the nature and significance of his 

experiences, the nature and significance of his own gifts, Ronnie 

commissions Finn: 

"It's for fellows like you to lead, Finn; to 

build up the ways of our folk once more. Your 

father and myself started - but we were beaten. 

You are the new generation. Justify your father, 

boy, before the world. And look after your 

mother, who suffered more than you'll ever know." 

(TSD p.456) 

Finn does not take the words too seriously as he travels home, but 

they are serious enough nonetheless. 

In Finn's next climb which is to rescue men who have been caught ~n 

a storm off Dunster, Finn begins to be reconciled to Roddie: 

"Are you ready?" asked Finn, and he met Roddie's eyes. 

''Will you try it, boy?" asked Roddie, and his voice 
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was gentle. 

It was a moment of communion so profound that Finn 

felt a light-heartedness and exaltation come upon 

him. This was where Roddie and himself met, in the 

region of comradeship that lies beyond all the trials 
of the world. (TSD p.S13) 

Finn rescues one boy, Una's brother, and Roddie brings him back 

from unconsciousness. Again Finn and Roddie emerge as natural 
leaders able to co-operate with one another • .. 

The final section of Finn's training comes in his next fishing trip 

west. It is during this trip that he understands fully his 

relation to tradition, the fifth category mentioned earlier. By 

this time, Roddie and Catrine are married and Finn is dismayed that 

Roddie has elected to stay at home because Catrine is pregnant. 

Finn longs to go west again as that land is to him "a land that 

existed in a dream." Again the boat gets blown off course on a 

trip they make out of Lewis. They land in North Uist. Old 

tradi tional songs and dances have lingered there longer than they 

have on the mainland, but so too has the unjust, poverty-inducing 

authority of the landlords; 

They lived under a system of rack-renting that 

made Henry's eyes glisten, and when he questioned 

them, after telling how his own people had been 

treated in a clearance, they gave him an old 

saying to the effect that it was bad enough to 

be a tenant, but to be a sub-tenant was the evil 

of the Evil One. (TSD p.536) 

However, it is the songs and stories which take up Finn's 

attention. The old man Finn lives with is one of the three 

recognised storytellers in the district. He has special interest 
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1n the stories of Finn MacCoul. As Finn has been commissioned by 

Ronnie for social responsibility, he discovers his own aesthetic 

talents while staying with the old man, Finn the storyteller: 

as he listened something in himself that had 

hitherto been dry, like dry soil, was moistened 

as by summer rain and became charged with an 
understirring of life, and with an upper 

movement of wonder like fragrant air. (TSD p.538) 

One night Finn tells his own story of his first trip to the west. 

(He had previously told it at Helmsdale and had led an old shepherd 

to wonder if the days of Finn MacCoul were returning.) His 

storytelling wins the praise of Finn-son-of-Angus: 

"It was well enough done. It was all well done. 

It was done, too, with the humour that is the play 

of drift on the wave. And you were modest. Yet-

all that is only a little - you had something more, 

my hero, something you will not know - until you look 

at it through your eyes, when they are as old as mine." 

''Wha t do you mean by that 1" asked Firm. 

But the old man shook his head and turned away. 

"Go to your sleep, my boy. Many a one may come," 

he muttered to himself, "in the guise of a stranger." 

(TSD p.540) 

This beautifully understated Gaelic proverb shows old Finn's 

recognition of young Finn's abilities and role. Gods and heroes 

sometimes come in the guise of strangers. On the third night, Finn 

sees the old dances that ministers have forbidden elsewhere in the 

islands. From an old woman who tells a story in which the 

butterfly is the man's soul, Finn learns the reason for his deep­

seated child's sorrow for killing the butterfly: 
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"And if you catch that butterfly and kill it 

you kill the soul in its flight." (TSD p.543) 

A lullaby explains to him his growing distance from his mother 

which is necessary and only natural in so far as he refuses to 
recognise its necessity: 

The effect upon Finn was deep and self­

revealing. Love for his mother cried out in 

him, the love that now understood the 
, 

withdrawn fatality of the mother. He had been 
blind, blind. (TSD p.S44) 

The evening ends with Finn singing his own song, understanding his 

own role in terms of tradition, when he sings "As the Rose grow 

merry in time." Douglas Gifford sums up what the song means for 
Finn: 

