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NEIL MILLER GUNN 85

seems an unlucky chance, and then suddenly you find you have wandered
right into yourself, and there you are standing upright, amused and pleased
at finding yourself alone. (p. 49)

A fellow can be so long away from himself that he loses the feeling of
being an individual and in the round. (p. 49)

The “ah-h-h” of wonder, of drowsiness, of being impersonally alive;
wariness forgotten, the everyday self gone, and the happier, simpler self
come up to take the air. All life had been a training to get him away from
that diviner self. (p. 139)

This diviner self is called “the second self” in The Atom of
Delight, and therein is told how he came upon himself while sitting
on a boulder in the river flowing through Dunbeath strath. (The
Atom of Delight, p. 29) In the previously mentioned works Mr.
Gunn has been talking from his life experiences, but in The Atom
of Delight, becoming more speculative than empirical, perhaps de-
sirous to develop his idea, he introduces the notion of psychic stuff
which pervades the universe. (The Atom of Delight, pp. 70-72)
Thus he claims the close spiritual relationship between ourselves

~and all things in the universe; in other words, the widespread
existence, or spacelessness, of spirit.

Next, he proceeds to show us how in our inner selves is laid up
the vast store of the life experiences of our ancestors in prehistoric
as well as historic times. All the life experiences of our ancestors
in the Iron Age, the Bronze Age, the Neo-, Meso-, and Paleo-lithic
Age, and the more ancient ages, will surge back and motivate us.
Thus is established the timelessness of our inner selves.

In Highland River, Kenn, upon seeing the king of the fish in the
stream on a frosty morning, hears the knocking of his forefathers
at the door of his mind, and rushes forward to capture the king.
(Highland River, p. 8)

Mr. Gunn knows that not only humans are motivated by the
ancestral life experiences. The same is true for other creatures. In
The Grey Coast, Roy, the shepherd collie, shows affection and
obedience to Maggie, but his master Jeems’s “Sst!” will bring him to
heel. For the collie understands wild hare hunting is afoot. Roy in-
wardly hears the haunting echoes from prehistoric partnership be-
tween the dog and man, It is the call of his ancestors to follow in
their steps. (The Grey Coast, p. 65)
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Man’s life is determined not only by his own life experiences, but
also by his ancestors’ experiences:

Then as the old woman’s speaking voice began to pass into a rhythmic
chant, something seemed to pierce him from sources beyond the experience
of his little life. . . . (The Butcher’s Broom, p. 173)

For Mairi knew that no circumstances, however it may affect action
or response, ever alters the essential nature of a human being. (The
Butcher’s Broom, p. 186)

Naturally Mr. Gunn has a high regard for ancestors and their
activities, especially for their cultural activities. He adds a peculiar
sense of sadness—a sadness that comes from their cultures having
been created so long ago.

All that has been bred of the Human Spirit for untold generations is
interwoven in this web, subtly interwoven, so that something of intangible
sadness which films vision comes of a sense of human things forgone. . . .
(Hidden Doors, p. 51)

And now this sense of forgone human activity touched the mood of the
place with something inexplicably heroic.

One could have sat and got lost in the sea’s rhythm and had the feel
of ebb and flow in far-off human things, the far-off things that yet are
near as one's own emotions and as poignant, with a subtle touching of
strange human chords and sudden visualisings of figures moving in and
out the grey web of their destiny. (Hidden Doors, pp. 170-71)

The old things—they can’t get spoilt, and they don’t give a damn about
wanting to be visited. Only, even there you have the puritanical, covenanting
innovations of John Knox. The frost of Calvinism is on much of the Outer
Isles here like a blight. But thank your stars a lot of the old stuff, the old
genuine stuff, has escaped. (Hidden Doors, pp. 183-84)

Needless to say that the cultures which have lasted from ancient
times and still have an unconditional urgency in determining the
present-day Highlanders” way of life are the Gaelic cultures.

II1

Mr. Gunn is a Gael. He has inherited the racial cultural bequest
of eternal significance, and has a haunting memory of the racial past
going back as fareas the Stone Age and beyond.

The Gael is a subfamily of the Celts distinguished for their
artistic sense, abstruse metaphysics, high standard of morality, and
fortitude in life. Their artistic sense is manifest in their Hallstat and
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