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  About the Book


  No writer is more charismatic than Robert Burns and no biographer has captured his energy, brilliance and radicalism as well as Robert Crawford does in The Bard. To his international admirers Burns was a genius, a hero, a warm-hearted friend; yet to the mother of one of his lovers he was a wastrel, to a fellow poet he was ‘sprung … from raking of dung’, and to his political enemies a ‘traitor’. Drawing on a surprising variety of untapped sources – from rediscovered poetry by Burns to manuscript journals, correspondence, interviews and oratory by his contemporaries – this new biography presents the remarkable life, loves and struggles of the great poet.


  With a poet’s insight and a shrewd sense of human drama, Robert Crawford outlines how Burns combined a childhood steeped in the peasant song-culture of rural Scotland with a consummate linguistic artistry to become not only the world’s most popular love poet but also the controversial master poet of modern democracy. Written with accessible élan and nuanced attention to Burns’s poems and letters, The Bard is the story of an extraordinary man fighting to maintain a sly sense of integrity in the face of overwhelming pressures. This incisive, intelligent biography startlingly demonstrates why the life and work of Scotland’s greatest poet still compels the attention of the world a quarter of a millennium after his birth.


  ‘Crawford has delivered a living Burns: smart, arrogant, chivalrous, but also a strong poet to be confronted at every step of our written and sung culture. After this, we can’t just take Burns down from the shelf this one night a year.’ Observer, Brian Morton


  ‘Robert Crawford gives us a sympathetic portrait of a self-fashioning Burns who has to imagine himself as a bard – a poet not only in word but in act – in order to become one. Crawford’s Burns, merrily mixing high and low culture, seems eerily contemporary.’ New Yorker


  ‘Generous, highly intelligent and comprehensive biography … a portrait that comes nearer to the whole man than any other yet written … I can’t imagine a better life of the Bard being written. It is likely to become the standard work: certainly it deserves to be greeted as that.’ Literary Review


  About the Author


  Robert Crawford was born in Lanarkshire in 1959. His first collection, A Scottish Assembly, was published in 1990. His Selected Poems (Cape, 2005) was awarded the Poetry Book Society’s Special Recommendation. Author of Scotland’s Books (Penguin, 2007) and co-editor of The Penguin Book of Scottish Verse, Robert Crawford is Professor of Modern Scottish Literature at the University of St Andrews.
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  Reading Burns’s Poems


  Where appropriate in this biography line-by-line glosses have been supplied for Scots expressions in Burns’s poems, but I hope that reading The Bard will encourage people to seek out and enjoy more of this remarkable poet’s work. Surprisingly, it is not as easy as it might seem for modern readers to find a good, accessible selection of Burns’s writings. Bargain-basement editions often reprint unglossed, untrustworthy nineteenth-century texts, and even textually reliable modern editions lack on-page, line-by-line glossing of Scots words and phrases. Though the most comprehensive scholarly edition of Burns’s verse remains the three-volume one which James Kinsley edited for Oxford University Press in 1968, this has long been out of print, and in any case it runs to over 1,600 pages. The formidable textual scholarship of Kinsley’s edition, and its inclusion of almost all of Burns’s poems and songs makes it the standard scholarly reference point in this biography and among Burns experts. However, most readers need something more manageable in size, style and layout. Anyone seeking a single-volume selection of Burns’s poems is advised to choose The Best Laid Schemes, edited and annotated by Robert Crawford and Christopher MacLachlan. Published in Edinburgh by Polygon in 2009, The Best Laid Schemes contains most of the poems quoted in The Bard plus a selection of the best of Burns’s other verse along with a substantial biographical and critical introduction. Aimed at general readers, it is the only twenty-first-century Burns volume to contain not just a generous gathering of his poetry but also selections from his autobiographical prose and writing notebooks. It also contains the full texts of several rediscovered Burns poems which are available in no other edition.


  Introduction


  NO WRITER IS more charismatic than Robert Burns. Passionate, intelligent, and a consummate wordsmith, he is the world’s most popular love poet. He sought to become, and became, the archetypal national bard. Though it was dangerous to be so in his age and place, he also made himself through tone and temperament the master poet of democracy. All this makes Burns one of the most important authors of modernity, but also one of the hardest to write about. He will not be pigeonholed. His life and work resist the imposition of grandeur.


  In that lies at least part of his dignity and international appeal. Loved today from New Zealand to New York and from Beijing to Berlin, Burns achieved his successes not with transcendental illumination but with daftness, deftness, warmth, humour, and a sometimes painful sense of his own vulnerability. No poet has been at once so brilliant and so down-to-earth. A celebrity who could mock his public status, Burns was ambitious and sometimes exploitative but almost never pompous. As soon as he had established himself as ‘bard’, he began making fun of the title; but the term ‘bard’ also denoted his commitment to his poetic vocation and his sense of a vital poetic relationship with his community – matters strengthened, not diminished, by his instinct for fun and self-mockery. Shakespeare never called himself a bard, and hardly ever used the word in his work; he came to be called ‘bard’ partly as a result of an anxious English response to Burns and Scots’ pride in finding a great national poet.1 Burns, an admirer of Shakespeare and English literature as well as a patriotic lover of Scotland and Scottish literature, delighted in being hailed as Scotland’s bard.


  In writing this biography I have tried wherever possible to give readers direct contact with Burns’s own words – in poems, letters and conversations – as well as with the comments of his contemporaries. In that way, through quotation as well as through narration people can sense just how reachable this poet remains. His fun, intelligence, radicalism, seductive allure and suffering can still be ours, for all that he lived in the now distant eighteenth century.


  Born into obscurity, Burns became the first poet in the English-speaking world to be treated in his lifetime as a national celebrity. At times his life is about celebrity and how to cope with it. He lived that life with a performative intensity which is also part of his poetry. Burns’s performances – poetic, political, sexual, religious – are searches for individual liberty, but a liberty to be achieved without sacrificing the bond of community.


  Sex, class, gender and politics offered him virulent excitement at the same time as threatening to trap him in narrow roles he didn’t want. His life and poetry confront such threats with irony, vigour and protean guile. His poetry is frequently bound up with his biography, but his deep-rooted Scottish song-making is also so universally beguiling that songs like ‘Auld Lang Syne’ are not just relished but used in cultures very different from his own. As the first modern writer to be hailed as a national bard, he was soon an internationally recognised icon. Though he sometimes self-protectively concealed it, the modernity of his democratic radicalism did not compromise his artistic gift; today it presses the case that contemporary egalitarian societies around the world should regard him as both ancestral and familiar – should recognise him as ‘the bard’.


  Few poets’ biographies are more striking or more heartbreakingly remarkable. Burns’s often sly resistance to authority enlivens all his negotiations with it. Peasant and dandy, he fused in his work popular and high culture, loving both throughout his short, packed, unrepeatably intense existence. If at the bicentenary of Burns’s birth his countryman Hugh MacDiarmid maintained that thanks to the ‘Industrial Revolution … Everything in Scotland has changed out of all recognition since his time’, then our own anxieties about global environmental damage and a demeaning separation of people from other creatures and their habitats makes Burns more vitally important than he may have seemed fifty years ago.2 In his articulation of how human domination has destroyed the ecology of ‘Nature’s social union’, or in his uneasy engagement with his society’s darkest secret – slavery – and with other issues of inequality, his attitudes and expression are more disturbingly urgent than ever.3 Yet when I was first considering writing this biography, the gifted Scottish poet Don Paterson, whose brilliantly written 2001 essay on Burns is the most insightful and provocative of all short overviews of the poet’s work, suggested to me there were so many existing accounts that a new biography of Burns would be ‘the world’s least necessary book’.4


  Astonished by a ‘furious shapeshifting’ which makes Burns the energetic precursor of his admirer Keats’s ‘chameleon poet’, Paterson argues that ‘Burns was born in a lean time for verse. He was unfortunate not to have been born twenty years later, when, with far more stimulating company and better drugs, he would have made a fine Romantic.’5 Yet, for all he was clearly nourished by that fountainhead of modernity, the Scottish Enlightenment, Burns was in several ways the first of the English-speaking world’s great Romantic poets. Paterson, whose essay even gets the year of Burns’s death wrong, is not to be trusted on dates: it was his 1770s and subsequent experience of the era of the American and French Revolutions which set Burns in the vanguard of Romanticism in the English-speaking world where Romantic tonalities had earlier been essayed by his countrymen James Thomson and James ‘Ossian’ Macpherson. Presenting a doctrinaire purist’s selection of Burns’s verse that omits not only ‘Auld Lang Syne’ and ‘O my Luve’s like a red, red rose’ but also the famous songs beginning ‘Scots, wha hae’ and ‘Is there for honest poverty’, Paterson has effectively attempted to neuter Burns’s political, and even some of his erotic, power. This biography presents those fascinating aspects of Burns in full, and shows how they fuelled some of his finest and best-known poetry.


  If, for a moment, I may slip into the tones of a professor of literary history, let me point out that the admiration for democratic, revolutionary America in Burns’s subversive earliest political poetry predates that of William Blake, as does Burns’s admiration for the English republican poet John Milton’s arch-rebel, Satan. It was the erotically intense Burns who showed the schoolboy Wordsworth what it might mean to write in a selection of the language really used by men, but, writing in standard English, Wordsworth cast off Burns’s vital synthesis of tangy vernacular, his potent humour, and most of his eroticism. The spectator Wordsworth’s ultimate love was grand scenery. Burns’s was lovingly, flytingly, and democratically engaging with his fellow creatures. This is as evident in the Scottish poet’s life as in his writing. If Burns’s poetry’s democratic tone alienated the Oxonian Matthew Arnold, it was treasured elsewhere, and attracted the great poets of democratic America from Whitman, Poe, Dickinson and Longfellow to Whittier and Robert Frost. There are more statues of Burns in the United States than there are of any American poet, and his present-day US admirers range from Maya Angelou to several ex-presidents.6 Growing up mute, poor and black in the American South, Angelou developed a lifelong and deep conviction that ‘Robert Burns belonged to me’.7 For all the unfamiliarity of some of his Scots language many readers and listeners in very different societies have come to feel this. I remember similar sentiments being voiced by Yuan Kejia of the People’s Republic of China when he proudly signed himself ‘the translator of Burns’ in a copy of his Poems of Robert Burns in 1986, and I have even seen Burns drawn in Chinese costume by the artist Chiang Yee, who felt so strongly a connection between Burns’s songs and traditional Chinese lyrics that he suggested the bard was ‘perhaps … brought back as a baby from China by some Scottish missionary named Burns’.8


  A warm sense of vitality, engrafted by remarkable skill into his best work, comes from what was most vital in Burns’s life, so that some knowledge of his biography and situation are particularly, enjoyably important. As the Scottish poet Norman MacCaig noted, ‘What is surprising is that the man who emerges from the poems and the man who emerges from the documents are one and the same person. We find nothing in the life that contradicts the poetry and nothing in the poetry that is not parelleled [sic] in the life.’9 Burns’s life has many clearly dramatic elements – struggle against ‘obscurity’, mental illness, political persecution and ruin, in addition to the upheavals of many love affairs, marriage and adultery. His personality, mixing warmth with humour and shrewdness, but also an attraction to excess and self-recrimination, compelled and still compels worldwide attention.