Finn has gained all the experience necessary to 

transform his life. By singing his own song 

"As the Rose Grows merry in Time", he contributes 

towards the transmission of values and culture 

and tradi tion through song and story. This is 

the song of life too; and Finn's singing of the 

tasks that must be faced by the young hero is nothing 

less than a song of self-recognition. He has been 

setting himself tasks which he must perform before he 

is fit to take Una. (GAG p.145) 

After this evening Finn understands consciously that these 

traditions which he has inherited amount to an education: 

Perhaps here was the education that came from 

no schooling, came from the old stories by men 

like Hector and Black John and Finn-son-of-Angus, 
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none of whom could either read or write. And the 

girl, not teaching, but singing the experience of the 

race of women in tradition's own vo~ce. (TSD p.550) 

This equilibrium which Finn has achieved is worked out in practice 

when he returns from the west. Finn brings presents for Roddie and 

Catrine as well as a horn and silver spoon for their baby. Thus 

the reconciliation is complete. Finally Finn settles with Una 

also, and the night before his wedding he hides from his friends in 

the House of Peace. ~Finn realises how potent life is and how its 

deeper mysteries lie before h~. Then Finn realises his relation 

with the past and with the future: 

He saw h~self as an old enough man by that t~e! 

a white-haired old man, head of a tribe, sitting on 

this knoll in quiet thought, his sea days over! How 

distant and fantastic - how pleasant and amusing, 

with kindliness about it and peace! Like the figure 

of the white-haired man he had once imagined here ••• 

(TSD pp.583-584) 

Finn is ready to live and ready to lead and Gunn finishes the novel 

with a magnificent closing line, calling to mind the last line of 

Sons and Lovers in its anticipation of the sheer excitement of 

human maturity: 

The hunters in their pr~ordial humour were 

closing in. Life had come for h~. (TSD p.584) 

The Silver Darlings is not s~ply one of the finest expressions of 

Gunn's art, it is also one of the finest of the Scottish 

Renaissance. Even though it was not written until 1941, when the 

Second World War had dissipated much of the immediate ~pact of the 

Renaissance, this novel is clearly linked with those of the 1930s 

by its similarity of theme and outlook. It is the literary 
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antithesis of The House with the Green Shutters; Gunn sees 

community as healthy and full of living traditions. It provides a 

person with every experience which they need to bring them to 
maturity. 

As in Highland River, so in The Silver Darlings, Gunn achieves a 

resolution of his themes. This resolution occurs because his pre­

suppositions are not the same as those of the pre-Renaissance 

novelists, but are directly influenced by the ideas about Scottish .. 
culture prevalent in the 1920s and 1930s. Neither MacDiarmid in A 

Drunk Man, nor Gibbon in A Scots Quair made such a strong 

resolution. MacDiarmid veers between strong statements about 

Scotland's capacity for nationhood and strong statements of doubt 

abou t that capacity. In the ending of Grey Granite, tradition and 

Scotland's power to produce its own Golden Age is defeated by 

history, and hopes based on Scottish folk-tradition are displaced 

by hopes base on universal Conmunism. It is only Gunn who achieves 

resolution, first as a personal contemporary faith in Highland 

River and then, at a specific period in Scottish history, for an 

entire community. 

The Silver Darlings is typical of the Scottish Renaissance in 

another way, however, in that it is cast as an epic. Scottish 

novels before the Renaissance are often like Hobbes' description of 

the life of man, "nasty, brutish and short". However, the new 

beliefs of the period produced a new confidence and scope. It is 

hard to emphasise the radical nature of this change. Even minor 

writers like George Blake and James Barke in The Constant Star, The 

Westering Sun and The Land of the Leal follow families over a 

series of generations, looking again at vast areas of Scottish life 

and attempting to re-interpret history. While Sun Circle, 

Butcher's Broom and The Silver Darlings are not a formal trilogy, 

Gunn does take care to connect the novels. The Celtic priest of 
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Sun Circle appears to Finn. The pipes of the broken-hearted piper 

of Butcher's Broom are used by Torrnad as floats for his net. A 

continuing tradition is stressed by these deliberate connexions. 

