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Abstract

Vernacular Literary Culture

in Lowland Scotland, 1680-1750.
This thesis examines literature that because of the frequency of its printing, and
social relevance, might be called prevalent examples of a tradition. The strength of
these traditions over time, and the way in which they reflect values of Lowland
Scottish society are also examined. Vernacular literary tradition faced a period of
crisis during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and its survival seemed
uncertain. Its vitality, however, was reaffirmed mainly because it was able to
evolve. The actions of several key individuals were instrumental in its maintenance,
but ultimately, it was the strength of the traditions themselves which proved to be
most influential.

Examined are such innovative new works as Allan Ramsay’s elegies done in
the vein of Francis Sempill’s “Habbie Simson,” as well as old standards like Blind
Harry’s Wallace and The Prophecy of Thomas the Rhymer. Also dealt with are
popular almanacs, as one of the most prevalent examples of Scottish chap-book
literature in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Works exemplifying the
carnival experience, such as “Peblis to the Play” are investigated in conjunction with
a look at Scottish popular culture. In all instances, the analysis of these works is
undertaken with an agenda of understanding the ways in which they reflect
contemporary society and politics.

Works of a strictly devotional nature are not examined, largely because the
Scots vernacular revival was not consumed with a desire to proselytise. However,
the ways in which current religious practice and government affected common
culture, as reflected in vernacular literature, is illustrated. Here, such pieces as
Ramsay’s “Marrow Ballad” and “John Cowper, Kirk treasurer’s Man” find their
relevance.

Literary and cultural movements standing in opposition to the vernacular
revival receive attention here, the chief being the so-called “improvement
movement” which dictated that social elevation, and the reading and speaking of

standard English went hand in hand. How early eighteenth century vernacularists



like Ramsay, and others, came to terms with this philosophy are examined, as are
some of the relevant literary forms themselves. But it is demonstrated that even
some of these writings, rendered in standard poetic English, paid tribute to Scots
tradition.

The over-riding theme of this thesis is the progressive nature of the
vernacular revival, which built upon the literary traditions of the past, but evolved to
suit present conditions. Thus, as this thesis demonstrates, old and established works
are given new words and themes. In some cases, the stories remain the same, such
as in the case of the Wallace and the Bruce, but the language is updated to
accommodate a new audience comprised of readers of English. This thesis charts
the course of the shift from literary Scots towards a new “Anglo-Scots” in the works
of Blind Harry and John Barbour, as well as the way in which the literary cult started
by them provided the material necessary to help fan the flames of eighteenth century
Scottish nationalism, one expression of such being Jacobitism.

Finally, this thesis suggests some of the ways in which these early efforts at
redefining native literary culture helped inspire later vernacularists such as Robert
Fergusson and Robert Burns. A line thus was drawn between the literature of the
medieval and renaissance eras, and that of the modern age. The mid point of this
line was the period concentrated upon by this thesis, a critical stage in the

development of Scots literary culture.
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Introduction

“Scotland, 1680-1750”



The key concern of this thesis is the durability of Scottish tradition, how it faced
transition, and how it interacted with its host society. The tradition under
examination is Lowland vernacular literary culture, which does not appear to have
been static during the period under investigation, and may have been sustainable
largely because it was able to adapt in the face of certain political and social events.
The thesis will suggest that the literary forms under discussion had predecessors in
earlier times, while many survived beyond 1750. Perhaps there was never a total
break from the past, yet the reality of the present also appears to have been a
determining factor in shaping Lowland Scotland’s vernacular tradition. Examples
representative of prevalent literary types, such as items known to have enjoyed wide
circulation and/or to have reflected relevant contemporary themes, will be
considered to give an account of the way in which they interacted with and impacted
upon Lowland society. Concurrently, attention will be paid to finding probable
precursors, both within the literary realm itself, and in society at large. This
undertaking will demonstrate that vernacular literary culture survived, and though
not entirely unchanged, in most cases became progressively attuned to the society
which sustained it.

The discussion will concentrate on the years between 1680 and 1750,
although this time frame should be regarded as a guideline, rather than a definitive
period. As this is an interdisciplinary study, the methodology employed combines
literary criticism and deconstruction, together with historical discourse based upon
parliamentary and privy council records, kirk session records, and socially and

politically orientated pamphlets. From there, the yielded results of this literary



deconstruction will be considered in conjunction with an analysis of the major social
and political events of the period.

In addition, the focus here will be upon secular writing, largely excluding
that body of literature which mainly had a proselytising purpose, or a strictly
devotional nature. Few, if any, of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century
vernacularists seemed overly concerned with producing devotional material. And
furthermore, although a vast number of religiously-motivated pamphlets were
produced, these dealt with issues of church government and the lofty doctrinal
debates of theologians. Obviously however, certain religious qualities could seep
into literature which would not normally be referred to as “religious pieces.” The
majority of literary examples analysed here are classifiable primarily as pieces of
entertainment, though they could contain didactic elements.

The subject of the literary language of Scotland, during the later seventeenth
through to the middle of the eighteenth century, is analysed in chapters one and two.
It seems well established that literary Scots was challenged by a gradual process of
anglicisation stimulated by the Reformation, and monarchical and parliamentary
union. Following this lull, it appears that writers such as Allan Ramsay took it upon
themselves to begin working with Scots again. Chapter one begins with a critical
look at opinions surrounding this so-called vernacular revival, in an effort to clarify
the meaning of the term, and establish the factors motivating such participants as
Ramsay. It might have been the case that revival was a misnomer, since writing in
Scots never completely stopped, and those few pieces produced prior to Ramsay can

be regarded as highly influential.



The sustained contact with English, led to the fashion for self-improvement,
which dictated that one key way in which to raise oneself was through the personal
cultivation of higher manners, morals and — especially — language. It has been
argued that this ideology was later a central concept of the Enlightenment, which is
generally associated with the latter half of the century. The impact of, and reaction
to, certain aspects of self-improvement will be elucidated; while some current, and
contemporary, attitudes towards language, and improvement, are also examined.

The evolving character, and relevance of vernacular writing is discussed in
chapter two, where it will be suggested that though it had ceased to be the official
language of the nation, Scots still had much to offer as a creative tongue. Some
ways in which traditional forms manifested themselves, however, are of prime
interest. While the vast majority of works noted were indeed rendered in English, a
surprising number were still in a form of Scots, and a representation of these will be
discussed.

Ramsay is often praised for helping to rescue Scots. If this is meant to be
taken that he completely resurrected it, then the implication is clearly erroneous,
since Scots was by no means dead when Ramsay discovered it. If his efforts as a
collector of old Scots poetry are to be seen as his most useful work with the
vernacular, as critics such as Wittig have asserted,! then once again, it will be
asserted that this is not wholly correct. Ramsay may have appropriated many older
types, but he was not content to simply store them on a shelf, solely in a preservation
effort. Instead, he worked progressively with the medium, intent upon producing a

new form of colloquial-based poetry, inspired by contemporary observation of

1 K. Wittig, The Scottish Tradition in Literature (Edinburgh, 1958), p. 171.



common lifestyle played out on early eighteenth century Edinburgh’s streets. The
search for the progressive aspects of Ramsay’s Scots poetry is one of the central
veins running through chapter two. Similarly, the efforts of other authors are
examined for characteristics which might also hold a significance for contemporary
society.

When critics discuss early modern poetry in Scots, inevitably they turn to
poems which depict folk festivity. These poems, typified by such works as “Christis
Kirk on the Grene,” “The Blythsome Bridal,” “Peblis to the Play,” and “Habbie
Simson,” are held to be representative of works charged with folk energy. What is
meant by this? Are these works actual representations of folk activity; or are they
writings inspired by ideas about folk festivity? The second hypothesis is advanced
in chapter three. Evidence concerning folk-based festivity offered by such
documentary sources as the burgh records, is examined in an effort to qualify the
poetic account. These records reveal an increasing tendency for regulation of
communal festivity, whereas some of the literature, conversely, seems to be saying
something else. The instances when the literary account did, and did not, appear to
coincide with the historical account, are illustrated and commented upon.

Such poems as “Peblis to the Play,” and “Habbie Simson,” are often regarded
as having contained an element of carnival, and this subject will also be investigated.
The more visible ways in which the entire carnival experience relates to certain
examples of early modern Scottish poetry is the issue here. Of importance is the
concept of inversion, and since in Scotland, regulation of folk events seemed to be
the norm, perhaps literature displaying carnivalesque aspects served as a bulwark

against restraint.



Two comerstones of early modem Scots writing were Blind Harry’s Wallace,
and John Barbour’s Bruce. The relative popularity of these two, both in relation to
each other, and within the corpus of Scottish publishing, is the subject of chapter
four. Perhaps Harry’s book was the more popular of the two, if importance is
ascribed to its greater printing run. Because both the Bruce and Wallace were
published over a protracted period and at regular intervals, the texts of successive
editions seem appropriate for an examination designed to chart any progressive
changes in lexicon. Any noted shift might allow certain conclusions to be made
regarding the accepted standard of the printed word in Lowland Scotland. Related to
this, questions regarding the general populace’s ability to read these books, are also
addressed in chapter four. It is further suggested that the so-called English
translations of both the Bruce and Wallace? should be seen primarily as
representatives of literature which appealed to those devoted to self-improvement.

The remainder of this chapter looks at the relationship between certain key
social and political events associated with the early eighteenth century, and their
interaction with the legendary figures of Wallace and Bruce. The former appears to
have stood as a symbolic beacon for such causes as independence, freedom in the
face of impending parliamentary union, and Jacobitism, while his very name stood
as a synonym for courage and strength. Robert the Bruce, on the other hand, seems
to have held a mystique relevant to the Jacobite cause of returning a Stewart

monarch to the combined thrones of Scotland and England.

2 Chiefly, William Hamilton’s Wallace, and John Harvey’s Bruce.



The publishing record tends to indicate that one of the most commonly
printed books in Scotland was the popular almanac.3 Reasons why this might have
been the case are addressed in chapter five. The contents of the popular almanac
appear somewhat eclectic, but nevertheless seem based upon a standard formula
from which deviation was infrequent. Some typical pieces of information found in
the almanac included advice related to the passing of the days and seasons, weather
forecasts, tide tables, medicinal lore, plus the inclusion of abridged histories or
“chronologies of memorable events.” The significance of this last feature is dealt
with to some extent, and the question is posed: why would a book devoted to
forecasting future events, also concern itself with relating the past? It was a feature
of much folk literature that the future was as knowable as the past. Certain it is that
prophecy formed the basis of the Scottish almanac, whose core purpose was to
forecast future events. Thus, within this chapter the whole nature of prophetic
statement, its application to a higher purpose, and some of the dangers associated
with prognostication, are also discussed. An example of how prophecy might be
exploited by those in power, is indicated by a discussion of The Prophecy of Thomas
the Rhymer, which was printed several times.

The over-riding theme of this thesis, is concerned with the vernacular. Thus,
items representative of both common language and common culture, will be the

topic of discussion. However, certain ways in which these indicators of common

3 In the period up to the end of the seventeenth century, this might be suggested by the evidence in
H.G. Aldis, A List of Books Printed in Scotland Before 1700 (1904; reprinted with additions for
1700, Edinburgh, 1970).



language and culture, dovetail into higher aspirations will also be introduced, in an

effort to present some idea of the entire picture.



Chapter One

“Prelude to a new Scots Literary Language.”
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The onset of political union with England is seen as the final step in a succession of
events which all but eliminated the Scots literary language. The first occurrence in
this chain of events was the Scottish Reformation, which because of the lack of a
liturgy in Scots resulted in English being used to confer the (reformed) Word of
God. Then as a result of the loss of court patronage after James left for England,
native writing lost a key avenue of support. The loss of Scotland’s parliamentarians
in 1707 worsened this situation, as English became the official language of
bureaucracy and commerce.! Scots concerned with fears of a resultant loss of
political, social, and economic opportunity believed themselves compelled to adopt
English as their written tongue. Many appeared successful, though the adoption of
English as a spoken tongue may have been more difficult.

This process of English adaptation is commonly referred to as
“improvement,” a term which has implication for more than just language alone, but
for manners as well. Improvement in language, probably was ongoing in England
before 1707, but parliamentary union brought Scotland solidly into contact with it.2
Charting and discussing this contact between Scots, and the compulsion to adopt
polite (i.e. English) manners and language, finds significance since improvement
tended to stand in opposition to the vernacular.

Concurrent with political events like union, and interrelated phenomena such
as improvement, literary Scots made a protracted comeback in the hands of certain
individuals. The most visible person in this respect was Allan Ramsay, and the
analysis of his motives and abilities, both as a poet, and as a collector and editor of

Scots poetry, forms of body of opinion that is at times coherent and consistent, and

1 Numerous persons echo these thoughts, in varying degree of emphasis. The most visible, and the
one who seems to have been the most influential, is D. Daiches. His views on the subject are
discussed below.

2 Though again, writing in English was going on in Scotland before 1707: some of Patrick Gordon’s
writings were very anglicised, and even utilised a quasi-Augustan style. See GUL Spec. Coll.,
Mu.48-i.29; Patrick Gordon, The Famous History of the Renown'd and Valiant Prince Robert,
sirnamed The Bruce, King of Scotland and of Sundry other Knights, Both Scots and English.
Enlarged with an Addition of the Scottish Kings lineally descended from Him to Charles now Prince
... Set forth and done in Heroic Verse (Glasgow, John Hall, 1753), passim.
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at other times contradictory. A representation of modern opinion regarding the
renewed interest in Scots will now be presented to suggest that persons typified by
Ramsay still regarded Scots as a progressive medium, capable of being relevant to
the times.

A good amount of modern opinion has been devoted to the so-called
vernacular revival — in which Scots was said to have been rescued from oblivion —
its nature, the men who were at its centre, and their motivations. For example,
Henderson’s opinion of a vernacularist like Ramsay is that he was a borrower of
poetic tradition (and actual pieces), with no extraordinary creative capabilities.
These traits were best exemplified by his vernacular portrayals of the “low-life.”
His ineptitude and the difficulties he experienced as a poet may have been, in
addition, exacerbated by his attempts at walking a linguistic and stylistic tightrope

between two genres:

If not the victim of the contradictory poetic models, English and
Scots, which he sought combinedly to imitate, Ramsay, except in the
case of The Gentle Shepherd, was nothing advantaged, either as [a]
Scots or English versifier, by any compensating result of the twofold
influence.3

However, these ‘“contradictory poetic models” appear to be organic to
Simpson’s and Watson’s more recent “multiplicity of voice,”* stemming from the
eighteenth century, in which the chameleon-like author’ assumes more than one
poetic persona, separately or concurrently. Assuming that these latter opinions are
accurate, we might be led to disagree with Henderson, and say that there was
probably very little “contradictory” about Ramsay’s use of both English and Scots,

concurrently or otherwise, for it was really a question of which persona he chose to

3 T.F. Henderson, Scottish Vernacular Literature, 3rd ed, (Edinburgh, 1910), pp. 403-04.

4 K. Simpson, The Protean Scot (Aberdeen, 1988), p. 2; R. Watson, Dialects of ‘Voice’ and ‘Place’:
Literature in Scots and English from 1700,” in P.H. Scott (ed), Scotland a Concise Cultural History
(Edinburgh, 1993). However, Watson, in particular, would probably argue that there was nothing
destructively “contradictory” about these “voices” whatsoever.

5 This chameleon nature is the cornerstone of Simpson’s “protean man.” It is debatable whether his
protean Scot was still a reality — apparently Simpson was more willing to question his own
hypothesis once it became available in print.
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assume. As a writer of English, he might have thought of himself as an enlightened
man of civility, with the flourish and polish of the best men of wit; as a
vernacularist, he was participating in a literary tradition established by the best
bygone scholars of the nation (such as Blind Harry and Robert Henryson), men of
great accomplishment, humanity and morality,® to which Ramsay appears to have
been intent upon giving new meaning. As far as his concurrent use of Scots and
English in The Gentle Shepherd is concerned, it might have been that this was
designed to heighten the “fruitful opposition” between the rural and urban spheres,
inherent to the pastoral tradition.” Thus, in The Gentle Shepherd, the use of English
is equatable with the refined urbanite, whereas Scots is associated with the rural
rustic — the result being that the differences between these two “classes” are
immediately apparent through the language they employ. These observations might
highlight an important difference between the two tongues, related to the way they
might be employed by the writer.

English and Scots were two very closely related languages, but perhaps best
used by the writer in different ways: English, with its massive vocabulary was a
language of precision; Scots, because of its relative sparseness,® was a language of
“feeling.” English was an explicit language; Scots an implicit one. A single word in
Scots could substitute for whole phrases, even sentences in English; but this, by
nature, precluded any hopes of universality for Scots. The adjective “dreich” when
applied to the weather, certainly refers to dreariness and bleakness, but the word’s
broader meanings of long-lasting, persistence, tedious in its dullness, and being hard
to bear, combine in serving to invoke a much more powerful image, and convey

much more feeling, than is provided by a statement like “I tired of the unrelenting

6 Henryson was, after all, the writer of a whole series of Moral Fabelis.

7 T. Crawford, Society and the Lyric, A study of the Song Culture of eighteenth century Scotland
(Edinburgh, 1979), p. 71.

8 Sparse though the Scots vocabulary was, according D. Craig, Scottish Literature and the Scottish
People 1680-1830 (London, 1961), p. 61, it still “consisted of about 50,000 words,” ever since the
eighteenth century. This would presumably refer to both spoken and written Scots, since, as will be
related below, Ramsay’s written vocabulary numbered about 1,500 words.
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rainy days we were experiencing.” The problem is that not everyone might
understand the meaning of a word like dreich.

When we move to the comments of Wittig we are faced with a whole new set
of circumstances. He is of the opinion that the word “revival” was not necessarily
the best way to describe what had happened to the Scots language commencing with

the onset of the eighteenth century:

Literary historians speak of a “revival” of Scots poetry in the
eighteenth century. If this is meant to imply a recovery after a period
of poor health it is perfectly correct, for though the stream of Scots
poetry had dwindled to a mere trickle — of which here a song, and
there a longer poem, or perhaps elsewhere a dance, are all that come
to the surface — yet it never entirely ceased to flow.?

Wittig then goes on to state that in post-Union Scotland, “literature became
increasingly the product of an occasional spare hour in the day of a farmer or worker
with all the ensuing lack of finish and care — or else the writer obeyed the call of the
South.”10 While raising a believable point concerning the definition of the word
“revival,” some of Wittig’s other comments should perhaps be treated with caution.
It is reasonable to say that from the point of view of numerous writers throughout
post-Union Scotland, London was an “Augusta,”!! or a sort of halcyon, classic
Mecca which many aspiring poets operating in a new British environment believed
themselves obliged to acknowledge. However, if taken too literally, some of this
might amount to an oversimplification. Native types still received attention, and not
all successful poets found it necessary to leave Scotland, even though the opinions of
London critics were influential.

Wittig then advances the idea that in the case of Ramsay himself, unrequited

politics played a role in shaping the tone of the revival: “In him, for the first time,

9 K. Wittig, The Scottish Tradition in Literature (Edinburgh, 1958), p. 160.

10 Wittig, Scottish Tradition, p. 153. In this instance, he seems to be saying at least in part, that such
poets actually left for London.

11 The term often employed by James Thomson, one of the most successful Scots who wrote in
English, primarily for an English or (in deference to the opinions of such people as R. Crawford --
see below) British audience. See James Thomson, “Spring,” in, The Poetical Works of James
Thomson (London: John Walker and Company, n.d) , p. 7.
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we find outraged nationalism taking the form of sentimental Jacobitism.”12
Sentimental Jacobitism as one of the forces which motivated such fathers of early
modern literary Scots as Ramsay,]3 is a theme to which other commentators
repeatedly return. However, the general tone of Wittig’s assessment of Ramsay
seems to suggest that although the founding member of Edinburgh’s Easy Club was
no extraordinary poet, future generations of Scots poets would find themselves
indebted to his rescue efforts.!# Thus he seems to be saying that it is as an
antiquarian we should remember Ramsay.

Yet concern over the use of the word revival might be well founded. It
seems that even in those periods in which the language has been defined as hitting a
low point, new Scots poetry was being produced. What was not being produced was
the sort of literature that had been common prior to ¢.1603, that being a sort of
“courtly” Scots literary culture. But what was going on outside of courtly circles,
would eventually serve to inject new life into Scots vernacular. This new life would
not be exactly like the old, almost entirely representative of elite, courtier culture;
rather, it would be more reflective of common values. Occasionally, in the case of
some of Ramsay’s poems, it would present an urban outlook, at other times, that of
small rural village, which formed the basis for the entire “Habbie Simson” tradition.
But Sempill’s “Habbie Simson” was hardly lacking in finish and care. The
unpolished works produced by Wittig’s individual with a spare hour were more
likely the ongoing traditional Scots ballads, possibly enhanced by post-reformation
events.15

The idea of a persistent, despite the odds, vernacular literary culture is taken

up by Lindsay (ironically, a critic of Wittig), who argues that Scots as a literary

12 Wittig, Scottish Tradition, p. 163.

13 Other such “fathers” who might be termed “sentimental Jacobites” can be found: the printer
James Watson is one whose name immediately springs to mind.

14 Wittig, Scottish Tradition, p. 171.

15 This form of oral literature thrived in the face of religiously-motivated efforts which sought to
control all types of popular culture. As literacy and the printed word became more common, starting,
theoretically with the reformation (though actual practice was something different), the oral tradition
existed as a sort of counter-culture.



15

language never really died-out prior to the eighteenth century. Larger epics like
John Barbour’s Bruce and Blind Harry’s Wallace, the works of Sir David Lyndsay,
and individual pieces typified by Montgomery’s The Cherrie and the Slae, all served
to sustain the tradition during the seventeenth century.l® Moving to the early
eighteenth century vernacularists, Lindsay points to James Watson and the
importance of his editorial efforts. Watson was motivated by (once again)
patriotism, which in this case, served “to counter the increasing Edinburgh tendency
to accept anglicisation,” reflected in the number of Scots poems contained in his
Choice Collection of Comic and Serious Scots Poems,'7 a work which “ushered in
the Eighteenth-century Revival by establishing a direct link with the Makars who
wrote before the Castilians and the Cavaliers.”!8 Here, Lindsay seems to be
stressing the rescue efforts on the part of Watson which might, arguably, be seen as a
form of antiquarianism. But Lindsay takes issue with Wittig, and asserts that
Ramsay has been all too readily dismissed as being more important as an editor,
instead of a poet — “he was ... a much better poet than is generally acknowledged.”!?
This is a crucial point, for it stresses the creative aspect of Ramsay’s works, which in
turn, might suggest a progressive attitude on his part toward Scots poetry.

The promotion and resuscitation of Scots was a near life and death matter,
artistically speaking, for the likes of Ramsay, Fergusson, and even (later on) Burns,
if we are to give weight to Craig’s statements. Though poets such as these did
possess an adequate command of English, it was only in Scots that they could fully

express themselves.?0 Here, he seems to be stressing the artistic value of the

16 M. Lindsay, History of Scottish Literature (London, 1977), p. 169. However, at the risk of
correcting Lindsay, it is important to note that the language of (at least) the Bruce and Wallace during
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had been heavily anglicised; so much so, that it was really a
form of Anglo-Scots. For more on this, see the pertinent discussion in my chapter concerning the
Wallace and Bruce traditions during the early modern period.

17 Lindsay, History of Scottish Literature, p. 171. However, not all of Watson’s poems were
rendered in Scots. Many are in fact written in the standard poetic English of the day.

18 Lindsay, History of Scottish Literature, p. 170. “Castalian (Band)” = name given to a group of
poets at the court of James VI; Alexander Montgomerie and John Stewart were two. “Cavaliers” =
poets to the courts of Charles I and Charles II.

19 Lindsay, History of Scottish Literature, p. 172.

20 Craig, Scottish Literature, p. 237.
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vernacular, as commented upon earlier. All these authors could, and did, write in
English — much of their personal correspondence is rendered in more or less standard
early modern English. But this, Craig maintains, was a form of mechanical writing,
representing the limits of their capabilities with the language. Creative writing,
however, and the fullness of personal expression attached to such, was only
effectively accomplished through conceptualisation in Scots, and this mental
imagery was best transmitted to the page through the vernacular medium.2! The
literary tongue in which the vernacularists worked was not that of “an upper-middle
and upper class metropolitan world of coffee-house, mansion, and country estate,”
inhabited by “a milieu of politicians and landowners ... and the artists to whom they
gave commissions and hospitality,” since that world occupied itself with the poetic
language of the Drydens and Popes.22 Conversely, the world of literature in Scots

encompassed:

... the ordinary pubs and market places, centres of gaming, drinking,
eating, small business deals, the coming and going of farmers,
chapmen (peddlers), and lawyers looking for work — but not,
apparently, of literary connoisseuring and the discussion of new
publications which could seriously influence a central government.
They [Ramsay, Fergusson, Burns] write in the manner of popular
wiseacres, masters of repartee, in a language little different from that
of the masses of their countrymen, not in that of an educated
uppercrust.23

Hook maintains that nostalgia for the Jacobite cause went hand-in-hand with
the Toryism to which poets like Ramsay and Robert Fergusson subscribed. (So once
again, this theme of sentimental Jacobitism seems to appear.) This was the result of
post 1688 conditions, when due to the triumphs of the Hanoverian, whig, and

presbyterian causes, “Tory Jacobitism” (with its affinity for episcopalianism) had

21 Craig, Scottish Literature, pp. 237-38. The theory seems to be that if the author thought in Scots,
the most effective way for him to convey his ideas, was to write in Scots. Something similar
concerning Burns was argued in my article “Aspects of Scotland’s Social, Political, and Cultural
Scene during the 17th and 18th Centuries as mirrored in the Wallace and Bruce Traditions,” in E.J.
Cowan and D. Gifford (ed), The Polar Twins: Scottish History and Literature (Edinburgh, at press).
22 In essence, well-honed neo-Augustan English. See Craig, Scottish Literature, p. 19.

23 Craig, Scottish Literature, p. 19.
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ceased to be part of “the world of political reality” and had moved “into the language
of sentiment and feeling ...”2* Thus, once again, we might surmise from his
comments that sentiment for old political, monarchical, and religious ideologies may
have played an inspirational role for some of the early vernacular revivalists such as
Ramsay. All this might be true, but just because Ramsay might have been
traditional in his political outlook, seems to be no reason on its own to assume that
he was also artistically conservative. Finally, Hook emphasises a crucial aspect of
political union with England, that being a “renewed focus on the meaning of
Scotland” and its place in the new united Britain.25 An extension of this idea might
have been precisely the conundrum faced by vernacularists like Ramsay, with
respect to language; that being, “In this new united Britain, given its emphasis upon
the English language, where could Scots find meaning?” One solution he seems to
have happened upon, was to use Scots in a seemingly little tapped area, relating the
common urban experience.

One of the most visible persons engaged in attempting to decipher events and
motivating factors pertinent to the eighteenth century revival (if that is the best word
for it) is D. Daiches. Many other writers with similar interests, writing on related
topics, cite him (either to agree or disagree), or believe themselves compelled to
comment upon his standpoint.2¢6 So what does this seemingly influential scholar

have to say about the resurgence of Scots, after a period of languishing?

24 A. Hook, “Introduction,” in A. Hook (ed vol. 2), The History of Scottish Literature, C. Craig (gen.
ed) (4 vols; Aberdeen, 1987-88), ii, p. 2. Hook (pp. 2-3) is quick to mitigate his statement by
maintaining “that an identical political nostalgia appears in the work of writers who were upholders
of the Hanoverian status quo” such as Thomson, Smollet, and Boswell, who took advantage of the
new united Britain by seeking fame in its capital city.

25 Hook, “Introduction,” p. 3.

26 Recent writing which seems to echo some of Daiches’s ideas include J. Corbett, Language and
Scottish Literature (EUP, 1997); C. Kidd, “The ideological significance of Scottish Jacobite
Latinity,” in J. Black and J. Gregory (ed), Culture, Politics and Society in Britain, 1660-1800
(Manchester, 1991); Simpson, The Protean Scot. This is not to suggest these authors agree with
everything that Daiches has said, only that the influence of his writings appears present in these
modern studies. (And, admittedly, to a degree this present chapter has also been similarly
influenced.)
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Daiches arguments primarily revolve around the main social/political events

of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and early eighteenth centuries:

From the late sixteenth century on, this Scottish literary language was
increasingly challenged by English. The Reformation, the Union of
the Crowns in 1603, the political and religious situation in the
seventeenth century, and finally the Union of 1707, all had their
effect in helping to make Scottish writers turn to English as their
medium, even though they continued to speak Scots.2’

Daiches then furthers the case when he declares that the departure of James VI and
the royal court — the latter being “Scotland’s chief if not only source of patronage of
the arts™28 — for the balmier political climate of the south, resulted in Scotland and

the Scots language experiencing something of a drought.2° It should be pointed out,

27D. Daiches, The Paradox of Scottish Culture (OUP, 1964), pp. 19-20.

28 D. Daiches, Literature and Gentility in Scotland (EUP, 1982), p. 1. Thus Daiches (The Paradox,
p. 11) believes that James’s departure resulted in an “abrupt cessation of the court patronage of the
arts in Scotland” — a plausible enough, if somewhat overly generalised, statement that seems echoed
in Kidd’s assertion (“The ideological significance,” p. 112) that Scots declined as a literary language
after 1603. For a view that seems to place the decline of Scots a little more squarely on the shoulders
of the reformers, see A.H. Maclaine, “The Christis Kirk Tradition in Scots Poetry to Bumns,” in
Studies in Scottish Literature, vol. 2 (July 1964-April 1965), p. 117:

During the latter part of the sixteenth century Scots poetry on the literary level died

a slow and lingering death. With the triumph of Knoxian Calvinism there came a

general stifling of poetic composition on a large scale, since poetry, along with

dancing and other “led” entertainments, was proscribed as conducive to idleness

and sin.

This, together with 1603 and the resulting influence of English types, resulted in “an enormous and
almost fatal gap in the natural development of native Scottish poetry ...,” the resulting gap between
that time and the emergence of Ramsay, et al., being only partially bridged by three forms, 1) pure
folk literature, chiefly oral ballads, songs, etc. 2) the collecting efforts of a number of Scots
gentlemen, 3) the commonly referred to Christis Kirk tradition.

However, it is worth pointing out that it might be unwise to jump to the conclusion that the
Reformation resulted in a sort of absolutist clamp-down on a/! native poetic forms — “One of the
most persistent myths of Scottish history is that the Reformed church abolished ecclesiastical music
and was positively hostile to music in general.” E.J. Cowan, “Calvinism and the Survival of Folk,” in
E.J. Cowan (ed), The People’s Past (EUP, 1980), p. 36.

It does appear true, however, that ballad composition and (maybe more significantly)
collecting, awareness, etc., hit a “high-point” during the eighteenth century. Many ballads which
have survived to this day appear to date to the eighteenth century, or at least the noted sources date
from that time. This may be related to the general concem for indigenous poetic types experienced
by some. This phenomenon has prompted one folklorist to insist that:

Eighteenth-century Scotland, there is no doubt at all, was a nation of ballad singers

and ballad lovers. How much earlier it had been so, no one knows; but it is a fact

that what we today know as British balladry at its best is a mass of texts taken

down by interested persons from living Scottish tradition in the latter half of the

eighteenth century, or learned them and transmitted to print or manuscript early the

following century.
H. Henderson, Alias MacAlias. Writings on Songs, Folk and Literature (Edinburgh, 1992), p. 1.

29 Daiches, Literature and Gentility, p. 2.
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however, that there might have been very little new about some of Daiches’s ideas,
since the idea of a literary cultural drought in Scotland, brought about monarchical
union, was apparently present even during the later eighteenth-century.3? In more
recent times, his viewpoint may have been foreshadowed by that of Wittig, who held
that the reformation, movement of the court to England, and Act of Union, all
resulted in an “orientation towards England,” and English manners and language.
Additionally, many Scottish notables, aspiring members of the court, large land-
owners, among others, “made London their headquarters” and sent their sons to
English schools.3!

Regardless of to whom these theories should be first ascribed, Daiches
maintains that the net result of these political events (especially the loss of courtly
patronage), was a transformation in Scotland, roughly parallel — but not identical —-
to that experienced by other European nations. In effect what occurred was a move
away “from an aristocratic ideal of courtliness” in favour of a new concept of good
manners, formulated this time by an embryonic middle class.32 What marks the
Scottish transformation of “courtly” into “bourgeois” concepts of the “dignified”
was that the latter turned to English as its mode of expression, according to Daiches.
The net result of this gradual alienation of Scots (language) literature was that
starting in the late seventeenth century, poets increasingly used the vernacular as a
vehicle for “drawing on the folk tradition rather than on a more complex tradition,”
to produce “poetry of rustic merriment, of urban low life, of conviviality or abuse or
courtship,” which is where Allan Ramsay came in.33 The idea of Scots becoming
most readily associated with “low culture” is an idea that seems to have won

approval with current scholarship, reinforced by recent historical discourse.3*

30 C. Jones, A Language Suppressed. The Pronunciation of the Scots Language in the 18th Century
(Edinburgh, 1995), p. 14.

31 wittig, Scottish Tradition, p. 153.

32 Daiches, Literature and Gentility, p. 1. “Middle class” is my own term, used here in the very
loosest sense; Daiches prefers the word “bourgeois.”

33 Daiches, The Paradox, pp. 22-23.

34 Kidd, “The ideological significance,” p. 112.
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Nevertheless, it is Daiches’s belief that several poems incorporated in
Watson’s Choice Collection — to become endeared to such early vernacularists as
Ramsay — should be seen as examples of old courtly poems that had been reworked,
and whose language was “modernised” (meaning anglicised?). Thus, the version of
“Old Long syne,” as printed in the Choice Collection, “clearly had its roots in the
Cavalier tradition of the courtly tradition,” since it was the product of Robert
Aytoun, a courtier who accompanied James when the king changed addresses.35 In
addition, the premier piece in Watson, celebrating the world of Scottish popular
festivity — “Christis Kirk on the Grene” — possessed a metrical form of such
complexity, that it was unlikely to have originated with the commonality.3¢ Thus,
fully entrenched in the so-called revival,3? Ramsay was not only a patriot, but also
had “aimed at both reviving interest in older Scottish literature and in producing
Scots poetry of his own.”® Thus, it may be fair to advance from these last
comments, that the muse of Leadhills was not only concerned with conservation, but
with the progression of the art form. Something similar was argued about the career
of Ramsay’s successor, Robert Fergusson (1750-74). No mere nostalgists,

vernacularists like Fergusson3? displayed a progressive tendency toward their work:

35 Daiches, Literature and Gentility, pp. 24-25.
36 Daiches, Literature and Gentility, p. 35. The (reportedly) aristocratic origins of such so-called
folk pieces as “Christis Kirk” (as well as “Peblis to the Play”) are discussed in A.H. Maclaine, “The
Christis Kirk Tradition in Scots Poetry to Burns,” in Studies in Scottish Literature, vol. 2 (July 1964-
April 1965), passim, but see pp. 10-13 in particular.
37 Or as Daiches once defined it, the time between Robert Sempill and Robert Burns (we may assume
¢. 1665, the year of Sempill’s death, and 1786, the year the Kilmarnock edition of Burns’s poems
was issued) when Scottish poetry had to learn how to be a product of the whole and recover its “lost
dimension.” See, D. Daiches, “Eighteenth-Century Vernacular Poetry,” in J. Kinsley (ed), Scottish
Poetry. A Critical Survey (London, 1955), p. 151.
38 Daiches, The Paradox, p. 23.
39 Perhaps one essential question that should be posed of the work of eighteenth century Scottish
poets, is which medium, if any, did they prefer? In the case of Fergusson, the question might centre
around what form of poetry he gravitated towards. In the earlier part of his all too brief career,
Fergusson worked with standard English types. Examples of these were “Morming,” “Noon,” and
“Night,” done in an elegiac pastoral style similar to such artists as Thomas Gray (1716-71), an
English-born poet, credited with being a forerunner of the romantic movement, and remembered as
the author of The Progress of Poesy (1754). Published by Ruddiman, these inaugural poems of
Fergusson’s were followed by others in English, all described as being “undistinguished.”