  Burns’s spectacular career and intense love affairs make him the ideal biographical subject. Still, some of the most important experiences for any poet are moments of reading and listening. It is hard to combine convincingly an account of a writer’s subtle internal acoustic and intellectual education with tales of more obviously dramatic external events, and Burns’s biographers have often failed in this regard. In the eighteenth century the first of them, Robert Heron, hastily produced a piece of hack-work, ignoring the nature of the poet’s linguistic gifts and censuring him for ‘the evils of drunkenness and licentious love’.10 Thereafter, Burns’s first, now often maligned, nineteenth-century biographer and editor, James Currie, was concerned to sanitise those and other aspects of the poet while generously making available private information all later scholars have quarried. Though Currie has been the subject of recent academic interest, Burns’s most generally influential biographer in the nineteenth century was Walter Scott’s ambitious Tory lawyer son-in-law John Gibson Lockhart whose 1828 Life of Robert Burns was ‘for a century and more the standard account of the poet and his work’.11 For much of the twentieth century Lockhart’s Life was reprinted in Everyman’s Library, confirming its long-lasting ‘classic’ status. In the last two centuries probably Lockhart’s has been read by more people than any other Burns biography.


  This is unfortunate. For all his literary style, Lockhart furthered the ‘gentlemanly’ agenda which so conditioned biography throughout the Victorian era and shaped misleading nineteenth-century presentations of Burns, making him safe for many an imperialists’ dinner or parlour ornament. Thomas Carlyle, who discussed Burns with men who had known him well, saw the poet as ‘the most gifted British soul’ of the eighteenth century, and made him a heroic ‘Man of Letters’ in his 1841 lectures On Heroes and Hero-Worship.12 Later the Victorian Robert Chambers, born less of a gentleman than Lockhart but grown more of a scholar, wrote more fairly and carefully about Burns, who was worshipped by then internationally as a hero. Like that of Currie, Chambers’s work combined biographical material with an edition of the poems. It was expertly updated in 1896, by which time it ran to over two thousand pages – impossibly long for anyone wanting a manageable biography. In the twentieth century, when Lytton Strachey stylishly debunked the Victorians’ eminent, amplitudinously written-up heroes, and when D. H. Lawrence considered Burns as the protagonist for a projected novel of sexual liberation, Lawrence’s friend the Scottish novelist Catherine Carswell authored a highly controversial, novelistic biography. Carswell inventively debunked aspects of Burns’s reputation, introducing a much-needed note of feminist critique. For this she famously received a bullet in the post, and was asked to shoot herself, leaving ‘the world a better and cleaner place’.13


  If other twentieth-century biographies, most notably that of the sympathetic American scholar Franklyn Bliss Snyder, manoeuvred more successfully between hero-worship and brass tacks, they also veered way off course: Snyder in 1932 condemned Burns’s supposed part in capturing a smugglers’ ship as a mere ‘picturesque legend’ fit for ‘Gilbert and Sullivan’.14 Today we can be sure this incident happened. For a biographer there are not only many problems in ascertaining details of Burns’s life and milieu; there is also the way Burns presents an extreme example of the tensions between the ‘laundering process’ of hero-worship and the less elevated recording of sometimes awkward facts, blemishes, gossip, censored opinions – tensions in the art-form of biography that go back at least as far as Plutarch. Still fascinating critics, historians and professors of biography, such torsions are probably as old as the biographical form itself.15


  Sadly, though revealingly, by the late twentieth century, for all his continuing international popularity, Burns was generally out of favour with the academic world’s critics, professors and historians. This tells us more about conformist pedagogy than it tells us about the nimble-witted bard. Insightful literary critics from the magisterial David Daiches and Thomas Crawford to the shrewd Raymond Bentman and the subtly astute Carol McGuirk published and republished monographs on him, but the steady trajectory of Burns’s decline in the research culture of modern academia has been expertly traced by Murray Pittock.16 Most recent books on Burns, including biographies, have emanated from outside the universities.


  Burns may be relished by readers, leaders, singers and listeners from Moscow in Ayrshire to Moscow in Russia, but globally classroom taste for his work is limited. The problem lies with institutional academia, rather than with the poet who gleefully cocked a snook at ‘Colledge-classes!’17 Even in Scotland, traditional headquarters of an impressively active worldwide federation of popular Burns Clubs, and where the poet’s work is studied in schools and universities, it has fallen as much to writers as to scholars to say just why Robert Burns matters. In 1996, speaking in the Scottish capital two hundred years after Burns’s death, Seamus Heaney mounted a spirited, loving defence of Burns’s ‘art speech’, while in St Andrews Douglas Dunn examined Burns’s metrical craftsmanship and A. L. Kennedy spoke incisively about the creative impulses that warred within this poet of love, and sometimes also affected his spouse whose ‘passivity’ (Kennedy reflected memorably, if harshly) ‘seems occasionally to border on the cataleptic’.18


  The twenty-first-century Burns biographer requires an instinct for self-defence, and, ideally, a Kevlar vest. Yet there is an evident need for a fresh, lucid, sensibly proportioned biography of Robert Burns. Though I tracked down several mid-twentieth-century biographies in my local learned library, in bookshops in 2006 when I started writing this book I could find no biographies of Scotland’s most dearly loved poet. Eventually I was able to buy an Ayrshire reprint of a translation of Hans Hecht’s clear and short account, first published in German in 1919 and considerably dated in its scholarship.


  The 1990s, though, had seen two fresh full-scale biographies. Ian McIntyre’s 1995 account of the poet was eminently readable, but added nothing to the sum of human knowledge. James Mackay’s prizewinning 750-page Burns tome of 1992 was clogged with facts and stodgily scripted. Accusations of plagiarism levelled against Mackay’s prodigious biographical output by Niall Ferguson (now Laurence A. Tisch Professor of History at Harvard University), Catherine Lockerbie (now Director of the Edinburgh International Book Festival) and other sceptics, combined with his ‘outing’ for an earlier criminal indiscretion, had cast a shadow over his work.19 In the case of Mackay’s Burns biography, to an extent this was unfair; though his quotations could be inaccurate and (as modern Burns biographers must) he relied on earlier writings, his genealogical investigations in particular, some drawing on the work of the Mormon Church and conducted while he edited the Burns Chronicle, were thorough and sometimes pioneeringly productive. Those charges of plagiarism, however, had severely damaged his reputation as a biographer before his death in 2007. Professor Carol McGuirk called Mackay’s work ‘indispensable’; also ‘unreadable’.20 In The Bard I have not sought to match Mackay’s vast, formidable amassing of information.


  Question marks surrounding Mackay’s scholarship were nothing compared with those overshadowing the 1997 study by Patrick Scott Hogg. Going far beyond the shrewd 1960s speculations of Lucyle Werkmeister, Hogg claimed to have discovered a host of ‘lost poems’ by Burns.21 Many of these were soon republished in the now notorious Canongate Burns edition which Hogg edited in 2001 with academic Dr Andrew Noble. The furore over the ‘radical’ Noble–Hogg edition, which was riddled with textual errors (I counted ten in just a few stanzas of a single poem), inaccuracies and splenetic outbursts, became a cause célèbre of modern Scottish publishing. It made working on Burns confusing and sometimes perilous.


  Sadly this row and its aftermath have obscured perceptive essays on Burns and politics by Marilyn Butler and by W. J. Murray, as well as N. R. Paton’s populist book Song o’ Liberty: The Politics of Robert Burns (1994) and Liam McIlvanney’s more scholarly Burns the Radical: Poetry and Politics in Late Eighteenth-Century Scotland (2002).22 If Hogg and Noble’s hearts were in the right place, their heads were most definitely not. The impact of their questionable scholarship and its turbulent reception has threatened to ruin efforts to build a nuanced case for Burns’s radicalism which rescues him from those many monarchists, imperialists, staunch British Unionist supperers, and others who over the centuries have controlled – and sometimes still seek to control – his posthumous reputation.


  Today Burns’s supposed authorship of all those Canongate ‘lost poems’ has been disproved or so convincingly contested that none can safely be called his. The most dogged scholarly attacks on the ‘appalling’ Canongate Burns as a ‘hugely unreliable product’ which is ‘a demonstrably inept and shoddy performance, frequent, wilful and purblind in its flaws’ and filled with ‘a shocking level of inadequate, unlikely and even falsified argumentation’ have been mounted by the distinguished Burns textual scholar Dr Gerry Carruthers. Though I have described the Canongate Burns elsewhere in terms perhaps more generous than those used by Carruthers, in writing the present biography I have deliberately avoided arguments that depend on its discredited scholarship.23


  This means The Bard returns for most of its textual information to the great three-volume edition of The Poems and Songs of Robert Burns edited for the Clarendon Press, Oxford, in 1968 by the Nottingham-based Scottish literary scholar James Kinsley. At times I have supplemented reference to Kinsley’s edition with the publication from manuscript of ‘new’ poetry by Burns rediscovered during the research for this biography. These fresh attributions are discussed at more length in The Best Laid Schemes, the selection of Burns’s work which I have edited for the general reader with Dr Christopher MacLachlan. Though the Reverend Professor Kinsley has rightly been regarded as conservative with a small (and perhaps a capital) c, his vast edition remains invaluable for its sure-footedness and sheer erudition. Even though his three volumes may be too extended for most people, it is one of the tragedies of Burns scholarship that Kinsley’s edition, unsurpassed for four decades, has long been out of print in its full form. Its references keyed to Kinsley’s text of the poems, and to the standard edition of Burns’s Letters edited by the American scholar J. De Lancey Ferguson, then updated by his fellow countryman and distinguished Burnsian G. Ross Roy, The Bard acknowledges the most thorough and trustworthy textual work, so I hope that my arguments about Burns’s texts may avoid some of the pitfalls that have afflicted several recent writers on Burns.


  My aim has been to pay close attention to the poems and letters and to avoid most of the ‘Burns lore’ which, while it is a legitimate subject for sociological research, often clutters accounts of Burns’s life, so that, as even James Mackay (who amassed an almost endless amount of it) admitted, ‘it is difficult at this remove in time to distinguish between hard fact and the myths and legends’.24 In his second commonplace book Burns once quoted the English poet Thomas Gray on how ‘half a word fixed upon or near the spot, is worth a cart-load of recollection’.25 I agree. This biography almost always relies on accounts given by people who met Burns during his lifetime; it also quotes extensively, though not uncritically, from Burns’s own, sometimes self-dramatising writings. In his late teens Burns’s son James Glencairn Burns, who admired writing that displayed ‘a superior manner’, liked his father’s ‘letters better than his Poetry’.26 Few today would concur, but at times, for all their polished ‘superior manner’, the letters give an energetic sense of what Burns’s conversation and anecdotes, which impressed so many who met him but are now largely buried under a tonnage of ‘lore’, must have been like. This is not a book of Burns lore; I would not be qualified to write one.


  Published two hundred and fifty years after his birth, The Bard is the first twenty-first-century biography of Robert Burns. Addressed to an international audience, it does not assume detailed knowledge of his work or circumstances. It aims simply to offer a clear, manageable account of his life which gives some indication of what made him a great poet. In doing this, I have tried to avoid over-aestheticising Burns, aiming instead to show his political as well as his lyric imagination. He was constantly in dialogue with his community and with other voices beyond; his craftsmanship, his literary learning, are as important as any other parts of his experience. At times, I quote some of his poems, both great and minor, hoping to shed light on their value for readers who may or may not be familiar with the complicated mixtures of vernacular and formal language, English and Scots, which Burns so loved and which give energy to the busy, sculpted interchange that is his verse. There is no point in writing a biography of the bard without outlining what the bard wrote. I want to show why his poetry still matters.


  ‘The Bard’ is also the title of a 1757 poem by Thomas Gray about a Welsh poet who commits suicide rather than submitting to English imperialism. Gray’s poem helped spur an enthusiasm for bards and for that ‘medievalism’ which has been the subject of recent renewed scholarly interest.27 Burns was familiar with and hugely admired the Scottish bardic work of Ossian which, I’ve argued in The Modern Poet, helped create a conception of poets as at once primitive and sophisticated, domestic and wild.28 These assumptions about poets continue to this day, and surely fit Robert Burns. Still, having written elsewhere about Burns in several books of literary criticism and literary history, having edited a selection of his work and a collection of essays about him, and having discussed the way the words ‘the bard’ came to be applied to both Burns and Shakespeare, I am happy to refer readers to these separately published arguments.29 This biography is not about fitting Burns into some extended critical thesis or literary history. It is about painting a credible portrait.