From pre-Christian times till the present day what defines Scottish 

culture and what makes it valuable can be clearly seen, runs the 

argument behind the novels. So exciting were these ideas for Gunn 

and his contemporaries, that they provoked these vast historical 

excursions, in order that a body of supporting evidence might be 

gathered from history itself. The confidence and opt~ism of the 

Renaissance is reflected in the expansive, inclusive, discursive .. 
nature of the epic novel. At the t~e it seemed, such was the 

charisma of MacDiarmid's personality, that the Renaissance movement 

could interpret and provide answers for every Scottish problem and 

phenomenon. It may seem strange that such grand cla~s should have 

faded so quickly into obscurity. However, people believed that a 

good time, a new time was coming and that they were chosen to usher 

it in. Gunn' s works have less of the euphoria of some of the most 

extreme expression of others, but there is all of the strong 

coomi tmen t and hope. 

However, when discussing the work of Lewis Grassic Gibbon, it 

became apparent that despite his emphases which aligned him with 

his contemporaries, older and intractable problems associated with 

the Scottish novel eventually overcame the early optimism. Is 

there a similar conflict in Gunn? Certainly there does not seem to 

be. Despite the invasions of the Vikings, the Clearances and the 

depopulation which followed, Gunn presents a community whose values 

enable it to survive. Despite the fragmentation that history 

produces, individuals do not necessarily experience a psychological 

fragmentation as they do in the novels of Brown and Munro. Some 

individuals do - Angus in Highland River and Rob in Butcher's Broom 

_ but they are seen as flawed and weak personally, unable to see in 

their tradition significance which they could build into their own 

lives. It is the characters who have this second sight, this sight 
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on two worlds, who can transcend history by locking themselves into 

a great and peaceful union whose essence history cannot fragment. 

With the corning of the Second World War, the urgency and enthusiasm 

which characterised the early years of the Scottish Renaissance 
disappeared. Political nationalism became less of a burning issue 

and a new surge of popular fervour did not manifest itself again 
until John MacCormick's National League after the War. Nationalist 
aspirations were somewhat assauged by the appointment of Tom , 

Johnstone to the Scottish Office. He had power to deal with 

Scottish issues and used much of the expertise gained by the 

Nationalists to help him implement new policies. Gunn himself 

worked on the Hospital Committee and later on the Crofting 

Committee. As far as Scottish literature was concerned this was 

not such an exciting period as the first flush of the Renaissance. 
Most people's attention was taken up by the War. After the War, 

there was not the same agreement about literary aims as there had 

been previously. As happened in Linklater's case, so in Gunn's, 

the Renaissance impetus began to take on private meanings, 

individualised from the earlier consensus. Although strictly 

speaking, they are not Renaissance novels, The Green Isle of the 

Great Deep and The Other Landscape show two different ways in which 

influences which have their source in the Renaissance manifest 

themselves in Gunn's later fiction. 25 

The Green Isle of the Great Deep was written in an attempt to come 

to terms with the rumours about concentration camps which were 

circulating during the War. In an article in The Scots Magazine 

Gunn wrote: 

The notion of testing, as it were, the ways of 

life of the old man and the little boy against 
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the conscious ideology of totalitarianism got 

a grip of my mind that I couldn't shake off •.. 26 

Gunn pits the values of the communities he has depicted earlier 

against the evils of the totalitarian state as if this is the final 

and, in some respects, the only test of the community's spiritual 

strength. Gunn uses his profoundest s~plicity in theme, in 

character and in symbol to make this short novel ring like a 
parable. 

Hector and Art find themselves in what should be a Highland 

paradise - the Green Isle of the Great Deep - but it is actually a 

totalitarian state, where the humanity of Hector and Art is under 

threat. Hector resists those who want him to submit to them by 

refusing to agree with their rejection of all that it means to be 

human. Art resists by becoming a legend - a boy with seemingly 

supernatural strength and abilities - which provokes people into 

spiritual and not mechanistic ways of thinking, just as Finn did in 

The Silver Darlings. In the end the actions of Hector and Art 

invoke "God", who arrives to restore paradise. 