With the commencement of 1772, Fergusson switched styles, and began writing poetry in
Scots, the first example being the very fine “Daft Days” — a rollicking celebration of communal
winter festival. The setting for his poetry changed also: Fergusson left the artificial, contrived
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“The Revival, it appears, is a matter of new forces supporting old tendencies: it both
continues from the past and moves forward with the times.”40 The author of these
comments, Freeman, believes that tendencies such as these would provide a

cornerstone for enlightenment —

The Scots Revival derived from a Weltanschauung radically different
from that of the Calvinist, utilitarian world of eighteenth-century
Scottish moderatism; it belonged to an attitude that looked backwards
as well as forwards at the same time, endeavouring to retain the best
of the past and to assimilate what it wanted of the present. Fergusson
and his poetry appear less the anomaly than the culmination of a great
and consistent humanist tradition.4!

Putting this in a slightly different manner, Allan talks of a Scottish humanist
tradition that was integral with the onset of the early sixteenth century northern
Renaissance. Organic to this humanist movement: “There emerged in a growing
number of Scottish scholars a new self confidence in their own literature ...” while
also displaying “an increasing familiarity with the literature of antiquity.”#2 Thus
Allan seems to be stressing the importance of scholarship which is both backward,
and forward looking, something apparently in agreement with Freeman, and which
also might have — as will be argued later in this thesis — a bearing upon the nature of
the early eighteenth century vernacular revival. Humanist thought caused some

problems for scholars committed to the Calvinist line which tended to reject “human

pastoral landscape behind, and entered into the hustle and bustle of urban life, typified probably by
his own experience living in the “tall tenements and narrow wynds” of Edinburgh’s Royal Mile. It is
for his depictions of communal life, told in Scots, that Fergusson seems best remembered, and
(arguably) this was him at his best. It is impossible to say whether or not Fergusson would have ever
returned to writing major pieces in English during his lifetime — he simple did not (truly
unfortunately) live long enough. Yet his genius is probably best preserved for posterity by his “Auld
Reekie” — published in 1773 as “an evocative portrait of Edinburgh, its citizens and its low life, the
taverns and clubs, Sunday afternoon walks and debtors’ sanctuary at Holyrood.” It appears that
“Auld Reekie” was intended to be the first in a series of light-hearted looks at Edinburgh life, never
finished because of the poet’s untimely death. That being the case, it seems logical that Robert
Fergusson’s immediate plan prior to his passing was to continue writing in Scots. See Royle,
Companion to Scottish Literature, p. 14, and p. 108.

40 F.W. Freeman, Robert Fergusson and the Scots Humanist Compromise (EUP, 1984), p. 9.

41 Freeman, Fergusson, pp. 1-2.

42 D. Allan, Virtue, Learning and the Scottish Enlightenment (Edinburgh, 1993), p. 32.
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intentions” in favour of “God’s eternal Providence.”3 Thus, as one recent opinion,

concerning the Latin tradition described the situation:

The cultural doctrine of the most extreme of seventeenth-century

Scottish Calvinists deemed the classics and philosophy to be profane.

Divine wisdom was contained in the Bible, but human learning, like

the other works of man, was tainted with original sin ...44
In spite of this, Scotland experienced a “simultaneous evolution of Calvinist and
humanist discourse” largely because the humanist emphasis upon oratory perfection
also made for superior preachers and teachers.4’

Summarily, it seems that this humanist tradition could become organic to a
variety of socio-religious viewpoints.*6 It might therefore be fair to argue that it is
too simple an explanation to see the revival as being only a reaction to thwarted
religious, social, and political platforms, even though, as will be shown later,
vernacular literature could contain serve as a vehicle through which current policy
could be attacked.4’” Perhaps, the most essential aspect of the vernacular revival,
which can be ascribed to a humanist tradition, is this idea of granting the past a place
of prominence, while addressing the problems of the present by applying this

bygone wisdom. However, there may indeed be something to this idea of a

humanist tradition#® in Scotland, divergent from mainstream religious thought in the

43 Allan, Virtue, Learning and the Scottish Enlightenment, p. 80.

44 Kidd, “The ideological significance,” p. 116. Apparently, according to Kidd, something similar
may have been occurring in England.

45 Allan, Virtue, Learning and the Scottish Enlightenment, pp. 80-81 and p. 85.

46 With the possible exception of the most extreme Calvinist, if weight is to be given to Kidd’s
viwpoint (see above).

47 Freeman, Fergusson, p. 1, agrees that these factors were influential, but reaction to “stultifying
church hostilities” and English dominance, does not fully answer the question of why a vernacular
revival?

48 Humanism seems a rather broad-ranging term. But according to The Chambers Dictionary,
humanism stresses, among other things “putting human interest and the mind of man paramount,
rejecting the supernatural ...” In general, within Ramsay’s poetry, strictly religious topics do not
seem to abound, unless to deride its excesses in some cases. Furthermore, his mock elegies in Scots
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early modern period. If this was the case, then any Calvinist derived condemnation
of alternative “philosophy of life” was irrespective of whether it was classical or
vernacular based.

Furthermore, a long-standing theory from the sixteenth century held that
Scots was a purer form of the original Anglo-Saxon tongue, and thus its beauty was
in its primitiveness.*® Scots was drawn from the custom of the people, and thus was
suitable for their use.’® These arguments seem to support an idea that this language
of the people, being their native tongue, might be superior in conveying certain
“feelings” of the people, in a way an adopted language (such as English) could not.
Thus, the Scots revival was marked by “new forces supporting old tendencies: it
both continues from the past and moves forward with the times.”s!

This, then, is a critical representation of most of the key opinions
surrounding the motivation for, and nature of, the Scots revival. Though antiquarian
rescue may have helped inspire Ramsay, it was a desire to progressively promote
that was equally important in motivating him. Yet even Ramsay would be forced to
come to terms with concepts of self-improvement, a fashion that had at its heart the

promotion of polite concepts of English writing, manners, and even speech. Such

are largely about people, the feelings of people, and feelings he and other people derive from their
surroundings.
4Freeman, Fergusson, p. 9, who also points to the influence of Rousseau’s ideas of the ideal
primitive state of man, as having an influence upon Scottish philosophical thought

This theory of the uncorrupted nature of Scots, seems to have stemmed from the idea that
Scotland, unlike England, was never a conquered land, being able to stem the tide of the Roman,
Saxon, Viking, and Norman onslaughts. This was an idea that stretched back at least to the time
when The Complaynt of Scotland was written. See (Robert Wedderburn?) The Complaynt of
Scotland, (ed) A.M. Stewart (STS, 1979), pp. 66-67 (cap. 10), which lists the hordes of conquerors
which England would suffer; namely the Danes, Saxons, and Normans. But the final invaders would
be the Scots, whose conquest would result in a unification of the crowns.
50 Freeman, Fergusson, pp. 8-9.
51 Freeman, Fergusson, p. 9.
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concepts would provide stiff competition for the vernacular in early modern
Scotland.

Thus, during the early eighteenth century, Scots vernacular literary culture
had to compete with the neo-classical tradition rendered in standard poetic English,
being intricately tied in with improvement movement. Associated with this
philosophy, was the advancement of the study of “belles lettres” in Britain, the
discipline itself seemingly originating in France with the publication of Rollin’s
lectures on the same subject in 1723-28. These were translated into English in 1734,
eventually to become the basis of the discipline of English Literature.’2 Connected
with all this, one important way in which an individual improved himself or herself
mentally, was through the cultivation of proper speech and writing®3 — “proper”
meaning, inevitably English. There was nothing in itself unpatriotic about this
attitude on the part of interested Scots, despite its negative implications for the
vernacular, though it very often could be taken to some chauvinistic extremes. An
example of this type of work, replete with classical references, as well as allusions to
Scotland’s national(?) dress, is afforded by this piece from the repertoire of Allan
Ramsay:

Ye Caledonian Beauties, who have long

Been both the Muse, and Subject of my Song,

Assist your Brad, who in harmonious Lays

Designs the Glory of your Plaid to raise:

How my fond Breast with blazing Ardour glows,

When e’er my Song on you just Praise bestows.

Phcebus, and his imaginary Nine,

With me have lost the title of Divine;
To no such Shadows will I Homage pay,

52 R. Crawford, Devolving English Literature (Oxford, 1992), p. 27.

53For a discussion of this see R. Wolker, “Apes and Races in the Scottish Enlightenment: Monboddo
and Kames on the Nature of Man,” in P. Jones (ed), Philosophy and Science in the Scottish
Enlightenment (Edinburgh, 1988), passim, but especially, p. 147.
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These to my real Muses shall give Way:

My Muses, who on Smooth Meand’ring Tweed,
Stray through the Groves, or grace the Clover Mead;
Or these who bath themselves where haughty Clyde
Does roaring o’er his Lofty Cat’racts ride;

Or you who on the Banks of gentle Tay

Drain from the Flowers the early Dews of May,

To varnish on your Cheek the Crimson Dy,

-Or make the White the falling Snow outvy:

And you who on Edina’s Streets display

Millions of matchless Beauties every Day;

Inspir’d by you, what Poet can desire

To warm his Genius at a brighter Fire?

I sing the Plaid, and sing with all my skill,

Mount then O Fancy, Standard to my Will;

Be strong each Thought, run soft each happy Line,
That Gracefulness and Harmony may shine,
Adapted to the beautiful Design ...

The Plaid’s Antiquity comes first in View,
Precedence to Antiquity is due:

Antiquity contains a certain Spell,

To make ev’n Things of little Worth excel;

To smallest Subjects gives a glaring Dash,
Protecting high born Idiots from the Lash:
Much more ’tis valu’d, when with Merit plac’d
It graces Merit, and by Merit’s grac’d.5*

Here is one of Ramsay’s more visible works, insofar as it attempts to represent
Scotland as a classical landscape, yet in a thoroughly patriotic manner. Noteworthy
is how it begins by banishing the classical masters of lyric, “Phcebus, and his
imaginary Nine” etc. As far as Ramsay the patriot was concerned, he would sooner
not have bothered with these “imported” muses. Scotland — he might have said —
had had its own long tradition of muses. Rather, he would have much rather sung
the praise of his own, native, muses, the same “Caledonian Beauties,” who had long
been a favourite subject of his, and a source of joy to him.

The entire nature of “Tartana” — though rendered in somewhat stilted English

couplets — was thus highly patriotic, representative of a (supposed) national dress,

54Allan Ramsay, “Tartana, Or the Plaid,” in B. Martin and J.W. Oliver (ed vols 1-2), and A.M.
Kinghorn and A. Law (ed vols 3-6), The Works of Allan Ramsay (6 vols; STS, 1945-74), i, pp. 27-28
(1. 1-27; 30-37).
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equally as noble as the imperial purple (maybe more so) was, through its simplicity,
a symbol of ancient virtue.>® But further, Ramsay’s patriotic beliefs extend to trust
in his nation’s literary heritage, one well adept on its own at exploiting the classical
tradition as exemplified by the old courtly makars (who were seemingly heavily
influenced by continental scholarship). There is in fact a continuum through the sort

b

of things Ramsay was doing in such works as “Tartana, ” reaching back to the
writings of such individuals as Gavin Douglas — the only thing that was markedly
different was the language employed (and, arguably, the quality of verse).
Furthermore, we hear Ramsay speaking on the authority of antiquity. Part of elite
eighteenth century literary scholarship involved paying homage to all things deemed
ancient — age conferred authority. Yet Ramsay is cautious, and adds the proviso that
an item must be of importance, as well as being long-lived, in order to warrant
praise. Thus, in this one instance at least, Ramsay is not passive in his acceptance of
the prevailing attitude.

Therefore one expression of patriotism could be the perpetuation of
classically-inspired literature, rendered in standard poetic English. As noted, it was
believed that the propagation of this sort of literature had a further benefit, on the
personal level, since it was deemed paramount in elevating oneself. This concept of
elevation thus had implications for the acceptance of the vernacular.

After 1707 it was believed by numerous individuals north of the border that
in order to fully participate in the political and economic entity of Great Britain,
successful candidates would have had to first purge their speech of “scotticisms.”56
One manifestation of this desire was the creation of a number of gentlemen’s
“improving societies,” designed to promote “correctness” in speech and manners (in

essence, promote English speech and mannerisms) — although this did not preclude

55 1.G. Brown, “Modern Rome and Ancient Caledonia: The Union and the Politics of Scottish
Culture,” in Hook (ed) History of Scottish Literature, ii, p. 43; cf D. Daiches, “Eighteenth-Century
Vernacular Poetry,” in Kinsley, p. 155.

56 Crawford, Devolving English Literature, p. 18.
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such associations from showing an interest in Scottish culture.5? Of these improving
societies, one of the best remembered to this day was Ramsay’s Easy Club; its clear

mandate was thus spelled out:

The Gentlemen who Compose this Society Considering how much ye
unmaturity of years want of knowing ye world and Experience of
living therein Exposes them to ye Danger of Being Drawn away by
Unprofitable Company ... Have Resolved ... to Retire from all other
Business and Company and Meet in a Society By Themselves in
order that by a Mutual improvement in Conversation they may
become more adapted for fellowship with the politer part of mankind
and Learn also from one anothers ... to abhore all such Nauseous fops
as are by their Clamorous impertinencies the Bane and Destruction of
all Agreeable Society and also to Ridicule those Pedantick Coxcombs
who by their unthinking gravity peevish preciseness or Modest folly
Demonstrate themselves the apish Counterfeiters of such perfections
as God by Nature has utterly denyed them the Capacity of Ever
attaining to which Sorts of people are so industriously avoided by the
Society, and others of free tractable and ingenious tempers as
carefully encouraged ...58

The Easy Club’s objectives are fairly self-evident here; however, it is interesting to
note that part of the club’s goals was to be on the alert for true practitioners of the art
of eloquence, and to be able to separate them from the charlatans among the crowd.
Presumably mutual and friendly debate among the membership was the determining
factor in making the distinction. The ability to engage in dialogue and rhetoric were
therefore useful skills the aspiring candidate should look to acquire while on the
road to improvement.

Scots consumed with the goal of improving mannerisms and speech, could
often find inspiration within the pages of such periodicals as The Tatler and The
Spectator. Both these were London-based publications, though reprinted on
occasion in Edinburgh.’®® Through the reading of these, it was believed by aspiring

Scots that an understanding of elite British (i.e., English) social mores and literary

57 Crawford, Devolving English Literature, p. 20.

58 “Journall of the Easy Club, established in Edinburgh May 1712,” in Works of Allan Ramsay, v, p.
5.

59 See for example, GUL Spec. Coll., Mu 53-b.15; The Tatler. By Isaac Bickerstaff Esq. Number 12.
A reprint corresponding with no. 141 of the London Tatler.
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tastes could be acquired. The adoption of these qualities was thought to have been
vital for personal improvement, since civility itself was dependent upon good taste.
Poor taste, or lack of taste, as a result, was equated with barbarism and savagery.
Thus cultural and literary taste not promoted by these two publications, by
implication, would have been seen as examples of savagery. Both The Tatler and
The Spectator seemed to act as a focal point for (what was thought to be) good taste
during the eighteenth century,®0 at least as synthesised through the minds of Richard
Steele (1672-1729) and Joseph Addison (1672-1719).

A Dubliner by birth, Steele became acquainted with Wiltshire-born Addison
at Charterhouse. Both eventually studied at Oxford. After an unsuccessful attempt
at a military career, Steele enjoyed some success as an author before becoming
gazetteer for the London Gazette in 1701. Steele launched The Tatler in 1709, and
continued producing the thrice-weekly publication until 1711, following which, he
and Addison collaborated on The Spectator. Addison himself, especially since his
Oxford days, was a noted Latin versifier, while his neo-classical tragedy Cato won
acclaim. Both he and Steele held various positions in the government: Addison sat
in parliament till his death as a Whig. More important for present purposes, the two
formed the Spectator Club, which apparently provided the inspiration for Ramsay’s
Easy Club.6!

The influence of both The Tatler and The Spectator — together with their
authors — cannot be glossed over. As already mentioned, both these publications
were embraced by early eighteenth century devotees to improvement. Readers, thus,
could find such journal pieces as the following, offering general observations on

right and wrong mannerisms of speech, both among urban and rural inhabitants:

There has happened another Revolution in the Point of Good
Breeding, which relates to the Conversation among Men of Mode,

60 C.J. Berry, Social Theory of the Scottish Enlightenment (EUP, 1997), p. 177. The idea was to
appeal to men of “perfect state” in the quest to determine rules of morality. Also, a person’s literary
taste was deemed indicative of their level of morality and civility.

61 A .M. Kinghorn and A. Law, “Allan Ramsay and Literary Life in the First Half of the Eighteenth
Century,” in Hook (ed), p. 66.
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and which I cannot but look upon as very extraordinary. It was
certainly one of the first Distinctions of a well-bred man, to express
every thing that had the most remote Appearance of being obscene, in
modest Terms and distant Phrases; whilst the Clown, who had no
such Delicacy of Conception and Expression, cloathed his I/deas in
those plain homely Terms that are the most obvious and natural. This
kind of Good Manners was perhaps carried to an Excess, so as to
make Conversation too stiff, formal and precise; for which Reason
(as Hypocrisy in one Age is generally succeeded by Atheism in
another) Conversation is a great measure relapsed into the first
Extreame; So that at present several of our Men of the Town, and
particularily those who have been polished in France, make use of
the most coarse uncivilized Words in our Language, and utter
themselves often in such a manner as a Clown would blush to hear.

This infamous Piece of Good breeding, which reigns among
the Coxcombs of the Town, has not yet made its way into the
Country; and as it is impossible for such an irrational way of
Conversation to last among a People that make any Profession of
Religion, or Show of Modesty, if the Country Gentleman get into it
they will certainly be left in the Lurch. Their good Breeding will
come too late to them, and they will be thought a parcel of lewd
Clowns, while they fancy themselves talking like Men of Wit and
Pleasure.62

Here we can see the summation that the person given to employing “coarse
uncivilized Words” was perceived as being of inferior “breeding.” It might be
assumed that this latter group included persons employing common Scots terms. It
was not simply a case of such persons lacking the correct education, but rather
somehow lacking in personality and moral fibre. In modern terms, we might almost
refer to this as a sort of genetic deficiency, and thus those not in possession of the
ability to converse in the language of “men of wit” were somehow at a lower level of
evolution. We today have the benefit of Darwin’s theories; those in the eighteenth
century did not, and thus equated the use of unpolished language with a lack of the
correct moral character. It goes without saying, that these were highly prejudicial
attitudes. To an extent, however, those actively engaged in revitalising the

vernacular were standing in opposition to these same attitudes.

62 Joseph Addison, “Manners in Town and in the country,” from The Spectator, no. 119, Tuesday, 17
July 1711, in Selections from The Tatler and The Spectator, A. Ross (ed) (Harmondsworth, 1982), p.
278.
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Thus, among the manifold activities of the men of The Easy Club during
each of its meetings — including the reading of members’ verses, debating the
meanings of words especially the word “easy,” and composing answers to letters —
they also resolved to read an edition of The Spectator.® It was in such publications
as The Spectator that poets like Ramsay would have been exposed to opinions
expounding neo-classical values of speech and writing. For Ramsay then, the
writing of English neo-Augustan verse (of which he attempted no small amount) was
probably the best way in which he could express himself as being a person of higher
intellectual fibre in early eighteenth century Scotland. This is not to say that
Ramsay’s English poetry was the poet’s favourite form of writing; simply that which
could best establish him in the current intellectual environment as being a non-
savage.%4

At this point it might be appropriate to diverge slightly, but nevertheless
examine an important issue and answer, perhaps, an obvious question. When
modern critics and scholars talk of improvement, it almost always involves a
discussion surrounding the would-be or aspiring men of letters. It is worthwhile
pointing out that there were women who aspired to reach the ranks of the improved.
The Edinburgh Miscellany, which printed some of James Thomson’s (1700-48)
earliest poems when he was still a student at Edinburgh, also purported to have
included contributions from the “delicate sex” who were members of the “Fair
Intellectual Club.” It seems that all of the members of this club were female,® and
their work was pretty much standard pastoral English fare, with the usual classical

allusions:

63 Kinghorn and Law, “Allan Ramsay and Literary Life,” p. 66. See also, Crawford, Devolving
English Literature, pp. 20-21; C. McGuirk, “Augustan Influences on Allan Ramsay,” in Studies in
Scottish Literature, vol. 16 (1981), p. 104; and R. Watson, The Literature of Scotland (London,
1984), p. 172.

64 Other Scots, such as Adam Smith, as we shall see, were not so easily convinced of Ramsay’s
intellectual prowess.

65 NLS Hall. 195.j; “A Pastoral Elegy, Sacred to the Memory of her deceast Lover. By a young
Lady, a Member of the Fair Intellectual Club,” in The Edinburgh Miscellany Consisting of Original
Poems, Transcriptions, &c. by Various Hands (Edinburgh, J. McEuen, 1720), p. 183 and note,
together, refer to the members as “ye sweet Nymphs.”
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Beneath the Covert of a rural Shade
I Sing the young, the dear Adonis dead.

Ye friendly Swains, who mourn’d Menaleas Fate,
And best deserve the Bays in Albion yet:

My first Essay in pastoral Excuse,

Indulge my Genius, and protect my Muse.%6

Romantic love, unfulfilled or otherwise, seemed to occupy the attention of the
female members of “Fair Intellectual Club.” Regardless of the subject matter,

however, all these efforts were really exercises in cultivating the neo-classical:

Ye Muses, Loves and Graces, now prepare

To crown gay Damon and Belinda fair,

Of all our Caledonian Plains the Pride,

He the best Bridegroom, she the lovliest Bride.67

However, a good grounding in language and the classics did not necessarily
guarantee success for the female poet with neo-classical aspirations. One such
person, whose life actually ended rather tragically, was Jane Adams.®® The daughter
of a Greenock ship-master, Jane Adams became governess in a minister’s house
after her father’s death. When in the minister’s employ, Adams studied classic
English writing. Thus inspired, she assembled a Miscellany of her own poems that
were mostly either devotional or classical in nature. Her editor credited Adams for
her knowledge of proper grammar and phrases, a style reminiscent of Milton, and
employing allusions and “figures” that should find favour with any English poet. In
spite of this glowing review, the book was not a success and many copies were left
unsold, even though it managed to attract 153 subscribers from many walks of life,

including a high number of merchants.®® Great fame as a poet seemed to escape her,

66 «“A Pastoral Elegy, Sacred to the Memory ,” in The Edinburgh Miscellany, p. 183.

67 “Epithalamium. Or the Marriage of My Lord — with Lady — By a young Lady of the Fair
Intellectual Club, present at the marriage,” in The Edinburgh Miscellany, p. 158.

68 The information presented here on Adams comes from two sources: a newspaper clipping from
1873(?) inserted into the Mitchell Library’s copy of her poems; and from the “Preface. To the
Reader” in the same miscellany. See Mitchell, no. 73501; Jane Adams, Miscellany Poems (Glasgow,
James Duncan, 1734).

69 This in itself tells us something about the improvement movement, centred around the reading of
refined English literature — that it was often the aspiring “middle-sort,” keen on financial intercourse
with the island as a whole, who were drawn to the genre. Thus, as is still the case, English was the
universal language of business.
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and as such, Jane Adam’s death was a sad one, for she spent her last days in
obscurity at a Glasgow work house. Perhaps this was an unfortunate testimony to
the times in which Adams lived, one not yet willing to fully accept a neo-classical
female poet whose work, by all accounts, was not substantially worse than that of
many of her male counterparts.”0

Returning to the main discussion at hand, the attitudes of both the English
and the Scots themselves, towards other Scots and the vernacular tongue, present an
interesting and varied picture. As far as English attitudes towards the Scots
language were concerned, the view held by Basker seems to be that the Union of
1707 was only one aspect in a large train of events which helped to stimulate the
perceived need to standardise English. This need, was first made clear with calls for
the Royal Society of London, soon after its creation in the 1660s, to initiate an
instructional body capable of regulating and refining the English language.’!
Accordingly from about mid-century onwards, some of the biggest proponents of
this cause were probably Scots themselves.”> Nevertheless, it might then have been
the case that some, but certainly not all, of the bias against Scots, was simply a result
of long-standing English attitudes, which were reinforced by certain elements among
the eighteenth-century Scottish literati, all of whom desired to improve the English
language (and thus, by implication, Scottish speech also) in its entirety.

Yet the point concerning eighteenth-century English chauvinism against
Scots — and, indeed, Scottish vernacular culture itself — cannot be underestimated.
An anonymous English journalist, in a bombastic summation of the abilities of a
Scottish member of the Bar, remarked on the “loud, clamorous Monotony” of “the

Caledonian Screecher[’s]” dialect, that “struck so harsh[ly] upon the [listener’s]

70 In the broader sense, perhaps it is also a testimony to the sheer glut of poems that existed along the
lines of Adam’s.

71 J.G. Basker, “Scotticisms and the Problem of Cultural Identity in Eighteenth-Century Britain,” in,
J. Dwyer and R.B. Sher (ed), Sociability and Society in Eighteenth-Century Scotland (John Hopkins
University Press, 1991), p. 81.

72 Basker, “Scotticisms and ... Cultural Identity,” p. 82.
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Ear.””3 Despite this, as Freeman points out, a contradiction of opinion in England
seemingly existed: Scottish poetry was quite popular in England during the
seventeenth century’* (and possibly beyond?). What might be deducted from this
apparent contradiction in opinion, is largely threefold:

1) There may well have been a stark difference in opinion between the
English bureaucrat, and the English “man of letters” (in theory, the latter being more
enlightened than {hopefully} the former, irrespective of his country of origin).

2) The Act of Union brought the English bureaucrat into contact with his
Scottish counterpart, who if he spoke Scots, would have sounded nothing at all like
the verse of Robert Henryson, William Dunbar, and others whose medium was
deemed an ancient language, fully as noble as Greek or Latin.

3)Related to the previous point, there may indeed have been an attitude that
Scots poetry was a great thing, as long as the Scots themselves stayed at home. (Or
perhaps, more correctly, any Scots-sounding Scot should stay home. The tone of the
criticism against the “Caledonian Screecher” is that it was really the Scotsman’s
speech that was found to be the most offensive, and less so the actual person.) Thus
there may have existed an opinion, held by some in England, and heightened by the
Union: “Give us more Scots Poetry, but fewer Scots.”7?>

But, it would seem, there was no greater opponents of Scots literary culture,
then certain enterprising and ambitious Scots: Crawford points to the late century
example of Sir John Sinclair, who seems to expound nothing short of linguistic
genocide.’¢  Sinclair (fl. 1782), a sitting Scots MP in London, believed that
repression of native linguistics was the only way for “provincials” like the Scots,

Welsh, Irish, and Northern English to fully integrate themselves into an anglicised,

3 GUL Spec. Coll, Mul0-g.4 (3); The Thistle: A dispasionate Example of the Prejudice of
Englishmen in General to the Scotch Nation. And particularly, of a late arrogant Insult offered to all
Scotchmen, by a Modern English Journalist In a Letter to the Author of Old England, of December
27th, 1746 (London, 1747), p. 37.

74 Freeman, Scots Humanist Compromise, p. 2.

75 Especially since much of this poetry was probably that of the old makars, whose language, was
perceived by some as a purer form of Anglo-Saxon.

76 Crawford, Devolving English Literature, pp. 24-25.
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“British” mould.”7 Having said this, many Scottish aristocrats did express a liking
for songs and proverbs in Scots, a fact which might serve to indicate “the
comparative unsophistication of the Scottish upper class, its homely naturalness
despite its aspirations to the polite.””8

Several of the preceding points seem to indicate one important issue, that a
distinction should be made between the written and the spoken word. It is the
written word that is of most concern here. Yet it is worth pointing out, that for the
average person not overly concerned with improvement, reading English might not

have been as monumental a task as speaking in English:

The spoken language of course remained either full Scots or half and
half according to the informality of the subject or the social status of
the speaker; and even when ostensibly English in grammar and
vocabulary, the pronunciation and intonation would be Scots.”®

Taking the example of the average fully literate modern person, conversing and
writing only in the English language, it might be noted that they still in fact possess
several “tongues.” They employ one language for formal writing, another (possibly
closely related) for formal speaking; they also have their informal languages that are
used when writing letters to close friends and acquaintances, while the language
spoken at the public house is certainly a different one than that used to give a

university lecture (or it should be!). Perhaps (at least some) people in the eighteenth

7T Crawford, Devolving English Literature, p. 25. There were however, voices standing in

opposition to this, for example near century’s end:
Continuing notions of Scottish literary eloquence, then, stemming ultimately from
a sympathy with the oratorical pretensions of a Calvinist and humanist tradition,
drove a number of eighteenth-century authors. These also included the antiquarian
and naturalist Sir John Dalyell, who warned in 1798 that ‘When a native of
Scotland writes in English, he writes in fetters’. The enlightened membership of
the Select Society, of course, unavoidably echoed George Buchanan in their
preferences. They longed for an edificatory Scottish literature couched in the
common language of the greatest contemporary scholars. Less Anglophile
intellects like Dalyell, however, still followed Hume of Godscroft in upholding the
Scots tongue itself as the natural vehicle for Scottish national Eloquence. They
argued that ‘National antiquities must be expressed in national tongue’ .... Even the
most dismissive Enlightenment authors found themselves obliged to at least
concede the eloquence and literary style of earlier Scottish scholars.

Allen, Virtue, Learning and the Scottish Enlightenment, pp. 157-58.

78 Craig, Scottish Literature, p. 59.

79 D. Murison, The Gude Scots Tongue (Edinburgh, 1977), p. 6.
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century possessed a similar array of languages, both formal and informal. Yet one
of the main ideas behind improvement during the eighteenth century seems to have
been to mitigate, if not totally eradicate, the informal. Thus even if a person born
speaking Scots was able to somehow reduce their native speech to the level of the
informal, they might still have been seen as not yet fully improved.

On a related, but slightly different note, we might offer similar consideration
towards the Scots spoken language in relation to the written. As shall become
apparent in subsequent chapters, at least some of the most prevalent works in Scots,
since the early seventeenth century, were being rendered into a sort of “bastard”
Scots — really Anglo-Scots. This might have been a written language which the
majority of literate people could read with relative ease.80 This is not to say that
some could not still have been masters of Middle Scots, and certainly pure English
would have presented few problems either. Yet despite all this, it is possible that
they best understood in a sort of Scots frame of mind. Thus, in between what they
read and what they heard, versus what they wrote or spoke in response, there might
have been a constant process of translation occurring in their minds. For example,
an improved Scot conversing with a fluent speaker of polished English listens to his
friend’s words, all the time translating into easily understandable idiom in his head.
He then considers his response in his own mental idiom, then translates it into
speech appropriate for the occasion. Of course training can ease the difficulty of the
whole process, so that it becomes almost automatic. The point is, for the person
brought up in a Scots-speaking environment during the eighteenth century, any lapse
in concentration, any slight lowering of the guard, could result in an embarrassing
situation.

Pity, therefore, poor David Hume, an accomplished scholar in every right,
but self-consumed with those times when he “slips,” and his Scots tongue and mind

are there to the “rescue” to help him to his feet again. Though he may have

80 The full argument is related in my chapter on the Wallace and Bruce traditions, and re-inforced in
chapter five in my discussion of the printing of The Prophecy of Thomas the Rhymer.
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fanatically and endlessly worked towards eliminating any and all traces of
scotticisms from his writings, try as he might, Hume could not, to his
embarrassment, purge his speech in a similar manner: “As to my Tongue ... I regard
it as totally desperate and irreclaimable.”®! Apologies like these, directed toward the
Scots language (and, by implication, Scots culture itself), often have the intonation
that to fall into the habit of using scotticisms was something akin to a slip in
morality.®2 Thus concerned as he was over the scotticism “controversy,” in his 1752
published work Political Discourses, Hume included an appendix containing a list
of these allegedly offensive words and phrases, likely for the edification of others,
but probably equally to prove that he was personally aware of the conundrum
concerning scotticisms.

Scotticisms, as it turns out, have proved themselves very durable phrases and
words. Though it might have been advantageous for those aspiring persons seeking
power in the newly united Britain to use “remember it” rather than “mind it,”33 the
latter remains innocuously prevalent to this day. As “luck” would have it, words and
phrases as these were not so offensive that they were incapable of surviving into the
twentieth-century, where in Western speech, especially that of North America, they
have largely supplanted their “proper” equivalents.34

However there appeared to be some persons who saw the entire improvement
movement for its sheer practicality alone, and as such, simply a philosophy for

success, rather than a total, all encompassing philosophy of life and artistic

81 “Letter 100 [David Hume] to John Wilkes, Edinburgh, 16 October 1754,” in J.Y.T. Greig (ed),
The Letters of David Hume (2 vols; Oxford, 1932), i, p. 205. This trait of Hume’s speech was noted
by John Jamieson, An Etymological Dictionary of the Scottish Language (Edinburgh, 1808), p. v,
who stated: “No man, educated in Scotland, can entirely divest himself of its particular idioms.
Even ... Hume ... who [has] justly acquired celebrity in other respects, [has] not escaped censure,
because [he has] been found guilty of using national barbarisms.” The term “barbarisms” might not
seem complimentary, but it does not appear (given his continued work with Scots) that Jamieson held
an aversion for the vernacular. Perhaps he was, like Hume, an apologist for the language, or at least
for its colloquial associations.