  Apparently straightforward matters of Burns portraiture have long been a difficult area. When a late-eighteenth-century portrait miniature of a man with tied hair, inscribed on the back of the frame ‘Robert Burns’, and with a provenence traceable to the poet’s brother, came up for auction at Bonhams in London on 23 May 2007, even as bids were placed scholars were disagreeing on whether or not it was an authentic likeness of the bard.30 Each portrait of a human being, however vouched for, is only a partial likeness, a person seen at best in a revealing slant of light. That is the most I can hope for The Bard.


  A quarter of a millennium after Robert Burns’s birth, it is time for a biography that tries to bridge the gulf between too familiar touristic conceptions of Burns as a brand-name Scottish national icon and those now embattled defences of Burns as a poet whose resilient international popularity seems inversely related to his unfashionable status in academia. The Bard depends on new research as well as on the work of earlier generations of investigators. It is the first biography to draw on the Macdonald manuscript, which not only provides unpublished late-eighteenth-century accounts of places Burns knew, but also affords the last extended account of Burns’s conversation written down in his lifetime and an important insight into his republican Scottish political thought. The Bard is, too, the first biography to make use of published materials from the journals of Stebbing Shaw to sermons by William Dalrymple, David Trail and others to show in new ways how Burns was both formed by and shaped the culture around him. As well as drawing on some rediscovered Burns poems and newly located newspaper materials such as the interview with Highland Mary’s mother, I have paid a good amount of attention to Burns’s reading. I show how this nourished his imagination, and, identifying for the first time, for instance, the book of letters which he pored over in his youth, I suggest how this affected his lifelong desire to assemble around him a group of literary wits.


  In writing about Burns’s hothouse love affair with Agnes McLehose, I have used familiar letters, and much less familiar correspondence which has lain unpublished since the 1920s and has been ignored by previous editors and biographers. Elsewhere in this book I put forward new interpretations of well-known works such as Alexander Nasmyth’s 1787 portrait of Burns or Burns’s own ‘Tam o’ Shanter’ – that poem surely connected to his excited awareness of his adultery. No previous biographer has made such detailed use of materials relating to Burns’s infant knowledge of song, his youthful awareness of the American War, or his community’s 1790s alertness to European political affairs as reflected in the Dumfries Weekly Journal. If some of the new material in this book may be controversial, it may also aid future readers. Most of all, I hope The Bard offers twenty-first-century audiences a picture of a great poet that is free from excessive bardolatry or verbiage. While drawing on the most admirable scholarship – such as that of Chambers and Wallace in the nineteenth century and Kinsley in the twentieth – I have tried to add some new and worthwhile stones to the big cairn of Burns biography.


  My purpose in writing, though, is not primarily to make a memorial, a contribution to cultural tourism, or a treatise, but to present to an international audience a credible, engaging and nuanced likeness of a uniquely talented individual. In so doing I pay proportionately more attention than previous biographers to Burns’s formative childhood and youth, to the years when he made his greatest breakthroughs as a poet, and to his political attitudes in his thirties; this is a portrait of a poet, not a guide to his times, to Enlightenment Edinburgh, or to the literary, cultural and political history of his nation as a whole. Born poor, unable to vote, a villager denied much formal education, in his very tone of address, his attitude to authority, his commitment to common humanity and his consummate, learned skill with the formal and informal music of words, Burns made himself a wonderful love poet and the greatest poet of democracy. More than any other poet he articulated so many of the attitudes of people who now take for granted a democratic accent of the mind. This biography tries simply to sketch the sometimes sly life of that remarkable man who on occasion referred to himself and was known by friends, family, visitors and readers – sometimes with irony, sometimes not – as ‘the bard’.


  I


  First an’ Foremost


  ROBERT BURNS WAS born in wartime. Wars shaped his consciousness, community and country. In his early infancy, muskets, shot and gunpowder were being sent to his local West of Scotland port of Ayr and volunteers trained to ward off threatened French attacks. In his teens he lived through and was fascinated by the American Revolution. His late twenties saw the run-up to the French Revolution, its ideals dangerously important to his work. In his thirties Burns was in uniform, marching to defend the British Crown against another threatened French invasion, while harbouring his own republican sympathies: ‘But while we sing, GOD SAVE THE KING,/ We’ll ne’er forget THE PEOPLE!’1


  Love, not war, would be Burns’s greatest passion. Conflicts and imperial conquests, however, linked Ayrshire to the wider world. Traders and troops were familiar sights. Shortly before Burns’s birth Ayr had a provost who had travelled throughout Russia and China. Ayr had a long history of trading with European ports from the Baltic to the Mediterranean, then extensively with America and the Caribbean. Local people had family links to America, India and continental Europe. Founded as a burgh in 1205, Ayrshire’s county town was proud of its history and connections. Sixteenth-century historian George Buchanan singled out Ayr’s ‘brave men’ in his history of Scotland, and a Latin poem of that era calls Ayr a small but big-hearted city, second to none for the nobleness of its menfolk.2 ‘Auld Ayr, wham ne’er a town surpasses,/ For honest men and bonny lasses’ would be Burns’s version of this.3 He noticed Ayr’s womenfolk too.


  One eighteenth-century visitor noted that Ayr, ‘built on a gentle eminence & surrounded by an extensive plain, looks exceedingly well from a distance’.4 A 1780s English tourist admired the ‘good harbour’ of this town ‘charmingly situated in a sandy plain, on the mouth of the river Ayr’.5 The sandy soil on which Ayr was built made its seaside environs ideal for ‘walking, … [horse] racing, golfing, &c. Every one has easy access to the turf, covered at all seasons with a beautiful verdure, and in Spring and Summer adorned with wild daisies and other flowers.’6 Since the Middle Ages Ayr had hosted fairs, attracting travelling traders as well as local people. During Scotland’s medieval Wars of Independence William Wallace reputedly mustered troops at nearby Mauchline, and burned the Barns of Ayr with their English garrison. King Robert the Bruce defeated the English at Ayrshire’s Loudoun Hill. The loved, ‘badly constructed’ Wallace Tower (later rebuilt) dominated the low houses of Ayr High Street in Burns’s boyhood.7 Over four centuries earlier, Wallace was said to have been held prisoner there. Robert the Bruce, victor over the English at Bannockburn, was Earl of Carrick in Ayrshire. He met with the Scottish Parliament in 1315 at Ayr’s ancient St John’s Church – in Burns’s day, as today, an eye-catching ruin. By the sixteenth-century European Reformation preachers like John Knox and George Wishart came to preach the Protestant gospel. Witch-burning, smuggling and bitter religious conflict – some of it anti-monarchical and seditiously democratic in matters of church government – were also part of local history. A geography book used in Burns’s household lists Ayrshire’s principal districts – ‘Kyle, Carrick, and Cunningham’ – and the chief towns, including the seaports of Ayr and Irvine. These were spirited, historic places. After Scotland lost its political independence in 1707, Ayr’s trade declined substantially, but grew again after several decades. Published in London, Burns’s eighteenth-century geography book views Scotland as in some ways unsophisticated. It highlights the sometimes ‘dangerous powers over the laity’ which had in the past been exercised by the governing bodies or ‘kirk sessions’ of local Church of Scotland congregations. This included the policing of sexuality. ‘Fornicators of both sexes’ were made ‘to sit upon what they call a repenting-stool, in the church, and in full view of the congregation’. The author thought this practice was beginning to cease under the influence of ‘very moderate’ clergy.8 Burns would put that to the test.


  He was born into a working family on 25 January 1759 in Alloway. Just inland from Ayr, and once an ancient barony, today a prosperous suburb, Alloway was then a riverside hamlet with a cloth-mill. Burns’s mother, Agnes Broun, had been baptised on 26 March 1732 in another small Ayrshire settlement, Kirkoswald, by the Reverend William Cupples. Years afterwards Burns would live in Kirkoswald for a time, in close contact with his mother’s relatives. Cupples’s son Tam would be mentioned in Burns’s poem ‘Halloween’. Many of his poems suggest how strong were traditional Ayrshire family links, beliefs, songs and gosssip.


  Agnes Broun’s own mother, Agnes Rainie, had given birth to six children but had died when Agnes, her eldest, was ten. Young Agnes remembered her mother’s spirit of pious resignation, but also her practicality. Visited by her sister, the dying Agnes Rainie rightly maintained her husband would soon get another wife.9 Though young Agnes helped raise her siblings for a couple of years, her father, son of an Ayrshire tenant farmer, took little interest in her after he remarried. Agnes’s formal schooling ended with her mother’s death. She seems to have been taught to read a little – the Bible and the Catechism – by an old village weaver. She was brought up by her maternal grandmother, who was remembered as having given shelter to the persecuted, anti-government Presbyterian Covenanters when they were threatened by the army.10 Robert Burns would come to be proud of the fact that his ancestors had sided with persecuted rebels – both Covenanters on his mother’s side, and Jacobites on his father’s. Though Burns’s mother was not taught to write, she learned to spin and keep house; she had a good memory for Scots ballads (which she sang to her grandmother), Scots songs, and the Psalms in English metrical paraphrase central to traditions of Scottish Protestant worship. Sharing her love of the Psalms, Burns later made psalm paraphrases of his own. He remembered his red-haired mother singing in his childhood. She was his first source and teacher of song; he was her greatest pupil. She is said to have kept his portrait on her wall, a memorial of the famous son whom she outlived by twenty-four years.


  Poets learn through their ears. Burns grew up in a family and community which quickened what he called ‘my early attachment to ballads’.11 Oral culture shaped his imagination, even when he went against its wisdom: ‘advice which my grandmother, rest her soul! often gave me, and I as often neglected – “Leuk twice or ye loup ance!” [Look twice before you leap once]’.12 This kind of proverbial wisdom was not just commonplace. It could have a proudly radical edge.


  Among the many wise adages which have been treasured up by our Scotish Ancestors, this is one of the best – ‘Better be the head o’ the Commonality, as the tail o’ the Gentry.’13


  Burns relished his mother’s sayings and phrases, but she taught him more than old adages. He picked up songs and tunes from her, including one with a Gaelic refrain which modern scholars think may have been originally ‘Leig Air Mo Chois’ (Let me get up) – perhaps a lullaby sung by a mother lying beside a restless infant who craves attention and who will not settle to sleep.14 Burns recalled this song as


  the old Highland one, Leiger m’ chose – the only fragment remaining of the old words, is the chorus, still a favorite lullaby of my old mother, from whom I learned it –


  Leiger m’ chose, my bonie wee lass,


  An leiger m’ chose, my dearie;


  A’ the lee-lang winter night,


  Leiger m’ chose, my dearie. –


  This long-remembered fragment of Gaelic is the earliest indication of a sympathy for the language of Highland culture which would be lifelong in the Lowlander Burns. Towards the end of his life he wrote new words for this tune, which he recognised as a reel played at country weddings under the name ‘Liggeram cosh’, a Lowland corruption of the original Gaelic, and he altered its first stanza, giving it a sexual energy as he addressed ‘Nancy’, one of the loves of his life,


  Thine I am, my faithful Fair,


  Well thou may’st discover;


  Every pulse along my veins


  Tells the ardent Lover. –15


  It may seem odd Burns should link his mother’s lullaby with ardently sexual verses, but he portrayed her as singing openly erotic songs rather than simply childish or churchy ones. In a household where parents and children shared one living-room-cum-bedroom, and where byre and house were one small building, sex was hardly a secret. In a 1786 account of a flirtation Burns juxtaposes his misquotation of St Paul – ‘Brethren, salute one another with a holy kiss’ – with a more frankly sexual verse,


