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What Knox really did was to rob Scotland of all the benefits
of the Renaissance (Edwin Muir).! This that Knox did for his
nation, I say, we may really call a resurrection as from death
(Thomas Carlyle).?

These statements written by two of the most representative Scottish
writers of the last two centuries, share something significant. Both refer to
John Knox and Scotland in the absolute terms of death or renmascence. Both
coincide in ascribing to Knox a greater significance than any individual man
could ever assume in History, and they represent the traditional attitudes of
Scottish intellectuals towards the most famous leader of the Scottish
Reformation in the 16th century. Such impassioned views must be seen to
derive either from the eminence given to heroes by 19th-century Romantics and
Victorians, as it is clearly the case of Thomas Carlyle, or from the
magnification by the Presbyterian churches of their own founder. Even Edwin
Muir, writing at the end of the 1920s, within the cultural context known as the
Scottish Literary Renaissance, ends his attempt at a demystification of the
Reformer treating Knox as if he alone had changed the course of Scottish
history, and had provoked the cultural decline that the modern Renaissance was
trying to surmount. This paper will discuss these attitudes, which have only in
the recent decades begun to be superseded by less emotional estimations, so as
to pinpoint Knox’s significance in the Scottish culture.

It is four hundred years after Knox’s death that we begin to find
definite signs of an objective insight into his historical significance. A book
edited by Duncan Shaw in 1975 under the title John Knox: A Quatercentenary
Re-Appraisal contains essays by four scholars, two of whom touch what we
may consider the key topics today: these are "Knox the Writer", by David D.
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Murison, and "Knox the Man", by Gordon Donaldson. The latter, a Professor
of Scottish History at the University of Edinburgh, has made, in the last three
decades, the greatest single contribution to find a proper place for the Reformer
in Scotland’s past and present. Thus in a brief article synthesizing the meaning
of Calvinism to Scottish culture, Donaldson concludes that it is "Knox’s vivid
narrative” that "has given him a pre-eminence among Scottish reformers which
he may not deserve".” Donaldson alludes mainly to the History of the
Reformation in Scotland that Knox himself wrote around 1556, and which was
published in 1586. The Reformer’s claim to literary fame is usually said to rest
entirely on this book,* though nobody would give him credit as a historian
today. Yet anyone interested in the historical Knox and the Scottish Reformation
must return to his account, for it is easy to get carried away by the forceful
style in which the story is told, a story whose absolute hero is undoubtedly its
author, however much Knox narrates it in a modest first person singular, and
refers to himself as "the said John". Knox’s History is, in short, a characteristic
exercise in self- justification, in which the Calvinist Reformer was, to use an
expression containing one of his favourite metaphors, blowing his own trumpet.
In contrast, the accounts of Knox's contemporaries "have", in Donaldson’s
words, "little to say of him",* but these have never been read so widely.
Knox’s conspicuous central place in the Scottish Reformation belonged,
in his own day, to his historical fiction, rather than to historical fact, yet the
myth he created for himself has had an actual influence on Scottish history ever
since. The year after the publication of the Quatercentenary Re-Appraisal came
out another, more popular book simply entitled Jokn Knox, which proves that
the Knoxian myth wiil die hard in the Scottish scene. In his review of this book
Gorden Donaldson points out that only one of its three contributors seemed to
have read the earlier re-appraisal, which does not upset him particularly, though
as reviewer and historian he has to be critical of the unreality behind some of
their assertions. Donaldson even quotes one of the contributors with more
approval than ircny: "myth", as Mr. Maclean observes, "has a reality at least
as respeciable as history, so that what men have thought about Knox, for
example, is part of history".® Donaldson also notes that the views expressed in
the little book are hardly original, and here is, to my mind, where its value lies:
it is not presented as any definitive scholarly study, its aim being openly
polemical, not critical. It tries to give a new voice to three old Scottish attitudes



Rubén Valdés Miyares 359

towards Knox. EBach of its contributors, a minister of the Church of Scotland,
a Scottish Catholic priest, and a Scottish atheist poet, seasons with a pinch of
fact his strong reaction to the myth that took root especially between the age of
Carlyle and that of Muir.

Anthony Rose, the Catholic, purports to explore Knox the man so as
to destroy the myth, as Muir had tried to do. His approach is the one which
comes closest to Donaldson’s approval. At the end Rose, like Muir, slips into
the myth by blaming every Scottish and Irish problem on Knox and the
Reformation, but not before raising some interesting issues. Thus he is aware
of the origin of the myth in Knox’s text on the Reformation, and of the fact that
Knox did not himself invent the idea that the state should use the death penalty
if necessary in defence of orthodoxy, nor was his grossly depreciatory attitude
to women new in a Christian ideologist;” more importantly Ross rightly locates
the main re-fashioning of the Knoxian image in the 19th century milieu, starting
with Thomas McCrie's biography, which was widely acclaimed at leat inside
Scotland,® and with Carlyle’s essays, and soon leading to the erection of statutes
of the religious hero in several Scottish towns. The first of these monuments
appeared, to the horror of Catholics like Ross, near the medieval cathedral of
Glasgow,® and, for the benefit of Scottish writers who would exploit the sinister
symbolism,'® Knox is still standing there on a high pillar, with an open granite
book in his hand, dominating the necropolis of Glasgow.