82 C. Jones, A Language Suppressed. The Pronunciation of the Scots Language in the 18th Century
(Edinburgh, 1995), p. 12.

83 Crawford, Devolving English Literature, p. 23.

84 Basker, “Scotticisms and ... Cultural Identity,” p. 83. For example “styme” in place of “thwart” is
used with alarming(!) frequency in Canada.
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appreciation. The idea of cultural improvement, exemplified by the mandate of
Ramsay’s Easy Club, was therefore appreciated as a form of pragmatism. Thus
evidence exists to suggest that Scots was viewed by some contemporaries as a
highly vital and worthwhile tongue, despite the fact that, they themselves agreed,
English was the language of official parlance. The testimony of Alexander

Pennecuik seems illuminating in this manner:

Nor have I, My Lord, in the following sheets affected altogether the
English Idiom, I love not Pedantry, not do I reckon that Dialect
Preferable to our own, if it be not accounted so, in regard it is now
turn’d Modish, being the general Language of the Court of Great-
Britain, and the Richer Kingdom of England ...35

There is a pragmatic, yet genuine quality to Pennecuik’s8 remarks, which seem to
underscore an important point: taking political reality into account “courtly”
English would have to be the chosen language for political intercourse within a
united Britain; Scots, however, was in no way a degenerate tongue.’” And in a
somewhat strenuous attempt to underscore the latter point, Pennecuik included
several appended poems which were written in a language that could be called
Anglo-Scots.8 A typical example of this might well be the poem “To his Highness,
the Prince of Orange,” accredited to one “William Younger of Hog-Yards In Name

of all the Lintoun Lairds,” in which the reader is presented with such verse typified

85 GUL Spec. Coll., Mu 3-¢.19, A[lexander] P[ennecuik], 4 Geographical, Historical Description of
the Shire of Tweeddale with a Miscelany and Curious Collection of Select Scottish Poems
(Edinburgh, John Moncur, 1715), pp. vii-viii. This work was dedicated to William Earl of March,
Viscount of Peebles, who appears again, as a promoter of Beltane in Peebles, in my chapter on Scots
poems of conviviality.

86 The Pennecuik in question here is the so-called “elder” Pennecuik MD (1652-1722). A discussion
of his works — described as being in certain instances “semi-vernacular” — can be found in T.F.
Henderson, Scottish Vernacular Literature. A Succinct History, 3rd rev. ed. (Folcroft Library
Editions, 1974), p. 411.

87 Again, see Basker, “Scotticisms and ... Cultural Identity,” p. 81, for the mid-eighteenth century
perspective on this.

88 In essence, a language whose lexicon is grounded in both Scots and English; a fuller description of
this language is found in my chapter on the literary traditions associated with William Wallace and
Robert the Bruce.
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by: “Our Lintoun Wives still blaw the Coal, | And Women here as weel we ken, |
Would have Us all John Thomson’s Men.”89

Related to Pennecuik’s defence of Scots, despite a (perhaps grudging)
realisation that English was destined to be the official language of the new united
Britain, is the affinity for Scots culture held by some of those individuals committed
to formal cultural self-improvement. One such individual may have been a Glasgow
University student named John Campbell. According to a note written by a distant
descendant of his and inserted into the student’s own notebook, Campbell was born
in 1698 and died in Jamaica in 1729.90 While at Glasgow, it appears that Campbell
was engaged in liberal and classical studies,®! since his notebook contains numerous
notes on philosophical themes, all (no surprise here) rendered by him into Latin. Yet
despite that, his notebook contained several Scots pieces, including the music for
(with lyrics) “Bonny Jean,” “Gaberluncy Man,” etc. The inclusion of one poem in
particular, not only hints Campbell’s knowledge of at least one Scots standard,®2 but
that he might have also been a Jacobite (that is, if his preference in poetry in any
way reflects his politics).?3 Additionally, he includes a version of the durable

“Broom of Cowden Knows,” dubbed “The Lord Duffus’s Lament” by Campbell —

89 “To his Highness, the Prince of Orange. The Humble Address and Supplication of the Portioners
and Inhabitants of the Famous Town of Lintoun, Sub-metropolitan of Tweeddale,” in Geographic
Description of Tweeddale, p. 3.
90 Letter by Fergus Roberts on John Campbell, April, 1960, appended to GUL Spec. Coll. MS Gen
12, “Notebook of John Campbell,” 1713. Thus, being born in 1698, Campbell was fifteen when he
took down these notes. At first thought, we might suspect him of being precocious, but it should be
remembered that students at this time apparently entered university at a younger age. Adam Smith,
for example (later professor at the university, as most are surely aware) entered Glasgow University
at age fourteen. See A.L. Brown and M. Moss, The University of Glasgow: 1451-1996 (EUP, 1996),
p.- 19.
91 The typical arts curriculum at this time in Glasgow comprised of “two years of Latin and Greek,
then Rhetoric (Logic) and Ethics (Moral Philosophy), Natural Philosophy including mathematics,
Physics, Astronomy and Geography.” Brown and Moss, The University of Glasgow, p. 19.
92 Which in the broader context, might indicate a knowledge, and appreciation, of such poems
among a more general audience.
93 The poem in question is “To the King in [ ] of the Crown” —

Receive that Crown which by thy Birth

It is not we, but God that doth Bestow

And whilst thy head a diadem adorns.

Lett thy Competitors be deck’d with horns

That the true King may from the false be known

Iustice prevails, when each enjoys his own.
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Hard Fate that I shou’d banish’d be
and Rebell term’d with scorn
for serving of the Bravest prince
That ever yett was Born
O the Broom the Bony (sic) Bonny broom
The broom of the Cowden knows
I wish he were at home again
how wou’d my soul rejoyce

Give James O Lord his rightfull own
Lett Scotland happy be
Then I’le no more my fate known
what e’re become’s of me
O the Broom &c.

I go and yeild to fates Command
But e’re I leave the shoar

I’le once Look back to that dear land
which I hope to see once more
O the Broom &ec.

O Scotland nurse of Bravest Hero’s (sic)
alas! of ill men too

Good men for thee attempt in vain
what villains shll (sic) undoe
O the Broom &c.

My trusty Targe and good Claimore
most useless now ly by.
My plaid and trews that hereto fore
I ware so Chearfully.
O the Broom &ec.

Couragiously our King came o’re
sent Ecclins(?) to the North
But Judas-like he was Betray’d
By Huntly and Seaforth®*
O the Broom &ec.

This is in spite of the fact that we do not normally associate the name Campbell with pro-Jacobite
sentiments (to say the least!).
94 This appears in reference to events associated with the revolution of 1688. George, 9th Earl and
4th Marquis of Huntly (and Duke of Gordon), was a privy councillor under James VII. It was he
who made the heroic year long stand at Edinburgh Castle on behalf of James, which best endeared
him to posterity. Eventually he surrendered to the forces of the Convention, and made his peace with
King William III. Apparently, the exiled court at St Germains had little use for him upon his visit.
Kenneth, 4th Earl of Seaforth was another of James’s privy councillors, and like Huntly,
was one of the original Knights of the Order of the Thistle. He too found himself in the midst of
difficult times, and after originally supporting James’s position, was eventually forced to surrender to
the government in 1697. See J.B. Paul (ed), The Scots Peerage. Founded on Wood'’s Edition of Sir
Robert Douglas’s Peerage of Scotland (9 vols; Edinburgh, 1904-14), iv, p. 550; and vii, p. 510.
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O Wretched Huntly vail thy face
The King and Countrys gone
And many a valient Scot hast thou
By treachery Undone.
O the Broom &c.

Adieu Old Caledon I'le sing
fareweel all pleasures Here
Till heavens once more sends back my King
Then fareweel grief and Care
Amen.%5

The origin of the “Broom” is traceable to an early seventeenth century seduction
song,% and Allan Ramsay included a version of it in his Tea Table Miscellany.
After the 1715 Jacobite uprising the poem appeared in broadside form as An
excellent New Song Entituled the New way of the Broom of Cowden Knows which —
displaying some differences to Campbell’s version, both in the ordering of the
stanzas, and, in some cases, actual wording — seems to have been variously

employed as a vehicle supporting either side of the Jacobite controversy. 97

95 “The Lord Duffus’s Lament” in “Notebook of John Campbell.”
96 W. Donaldson, The Jacobite Song (Aberdeen ,1988), p. 33.
97 Donaldson, Jacobite Song, p. 33, claims that this piece “was published shortly after the *15. One
surviving manuscript version bears the note ‘Said to be done by my Lord Duffos when he left
Scotland anno 1716, but whether this is true or not is anybody’s guess.” Nevertheless, the text of
one broadsheet version follows:
Hard Fate that I should banisht be
And Rebell called with Scorn,
For serving of a Lovely prince,
As e’er yet was Born,
O the Broom the Bonny Broom
The Broom of Cowding knows,
I wish his Friends had stayed at home
Milking their Dadys Ewes.

My trustie Targe and Good Claymore
Must now ly useless by;

My pleding Trows that heretofore
I wore so Cheerfully.
O the Broom, &c.

Aduie (sic) old Albion I say,
Farewell all pleasnres (sic) there,
Till I come back to my land,
which I hope to see once more
O the Broom, &c.

Most cheerfully he did come or’e
Sent Taklings to the North,
But Judas like he was betray’d
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For some then, in the vein of Allan Ramsay and his compatriots at the Easy
Club, self-improvement did not necessarily mean a shying away from traditional
Scots poetry. To take this discussion a step further, there might have even been
individuals who, though they recognised the importance of adopting polished
mannerisms of speech and writing, saw the vanity, even hypocrisy, of the latter.
Thus the idea of cultural improvement, or at least of some of those who practised it,

might have found itself the target of light satire. One author, at least, seemingly

By Huntly, not Seaforth,
O the Broom, &c.

O! Wretched Huntly vail thy Face,
Thy K--g and countrys gone,
And many Valiant Scot thou hast
By Trechery undone.
O the Broom, &c.

But since the French doth take our part
my fears Dispelled be

I hope few months will end our smart
And we our Friends shall see
O the Broom, &c.

The Noble Sweed (sic) our Friend appears
The Christian King also,

The King of Spain also,
That he will them o’re thro
O the Broom, &c.

O blessed Lord let King gggrge ring (“George” crossed-out; “James” penned in.)
Let Scotland happy be,

And I shall not my fate bemoan,
What ever happen’s me,
O the Broom, &c.

Well meet our Friends with Noble Heart;
Attired with Armour clear

Who him opose shall feel our Darts,
Like Old Scot men of Weir,
O the Broom, &c.

Then happy Days and pace well have
Content in every place,
Ashamed all the Rouges shall be,
And Honest Men shall have Place
O the Broom, the bonny Broom
The Broom of Cowden-Knows,
I wish his Friends had stayed at home
a Milking their Dadys Ewes.
(From: NLS, Ry Il a.10(7); An Excellent New Song Entituled the New way of the Broom of Cowden
Knows.)
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found the humorous side to the Scots’ penchant for apologising for their lapses in

language:

When one is confin’d at home to the little fond Tattle of a Wife, and
the inarticulate Pleasantries of a Wee-ane (please pardon the Scots of
the Expression) he must forget himself a little ...%8

The author in question, John Harvey, seems to have been a man consumed with the
pursuit of the so-called “belles lettres” movement.?® Almost all of his writing is in
either polished “polite” English, or (a little of it) in Latin. Yet some of Harvey’s
polite English verse contained (what might be termed by some people as) highly

crude phrases and allusions:

But thank our Stars, just ere we drew our Swords,
Choak’d as we were with Streams of Pannic T—s;

We found the War was but a War of Words.

Our Poet-Menarch chanc’d to be a Noun,

A Garret-gotten hungry, lousy Lown;

Guarded with Adjectives, as void of Sense,

As, generally, the Poet is of Pence;

With Pronouns, He’s and She’s, and Who’s and Which’s
A scoundrel Race of d—n’d pedantic B s.100

In part, what the author here is doing is displaying his understanding of modem
grammar, thus heightening his own self-esteem. But in addition, he seems to be
speaking out against the same “fops” which the members of the Easy Club thought it
best to avoid (see above). However, the inclusion of allusions to such crude words
as “turds,” “damned,” and “bitches” might have had the effect of lowering the poem
itself to a commoner level. Others have questioned this aspect of Harvey’s

poetry;10! yet it is truly difficult to know how such material was greeted by all those

98 Mitchell no. 73697; John Harvey, A Collection of Miscellany Poems and Letters, Comical and
Serious, Edinburgh, 1726, p. 48.

99 As we will see Harvey is not exactly a common topic of discussion in the secondary literature. A
hand-written letter inserted into the Mitchell Library’s copy of his 4 Collection of Miscellany Poems
and Letters, Comical and Serious by a “J.D.” dated 13 November 1855, credits him with seeking to
do his part in directing his fellow Scots toward enlightenment through correct literary habits. This
assessment of Harvey seems totally convincing, in view of his general style. Yet having said that,
some of Harvey’s pieces to thwart that goal.

100 Harvey, “Epiloque to Bellum Grammaticale,” in Miscellany, p. 60.

101 «J D.” questioned Harvey’s choice of words in poems dedicated to refined taste: “We can hardly
conceive a coarser present to the ‘Countess of Panmuir’ than Mr Harvey’s ‘Loose Essays’ as he calls
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persons of gentler affinities apt to be exposed to it. Presumably some would have
found it revolting, yet for others it might have had a curious fascination. Certainly
some of Ramsay’s poems, presumably destined for a general reading audience,
contained material capable of making the more sensitive blush. Nevertheless, this
might cause us to question just how seriously some people took the concept of
improvement. John Harvey was by no means, nor did he ever aspire to be, a master
of the Scots tongue; indeed quite the opposite. Yet his “please pardon the Scots,”
might be a gentle jest against the chauvinism some individuals displayed against
Scots, rather than an overt slight against the language in question. If it ever was
Harvey’s intention to lampoon Scots, he could have done so in a much more
thorough manner, in not only the aforementioned work, but also in other efforts of
his.102

Many Scots writers though, were successful in plying their trade throughout
the new political entity of Great Britain. Far from meeting with hostility from the
enlightened, a number found great success in capital city of London. Scots of rank
with ties to the south, and even English patrons themselves were at times receptive
to lyrics produced by persons from the northern parts of the island. Much of this
lyric was in the form of the neo-classic English form. Thus, James Thomson is one
obvious name that springs to mind, when we think of Scots poets who enjoyed
success with a southern audience — this was in spite of the fact that all his life he
apparently spoke with a Scots accent.193 David Mallet (Malloch), Thomson’s friend,
was yet another, as was the novelist Tobias Smollett.

An interesting characteristic of Smollett’s writing, if the opinions of R.
Crawford are accepted, is the intrinsically Scottish nature of the title character in

Roderick Random (1748), in spite of the fact that his native tongue is muted:

them.” “Epiloque to Bellum Grammaticale,” quoted earlier, was part of this series, and thus the
countess — an apparent admirer of Harvey’s work — would be met with such listed allusions as “d—
n’d pedantic B s.”

102 His most visible work, The Life of Robert Bruce, is discussed below.

103 Crawford, Devolving English Literature, p. 47. Crawford also lists some of Thomson’s patrons,
including Duncan Forbes of Culloden.
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Random and his friend Hugh Sharp remain visible in the texts as
Scots, constantly recognised as such by the other characters. Yetin a
novel linguistically alert to speech mannerisms and to French, Welsh,
and Irish accents among the minor characters, Roderick’s
Scottishness of speech is never represented on the page. The result is
that the reader, though kept aware that the protagonist is a Scot, tends
to sense his voice as that of standard English.104

Told in the first person, the novel’s narration is pretty much all in then current
English, while Random himself is a student of belle lettre. An example of this trait
of Roderick Random is perhaps evident in Roderick’s display of abhorence toward
the sexual practices described by Petronius Arbiter.195 Roderick is informed by Earl
Strutwell that such practices as described by the ancient Roman writer have now
become commonplace in Europe. (From the intonation of the conversation, it
appears that what is being referred to is homosexual contact.) And so the title
character believes it prudent to defend himself, being the traveller that he is:

From this discourse, I began to be apprehensive that his lordship,

finding I had travelled, was afraid I might have been infected with

this spurious and sordid desire abroad, and took this method of

sounding my sentiments on the subject. Fired at this supposed

suspicion, I argued against it with great warmth, as an appetite

unnatural, absurd, and of pernicious consequence; and declared my

utter detestation and abhorrence of it in these lines of the satirist:

Eternal infamy the wretch confound

Who planted first that vice on British ground!
A vice! that, ’spite of sense and nature, reigns

104 Crawford, Devolving English Literature, p. 57.

105 Likely in reference to Satyricon, the earliest surviving novel in Latin, albeit in fragmentary form.
A work of marked bawdy nature at times, Satyricon’s author was probably none other than Giaus
(Titus) Petronius Niger (d. AD 62), whose nickname “Arbiter” (actually, in full, Arbiter Elegantiae —
“judge of elegance”) was given him by the Roman historian Tacitus. See, Cornelius Tacitus, The
Annals of Imperial Rome, 4th rev. ed., M. Grant (ed and tr.) (Harmondsworth, 1989), p. 389n. Not
only the source of sensational testimony in Roderick Random, Petronius may have been likewise in
his own age, which was marked by the reign of the emperor Nero. According to Tacitus, Petronius
caused quite a stir when he “wrote out a list of Nero’s sensualities — giving names of each male and
female bed-fellow and details of every lubricious novelty — and sent it under seal to Nero ... Nero
could not imagine how his nocturnal ingenuities were known.” Tacitus, Annals, p. 390 (chap. 16).
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And poisons genial love, and manhood stains.106

Yet Roderick’s role as the typical self-conscious Scot, consumed with his place in an
eighteenth century Scotland, united with the old adversary to the south, is never in
doubt. His roots being “in the northern part of this united kingdom,”107 Roderick
excelled at Greek and mathematics, was competent as a poet, and above all, he was
proud to say how he “valued myself on my taste in the Belles Lettres.”’108

However, these observations could find increased significance through the
suggestion that Smollett might not have been the first Scot to portray characters
within their writing in such a manner. A possible precursor to Smollett, might have
been the lesser-known “Mr Mitchell.”

Evidence derived from the introduction to his dramatic effort The Highland
Fair, would tend to suggest with fair certainty that Mitchell was a Scot. This
introduction takes the form of a dedication to his patron, one of the most powerful

and influential members of the Scottish nobility:
To His Grace John, Duke of Argyll and Greenwich.

My Lord, As your Grace is acknowledged the Chief of our Scotian
Chiefs, the World will own that I cou’d not so naturally, and justly,
dedicate this Opera to any other Person.!%?

The Highland Fair is rendered in totally acceptable English, even though it purports

to present the mannerisms of old Alba:
Critick. A Scotch Opera, Ha, ha, ha!

Poet. 'Why not, Sir, as well as an English, French, or Italian one?
Yet it is not in Dialect, but the Musick, Manners and Dresses of the
Country, from which it takes the Title.!10

106 Tobias Smollett, Roderick Random, H.W. Hodges (intro.) (London, Dent, 1927), pp. 307-08
(chap. 41).

107 Smollett, Roderick Random, p. 9 (chap. 1).

108 Smollett, Roderick Random, p. 27 (chap. 6).

109 John Purser, “Personal Music Collection;” Mr Mitchell, The Highland Fair; or, The Union of the
Clans. An Opera. As Perform’d at the Theatre-Royal, in Drury Lane ... (London, J. Watts, 1731), p.
iv. My thanks to Dr Purser for providing me with this.

The influential role of the Duke(s) of Argyll in the management of Scotland (to the extent of
having a virtual strangle-hold on Scottish affairs), is well attested. See R. Mitchison, “The
Government and the Highlands, 1707-1745,” in N.T. Philipson and R. Mitchison (ed), Scotland in
the Age of Improvement (EUP, 1970), p. 25-26.



46

In many ways this style does seem to predate the methods utilised by Tobias Smollet
(trusting R. Crawford’s analysis) in presenting characters whose speech is English,
yet their mannerisms, etc., give them away as being Scottish. Obviously then for the
English-biased audience for which The Highland Fair was intended, characters
presented as being Scottish were perfectly acceptable, providing that they did not
speak as Scots (or Gaels). True to the character of Poet’s words, the musical airs
employed in Mitchell’s opera are all derived from such visible Scottish standards as
Auld Lang Syne and The Bonny Broom of Cowden Knows. The influence of Allan
Ramsay is again apparent, as the music from his Polwarth on the Green'l! has also
been incorporated into The Highland Fair.

As to the reason for the author choosing to create an operatic piece, set in
Scotland, his purpose, so he said, was twofold. The first, was for the sake of novelty
on behalf of urban culture (we must remember that The Highland Fair was
performed in front of a London audience): “Is not Novelty agreeable to the Taste of
the Town? Ought not the Town to be humour’d?”112 The second reason Mitchell
gives for creating and performing his piece appears to have a didactic element

behind it:

Critick. There it is! What moral Precept, what noble Plot was ever
pursued, or so much as intended, in such trivial Compositions?
Sound has always prevail’d over Sense, and Plot and Moral been less
regarded than pompous Show and Impertinent Variety! However, I
shall be glad to find any good Design pursued in yours.

Poet. Your critical [JJudgment must be more Prejudic’d than
Impartia[l, iJf it refuses to own the Madness and Misery of Family
Feuds and Divisions among Neighbours are expos’d — the Charms of
Peace, Unity, and all the social virtues display’d — sullen Pride, and
imaginary State, Romantic Bravery and blind Superstition, starch
Gravity and persecuting Bigotry are ridicul’s throughout my Piece;

110 The Highland Fair, “Introduction,” p. xiii.

11 polwarth on the Green first appeared in 1720; the text was printed in Ramsay’s Poems in 1721.
See Kinghorn and Law (ed), Poems by Ramsay and Fergusson, p. 200n.

112 The Highland Fair, “Introduction,” p. xiii.
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and their Contraries recommended for their Loveliness, and contrast
to such Deformities of Nature.!13

The setting for this operatic vision was actually along the braes between the
Highlands and Lowlands (the so-called Highland line). Here could be found the
meeting place, or fair, where so many varied examples of the author’s countrymen
traditionally congregated. At the heart of The Highland Fair’s plot were the
negotiations designed to weld an alliance between Highland and Lowland clans, a
diplomatic marriage being central to the cause. However, the nature of the work
(hinted at in the quotation immediately above) appears to allegorise eighteenth
century designs at controlling the Highlands, as well as instituting general cultural
and economic improvement in the area. Military solutions were often looked for
when it came to solving the so-called problems of the Highlands; in a way, this was
a form of forced improvement. A hint of this policy can been seen in Mitchell’s
opera. At the negotiations for unity between Highlander and Lowlander in The
Highland Fair, it was declared that the braes Laird should not make any “Mention of
old Quarrels, Feuds, or Offences given and receiv’d; nor expect Satisfaction for any
Losses ...”114 Furthermore, it was hoped that “Commerce and Correspondence with
the Lowlanders, (to which this Union will contribute) will, by Degrees, refine our

[3

Notions, Customs, and Manners,” while “independent Companies will assist, in

making you [Highlanders], at least, tame and peaceable Subjects.”!1> The military

113 The Highland Fair, “Introduction,” pp. Xiii-xiv.

114 The Highland Fair, p. 4.

115 The Highland Fair, p. 5. This latter speech is made by the character of Charles, Captain of an
Independent Company, and seems to be a reference to the Highland Companies of soldiers, which
were formed to help push government policy in the Highlands, as well as quelling Jacobitism there.
It appears that one of the first (if not the first) times such a company was formed was in 1667, when
John Murray, 2nd Earl and eventual 1st Marquis of Atholl received a commission to form an
Independent Company, the purpose of which “was to keep watch upon the passes into the Lowland
peripheries as well as provide a constant guard for securing the peace of the Highlands over the next
18 months.” A.l. Maclnnes, Clanship, Commerce and the House of Stuart, 1603-1788 (East Linton,
1996), p. 131.

Independent Companies were again a feature of eighteenth century policy, much of it overly
preoccupied with the threats posed by Jacobitism. However, the companies were disbanded in 1717
in the wake of the successful suppression of a major Jacobite uprising. In 1725, however Scotland
was restless, the Shawfield riots had erupted as a violent urban expression of dissatisfaction with the
malt tax policy, especially in Glasgow. In this same year, six new Highland Companies were
formed. See R. Mitchison, “The Government and the Highlands, 1707-1745,” in N.T. Philipson and
R. Mitchison (ed), Scotland in the Age of Improvement (EUP, 1970), pp. 33-35.
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officer’s speech concerning Highland tradition also hints at the author’s approval of

government policy:

Charles. ...Well, ’tis stratagem that those Heads of Clans shou’d thus
picque themselves on their Birth and Superiority! Adhere tenaciously
to the Notions and Customs of their Ancestors! And vainly imagine
themselves entitled to a blind Obedience, and Submission from their
Vassals and Dependants! But to Expect Homage, and insist on
Punctilio’s of Honour and Ceremony, among Equals too, is a peculiar
Instance of their Romantic Pride and Grandeur!!16

Here, we find a thinly veiled reference to the Whig distrust of traditional Highland
ways, seen as being divisive, and the root of Jacobitism. The solution to the alleged

problem, hinted at in the above quote, was:

The suppression of Jacobitism [which] required that chiefs and
leading clan gentry, whose volunteer assimilation into Scottish
Landed society had proceeded apace since the early seventeenth
century, demonstrate their patriotism as Britons rather than Scotsmen.
Imperial security ... necessitated the emasculation of clans as the
enemy within. Thus, Whig ideology, British patriotism and imperial
security made a potent cocktail which ensured the demise of clanship
117

At first glance a seemingly innocuous piece, The Highland Fair served as something
of a “front” for government policy in the Highlands, containing allusions to some
pretty drastic policies. It might seem a bit unconscionable that a Scot like Mitchell
would have harboured thoughts like these directed towards his own people, but
probably he did not regard the Highlanders as being such. Many eighteenth century
Lowland Scots perceived the Highlanders as being of a lower level of social
development.!18 After all, their own society was (so they might have rationalised)
closer to the Saxon ideal; Highland society was based upon that of the tribal Irish.
Societies improved by adopting “civilised” manners, related to language, legal
institutions, forms of government, architecture, and so on. In the mind of a person

like Mitchell, government policy towards the Highlands was simply a form of

116 The Highland Fair, p. 4.
117MacInnes, Clanship, p. 160.
118 Crawford, Devolving English Literature, p. 17.
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improvement, something he likely believed in anyway, given the style of his opera
The Highland Fair.

The Highland Fair exemplifies the trend which saw English used as a
medium to mute the “lesser” voices within united Britain. The high ideals
associated with improvement were transmitted through the English language, which
also tended to dominate in many intellectual and political circles. Persons wishing
to compete in the new English dominated environment, thought themselves
compelled to at least appear to subscribe to this ideology. Writers wishing to be
seen as members of this new intellectual forum, also believed it essential to follow
suit, regardless of how they may have viewed the language and culture of their own
land.

However, while virtually all the better-known names from the annals of early
eighteenth century Scots poets did produce poetry in the general category of English
neo-classical, a few also countered this with writings in the vernacular. While the
majority of literature produced c.1680-1750 is rendered in English, a (perhaps)
surprising amount was produced in Scots, or in a middle of the road Anglo-Scots
literary language. The fact that most writing was executed in English might lead us
to think that this was the most important medium in early eighteenth century
Scotland. However, it would be a mistake to assign too much importance to the
English neo-classical poetic genre often wielded by poets the likes of Ramsay, and
assume that this was the only factor which led to the poet’s success. There was still
a vital importance to Ramsay’s work within the vernacular, for some of it represents
both the exploitation of an established mode of expression, as well as indicating his
desire to produce a new Scots literary tradition pertinent to a Scotland that was about
to move ahead. In seeking to address issues concerning the dynamism behind this
aspect of Ramsay’s works, and to chart its course, we will now turn our attention to
the state of Scots as a literary language during the seventeenth and early eighteenth

centuries.
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Chapter Two

“Manufacturing a New Scots.”
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Syne come thair four and tuentie madinis ying

All claid in greine of mervelous bewtie,

With hair detressit as threidis of gold did hing,
With quhyt hattis all browderit rycht brav]elie],
Playand on timberallis and syngand rycht sweitlie;
That seimlie sort, in ordour weill besein,

Did meit the quein, hir [saluand] reverentlie:

Be blyth and blisfull, burcht of Aberdein.!

Auld Reeky!? Mourn in sable hue,
Let fouth of tears dreep like May dew.
To braw Tippony?3 bid adieu,

Which we, with greed,
Bended as fast as she cou’d brew.

But ah! she’s dead.

Here are two pieces, both justifiably described as examples of “Scots (language)
poetry,” yet they clearly display differences in vocabulary, but perhaps little wonder
of it, since, they are separated in time by better than two centuries. The first is a
composition of the great makar William Dunbar; the second, from the hand of one of
the fathers of the so-called Scots revival, Allan Ramsay. As such, while Dunbar’s
“Blyth Aberdeane” is representative of medieval Scots literature at its pinnacle,
Ramsay’s “Elegy on Maggy Johnston™’ is the genesis of a new era. The muse of

Leadhills’ first serious attempt at the vernacular, “Elegy on Maggy Johnston”

1 William Dunbar, “Blyth Aberdeane, thow beriall of all tounis,” in J. Kinsley (ed), William Dunbar.
Poems (Oxford, 1958; reprinted Exeter, 1989), p. 17 (1l. 41-48).

2 “Auld Reeky” = Edinburgh. The nickname is probably in reference to the early modemn version of
that (unfortunately) all too common blight of many large, urbanised centres — airborne pollution.

3 “Tippony” = a type of ale, at the time sold for two pence per pint Scots.

4 Allan Ramsay, “Elegy on Maggy Johnston, who died Anno 1711,” in A.M. Kinghorn and A. Law
(ed), Poems by Allan Ramsay and Robert Fergusson (Edinburgh, 1985), p. 3 (ll. 1-6). Though the
word “dead” is spelled in the conventional English manner (it was, after all, a standard English
word), it was probably understood that it was to be pronounced in Anglo-Scots fashion; that is, as
“deed” so as to rhyme with “greed.” This may indeed have been a trick Ramsay learned from the
original poem which inspired his own, The Life and Death of the Piper of Kilbarchan. (See below.)
Nevertheless, where Ramsay’s poem was concerned, it was a case akin to what Robinson described,
that “In the eighteenth century in particular the Scottish literary tradition is provided with clear
examples of English spelling being used where Scots pronunciation is intended.” See M. Robinson,
“Language Choice in the Reformation: The Scots Confession of 1560,” in J.D. McClure and A.J.
Aitken (ed), Scotland and the Lowland Tongue (AUP, 1983), p. 60.

5 “Maggy Johnston” was first seen in print (as far as is known) in 1718, when it was released as part
of Elegies on Maggy Johnston, John Cowper and Lucky Wood. However, it seems that it was
composed several years previous (perhaps in a less refined form?), since references to it can be found
in entries from the Easy Club’s journal for June and July, 1712. See, Kinghorn and Law (ed), Poems
by Allan Ramsay and Robert Fergusson, p. 197n.
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undoubtedly owed much of its existence to earlier poetry exemplified by that of
Dunbar. Yet there was also much that was progressive and forward-looking about
the Scots poetry of Allan Ramsay, a medium to which he continually returned.

It may be a mistake to view these earlier eighteenth century attempts at the
Scots vernacular as only homage to — or sentiment for — the old makars and their
work. Undoubtedly, a form of antiquarianism did play a significant role in the re-
emergence of Scots in the early eighteenth century, and this vital aspect of the
movement is worthy of investigation. But additionally, certain vernacular poets,
such as Ramsay, may have had as part of their agenda the creation of a new Scots
literary language, one more appropriate for a modern, post-union Scotland. He did
this by building upon old established forms — some classical, but others Scots — but
built upon these traditions by injecting a level of comprehension based upon
contemporary observation.

Others who worked with Scots during the early eighteenth century, in fact
did so within an established Scots/Latin genre, first defined by the makars — thus did
the classic world and Scotland meet. But once again it was apparent that even in
these, the work can be best understood when its indebtedness to contemporary
observation is appreciated. These traits of this time-honoured Scots classical genre,
as related to early modern Scottish writing, can be seen in Scots macaronics, and one
work which translates Ovid into the vernacular.

Thus, the old interpretation of “vernacular literary culture” — that from the
time of the old makars like Dunbar — was in a very real sense obsolete, and no longer
reflective of the realities of the early eighteenth century. What was needed was a
new definition of “Scots literary culture,” one taking into account the social and
political realities faced by the nation. This was indeed the concern of at least some
of the creators of literature in early modern Scotland.

To begin, it probably is something of a misnomer to refer to an eighteenth
century “revival” of the vernacular, since the vernacular never completely

disappeared during the seventeenth century. The parliaments of Scotland, right up
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until the very last, still communicated in a language replete with scotticisms — albeit,
less so as the date 1707 loomed. Thus, in 1540, during the reign of James V, a

parliamentary decree looked like this:

Item Becaus of the grete repair in Edinburgh throw resorting of o[ur]
souerane lord his lieges and vtheris strangearis it is necessar pat pai
be p[ro]videt of breid gude and sufficient stuff ...6

In 1621, during James VI’s reign, a parliamentary act read like this:

Oure Souerane Lord and Estaittis of Parliament Considdering that
thair is sum pairtis Off the burgh of Edinburgh w][ith]in the Poirtes of
the samefi Quhairoff the inhabitantis and Induellaris have in tyme
bygane ...7

Some changes are notable in Charles II’s Scotland of 1681, but Scots is still fairly

evident:

Our Soveraigne Lord with advice Consent of his Estates of
Parliament Be thir presents Ratifies and Approves Ane Chartor made
and granted be his Mdtie ffor himselfe ...8

Yet in 1707, in Anne’s time, the Scots character of a parliamentary decree has still

not completely withered away:

At Edinburgh ... Our Soveraign Lady with the special advyce &
consent of the Estates of Parliament ratifies & approves a
confirmation of ane new tack under the Privie Seall of the Kingdome
of Scotland ...

While not the singular best tribute to the Scots language possible, it still was the case
that in Anne’s time such words as “sic” for “such;” and archaic spellings like
“failzieing” for “failing” were still prevalent.l? The lasting power of these few
snippets of Scots and scotticisms in the later acts of the parliaments is perhaps a
rather curious occurrence, given the fact that highly literate Scotsmen and women

were increasingly depending upon English as their language of official

6 APS, ii, p. 378.
T APS, iv, p. 671.
8 APS, viii, p. 343.
9 APS, xi, p. 460.
10 4PS, xi, p. 461.
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communication. Perhaps this lingering usage was meant to somehow impart a
traditional quality to the office of parliamentarian — the old language was meant to
somehow render an ancient, and thus respectable, quality to the proceedings of
parliament. Here then, is one example of Scots writing which was not fully
terminated despite, the Reformation, the union of 1603, and impending political
union.