It is Gunn's belief that the values inherent in Highland 

communities (and therefore inherent in humanity in general) are 

able to withstand the onslaught of inimical values. However, this 

is problematical. It may be that the kind of community Gunn 

describes is able to produce a leader like Finn, but it seems 

doubtful that any human culture can produce paradise. Paradise is 

restored at the end of the novel, but can it be a lasting 

restoration? Gunn has shown in the early chapters that the will to 

do evil has overcome the will to do good. In the later chapters 

the situation is reversed. "God" in this sense is an irrelevance 

as he merely externalises for the purposes of the narrative the 

will to good, appearing after the decisive words and actions have 
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been spoken and taken, like a deus ex rnachina, to facilitate the 

winning of the peace. There is nothing in the novel which assures 

us that evil may not triumph again. There is no permanent basis 

for paradise, unless Gunn believes in human perfectibility. If 

human beings are basically good, why does evil dominate so easily? 

If human culture is good, why is it so often dominated by evil? If 

there is no guarantee that good will triumph ultimately, then what 

is the point of being good? If good has no absolute intrinsic 
value, then there is no meaning in being good or evil, both types 

of behaviour are expressions of the character of man. There may be .. 
powerful arguments for believing that it is better to be good, but 

unless goodness is an absolute, there are no logical ones. Gunn 

inhabits an uneasy half way house in this argtnnent. On the one 
hand he seems to see good and evil as two equal but opposed 

principles in creation. On the other he regards good as being 

natural and inherent in mankind while evil is an aberration. Under 

the first argument, human action is meaningless. Under the second 

while suffering is justified by the eventual tritnnph of good, that 

comfort is destroyed by the fact that evil exists and is likely to 

overcome good. The phenomenon of suffering is not easily contained 
by either argument. 

Despite these personal qualms, it is obvious that Gunn is still 

influenced by the beliefs he shared with the other writers of his 

time, especially by the belief that myth was an important means of 

understanding human spirituality. Gunn uses symbols from myth and 

demonstrates belief in the power of myth to raise men to their 

essential humanness, above their aberrations in evil. Thus the 

saLmon, the hazelnuts and the fruit - key elements in the novel -

take on a symbolic meaning. Art himself, by refusing to deny this 

part of his humanity, wins back a higher calling for mankind. 

These very direct statements about the power of myth recede in 

Gunn's later fiction. However, it is not that he has lost faith ~n 

them; it is that he prefers to discuss them in less obvious ways, 
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often introducing a character for the reader to identify with who 

is agnostic, informed and open-minded about the claims Gunn makes 

for myth. The Other Landscape is the last of Gunn's novels and in 

it he deals delicately with the subjects closest to the heart of 
his fiction~ 

The Other Landscape is about an anthropologist, Walter Urquhart, 

who takes a holiday from his job in London on an anthropological 

periodical to visit a Highland village from which a startlingly .. 
good short story has been received. The writer is a man called 

Menzies who is wrapped up completely in the world which Kenn finds 
in the River and Finn finds in the House of Peace. Major 

Thornybank, similar to the character of Colonel Hicks in The Lost 

Glen, is Menzies's opposite. He lives in "life's dark shadow." 

(roL p.156) The troubles which make Menzies remote, make 

Thornybank bitter. Out of these two characters Gunn weaves his own 

wisdom of living, seeing in them two principles - one of life, the 

other he names the Wrecker. Urquhart the agnostic outsider chooses 

Menzies's way and Gunn still portrays two types of humanity - those 
who believe and those who do not. 

In conclusion, Gunn's achievement is great by any standards, though 

this chapter has seen him in terms of the Scottish Literary 

Renaissance and the Scottish literary tradition generally. It was 

part of the ethos of the Renaissance years that Scotland was a 

nation and one of its towns or communities could represent not only 

itself but the nation also. Thus GUon's Highlands are - like 

Muir's Orkney and MacDiarmid's Langholm - ways of talking about 

Scotland. Gunn's sense of the north-east as his home, did not stop 

him from being concerned with Scotland as a whole - fictionally and 

politically. This can be seen by tracing the Scottish themes in 

his fiction. His first two novels are firmly in the 'Green 

Shutter's' tradition with flawed heroes, flawed communities and 
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unsatisfied lives with no hope for the future. While it was a part 

of MacDiarmid's view that Scotland should be presented less 

sentimentally than in the Kailyard novels, and he praised novels 

like Grey Granite highly which were set in Scottish cities, it is 

noticeable that this is not what he singled out for attention in 

his criticism of Gunn's first novel, although its portrayal of the 
consequences of economic hardship in a community is very striking 

in comparison with the idyllic, rural communities of Kailyard 

novels. Instead MacDiarmid praises Gunn's "sudden breakings­

through int~,dimensions in which the editors and readers of popular , 

periodicals of even the best kinds suffer from incontinent 
agoraphobia.,,27 This spiritual side of Gunn's fiction appears 