  ‘Kissin is the key o’ love,


  ‘An’ clappin is the lock,


  ‘An’ making o’s the best thing


  ‘That ere a young thing got’ –


  This, he explains, is ‘An auld Sang o’ my Mither’s’.16 If Burns later reflected gleefully on his mother’s song repertoire, he delighted that her side of his family was well versed in Scots oral tradition. At the end of his twenties he wrote to a friend,


  … I would transcribe you a stanza of an old Scots Ballad, called, ‘The life & age of Man;[’] beginning thus –


  ‘’Twas in the sixteenth hunder year


  Of God & fifty three


  Frae Christ was born that bought us dear,


  As Writings testifie’ –


  I had an old Grand uncle with whom my Mother lived a while in her girlish years; the good old man, for such he was, was long blind ere he died, during which time, his most voluptuous enjoyment was to sit down & cry while my Mother would sing the simple old song of, The Life & Age of Man. –17


  Burns seldom recorded anecdotes about his mother, but in each of these just quoted she is singing; he remembers exactly what she sang. Her repertoire included lullabies, love songs, and ballads, all in the Scots tongue. She passsed on a sung heritage savoured in her rural Ayrshire family; specifically she educated her eldest son, Robert, in vernacular song and ballad culture. Beginning from that loving education, he would do more than anyone else for Scots song and vernacular poetry. In Ayrshire in 1786 Dugald Stewart became the first leading Scottish Enlightenment intellectual to meet Burns. He was struck that


  His memory was uncommonly retentive, at least for poetry, of which he recited to me frequently long compositions with the most minute accuracy. They were chiefly ballads, and other pieces in our Scottish dialect; great part of them (he told me) he had learned in his childhood, from his mother, who delighted in such recitations, and whose poetical taste, rude as it probably was, gave, it is presumable, the first direction to her son’s genius …18


  By the time he met Stewart, Burns was not generally so forthcoming about how much he owed to his mother, but Stewart’s observations are perceptive. On other occasions, usually in passing, Burns consistently attributes songs and quotations to various older female relatives: ‘I remember a grand Aunt of mine used to sing [a reel], by the name of “Liggeram cosh, my bonie wee lass”.’19 Burns later wrote two sets of words for this tune which he had known since infancy; as a man he discussed it with musicologists and a Gaelic expert.20


  Folk-tales were transmitted through Burns’s family mainly by women. The boy loved this: ‘the Devil …, my grannie (an old woman indeed!) often told me, rode on Will-o’-wisp, or, in her more classic phrase, SPUNKIE’.21 As an adult Burns treasured such childhood memories. He liked to describe his own personality as that of a will-o’-the-wisp, and signed at least one letter ‘yours – SPUNKIE’.22 His poem ‘Halloween’ is a remarkable anthology of folk-beliefs about love. It presents a ‘Graunie’ (granny) telling tales about life half a century earlier. The stories of the ‘rev’rend Graunie’ of ‘Address to the Deil’ enrich that poem with its ‘moss-traversing Spunkies’.23 Speculating about what in his ‘infant and boyish days’ had ‘cultivated the latent seeds of Poesy’, he recalled with pride the widow of his mother’s cousin, who had frequently helped in the running of his childhood home. Betty Davidson


  had, I suppose, the largest collection in the county of tales and songs concerning devils, ghosts, fairies, brownies, witches, warlocks, spunkies, kelpies, elf-candles, dead-lights, wraiths, apparitions, cantraips, giants, inchanted towers, dragons and other trumpery.24


  ‘Trumpery’ sounds dismissive, but Burns loved this oral culture. Later, when he read modern philosophers like John Locke, one part of his mind belonged to the Enlightenment; another part, though, remained from childhood ‘naturally of a superstitious cast’.25 ‘Early impressions’, he said, had given him a ‘horror of Spectres’.26 In his poetry and elsewhere Burns loved recalling old stories and anecdotes that mixed horror with a note of daftness: ‘In the words of the Highlandman when he saw the Deil [Devil] on Shanter-hill in the shape of five swine – “My hair stood and my p—— stood, and I swat & trembled.”’27 If, like Betty Davidson, he enjoyed the childhood frisson created by tales of brownies (domestic spirits that do housework), bogles (spectres), kelpies (horse-shaped water demons) and apparitions, then as a mature man he liked to launch into all this with oratorical indulgence:


  O, thou Spirit! whatever thou art, or wherever thou makest thyself visible! Be thou a Bogle by the eerie side of an old thorn, in the dreary glen through which the herd-callan maun bicker in his gloamin route frae the fauld! – Be thou a BROWNIE, set, at dead of night, to thy task by the blazing ingle, or in the solitary barn where the repercussions of thy iron flail half affright thyself, as thou performest the work of twenty of the sons of men, ere the cock-crowing summon thee to thy ample cog of substantial BROSE! – Be thou a KELPIE, haunting the ford, or ferry, in the starless night, mixing thy laughing yell with the howling of the storm & the roaring of the flood, as thou viewest the perils & miseries of Man on the foundering horse, or in the tumbling boat! – Or, lastly, be thou a GHOST, paying thy nocturnal visits to the hoary ruins of decayed Grandeur; or performing thy mystic rites in the shadow of the time-worn Church while the Moon looks, without a cloud, on the silent, ghastly dwellings of the dead around thee …28


  Just as supernatural horrors – part entertainment, part folk belief and wisdom – had been laid on thick to captivate, excite and spook him as a child, so Burns as an adult liked to cultivate a relish for these things in his audience – whether in his great nocturnal gathering of old wives’ tales in ‘Address to the Deil’, or in the hellish legion’s night-ride of ‘Tam o’ Shanter’. As a poet he was certainly aware of the charnel-house verse moralistically set forth in formal English by solemn and wordy eighteenth-century poets like Edward Young in ‘Night Thoughts’ or Robert Blair in ‘The Grave’, but Burns’s appetite for teasing pacy horrors owes more to his earliest Scots vernacular upbringing: one full of stories of magical creatures, ballads of hanged men, songs of love and ruin.


  One of his main published sources of geographical knowledge, William Guthrie’s New Geographical, Historical, and Commercial Grammar; and Present State of the Several Kingdoms of the World (a book Burns later recommended), contends that ‘The inhabitants of those parts of Scotland, who live chiefly by pasture, have a natural vein for poetry; and the beautiful simplicity of the Scotch tunes is relished by all true judges of nature.’ The same book argues ‘The Scotch commonalty … affect a fondness for the memory and language of their forefathers beyond, perhaps, any people in the world.’29 Burns grew up with access not only to rich, maternal sources of song and oral tradition, but also in a culture where published authorities were beginning to value these. His own work would further that treasuring, transmitting some of the performative energy of oral culture through the very different medium of print.


  He had a remarkable memory. ‘The earliest Song I remember to have got by heart. – When a child, an old woman sung it to me, & I pickt it up, every word, at first hearing.’ Burns’s pride in remembering Scots songs is palpable here, but the precise wording of this first song he learned is also significant. ‘The Blathrie o’t’ celebrates song itself, as well as love and proud independence from authority. Love is more important than money or social status:


  I wad rather hae my lassie, tho’ she cam in her smock,

  Than a Princess wi’ the gear & the blathrie o’t.


  wealth and trumpery of it


  In this song poor people’s pride and way of life are prized by a singer who asserts potentially disrespectful independence from monarchy and organised religion. As the last stanza puts it,


  I’ll not meddle wi’ th’ affairs o’ the Kirk or the Queen,


  They’re nae matters for a sang, let them sink, let them swim.


  On your Kirk I’ll ne’er encroach, but I’ll hold it still remote,


  Sae tak this for the gear & the blathrie o’t.30


  Burns did not just make songs; songs made Burns. This process began in early childhood, and the poet’s oral memory meant he was shaped by words like these, which nurtured in him a creative disrespect for political and other kinds of authority even as he was schooled in the ways of Kirk and community. In adult life, however much he knew it ‘may possibly be a contemptible performance in the scientific eyes of the literati’, he would relish ‘the honest effusion of a poetic, though rustic heart … the composition of an illiterate Millwright, about thirty or forty years ago, somewhere in Ayr-shire’.31


  A rebellious ballad Burns remembered ‘from oral tradition in Ayrshire, where, when I was a boy, it was a popular song’, is ‘Hughie Graham’. The determined Hughie is hunted down by ‘lords’ for stealing a bishop’s mare. Despite the pleas of ‘brave Whitefoord’ and his lady fair (Burns’s version has Ayrshire people’s names in it), Hughie is hanged in Stirling; going to his death he denounces his wife as horse-thief and ‘bishop’s whore’. His last words are a violently anti-clerical incitement:


  And ye may tell my kith and kin,


  I never did disgrace their blood;


  And when they meet the bishop’s cloak,


  To mak it shorter by the hood. –32


  Burns’s boyhood was spent in a Protestant community with little time for bishops, but these sentiments are hardly pious in anyone’s terms. Their vernacular kick can be heard in some of Burns’s own compositions. When as an adult he presents himself as an itinerant balladeer, signing a letter ‘Johnny Faa’, he invokes a ballad of gypsies and upper-class domestic violence viewed from the standpoint of the people. The ballad is set in terrain where he had grown up and where his mother first met his father.33 He loved such ballad lore, writing of ‘Johnny Faa’ that


  The people in Ayrshire began this song –


  The gypsies cam to my lord Cassilis yet.gate


  They have a great many more stanzas in this song than I ever saw in any printed copy. – The castle is still remaining at Maybole where his Lordship shut up his wayward Spouse & kept her for life.34


  Burns grew up with folk-tales linked to local places: Cassilis (pronounced ‘Castles’) was not just a ballad site, it was also a haunted zone where fairies danced at Halloween on ‘certain little, romantic, rocky, green hills, in the neighbourhood of the ancient seat of the Earls of Cassilis’.35 The places associated with his parents, childhood and youth were real but also story-places, song-places, poem-places. He grew up in an Ayrshire of peasant imagination as well as in a world of eighteenth-century wars, politics and ecclesiastical scuffles.


  Agnes Broun, Burns’s mother, had been born near Culzean before that name designated the more modern ‘noble Castle’ designed by Robert Adam. Culzean Castle was being developed throughout Burns’s lifetime so local gentry might view from its palatial splendour the Isle of Arran’s ‘magnificence over the water’.36 His mother’s Culzean, Burns knew, was rich in folk-life. In his ‘Halloween’ supernatural creatures dance there ‘Beneath the moon’s pale beams’. There was, Burns wrote, ‘A noted cavern near Colean-house, called the Cove of Colean; which … is famed, in country story, for being a favourite haunt of Fairies’.37 Still visible today, this cave was a notorious smugglers’ hiding place. Agnes Broun appears to have had relatives who were smugglers; an associate of one may have been the James Young who witnessed the baptism of her first child, Robert, into the Church of Scotland on 26 January 1759.38 Another relative kept a tea shop in Ayr. As in her singing, so in her Ayrshire connections, Agnes combined godly, polite respectability with wilder aspects of local life. When she married her husband, William Burnes, in late 1757, she was eleven years his junior. Having ended her earlier relationship with a farmhand when she discovered he was cheating on her, she had met William at a fair in Maybole in 1756. ‘Thin’ and ‘sinewy’, he was about five-foot-nine.39 Fifteen months later they married and went to live in their first home – a substantial thatched cottage William had constructed at Alloway.