Furthermore, as stated earlier, certain Scots standards, typified by the works
of Blind Harry and Sir David Lyndsay, continued to “make the rounds,” and
(especially the former) were vigorously reprinted during the course of the
seventeenth century.!! True, the English tongue had infiltrated some of these
(Harry’s Wallace being a good example). But a sufficiently heavy “sprinkling” of
Scots was still present, and this, together with the style of verse, tone and subject
matter, served to remind those interested and paying attention, that native poetic
types were, and still could be, full of vibrancy.

Even historians whose slant is not primarily a literary one, assert that though
court patronage may have ceased after 1603, a new intelligentsia made up of lairds
and professionals arose, and the “seventeenth century marked the era of a great
literary revival.”12 Thus, one of the most important of the Scots literary traditions
that helps to dispel the myth that there was no vernacular tradition in the period
between the Union of the Crowns, and the eighteenth century resurgence, was the
so-called “Habbie Simson” tradition. Detailed interest in its language and stanza
style formed, at least in part, the motivation for the composition of not only the
original, but also the numerous imitations, notably those by Allan Ramsay, and his
friend, the possibly underestimated Lieutenant William Hamilton of Gilbertfield. It

was Ramsay who would dub the type “Standart Habbie.”

11 See my chapter on the Wallace and Bruce traditions, as well as Appendix XII.
12 Lynch, Scotland, p. 257.
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Though a small possibility exists that the original “Habbie Simson” was
written by Francis Sempill (c. 1616-82),13 it is more likely the case that it was the
product of Francis’s father, Robert Sempill of Beltrees (c.1595-¢.1665),14 not to be
published until after his death at century’s end.!> The same Robert Sempill might
have also written a sequel to Habbie called “Sanny Briggs, Nephew to Habbie
Simson and Butler to the Laird of Kilbarchan” — though Francis Sempill is another
possible author.16 Yet as it so happened, Habbie Simson (its laborious full title
being, The Life and Death of the Piper of Kilbarchan, or, The Epitaph of Habbie
Simpson Who on his Dron bore bonny Flags He made his Cheeks as red as Crimson,
And babbed when he blew his Bags) would come to exemplify the type of “rustic” or
“folk”-based literature which (so the usual analysis went) typified the eighteenth
century revival.

Sempill of Beltrees should receive just due for producing a vernacular poetic
type that would prove both durable and capable of providing the vehicle for a great
deal of varied artistic interpretation, largely, but not exclusively, in the form of the
mock elegy. Yet even he may have been a borrower of sorts, as his The Life and

Death of the Piper of Kilbarchan may have been — to an extent — a derivative piece

13 If not the author of “Habbie Simson” Francis has at least received some tentative credit for being
the author of the equally important The Blythsome Bridal, another poem important to the so-called
revival of Scots poetry, which is discussed in my chapter on poems of conviviality. Maclaine, “The
Christis Kirk Tradition,” p. 120, at one time believed a plausible link existed between Francis Sempill
and The Blythsome Bridal. More recently, he appears to have changed his mind: in his own edition
of the poem, he now prefers to declare it as being “Anon.” See “Anon., The Blythsome Wedding, c.
1680,” in A.H. MacLaine (ed), The Chrisits Kirk Tradition. Scots Poems of Folk Festivity (Glasgow,
1996), p. 50.

14 On the debate over the authorship of “Habbie Simson” see (among others) Royle, Companion to
Scottish Literature, pp. 281-82; and F. Collinson, The Bagpipe: The history of a musical instrument
(London, 1975), p. 101. Both Royle and Collinson favour Robert Sempill as being the poem’s
composer.

15 M. Spiller, “Poetry after the Union 1603-1660,” in R.D.S. Jack (ed), The History of Scottish
Literature, C. Craig (gen. ed), i, p. 160.

16 See T. Royle, The Mainstream Companion to Scottish Literature (Edinburgh, 1993), p. 282 (who
incorrectly, it appears, declares Sanny as once being the “Brother to the Laird of Kilbarchan.” All
noted editions of the poem make him Kilbarchan’s butler, an observation made all the more
believable when we consider that the piece’s subject matter includes descriptions of domestic
service.) The (apparently) first editor of all the Sempills’ poems attributes “Sanny Briggs” to Robert
Sempill; see University of Guelph (Canada) Library, Rare Book and Manuscript Collection,
s0146b05; The Poems of the Sempills of Beltrees, Now First Collected, (ed) J. Paterson (Edinburgh,
1849).
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as well. The distinguishing feature of Habbie Simpson is its rhyming sequence,

difficult to explain, more easily illustrated:

Alas! for him my Heart is fair,

For of his Springs I gat a skair,

At every Play, Race, Feast, and Fair,
but Guile or Greed.

We need not look for Pyping mair,
sen Habbie’s dead.!”

It seems this stanza style had its origins in an informal style used by the troubadours
of the twelfth century; it was found in certain old miracle plays, not to mention the
works of certain Scots poets of the medieval and renaissance periods — Sir David
Lyndsay for one.!8 At first glance this is difficult to see in Lyndsay’s work. But
upon closer examination, the connection seems more apparent. Much of Lyndsay’s
poetry was rendered in couplets; some used a different stanza, Ane Satyre of the
Thrie Estatis being one. Though it also employs couplets, Ane Satyre of the Thrie
Estatis features a style of stanza approaching that of Habbie Simson, as is evident in

this verse culled from one of “Rex Humanitas’s” speeches:

Forsuth, I wait not how it stands,

Bot sen I hard of your tythands,

My Bodie trimbles, feit and hands,
And qubhiles is hait as fyre:

I trow, Cupido, with his dart,

Hes woundit me out-throw the hart;

17 Once again, “dead” is to be pronounced as “deed.” The text here is from the reprint of James

Watson, Watson’s Choice Collection of Comic and Serious Scots Poems (Glasgow, 1869), part 1, p.

35 (stanza 14). Also consulted were:

University of Guelph (Canada) Library, Rare Book and Manuscript Collection, s0501b16; 4 Choice
Collection of Comic and Serious Scots Poems both Ancient and Modern, Part I (Edinburgh,
James Watson, 1706), pp. 32-35.

NLS, Ry II1.a.10(17), “Old Scotch Ballads and Broadsides 1679-1730;” The Life and Death of the
Piper of Kilbarchan, or The Epitaph of Habbie Simpson ...

G.R. Roy (ed), The Life and Death of the Piper of Kilbarchan (Edinburgh, Scottish Poetry Reprints
no. 1, 1970). Roy says his text is based upon that of Watson.

University of Guelph (Canada) Library, Rare Book and Manuscript Collection, s0146b05; The Poems
of the Sempills of Beltrees, Now First Collected, J. Paterson (ed) (Edinburgh, 1849).

Only inconsequential differences in orthography — largely with respect to the capitalisation of nouns

— distinguish these various printings. Future references to the poem will represent a compilation of

these.

18 Lindsay, History of Scottish Literature, p. 143; and Roy (ed), The Piper of Kilbarchan, p. 1. A

complete break-down of the possible precursors of Habbie’s stanza form are outlined by Watson,

Literature of Scotland, pp. 148-49.
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My spreit will fra my bodie part,
Get I nocht my desyre.1?

A stanza style employed by William Dunbar was, if anything, even a closer

precursor to that of Habbie Simson:

Musing allone this hinder nicht

off mirrie day quhen gone wes ye nicht
within ane garth vnder ane tre

I hard ane vocce yat said on hicht

May na man now vndemit be

ffor thocht I be ane crownit king

3it sall I nocht eschew demyng

Sum callis me gude aum sayis yai le
Sum prayis god to end my ring

So sall I nocht vndemit be20

While neither of these examples are identical in stanza style to that of
Sempill, they seem to be approaching it; Dunbar’s is extremely close, however. The
point to all of this is that the tradition of Habbie Simson which Ramsay acquired
from Sempill, was in turn acquired by the latter from poets of even earlier times.
Ramsay was thus employing a tradition which stretched back to medieval times.
However, it was a tradition that was not static, which instead metamorphosed
according to the creative agenda of those who employed it. What this form had
become in the hands of Sempill, is a stanza perhaps “too ... well suited to the
movement of popular dances and reels,” where the two short lines were used by later
poets including Ramsay, Fergusson, and Burns to “produce a variety or ironic ... sly,
or sententious effects.”2!

Thus, as Sempill had subtly modified its stanza form, Ramsay (as we shall
see) widened its application. Similar arguments to these have been applied to the
efforts of other early eighteenth century Scottish poets, textual scholars, printers, et

al. Part of the artistic success of the Jacobite Latinist (and printer both of the

19 David Lyndsay, “Ane Satyre of the Thrie Estaitis,” in The Poetical Works of Sir David Lyndsay of
the Mount (2 vols; Edinburgh, Paterson, 1871), ii, pp. 126-27.

20 william Dunbar, “Of Deeming,” in The Maitland Folio Manuscript, W.1. Craigie (ed) (2 vols;
STS, 1919), i, p. 191.

21 Watson, Literature of Scotland, pp. 148-49.
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Caledonian Mercury, and to the University of Edinburgh) Thomas Ruddiman was
that he modified trends according to current literary and philosophical tastes.
Ruddiman was “a man with a strong sense of the past and a discerning, realistic
understanding of the present,” as evidenced in his involvement with the editing of
Gavin Douglas’s version of Virgil’s A£neid?> As is hopefully becoming
increasingly clearer, these same traits applied to Ruddiman, could also be applied to
Ramsay.

Nevertheless, as a piece with an apparent wide appeal, Habbie Simpson was
issued at least twice as a broadside in or around 1698, as well as being one of the
hallmarks in James Watson’s Choice Selection of Comic and Serious Scots Poems
(1706-11).22 No substantial differences in text and orthography are apparent when
the broadsheets and Watson’s text are compared, however.2* Throughout the
eighteenth century its popularity seemed constant: at the mid-point of the century
the publishers to the University of Glasgow, Robert and Andrew Foulis, included it

(along with “Sanny Briggs,” the “Blythsome Bridal,” and “Christis Kirk on the

22 Freeman, Scots Humanist Compromise, p. 4. Giving weight to this argument, is Ruddiman’s
inclusion of a glossary of Middle Scots in Douglas’s version of the Virgil classic. D. Duncan,
Thomas Ruddiman. A Study in Scottish Scholarship of the Early Eighteenth Century (Edinburgh,
1965), p. 56, believes that though Ruddiman’s word list was imperfect, it scored “more hits than
misses.” It was probably never his intention that glossary should be used as a “nationalist
manifesto,” even though the work shows a good deal of pride, and “its actual results were to provide
a wealth of authentic detail for later lexicographers; and to stimulate the growth of eighteenth century
interest in the Scottish vernacular.” (Duncan, Ruddiman, p. 57.) Apparently one such “later
lexicographer” who made use of Ruddiman’s work was John Jamieson in his An Etymological
Dictionary of the Scottish Language (1808). This was the same Jamieson who later edited a
scholarly version of the Bruce and Wallace.

Several points of information concerning Ruddiman should be cleared up here. His claim to
fame was of course Ruddiments of the Latin Tongue (1714) which persisted in its role as a standard
Latin grammar until the nineteenth century. A devotee of the Latin tongue, Ruddiman also began the
vital work of cataloguing the Faculty of Advocates’ Library. His printing business, mentioned in the
main text, was of course largely undertaken in conjunction with his brother Walter. Finally,
Thomas’s work on Douglas’s £neid was commissioned in 1706 by Robert Freebairn, a name that
will continually crop up throughout the course of this thesis, especially in the chapter dealing with
the printing history of Blind Harry’s Wallace and John Barbour’s Bruce.

23 Roy (ed), The Piper of Kilbarchan, p. 1, mentions the existence of two broadsheets of “Habbie
Simson” in the NLS one of which was noted above.

24 Based upon both my own observations and those of Roy (ed), The Piper of Kilbarchan, p. 1.
Paterson’s text is in no way substantially altered either.
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Green”) in their anthology Poems in the Scots Dialect.?> The importance of this
anthology was that it illustrated that even a publisher whose mandate was to produce
works deemed constituent to a proper university education, recognised the vitality of
such Scots pieces as “Habbie Simpson.” Sempill’s work, it must be remembered
was not the work of a past master — a Dunbar or a Henryson — but rather that of a
relatively up-to-date individual, which would serve to spur on such early
vernacularists as Allan Ramsay.26

Scots poets like Ramsay could take inspiration from the effective use of the
Scots literary tongue in “Habbie.” Though not overly inundated with such, it still
contained a noteworthy smattering of Scots, and at all times presented a vivid picture

of rural village life:

Kilbarchan now may say alas!
For she hath lost her game and grace:
Both Trixie and the Maiden-trace
But what remeed?
For no man can supply his place
Hab Simpson’s dead.

Now who shal play the day it daws,

Or hunts up when the Cock he craws,

Or who can for our Kirk-towns Cause
stand us instead?

On Bag-pipes now no body blaws,
Sen Habbi’s dead.

25 See GUL Spec. Coll. Mu 47-c.4; and NLS, L.C. 3141; Poems in the Scottish Dialect by Several
Celebrated Poets (Glasgow, R. Foulis, 1748). Thus by Foulis’s criteria of such, Sempill was worthy
of being regarded as a “celebrated poet.” Despite the mandate of producing classical works for the
University of Glasgow, encouraged by tax rollbacks on the paper used for such (see my chapter on
the Wallace and Bruce traditions), the brothers Foulis produced at least one series of old Scottish
standards; see GUL Spec. Coll. Mu 47-c.22; containing Hardyknute, A Fragment of an Antient Scots
Poem (Glasgow, R. Foulis, 1748); Chevy-Chace, the Celebrated Old Poem on the memorable
Hunting of the Earls Doulgas and Piercy (Glasgow, R. Foulis, 1747); Gill Morice (Glasgow, R.
Foulis, 1755); Young Waters (Glasgow, R. and A. Foulis, 1755); Edom of Gordon (Glasgow, R. and
A. Foulis, 1755); The Cherry and the Slae with other Poems by Captain Alexander Mountgomery
(Glasgow, R. and A. Foulis, 1751); Two Old Historical Scots Poems, giving an Account of the Battles
of Harlaw, and Reid-Sqair (Glasgow, R. Foulis, 1748). Several of these are actually printed versions
of traditional ballads; for example, Chevy-Chace, Gill Morice, Young Waters, Edom O’Gordon, and
The Battle of Harlow.

26 Of course, Ramsay was probably also inspired by the work of the past masters, the likes of
Henryson and Dunbar, not to mention his alter ego, Gavin Douglas.



60

Or who shall cause our Shearers sheat?
Who will bend up the Brags of weir?
Bring in the Bells, or good play Meir,
In time of need
Hab Simpson could what need you speir,
But now he’s dead.?’

Habbie, so the poem named in his honour declared, was a conspicuous fixture at
such communal events as fairs, Beltane and Saint Barchan’s day, clerk plays, races,
football matches, and penny bridals. So pervasive was this image — that of a famous
piper plying his art at the communal spectacle — that even poets writing in more

“polite” language could not fail to take notice:

Habbie, for he was at the sport,

On bagpipe play’d the horseman’s sport,
While wise Paleman try’d a trick,

To spur them up with fiery stick.28

What seems essential here is that the person of Habbie Simpson almost seems to
have become a stock literary figure for the bagpiper of exceptional ability. Habbie
had achieved an almost mythological status.

Whether or not it is fair to classify “Habbie Simson” as “folk” literature, is a
point worth pondering for a moment. After all, it might be difficult to class Robert
Sempill as being of rustic background himself, since he was the son of Sir James
Sempill (1566-1625), a courtier to James VI. The author of numerous satirical
poetic squibs aimed at the Catholic Church — the most visible being The Packman'’s
Pater Noster — the elder Sempill apparently also assisted the king in his preparations
for the writing of Basilicon Doron (1599). Robert succeeded to the family estates

after his father’s death, and refined The Packman’s Pater Noster in preparation for

27 The Piper of Kilbarchan, stanzas 1-3.

28 GUL Spec. Coll. Mu 51-i.4; “A Lochaber Tale,” in The Poetical Works of the Ingenious and
Learned William Meston A.M. Sometime Professor of Philosophy in the Marshal College of
Aberdeen, 6th ed. (?) (Edinburgh, W. Ruddiman jr., 1767), p. 116. Meston claimed that the poem
from which this excerpt is taken, was never before published in its entirety, and is based upon an old
manuscript “Old Mother Grim’s Tales” dated 1527. The preposterous nature of this claim is
confirmed in The Poetical Works’ “Account of the Author” which sets the record straight that indeed
Meston was the author of “Old Mother Grim’s Tales.” It seems that Meston composed these tales
while on the run after the Battle of Sheriffmuir for the purpose of entertaining his companions. “A
Lochaber Tale” is hardly serious fare, since the race being run is between lice picked off the
contestants’ bodies!
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its eventual publication in 1669. A Royalist supporter during the Covenanting era,
Robert Sempill attended the University of Glasgow. The bottom line to all of this,
seen from the surface, is that few would be convinced Sempill was a typical “rustic”
— lettered or unlettered. But would this necessarily block Sempill’s objectivity, and
prevent him from creating a poem that was an honest tribute to a village piper, and
that same piper’s environment?

Taking issue with the opinion that “Habbie Simson” was little more than “a
vernacular squib” created with the intention of lampooning,?® one author expresses

some thought-provoking opinions on the factors motivating Sempill:

The impression of humorous affection for the dead piper and respect
for his prowess which I get from the poem suggests something
different; and I wonder how confident critics would be about the
allegedly ‘condescending’ tone of its author if they did not know in
advance that Robert Sempill was a laird with a university education.30

The tone of “Habbie Simson” is instead one of “playful affection;” while
significantly, at the same time, the piece was a champion for an old, threatened,
traditional lifestyle.3! In a related argument, Daiches also believes “condescending
patronage” is not the correct way in which to sum up Sempill’s attitude towards the
subject matter of his poem.32 Instead, the author is “amused by what he describes,”
relating his poem in “a Scots which is no longer a literary language,” but rather that
which “a writer would only use when deliberately trying to imitate popular

speech.”33

29 K. Buthlay, “Habbie Simson,” in Bards and Makars, (eds) A.J. Aitken, M.P. McDiarmid, and D.S.
Thomson (Glasgow, 1977), p. 214.
30 Buthlay, “Habbie Simson,” p. 216.
31 Buthlay, “Habbie Simson,” p. 216, and p. 219. The nature of that disappearing lifestyle — that of
the village piper — is touched upon in my chapter on Scots poems of festivity and conviviality.
32 Daiches, Literature and Gentility, p. 36. Daiches poses the question as to whether Sempill’s
poem, a celebration of rustic merriment, was — as he maintains Craig, Scottish Literature, p. 20,
assessed matters — an example of “condescending patronage.” For the record, Craig does not appear
to say exactly what Daiches claims he does:
This poem seems authentically popular, with no taint of arriére-pensée about the
ordinary village fun. It gives the effect, though written by a landed gentleman, of
sharing directly and artlessly in a village life whose high moments were signalled
by music ...
Craig, Scottish Literature, p. 20.
33 Daiches, Literature and Gentility, p. 37.
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As far a laird like Robert Sempill of Beltrees having the opportunity to
observe “rustic festivity” of the sort portrayed in “Habbie Simson,” Thomas
Crawford, at least, thinks it was highly possible. Sempill was only a “small laird”
anyhow, and from childhood to adulthood, even into the eighteenth century, “close
contacts between persons of differing status” were possible. Thus, “it seems the
most natural thing ... that ... the Sempills of Beltrees should have been the pioneers
of a new vernacular poetry in the seventeenth century.”3* Certainly the chance for
Sempill to observe is all the more enhanced by the fact that Kilbarchan and Beltrees
were separated by a mere three-and-one-half miles. Additionally, several comments
made by Whyte concerning the historical relationship between landowner and tenant
farmer, might lead us to suggest that it was feasible for a fairly cordial relationship
to develop between a laird like Sempill and the peasantry, paving the way for their
shared involvement in folk festivity. As such, the survival of certain feudal
obligations, including those regarding mutual defence, has led to a belief among

some historians,

... that personal ties and mutual interdependence went sufficiently far
to create a social consensus producing a relatively egalitarian society
within which social divisions were relatively unimportant, a society
with a level of harmony unusual in Europe. This is almost certainly
an over-idealised view but the absence of certain types of popular
protest like peasant uprisings may indicate a degree of social
harmony,

though exploitive practices on the part of the land-owner could upset this situation.3>
It is important to note that what is not being suggested here is that the situation was
“rosy across the board” as far as land-owner and tenant relations were concerned, but
that the social structure allowed for a congenial atmosphere to be theoretically

possible. At least that was the picture until the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries

34 T. Crawford, “Lowland Song and Popular Tradition in the Eighteenth Century,” in Hook (ed), p.
130. Crawford points to such small communal festivities as Scone’s Shrove Tuesday football match
(at which it was expected that all men, including gentry, would participate) as providing the perfect
setting for all members of a community to rub shoulders with one another. This idea is elaborated
upon later in this thesis.

35 1.D. Whyte, Scotland Before the Industrial Revolution. An Economic & Social History c.1050-
¢.1750 (London, 1995), pp. 152-53.
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had run their course. For, as Whyte once again related, during the passage of that
two hundred years the old feudal code broke down, and land holders began to think
of themselves as a coherent class among themselves, resulting in “the increasing
group solidarity of proprietors.”3¢ Prior to this, however, there may have been less
standing in the way of a laird like Sempill observing the sort of days of rejoicing that
are mentioned in Habbie Simpson. (This is not to say that even after reorganisation
a laird could not participate in communal festivities, only that there existed a reason
why it might have been less likely.)

With the passing of the Sempills of Beltrees, the Habbie Simpson torch was
passed on to early eighteenth century vernacular-minded poets, the most prominent
of whom was of course Allan Ramsay. It was in fact Ramsay who coined the term
“Standart Habbie™ and in one of his epistles to Hamilton of Gilbertfield, he actually

refers to the style by name:

May I be licket wi’ a Bittle,

Gin of your Numbers I think little;
Ye’re never rugget, shan, nor Kittle,
But blyth and gabby,

And hit the Spirit to a Title,
Of Standart Habby .37

Ramsay’s indebtedness was equally expressed in his elegy to the Kinghorn fiddler
Patie Birnie, in which he not only copied the verse style, but also wove in an extract
from the older poem: “And then besides his valiant acts, | At bridals he won mony
placks.”38

The innovative Ramsay had rather eclectic literary tastes, since he dabbled in
many different forms, writing in both Scots and English (admittedly, more the
latter). And as noted above, many of the forms he used ultimately had their roots in
classical literature, which it will be remembered, was the guiding light for

improvement. As such, McGuirk stresses the Augustan literary genres employed by

36 Whyte, Scotland Before the Industrial Revolution, p. 152.

37 Allan Ramsay, “Familiar Epistles, Answer 1,” Works of Allan Ramsay, i, p. 119 (1l. 31-36).

38 Allan Ramsay, “The Life and Acts of, or An Elegy on Patie Birnie,” in The Poems of Allan
Ramsay, i, p. 61 (prologue Il. xiii-ix).
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Ramsay — epistles, complimentary song, and pastoral — in which the vernacular was
interjected by him in an experimental fashion.3® While this statement appears in
itself to be true, rigid adherence to it might cause us to overlook such inherently
Scots genres employed by him, such as stanza style, in such poetic forms as, for
example, the elegy (being itself, originally, a Greek form).40 In this respect, we
encounter such poems of his as “Elegy on Maggy Johnston, who died Anno 1711,”
done in “Standart Habbie” verse.#! While there might be some persons from the
eighteenth century who were drawn to such a piece because it was an elegy —
precisely because they saw it as the descendant of a classical form of literature —
there surely were others who were devotees of the poem on account of it being a
continuation of the convivial, rustic Habbie Simpson tradition, being “closer to
home” both in terms of time and locale.#2 We thus should probably never lose sight
of the inherent Scottish nature present in Ramsay’s poetry, even though classical
influences might be present as well.

A vibrant form such as Habbie Simson was just too good a thing for Ramsay
to pass up. Thus he would go on to produce a whole host of elegies in that style,
such as the above-quoted “Elegy on Maggy Johnston,” as well as “Elegy on John
Cowper, Kirk-treasurer’s Man,” “Elegy on Lucky Wood,” “The Life and Acts of, or
an Elegy on Patie Birnie,” “Lucky Spence’s Last Advice,” “The Last Speech of a
Wretched Miser,” and “The Last Speech of Caleb Balie.” Additionally, one ode was

39 C. McGuirk, “Augustan Influences on Allan Ramsay,” in Studies in Scottish Literature, vol. 16
(1981), p. 98.

40 As an originally Greek (and, by association, Roman) form, the elegy was mainly a song of
lamentation, but could also express themes of love or politics. Callimachus from Alexandria (fl. 3rd
cent. BC) and the Roman poet Catullus (84?-54? BC) were among the ancients who wielded this
type, which originally was structured out of distich couplets (i.e. two succeeding, rhyming lines of
equal length). Later, elegies were characterised as such mainly by content rather than form —
obviously, Allan Ramsay’s examples were not in distich couplets. Thus, the presence of melancholia
was usually one of the distinguishing features of an elegy (though again, this might be a debatable
characteristic, insofar as it applied to Ramsay’s material). From the eighteenth century, one of the
most visible elegies was the Englishman Thomas Gray’s “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard”
(1751), in which not just a single passing, but human mortality itself, was the topic.

41 And it certainly must be conceded that Sempill’s original poem, “The Life and Death of the Piper
of Kilbarchan,” might contain sentiments characteristic of elegy.

42 Undoubtedly there were also those who appreciated both traits inherent to “Elegy on Maggy
Johnston” and its successors from his repertoire.
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done by him in this same style — “To R— H— B—, An Ode.” By the same token,
Hamilton of Gilbertfield’s “The Last Dying Words of Bonny Heck,” and - in
concert with Ramsay — “Familiar Epistles” were also executed in Standart Habbie.*3
Later in the century, both Robert Fergusson and Robert Burns would also make use
of this durable poetic genre.** But even in Ramsay’s own times, though he was the
most prominent poet using the form, other individuals tried their hand at producing
literature in imitation of Sempill’s original.

To list all the early modern Scots poems done in the style of verse of Habbie
Simpson could conceivably fill pages — to say the poem was often imitated is, an
understatement.  Additionally, possibly due to Allan Ramsay’s application of
Standart Habbie as a medium through which to convey his series of mock elegies,
several of the lesser-known imitations declare themselves as being a “Habbie on”
someone or another, i.e. an elegy on a particular person. Thus, the term a “Habbie
on” seems to have been in certain instances interchangeable with the phrase an
“elegy on,” an association, perhaps, indicative of a wider knowledge of Ramsay’s
elegies. Regardless, mock elegies in the form of “Habbie Simson” were written for
some seemingly unlikely persons, such as Willy Bald,*’ or one James Campbell, who

suffered the misfortune of transportation:

Now let salt Tears run down our Cheeks,
The only son of Mongo Cleeks
Is to be banisht in few Weeks
O’re to Virginia
I’d rather given all in my Breeks;
And that’s a Guinea.4¢

43 Ramsay’s and Gilbertfield’s “Familiar Epistles,” as well as the latter’s “Bonny Heck,” are
discussed in my chapter dealing with traditions associated with the Wallace and Bruce during the late
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.

44 As would the Dumfries poet, John Mayne (1759-1836), whose The Siller Gun describes a shooting
match for a prized silver tube. The poem is set against the backdrop of the King’s Day celebration,
and as such is very much in the vein of Fergusson’s Daft Days. From the same poet was another
Habbie Simson style poem, Hallowe’en; for both these poems, see Maclaine (ed), Christis Kirk
Tradition, pp. 96-108.

45 NLS, Ry I11.a.10(39); An Elegy on Willy Bald (Edinburgh? n.d.).

46 NLS, Ry IIL.¢.36(57); Elegy on the Mournful Banishment, of James Campbell of Burbank, To the
West-Indies (n.d.).
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Similarly there was the elegy in Standart Habbie for a Highland brigand named
Donald Bayn, an acquaintance of Rob Roy “sin he was a Boy” who being hanged as
a common criminal, cursed the “Loulan Louns” for pressing their law to the final
conclusion.*’

In like vein to Ramsay, other kirkmen were eulogised — rarely in a totally
serious manner — in verse patterned after Sempill’s original. A noted example of
these was An Habby On the Death of Mis. James Cruickshanks in Mountounha,
Alias Buckle the Begars Marry them A(a!)*® concerned with the memory of “Curate
Cruickshanks™#9 who was singularly lucky, in a sense, since he was the subject of a
second such elegy.5® Noted, and in fact praised in both poems for “buckling the
beggars” — for performing irregular marriages that presumably would have been
forbidden under the strictest interpretation and application of kirk law — so that as a
result Cruickshank was said to have “valued neither Kirk nor Law.”3! The fear of
the town’s inhabitants is that with the death of Cruickshanks, they will “turn [into] a
dreary dowy Toun.”52 The implication here seems to be that James Cruickshanks
was a follower of episcopalianism, and that with his death, a return to
prebyterianism seemed imminent. Additionally, a fairly common theme in these
Habbie Simpson impostors, of sorts, is that of illicit sex,’3 and this panegyric to the

departed Cruickshank is no exception:

The Lasses now may weep and waill,

47 NLS, Ry I11.a.10(36); The Highland Man’s Lament, For the Dea[th] [o]f Donald Bayn, alias
M evan Vanifranck, who was Execute in the Grass [Mar]ke[t] of Edinburgh, on Wednesday the 9th
Day of January 1723 (Edinburgh?, 1723?).

48 NLS, S.302.b.2(73); An Habby On the Death of Mis. James Cruickshanks in Mountounha, Alias
Bruckle the Begars Marry them A(a!).

49 By this title, obviously not remembered for being a staunch presbyterian.

50 NLS, Ry II1.c.36(97); The Grievous Complaint of the Beaux and the Bads, And a the young
Widows, and Lasses and Lads, For Death’s taking Mas. James Cruickshanks awa, Who buckl’d the
Beggars at Mountounha. Interr’d in the Church-yeard of Inverash the 29. of March 1724 (17247).

51 The Grievous Complaint.

52 The Grievous Complaint.

53 Allan Ramsay’s versions certainly featured it: “John Cowper” was a bit of a man about town, and
“of whore-hunting he gat his fill;” whereas in the case of “Lucky Spence,” written to commemorate
the passing of the (im)famous brothel madam from Holyrood vicinity, the central theme is (needless
to say) that of illicit sex.
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Salt Tears run down their Cheeks like Haill
Wha now will take them be the Tail.
And bang their Wame,
Death’s dung Mas. James with his stark Flail.
To a lang Hame.>*

Perhaps there is truth to the old adage, “impersonation is the sincerest form
of flattery.” If so, at least one person believed Ramsay’s elegy on “John Cowper”
was a fine piece of creative writing, since this anonymous individual was
sufficiently inspired to pen not only a testimonial in Standart Habbie, but also
choose as the subject for his poem yet another kirk treasurer. This piece, An
Habbiack Elegy on ... Robert F------s — so obviously inspired by the efforts of the
former wigmaker — was probably composed after Ramsay’s poem had been in

circulation for several years:

Greet a ye Bairns and beard’d Fo’k
Sic News would pierce a Heart of Rock;
Death’s gi’en a Kick to Robin’s Dock,
Shame fa his Greed;
He thought Death wa ay in Joke,
But now he’s dead.

Ay sir he left his Cobbling Trade,
Minding the Shoes that others made;
He’s been a rare reforming Blade,
Cobbling the Church:
But now he’s got the School and Spade,
And left i’ the Lurch.

Limmers and Lairds he’ll nae mair chase,
Nae mair we’ll see his pauky Face,
Keek thro’ Closs-heads to catch a Brace
Of Wapping Morts.
Play Bogleboo, a bonny Race,
About the Ports.55

True to the original Habbie Simpson (and Ramsay’s “copies”) this poem is replete
with Scots words and phrases. Here is a poem that is difficult to see as being the

best example of “British” literature (see below). Instead, it is representative of a

54 The Grievous Complaint.
55 NLS, Ry I11.c.36(95); An Habbiack Elegy on the untimely and deplorable Death of Robert F-—-----s
Kirk Treasurer’s Man, who dy’'d November 3d. 1724 (n.p., 1724?).
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creative slant that seemingly goes contrary to all concepts of “improved” literature
deemed respectful of the tastes of a highly enlightened audience. This piece is rather
parochial in outlook,’¢ dealing with a specific person and incident, largely (we
would assume) of local significance. Furthermore, in terms of language, even
phrases rendered in English are hardly the words of the highly educated: “But now
he’s got ...” is not exactly the finest example of high English.

Before leaving the topic of elegiac imitations of Sempill’s durable poem, it
seems worthwhile to have a look at one further example, which amounted to a light-
hearted lampoon of Ramsay himself, and appears to have been done by a person
either quite close to the poet, or one at least very familiar with his works and
associations. The poem’s title, A Block for Allan Ramsay’s Wigs,57 in itself makes a
reference to “canty Allan’s” former trade. Additionally, the broadsheet speaks of
“Pet an’ Rodger” — the two pals Patie and Roger from The Gentle Shepherd,
“wanton Willie” — very likely in reference to Ramsay’s own friend William
Hamilton of Gilbertfield;8 claims Ramsay “has consulted with William Wallace” —

perhaps with The Vision in mind;*® and then prompts Ramsay to “Rouse up thy

56 Which is not to say that it could not be read and enjoyed by those outside of the poem’s locale.

57 All references are to NLS, Ry I11.a.10(115); 4 Block for Allan Ramsay’s Wigs, Or, the Famous
Poet, fall'n in a Sleep (Edinburgh? n.d.).

58 Ramsay refers to Gilbertfield as “wanton Willie” in “Answer I”” to Hamilton’s “Epistle I” as part of
their series of Familiar Epistles, all of which were also executed in Standart Habbie; see “Familiar
Epistles Between Lieutenant William Hamilton and Allan Ramsay,” in Kinghorn and Law (ed),
Poems by Ramsay and Fergusson, p. 20.