fitfully in The Grey Coast and in The Lost Glen only to be snuffed 

out by the consequences of history but it is to those experiences 

Gunn returns to find the sources of later novels. Like Gibbon and 

MacDiarmid, Gunn found resources in the folk-tradition of his 

people, which, on closer inspection, provided the basis for a 

spiritually meaningful life for an individual who received them as 

an enlivening part of his community. This is a common view 

expressed by many writers of the twenties and and thirties and 

expounded by MacDiarmid implicitly in the early lyrics and 

explicitly in A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (1926). It is from 

this assumption that these writers are able to tackle the 

prevailing disillusions about the nature of the Scottish community 

in the work of earlier writers. Gunn's first entry to this region 

is Morning Tide in which, effortlessly, he suggests an entirely new 

interpretation of individual and community from the earlier 

writers, and from his own early work. The re-orientation is 

convincing and a fruitful new beginning for Gunn as it provokes 

questions and ideas followed up in other novels. If this community 

is so good, where has it come from and why have so many people lost 

faith in the Scottish community? In Sun Circle and Butcher's 

Broom, Gunn answers that they have been looking in the wrong 

places. It is true that history and institutions have not been 

kind to the indigenous culture but nevertheless folk culture still 
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exists and it has a venerable history which is perhaps more 

important to understand than some versions of Scottish history 

which appear in text-books. Thus Gunn becomes one of the people he 

writes about, continuing the tradition by writing about it and 

curious himself to find out "what it is that keeps some of our 

moderns burrowing among the roots.,,28 Gunn's version of history is 

that though folk elements of tradition have been valuable since the 

earliest times when the Master taught Aniel to recognise the moment 

of delight, they have often been suppressed by inimical historical 

forces - sometimes the government, sometimes the church, sometimes .. 
the people themselves have nearly destroyed their tradition. Since 

tradition is sound, however, what does this mean for the present? 

This question is answered in Highland River in which Gunn explores 

the value of the tradition to bring to fulness the humanity of one 

man, Kenn, who is followed from childhood to maturity as he 

discovers and ass~ilates the knowledge of his river of delight. 

Apart from sections of Naomi Mitchison's fiction, this is one of 

the clearest, strongest statements of the importance of tradition 

made during the Renaissance. We are not shown in Kenn an 

intellectual interest in tradition, instead we are shown a faith 

for life. This is the highest cla~ made during the Renaissance 

for the ~portance of tradition. If you live this way, you are 

truly human; if you do not live this way, you do not live at all. 

It is extremely unusual to find, in a literary tradition which only 

thirty years previously was on the verge of extinction, claims that 

s~ilar communities actually hold traditions which are the way to 

life. The Silver Darlings is the culmination of all Gunn had 

previously written and in one particular case a development of it. 

This development occurs in the theme of the gifted individual and 

Gunn shows why that theme should be so prominent among other 

writers. Sensitivity is not something which should be encouraged 

out of charity or merely a spirit of tolerance. The sensitivity of 

many of these boys is not a sign, simply, that they are artists but 

that because they are artists, they are part of the leadership of 

the community. Thus it becomes another index of the failure of the 
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communities. Not only did they lack the aesthetic sense to 

recognise their artists, they even lacked the self-interest to 

recognise their leaders. By showing this to be untrue in the case 

of Finn and his community, Gunn not only contributes optimistically 

to the literary tradition, he also fashions one of the finest 

novels in Scottish literature. After this novel, as the influence 

of the Renaissance dissipates into more private and individualistic 

expression, Gunn's interpretations may either be mythical as in The 

Green Isle of the Great Deep or mystical as in The Other Landscape. 

The power of Gunn's spiritual cosmography which fitted in so well .. 
with the spirit of the Renaissance continues unabated in novels 

which are impelled by causes outside the Renaissance altogether. 