  It was a robust marriage. Agnes was capable. When part of the gable wall of the Alloway cottage subsided in a storm just ten days after their first child was born, she moved with the baby Robert to a neighbour’s while William looked after repairs. In an age when many children died young and medical science was hardly reliable, Agnes, with help from her extended family, brought up all seven children born to her in the course of a dozen years, while William strove to get them education. Agnes was remembered by one of her daughters as ‘about the ordinary height: a well-made sonsy [buxom] figure, with … red hair, dark eyes and eyebrows, with a fine square forehead; with all her good qualities – and they were many – her temper at times was irascible’.40 William was seen as the leading, patriarchal partner, while Agnes, following the conventional gender roles of the age, took charge of household tasks for her busy, growing family. At Alloway were born Robert and, on 28 September 1760, his brother Gilbert, to whom he was always close; the sisters Agnes (born 30 September 1762) and Annabella (known in the family as Nannie and born on 14 November 1764) also came to occupy the Alloway cottage before the family sought larger premises at nearby Mount Oliphant in 1765. Three further children were born to the couple – William (b. 30 July 1767), John (b. 10 July 1769), and Isobel or Isabella (b. 27 July 1771). Robert was not the only member of the family to develop a taste for song and poetry; to the end of her life Isobel recalled her eldest sister repeating poetry while milking a cow, and Isobel herself delighted in singing and reciting verse, including work by her famous brother.41 Bringing up all these youngsters, the Burnes parents remained strong, attached to each other and to their children. A male observer who knew Agnes and William well, and who had lodged with the family, recalled how


  At all times, and in all companies, she listened to him with a more marked attention than to any body else. When under the necessity of being absent while he was speaking, she seemed to regret as a real loss, that she had missed what the good man had said. This worthy woman, Agnes Brown, had the most thorough esteem for her husband of any woman I ever knew … He was an excellent husband, if I may judge from his assiduous attention to the ease and comfort of his worthy partner and from her affectionate behaviour to him, as well as her unwearied attention to the duties of a mother.42


  Robert’s first surviving familial letter formally but sincerely sends his mother his ‘dutiful respects’; his last letter to his oldest brother ends simply ‘– Remember me to my Mother. –’43 She is glimpsed sending a present of cheese from the family’s stock (which she seems to have made), and later as an ‘aged parent’ about whom her eldest child worries, but who was well enough to visit and occasionally help with a grandchild. In the man’s world of Burns’s letters and most of his biographers, she features much less than her husband. But as the source of Burns’s love of song she was more influential than they knew.


  Unlike Agnes, William Burnes was an incomer to Ayrshire. His spelling of his surname was true to his north-east Scottish heritage, though his most famous son would prefer the spelling ‘Burns’. For at least a century before Robert Burns’s birth generations of the Burnes family had farmed among the hills less than ten miles inland from the port of Stonehaven, south of Aberdeen. Never settling far from ancestors and kin, these Burneses worked the land close to territory later made famous in one of Scotland’s most celebrated twentieth-century novels, Sunset Song by Lewis Grassic Gibbon. Gibbon, who wrote with lyricism and grit of life on the land in north-east Scotland, is buried at the heart of the area he wrote about, Arbuthnott, just a few miles south of Glenbervie, where the graves of some of Burns’s ancestors can still be seen.


  According to family traditions cited by the poet, the paternal grandfather after whom he was named was an able, intelligent, relatively prosperous man who had married into the Keith family and worked as a gardener for the Jacobite Earl Marischal Keith at Inverugie Castle in Aberdeenshire. The Keiths and their employees suffered after the failure of the 1715 Jacobite rebellion. Just over seventy years later Burns wrote, ‘My Fathers rented land of the noble Kieths [sic] of Marshal, and had the honor to share their fate.’44 Whether or not this was historically accurate, Burns associated his paternal ancestors with Jacobitism and noble ruin. Cherished ‘Fathers’, they had


  left their humble cottages only to add so many units more to the unnoted croud that followed their Leaders; yet, what they could they did, and what they had they lost: with unshaken firmness and unconcealed Political Attachments, they shook hands with Ruin for what they esteemed the cause of their King and their Country. –45


  This story is rooted in tales his own father told. The poet in Burns liked this version of family history: ‘the Scotish Muses were all Jacobites’.46 Jacobites were generally opposed to the 1707 political Union between Scotland and England. However exaggerated in later accounts, by the time of the Jacobite rebellion of 1745 and the ensuing 1746 massacre at Culloden, financial collapse threatened the Burnes family. Robert Burnes had to give up one farm and borrow money to move to another nearby; he could not repay his loan, and the venture failed. All his sons moved south.


  The eldest, James, the poet’s uncle, became a canny businessman in Montrose, a port north of Dundee. James had little contact with the poet’s father. Both Robert Burnes’s other surviving sons, Robert and William, followed one of their father’s vocations, becoming gardeners. Not mentioning his grandfather’s financial failure, the poet in 1787 linked the family’s earlier troubles to their supposed Jacobitism. Burns grew up with a sense of Jacobite ‘Ruin’ which ‘threw my father on the world at large; where after many years’ wanderings and sojournings, he pickt up a pretty large quantity of Observation and Experience, to which I am indebted for most of my little pretensions to wisdom’.47 ‘Many years’ wanderings and sojournings’ make William sound like Moses, or Ulysses, father of Telemachus. Certainly there were treasured family stories about William’s exodus from the north-east. Gilbert Burns recalled how


  I have often heard my father … describe the anguish of mind he felt when they [he and his elder brother Robert] parted on the top of a hill, on the confines of their native place, each going off his several way in search of new adventures, and scarcely knowing whither he went. My father undertook to act as a gardener and shaped his course to Edinburgh, where he wrought hard when he could get work, passing through a variety of difficulties …48


  Where the poet wrote of his father’s family’s ‘Ruin’, his younger brother recalls a tale of ‘anguish of mind’. On his father’s side ancestral memories could have a bleak cast, though they also indicate a pride in working through difficulties.


  William Burnes had arrived in Scotland’s capital around 1748, with a testimonial saying he was ‘a very well inclind lad’.49 He helped with the landscaping of Edinburgh’s Hope Park – today called the Meadows. Created from the drained South Loch, Hope Park was one of the early stages in Edinburgh’s neoclassical town planning that led to major ‘improvements’. The man behind Hope Park was Thomas Hope of Rankeillor, chairman of the new Society of Improvers in the Knowledge of Agriculture in Scotland, and someone eager to show how land might be upgraded. In 1752 proposals for Edinburgh public works heralded the building of the New Town and led to the draining of the North Loch to create what is now Princes Street Gardens. In the years just after the 1745 Jacobite rebellion had thrown Edinburgh into turmoil, plans for ‘improvement’ were everywhere. An intelligent man who wrote in a confident, clear hand, the gardener William Burnes was in town while Adam Smith was giving improving public lectures on ‘Rhetoric and Belles Lettres’ and the Scottish Enlightenment was burgeoning. Though we might think landscaping and ‘belles-lettres’, agriculture and culture are very different, in eighteenth-century Scotland the author of a book on ploughing might go on to be a professor of literature. St Andrews professor William Barron, like Edinburgh judge Lord Kames – farmer and literary critic – argued there was a universal need for improved and refined ways of working.


  William Burnes was on the side of the improvers. He was soon hired by West of Scotland ‘improving’ landowner Alexander Fairlie, who wintered in Edinburgh and lived on his Ayrshire estate during spring and summer. Having gardened for Fairlie and won the good opinion of local church authorities, William then worked as gardener for John Crawford at Doonside House near Alloway. In 1756 he took a perpetual lease on just over seven acres of local land, hoping to establish a market garden. The traditional story (recounted by William’s son Gilbert) is that William began building his cottage at Alloway. The lower part of the walls of the surviving structure may have been constructed using rubble or stones cleared from fields as part of agricultural improvement. Though modern roughcast or, in Scots, ‘harling’ makes detailed internal examination of the walls impossible, recent architectural investigations suggest that rather than building the whole cottage from scratch, William may have substantially extended and ‘improved’ an earlier structure. Instead of using old-fashioned turf infill, the upper walls of William’s house were built from ‘a mud and straw mixture’, then coated in limewash. The house had some glazed windows and separate entrances to the living quarters and byre. Today’s visitors to ‘Burns Cottage’ may find it primitive, but, for a working man’s first home, it was modern, ‘improved’ in its day, particularly after its gable end was repaired using ‘rubble masonry with lime mortar rather than clay’ in 1759, and a byre added ‘with rubble stonewalls and lime mortar … in a more expensive construction method’.50


  William Burnes was a valued member of the local community. In November 1754 the minister of Maybole wrote on a kirk certificate that William had throughout the preceding two years behaved (as the official phrasing has it) ‘honestly soberly and without offence or ground of publick Censure’.51 Alloway was a small settlement on the long, winding River Doon, situated over a mile from where the Doon flows through Ayr to the sea. In the early fourteenth century, Robert the Bruce had confirmed the royal burgh of Ayr’s tenure of the barony of Alloway, though Ayr had sold Alloway’s lands in 1754. The second stanza of Burns’s ‘Halloween’ opens with ‘countra folks’ gathering


  Amang the bonie, winding banks,


  Where Doon rins, wimplin, clear,meandering


  Where BRUCE ance rul’d the martial ranks,


  An’ shook his Carrick spear …52


  This terrain was, and is, historic. Alloway’s old cobbled bridge, close to which William Burnes set up house, was perhaps erected in the early fifteenth century and was associated with Bishop James Kennedy, Chancellor of the University of St Andrews. You can still walk over the high, single-span Brig o’ Doon and admire the river, its grassy, tree-lined banks flecked with wild flowers, a path on either side. Near the stone bridge is sixteenth-century Kirk Alloway, which had fallen into disrepair when Alloway became part of Ayr parish. The old kirk was used for baptisms until the mid-1750s, and William got together some Alloway villagers to tend its neglected churchyard, but his interests lay more with modern improvements than with restoration or antiquarianism; the church remained a ruin. As well as beginning his market-garden plans William also assisted Provost Fergusson of Doonholm in redesigning and improving his estate. Robert inherited something of his father’s taste for improvement; as a farmer he would write in 1788 of having ‘improvements to tend’.53 Both he and his brother learned from their father a need to prize, if possible, some sense of self-worth and independence, even in what was essentially a position of social dependency. Gilbert was conscious his father had been ‘servant’ to a local landowner, but also that he had carried some degree of authority as ‘Gardener and Overseer’.54


  William Guthrie wrote of the Scottish climate as ‘agreeable and healthy … moist and temperate’, arguing ‘Late experience has proved, that industry, and skilful agriculture, can render the soil of Scotland as fruitful as that of England.’ He noted, however, that ‘the inequality of the soil of Scotland is surprizing’.55 Commentators recognised farming was chancy. In another book Burns recalled from his boyhood, The British Gardener’s New Director, the Scot Sir James Justice remarked, ‘Our Situation not being so well adapted as other’s to the Purposes of Vegetation, requires the Hand of Industry and Experience to forward its Improvements.’ William Burnes worked hard, but was all too aware of what Justice called ‘the quick Transition of our Seasons, and the abrupt Manner in which they visit us’ in ‘Scotland, where the Seasons are sharp, attended with great Moistures, turbulent Winds, and chilling Blasts, from its Vicinity to the Western and Atlantic Oceans’.56 Some of William’s closest friends also worked the land, trying to improve it in the face of those ‘chilling Blasts’.


  John Tennant of Glenconner, a man of William’s generation, was recalled by Robert as ‘a worthy, intelligent farmer, my father’s friend and my own’; the Burnses knew this family well. Tennant combined farming with acting as factor for the Ochiltree estate owned by Elizabeth, Countess of Glencairn, mother of Burns’s future patron Lord Glencairn.57 William Burnes’s connections were less aristocratic, but he too tried to balance working his land with toiling for the better-off. Though his ‘New Gardens’ did not prosper, and he reduced the extent of his feued ground, he was kept busy with landscape improvements for Provost Fergusson’s expanding Doonholm estate. At home his young wife Agnes looked after what was left of the Gardens, now largely given over to a few cows and poultry.