59 The theme of The Vision was the troubled times associated with the Scottish Wars of
Independence, although Ramsay probably used this theme as an analogy for a Scotland immediately
after incorporating union. The ostensible narrator of the tale (in reality Ramsay himself) is portrayed
as a contemporary of those earlier times; i.e. the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. It then goes on
to talk of “The Warden of this auntient nation,” a man “Of stalwart Mak, in Bane and Brawnd, | Of
just Proportions, large,” whom “nane sall oppress | Me, unpunist with Pain ...” (The Vision, 1. 86; 11.
61-62; 1. 75-76.) The interpretation seems to be that the “Warden” is none other than William
Wallace, and a reference to his acquired title of Guardian of Scotland, given him after the victory at
Stirling Bridge (1297). For additional commentary (upon which this critique was based) see T.
Crawford, D. Hewitt, A. Law (eds), Longer Scottish Poems, Volume 2 (Edinburgh, 1987), pp. 359-
60n. The Vision itself can be found in most anthologies of Ramsay (it seems to be a rather popular
number with modern readers of Scots poetry!); see, for example, Longer Scottish Poems, pp. 31-43;
Kinghorn and Law (ed), Poems by Ramsay and Fergusson, pp. 35-40 (who condense some of the
text); and The Works of Allan Ramsay, iii, pp. 81-95. The Vision was part of the anthology The Ever
Green (1724) which was supposed to be a collection of ancient Scots poems originally written before
1600. Ramsay’s line on this particular poem was that it was first composed in Latin by a cleric in
1300, and then translated into Scots in 1524. In many ways this has a similar ring to the line on the
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Muse, and draw thy Quill; | Suld ye gi’ P------ k his Will” — perhaps a reference to yet
another of his acquaintances, Alexander Pennecuik, who died in 1730. The poem
makes several references to both the poem and stanza style of “Habbie Simson,” as
well as the long-deceased piper himself: “So rightly Tune up Habbies Bags.” But
the over-riding message in A4 Block for Allan Ramsay’s Wigs seems to be to enquire

into the Leadhills poet’s silence:

Vow Allie, what’s come ore ye now:
Fain wa’d we hear some News frae you,
Some say ye’r Dead, but that’s no True;
gin ye sit Dumb,
A Fig for the canting Crew,
they may sing Mum.60

It appears significant that the author of this broadsheet would choose to relate
some of the work and socialising of the aspiring “Gavin Douglas” in the style of
verse first created by Sempill of Beltrees. Perhaps in his mind, it was thoroughly
appropriate to eulogise Ramsay thus (probably before the poet’s actual death), given
that he was noted for working with the genre. Perhaps this signifies just how
thoroughly the name of Ramsay was associated with Standart Habbie during the
early eighteenth century. Ramsay was not, however, the sole exploiter of the form.
Nor was it the only medium he worked within: among his vast corpus of poems,
both Scots and English, seven are done in imitation of “Habbie Simson.” Yet
perhaps these seven were recognised, by at least some individuals, as being among
Allan’s best efforts. If all this is true, then it speaks volumes when questions of

Ramsay’s attitude towards the Scots language, and traditional Scots literary forms

Life of Wallace — supposedly composed by Arnold Blair, Wallace’s chaplain, and then turned into
The Wallace by Blind Harry, ¢.1473. The role of Arnold Blair in the Wallace saga is less certain than
once thought; similarly, it is a virtual certainty that Ramsay was the actual author of The Vision. The
fact that the poem finishes with “Quod AR. SCOT.” probably means that “the jig is up” as far as
Ramsay’s ruse is concerned.

60 Ramsay’s last works appear to have been 4 Collection of Scots Proverbs, To the Honourable
Duncan Forbes of Culloden, followed by the last volume of the Tea Table Miscellany, all from 1737,
after which the creative energies seemed to have dried up, with no known output between then and
his death, either December 1757 or January 1758. (An edition of his poems printed Leith, A.
Allardice, 1814, claims a notice in the Scots Magazine, December 1757 reported Ramsay’s death;
Kinghom and Law (ed) Poems by Ramsay and Fergusson, p. Xi, claim “on or about 7 January,
1758.”)
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are raised. Ramsay, in fact, appeared in no small way to help in putting the “Habbie
Simson” tradition on a firm footing, which later artists, like Fergusson and Burns,
could then pick up and use for themselves. Again, in the case of Ramsay, these are
hardly the actions of a person bent on mere preservation alone; more those of a man
concerned with dynamic development.

Ramsay’s work with “Standart Habbie” amounts to a vivid portrayal of
aspects of common urban life, which might be called the underbelly of Edinburgh,
or portrayals which are more sensual than cerebral. It is these vernacular-based
images which are often referred to as pictures of Edinburgh or Scottish “low life,” or
more charitably “low culture.”! It seems prudent to point out that something can be
referred to as “low life,” or being of “low culture,” without being “less cultured,” or
of an inferior level of culture; instead, it should probably be taken as “basic culture,”
or “non-intellectual culture.”

Ramsay seems to have hit upon the correct application of “low culture” in
the commentary to his version of Christis Kirk on the Green,5? in which he states
that excessive indulgence in alcohol consumption can rob a man of his otherwise
natural constitution, and make him unable to perform “divine or natural duties.” No
man is immune to this danger, as Ramsay notes in a quote from Pope that “Great
wits sometimes may gloriously offend, | And rise to faults true critics dare not
mend.” His agenda for creating a new version of Christis Kirk are conveyed by him

thus:

Thus I have pursued these comical characters, having gentleman’s
health and pleasure, and the good manners of the vulgar in view: The
main design of comedy to represent the follies and mistakes of low
life in a just light, making them appear as ridiculous as they really
are, that each who is a spectator may evite his being the object of
laughter.

61 Daiches, Paradox of Scottish Culture, p. 24; cf. Kidd, “The ideological significance,” p. 112;
Wittig, Scottish Tradition in Literature, p. 167.
62 All following references to Allan Ramsay, “Christis Kirk on the Green, In Three Cantos,” in
Poems, i, pp. 82-106 (text); pp. 82-107 (notes).
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To provide a warning for the literate spectator so that he might avoid the scorn
associated within foolishly over-indulging in low culture, probably was not the main
reason for his additions to the old poem.6* More likely he wrote it to show his
prowess at continuing the medium, which resulted in its renewed publicity,54 thus
serving to boost his own reputation.

Yet through his comments, we might catch a glimpse of Ramsay’s own
definition of low culture (something in which he probably participated). This
concept of low culture, is probably best described in terms of its relationship to the
body itself, referring to the sensual parts of the body linked with primal pleasures
like love, eating, drinking, sex, etc. This differs from the part of the body referable
to as high; that being, the brain which pursues knowledge and aesthetics. The
contrast between high and low culture in relation to the body, is a central to the
analysis of carnival first advanced by Bakhtin; this will be discussed in greater detail
below. Suffice to say for the moment, however, that Christis Kirk on the Green, and
probably Ramsay’s mock elegies on low life, are examples of literature displaying
some, or all of these characteristics. We now return to examining Ramsay’s mock
elegies.

Though it is seemingly accurate, as a result of the preceding discussion, to
refer to Ramsay’s elegies done in Standart Habbie as examples of low culture, these
poems are better described as “a lively series of Scots poems on the notables of
Edinburgh street life.”¢5 Presumably all the individuals mentioned in this series

were people well-known to the participants in this street culture (and thus, probably

63 Ramsay added two cantos to a revised version of the text; one in 1715, another in 1718.

64 MacLaine, Christis Kirk Tradition, p. 54. MacLaine, to his credit, recognises the value and quality
of Ramsay’s added cantos, and notes, despite the poet’s occasional lapses into antiquarianism, the
progressive nature of his work in demonstrating “that the venerable genre was still adaptable for
modern purposes.” Lindsay, History of Scottish Literature, p. 173, noted its artistic worth; however,
less charitable was Wittig, The Scottish Tradition, p. 167, who described Ramsay’s added cantos as
being “of simpler and tougher texture than their models.”

65 Watson, The Literature of Scotland, p. 172.
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to Ramsay himself).66 As far as the poems themselves are concerned, they seem
marked by an intimate familiarity between poet and that which he is describing. The
very language employed, executed in a Scots partially derived from the spoken, is
deliberately chosen so as to portray a vivid, descriptive picture, rendered in
colloquial terms. Specific terms are being appropriated from — we might assume —
everyday Edinburgh street talk to describe events, and paint a picture of life in that
burgh. For instance, in the poem that introduced this chapter, “Maggy Johnston,”
Edinburgh is referred to as “Auld Reeky,” a nickname pulled from the common
parlance of rural dwellers living within easy sight of the burgh.?” The poem’s
opening line, “Auld Reeky! Mourn in sable hue” is brilliant in its descriptive energy:
not only is it suggestive of donning a mourning cloak out of respect for the tavern-
keeper’s passing, but it also invokes an image of a horizon darkened by the city’s
pervasive chimney smoke. It is as if the very smoke itself becomes a mourning
shroud, enveloping Auld Reeky, pensive with the death of Maggie. A day to day
image, illustrative of the typical Edinburgh horizon, becomes a powerful, location-
specific, poetic device.

Similarly, in “Elegy on Lucky Wood In the Cannongate — May 1717,” the
deceased’s former residence is described as “O Cannigate! Poor elritch hole!”¢3 In

this instance, melancholia has stricken the poet. Ramsay provides some of the clues

66 Kinghorn and Law (ed) Poems of Ramsay and Fergusson, p. Xiii, suggest that the characters
depicted in Ramsay’s elegies would have been well enough known to his immediate audience. His
glosses and explanatory footnotes were likely for the benefit of the wider audience.

67 Royle, Companion to Scottish Literature, p. 14, tells us that Robert Chambers maintained that the
nickname went back to the days of Charles II; Royle himself believes it was even older. He
continues with the anecdote that the residents of Fife could determine it was meal time by observing
the cooking-fire smoke coming from the chimneys in Edinburgh.

According to Ramsay’s gloss, Maggy’s was a small rural establishment, connected to a farm
about a mile south of the city proper. People (presumably on a day outing from the capital) would
come in great numbers to pay two pence per pint Scots (nearly two quarts English!) for one of the
finest ales going, which Maggy skilfully concocted herself. Interestingly, Maggy still sold her pints
in Scots measure, even though, according to the terms of Union, uniform weights and measures were
to be in place. The faithful who travelled to this ale-drinkers’ Mecca on the outskirts of town, along
the way could play a round of golf at Bruntisfield Links — “When in our pouch we fand some clinks, |
And took a turn o’er Bruntsfield-Links ...”

68 Allan Ramsay, “Elegy on Lucky Wood in the Canongate, May 1717,” in Kinghorn and Law (ed),
Poems by Ramsay and Fergusson, p. 10 (1. 1).



73

for the onset of these emotions in his own glosses to the poem. We learn from him
that Cannongate was once a vibrant place, close to the king’s residence, where the
Scots members of parliament had their homes — at least, that had been the situation
prior to 1707. After the union, he laments, London became home to the Scottish
parliamentarians, and with the death of Lucky Wood (who by Ramsay’s criteria, ran
a class establishment), all that remained in testimony to times past were spectres.
Further, in the passage in question — “O Cannigate, etc.” — notice the efficiency in
selecting Scots to describe the area’s current condition. “Poor elritch hole” would
translate into something like “poor, dreadfully vacant place, haunted by ghosts of the
past” — and even that is an incomplete rendering. But one carefully selected Scots
word speaks volumes to those who understood the feelings invoked by it. In this
instance, then, Scots does more than convey narrative, it also conveys feeling in a
way that another language (such as Modern English) could only approximate.t®
Thus in this one instance (no claim for universality being made here), a composition
drawn from the pages of Scots urban popular culture can more completely and
effectively convey mood by drawing descriptive elements from the vernacular.
When searching for material for his equivalent to the modern urban tale,
Ramsay did not go around with a set of blinders on; he was aware of the descriptive
messages associated with his subjects. There is, as a result, a genuine quality to this
body of poetry, which (sadly) only represented a portion of his respectably-sized
repertoire. This is not to suggest that Ramsay was a dispassionate voice when
rendering these elegies; he was indeed emotionally involved with his subject matter.
His aim was not to produce a narrative of events, but rather to present ordinary
people in believable situations, even though some have traits typical of Scots poems

dealing with conviviality (discussed below). But it was the creation of a tale, based

69 It is the age old problem bemoaned by those working with languages, that “something is lost in the
translation.” Often, they have difficulty explaining, just exactly what was lost, and this may not be
just a brush-off on their part. As an Icelandic friend said, when asked by me about the accuracy of
current English translations of his nation’s traditional sagas, he believed that the translations captured
the essence of the narrative very well, but the unspoken elements of the story — the story’s “feel” —
could not be fully sensed or appreciated in all instances.
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upon elements from everyday life, often ironically and satirically portrayed,
rendered in an everyday language, which highlights Ramsay’s mock elegies. This
might be in contrast to poetry which the prevailing “British” attitude deemed

superior to vernacular efforts typified by Ramsay’s:

He kend the bawds and louns fou well
And where they us’d to rant and reel
He paukily on them cou’d steal
And spoil their sport;
Aft did they wish the muckle De’il
Might take him for’t.

But ne’er a ane of them he spar’d,

E’en tho there was a drunken laird

To draw his sword, and make a faird
In their defense,

John quietly put them in the Guard
To learn mair sense.

There maun they ly till sober grown,
The lad neist day his fault maun own;
And to keep a’ things hush and low’n
He minds the poor,
Syne, after a’ his ready’s flown,
He damns the whore.

And she, poor jade,’® withoutten din,
Is sent to Leith-wynd?! Fit to spin,
With heavy heart and cleathing thin,
And hungry wame,
And ilky month a well-paid skin,
To mak her tame.

But now they may scoure up and down,

And safely gang their wakes arown,

Spreading the clap throw a’ the town,
But fear or dread;

For that great kow to bawd and lown,
John Cowper’s dead.”?

70 An abusive term for a woman; a worn out article; a wilful perverse animal — thus, needless to say,
to refer to any woman, even a prostitute, as a “poor jade” is not as sympathy-laden a statement as
might have been thought!
71 In reference to a correctional house at the foot of Leith-wynd; Ramsay, in his own gloss, compares
it to Bridewell in London.
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The foregoing might be compared to this offering from the celebrated “Anglo-
Scot”73 poet, popular with the “improved” reader of poetry, the parish minister’s

son, James Thomson:

The city swarms intense. The public haunt,

Full of each theme, and warm with mix’d discourse,
Hums indistinct. The sons of riot flow

Down the loose stream of false enchanted joy.

To swift distruction. On the rankled soul

The gaming fury falls; and in one gulf

Of total ruin, honour, virtue, peace,

Friends, families, and fortune, headlong sink.

Up springs the dance along the lighted dome,
Mix’d, and evolved, a thousand sprightly ways.
The glittering court effuses every pomp;

The circle deepens; beam’d from gaudy robes,
Tapers, and sparkling gems, and radiant eyes,

A soft effulgence o’er the palace waves:

While, a gay insect in his summer shine,

The fop, light-fluttering, spreads his mealy wings.”*

What we have here are two widely differing examples of urban life. Starting
in reverse order, Thomson presents us with a typically rhetorical,’s stilted view of
social intercourse in a large city. Such socialising is compared to the frantic activity
within a nest of insects — a poetic device used elsewhere by Thomson in his poems,
primarily his Seasons series. Yet the picture painted by this scene is a romantic one
— perhaps little surprise, since he has been touted as a possible precursor to the

Romantic movement.’® The portrait presented has been sanitised, and as a result, is

72 Allan Ramsay, “Elegy on John Cowper, Kirk-Treasurer’s Man Anno 1714,” in Kinghorn and Law
(ed), Poems by Ramsay and Fergusson, pp. 8-9 (stanzas 7-11).

73 The definition of Thomson as an “Anglo-Scot” comes from M.J.W. Scott, James Thomson, Anglo-
Scot (University of Georgia Press, 1988), p. 3. Scott’s contention is that since Thomson was born
and raised in Scotland, but chose to settle in England and write in English rather than in Scots, he
was, as a result, an “Anglo-Scot.” Later in this thesis, the term “Anglo-Scot” will appear again in a
totally different context. As my own term, it will be used to describe a literary language that came
about as a result of the anglicisation of such Scots standards as the Bruce and the Wallace. The result
was a sort of hybrid, mostly of English, but still containing select words and phrases from Scots,
resulting in a language which I refer to as “Anglo-Scots.”

74 James Thomson, “Winter,” from The Seasons in, The Poetical Works of James Thomson (London,
Walker and Co., n.d.), p. 176-77 (1l. 630-45).

75 Agreeing with Nicol Smith, R.D.S. Jack, The Italian Influence on Scottish Literature (EUP, 1972),
p- 181, thought that Thomson’s “style ... owes much to the consciously rhetorical and Latinate
tradition in writing, so strongly fostered in Scotland.”

76 Royle, Companion to Scottish Literature, p. 312.
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not overly harsh, even in the face of human misfortune when the gambler squanders
his money on a losing cause.

Though the poet from Ednam, Roxburghshire was noted for the vividness of
all the images which he was describing — in this instance a portrait of urban
diversions — it was really his rendering of the natural world in which he excelled. In
the opinion of modern scholars, the poet’s upbringing in Southdean (located in the
isolated, but very picturesque Cheviots) helped provide the inspiration for so many
of his portraits of the rural landscape — whether he was depicting nature’s captivating
beauty, as in idyllic representations of salmon-fishing in Spring; or her dangerous
harshness, as in Winter.’”7 Thomson seemingly did have an eye for realism; but
insofar as his depictions of city life were concerned (perhaps not necessarily this
poet’s first place to seek creative inspiration), it really seems to be a question of
where he looked, or rather what he was looking for. It is rather like the case of two
modern-day tourists coming Glasgow, one visiting only the city centre or the west
end; the other, the Gorbals, the east end, etc. Two very different pictures of
Glasgow would result; comparing the two, one could be excused for thinking that
the two respective tourists visited two completely different cities.

In like manner, Thomson’s city is that of the privileged, the intelligentsia, the
upper classes. Ramsay’s mock elegies, conversely, represent the city of the vast
“unwashed multitude.” Thomson’s picture of urban life is sheer serenity compared
to that offered by the Leadhills poet. Most of the images presented by Ramsay are
self-evident; but for the record, habitual drunkenness, prostitution, imprisonment,

disease, hunger, and social despair are all featured. Yet “John Cowper’8 is rife with

77 See J. Sambrook, James Thomson 1700-1748. A Life (OUP, 1991), p. 3; and M.J. Scott, “James
Thomson and the Anglo-Scots,” in Hook (ed), p. 83.
78 The person of John Cowper was evidently a well-known and infamous former inhabitant of
Edinburgh. His passing provided the impetus not only for Ramsay’s poem, but at least one other
elegy. This second piece was (as far as can be ascertained) anonymous, and far more vitriolic than
Ramsay’s. Done in standard English, a taste for this piece can be appreciated thus,

This mungral Post *twixt Lay and Clergy h[iri]ngs

Amphibeous Frogs and Catierpilers brings.

The free will Offerings and Price of a Whoare

Into the Churches Store to give the Poor,
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satire (of a “black” variety), and irony, though sometimes often cruel.” The
prostitute’s client (“loun”) after sobering up, is allowed to walk free after making a
contribution to poor relief. The prostitute, convicted largely on account of his word,
endures a less enviable fate: ill-fed and ill-clothed, she is incarcerated in an
infamous gaol. The inequities of “justice” are thus portrayed — we today can see the
injustice stemming from systemic double-standards; perhaps less likely the case for
the majority of people in Ramsay’s time. Nevertheless, in this instance human
despair is an object for black satire — and in fact, this is a fairly sophisticated concept
that Ramsay is playing with. Most humour in at least the western world is in one
way or another based upon the misfortunes, eccentricities, frailties, and
shortcomings of the human condition. Yet laughing at our misfortune is one of the
best ways to come to terms with such. Thus the stoic, with seemingly all aspects of
his world gone wrong, deals with his adversity by “laughing it off.” The characters
in Ramsay’s series of mock elegies are real people in real situations, whose fortunes
and misfortunes are related in a language as alive as the people who mouth it. There
is nothing overtly contrived about them and their situation. Something relative to

this idea was suggested by Daiches, who said that:

In these poems — elegies ... in the mock-elegy tradition of ‘Habbie
Simson’ — Scots could be used without any air of antiquarian

The Sacred Treasure and privet Fines,

The Secret Bribes for penetential Sins,

Bull Money, Buttock Mail and hackney Hire,

And what they can by any means aquire,

All Hotch Potch Jumbled in the Churches puse (sic)

They afterward Religiously Deburse,

First to the private Pocket, next to that,

The Hackney Ladys must needs have some what ...

Edinburgh University Library Special Collections, “Uncatalogued Volume of Broadsides Relating to
Scotland, 1690 to 1752, 4 Discription of a Kirk Treasurer. Or [aille]gie on John Couper.

It is tempting to think that the author of this piece was inspired by Ramsay’s poem, but there
is just too little information to say for certain. Obviously part of the title is virtually identical to
Ramsay’s. Theoretically, the founding member of the Easy Club could have been following the lead
of this elegy to Cowper in English, or the two poems could have been produced independently, the
respective authors oblivious to each others’ work.

79 In our eyes there might appear a cruel streak running through this sort of subject matter; who
knows how it was viewed in the eighteenth century, however.
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reconstruction, for the characters who figured in them were part of
the Scots-speaking ordinary life of the city.80

As such, despite the subject matter, Ramsay’s elegies were still a more accurate
celebration of life, in all its pleasure, and in all its pain.

Ramsay therefore was not content to simply resurrect an old poetic medium,;
his intent, rather, was to fabricate a new one. This is perhaps all the more likely
when we consider that what he was doing in these creations — presenting his
readership with a believable, unsanitised, slice of life of the commonest levels of
urban society, in a relatively close approximation of their own tongue, replete with
their jargon and colloquialisms. This form of unfanciful urban poetry seems to have
been non-typical in his own immediate time.8! However, the torch primarily lit by
Ramsay would shortly be passed along to another vernacularist, Robert Fergusson.

The timeliness of Ramsay’s elegies on Scots urban common culture was
significant in reflecting the ever increasing importance of Scotland’s major urban
centres. One study has suggested that by mid-century, a gradual exodus from the
countryside was underway, even though Scotland was still predominantly a rural
society.82 More recent scholars engaged in investigating questions of economic and
social factors, as well as demographics, point to the ever increasing numbers (slower
at some times, but always sustained) of inhabitants in the burghs during the passage
of the eighteenth century — sometimes to the detriment of other areas, such as the
Highlands, the north-east, and Fife.83 This trend toward urbanisation might be

summed up thus:

80 Daiches, Paradox of Scottish Culture, p. 24.

81 This is not to say that Ramsay alone produced poetry of this sort, as it seems that there were a few
others who did so. The immediate example that comes to mind is within some of the examples of
Standart Habbie done by the lesser-known or anonymous individuals noted above, it is possibly to
see aspects indicative of this genre. However, it is probably still fair to say it is with Ramsay that we
should most readily associate poetry depicting realistic aspects of urban street culture, composed in
Scots and using the stanza form of “Habbie Simpson.”

82 R.H. Campbell, Scotland Since 1707. The Rise of industrial Society, 2nd ed. (Edinburgh ,1985),
pp. 15-16.

83 M. Lynch, Scotland. A New History (London, 1992), p. 383. According to him, actual drops in
population are noted for the southern Uplands, and certain Aberdeenshire parishes.
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Between the sixteenth and late eighteenth centuries Scotland had one
of the highest growth rates of urban population in Europe. Scotland
appears to have been the only European country to share the English
pattern of a steady expansion of urban population throughout the
period irrespective of whether national population totals were
growing or stagnating. By 1750 Scotland was already more highly
urbanised, on this measure, than France, Germany, or Iberia, and was
rapidly catching up with England.34

Of course urbanisation would seem to go hand in hand with an economic
improvement that was not readily apparent immediately after the union. But “down
the road” improvement would be made, and as one historian noted, “Scotland in the
1740s was a society poised on the brink of dramatic change,” in spite of the fact that
few contemporaries would have had little reason to suspect this.85 The eventual
increase in commerce, industry, and banking would be dependent upon a stable
urban environment; and in turn, these factors would help to stimulate urbanisation.
If Scotland was to truly enter the modern age, truly take part in union, it would have
to focus more intently upon its major cities.86 Ramsay’s poetry set in an urban
environment would have pertinence for the future importance of the cities, but this
was something likely unbeknown to him. On the other hand, even though the rise in
Edinburgh’s population during the first half of the eighteenth century has been
described as “moderate” in comparison to Glasgow’s and Dundee’s,87 it was an
increase that still may have been noticeable in Allan Ramsay’s own time.

As is hopefully apparent, though it might be argued that the body of
Ramsay’s elegies were examples of Scottish-inspired British Literature, they still
contained parochial aspects. Nevertheless, this is not to imply that these poems
could not, and were not read and enjoyed by a wider audience. The original Sempill
piece, though containing “many obscure references which must have puzzled all but

the very few readers familiar with the circumstantial or local detail,” portrayed

84 Whyte, Scotland Before Industrial Revolution, p. 172.

85 Lynch, Scotland, p. 378.

86 Which is not to say that urban centres had ever been completely pushed to one side, only that a
new imperative in their favour was present.

87 Whyte, Scotland Before Industrial Revolution, p. 177.
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subject matter that a wider audience could identify with.88 In like manner, a number
of the general themes in Ramsay’s elegies in Scots, despite their localisms, would
sound a familiar note for many. In the broader sense, it might be argued that it was
possible to portray Scottish cultural markers within literature deemed fit for a polite
British audience. This seems to be exactly what Crawford saw in certain
“collections of Scots verse, such as Allan Ramsay’s Ever Green (1724) and Tea-
Table Miscellany (1724-37), [which] had fought to stress that poetry in the Scots
tongue was ... fit to be admitted to polite society.”® If this were true, then perhaps it

was the reason why Ramsay dedicated his Tea Table Miscellany in like manner:
To ilka lovely British lass,
Frae Ladies Charlotte, Anne, and Jean,
Down to ilk bonny singing Bess,
Wha dances barefoot on the green.0
However, it probably took more than dedications mentioning the “British lassies”
alone to endear Ramsay to the general British public, en masse. Ramsay was no fool
either, and he probably realised that not everyone would be taken in by such an
obvious ploy; yet it was still an attempt on his part to widen his readership, which
indeed might have paid dividends, if the extensive subscribers’ list to the first
volume of his Poems can be taken as any sort of indication. Thus, while certain of
the individual pieces within these anthologies had a definite regional slant, their
having been juxtaposed with more universal works might have helped in bringing

Scots colloquialism to the broader spectrum of readership. Additionally, we know

that the subscribers to the first volume of his eclectic Poems included such

88Buthlay, “Habbie Simson,” p. 219.

89 Crawford, Devolving English Literature, p. 31.

90 Allan Ramsay, The Tea-Table Miscellany A Collection of Choice Songs Scots and English (2 vols;
Glasgow, 1876), i, p. v.
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prominent literary English figures as Pope, Steele, Burchet, and Arbuthnot,°! who
may have found satisfaction first by reading such poems as “Horace to Virgil,”92 and
“Richy and Sandy” — a pastoral on the death of Addison (of Tatler and Spectator
fame).”3 Perhaps then these were the tactics of Ramsay the vernacularist: draw in as
wide an audience as possible by presenting them with the most widely acceptable
forms of poetry, and once suitable captivated, send his poems in Scots in their
direction.

The poems constituent to The Ever Green and Tea Table Miscellany were
often subjected to a fair deal of editorial manipulation courtesy of the former
wigmaker’s hand. Though later editors verbally assaulted Ramsay’s editorial
policies as applied to The Ever Green — his re-writings and mis-transcriptions raising
their ire — this edited work has won some justifiable modern praise, which has seen it
for what it truly was: a “pioneering” attempt at presenting Scots poetry, with a

“popularising aim, which compelled Ramsay to make concessions to fastidious

91 Kinghorn and Law, “Allan Ramsay and Literary Life,” p. 67. A full list of these subscribers is
listed in Works of Allan Ramsay, i, pp. Xxxx-xxxvii. Such notable members of the Scots nobility
include the Duke of Argyll (and Greenwich), Duke of Montrose, and Earl of Moray.
92Which was pretty much standard neo-classic English fare, with a slight smattering of Scots thrown
in for good measure.
931t is probably a very safe bet that both Steele and Pope were impressed with this latter poem as they
were the respective title characters represented. The combining of the pastoral with both classical
and vernacular elements in this, in many ways, reminiscent of the forthcoming The Gentle Shepherd.

Richy: Wow Man, that’s unco’ sad, — Is that ye’r Jo

Has ta’en the Strunt? — Or has some Bogle-bo

Glowrin frae *'mang auld Waws gi’en ye a Fleg?

Or has some dawted Wedder broke his Leg?

Sandy: Naithing like that, sic Troubles eith were born,
What’s Bogles, — Wedders, — or what’s Mausy’s Scorn?
Our loss is meikle mair, and past Remeed,

Edie, that play’d, and sang sae sweet, is dead.

Richy: Dead, say’st thou: Oh! Had up my Heart O Pan!
Ye Gods! What Laids ye lay on feckless Man!

Alake therefore, I canna wyt ye'r Wae,

I’ll bear ye Company for Year and Day ...
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contemporary taste.”?* Indeed, this observation seems affirmed by the said work’s
introduction, which also chides those persons claiming to possess an education who
nevertheless have no patience for things native:

There is nothing can be heard more silly than one’s expressing his
Ignorance of his native Language; yet such there are, who can vaunt
of acquiring a tolerable Perfection in the French or Italian Tongues, if
they have been a Forthnight (sic) in Paris or a month in Rome: But
shew them the most elegant Thoughts in a Scots Dress they as
disdainfully as stupidly condemn it as barbarous. But the true Reason
is obvious: Every one that is born never do little superior to the
Vulgar, would fain distinguish themselves from them by some
Manner or other, and such, it would appear, cannot arrive at a better
Method. But this affected Class of Fops give no Uneasiness, not
being numerous; for the most part of our Gentleman, who are
generally masters of the most useful and politest Languages, can take
Pleasure (for a Change) to speak and read their own.%

This preamble may well reveal Ramsay’s awareness of Scots “vulgar
associations,”% but it is a situation that he is not comfortable with. In this instance,
Ramsay appears to be attempting to elevate Scots as a literary language, and point
the educated man in its direction, to once again see it as a vital mode of expression.®’

Indeed, he even appears to take an aggressive stance, “laying down the gauntlet” and

Allan Ramsay, “Richy and Sandy, A Pastoral on the Death of Joseph Addison, Esq,” in Works of
Allan Ramsay, i, p. 107 (11. 7-18).

94 Kinghorn and Law, “Allan Ramsay and Literary Life,” p. 70. Again, what is worth stressing here
is that even in conjunction with his efforts at editing (however bad or good he was at it) Ramsay was
not merely motivated by antiquarianism.

95 Allan Ramsay, “Preface” to The Ever Green, Being a Collection of Scots Poems, Wrote by the
Ingenious Before 1600 (Originally published by Allan Ramsay. This edition: 2 vols; Glasgow, J.
Cameron, 1824), i, pp. x-xi.

96 Kidd, “The ideological significance,” p. 112.

97 Something similar was argued by McGuirk, “Augustan Influences on Ramsay,” p. 103, who
believed that Ramsay had a desire to make Scots appear “higher.” However, in addition, she goes on
to state that his assumed mandate was also to make the language appear less bawdy than it had been
with the makars. This latter point is a bit perplexing in view of the fact that there was a move
throughout the century, but perhaps more marked towards the latter part, among certain of the
educated to revive Middle Scots poetry in its purest form. In their minds, the poetry of the Sempills,
and Ramsay’s attempts at renewing the medium were all backward steps, which served only to
bastardise Scots poetic types. This was probably as much to do with how these poets had applied the
language — if not more so — than how they had manipulated the vocabulary. Fuelled undoubtedly by
antiquarianism, it was their desire to undo some of this alleged “damage.” As we will later see, one
way in which this drive manifested itself was through the advent of the so-called “scholarly editions”
of the Wallace and Bruce, which were supposed to take the form of literal transcriptions of Blind
Harry’s, and John Barbour’s very words.
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giving his readership a “loaded” choice: show yourself to be a true man of letters, a
man of refined culture and manners, and read these poems with an eye for
appreciation of some of the finest native writing from times past; or prove yourself a
fool (a “fop”), little better than the vulgar whom you seek to avoid, and dismiss
these poems as “barbarous.” Hardly the word of a man concerned only with
preserving Scots poems, more those of a person concerned with advancing the
medium through making it once again acceptable with an elite audience.

Thus as far as Ramsay’s elegies were concerned (and perhaps other of his
Scots poems), they were primarily works based upon a parochial context, carefully
displayed in an effort to present them to a relatively wider audience. Creatively and
artistically speaking, probably among the best of his own poems,?® Ramsay’s elegies
were (variably) mainly testaments to common life in Scotland’s capital, evidently
eulogising visible persons. All these poems were eventually anthologised in his
Poems, obviously with an eye for general distribution, but Ramsay’s elegies were
also part of the world of popular street literature, being issued singly in broadsheet

and/or pamphlet form.?® As fate would have it probably at least some of these

98 Kinghorn and Law (ed), Poems by Ramsay and Fergusson, (intro.) p. xiii.
99 True to the word of Craig, Scottish Literature, pp. 111-12, the following broadsheets have been
noted: NLS, S.302.b.2 (99), Lucky Spence’s last Advice (n.d.); NLS, Ry 111.c.34.47; An Elegy on
Patie Birnie, The Famous Fiddler of Kinghorn (24 January, 1721). This last was obviously an
immature version of “The Life and Acts of; or, An Elegy on Patie Birnie” from Poems, which was
dated 25 January 1722. The earlier broadsheet omits the following lines, present in the anthologised
version:
O Johny Stocks, what’s come o’ thee?
I’m sure thou’lt break they heart and die:
Thy Bimnie gane, thou’lt never be
Nor blythe nor able
To shake thy short houghs merrily
Upon a table.

How pleasant was’t to see thee didle,
And dance sae finely to his fiddle,
With nose forgainst a lass’s middle,
And briskly brag,
With cutty steps to ding their striddle,
And gar them fag.

He catch’d a crishy webster loun
At runkling o’ his dreary’s gown,
And wi’ a rung came oe’r his crown,
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broadsides were pirated copies of individual poems Ramsay had printed for himself,
a fact which, if true, “is ... still stronger evidence of his popularity”!% and the mock
elegy genre he was instrumental in stimulating. The main feature of these mock
elegies in Scots seems to have been the way in which they presented a slice of
Scottish life, not normally dealt with in the same realistic manner by the neo-classic
English genre.

It seems that one vital foundation needed by Ramsay upon which to build his
elegies, indeed all his poems in Scots, was a vernacular language appropriate for
early modern times. It is here that we can once again glimpse the progressive,
creative side of Ramsay at its best. Though there is no reason to seriously doubt that
Allan Ramsay was conservative in both politics and matters of religion, it is
probably wrong to make the jump in logic and assume that he was also conservative
in things artistic. For in fact, he appears, as we have seen, to have been extremely
progressive as far as his attitude towards Scots poetry was concerned. It is true that
much of his earliest work involved rescuing old Scots classics from oblivion.
Equally true, the former wigmaker also wrote poetry in the pastoral neo-classic
English style. Yet his innovative approach to poetry in the Scots literary language
appears to suggest the activities of a true pioneer and afficionado. As such, it seems
that in the course of writing his Scots poetry, Ramsay was really redefining the
language. The literary language (or languages) of such earlier masters as Blind
Harry, Robert Henryson, and William Dunbar, was a fluent and expressive medium

to work within during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, but was it still an

For being there;
But starker thrums got Patie down
And knoost him sair.