But these influences became a private spiritual understanding not 

shared by many and especially not shared by younger writers and 

critics. Hart and Pick record the probable moments of doubt about 
the value of his work Which affected Gunn: 

Perhaps Neil now felt that for years he had been 

deceived into thinking that readers appreciated 

his books because they appreciated the 

nature of the mind that made them, only to find 

that the true "inwardness" of the novels did not 

register with them at all - only the surface, 

the events, the emotional charge. 29 

Compounded by "an absurd public discussion on the Scottish novel 

which took place at the Edinburgh International Festival in 

1962 ••• Neil felt that he had been forgotten by the literary 

establishment in Scotland.,,30 However, this was the beginning of 

the sixties when a severe reaction set in against the writers of , 
previous decades. The similarity between the end of Linklater's 

career and the end of Gunn's is close. Their contribution to 

Scottish literature was largely unread, or misunderstood; the 

following generation of novelists not being influenced by novelists 

as the poets were by MacDiarmid. They had no literary offspring to 
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honour them for their past achievement after the inspiration had 

gone. 

always 

Despite Gunn's own feeling of neglect, however, he has 

attracted critics and few have been unimpressed by his power 

and greatness. Kurt Wittig's tribute to Gunn that he "embodies the 

aims of the Scottish Renaissance" still remains one of the most 

meaningful compliments Gunn could have been paid. 
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The Scottish Literary Renaissance was an unusual period in the 

history of Scottish literature. It was unusual because of the high 

degree of self-awareness that the writers, as a group, shared about 

their status and purpose. Earlier writers often saw themselves as 

isolated, misunderstood figures but the Reniassance was corporate, 

public and self-aware. Writers, in sympathy with each other, 

shared a common set of presuppositions about the prevailing 

cultural situation which they thought was unhealthy and they had a 
common vision of a new culturally vibrant Scotland. 

Renaissance writers believed that Scottish national identity was on 

the verge of extinction. Customs which made Scottish life distinct 

had often been set aside for English customs which were perceived 

as being "better". Few areas of Scottish life seemed to be exempt 

from this dilution. In government, institutions and art, 

expressions of Scottish identity were felt to be either superficial 

or false. Renaissance writers saw the reasons for this in their 

versions of Scottish history: turning points like the Union of the 

Parliaments or the Clearances signalled to them that in the minds 

of Scotland's leaders a distinctive Scottish identity was a matter 

of secondary ~portance. In response to this situation, writers 

made a deliberate attempt to reconstruct what they thought was a 

genuine Scottish identity. Hence the choice of models like the 

Medieval poet William Dunbar who wrote his poetry when Scotland was 

still a separate nation and George Douglas Brown who had rejected 

the spurious Scottish identity purveyed by the Kailyard. 

Renaissance writers believed that they were recovering genuine 

Scottish traditions in literature but with the advantage of 

hindsight it can be seen that their version of the traditions led 

them to exclude some writers who had pertinent contributions to 

make. Renaissance writers never seriously considered as bona fide 

Scottish writers men like Neil Munro and J M Barrie because of 

their association with the Kailyard. Having dismissed what they 

considered to be spurious expression of Scottish identity, 
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Renaissance writers were involved in continuous debates about what 
dOd 0 

1 constltute Scottish identity. Literature was closely related 

to politics for them as they felt that the changes they wanted to 

see in Scottish society could be brought about most effectively by 
changes in the way Scotland was governed. 

History, the major feature of the Scottish novel in general, was a 

subject which Renaissance writers were not afraid to tackle. 

Perhaps more powerful~y even than institutions, language or 

culture, history has been a major force in shaping Scottish 

identity, one Whose inheritance has been unhappy and often 

divisive. Scottish novels writeen out of this heritage display 

fierce conflict. Renaissance writers used history freely to 

provide a context for their work, culling material for their 

authentic tradition from settings in pre-history, or showing the 

evolution of Scottish culture over a long period of t~e. However, 

their use of history was not always as straightforward. Writers 
with a vision of wholeness had to confront a history of division. 

Some held up the existence of a prehistoric Golden Age not just as 

a comforting past but also as a future destination. Others 

actually wrote about the divisive issues themselves: the history of 

the Highlands being one such issue. The divisions between the 

Highlands and the Lowlands and the events of the Clearances had 

bitter consequences which Neil Munro, Ian MacPherson and Fionn 

MacColla docunented. Distrust had been bred between two areas of 

Scotland and Highland culture had been severely injured by the 

Clearances. Yet two of the finest novels of the Renaissance, The 

Bull Calves and The Silver Darlings, contain a vision of these 

wounds being healed. Mitchison suggested that if both sides, 

Highlands and Lowlands, were willing to learn from one another, 

their traditions were complementary, not antagonistic. Gunn saw 

that if financial security was guaranteed, there was within 

Northern culture all the was necessary to bring human beings to 

maturity. 
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Another aspect of the vision of a new Scotland healed from its 