  Today owned by the National Trust for Scotland, the long, low Alloway house William built is deservedly the nation’s most visited small home. The earliest picture of it dates from the early nineteenth century. In the gable wall of its living quarters, and halfway along the roof at the wall between them and the byre, chimneys protrude above the roofline. Refurbished several times, having long served as an inn, it curves along the line of an old road. William’s single-storey structure has two rooms for people under its thatched roof – a living-room (sometimes called a parlour or ‘spence’) and a kitchen – with a door between them. A further door leads to barn and byre. The family spent most time in the kitchen area, warmed by the fire; opposite it, in a substantial recessed ‘concealed bed’, Agnes gave birth to Robert.58 The family bed was soon full to capacity. The local midwife who attended Robert’s birth was married to Alloway’s blacksmith. It was probably he who formally witnessed the birth along with another local man.


  The parish register also records Robert Burns’s baptism by the Reverend William Dalrymple. Religion was crucially important in Burns’s family. Recalling his father as ‘a sober man who had read some and reflected much’, Gilbert stressed William’s ‘plain good sense’.59 Often the information we have about his family comes ultimately from Church of Scotland parish records. These indicate not just that William was of good character but also that he was ‘admitted to partake of the Lord’s Supper’, meaning he took Christian communion, ritually eating the bread and drinking the wine which symbolise the body and blood of Christ. William Burnes was a sincere believer eager to bring up his children in the Christian faith. Having his eldest son baptised by the parish minister was part of that.


  This Kirk minister was one of the most important authority figures in Burns’s young life. William Dalrymple was no bigot or fanatic but a well-educated man of liberal sympathies. Born in nearby Kilmarnock and educated at Glasgow University, he had ministered in Ayr for thirteen years before baptising Robert Burns. Later Dalrymple was awarded an honorary degree by the University of St Andrews and elected Moderator (leader) of the Church of Scotland. When Burns was eight Dalrymple preached a sermon on ‘Christian Unity’, arguing against small-minded, quarrelsome sectarianism and asking ‘When shall the narrow, separating hedges of each party-contrivance be set aside, by the pure, healing spirit of Christian moderation …?’ Moderation was a word loved by the liberal Kirk ministers who played a crucial part in the Scottish Enlightenment.60 Defending ‘pure, disinterested goodness’, and contending that the example of the early Church ‘ought to teach Christians, to live together, as in the closest possible union of judgment and affection’, Dalrymple pointed out how damaging were recent ‘variances, emulations, strifes, heresies, in the church’. He urged ‘great simplicity of language, and freedom from wrath’ among believers, not least ministers themselves. ‘It is the affixing of names to people, with a design to stigmatize, and render them suspected, that has sadly molested the peace of the church.’ Emphasising ‘the great law of love’, Dalrymple maintained staunchly,


  there is no one thing in religion which can pretend to more evidence, or of which the Holy Ghost hath spoken with so great earnestness as that of charity or love; so every thing that seems to oppose, or counteract its influence, ought with the utmost care to be avoided.


  He went on to say of religious zealots, ‘if their zeal be without love, every thing else is gross delusion or hypocrisy, and hypocrisy extremely prejudicial to our common Christianity’.61


  Strong aversion to hypocritical zealotry came from Burns’s earliest Christian upbringing: from within, not outside, his Kirk. Gilbert remembered how the Burneses attended Sunday services at Dalrymple’s church in Ayr, today one of that town’s most impressive historic riverside buildings. Sometimes after the service they would visit the family of a Latin-teacher friend, William Paterson, and borrow works like ‘the Spectator’ from his ‘library’.62 This is one of many indications that William Burnes was a man of intellectual ability, able to appreciate the company and conversation of formally educated men like Paterson, Dalrymple, and the precentor of Dalrymple’s church, writing-teacher William Robinson. John Ramsay of Ochtertyre, with whom Burns discussed Dalrymple’s influence, recorded that Burns’s father ‘was so pleased with [Dalrymple’s] strain of preaching and benevolent conduct, that he embraced his religious opinions. But, his son added, that for all that he continued a Calvinist in practice.’63 William was less liberal than his minister.


  Dalrymple continued to matter to the adult Burns as an example of ideal Christian purity. He features in what Robert called ‘The first of my poetic offspring that saw the light’ (‘The Holy Tulzie’, a poem about a zealous religious quarrel) and in several other works including the later ‘The Kirk of Scotland’s Garland’ where the voice of a zealot urges ‘Calvin’s sons’ to ‘seize your spiritual guns’ and go after all and sundry:


  D’rymple mild, D’rymple mild, tho’ your heart’s like a child,


  And your life’s like the new-driven snaw;


  Yet that winna save ye, auld Satan maun have ye,


  For preaching that three’s ane and twa, &c.64


  Burns the satirist was not mild, but showed long-lasting signs of admiration and support for Dalrymple’s position. This minister, so influential on the Burns household that even Calvinistic William Burnes admired him, was concerned the poor should not be ignored in an age of ‘improvement’. He liked to write plainly for ‘parents, and teachers of youth in schools’, presenting the Christian gospel ‘for the use of the unlearned’, and dedicating his History of Christ ‘to the inhabitants of the town and parish of Ayr’. Dalrymple’s History quotes an epigraph from his admired Dr Newcome: ‘In the Gospels, we see God as it were face to face; we seem to converse with him as a man with his friend.’65 Such idealising of friendly conversation would be important in Burns’s poetry. Dalrymple had a particular interest in ‘young minds’ and liked to sustain ‘wise, affectionate, Christian parents’, maintaining that ‘Our children should be accustomed to repeat short scripture histories, as well as proverbs, and portions of sacred poetry.’66 He was eager to promote the better-off to engage in ‘short easy reading, on Lord’s Day Evenings, to aid their Household Servants’. Burns’s father seems to have done something like this, and a practice like it is celebrated in Burns’s poem ‘The Cotter’s Saturday Night’. In Burns’s childhood, and long after, Dalrymple argued,


  The holy Scripture was not given to men, especially Christians, that out of it they might confute and condemn one another in endless disputations. The design of it is, to promote peace; and from beginning to end breathes and inculcates mutual love, and forbearance.


  A minister who got on well with local gentry, yet also visited ‘from house to house’ in his parish over half a century, Dalrymple saw ‘gospel truth’ as ‘quite conducive to human happiness’, and cited the Scottish Enlightenment philosopher Thomas Reid on Common Sense philosophy. Dalrymple maintained ‘Christ Teacheth Self-Knowledge’, pointing out that Christ’s apostles, men of ‘honest industry’, were ‘wisely chosen from low outward estate’. They were ‘Men of low rank, with nothing to support them, but rather opposed by all’. Burns’s imagination repeatedly gravitated towards such people, finding among them his closest Ayrshire friends. Dalrymple’s Christ was ‘an example of friendship’.67


  Presenting to William Burnes and his young family an educated, liberal but committed moderate Presbyterianism which warned against hypocritical zealotry, championed love and friendship and was sympathetic to ‘low rank’, Dalrymple, as the most obvious figure of moral authority in Burns’s local community, played a significant part in shaping Burns’s views of conduct and religion. Throughout his poetry Burns would ridicule zealotry and hypocrisy among the ‘unco guid and rigidly righteous’. He attributed anti-religious words to some speakers in his poetry; but he defended religious moderates and went through phases of intense, even disturbed immersion in theological argument, maintaining a sense of a God, however unknowable. More wild than mild, Burns recognised in Dalrymple purity of heart combined with straightforward human warmth: qualities he always valued. Dalrymple knew at first hand the sufferings his eighteenth-century parishioners routinely endured. He and his wife Susannah Hunter had lost two daughters in infancy. His sister Sarah was the mother of Ayr lawyer Robert Aiken who became one of Burns’s principal encouragers, and to whom Burns dedicated his poem of often heartfelt piety, ‘The Cotter’s Saturday Night’. In the Ayrshire community such close networks of relationship and patronage were not unusual; Dalrymple’s influence on Burns, direct and indirect, was lifelong.


  Burns’s later defence of Dalrymple’s moderate Ayr colleague, the Reverend William McGill, for what Burns mockingly called ‘the blasphemous heresies of squaring Religion by the rules of Common Sense, and attempting to give a decent character to Almighty God and a rational account of his proceedings with the Sons of Men’, was entirely in keeping with Dalrymple’s theology.68 McGill, whose later Practical Essay on the Death of Jesus Christ (1786) is dedicated to his ‘dear colleague’ Dalrymple, argued Christ’s death was bound up with ‘the plan of Divine wisdom and goodness for promoting the true happiness of man’. McGill sought to use ‘the best principles of natural reason’ alongside ‘divine revelation’ and saw humanity as created ultimately ‘for happiness – happiness without end’. His God would punish ‘the obstinately wicked’, overlooking ‘smaller blemishes’.69 In a sermon preached when Burns was nine years old McGill stressed the importance of Christian unity, urging his congregation to ‘bend their chief attention to the things in which they all agree, and which they themselves must allow to be of greatest importance, rather than to those in which they happen to differ’. He urged people to avoid ‘affecting to distinguish themselves by insolent pretensions to orthodoxy of opinion (which is only paying a compliment to themselves at the expence of their brethren)’. They needed to show ‘love to one another’, not petty hostilities.70 Like Dalrymple’s, McGill’s teaching formed the climate in which Burns developed. Dalrymple has a substantial memorial tablet on the outside wall of Ayr’s Auld Kirk, beside a memorial to McGill, but when I visited in 2007 the inscription memorialising the man who baptised Burns was badly eroded, some of it no longer legible.


  It is hard to exaggerate the extent to which religion was bound up with Burns’s education. His early biographer, James Currie, wrote that Burns ‘suffered by deviating from the precepts of his excellent father’, though Currie admitted Burns never ‘got quit of his religion’.71 William Burnes was keen to have his children – particularly his sons – educated. Burns experienced boyhood ‘enthusiastic, idiot piety. – I say idiot piety, because I was then but a child.’72 This piety came not just from authority figures around him, but also from books. Fisher’s English Grammar regularly included scriptural histories, psalms, and other devotional works like Alexander Pope’s ‘The Universal Prayer’, beginning,


  FATHER of all! in every Age,


  In ev’ry Clime ador’d,


  By Saint, by Savage, and by Sage,


  JEHOVAH, JOVE, or LORD!


  Thou great first Cause, least understood,


  Who all my Sense confin’d


  To know but this, that thou art good,


  And that myself am blind …


  This same prayer was reprinted in another of Burns’s influential schoolbooks, Arthur Masson’s A Collection of English Prose and Verse. Mixing religious and secular work, such texts helped shape Burns’s understanding of the world. His greatest editor, James Kinsley, indicates that a poem of Burns’s copied out neatly in 1784, but perhaps written some years earlier, clearly follows in form and content Pope’s ‘Universal Prayer’:


  O Thou unknown, Almighty Cause


  Of all my hope and fear!


  In whose dread Presence, ere an hour,


  Perhaps I must appear!


  If Burns as a youth was guided by a poem from his very earliest reading, then the same poem by English Catholic Alexander Pope was consonant with the teaching of those Scottish Presbyterians Dalrymple and McGill in that it urged readers not to ‘deal Damnation round the Land/ On each I judge thy Foe’, but instead to show sympathy and mercy, treating all creation as existing to praise God.73 As a mature poet Burns would cling to the image of a benign Creator, having little time for those who ‘deal Damnation round the Land’.