Wae worth the dog, he maist had fell’d him,
Revengfu’ Pate aft green’d to geld him,
He aw’d amends, and that he tell’d him,
And bann’d to do’t,
He took the tid, and fairly sell’d him
For a recruit.

100 Craig, Scottish Literature, p. 112.
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appropriate language for the eighteenth century, regardless of what it had suffered
due to conditions caused by reform and union?

The fact is, language is rarely a static medium. The English language, the
named competitor with Scots for the hearts and literary souls of Scottish writers
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, has hardly remained unchanged in
its (roughly) 1,500-1,600 year history. (This seems often overlooked when the
subject of early modern Scottish writing is discussed.) In the dim and distant past,
Anglo-Saxon English faced its “crisis” in the wake of 1066, when Old French
became the language of court. In such an environment, though the language of the
poet of Beowulf ceased to be a discernible entity unto itself, it — in a sense — lived on.
It was still one component part to a highly fruitful language that was more
appropriate for the high middle ages, and as it came to pass, was eventually codified
through writings of such persons as Geoffrey Chaucer. In many ways, however,
1066 is a bit of an artificial date as far as Anglo-Saxon language and culture was
concerned. Since (at least) the days of Edward the Confessor, Norman culture and
language had seeped into the social framework of Anglo-Saxon England. It is
conceivable, therefore, that some of the changes the English language underwent, as
it passed through its Anglo-Norman phase on the road to becoming Middle English,
may have occurred notwithstanding 1066. Perhaps some of these points are
applicable to the situation faced by the Scots literary language during the early
modern period.

Similarly, we tend to fixate upon certain dates as holding infamy for Scots as
a literary language: 1560, 1603, and 1707. But dates are points of convenience
only, serving as reminders of far more important social events: the gradual
dissemination of English writing through the (protracted) distribution of commonly
available printed Bibles (which was only really accomplished in 1638 when the first
pocket Bible was printed); the loss of court patronage which meant that the
embryonic Scots printing industry went into a virtual limbo until approximately the

middle of the seventeenth century; and (as we have already seen) the adoption of
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English as a way to appear more prepared to participate in the new political and
economic environment of a united Britain. Yet this somehow suggests that contact
with England and English poetic types and language was limited to the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries only. In fact, Scots writers have always relied upon the
English language to make up for any (perceived) shortcomings in their own tongue.
(This tends to underline the fact that even they understood the close relationship
between the two languages.) As Watson points out, Blind Harry would have
probably referred to his literary language as “Inglis” so as to set it apart from Gaelic
or Latin. 10! The first Scot to refer to his own literary tongue as “Scottis” was Gavin
Douglas. Loyal as Douglas may have been to his native language, even he relied
upon English (as well as Latin and French) to plug the holes in his lexicon.102
Perhaps then some of the changes that Scots experienced were only the
natural outcome of long-established contact with English. This is not to suggest that
the events associated with the dates 1560, 1603, and 1707 had rno effect upon Scots.
Rather, what they served to do was to make the differences between the middle
Scots of Henryson, Dunbar, and others, and the more up to date Scots of Ramsay
and Fergusson appear all the more dramatic. Of course, one major outcome of 1707
was that Scots would no longer be an “official language”!03 (which is the obvious
contrast between it and the above mentioned example of mutated Anglo-French).
The language of the makars was distant, and though it was a perfectly
suitable basis for a new Scots literary language, it needed updating. Modern
linguistic scholarship indeed tends to suggest that this was the exact plan of attack
employed by Ramsay, when compiling a glossary of Scots words for use in his own
vernacular efforts. For despite his work at anthologising a number of Middle Scots
standards in his Ever Green, Ramsay was not content to simply appropriate the old

language of the makars, Castillians, and the rest, when it came to composing his own

101 Watson, Literature of Scotland, p. 79.
102 Watson, Literature of Scotland, p. 79.
103 Watson, Literature of Scotland, pp. 18-19.
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vernacular verse. Here again, is perhaps evidence that it was not mere antiquarian
pursuit alone which drove him, nor simple revival that Ramsay was interested in —
for revival in this instance would solely entail bringing that which was dead back to
life again (no mean feat in itself, however!). Instead, as the work by Ramsay’s own
modern editors tends to indicate, it is a new literary Scots which Ramsay ended up
creating. As such, the sources exploited by Allan Ramsay, when setting about to
create a new Scots literary language, are outlined in the introduction to a glossary

compiled for his Works:

This glossary relates to Scots words and forms used by Ramsay in his
“poems miscellaneous and uncollected” ... It contains well over 700
entries, of which about 200 are to be found in some of Ramsay’s own
glossary to Poems 1728. About half of the total are “literary” words
found in the Bannatyne MS.; the rest are adapted from the vernacular
without recorded precedent, though instances of their usage may be
found in older collections of proverbs and wise sayings. Ramsay’s
vocabulary in Scots represents an appropriation of the spoken
language as he knew it to the extent of some 1,500 words, for the
purposes of comparison ... Burns employed about 2,500 Scots words,
of which approximately half were captured by Ramsay.

Although a considerable pioneer, Ramsay was not a “coiner.”
He converted a number of Scots words and expressions aurally into a
phonetic approximation capable of being understood by those
accustomed to reading English poetry. He was not consistent, either
in his modernisation of Middle Scots styles ... or in his reproductions
of a given word in phonetic convention ... His orthography was
usually grounded in standard English pronunciation ... and a Scottish
affectation controlled the spelling-forms of words which were the
same in both Scots and English.104

Literally feeling his way through the process, in essence, it appears that what
Ramsay did was to replicate a new Scots literary language. We should not be so
harsh on Ramsay for not being “consistent” in this endeavour, however: he had only
his own best judgement to rely upon when it came to drawing up a suitable literary
Scots for his own poetry, based, as it was, upon a number of traditional and (then)

current sources. Further indication of his awareness of the modern situation, was

104 B, Martin and J.W. Oliver (ed vols 1-2); A.M. Kinghorn and A. Law (ed vols 3-6), The Works of
Allan Ramsay (6 vols; Edinburgh and London, 1945-74), iv, p. 200.
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that he seemed interested in presenting his language with a eye to making it,
whenever possible, understandable and palatable for the majority of readers of
English,195 while still retaining a genuine appearance of authenticity. Very
important here as well, is the fact that Ramsay apparently incorporated words drawn
from common parlance, which has a significance for his depictions of Edinburgh
street culture, discussed above. As said earlier, this facet helps to impart a layer of
authenticity upon such poems as “Lucky Spence.”

Bearing in mind the constituent characteristics of Ramsay’s vernacular
language, it does seem fair to assume that Ramsay was making certain overtures to
the more British leaning intellectual, residing on either side of the border of the two
nations formerly separate in government. Certainly the comments he issued in the
introduction to his Ever Green seem to generally agree with this assumption. Sadly
however, it seems intention and actual achievement do not always coincide, and
such was the case with Ramsay’s attempts to win over al/ the men of letters in the
new united kingdoms of Scotland and England. In this instance one of his eventual
detractors was, perhaps not surprisingly, another Scotsman, none other than Adam
Smith. Lecturer on belles lettres in Edinburgh between 1748 to 1751,106 after which
he held the Chair of Logic and lecturer on jurisprudence at Glasgow University,
Smith apparently owned copies of some of the more common anthologies of Scots
poems in his day, including Ramsay’s Poems and Ever Green.197 Yet never did the
eventual author of An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations
(1776) bring a discussion of poetry in Scots into the body of his lectures on

language. As far as Smith was concerned, the subject of a poet like Ramsay and his

105Thus, he tends to write “dead” for “deid” and “head” for “heid.” This would take into account the
century or so in which people had been used to reading books printed in English. Yet as stated, it
was probably understood that such words would be ascribed their standard Scots, or Anglo-Scots
pronunciation.

106 According to Crawford, Devolving English Literature, p. 27, belles lettres was the forerunner of
the study of English Literature — a subject developed by Scots so as to show the way to purge
themselves of Scotticisms so as “to develop a Scotland which would take complete advantage of the
1707 Act of Union by playing its part in the newly united political entity of Britain” since English
was the tongue of the dominant partner (p. 18).

107 Crawford, Devolving English Literature, p. 31.
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work should be dismissed from such discourse, since he was noted for employing
distinctly Scots forms, and “did not write like a gentleman.”108

Ramsay’s mock elegies on Edinburgh street culture, though — comparatively
speaking — sparse, even within his repertoire, represented a sort of counter culture to
the norm of early eighteenth century Scottish poetry. Apart from language, subject
matter, and even stanza style employed, it also differed by the way in which it
depicted the nation itself. One of the most prevalent images of Scotland in early
eighteenth century poetry was that of the pastoral. Innumerable examples of this
type of poetry exist; Ramsay himself produced his fair share. What this amounted to
was transformation of the native landscape into the classical, Scotland became
“Alba” or “Caledonia” an ancient term first, presumably, coined by the Romans.
Often these descriptions were linked to the portrayal of Scotland’s heroic past, as in
the case of John Harvey’s The Life of Robert Bruce, where words and phrases like
“old Caledonia,” “fame’d Caledonia,” and “Scotia” appear frequently.!0° Poetry of
this sort was preoccupied with producing a linking between modern Scotland with
the ancient world; Scotland thus was portrayed as having possessed all the cultured
poise of the most significant civilisations, past and present.

One slightly lesser-known individual who tried his hand at the pastoral was
(yet another) Alexander Pennecuik (d. 1730).110 In many ways, his was a rather
paler imitation of Allan Ramsay’s career!!! — the two were apparently acquaintances.
Pennecuik’s Corydon and Cochrania, A Pastoral on the Nuptials of ... Prince James

Duke of Hamilton ... with the Lady Anne Cochran, was published in 1723,!12 two

108 Argument and quote provided by Crawford, Devolving English Literature, p. 31.

109 GUL Spec. Coll. Mu 20-h.24; John Harvey, The Life of Robert Bruce King of Scots (Edinburgh,

John Catanach, 1729).

110 This is Pennecuik the so-called “younger” — not to be confused with the above mentioned Dr
Pennecuik, the “elder” and author of 4 Geographical, Historical Description of the Shire of
Tweeddale with a Miscelany and Curious Collection of Select Scottish Poems.

111He was once described by Henderson, History of Scottish Literature, p. 411, as having been

Ramsay’s near double.

112 Mitchell no. 73850; Alexander Pennecuik, Corydon and Cochrania, A Pastoral on the Nuptials of
the High and Potent Prince James Duke of Hamilton ... &c. with the Lady Anne Cochran ... &ec.

Solomniz’d February 14, 1723 (Edinburgh, 1723).
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years before the formalised version of Ramsay’s Gentle Shepherd was published.!13
Corydon and Cochrania, however, contains all the usual classical allusions to
Pheebus, Pan, and Cupid;!!4 its language is more or less standard (for this time)
poetic English. Interestingly, some mention is made of the topography of Scotland,
in particular the Refrewshire area: the poem itself actually addresses “all the
Renfrew Shepherds.”113

Perhaps Pennecuik’s contributions to the posthumously published A
Collection of Scots Poems ... By the late Mr. Alexander Pennecuik, Gent. and
Others,!16 might be held as being better examples of Scottish tradition than Corydon
and Cochrania. This entire collection, however, is doubly significant in that it
contains versions of many old, and ubiquitous, Scots standards like (once again)
“Habbie Simpson,” “Pattie Birnie,” “John Cowper,” “The Country Wake,” and
“Christis Kirk on the Green.” The goal here may have been similar to that of
Pennecuik’s friend Ramsay in some of his anthologies, to present his own work
alongside “old favourites” as a way of helping to promote his own poetry. In
addition, this anthology contains what probably appeared at the time as being risqué
material, which nevertheless for some proved to be sources for guffaw — again,
something to which Ramsay was no stranger. As such, “The Lost Maidenhead” — its
theme self-evident by its title — may have produced cathartic laughter for a society
probably still guilt-ridden when it came to thoughts on human sexuality. Thus the
woman asks, “Why should I weep, why censur’d by the law, | For losing of the thing

I never saw?”117  Yet it is in Pennecuik’s “Merry Tales from the lang Nights of

113 Though — Henderson, p. 403 reminds us — parts of the Gentle Shepherd appeared as eclogues a
few years earlier: Patie and Roger (1721) and the sequel Jenny and Maggie (1723). Ramsay also
produced his “An Ode, With a Pastoral Recitative on the Marriage of the Right Honourable, James
Earl of Wemyss and Mrs. Janet Charteris” much earlier; 1720; see NLS, Ry IIL.c.34 (46).

114 Corydon and Cochrania, pp. 5-7.

115 Corydon and Cochrania, p. 7.

116 Mitchell no. 73851; A Collection of Scots Poems on Several Occasions, By the late Mr. Alexander
Pennecuik, Gent. and Others (Edinburgh, James Reid, 1756).

117 «“The Lost Maidenhead,” in A Collection of Scots Poems ... By the late Mr. Alexander Pennecuik,
Gent. and Others, p. 81.
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Winter. In Dialogue betwixt the Tinklarion Doctor!!® and his Grandam &c,” that we
might find one possible picture of Scots life, at its commonest, but not necessarily
most indigent, level. The scene painted in the opening stanza of this poem appears
to be a reasonably accurate depiction of traditional Scottish life, indoors, during the

winter months:

Tinklarion Doctor.

On a winters night, my gran’am spinning,
To make a web of good Scots linen;

Her stool being plac’d next to the chimley;
For she was auld and saw right dimly:

My lucky-dad, an honest whig,

Was telling tales of Bothwel-brig;!1°

He could not mess to mind th’ attempt,
For he was fitting peeling hemp.

My aunt, whom none dare say has no grace,
Was reading on the Pilgrim’s Progress;
The Meikle tasker Davie Dallas,

Was telling blads of William Wallace:

My mither had her second son say,

Wat he’d by heart of Davie Lindsay.!20

Indeed, the telling of tales and ballads has long been a standard pastime of the Scots,
both at work and play: thus it is entirely believable that “Davie Dallas” would
recite ballads on Wallace (as will be further discussed in a later chapter); so too is

the case when “dad” tells stories about Bothwell Bridge. It is difficult to know

118«Tinklarion Doctor” is an interesting title. Tinklarion is from the root “tinker” which is of course
an ijtinerant peddler; a dispossessed person such as a gypsy; a dispossessed Highlander. The early
eighteenth century pamphleteer William Mitchell referred to himself as tinklarion, in reference to his
original trade of tinsmithing. Of all these descriptions, that of the wandering peddler seems to best fit
the present situation — perhaps Tinklarion Doctor was a chapman, or the master chapman, owing to
his numerous references to literary pieces. It is quite obvious that he was not a dispossessed person.
The other possible explanation of the title might amount to something like, “the wandering scholar.”
119The battle of Bothwell Bridge (22 June 1679) would make for a rather interesting topic of
conversation for an “honest whig.” Losses as a result of the actual battle were small on both sides;
but in the ensuing mopping-up operation, the government forces were ruthless in their pursuit of
those sympathetic to the conventicle. Presumably as a whig — favouring concepts of consensual
contract between ruler and people — “lucky dad” would be less than happy with such an outcome,
since it represented a victory of those forces loyal to a king who believed himself Providentially
installed, none other than Charles II. The commander of the victorious government forces was
Monmouth, one of Charles’s (numerous) illegitimate progeny. See, G. Donaldson, Scotland. James
V-James VII (Edinburgh, 1965), p. 371.

120 Alexander Pennecuik, “Merry Tales from the lang Nights of Winter. In Dialogue betwixt the
Tinklarion Doctor and his Grandam &c,” in A Collection of Scots Poems ... By the late Mr.
Alexander Pennecuik, Gent. and Others, p. 9.
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whether “aunt” would be reading John Bunyan or not; there is a suggestion that he
was popular among a wide range of people.!?! A lingering question-mark always
hangs over the subject of female literacy. However, we have seen that some women
were indeed interested in self improvement through the study of grammar and
language, and later in this thesis the question of female abilities at reading will be
examined in greater detail.

Yet it is interesting to note that the people presented in Pennecuik’s “slice of
common-life” are remarkable well-informed. Not only aware of some of the more
important social and political events impinging upon the course of Scottish history
(the Wars of Independence, and the Covenanting movement), but they are also able
to recite poetry produced by one of the most skilled (not to mention influential)
Renaissance-era Scots poets. Granted, the characters in “Tinklarion Doctor” might
not be representative of the most basic of the “base,” but the picture offered — if in
any way a reflection of reality — tends to mitigate any ideas that the lower levels of
Scottish society were uniformly filled with backward, illiterate, and ignorant people.
Information concerning such events as the Wars of Independence and Bothwell
Bridge could have been disseminated to the real-life counterparts of “Davie Dallas,”
“dad,” and “mither” in any number of different ways. However, one possible means
was through the informal historical chronologies contained in popular almanacs (see
chapter five).122

Pennecuik’s description of a winter evening spent in a reasonably well-off
rustic’s home might be comparable to Thomson’s treatment of similar. In the most

complete version of Winter (1746), the scene is set thus:

Meantime the village rouses up the fire;
While, well attested, as well believed,
Heard solemn, goes the goblin-story round,

121 Craig, Scottish Literature, p. 66.

122 As it turns out, Bruce’s victory at Bannockburn, and the battle of Bothwell Bridge were two
events very often related in these chronologies. The entries themselves were often very terse —
usually only the name of the event and when it occurred. Yet these brief snippets of Scottish history
found in the almanacs may have sparked an interest in the reader, prompting him or her to investigate
the subject of choice further.



93

Till superstitious horror creeps o’er all.

Or frequent in the sounding hall they wake

The rural gambol. Rustic mirth goes round —
The simple joke that takes the shepherd’s heart,
Easily pleased; the long loud laugh sincere;

The kiss, snatched hasty from the sidelong maid
On purpose guardless, or pretending sleep;

The leap, the slap, the haul; and shook to notes
Of native music, the respondent dance.

Thus jocund fleets with them the winter night.123

Thomson presents his rustics as being “lower” than the rustics in Pennecuik’s poem.
In “Winter” the common person is still given to complete belief in superstition; in
“Tinklarion Doctor” the commoner is a well-read person, presumably of a higher
level of intellect. Both pictures might — to an extent, and in varying degrees — be
representative of accurate assessments of the common mentality. Yet it is
interesting that the more vernacular-minded Pennecuik wished to elevate the
perceived image of the ordinary person’s intellectual level, whereas the proponent of
belle lettres, Thomson, portrayed them completely differently, almost in a distancing
manner.

Such descriptions of domesticity as these may be juxtaposed against poetry
describing the non-commonplace dwelling. In one example of this type of literature,
the theme of the classic Alba once again comes to the fore. Thus, listening to the
following description of Dalkeith Palace, the audience could be well excused for

believing the description pertained to a building in some far-off, bygone place:

Clasp’d in the Arms of two surrounding Floods,
Compass’d with gentle Hills and rising Woods,
On a green bank the beauteous Fabrick stands,
And the subjected Stream with Pride commands.
What tho’ no lofty Domes project in Air,

Or lengthen’d Collonnades with pomp appear;
Yet is the whole in simple State designed,

123James Thomson, “Winter,” in James Thomson Poetical Works, J.L. Robertson (ed) (Oxford,
1908), pp. 208-09 (1l. 617-29). This last and most complete version of “Winter” is nearly twice the
length of the first. That same first version (1726) did not contain any depiction of this scene of
village conviviality (nor the above quoted description of the city, which immediately follows this
section). Thomson was in the habit of continually refining and adding to his poems; in this instance,
descriptions of human interplay were added to a poem originally, and primarily concerned with,
nature.
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Plain and majestick, like her mighty Mind;
From Gothic Ruin, and obscure Disgrace,

Who rais’d the slumbering Genius of the Place,
And fix’d the Mansion of her future Race.124

A prevalent concept in a Scotland preparing to “enlighten” itself was improvements
in architecture, presumably stressing the grandeur of classical construction. This
piece, though replete with rhetorical neo-Augustan language, seems to speak of the
inherent splendour of architecture not of the classical mould. Instead, the simplicity
of an ancient design seems to be what is being praised. A link with the past thus is
forged. Further, the whole aesthetic appeal of the pastoral setting — in which the
palace seems an integral piece, as if it actually sprung from the land itself, not in the
least alien to the natural beauty around it — is what is being celebrated.

Nevertheless, this linking of things intrinsically Scottish with things
intrinsically classicall?5 is a prevalent concept in eighteenth century scholarship.
Somewhat commonplace among many Scots writers in the eighteenth century was
this binding of various cultural threads, but nevertheless still retaining an eye for
Scottish tradition. However, the important point behind all this, is that this really
was a culture — taken in its entirety — with some doubts as to what road to take next.

A work that in some ways follows some of the trends begun by Ramsay in
such efforts as “Tartana” is Thomas Blair’s pastoral, Gibbie and Wattie. The
pastoral was yet another standard classical type, and it seems possible that Blair’s
1734 composition was inspired by Ramsay’s somewhat earlier Gentle Shepherd.
Though based upon a classical model, Gibbie and Wattie, like many of Ramsay’s

neo-classical works, has all but banished the “foreign muses.”126  Also noteworthy,

124 GUL Spec. Coll., Mu 56-h.16; “Verses Occasioned by seeing the Palace and Park of Dalkeith,
Anno MDCXXXII. Humbly Inscrib’d to his Grace, The Duke of Buccleugh,” in 4 Description of the
Parish of Melrose; in Answer to Mr. Maitland’s Queries, set to each Parish of the Kingdom
(Edinburgh, Ruddimans, 1743), pp. 6-7.

125perhaps it was not necessarily a desire to combine elements Scottish with elements classical that
was the driving force, but rather to connect things Scottish with things ancient, and thus, by
extension, with things classic.

126 There was, especially among those artists who became involved in the veracular revival,
something of a backlash against overtly foreign influences in music and poetry. One of the most
“touchy,” in this respect, might have been Robert Fergusson.
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is that the said piece incorporates — again, vaguely reminiscent of Ramsay’s Gentle

Shepherd — the introduction of literary Scots:

Youth’s a diverting Time for ilka Creature

After its Kind, according to its Nature.

The Cattle leaps for Joy, Birds sweetly sing,

Wi’ cheerfou Notes proclaim the pleasont Spring.
The Gowk, the dullest Singer of them a,

Without a Rhyme but ane, or Note but twa;

Yet he attends his Season for to sing,

In Woods and groves he makes their Echoes ring,
Repetes his Sang some hundred Times a Day,
Heartsom to hear, in glorious Month of May.
Come let us then with highest Notes espress,
And sing Dame Nature, in her youthful Dress.127

It must be emphasised that this type of poetry is heavily indebted to a tradition
which extended back to the old makars, who combined Latin scholarship with the
vernacular, to produce a poetic style pleasing to the ears of a European-looking
court. As we know from ¢.1603 onwards court and government had became
increasingly anglicised, and so the classical tradition was re-emphasised by English
concepts of Augustan or classical poetic types. All this being said, the setting at
least was still implied as being Scottish inspired.

For example, Drummond of Hawthornden’s Polemo-Middinia inter Vitarvan
et Neberman (c.1645) might be considered a poem displaying sentimentality towards
Scots. An example of macaronic verse in Latin and Scots, this poem from the
repertoire of the Castillian William Drummond!?® has been compared to the
ubiquitous “Christis Kirk on the Grene” in its portrayal of coarse, rustic burlesque
and mayhem. However, the poem’s “coarseness is partially masked by the Latin

vocabulary, the hilarious Scots phrasing, and the hexameter rhymes, all of which add

127 Mitchell no. 45724; Thomas Blair, Gibbie and Wattie. A Pastoral on the Death of Alexander
Maben — Organ-Maker in Edinburgh (Edinburgh, 1734), p. 3.

128 In what is now a familiar pattern, some doubts have been expressed about the authorship of
Polemo-Middinia in the past. The arguments for and against Drummond as being the author are
found in The Poetical Works of William Drummond of Hawthornden, L.E. Kastner (ed) (2 vols;
Manchester, 1913), ii, pp. 418-20. In the end, Kastner favours the case for William Drummond (over
Defoe’s claim for Samuel Colvil), though cautiously he does treat Polemo-Middinia as a “Poem of
Doubtful Authenticity.”
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to the sophistication and intellectual appeal ... obviously intended for a highly
educated readership.”!?® Nevertheless, Polemo-Middinia — “a boisterous and
uninhibited aberration from [Hawthornden’s] norm”130 — seems part of a joint Latin-
Scots tradition that stretched at least as far back as Gavin Douglas (see below).131 A

taste for the nature of this somewhat non-typical, though certainly clever work,

follows —
Nymphe que colitis highissima monta Fifea,
Seu vos Pittenwema tenent seu Crelia crofta,

Sive Anstraea domus, ubi nat haddocus in
undis,
Codlineusque ingens, & sketta perrant

Per costam, et scopulis lobster mony-footus in
udis
Creepat, & in mediis ludit whitenius undis;

Et vos skipperii, soliti qui per mare breddum
Valde procul lanchare foris, iterumque redire,
Linquite scellatas bottas shippasque picatas,

Whistlantesque simul fechtam emorate
bloodaam,
Fechtam terriblem, quam marvelleverit omnis
Banda Deum, & Nympharum
Cockelshelleatarum,
Maia ubi sheepifeda qtque ubi solgoosifera
Bassa

Suellant in pelago, cum Sol boottatus Edenum

Postabat radiis madidis & shouribus atris.
Quo viso, ad fechte noisam cecidere volucres,

Ad terram cecidere grues, plish plashque
dedere

Ye nymphs who cultivate the highest
mountains of Fife,
Or if you hold farms at Pittenween or at
Cralil,
Or have your home at Anstruther, where the
haddock swims in the waves,
And huge codling, and the fluke and skate
wander
Along the coast, and in the rocks the many-
footed lobster in the wet
Creeps, and in the midst of the waves the
whiting plays;
And ye skippers, who are accustomed
through the broad sea
Very far away to launch forth, and to come
to back again,
Leave your shell-like boats and ships
covered with pitch,
And whistling at the same time call to mind
the bloody fight,
The terrible fight, at which will marvel all
The band of the Gods, and the nymphs of
the cockelshells,
Where the sheep-feeding Isle of May and
where the solan-goose-bearing Bass Rock!32
Rise in the sea at the same time that the Sun
in boots to Edinburgh
Was sending wet rays and stormy showers.
At which sight, at the noise of the fight birds
fell,
To earth fell cranes, and ‘plish plash’ solan
geese

129 “William Drummond of Hawthornden, Polemo-Middinia ...,” in MacLaine (ed), Christis Kirk
Tradition, p. 39. “Polemo-Middinia” translates into English as something like “Midden Fight.” With
a such a title, we should well expect the coarse humour to flow freely.

130 MacLaine, “The Christis Kirk Tradition,” p. 120.

131 MacLaine, “The Christis Kirk Tradition,” p. 120, refers to it as actually being a “tri-lingual effort
— part Latin, part English, part Scots ...” MacLaine postulates that Blythsome Bridal was in part
based upon Polemo-Middinia.

132 1n the Firth of Forth.



97

Sol-goosi in pelago prope littora Bruntiliana,
Sea-sutor obstupuit, summique in margine saxi
Scartavit pazlustre caput, wingasque flapvit;
Quodque magis, alte volitans heronius ipse
Ingemains clig clag shyttavit in undis.
Namque in principio (storiam tellebimus
omnem)
Muckrellium ingentem turbam Vitarva per
agros
Nebernz marchare fecit, & dixit ad illos:
Ite hodie armati greppis, dryvate caballos
Crofta per agros Nebrna, transque fenestras:

Quod si forte ipsa Neberna venerit extra,

Warrantabo omnes, & vos bene defendebo.

Gave themselves up in the sea near the shore
of Burntisland;
The comorant was stupified, and on the edge
of the highest rock
Scratched his very illustrious head, and
flapped his wings;
And something more: the heron itself flying
high
Increasingly shat ‘clig clag’ into the waves.
For in the beginning (we shall tell the whole
story)
The lady of Scotstarvit made a large
disorderly crowd of dungbasket carriers
To march through the fields of Newbarns,
and she said to them:
‘Today go armed with pronged forks, drive
horses
Through the farm and fields of Newbarns,
and past the windows:
But if by chance the lady of Newbarns
herself will come outside,
I warrant you all, and I will protect you

well.”133
Apparent are allusions to both classical motifs — “the nymphs,” “the gods” — and
items pulled straight from the common and everyday. Additionally, it is remarkable
how descriptive phrases like “plish plash” and “clig clag” seem to echo the sound of
the actually action — in this case the sound of aquatic birds swimming and
defecating. Also, though this sort of macaronic verse might be considered “high”
because of its being based upon a sort of pidgin Latin, the inclusion of coarse
allusion — birds defecating (“Increasingly shat ‘clig clag’ ..”), people carrying
dungbaskets, etc. — tends to “lower” this piece; and in fact, Polemo-Middinia is
usually held up as being an example of carnivalesque-type literature.134 Though in

terms of language concerns, although Polemo-Middinia is not thoroughly a piece in

133 Polemo-Middinia “macaronic text” from: collation of The Poetical Works of William
Drummonrd, ii, pp. 321-22 (1l. 1-29), and MacLaine (ed), Christis Kirk Tradition, p. 40; Polemo-
Middinia “translated text” from MacLaine (ed), Christis Kirk Tradition, p. 41.

134 Never to be left in the dust where any literary type was concerned, Ramsay also attempted
macaronic verse. To a large extent, Ramsay’s verse appears as playful mockery of the whole Latin
genre. In his “Macaronic, Edinburgh, June 11, 1722,” the reader might find amusement with such
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the vernacular language, it still appears to be a piece describing what might be
termed vernacular or native culture, in keeping with the literal definition of the term
“of one’s native country ...”135

Thus in an exploration of the literature of seventeenth and eighteenth century
Scotland, it appears prudent that we should always be as explicit as possible when
defining a piece as being vernacular: is it vernacular in the sense of the language
employed, in terms of the cultural motifs presented, or a combination (in varying
proportions) of the two? In terms of a poem like Polemo-Middinia, to classify this
as being vernacular in the sense of language, might be to stretch the case; in the
sense of cultural motifs presented, however, the argument seems a good deal
stronger.!36 It might be fair to assert, as a result, that though language employed can
often be sought out a good indicator of cultural allegiances,!37 it is not the only
medium by which affinities and biases towards any one culture may be gauged.
Perhaps then, it is not quite accurate to say that the writing of vernacular poetry

waned during the course of the seventeenth century.

phrases as “Senex Fumosus” — in reference to the now ubiquitous term for old Edinburgh, Auld
Reekie. See, “Macaronic,” Works of Allan Ramsay, iii, p. 168.

135 At least as defined by the Oxford Dictionary.

136 Nothing being said here is meant to allege that Polemo-Middinia is solely a piece written in
tribute to Scots vernacular tradition alone: for example, it is quite obvious that the long tradition of
Scots Latin scholarship was highly influential to Drummond as well.

137 And in many cases, this is still a good, and the only logical, plan of action; all that is being
suggested here is that maybe, in some instances, a few more criteria might be considered, for a more
balanced assessment of the cultural traditions present in a piece.
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Thus it may be argued that a piece does not necessarily have to be portrayed
in the Scots vernacular /anguage, in order to be a projection of Scots vernacular
culture. Sometimes these can turn up in less than obvious places. Tobias Smollet’s
writings have been hailed as being among the initial examples of the modern British
novel, works which still display a Scottish element.!38 Despite the portrayal of
Roderick as the modern northern Briton, his very origins are associated with an
ancient mystical heritage, pulled from the traditions of his native land. Thus,
distressed by dreams when pregnant with her son, Roderick’s mother proves more
than his father can tolerate, and becoming so “tired with her impunity, [he] at last
consulted a Highland seer, whose favourable interpretation he would have secured
beforehand with a bribe, but found him incorruptible.”13?

What we might be seeing here is a representation of the voice of impeding
reason coming into contact with the voice of the superstitions of the past. The father
desires to employ the seer as a sort of placebo to placate his distressed wife. In
doing so, he is in a way attempting to control the past, to corrupt it for his own
means. Yet the traditional past is not so easily corrupted; its voice not so easily
denied or muted. In this one instance, modernity loses out to tradition.

The idea of combining Scottish themes with a polite — in essence, classical —
style of poetry seems to have been occasionally in vogue during the early modern
period. What this tends to suggest is an attitude among some that they believed they
were expected to indicate their literary prowess (and thus indicate their level of
advancement) by writing in classical English. Yet the Scottish mind and upbringing

was difficult to deny, and so occasionally references to Scots words, phrases, or

138 Crawford, Devolving English Literature, p. 57.
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cultural motifs creep in. These may be self-conscious attempts at juxtaposing their
own culture to that of the greater; or they may be the literary equivalents to the sort
of verbal slips Hume expressed angst over (see above) — there is really little proof to
say one way or the other in many cases. Thus in the case of Dr Archibald Pitcairne,
though the intent of his literature has been described as having had the purpose of
votive verse, in the classical mould, designed to promote divinely installed
government in Scotland,!40 he still finds himself inserting phrases and words
indicative of a Scots background within the primarily English text of his Babell; A
Satirical Poem, on the Proceedings of the General Assembly.}*! Thus, in Kinloch’s
composite text of Babel, the less than staid Latinist Pitcairne offers his readers small
doses of Scots:

“The least lay elder here does ken
That we do all these things to condemn, 142

and further,

‘I know some Cameronian rogues
Say, we for this deserve the joggs ...143

Obviously, the inclusion of these Scotticisms can be at least partially attributable to
Pitcairne wishing to maintain his rhyming sequence, and, as indicated earlier, only a

light smattering of these Scots words are found anyhow. However, he also makes

139 Smollett, Roderick Random, p. 9 (chap. 1).

140 Kidd, “The ideological significance,” pp. 114-115.

141 See Archibald Pitcairne, Babell; A Satirical Poem, on the Proceedings of the General Assembly
in the Year M.DC.XCII, G.R. Kinloch (ed.) (Edinburgh, 1830). Kinloch based his edition upon two
sources, the so-called Keith and Amniston MSS. A third MS, apparently unknown to Kinloch has
turned up: GUL Spec. Coll., MS Ferguson 108; Archibald Pitcairne, “Babel, or, The Assemblie.”
The curious thing about it is that boasts about being “Written in the Irish tongue and translated into
Scotch, for the benefit of the Leidges.” This proviso also forms the subtitle to Kinloch’s edition.
There is little to suggest that this was originally a Gaelic rendering, and it is anybody’s good guess as
to what might have been Pitcairne’s motivation for saying it was.