The essay preceding that of Ross in the same polemical book is by
Cambell Maclean, a popular Presbyterian minister famous for his appearances
on TV. In sharp contrast with the Catholic writer, Maclean proudly asserts the
myth of Knox instead of undoing it. He supports his argument with the kind of
prestige granted to myth in the Romantic age: myth, he argues, "springs from
the immediacy"."! Next the Minister resorts to commounplaces that any already
convinced congregation would readily admit, such as the saying that "by the
16th century the Church of Scotland was the most corrupt in Christendom”."
Thirdly, he touches on the modern topic of Knox as a great revolutionary
leader, the "ruthless extremist” Scotland needed.” Finally he feels enough
assurance to speculate on what Scotland would have been without Knox, and to
conclude that:

without Knox we might have had nothing but that ingratiating
sunshine which, like the soft cushioning of the old unreformed
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Catholic Faith breeds hapless indolent folk like Spaniards and
Italians.'*

Such chauvinistic statements have their far origin in the nationalist claims of the
Presbyterian churches since the days of the English Civil Wars and the
Covenant Movements of the 17th century, and a more immediate one in views
like that of Carlyle, who saw in Knox "eminently a national specimen; in fact
what we may denominate the most Scottish of Scots".!” Against this argument
Ross recalls the fact that Knox "was only part of what later came to be
identified as an anglicizing trend",' a statement easily corroborated by a quick
glance at the Reformer’s strategy of alliance with England against papist
France, and by the conscious use of English, instead of pure Scots, in his
writings. The historical role of Knox as agent of English absorption is assumed
by most 20th-century Scottish nationalists, including the last contributor to the
book, to whom we now turn.

The author of the third essay on Knox is Hugh MacDiarmid, who
emphatically dismisses all religious standpoints, to defend his own materialist
aesthetics, "Hugh MacDiarmid" is in fact the pen-name of the late Christopher
Murray Grieve, the major poet, theoretician and leader of the Scottish Literary
Renaissance of the 1920s and beyond. To him was dedicated Edwin Muir’s
book on Knox of 1929, perhaps as if to set up the man who created the modern
Scottish Renaissance against the man who, in Muir’s opinion, deprived Scotland
of the 16th-century Renaissance that England and other countries enjoyed. The
Scottish writers of Muir and MacDiarmid’s generation consciously reacted
against the kind of sentimental and parochial literature produced in the 19th-
century Scotland by what Ross calls the "Knoxian-Victorian" situation.!” They
sought to revive the national culture, and most of them agreed on finding in
Calvinism the main cause of Scotland’s decline. Knox, however, enjoyed some
political prestige among left-wing writers like "Lewis Grassic Gibbon" (James
Leslie Mitchell), who, after comparing him to Lenin, wrote that Knox:

was a leader defeated: [...] Knox himself was of truly heroic
mould; had his followers, far less his allies, been of like
mettle, the history of Scotland might have been strangely and
splendidly different.'®



Rubén Valdés Miyares 361

Yet to another contemporary writer, Naomi Mitchison, Knox "was on the
winning since", and though "cruel, treacherous and cowardly"”, he was brave
enough to face Mary Queen of Scots, since "she was the embodiment of
something that had to be broken, the Divine Right of Kings"."” Thus all these
writers gave Knox a deeply symbolical significance in history. This is,
naturally, even more noticeable in writers with Catholic sympathies. Among the
latter was Muir himself, and Fionn Mac Colla, who wrote that "What the
Reformation did was to sniff out what must otherwise have developed into the
most brilliant national culture in History".® These writers tended to take a more
bitter view, and they often compared Calvinism with Communism as totalitarian
destructive idealogies.” Moreover, Muir gradually became convinced that the
damage Knox and his creed had caused to Scotland was irretrievable.