historical division was the presentation of the artist within the 

new society. Although much attention centred on this subject in 

the Renaissance, it tends not to be formulated so insistently as 

the programme for Scottish regeneration. Partly this was due to 

the nature of the subject itself. Biographical examples show how 

long it took writers of considerable talent, like Linklater and 

Gunn, to recognise that they were writers and have confidence in 

that fact. What is certain is that over and over again Scottish 

novels display the diseases of the creative imagination. The 
" 

figure of the young boy, to Whom attention has continually been 

drawn over the course of this study, who has a vivid ~agination 

but is prone to dreaming, role-playing, replacing reality 

dangerously with fantasy and morbid moods, appears throughout the 

history of the Scottish novel. This figure is an embryonic artist 

Who fails to reach artistic, and somet~es physical, maturity 

within Scottish society. Brown, Hay, Munro Barrie, MacPherson and 

Moon all write about such a figure and, so problematice a theme is 

it, that it often produces grave stylistic inadequacies in the 

novels themselves. 

Although this theme of the embryonic artist was not one which 

during the Renaissance was recognised as a distinctive theme of the 

Scottish novel, it appears to be such a persistent and unmistakable 

facet of Scottish literary culture that Renaissance writers quite 

inedpendently of earlier writers and of each other, took the theme 

up and developed it. The new society Which they envisaged was one 

in which creative people could find a place. Each of the four 

major writers discussed in this study portrayed an imaginative 

youth who was able to exist happily within Scottish society. 

Magnus in Magnus Merriman, Chris in Sunset Song, Kirstie in The 

Bull Calves, Kenn in Highland River and Finn in The Silver Darlings 

are able to come to terms with surrounding society because their 

authors have carved out a new set of values which these characters 
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hold in common with the rest of society. Instead of orthodox 

Christian belief, or the belief in the moral worth of hard work or 

the pursuit of respectability, Renaissance writers substituted 

beliefs derived from the Land, or from Jungian archetypes or from 

some other combination of animism and the transcendental. In 

Magnus Merriman and Sunset SOng, both Linklater and Gibbon show 

their main characters at peace in a community which satisfies their 

intellectual and spiritual aspirations. In The Bull Calves and 

Highland River and The Silver Darlings, Mitchison and Gunn develop 

this theme further an~ see in Kirstie, Kenn and Finn not just human 

beings with imaginations who need to be integrated into society for 

their own good, but people who must be integrated into society for 

society's good. This is one of the unique insights of the 

Renaissance novel; it recognises that imagination is a quality of 
political as well as cultural leadership. 

All the writers discussed here outlived the optimism of the 

Renaissance as they saw that the foundations on which their vision 

was based would never be laid. Within the compass of A Scots Quair 

Gibbon moves from optimism to pessimism: finally Ewan finds 

Scotland too restrictive a place and sets off for London. Even 

Chris, whose union with the Land in Sunset Song seemed so joyful, 

so permanent, dies, small and dried up, convinced that the only 

reality is Change. In The Merry Muses and Lobsters on the Agenda, 

Linklater and Mitchison described Scottish society in terms which 

bear a marked similarity to those used by pre-Renaissance novelists 

and Scotland is seen as a small, mean country, uninterested in 

culture and not even perticularly interested in its own government. 

And although The Green Isle of the Great Deep and The Other 

Landscape show that the attitudes of the Renaissance still had 

personal authority for Gunn, the private meanings of these novels 

are a quiet echo of the bold pronouncements or earlier years. 
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In general, Scottish novels show how the forces that shape Scottish 

society are in~ical to the creative identity. It may perhaps be 

Scotland's main contribution to literature generally to describe 

and analyse the frustrated creative talent and the conditions which 

cause it. In the end, even the enthusiasm generated by the 

Renaissance was not enough to overcome what seemed to be an 

antipathy to culture endemic to Scottish society. The high points 

of the Scottish Literary Renaissance demonstrate that in a more 

congenial cultural cl~ate better novels can be written, better 

dreams can be dreamt, even if, in the last analysis, they do not .. 
come true. 
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