Nevertheless, given this and the fact that Babell was an English piece, primarily, indicates
that the general confusion over just what exactly was Scots, likely initiated by the reformation,
continued into Pitcairne’s day. As a result, the importance of Ramsay’s efforts in redefining the
Scots literary language is once again apparent.

142 pitcairne, Babell, p. 16 (1l. 322-23).
143 Pitcairne, Babell, p. 20 (Il. 466-67).
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allusion to such examples of Scots culture (outside of any desire to maintain rhyme)
as the reciting of traditional ballads — in essence, tales of Robin Hood and Little
John,!# two popular subjects of the Scots Ballad Tradition — and eating
“haggise.”!45 Babel is composed in such a way that it gives the air of deliberateness:
he probably included little that was not carefully contemplated. One opinion has it
that Pitcairne was extremely confident in his Latin verse, even though such indicated
“that a Scottish poet writing in Latin could achieve a linguistic assurance and
sophistication not available to him in English or Scots.”146 But if such a poet could
achieve such confidence in his Latin verse, could not the same talented individual,
upon setting his mind to the task, also produce a confident text like Babel, done in
English with a smattering of Scots? It seems possible, especially since the poem’s
subject matter amounted to a biting satire on the presbyterian assembly of 1692, a
potentially risky task not for the faint of heart in itself. Taking all of this into its
entirety might tend to indicate a confidence — even if only very slight — in the
viability of traditional Scots culture, in the face of the pressures pitted against it.
Classical themes and Scots and language have long made for strange
bedfellows; it is quite interesting that earlier works indicative of such find
themselves being given new life again in the first half of the eighteenth century. Yet
this was hardly a trend limited to the early modern period alone, since excellent
examples of it existed in the medieval and renaissance periods. For example, there
is the following quotation from a work ascribed to one John Bellenden, Archdeacon

of Moray:

Qubhen silver Diane full of Beims bricht,
Frae dark eclipse was past this uther nicht,
And to the crab hir proper mansion gane;
Artophilax contending with his micht

In the frit eist to set his visage richt;

I mene the leider of the Charle-wane:
Above our heid then was the Ursis twain,

144 pitcaime, Babell, p. 47 (1l. 1241-42).
145 pitcairne, Babell, p. 49 (1. 1318).
146 Duncan, Thomas Ruddiman, p. 18.
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Qubhen staris small obscure grew to out sicht,
And Lucifer left twinkling alane ... 147

Of eardlie state bewailing thus the chance

Of fortune gude I had nae esperance,

Sae lang I had swont in hir seis sae deip,

That sad avysing with her thochtfull lance
Could find nae port to anker her firmance,

Till Morpheus the dreiry god of sleip,

For very rewth did on my cures weip,

And set his slewth and deidly contenance,
With snorand vains to throw my body creip.148

The work of an important early figure in the Scots-Latin tradition, it was this same
John Bellenden (fl. 1530s), who, while under commission from King James V,149
translated Hector Boece’s Scotorum historiae in Scots.!130 The redoubtable linguist
Bellenden also tried his hand at translating a classical author no less daunting than
Livy;151 he nevertheless dabbled in poetry that was a “little-closer-to-home.” His
description of the twilight hours in the Scottish countryside, “Quhen silvir Diane, ful
of Bemis bricht,”!52 is undoubtedly based upon personal observation that is
tempered with a flair for the Classics. The above is indicative of what might be
termed classic middle Scots at its best. Thus classical references are described in an
extremely confident and artistic Middle Scots. This is, in fact, an example of a Scots
courtly culture, its disappearance remarked upon by Daiches (see above). That this
work was reprinted by the scholarly inclined Foulis brothers, might be seen as being
an exercise in antiquarianism, but it also could be a testament to the success —

however limited — of the resurgence and redefinition of Scots initiated by the likes of

147 GUL Spec. Coll. Mu 47-¢.22, Venture and Vyce. A Poem, Addrest to James V. King of Scots by
the Famous and renowned Clerk, Mr John Bellentyne Archdeacon of Murray (Glasgow, R. & A.
Foulis, 1750), p. 19.

148 Venture and Vyce, Mu 47-¢.22, p. 22.

149 For which his was apparently paid £30 in c.1531; see The Works of John Bellenden (3 vols;
Edinburgh, 1822), i, p. xxxix.

150 An accessible modemn edition is The Chronicles of Scotland Compiled by Hector Boece,
Translated into Scots by John Bellenden 1531, W. Seton, R.W. Chambers, H.W. Husbands, and E.C.
Batho (ed), (2 vols; STS, 1938-41).

151 See Livy’s History of Rome ... Translated into Scots by John Bellenden 1533, W.A. Craigie (ed),
(2 vols; STS, 1901-03).

152 “The Proheme of the Cosmographer,” in The Works of John Bellenden, i, pp. v-xvi.
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Ramsay. However, the themes in this piece are pretty abstract, having little
relevance for early modern Scottish common life.

Yet the idea of “Scottifying” Latin or Greek based themes did not begin or
end with Bellenden. Strange as it may seem upon first reflection, there had always
existed a tradition of combined Scots-Latin scholarship within the nation. Since
medieval times Latin scholarship was always afforded the highest priority in the
Scottish curriculum. In fact, prior to the Reformation the intelligentsia of Scotland
were bilingual in the sense that they had a command of both Scots and Latin:
English never really came into the scene. It was only after the Reformation that
Scots scholars came into contact with the English language, via the translated
protestant bible.!53 It is this characteristic of early Scots-Latin artists like Bellenden,
in combining personal observation of the native topography with Classical types,
that was first, and possibly best, epitomised in the personage of Gavin Douglas
(c.1474-1522).

Douglas’s most impressive work (arguably, of course) was his translation of
Virgil’s £neid into “Scots metre.” The mid-twentieth-century author and literary
critic Ezra Pound goes on record as having heaped enormous amounts of praise upon
Douglas for his rendition of the £neid. Pound’s worship of the poetic abilities of
the 5th Earl of Angus’s son knew few — if any — limits; in a matter-of-fact-manner,
he declares that Douglas’s version was far superior to Virgil’s original.!54 Though
Pound’s views on the Eneados may seem like “over-the-top” panegyric, he is correct
in extolling the virtues of Douglas’s work when it portrays natural phenomena;
witness his treatment of the prelude to the episode which has the goddess Juno

persuading Zolus to wreak havoc upon the Trojan fleet:

And on this wyf3, wyth hart byrnying as fyre,
Musying alone, full of makyce and ire,
Tyll Eolus cuntre, that wyndy regioune,

153 1.S. Ross and S.A.C. Scobie, “Patriotic Publishing as a Response to the Union,” in T.I. Rae (ed),
The Union of 1707 - Its Impact on Scotland (Glasgow, 1974), p. 96.

154 E, Pound, “How to Read (1928),” in T.S. Elliot (ed), Literary Essays of Ezra Pound (London,
1954), p. 35.
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A brudy land of furyus stormy sowne,

This goddis went, quhar Eolus the kyng

In gowsty cavys the wyndis lowde quhissiling
And braithy tempestis by hys power refrenys,

In bandis hard schet in presoun constreys,

And thai heirat havand in full gret disdeyn,
Quhill all the hill resoundis, quhryne and plene
About thar closouris braying with many a rare.
Kyng Eolus set hie apon his chare,

With ceptour in hand thar muyd to meyB and still,
Temperis that ire, leB thai suld at thar will

Beir with thar byr the skyis, and drive about

Erd, ayr and sey, quhen euer thame lest blaw out.
Thus the hie fader almychty in cavis dyrk

This wyndis hyd, for dreid sik wrangis thai wyrk,
And thar abuf set weghty hillys huge,

Gave thame a kyng quhilk, as thar lord and iuge,
At certane tyme thame stanching and withhald
And at command also mycht quhen he wald

Lat thame go fre at large to blaw out braid.!5>
There is a vividness here, in describing the fury of a maritime storm, that goes far
beyond a simple(!) translation of the original Latin; as Pound has remarked, Gavin
Douglas is at his best, and in fact improves upon Virgil, whenever the text touches
the sea or the elements.13¢ That Douglas was never fully satisfied in producing a
mere direct, word-for-word translation of Virgil (if it is at all possible to produce a
direct translation of any Latin original),!57 is perhaps fully evident through his own
admission that “Sum tyme the text man haue ane expositioun, | Sum tyme the
collour will causs a litill additioun.”158 Obviously, then, Douglas is adding to the
text, but what is the nature of these additions, and when are they most evident? Are
they simply for the sake of clarity, or is there a greater artistic freedom being

exercised in his Eneados?

155 Virgil’s Aeneid translated into Scottish Verse by Gavin Douglas, Bishop of Dunkeld, D.F.C.
Coldwell (ed) (4 vols; STS, 1957-64), Book I, chapter 2, 11. 1-23.

156 E. Pound, “Landor,” in Ezra Pound, Selected Prose, 1907-1965, W. Cooksen (ed) (London,
1973), p. 356.

157 Lindsay, Scottish Literature, p. 106.

158 deneid translated ... by Gavin Douglas, Book I, prologue, 1. 346-47.
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Pound maintained that it was only natural that Douglas could produce a
superior version of Vigil’s work, since he “had heard the sea.”’’® That said, it begs
the question, which sea had he heard? Most likely it was off Scotland’s south-east
coast, an assertion made all the more likely if we accept the fact that his point of
origin was indeed the coastal castle of Tantallon (E. Lothian), to the east of North
Berwick. It seems likely, then, that when Douglas is making reference to “the
wind’s loud whistling,” he is thinking more of the sound of the wind in his own part
of the world, than of Virgil’s text. This is related to, but goes a bit beyond,
Coldwell’s assertion, that part of Douglas’s success, through his “rusticity,” comes
about because he is “translating into terms of contemporary understanding.”160 And
it is a sort of “contemporary understanding” which seems bound up in, or
interwoven with, Scots language. Thus, though Douglas was working with the
classics, and interpreting from Latin, he was thinking in Scots, and interpreting intfo
that language; into that type of “contemporary understanding.” And though
Coldwell’s comments were specifically applied to the way in which “the
distinguished are ... ennobled as [for example] ‘Schir Dardanus’ and ‘Schir Ditis’,” it
is perhaps more significant that Douglas bows to the dictates of his own physical
environment, and translates the Classic World into Scotland’s coastal regions. The
Mediterranean, therefore, becomes a metaphor for the land and seaside of
contemporary Scotland.

It is therefore Douglas to whom we might give credit for starting a genre,
effectively taken up by later Scots writers. Extremely significant in this whole
tradition is the above mentioned idea of an author transposing his life experiences to
what might be described as an abstract environment, in this instance, based upon
classic texts. One eighteenth century author in particular seemed to excel in this
respect, as well as introducing a heightened level of the vernacular, while also

interpreting into contemporary understanding.

159 Pound, “How to Read,” p. 35.
160 eneid translated ... by Gavin Douglas, p. 63 (editor’s introduction).
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Indeed, this heightened usage of Scots reached new levels during the
century’s midpoint in the rather cleverly executed Ajax, His Speech to the Grecian
Knabbs, from Ovid’s Metam. Lib. XII1,'6! which was the product of one Robert
Forbes.162 What the central portion of this piece amounted to, was a retelling in so-
called “Broad Buchans”163 of a section of Ovid’s Metamorphosis — a work which
probably enjoyed at least limited circulation, and spawned a few imitators.!64 The

following is indicative of the nature and content of Forbes’s accomplishment:

Ajax bangs up, fase targe was shught
In seven fald o’ hide;
An’ bein bouden’d up wi’ wraith,

161 See Mitchell, no. 32695, and GUL Spec. Coll. Mu 49-f25; Ajax, His Speech to the Grecian
Knabbs, from Ovid’s Metam. Lib. XIII ... Attempted in broad Buchans. To which are added A
Journal to Portsmouth, And a Shop-bill, In the same Dialect. With a Key. By R -- F -- Gent.
(Glasgow 1755); the Mitchell Library also holds a few later editions.

162 A note in the fly-leaf of GUL Spec. Coll. 49-f25; Ajax, His Speech to the Grecian Knabbs,
appearing to be in the hand of a previous owner of the volume, David Murray, informs us that
Forbes’s “Scots Poems” were collected and published in 1777 by Reverend David Ferguson.

In an all too familiar scenario, the life history of Robert Forbes and his work is poorly
known. The publishing of 4jax appears to have run its course during the eighteenth century before
fizzling out. Forbes’s poem was to resurface again in the form of a newly printed edition in the latter
half of the nineteenth century. The preamble to that edition contains some enlightening information,
mostly about the printing history of the poem, and is quoted here:

... frequent enquiries have been made for additional specimens of the genuine

Buchan dialect, and “Ajax his Speech, &c.” by Robert Forbes, being now very rare,

has been reprinted ... as affording good specimens of the dialect of the district.

Information regarding Robert Forbes has been sought for in various
quarters, but without success as to anything reliable. He is often confounded with

William Forbes, the author of “Dominie Deposed,” who was schoolmaster at

Peterculter, and who enlisted or left this country for Ireland about 1732. “Ajax”

was published in Aberdeen in 1742, 8vo; Edin. 1754; Glasgow, 1755, 8vo; Leith,

1761, 8vo, which copy is followed in this reprint; Edin. Ruddiman 12mo; in “Scots

Poems,” 1785, in which “Ullysses’ Answer to Ajax’s Speech” appears, as “never

before published;” Aberdeen, 1791, 18mo; and at the Gordon’s Hospital Press,

Aberdeen, without date, 18mo.

Ajax, His Speech to the Grecian Knabbs, from Ovid's Metam. Lib. XIII ... (Aberdeen, 1869).

As to the identity of the author of Ajax, the only visible person by that name is Robert
Forbes (1708-75), Episcopalian clergyman, ardent Jacobite, and Bishop of Ross and Caithness 1762.
This Forbes (if it is the same person) also kept a journal of his activities, among which was the
confirming of 616 persons in the area between Inverness and John O’ Groats. For a short biography,
of Robert Forbes clergyman, see Dictionary of Scottish Church History and Theology (Edinburgh,
1993), p. 329.

163 Literally, the dialect of, roughly-speaking, Aberdeenshire.
164 Ovid’s work inspired one individual of singular wit to produce a satirical clone of the original:

Sol’s Mannor was a pretty House,

But meaner far than Halie-rood-house ...

See: GUL Spec. Coll.,, Mu 56-i.9; (William Meston) Phaethon: or the first Fable of the Second
Book of Ovid’s Metamorphoses Burlesqu’d (Edinburgh, 1720), p. 3.
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Wi’ atry face he ey’d
[Latin text here]

The Trojan shore, an’ a’ the barks
That tedder’d fast did ly

Alang the coast; an’ raxing out
His gardies, loud did cry:

O Jove! The cause we here do plead,
An’ inco great’s the staik;

Bat sall that sleeth Ulysses now

Be said to be my maik?

Ye ken right well, fan Hector try’d
Thir barks to burn an’ scowder,
He took to speed o’ fit, because
He cou’d na’ bide the ewder.

[Latin text here]

Bat I, like birky, stood the brunt,
An’ slocken’d out the gleed,

Wi’ muckle virr, an’ syne I gar’d
The limmers tak the speed.165

For comparative purposes, the (more or less) same in standard early modern poetic

English is now offered:

The Chiefs were set; the Soldiers aroun’d the Field:
To these the master of the Seven-fold Shield
Upstarted fierce: And kindled with Disdain

Eager to speak, unable to contain

His boiling Rage, he rowl’d his Eyes around

The Shore, and Grzcian Gallies hall’d a-ground.
Then stretching out his Hands, O Jove, he cry’d,;
Must then our Cause before the Fleet be try’d?
And dares Ulysses fore the Prize contend

In fight of what he durst not once defend?

But basely fled that memorable Day,

When I from Hector’s Hands redeem’d the flaming Prey
So much ’tis safer at the noisie Bar

With Words to flourish, than engage in War.

165 GUL Spec. Coll., Mu 49-f25; Robert Forbes, Ajax, His Speech to the Grecian Knabbs, from
Ovid’s Metam. Lib. XIII ... Attempted in Broad Buchans. To which are added A Journal to
Portsmouth, And a Shop-Bill, In the Same Dialect ..., Glasgow, 1755, pp. 3-5 (stanzas 2-6). In the
interest of brevity, the Latin equivalents at the end of each stanza are omitted here.
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By diff’rent Methods we maintain our Right,
Nor am I made to talk, nor he to fight.

In bloody Fields I labour to be great;

His arms are smooth Tongue, and Soft Deceit:
Nor need I speak my Deeds, for those you see,
The Sun, Day are Witnesses for me.166

Ovid’s epic account of ancient classical times garnered a fair following
during the eighteenth century. Even small bookshops like that of little-known
books-sellers, such as Matthew Crawford (of Edinburgh?), stocked it both in Latin
and in translation.!67 Probably little doubt that the popularity of the ancient Roman
poet’s genius among (most likely) the more literate, together with the growing
momentum of the vernacular revival, helped convince Forbes that the time was right
to produce a bilingual Latin-Scots edition. The wrong conclusion should not be
drawn, however: his was still a book not too likely produced with the nation’s
basically literate in mind. Yet its printing does help to support the belief that by
mid-century, Scots vernacular could be wielded with a good deal of confidence, and
perhaps even had achieved a wider level of respectability. Its creation might also
suggest that the old Scots/Latin tradition could be revitalised to fill a niche in a
Scotland that was seemingly well enough versed with the classics, yet a bit more
comfortable with its native language.163

Thus the stage was prepared for the veritable experts insofar as command of
the new, revitalised Scots literary language was concerned. This stage had been set
by the likes of Ramsay, and to a lesser extent his imitators, such as Alexander

Pennecuik. The actors in the next scene of the drama would be well represented by

166 GUL Spec. Coll. Eadie 195 and 196; Ovid’s Metamorphoses in Fifieen Books, Translated by the
most Eminent Hands, 4th ed (2 vols; London, 1773); “Ovid’s Metamorphoses Book XIII. Translated
by Mr. Dryden, and Others. The Speeches of Ajax and others by Mr. Dryden,” ii, pp. 239-40. “Mr.
Dryden” is indeed Restoration English poet John Dryden (1631-1700).

167 NLS Adv. MS 5.1.12; “Mr Matthew Crawford’s printed catalogue of Manuscripts in fol.,” no.
942, Ovid’s Metamorphoses by Willimont. NLS Adv. MS 5.1.12; “Mr L.’s [catalogue],” no. 30,
Ovid’s Metamorphoses in Latin. NLS Adv. MS 5.1.12; “Books in Fol. Edin. Aprile the 27th —
1726,” Ovid’s Metamophoses (in Latin), Lon. 1698; 24 copies of Ovid’s Metamorphoses with
Willimots Notes, @ 1s.

168 The language of Forbes’s Ovid, does not seen quite as “low” as that in Ramsay’s elegies. Taken
together with the author’s subject matter, a piece of writing from an old Roman master, it might lead
to the suggestion that there was once again some limited intellectual interest in Scots, providing it
was portrayed it at least the semblance of dignity.
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Fergusson and Burns. Yet these owed much to persons like Allan Ramsay. The
former wigmaker could have taken the easy road, followed the norm, and worked
entirely within the English poetic medium. He chose not instead, preferring to
experiment with old Scots types, updated, and in certain instances thoroughly
representative of a vision of Scotland rarely portrayed in quite the same fashion. At
the risk of repeating the phrase, these are hardly the actions of the antiquarian; more
those of a man committed to propagating a dynamic medium.

The language of Henryson, Dunbar, etc., may no longer have been
appropriate for the eighteenth century.l®® The rustic speech exemplified by the
efforts of Ramsay may indeed have been closer to the normal speech of the day:
certainly more so than the courtly works of pre-1603. This new language of his was
wrapped up in his portrayals of Edinburgh street life. So interdependent was this
revamped language, and these illustrations of common life, that the two together
seemed to form a sort of symbiotic relationship. Through the inherent poetic nature
of the language, evocative description could provide the appearance of realism. This
quality was also apparent in such works as Polemo-Middinia and Forbes’s Scots
version of Ovid. In these, as in Ramsay’s mock elegies, Scots lends a descriptive
strength to Scottish subjects, which English might be hard pressed to do with the
same efficiency. The pattern for a new niche for Scots, as a language of colloquial,
artistic expression had been laid down. Scots was therefore able to withstand the
forces against it, precisely because it was able to bend when necessary.

Though frowned upon by polite Westminster society, colloquial Scots, like
literary portrayals of traditional Scots culture, could survive and even make a
comeback. What was gone forever was courtly Scots language and culture, just as

the Scottish court itself, from 1603 onwards, was also forever gone. However, when

169 In fact, this very point was raised by J.F. Miller, Blind Harry’s ‘Wallace’ (Glasgow, 1914), p. 12.
Miller maintained that “the vernacular of the Old Scots poets had become almost unintelligible to the
common reader.” We do know, however, that Ramsay, for example, was well-versed in the literature
of such greats as Sir David Lindsay; the conclusion would seem to be that Ramsay was not “the
common reader.”
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asked to categorise the most durable form of early modern Scots writing, most will

point to poems of rustic celebration and conviviality, which will now be examined.
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Chapter Three

“Festivity, Popular Culture, and Patterns of Control:
Scots Poems of Conviviality”
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‘I dwall amang the caller springs
That weet the Land o’ Cakes,
And aften tune my canty strings
At bridals and late-wakes:
They ca’ me Mirth; [ ne’er was kend
To grumble or look sour,
But blyth wad be a lift to lend,
Gif ye wad sey my pow’r
An’ pith this day.’!

The world of Scots communal festival was indeed the realm of “Mirth.” This same
world of “mirth and madness” represented the accumulated corpus of centuries of
tradition drawn from popular celebration. It is little wonder then, that its portrayal
became the centre-piece in the repertoire of so many Scots poets, not to mention its
having been heavily associated with the early eighteenth century vernacular revival.
The fostering of this so-called “low-culture” was, as already noted, considered an
essential aspect of the promotion of the vernacular in Scotland after 1603.

Much of this tradition as it was found in community life, represented a
release from the rigours of everyday life. It was a time, therefore, when the rules of
normal conduct were forgotten, and special codes were applied which allowed for
behaviour which under normal conditions could prove detrimental to the smooth
functioning of the community. This was the time of the carnival, and it is
noteworthy that several early eighteenth century poets held a marked fascination for,
even preoccupation with it.

What follows is an examination of the phenomenon of carnival in early
eighteenth century poetry and lyric. As such, what will be illustrated is that given
the inversionary nature of carnival, certain poets (such as Allan Ramsay) and
collectors of poetry (Ramsay again, as well as persons such as James Watson)
consciously cultivated heightened carnivalesque qualities in many of their efforts.
Part of the reason for this activity on their part was to express discontent with the
status quo. In the newly United Britain, Scottish customs, manners, and institutions

were often held inferior to their English counterparts.

1 Robert Fergusson, “The Leith Races,” in A.H. MacLaine (ed), The Christis Kirk Tradition. Scots
Poems of Folk Festivity (Glasgow, 1996), p. 86 (11. 28-36).
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Some of the methodology that will be employed here is in part inspired by
the theories of R. Watson, who in reference to certain works stemming from the
early eighteenth century, has argued that:

... the growing potency of the “Christis Kirk” tradition can be seen as

an upsurge of the old carnival spirit, comic and subversive, a

“reductive idiom” full of oral energy and folk irreverence in the face

of a political and linguistic agenda which was increasingly

centralising and monological in its aspirations. (The Union of 1707

... marked the beginning of “Great Britain” and the first steps towards

the formal concept of a British Empire.)?

Watson’s statement is of the greatest interest probably in highlighting the tensions
between the people at and government “aspirations.”

Certainly it is apparent that there were forces which sought to develop one
language, or one dialect of a language, universal to the whole island (outlined in the
previous chapter). But this was not always the actual achievement, and regional
dialects persisted. Also, though not the main thrust of this thesis, it is worth pointing
out that the dream of one universal political establishment, directed from one centre
(presumably London) was perhaps more desire than actuality at times. In this
instance, the opinions of Mitchison are deferred to, as she explains that during the
eighteenth century, the source of political power in Scotland, was indeed the London
Cabinet, in which there may, or may not have existed a person of importance who
took a serious interest in, or knowledge of, Scottish affairs.> The political machinery
of Edinburgh was subordinated to this, its legal officers appointed or dismissed by

London. “If there was a Secretary of State for Scotland, as there was till 1725 and

again from 1742-6, these were part of his empire. If there was not they would be

2 R. Watson, “Dialectics of ‘Voice and Place’: Literature in Scots and English from 1700,” in P.H.
Scott (ed), Scotland: A Concise Cultural History (Edinburgh, 1993), p. 103. In large, Watson’s
theories seem in part derivative of those of Rabelais’ critic, Mikhail Bakhtin.
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given instructions by whoever inside the Cabinet took over Scottish business ...”* A
good deal of governing, both in England and Scotland, was performed by the
judiciary: Lord Justice-Clerk and Lord President of the Session, who could not be
dismissed by London. The influence of the judiciary was apparent in the 1725
Shawfield riots, concerned with the Scottish Malt Tax: the government in Scotland
was stymied to act, because of the actions of sympathetic judges. From Mitchison’s
description, we might conclude that centralisation was not a working success. Thus
to return to Watson’s comments, he seems correct in stressing that there might have
been aspirations towards centralised government. To those present at the time, it
was possibly the threat of centralisation which likely seemed the most distressing. It
was probably the case of fear over the loss of local autonomy, and thus the loss of
local identity, which fuelled these attitudes. Thus it was as a reaction to these
perceived forces of central authority that the carnival genre might have served as a
bulwark.

In this chapter the term “carnivalesque” will be employed in the sense of it
being an extension of carnival proper, which in itself was a systematised period of
festival in which the world, or communal order was turned upside down.> Carnival
was originally a seasonally related celebration marking the onset of the forthcoming

spring,® marked by excess, debauchery, mockery, immorality, familiarity, and role-

3 R. Mitchison, “The Government of the Highlands, 1707-1745,” in N.T. Phillipson and R. Mitchison
(ed), Scotland in the Age of Improvement (EUP, 1970), p. 25.

4 Mitchison, “The Government of the Highlands, 1707-1745,” p. 25.

5 P. Burke, Popular Culture in Early Modern Europe (London, 1978), p. 188.

6 E. LeRoy Ladurie, Carnival, A People’s Uprising at Romans 1578-1580, M. Feeney (tr.) (London,
1978), p. 309, also emphasises the regenerative aspects of carnival: “... Carnival festivities were not
only cyclical and annual ... or pagan plus Christian; they also had to do with the changing of season.
They were specifically connected to the approach of the end of winter, a crucial moment for a society
which was still semi-agricultural and thus nature-orientated.” Though Ladurie’s comments are
directed towards sixteenth century France, it still appears fair enough to refer to eighteenth century
Scotland as “semi-agricultural” and “nature-orientated,” despite a growing trend towards
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reversal, and in its most developed form in European Christendom, was probably
meant to serve as a sort of pre-Lenten catharsis.” Having said that, a forerunner of
this activity, and mentality, may have existed back in those times when Christianity
was not a dominant force in the Western World® — perhaps the pagan Roman
Bacchanalia, for example, was an earlier, more embryonic version of carnival. This
leads to a significant point: owing to constraints of weather, carnival proper was
probably more common in southern climes. But this does not mean that forms of
carnival could not be found in other parts of the West, including Scotland. Carnival
may have been able to “pull a chameleon act” and mutate, in an effort to reflect the
nature of each particular community. It is this celebration of “quasi-carnival” that
theoretically might have been present in places like Scotland. Indeed, carnival, as it
was classically defined by such scholars as Bakhtin (primarily), Burke, Ladurie, and
others, may not have existed in Scotland (see below). Still, carnivalesque-inspired
activity and the carnival mind-set was present in other popular celebrations (outside
of carnival itself) in both Northern and Southern Europe,® and so this would seem to
cover the case of Scotland. The general idea here is related to the comments of

Bakhtin, who noted that carnival “is a very complex and diverse form, having many

industrialism. see the extract from his writings above note. It is probably essential to note that most
of Ladurie’s observations are based upon, or derived from, the methodology of Bakhtin.

7 Ladurie, Carnival, A People’s Uprising at Romans, p. xix; p. 308, tells us that, “The winter [i.e.
carnivalesque] festivities were a reminder of the days when prospective Christians buried their pagan
ways in a Saturnalian outburst. In this way they prepared for Lent, which was in turn a cleansing
process culminating in baptism at Easter, the time of spiritual birth or rebirth.” It is very significant,
in view of what will be argued in the following pages, that Ladurie contends that carnival is a hold-
over, or reminder, of a bygone lifestyle.

8 An idea arrived at as a result of a personal communication with Dr C. Whyte. What might be
deducible from all of this, is that for those communities which practised it, carnival represented a
much needed diversion from societal standards. Carnival could provide this because of the element
of inversion which it contained.

9 Burke, Popular Culture, pp. 191-92.
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variations and nuances based on the general camnival principle and depending on
various epochs, peoples, and individual festivals.”10

Bakhtin categorised carnival into three basic interrelated forms:

1) “Ritual spectacles” — that is, various types of carnival pageants, and
comic shows at the market-place.

2) “Comic verbal compositions” — which are parodies both oral and written,
in either Latin (or, for purposes here, the official language) or the vernacular.

3) “Billingsgate” — common curses, abusive and vulgar language; “debased”
talk of all sorts.1!
Bakhtin furthermore addresses the subject of carnival as metaphor which may have
some bearing on the Scottish situation. Carnival concerns itself with the relationship
between mind and body. The mind is related to intellectual pursuits, but the body is
concerned with commonplace, which according to Bakhtin, relates to the entire life
cycle, in all its extremes.!2 Thus, basic bodily functions are portrayed in their most
extreme or extravagant form, but are still afforded reverence because of their life
sustaining action. Thus the omnipresent images in all carnival are those concerned
with basic bodily function associated with such things as reproduction, drinking and
eating, and death.!3

Yet another important aspect of the genre was the way it which it played with

the conventions concerned with social status. Carnival was born in the stratified

10 M. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics, R.W. Rostel (tr.) (Ardis, 1973), p.100.

11 Bakhtin, Rabelais, p. 5.

12 Bakhtin, Problems of, p. 19; p. 21.

13 Bakhtin, Problems of, p. 19; p. 21; p. 317; Burke, Popular Culture, p. 186. Little wonder of this,
since the root of the word “carnival” is the Latin “carno” meaning “flesh.” Thus “carnival” is related
to such words as “carnal,” the dictionary meaning of the latter being “of the flesh; material; worldly;”
and even “sensuality.” These definitions are useful to keep in mind when seeking to unravel the
carnival mind-set.
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society, yet one of its basic principles was the removal of class barriers;!4 the
common man becomes the gentleman, or prince, and vice versa. Bakhtin observed
that the spirit of carnival had the effect of stripping away a person’s official status in
life, as social norm, and all that determined and regulated the social hierarchy was
suspended.!’ Thus, these traits effected both the common and the high-born, the
learned and unlearned, husband and wife, cleric and lay, as all was forsaken in the
name of ribaldry, and the humorous disintegration of social class and social status.6
This was indeed the world turned upside down.

If we were to look for a single Scottish festival which seemed to come
closest to the accepted description of carnival, that celebration was May Day, or
Beltane. It seems that Beltane originated in the dim and dark past, and as such,
marked one of the quarters of the old “Celtic calendar.”’” Certain folklorists (Ross,
for one) have tried, with varying degrees of success, to describe it as having been
originally an ancient spectacle of truly awesome proportions.!® Beltane appears to
have had, at one time, all the trappings of an ancient fertility festival, concerned with
marking the passage of the seasons, and celebrating the onset of the fecund part of
the year. It seemingly stemmed from that time when mankind’s existence was
heavily dependent upon the benevolence of the natural world, and its control over
such was extremely limited. Thus, the rituals performed during Beltane, took the
form of supplication theoretically engineered to appease the natural elements and/or
the deities associated with those forces. Over the passage of time, however, it would

certainly make sense to assume that memory of Beltane’s original characteristics

14 Bakhtin, Problems of, p. 100.
15 M. Bakhtin, Rabelais and his World, H. Iswolsky (tr) (Massachusetts, 1968), p. 13.
16 Bakhtin (1968), p. 13; Burke, Popular Culture, p. 188.
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would become clouded, if not forgotten. However the crucial question to be asked is
whether or not the historic record supports the idea that Beltane survived into the
early modern period, and if so, in what form.

Indeed there are indications of an active Beltane tradition in early modern
Scotland. Though the evidence is not overwhelming, it is sufficient to suggest that
is was practised in communities which almost spanned the “four corners” of the
nation. In the Highlands (which are only briefly considered), the reports of travellers
— at least on the surface — appear to suggest a Beltane tradition. In 1769, the Welsh-
born Thomas Pennant reported in print that the inhabitants of Breadalbane faithfully
observed the first day of May as a time of ritualised appeasement:

On the 1st of May, the herdsmen of every village hold their Bel-tein,
a rural sacrifice. They cut a square trench on the ground, leaving the
turf in the middle; on that they make a fire of wood, on which they
dress a large caudle of eggs, butter, oatmeal and milk; and bring ...
plenty of beer and whisky ... The rites begin with spilling some of
the caudle on the ground, by way of libation ... every one takes a cake
of oatmeal, upon which are raised nine square knobs, each dedicated
to some particular being, the supposed preserver of their flocks and
herds, or to some particular animal, the real destroyer of them: each
person then turns his face to the fire, breaks off a knob, and flinging it
over his shoulders, says, ‘This I give to thee, preserve thou my horses
... preserve thou my sheep;’ and so on ... they use the same ceremony
to the noxious animals: ‘This I give to thee, O Fox! spare thou my
lambs; this to thee, O hooded Crow! this to thee, O Eagle!’
When the ceremony is over, they dine on the caudle ... 19

He also provides a less involved account of the Beltane ritual in the Dingwall area,
and it is through such that we catch a glimpse of Pennant’s attitude toward such
“rural superstitions.” In general, Pennant adopts a condescending tone toward the

practice, describing it as those “follies” that managed to survive only through the

17 That is, quite obviously, pre-Julian and pre-Gregorian.

18 A. Ross, The Folklore of the Scottish Highlands (New York, 1976), p. 134.

19 Thomas Pennant, 4 Tour in Scotland; MDCCLXIX, 3rd ed. (Originally published Warrington,
1774; reprinted Perth, 1979), pp. 97-98.
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clandestine efforts of a few.20 His stated attitudes are perhaps those which we
should expect from a man destined to become a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1767,
an organisation devoted to enlightened thought. The fact that the publication of his
Tour helped him win the fellowship,2! perhaps suggests that one reason he took his
journey in the first instance, was that he believed it could be influential in helping
him obtain the coveted position. Not an infallible source — as most “tourists” tend to
end up finding exactly what they looked for in the customs of the places they visit22
— Pennant nevertheless raises one perhaps valid observation: in his own time, such
festivals as Beltane, as purely agriculturally-based rituals, were becoming a thing of
the past over a protracted period.