  The sentiments of the Ayr ministers’ teaching and Pope’s ‘Universal Prayer’ accord with much of what William Burnes, though a sterner Calvinist, wished to teach his children. Burns loved his father, but recalled him as combining deep knowledge of humanity with ‘stubborn, ungainly Integrity, and headlong, ungovernable Irrascibillity’.74 After William’s death, Robert sometimes thought of him with conflicting emotions. Usually, though, Burns remembered friendly paternalism. William spoke to his sons a lot and during Burns’s boyhood went so far as to develop a manual of religious belief in the form of a father-and-son dialogue. If this work sounds to us formal or stilted, it may be worth remembering it was initiated by a Scots-speaker who had learned to express himself in alien English and who is conscious, even as ‘Father’ and ‘Son’ express clear affection for each other, that education is a serious matter:


  S. Dear father, you have often told me, while you were initiating me into the Christian religion, that you stood bound for me, to give me a Christian education, and recommend a religious life to me: I would therefore, if you please, ask you a few questions, that may tend to confirm my faith, and clear its evidences to me.


  F. My Dear child, with gladness I will resolve to you, (so far as I am able,) any question you shall ask; only with this caution, that you will beleive my answers, if they are founded in the word of God.


  Q. How shall I evidence to myself that there is a God?


  A. By the works of Creation; for nothing can make itself and this fabrick of nature demonstrates its creator to be possessed of all possible perfection, and for that cause we owe all that we have to him.75


  Burns’s father emphasised the power of Christ’s message, including its appeal to the scorned poor, and ‘the wonderful progress of His religion, in spite of all the power of the Roman Empire – and that by means of his disciples, a few poor illiterate fishermen’.76 This instruction manual moves from being a dialogue to taking the form of the sort of ‘catechism’ or question-and-answer book used by Protestant churches in the eighteenth century and earlier. It accords with theology Burns went on to read, like that of William Derham, who argued that the world and the heavens were testimony to their own divine creation, evidence for the existence of a benign God.


  Education, though, was not always benign. Gilbert recalled his father occasionally using the rod; Robert remembered ‘some thrashings’ at school.77 Usually through friendly instruction, his father, his minister and the community around him all encouraged the young Burns to acquire a thorough knowledge of biblical stories, theological arguments and Christian knowledge. His poetry and letters are full of evidence he did so to a remarkable degree. In adulthood he quotes the Bible repeatedly, in addition to passages from poetry at the heart of Protestant literary tradition: paraphrases of the Psalms. When, for instance, Burns quotes from a 1720s psalm paraphrase by Richard Daniel, Dean of Armagh, it is likely he is recalling resolutely independent lines first encountered as a child:


  Tho’ hungry Ruin has me in the Wind,


  Tho’ Saul, avenging Saul should stalk behind,


  My fiercest Foes undaunted I’ll abide,


  Thy Arm my Shield, thy Providence my Guide.78


  This is the sort of material Burns’s father approved of. But the person who did most to educate the boy not just in reading sacred texts and paraphrases, but also in his more general education was the young man in whose clear hand William Burnes’s manual of religious belief survives in manuscript, Burns’s outstanding early schoolteacher, John Murdoch.


  By the age of six Robert was enrolled in a local school at Alloway Mill taught by William Campbell. Campbell, however, left after a few weeks to become Master of Ayr’s large Workhouse. With determination and support from local teacher friends, William Burnes went to Ayr Grammar School in March 1765. There he approached Murdoch who was ‘improving in writing’. Murdoch was asked if he might be engaged by Burnes and four neighbours to teach at Alloway and board by turns with the pupils’ five families. Just turned eighteen, Murdoch had been educated in Ayr and Edinburgh. Interviewing him at a local inn, William ‘examined’ his writing – another signal the improving gardener was unflustered in matters of education. Murdoch got the job, and found in Burns’s father attributes people would later detect in Robert: ‘He always treated superiors with a becoming respect, but he never gave the smallest encouragement to aristocratical arrogance … He spoke the English language with more propriety (both with respect to diction and pronunciation) than any man I ever knew, with no greater advantages. This had a very good effect on the boys, who began to talk and reason like men much sooner than their neighbours.’79


  Suddenly Murdoch, an ambitious teenager, was in charge of a school. Over twenty years later, writing to Burns from London, he recalled details brought back through his reading of Burns’s poetry.80 The youthful teacher began teaching the boys at Alloway in May 1765, probably around the time he penned the fair copy of William Burnes’s short manual of religious instruction. Murdoch seems to have encouraged memory development through repetition. Gilbert recalled he would make his pupils copy out advice such as ‘custom makes things familiar and easy’.81 Murdoch regarded Robert and Gilbert as his best Alloway pupils and his teaching confirmed Robert as a lifelong voracious reader.82 Later Murdoch explained his teaching methods, indicating he worked closely with William and that the Old and New Testaments were used alongside texts like Masson’s Collection of English Prose and Verse and Fisher’s English Grammar.


  They committed to memory the hymns and other poems of that collection with uncommon facility. This facility was partly owing to the method pursued by their father and me in instructing them, which was, to make them thoroughly acquainted with the meaning of every word in each sentence that was to be committed to memory. By the bye, this may be easier done and at an earlier period, than is generally thought. As soon as they were capable of it, I taught them to turn verse into its natural prose order, sometimes to substitute synonimous expressions for poetical words and to supply all the ellipses. These, you know, are the means of knowing that the pupil understands his author. These are excellent helps to the arrangement of words in sentences, as well as to a variety of expression.83


  These are ambitious ways to teach boys of seven or eight, but William Burnes was an ambitious father, Murdoch an ambitious teacher. His methods were designed to promote deep learning and thorough understanding as well as conveying a body of knowledge and developing memory. Robert recalled being a tenacious child with a ‘retentive memory’.84 He remembered passages of prose and verse from Masson’s Collection for the rest of his life, sometimes quoting them in letters. Gilbert went with his older brother to be taught by Murdoch how to read and write English, rather than the Scots the boys would have spoken informally:


  I was too young to profit much from his lessons in grammar, but Robert made some proficiency in it, a circumstance of considerable weight in the unfolding of his genius and character; as he soon became remarkable for the fluency and correctness of his expression, and read the few books that came in his way with much pleasure and improvement; for even then he was a reader when he could get a book.85


  Burns, then, from an early age was an eager reader with a flair for language, and was able to express himself in English as well as Scots. This bi-cultural upbringing gave him access equally to the vernacular heritage of song and folk-tale strong in his mother’s family, and to that world of ‘improvement’ of which his father was part and whose language was formal English. For Murdoch ‘Pronunciation’ was ‘the first thing to be attended to in teaching a living language’; he taught Burns to speak English with a ‘correctness’ that surprised others.86 Murdoch had a sense of humour and a good ear for verse. His system of teaching also encouraged Burns to understand how poetry and prose were constructed, and to think about differences between them in structure and vocabulary, even if Murdoch seems to imply an idea of poetry as characterised by un-idiomatic word order, ‘on account of the verse’.87 Like Burns’s father, he saw education and morality as bound together:


  … in proportion as METHOD is attended to in the education of youth, they not only make progress in learning, but also in virtuous habits. If the love of REGULARITY, ORDER or METHOD, and the love of VIRTUE, be not quite synonimous terms, it must at least be allowed that they are nearly allied, and that the transition from the one to the other is easy. There are but few methodical men, comparatively speaking, who are either very foolish or very vicious: whereas, those who are unmethodical, and indifferent about ORDER and REGULARITY are, in general, the pests of human society.88


  From this demanding teacher who thought, when it came to ‘church-music’, Robert’s ‘ear … was remarkably dull, and his voice untunable’, Burns learned a lot.89


  The young Robert’s first experiments with rhyme took place in his early schooldays. None survives; they may never have been written down. Burns called them ‘crambo-jingle’ – a distinctively jokey Scots term for rhyme. He implies his first interest in rhyme had a clearly Scots accent, even though it occurred when he was being taught by Murdoch to relish the beauties of English. This was no mere gesture of linguistic rebellion; Burns loved and learned from English-language poetry, and went on to write it. But his crambo-jingling confirms his bi-culturalism, and signals independent-mindedness. Spelling written language in correct English, he crooned to himself in Scots. He remembered this years later in a verse letter of April 1785 to a self-taught poet friend:


  But first an’ foremost, I should tell,


  Amaist as soon as I could spell,


  I to the crambo-jingle fell,


  Tho’ rude an’ rough,


  Yet crooning to a body’s sel,


  Does weel eneugh.90


  This notion of private ‘crooning’, of a tune as bound up with the origins of a poem, links verse to song, indicating that in early childhood Burns developed what later became ‘invariably my way’ of composing a Scots song:


  … untill I am compleat master of a tune, in my own singing, (such as it is) I can never compose for it. – My way is: I consider the poetic Sentiment, correspondent to my idea of the musical expression; then chuse my theme; begin one Stanza; when that is composed, which is generally the most difficult part of the business, I walk out, sit down now & then, look out for objects in Nature around me that are in unison or harmony with the cogitations of my fancy & workings of my bosom; humming every now & then the air with the verses I have framed: when I feel my Muse beginning to jade, I retire to the solitary fireside of my study, & there commit my effusions to paper; swinging, at intervals, on the hind-legs of my elbow-chair, by way of calling forth my own critical strictures, as my pen goes on. –91


  This account of song composition describes Burns’s adult practice – the boy poet had neither a study nor his own elbow chair – but confirms what accounts by Gilbert and others suggest: Burns composed orally and in his head before putting words on paper. His boyhood private crooning of ‘rude an’ rough’ rhymes preceded by some years the making of his first extant song.


  Oral culture, then, was vital to Burns from his beginnings as a poet, but books mattered too. When it came to imaginative writing, the young Burns was excited by what he read:


  The earliest thing of Composition that I recollect taking pleasure in was, The vision of Mirza and a hymn of Addison’s beginning – ‘How are Thy servants blest, O Lord!’ I particularly remember one half-stanza which was music to my boyish ear –


  ‘For though in dreadful whirls we hung,


  ‘High on the broken wave’ –


  I met with these pieces in Mas[s]on’s English Collection, one of my school-books.92


  These pieces which Burns recalled twenty years or so later were accompanied in Masson’s book by a variety of psalm paraphrases, religious accounts of ‘ancient bards’, paeans to ‘liberty’, wartime Addisonian denunciations of ‘haughty Gaul’ (a phrase Burns would recycle decades afterwards) and of ‘Nations of slaves, with tyranny debas’d’. Here ballads mixed with an old man’s poem called ‘The Horn-book’, Shakespearian speeches with extracts from Milton’s Paradise Lost about ‘The spirit of love, and amorous delight’ and other matters.93 Masson included almost no Scottish authors other than the James Thomson of The Seasons and the John Home of a recently published Highland drama, Douglas. Both became favourites with Burns. Douglas was ‘the first tragedy I ever saw performed’, and there are many quotations from The Seasons in his letters. Thomson in Masson hymned the natural world, created by the ‘Great Shepherd’, as well as idealising a country girl like ‘Lavinia’ – a name Gilbert Burns would bestow on an early girlfriend; in Masson’s book Thomson’s Lavinia lives ‘in a cottage, far retir’d/ Among the windings of a woody vale’; a young countryman falls in love with her at harvest.94 However idealised, such poetry contained scenes recognisable to Burns and his brother growing up in rural Ayrshire. By the year of his death one of Burns’s own poems was included in a ‘new and much enlarged edition’ of Masson’s Collection, published by local printers J. and P. Wilson in Ayr.