Muir’s increasing pessimism run counter to the original spirit of the
Scottish Literary Renaissance. One of MacDearmid’s slogans when he was
launching the movement for the first time was "Dunbar -Not Burns", for he
thought it necessary, as pointed out by another Scottish poet and nationalist, to
go "back beyond Burns to the uncorrupted Scottish tradition found in the poetry
of Dunbar".2 Accordingly, MacDiarmid created a "Synthetic Scots" by
recovering words and rhythms from the pre-Reformation, pre-Knoxian makers
like Dunbar (as well as by adding new borrowings from other languages). A
similar attitude seems to have been shared by Edwin Muir at first, when he
produced his early poems in imitation of Medieval Scottish ballads. However,
in 1936 Muir published his critical essay Scott and Scotland, where he argued
the impossibility of having a Scottish literary tradition after the Reformation;
consequently, he was now denying the possibility of a modem Renaissance, in
spite of his earlier praise of MacDiarmid’s poetic efforts. This was understood
by MacDiarmid as a betrayal he could never forgive. Thus, to some extent
MacDiarmid had undertaken the difficult task of overlooking Knox’s negative
influence, whereas Muir was invoking the shadow of the Reformer against any
recovery of national culture. Furthermore, the nationalist writers like
MacDiarmid and the novelist Neil M. Gunn preferred to seek the causes of
Scottish decline in more general problems, such as the loss of nationhood, As
Gunn wrote in his review of Scois and Scotland, other reformed countries like
England and Germany had not lost their literary tradition, and unreformed
countries like Ireland had not had one for centuries and then she had recovered
it recently, coinciding with their independence.” Likewise, in his essay on Knox
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MacDiarmid points out that "Calvinism in other countries had not had a like
disastrous effect", after arguing that "the really serious thing from a cultural
point of view was the dissemination of the Bible in English, and Knox’s own
intromission with the English".*

In conclusion, it is hard io deny to any of the writers mentioned
(except, perhaps, for Carlyle’s hyperbolic assertions) a part of the truth about
"What Knox Really Did to Scotland”, provided that by "Knox" we do not mean
the historical man but the historical situation he stands for. What is most certain
i that in Knox the Scots have found a demoniac figure on which they project
what Muir recognized as their "exceptionally powerful myth-making faculty".®
It is no wonder that Carlyle took great pains to discover a faithful portrait of
John Knox: he was not just looking for the face of a man, but of a demigod:
for the Reformation and Scotland herself made man.

If, on the other hand, we attend to history instead of myth, two facts
stand out. First, that the Reformation would have taken place anyway in
Scotland without John Knox. The English historian Henry Thomas Buckle, who
was born only twenty-five years after Carlyle, could write in the mid-19th
century that Knox:

affected more than any single man, although the really
important period of his life, in regard to Scotland, was in and
after 1559, when the triumph of Protestantism was already
secured, and when he reaped the benefits of what had been
effected during his long absence from his own country.*

To be sure, this cautious interpretation, supported by Gordon Donaldson’s later
reading of history, invalidates Muir and Carlyle’s views at once. It is always
fempting to speculate, and one would say that Scotland would have been
reformed even if Knox had been a papist. In support of the nationalist claims
of the Church of Scotland, it may be recalled that, at the time, the reformed
barons of Scotland sought in the alliance with the faith of Protestant England
a safer measure to retain their independence than the pressing power of Catholic
France, although this would in turn lead to the political absorption and the
neglect and decline of native culture that follower the union of Crowns under
James VI of Scotland and I of England. French pressure alone can be regarded
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as a greater force at work for the Reformation than Knox’s mission. As Ross
notes, "Knox no more invented the Anglophile policy of the Scottish reformers
than he invented Calvinism".?”

Secondly, Knox was, as Donaldson points out, "perhaps the chief agent
in the anglicition of Scotland, in both its politics and culture”, but he cannot be
held personally responsible for the strict Puritanism and Sabbatharianism
subsequently imposed by his Church on Scottish society, or for the destruction
of drama and the older Scottish traditions in poetry.™ As Campbell Maclean
rightly says, Sabbath-breaking, for example, was being denounced by the
Catholic Scottish Archbishop Hamilton eight years before the Reformation took
place.” This makes MacDiarmid’s view only half mythical: he is rightly aware
of Knox as agent of anglicization, but he resorts to the myth when he equates
Knox with Scottish religion and the whole cultural plight. In either case, there
were many factors working in favour of the anglicization and the excessive
influence of the Church on Scottish culfure, especially after the Scottish court
moved into London. James was anointed, even though Knox preached a sermon
against the unction of kings during the same ceremony or coronation.*
Finally, if we attend to literary history alone, Knox’s individual contribution
through the History of the Reformation in Scotland 1s truly impressive, for the
influence it exerted on the Scottish interpretation of history; for the
representativeness of his Anglo-Scottish prose, and even, as it is argued latterly
by critics.after Murison and R. D. 8. Jack,» for its intrinsic literary merit. His
language marks a decisive stage in the development of the Scottish literary
tradition, and the fully dramatized passages in his History reveal an author
trying to engage his readers in a text which also shows a sense of humour and
effective irony. All we need to do is read Knox's history as fiction, and not
only as "The Iron Text" that haunted Muir throughout most of his own writings
about scotland.
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