It is true that towards the end of the nineteenth century, traveller and
folklorist Alexander Carmichael (1832-1912) would claim that what he believed
were traditional attitudes and observances associated with Beltane in the Highlands
and Isles, were then starting to disappear. The beginning of May, has usually been
ascribed to the onset of the summer sheiling in the Highlands.2? Describing the
typical outburst of communal revelry, dancing, music, and celebration, which we
have come to assume is associated with such events, Carmichael would claim that
the people joined together in praise of the onset of the fertile months. During such,

they, supposedly, chanted verse similar to this:

Bless, O Threefold true and bountiful,

Myself, my spouse, and my children,

My tender children and their beloved mother at their head.
On the fragrant plain, on the gay mountain sheiling,

On the fragrant plain, on the gay mountain sheiling.

Everything within my dwelling or in my possession,
All kine and crops, all flocks and corn,

From Hallow Eve to Beltane Eve,

With goodly progress and gentle blessing,

20 pennant, Tour, p. 186.

21 pennant, Tour, B. Knight’s modern introduction.

22An idea arrived upon as a result of a personal communication with Prof. E.J. Cowan.

23 F.M. McNeill, The Silver Bough (4 vols; Glasgow, 1959-68), ii, pp. 68-72, describes and
comments upon this occurrence in fair detail — her prime source is Alexander Carmichael.
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From sea to sea, and every river mouth,
From wave to wave, and base of waterfall.24

If Carmichael’s observations can be trusted, then what he describes is probably the
last, archaic holdover from times past.2’> Undoubtedly some of the enthusiasm
displayed by the participants, described by him, is really enthusiasm on the part of
Carmichael for having found what he was looking for — a holdover from those times
when individual communities around the entire nation would participate in ritual
pagan-inspired celebration. It is extremely unlikely that any of the nineteenth
century participants in this spectacle thought of themselves as neo-pagans, however.
More likely, this represented to them an expression of communalism, which had
survived in spite of any attempts at systemic centralisation (how ever successful it
may, or may not, have been). Presumably, such observances had a greater chance of
survival among those communities along the periphery.

Shifting to the Lowlands (the prime focus here), Beltane customs were still
being noted by Rev. George Lawrie in Loudon (Ayrshire) towards the latter part of
the eighteenth century: “The custom still remains amongst the herds and young
people to kindle fires in the high grounds, in honour of Beltan,”26 his terminology

suggesting that elsewhere, traditional Beltane was becoming rarer and rarer. But this

24 “The Beltane Blessing (No. 73, lines 1-11),” from Alexander Carmichael (tr.), Carmina Gadelica
(several available editions; one utilised here arranged by J. MacInnes and published by Lindisfarne
Press, 1992). Carmichael was, not surprisingly, a little vague as to what part of the nation he had
gathered his various, individual pieces of folklore from. In this instance, it appears as if it is a
compilation of data from places like Arran, Uist, and Sutherland, possibly Benbecula, and parts of
the Outer Hebrides as well. Though at times stressing some regional differences, such as the impact
of Catholicism vs. Protestantism in some of the local customs, there really is a problem with a source
like him. For it does appear that Carmichael has pulled pieces of information from numerous small
crofting communities, and pasted them together into a conglomerate which he refers to as a Beltane
tradition.

25He is careful to note that in the case of some traditions, such as the Beltane Fire, he was able to find
traces of that tradition in some parts of the Islands. Again, this tends to indicate a rural,
agriculturally-motivated tradition that is breathing its last. In the case of the Highlands, it appears
that traditional Beltane was on its way out during the late nineteenth century; as we will see, it
possibly ebbed-out as such in the Lowlands during the course of the eighteenth century — probably
even earlier in the burghs. We might expect the tradition to last a little longer in the Highlands.
However, again, it must be stressed that it was not May-Day itself that was in danger of disappearing,
but rather Beltane as a purely agriculturally motivated festival, designed, presumably, to placate the
fickle forces of nature.

26 John Sinclair (ed), The Statistical Account of Scotland. Drawn up from the Communications of the
Ministers of the Different Parishes (21 vols; Edinburgh, 1791-1799), iii, p. 105.
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does not mean that the festival was not to be found in other forms, simply that the
original reason for its existence was being overshadowed.

Perhaps one of the most active parts of the country for a Beltane tradition
was Peebles. In one form or another, Beltane has been long enjoyed in Peebles,
conservatively dating back to at least the early fifteenth century (though it probably
existed even before then), and surviving well into the first part of the eighteenth
century. Attempts on the part of the burgh to breath new life into the festival in
1874 were in vain, and it seemed as if May-Day, in any form, was doomed to
extinction. However, success was achieved in 1897 when certain of the old Beltane-
inspired traditions were resuscitated to mark Queen Victoria’s diamond jubilee.?’
This sort of burning-out, and then re-ignition of the Beltane flame in Peebles, tends
to mitigate any idea of the timelessness of certain popular festivities, particularly any
that have managed to survive into relatively modern times. Nevertheless, it was the
Beltane fair as celebrated in this burgh which gave rise to the late medieval Scots
poem “Peblis to the Play,” composed perhaps c.1430-50,28 and touted as an

archetype of a genre epitomising the unbridled world of rustic communal festival:2?

At beltane quehen ilk bodie bownis
To peblis to the play

To heir the singin and the soundis
The solace suth to say3°

As far as the early modern historical record goes, the Rev. William Dalgleish
maintained that Peebles’ Beltane tradition was one of the most flourishing in the
nation, “a great annual festival of music, diversions, and feasting” that was “attended

by multitudes from the Forth and the Forest in their best apparel.”3! Perhaps there is

27 J L. Brown and 1.C. Lawson, History of Peebles, 1850-1990 (Edinburgh, 1990), pp. 66-67.

28 According to Maclaine, Christis Kirk, p. 1.

29 The claim made for it, in conjunction with “Christis Kirk on the Green,” by M. Lindsay, History of
Scottish Literature (London, 1997), p. 35. Similar claims have more recently been made for “Peblis
to the Play” by MacLaine (ed), Christis Kirk, p. 1.

30 “Peblis to the Play” in, The Maitland Folio Manuscript, W.A. Craigie (ed) (2 vols; Edinburgh,
1919), i, p. 176 (I1. 1-4); see also MacLaine (ed), Christis Kirk, p. 2. At one time it was believed that
James I was the original composer of “Peblis to the Play.” However, the most recent editor of the
poem, MacLaine, p. 1, thinks it best to regard the work as being anonymous.

31 The Statistical Account of Scotland, xxii, p. 12.
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no good reason for not believing most of Dalgleish’s claims concerning Peebles’
Beltane festival. Yet in the goal to obtain an untarnished picture of the past, there is
one unfortunate aspect concerning his account. It seems that any personal
observation on his part may have been enhanced by a familiarity with the poem,
something that is made all the more apparent when Rev. Dalgleish engages in a
discussion of its authorship (crediting — probably erroneously — King James I {1394-
1437} with such).32 On a similar note, his above quoted description of the
participants’ places of origin, and their apparel, seems lifted virtually word-for-word

from the poem:

Be firth and forrest furth they found,
Thay graythit thame full gay;33

Yet despite this potentially disappointing situation concerning the sources, all is not
lost when it comes to obtaining a reasonable picture of the feast of Beltane, as
practised in Peebles.

The burgh records for Peebles reveal that Beltane was a highly significant
event for that place and its inhabitants. An edict issued in 1621 spelled-out those
times of the year in which the three major fairs observed by the community would
be held, and thus Beltane would be held on 3 May, St Peter’s day on 29 June, while
24 August would always mark the commencement of St Bartholomew’s feast.34 The
whole rationale behind such legislation seems to have been to help in keeping the
sabbath sacred. Thus, festival was separated from religion, in keeping with the

general idea of the reformers to end observance of saints’ days.3* This characteristic

32 The Statistical Account of Scotland, xxii, p. 12.

33 «peblis to the Play,” in MacLaine (ed), Christis Kirk, p. 2 (1. 5-5).

34 Charters and Documents Relating to The Burgh of Peebles with Extracts from the Records of the
Burgh. AD 1165-1710 [W. Chambers ed.] (Edinburgh, 1872), pp. 85-86.

35 In the areas of the nation, when and where episcopal leanings were the strongest, Beltane seemed
to retain a certain religious significance; such a place appears to have been Aberdeen in 1588: “Be it
kend till all men ... me John Philp parson of Tereff (etc.) with express consent (etc.) of ... David
bischop of Aberdene ... till have set ... to the richt nobil ... lord Francis earle of Errol ... all and haill
the teindis ... and emolumentis of my said benefice of the parish of Turreff baith parsonage and
vicarage therof (etc.) for nyntein yeiris ... Quilk entres ... began at the Feist of Rudeday callit the
Inventioun of the Cross alias Beltyn.” Illustrations of the Topography and Antiquities of the Shires of
Aberdeen and Banff, (ed) J. Robertson and G. Grub (4 vols; Aberdeen, 1847-69), ii, p. 349.
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was ably expressed when the burgh repeated its legislation, governing the days of
festivity:

The magistrattes and councellores, taking in consideration that the
prophanatioun of the Sabbath is occasioned by keeping faires upon
Satterday and Moonday, and that the fair day comonlie called Beltane
day, falles this year upon the Satterday ... it is resolved and hereby
enacted that the said fair called Beltane fair-day shalbe kept and
holdin within this burgh this year upon the feist Weddensday of Maii
and so forth in all tyme comeing.36

In fact, this sort of legislation became almost standard in 1642 for the entire nation,
when parliament decreed what fairs should be celebrated; in general, they appear to

reflect the situation in Peebles:

any of [the King’s] free burghs royall within the kingdome of
scotland ... and exerce weeklie within the said burgh mercat days
according to the vse and custom of the said burghe Togidder also
with three free fairs Thryse in the yeer the first ... to begin yeerlie
wpoun the third day of Maij [callit] Beltane day And to hold and
continue the same for the space of Fourtie eight houres thereftir And
the second ... To begine vpoun the Twentie Nynt day of Junij callit
saint peiteres day and to continowe for the space of Fourtie eight
houres [ther]efter And the third of the said faires To gegine vpoun the
Twentie fourt day of August callit [saint] Bartholomewes day and to
hold and continowe be the space of eight dayes therefter ...””37

With the start of the nineteenth century, however, Beltane celebrations commenced
on the “second Wednesday of May” in Peebles,3® while evidence from popular
almanacs reveals that during the eighteenth century, there were many more fairs
being celebrated, some in certain locales only, but all required the sanctioning of
some authority. These edicts perhaps allude to a trend readily apparent in the early
modern period: the increasing amount of official regulation surrounding the practice
of such celebrations as Beltane, a point which will be returned to repeatedly in this

chapter.

36 Charters and Documents Relating to The Burgh of Peebles with Extracts from the Records of the
Burgh, AD 1165-1710, p. 34. The date for this piece of ordinance was 3 March, 1656.

37 APS, v, p. 500. This parliamentary decree was issued in 1641.

38 Rev. C. Findlater, General View of the Agriculture of the County of Peebles ... (“Agricultural
Survey”) (Edinburgh, 1802), p. 214.
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The Beltane festival as practised in Peebles, during the early modem era,
seems to have normally concluded with a horse race — from at least as early as the
first part of the seventeenth century — on the morning after the Beltane fair.39 It
appears that this was still being held in 1740, as it was regularly advertised in the

periodicals:

A ... Plate, 7 1. Sterling Value, set out by the Town of Peebles, to be
run for upon the usual Ground in Heats, upon Thursday the 8th of
May next, by any Horse, &c. not under three at least, belonging to
several Owners ... each Horse paying a Guinea of Inputs at booking.
There is also a Plate of 20 1. Sterling, set out by ... the Earl of
March and the said Town, to be run for on Friday the 9th of May, by
any Horse, &c. and not under three at least, belonging to several
Owners ... each Horse paying two Guineas of Imputs at Entry.40

The race had thus by this time become a prestigious affair, feeding-off the patronage
of a noble. In this instance, it was William Douglas, the third Earl of March (1725-
1810); previously it had been the earls of Tweeddale. During the 1660s, Tweeddale
was an integral promoter of Beltane, so that in 1661 it was noted in the burgh
records that he was actually in attendance.4! It seems fair to assume that this was not
an occurrence isolated to the single year in question. So like March after him,
Tweeddale’s name was associated with the prizes awarded to the victor of the horse

race:
... the ... thesaurer to caus make and buy ane silver cuppe, of the value
of fyftie or thrie scoire punds, with my Lord Tueidale4? and the touns

39 Charters and Documents Relating to The Burgh of Peebles ... AD 1165-1710, pp. 363-64, p. 377
(26 April, 1624; 1 May, 1643); Extracts from the Records of the Burgh of Peebles, 1652-1714 [R.
Renwick ed] (Glasgow, 1910), p. 86, pp. 93-94, p. 113 (21 March, 1672; 26 March, 1677; 24 March,
1684). There are also numerous references in the records to the prizes (cups, saddles, silver plates,
etc.) awarded to the winners of the race; more on this shortly. However, in this one instance certain
of the observations of the folklorist McNeill — at least as they apply to Peebles’s Beltane celebrations
— seem to have some grounding in the historical record; cf. F.M. McNeill, The Silver Bough (4 vols;
Glasgow, 1959-65), iv, pp. 169-75.

40 GUL Spec. Coll., Mu60-c.15; The Caledonian Mercury no. 3119, Edinburgh, Tuesday, 25 March,
1740.

41 Extracts from the Records of the Burgh of Peebles, 1652-1714, p. 201.

42 Tweeddale is variously referred to as either “Lord” or “Earl.” The individual in question seems to
be John Hay, second Earl and (1694) first Marquis of Tweeddale (b. 1626). This John succeeded his
father John, who was the eighth Lord of Yester and the first Earl of Tweeddale, titles which were to
be passed along in perpetuity, and thus explaining the confusion over the son’s title. For a full
biography on both father and son, see The Scots Peerage, viii, pp. 447-58.
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armes thairupon, and the tounes motto ... the cup to be run at upon the
first Thursday of May nixt ...43

The Earls of March, however, seem to have become the patrons of the Peebles horse
race after 1686, when financial difficulties forced the second Earl of Tweeddale “to
sell the whole of his Peeblesshire estates.”4 These lands were bought by the first
Duke of Queensberry, and through descent, eventually fell into the laps of the Earls
of Wemyss and March.43

From that time onwards, March’s ostentation would be remembered every

time the race was run, since:

The magistrates and councill considdering that Alexander Horsburgh
... factor to William earle of March,% hath in the said earls name
made offer to them of an piece of silver plate, to be run for in the
Whythaugh Muir, at Beltoun nixt, provydeing they will putt on the
said earles christ and motto on the plate hereafter, besyde ther oun
arms, they unanimously declare that they will not refuse but accept of
the earles complement ...47

Importantly, we are seeing here the effects of patronage upon a localised version of a
(possibly) nationally acknowledged festival. This might truly indicate the fame
which Peebles’s Beltane festival had achieved, given that a neighbouring earl
desired to have his name attached to it. Thus what we might be seeing from at least
the mid-seventeenth century onwards, is Peebles’ Beltane celebration taking the
form of a sort of “civic pride” day. There seems to have been an inclusive element
of centralised authority in the celebration. The impression we get from the above

extracts from the burgh records is a celebration in which the day’s events were pre-

43 Extracts from the Records of the Burgh of Peebles, 1652-1714, p. 59 (21 March, 1664).
Tweeddale was a rather busy man in 1664: January saw his appointment to the High Commission on
church law, while in June he was “made an Extraordinary Lord of Session.” (See The Scots Peerage,
viii, p. 451.) And in between all of this, he still graced the local Beltane celebration with his
presence. But then, what else is a noble to do?

44 peeblesshire, an Inventory of the Ancient Monuments (2 vols; HMSO, 1967), i, p. 8.

45 Peeblesshire, an Inventory, i, p. 8.

46 Given that this notice applies to the 1708 race, it appears that it was the short-lived 2nd earl (c.
1696-1731) who is being referred to here. This William Douglas succeeded to the earldom upon his
father William’s death on 2 September, 1705. In spite of his patronage of Peebles’s famous May
festival, the 2nd earl “does not seem to have taken much part in public affairs ...” See, The Scots
Peerage. Founded on Wood's Edition of Sir Robert Douglas’s Peerage of Scotland, 1.B. Paul (ed) (9
vols; Edinburgh, 1904-14), vii, p. 146.

47 Extracts from the Records of the Burgh of Peebles, 1652-1714, p. 176.
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determined, and probably fairly-well regulated. This image tends to stand somewhat
in opposition to one standard interpretation of the carnivalesque, which dictates that
such events as a Beltane celebration might contain elements of unbridled,
spontaneous revelry. Beltane in Peebles during the late seventeenth and early
eighteenth centuries, at the very least, does not seem to have been totally
unbridled.*8

It is of further significance that, as mentioned several times already, Beltane
in Peebles, as practised in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, may not have
been exactly the same celebration as practised around the time when “Peblis to the
Play” was composed (c. fifteenth century). As such, it may have been that the horse
race was one of the last surviving vestiges of the old celebration. The authority here
might be Robert Chambers (1802-71). Born himself in Peebles,*® Chambers gives
the impression of being in this instance a (relatively-speaking) dispassionate voice,
speaking through the pages of his Domestic Annals. He is, at times, remarkably
critical of what he relates, and is non-typical by virtue of the fact that he very often
names his sources. Certainly he does acknowledge the existence of the poem
“Peblis to the Play,”’? but his account of Beltane in Peebles does not seem overly-

indebted to such. Thus we might well give some weight to his statement:

The Peebles race was accustomed to take place on Beltane-day, the
1st of May; it was the chief surviving part of the festivities which had
from an early period distinguished the day and the place ...5!

48 Presumably, however, individual acts of such behaviour could, and likely did, occur. Few large
gatherings of people, past and present, fail to attract at least some of the local wags. However, a
large scale spectacle, marked by total extreme behaviour of all sorts, is not implied by these
descriptions.

49 In tandem with his brother William (1800-83), Robert Chambers was one of the most prolific
authors, publishers, editors, et al. of his time. Together they published the famous, and at one time
ubiquitous, Chambers’s Journal. For interest sake, it might be worthy of note that William was the
author of (among numerous other pieces) the History of Peeblesshire (1864), as well as working on
the burgh records themselves. For a complete, and succinct, list of the two brothers’ literary
achievements, see T. Royle, Mainstream Companion to Scottish Literature (Edinburgh, 1993), pp.
67- 68.

50 Robert Chambers, Domestic Annals of Scotland, 2nd ed. (3 vols; Edinburgh, 1859-1861), i, p. 410.

51 Domestic Annals, i, p. 410.
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Even though, by this time, the race itself was no longer held specifically on the first
day of May, rather a few days afterward, Chambers’s observation that many aspects
of the old Beltane tradition had been abandoned — at least in his day — is worth
heeding.

Other evidence suggestive of the highly visible nature of Beltane as practised
in Peebles, is found from an earlier period. Related in conjunction with a presbytery
report concerning the dilapidated state of the local church, it was noted in 1592 that
there was always a large influx of people to the area during, or near, the Beltane
period, at which time, “pilgrimaris permittit to cum in pilgrimag about the third day
of May yeirlie ...”52 Though these persons appear to have been genuine paupers,
unable to obtain relief from their own parishes,53 it is remarkable that they chose to
come to staunchly presbyterian Peebles** during the time of its May Day celebration.
Perhaps they understood that at a time of general good humour and merriment, they
were less likely to encounter a “mean-spirited” welcome. Certainly the main thrust
of the synod’s report seems not to be to discourage these down-and-out people, but
rather to “shape-up” the appearance of the kirk building, which had become
somewhat run-down. Obviously, appearances of affluence had to be maintained.
However to return to the discussion at hand, though this report predates Rev.
Dagliesh’s published comments by almost two centuries, it does in general support
his claims concerning the multitude, coming from near and far, to be found in
attendance at Peebles’ Beltane celebration, in addition to giving some support to
portions of the poem Peblis to the Play.

Finally there is the testimony of Alexander Pennecuik MD, an early

eighteenth century poet, and student of languages. In his Geographical, Historical

52 The Records of the Synod of Lothian and Tweeddale, 1589-96, 1640-1649, J. Kirk (ed)
(Edinburgh, 1977), p. 38.

53 The Records of the Synod of Lothian and Tweeddale, p. 39.

54 Ordnance Gazetteer of Scotland, New Edition, vol. 5, F.H. Groome (ed) (London, Edinburgh,
Glasgow, n.d.), p. 162.
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Description of the Shire of Tweeddale he comments upon the general nature of the

people of the area, and some of their peculiarities:

They are an Industrious, Careful People, yet something Wilful,
Stubborn and Tenacious of old Customs. There are amongst them,
that will not suffer the Wrack to be taken off their Land, because
(they say) it keeps the Corn warm, nor sow their Bear Seed, be the
Season Wet or Dry, till the first Week of May be over, which they
call Runchie Week...>

If this account can be trusted, it seems to suggest that the first week of May was no
longer referred to in the eighteenth century as Beltane, though it retained an
agricultural significance. Yet the practices associated with such, were at the very
least downplayed, being replaced by the civic orientated ceremony in Peebles itself.
The néiture of Beltane had therefore changed, insofar that some of the traditional
characteristics often associated with it seem to have been less prevalent. The idea of
it being a day of civic responsibility and pride, seems to have overshadowed those
aspects which marked it primarily as a day of unbridled revelry, associated with
fertility, played out in the Lenten period.

The fact that there appeared to be a certain fluidity to the nature of the May
festival, might cause us to wonder exactly how all this related to the traditional
literature devoted to festival. Perhaps the carnival inspired literature devoted to
Beltane in Peebles was meant to be taken at a different level, than the actual festival

itself. Thus, as one opinion maintained:

But we must caution ourselves at this point against simply equating
Renaissance popular culture with Rabelais’s novel: Gargantua and
Pantagruel is not carnival, but the brilliant aesthetic representation of
carnival motifs; not the communal laughter of a largely illiterate
populace, but the highly crafted, classicizing of a supremely literate
individual; not festive mayhem in the streets, but words on a page.>¢

35 GUL Spec. Coll., A[lexander] P[ennecuik], 4 Geographical Description, Historical Description of
the Shire of Tweeddale with a Miscellany and Curious Collection of Select Scottish Poems
(Edinburgh, J. Moncur, 1715), pp. 5-6. “Wrack” = weeds; “Runchie” = a bit uncertain: “runch” as a
noun is a wild, weed-like raddish; as a verb is to crunch or grind; a “runchie” person is a coarsely-
built, raw-boned person.

56 S.J. Greenblatt, Learning to Curse: Essays in Early Modern Culture (New York, London, 1990),
p. 67.
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Despite the fact that this statement is perhaps unduly harsh — it does not take into
account the learned individual with honest intentions who submerges himself into
the world of “communal laughter,” and thus becomes a fairly safe reporter of such —
it still serves as a warning not to automatically assume that literature purporting to
depict popular practice, is an accurate portrayal of folk practice. Thus, perhaps
Beltane the festival, and Beltane the literary genre, were two different, but related
entities.

An example of the potential pitfalls of equating the actual festival of
carnival, or its offshoots, with literature purporting to be “carnivalesque” in nature,
seems amply illustrated when it comes to the whole question of “mock violence.”
Recent scholarship directed toward the carnival nature of the so-called “Christis
Kirk” genre of Scots poetry, emphasises that in such poems as “Peblis to the Play”
any violence that is portrayed is staged. As C. Whyte put it, describing this form of

mock violence:

A crucial and striking characteristic of both the Scottish poems
[“Christis Kirk” and “Peblis to the Play™] is that, however protracted
and dramatic the violence, no one gets seriously injured.5?

Indeed, Whyte’s observation seems true insofar as the poems themselves go. For
instance, in “Christis Kirk on the Green” arrows seem to fly hither and thither, yet an

ordinary cleric is apparently immune to their potentially deadly affects:

Than lowrie3® as ane lyoun lap

and sone ane flane culd fedder

he hecht to pers him at the pape

Thairon to wed ane wedder

He hit him on the wambe an wap

And It buft lyk ane bledder

bot lo as fortoun was and hap

his doublat was of ledder And sauft him
at chrystis kirk of ...%?

57 C. Whyte, “Bakhtin at Christ’s Kirk: Carnival and the Scottish Renaissance,” in Studies in
Scottish Literature, vol. 27 (1995), p. 184.

58 In Ramsay’s version of “Christis Kirk” he reads “lawrie” as “Laurie” — the common form of the
personal name of Lawrence — perhaps an example of his lack of full understanding of middle Scots
forms.

59«Christis Kirk on the Grene,” in The Maitland Folio Manuscript, i, pp. 151-52 (Il. 101-110).
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Thus, while this assessment might be all well and true, insofar as it relates to
the poem “Chrisitis Kirk on the Grene” (or “Peblis to the Play” for that matter), it,
unfortunately, does not appear wholly accurate as far as the actual celebration of
carnival-inspired festivals, such as Beltane in Peebles, for example, was concerned.
Real violence, in fact, seemingly did occur at the festival which “Peblis to the Play”
was named for. The potential for an outbreak of violence during Beltane was

commented upon by Chambers:

The great difficulty attending said popular festivals arose from the
tendency of the people to mark them with bloodshed. Men assembled
there from different parts of the country, each having of course his
peculiar enmities, and the object of similar enmities in turn; and when
they met and had somewhat inflamed themselves with liquor, it was
scarcely avoidable the mutual provocations should be given, leading
to conflicts with deadly weapons.®?

In fact, this account is backed-up (by Chambers himself) with an edict issued by the
Privy Council in April 1608, calling for a suspension of the Peebles Beltane race for
that year due to fears of dangerous “quarellis” among the “grite nomberis of people”
normally found in attendance.5!

Additional evidence suggestive that the violence at Beltane was not always
“symbolic,” is afforded by a burgh ordinance which stipulated that the town
magistrates were to be escorted at all times by an armed retinue of sorts. This
legislation was first issued in 1624,92 then repeated in 1643, and called for all
“honest men of the town to attend the proveist and bailyeis with ane sword at their
belt and ane staff in their hand” during the time of the horse race.®> Now it is of
course possible to argue that the 1643 edict might have been partially fuelled by
civic apprehensions concerning the Covenanting movement and the English Civil
War, all considered in conjunction with Peebles’s proximity to the frontier with

England; the same, however, cannot be said for the 1624 edict, passed in a period of

60 Domestic Annals, i, p. 410.

61 The Register of the Privy Council of Scotland (Edinburgh, 1887), viii, p. 81.

62 Charters and Documents Relating to The Burgh of Peebles ... AD 1165-1710, pp. 363-64.
63 Charters and Documents Relating to The Burgh of Peebles ... AD 1165-1710, p. 377.
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relative calm near the end of James VI’s reign.%* Finally, if any additional evidence
is needed, we have the testimonial of the burgh records again, dated 6 May, 1645:

William Moffet, merchant, burgess of Edinburgh, Robert

Williamsone, merchant, burges thair, and William Saltoun in

Bonnytoun, all present, and accusit for ryottes done and committit be

thame upone utheris, troubling of Beltane fayre last, and injureing of

the magistrattes of this burgh upone the said Beltane day at night,

being the third day of May instant.%>
If the essence of this account is accurate, little wonder that the town’s officials were
sufficiently paranoid to demand an armed escort during the Beltane fair.

Still, the essential point is that violent outburst was probably all too frequent
an occurrence at public displays such as Peebles’ Beltane festival. Naturally, the
nature of town officials is such that they probably would be more inclined to draw
attention to those times when the crowd did “get out of hand,” rather then when all
went smoothly and people behaved themselves. And of course some of their fears
may be the result of overreaction on their part: the slightest little outburst may have
been perceived as “all-out insurrection.” But at some point in time, at least once,

something of the kind may have indeed occurred, the memory of which lingered,

causing succeeding governing bodies to expect the worst at the sight of the first

64 A related piece of legislation was passed in Stirling, concerning “tumults” at fairs and markets in
general. This particular decree comes from 20 August 1661, and calls for the merchants of the town
to arm themselves in preparation for any major public spectacle:
The qilk day, it is ordained by the Court that everie gildbrother sall with all
convenience provyde ane halbert to remane constantlie in there shopes for
supressing of any tumults that sall happine to aryse in the toune in tyme of public
fairs or weikle mercatts.
Extracts from the Records of the Merchant Guild of Stirling AD 1592-1846, W.B. Cook and D.B.
Morris (ed) (Stirling, 1916), p. 71.
65 Robert Renwick, Gleanings From the Records of the Royal Burgh of Peebles, 1604-52 (Peebles,
1892), p. 214. Renwick apparently had access to manuscript material not available to Chambers
when he edited earlier on the Charters and Documents Relating to The Burgh of Peebles ... AD 1165-
1710. Though Renwick, like Chambers, was working “after the fact” in the nineteenth century, he
seems to be a credible source since much of his “writing” was actually large edited pieces of the
burgh records themselves, scrupulously referenced. Obviously, the Burgh Record Society people
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clenched fist. Certainly individual actions of violence of a serious nature did take
place. Thus, perhaps there were occasions when the town officials had a right to
expect the worst. Furthermore, in general, it is really difficult to believe that all this
legislative energy was expended to help curb an imaginary problem, or for the sake
of “mock violence.”

If Whyte is correct that “Peblis to the Play” is a Renaissance era Scottish
poem “describing carnival practice,”® and part of that practice involves symbolic
violence in which “no one gets seriously injured,”¢’ then a discrepancy seemingly
exists between the Beltane-derived world of carnival present in the poem, and the
purely historical account of Peebles’s famous May festival. How can we account for
such? Perhaps the immediate solution that might materialise, is that in the time
between the composition of the poem, and the main body of testimony from the
historical sources, the situation had changed. After all, “Peblis to the Play” was
(arguably) the product of the mid to late fifteenth century, whereas the bulk of the
burgh accounts stem from the mid-seventeenth century — so maybe ritual violence
was the norm in the former period, giving way to actual violence in the latter. Yet
this does not appear a totally acceptable solution, since there seems to be no
plausible reason for the shift. The only major event occurring between the fifteenth
and seventeenth centuries which theoretically may have had some effect upon

people’s conduct during the times of communal festival was the Reformation.®® Yet

shared this opinion: they deemed Renwick a sufficiently credible scholar to edit on their behalf
Extracts from the Records of the Burgh of Peebles, 1652-1714.

66 Whyte, “Bakhtin at Christ’s Kirk,” p. 182.

67 Whyte, “Bakhtin at Christ’s Kirk,” p. 184.

68 The forces behind such, at least in Melville’s time, were not wholly in favour of communal festival
in the first place, since it (supposedly) smacked of popery. It was long assumed that Andrew
Melville was the sole author of The Second Book of Discipline (1578) — the kirk’s express statement
reconfirming presbytery, after the flirtation with episcopacy. It seems he was one of a committee of
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if anything, in the new age of reform the tendency for mayhem at any communal
gathering would have been reduced, given the power of the local kirk session to
regulate and enforce moral code. Or perhaps at the very least, any resulting
“wreckage” camsed by such an altercation would have been speedily cleared-away by
the kirk session, all with an eye toward making an example out of the offending
parties. It therefore seems difficult to believe that in a celebration like Beltane, any
violence enacted was only of the mock variety. Thus, it might be argued that the
sort of staged wiolence portrayed in such poems as “Peblis to the Play” either did not
occur, or else was not the sole form of violent behaviour. The type of mock violence
portrayed in the poem, and discussed by scholars, possibly represents a sort of
sanitisation of events — that any physical harm done, was all acted out in jest, and
was not serious or permanent in nature.

Even though many of the aspects of the poem “Peblis to the Play”9 are
perfectly beliewable as portrayals of reality, others are somewhat hard to swallow in
the same manmer. Thus we can imagine people coming from far and wide to attend
the event (1. 5), which took the form of a typiical country fair (I. 33). Once there,
they very likely would be met with the sound of music — in this case the bagpipes (l.
45). Tt is also perfectly believable that the all out free-for-all resulting from an
altercation in the local tavern could indeed occur (stanzas 10-19) — for this is in fact,
not an episode from carnival, but everyday life. However, this type of violence, as
we have seen, could all too often erupt into real bloodshed, something which the

poem downplays. Also, there is no mention of a formalised horserace “Peblis to the

about thirty contriibutors to the text. However, the entire debate over The Book’s authorship in well
handled in The Sexcomd Book of Discipline, (ed) J. Kirk (IEdinburgh, 1980), pp. 45-57.

69 For convenience sake, all following references are trakien from MacLaine (ed), Christis Kirk, pp. 1-
9.
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Play” though one individual, “ane cadgear” or peddler (1. 141), madly gallops off on
the back of his “greit gray meir” (1. 151), only to find himself in the middle of the
altercation. What all this appears to amount to is a mixing of the real and the
fanciful; aspects taken from an actual celebration, are enhanced by its author, to
create a piece of fiction. What we have, then, in “Peblis to the Play” is a poem in the
vein of carnival literature; as a portrayal of the actual carnival-like festival of
Beltane, it seems accurate in some instances, distorted in others. Literary portrayals
of carnival thus become a parody of historical portrayals of carnival; a sort of
“levelling-out” of the actuality — which is perhaps what the whole literary genre
dealing with this aspect of Scottish culture was meant to be in the first place.

Perhaps poems of conviviality are representative of the authors’
susceptibility to being charged with the same sort of folk energy they desired to
portray. Here we might have an example of the literature interacting with the host
community in an emotional sort of way — it might have been the spirit of
communalism which was the driving force behind this type of literature. Thus the
authors might have found themselves so totally entrenched in the experience, that
they become emotionally attached to the subject. This is actually, it would seem, an
essential prerequisite of some types of creative writing, so the authors should not be
faulted in that respect. But accurate portrayal, of the sort necessary for historical
narrative, actually benefits, it would seem, through emotional detachment. This
might be why we should never look upon such poems as “Peblis to the Play” as
historical accounts of Beltane in Peebles. Such a poem might actual represent
something more profound than that; rather than serve as a representation of actual

event, it might serve as an interpretation of the spirit of the community.
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As noted earlier, festival and pastime of all sorts often found themselves the
subject of regulation. It seems that the dynamism of festivity and relaxation would
always push in the direction of less and less regulation; whereas the controlling
forces, perhaps fearful of anarchy, would push for greater regulation. T