  While Masson presented nothing in the Scots tongue, his book provided in capsule form an introduction to English authors and a celebration of the power of poetry. Both Addison passages Burns singled out deal with religious anxiety. In the prose ‘Vision of Mirza’, set in ancient Baghdad, the speaker visualises life as a thronged bridge between clouds. Murdoch probably made his pupils memorise parts of Masson’s book: over twenty years after reading this passage at school, Burns could quote its opening almost verbatim; it is also contained in a Burnes family volume of the Spectator.95 From Addison’s Baghdad bridge people vanish into an abyss below, plunging through trapdoors that open up under their feet. Years afterwards, Burns recalled this disturbing image, exclaiming, ‘What hidden trap-doors of disaster … waylay, & beset our paths of life!’96 Vertiginous imaginings gripped him as a boy. In Addison’s hymn, ‘How are thy servants blest, O Lord!’ the saving power of God is celebrated but the ‘affrighted’ speaker dwells with imaginative excitement on the horrors of life imaged as ‘waves on waves, and gulphs on gulphs’ of a tempestuous sea:


  For tho’ in dreadful whirls we hung


  High on the broken wave,


  I knew thou wert not slow to hear,


  Nor impotent to save.97


  Both these passages which so struck the young Burns are about the fear of absolute loss. Their impression on a child in an Ayrshire where, for all the expressions of ‘moderate’ theology, Calvinists argued that God had preordained many to eternal damnation, may foreshadow Burns’s later depressive episodes, not to mention his religious crisis and breakdown.


  If some passages in Masson’s school text were excitingly scary, others reinforced a sense of self-worth. Burns seems to have attended Murdoch’s school six days a week, so there was plenty of time for reading. Masson’s was a Whiggish book, presenting fables where kings might be elected and ‘first places’ in society ‘bestowed where there is most merit’. It showed episodes from history where Roman emperors were got rid of, and where King Canute came to reflect that on earth ‘none truly deserved the name of king’ except God: ‘earthly royalty [is] nothing else than poor contemptible vanity’.98 In Masson’s anthology a king longs ‘to know what a rural life is’, and when a shepherd eventually rises to a position as a courtier he values nothing so much as his former life. Christ’s apostles, we are reminded in one of several abridged Bible stories, ‘invited all sorts of people without distinction’, while Shakespeare’s Cardinal Wolsey is quoted reflecting on ‘ruin’ and on ‘how wretched/ Is that poor man, that hangs on princes favours!’99 The noble speech of a Roman Consul argues, ‘My poverty does not lessen the weight and influence of my counsels in the senate’, continuing,


  What value then can I put upon your gold and silver? What king can add any thing to my fortune? always attentive to discharge the duties incumbent on me: I have a mind free from SELF-REPROACH, and I have an HONEST FAME.100


  Such praise of honest poverty underpins Burns’s subsequent work. In Masson’s selected extracts from the Spectator magazine, he read how sometimes people might aspire to positions for which they were not fitted; many a man might struggle to be a minister ‘who might have done his country excellent service at a plough tail’. Burns also read about the value of education and how ‘The philosopher, the saint, or the hero, the wise, the good, or great man, very often lie hid and concealed in a plebeian, which a proper education might have disinterred and brought to light.’ Encouraged by his father and Murdoch, Burns strove to bring to light his better self through intensive reading. He may also have been affected by the floridly emotional letters ‘Moral and Entertaining’ by Mrs Rowe which Masson anthologised. Supposedly penned by correspondents like ‘Diana’ and ‘Rosalinda’, these rejoice in rhetorically supercharged emotionalism:


  It is impossible for me to express the present disposition of my soul, the vast uncertainty I am struggling with: no words can paint the force and vivacity of my apprehensions; every doubt wears the face of horror, and would perfectly overwhelm me, but for some faint gleams of hope, which dart across the tremendous gloom. What tongue can utter the anguish of a soul suspended between the extremes of infinite joy or eternal misery? I am throwing my last stake for eternity, and tremble and shudder for the important event.


  This was volatile stuff for a little boy. With its tempestuously lingering parting scenes (‘For ever now I turn my eyes from you’), Mrs Rowe’s rhetoric can seem to prefigure later excitedly amorous and despairingly self-dramatising moments in Burns’s correspondence.101


  Another passage from Masson which impressed him was from Mark Akenside’s recent poem The Pleasures of Imagination where Akenside writes how God


  tells the heart,


  He meant, he made us to behold and love


  What he beholds and loves, the general orb


  Of life and being; to be great like him,


  Beneficent and active.


  Akenside’s beneficent God, milder than Calvin’s, gives man his sense of artistic taste ‘when first his active hand/ Imprints the secret bias of the soul’.102 Burns would quote that passage from memory in a letter two decades later, and Akenside’s phrasing undergirds part of the last stanza of Burns’s ‘Address to the Unco Guid, or the Rigidly Righteous’ when he writes of God’s relationship with man’s innermost being,


  Who made the heart, ’tis He alone


  Decidedly can try us,


  He knows each chord its various tone,


  Each spring its various bias …103


  Here in the 1780s Burns went on to express man’s relationship with God in terms of what Dryden, in another poem in Masson’s anthology, calls ‘The Power of Music’. Burns had heard singing since earliest infancy; its hold on him strengthened, even if Murdoch didn’t notice.


  Learning to read gave Burns access not only to schoolbooks, but also to private reading for pleasure. Gilbert recalled that Murdoch from his own small library lent his brother ‘The Life of Hannibal, which was the first book he read, (the school books excepted) and almost the only one he had an opportunity of reading while he was at school’.104 By this Gilbert seems to mean Burns read the book privately during the period of education at Alloway which ended when Robert was nearly ten. By then the family was living at Mount Oliphant, two miles south-east of Alloway, on a seventy-acre farm William Burnes had leased from his employer Provost Fergusson in late 1765. Moving to this farm in 1766 gave the Burneses a larger house and avoided William’s being obliged to hire out Robert as an agricultural labourer. However, after dwelling at Alloway on his own land, William was now (as he would for the rest of his life) living as someone else’s tenant. Mount Oliphant needed much improving. Burns’s father was unable to offload the cottage and ground at Alloway, which caused financial anxieties.


  Unsignposted, Mount Oliphant’s farm buildings still survive. Considerably modified since Burns’s time, they are on a single-track road surrounded by green fields and birdsong. The view west towards the sea is expansively beautiful. In Burns’s day the 138-foot-high spire of Ayr’s Tolbooth, St John’s Tower, and the Wallace Tower would have been striking landmarks. South-west towards the Heads of Ayr lay gentle hills and small farms. Even now the elevated situation of Mount Oliphant is far enough beyond major roads for you to imagine Burns growing up there, walking down through the farms to Alloway, or further inland over the hill to nearby Purclewan Mill. In winter, though, Mount Oliphant’s farm buildings look scrummed down against the elements. Built round three sides of a square, they back on to winds from the west. The farmhouse was only slightly bigger than the Alloway cottage. Downstairs was a main room and kitchen; above these, under what was probably a slate roof, Burns shared the windowless attic with his three brothers. On the several occasions Murdoch visited the family between 1766 and 1768 he too slept up there. Privacy was hard to come by, but Burns sought it out, especially when he wanted to read.


  He recalled the Hannibal biography with glee as one of ‘The two first books I ever read in private, and which gave me more pleasure than any two books I ever read again’. ‘Translated from the French of Mr Dacier’, The Life of Hannibal was in keeping with Murdoch’s interest in French literature, but for Burns it had more immediate excitements. A story of ‘oppressions and tyranny’, it begins with nine-year-old Hannibal swearing an oath to his father to ‘be an implacable enemy to the Romans’ as the Carthaginians fight imperial domination. A heroic fighter who experiences an inspiring vision, fights for ‘freedom’ and urges his men to ‘conquer or die’, Hannibal comes from a distinctive speech community: ‘the Carthaginians pronounced the Latin words but ill’. Though ultimately a figure of ‘ruin’ who commits suicide after ‘great reverse of fortune’ when ‘all his affairs were on the decline’, Hannibal, cleaving to his implacable hatred of Rome, is also an exciting soldier, leading troops and elephants across the Alps to attack his imperial enemies.105


  Burns would later have Robert the Bruce rousingly urge his troops to ‘DO – or DIE!!!’ for Scottish freedom in their war for independence.106 More mockingly he would warn one of William Dalrymple’s ecclesiastical opponents (in the context of a dispute over parish boundaries), ‘Hannibal’s just at your gates’.107 In boyhood The Life of Hannibal was exciting because, more than just a book to read, it was a story to play at: ‘Hannibal gave my young ideas such a turn that I used to strut in raptures up and down after the recruiting drum and bagpipe, and wish myself tall enough to be a soldier’.108 Burns would have seen recruiters in Ayr when he went there with his father, crossing the Auld Brig, still today a sizeable stone footbridge, to enter the town near the High Street. The notion of joining the British army even as his imagination was excited by the figure of a great rebel would recur to Burns in later years; mention of ‘recruiting drum and bagpipe’ signals that even when the country was not actually at war in Burns’s childhood, it was actively seeking Ayrshire examples of Scottish martial valour for its regiments.


  Gilbert maintained his brother read about William Wallace ‘some years afterwards’. Robert, though, linked reading about Hannibal to reading about the heroic, doomed Scottish freedom fighter, recalling Wallace’s life as the other of those first two books read in private. ‘The story of Wallace poured a Scottish prejudice in my veins which will boil along there till the flood-gates of life shut in eternal rest.’109 ‘Scots, wha hae wi’ Wallace bled’ begins one of Burns’s most famous songs. His admiration for Wallace was lifelong. In 1787 he ‘kneel’d at the tomb of Sir John the Graham, the gallant friend of the immortal WALLACE’, but this genuflection continued earlier devotions dating back to childhood.110 He recalled to an Ayrshire descendant of the Wallace family how


  The first books I met with in my early years, which I perused with pleasure, were, the lives of Hannibal, and Sir William Wallace. – For several of my earlier years, I had few other Authors; and many a solitary hour have I stole out, after the laborious vocations of the day, to shed a tear over their glorious, but unfortunate Story. – In those boyish days, I remember in particular, being much struck with that part of Wallace’ [sic] history where these lines occur –


  ‘Syne to the Leglen wood when it was late


  ‘To make a silent and a safe retreat’ –


  I chose a fine summer Sunday, the only day of the week in my power, and walked half a dozen miles to pay my respects to the ‘Leglen wood,’ with as much devout enthusiasm as ever Pilgrim did to Loretto; and as I explored every den and dell where I could suppose my heroic Countryman to have sheltered, I recollect (for even then I was a Rhymer) that my heart glowed with a wish to make a Song on him equal to his merits. –111


  This pilgrimage is one of many signs of the impact his early reading made on Burns. Gilbert recalled Robert borrowing William Hamilton of Gilbertfield’s 1722 updating of Blind Hary’s late medieval epic Wallace from ‘the blacksmith who shod our horses’, Henry McCandlish. Henry’s bright son James was, Robert said, ‘the earliest friend except my only brother that I have on earth’.112 The same age as Robert, James lived at Purclewan, a hamlet about a mile beyond Mount Oliphant. The two boys used to play together, probably mischievously, given Burns’s later biblical phrasing when, aged twenty-eight, he wrote to his ‘ever dear old acquaintance’ (then completing medical studies at Glasgow University), assuring him, ‘I am still, in the apostle Paul’s phrase, “The old man with his deeds” as when we were sporting about the Lady thorn.’113 ‘The old man with his deeds’ is the unregenerate self which, St Paul writes, the reborn Christian must outgrow. Renowned for having ‘a stubborn, sturdy something in my disposition’, Burns as a child had a naughty side. Murdoch, however, thought it was ‘Gilbert’s face said “Mirth, with thee I mean to live,” and certainly, if any person who knew the two boys had been asked which of them was the most likely to court the muses, he would surely never have guessed that Robert had a propensity of that kind.’114


  Murdoch knew the young Burns well, but when, years later in London, he read Robert’s poems, he wrote to his former pupil that at first ‘I was not absolutely certain that you were the author’.115 Probably Robert, like most boys, showed different aspects of himself to his schoolfriends and to his teacher. An apparently serious-minded little boy borrowed The Life of Hannibal from Murdoch; a more playful, excited lad strutted up and down after the recruiting drum and bagpipe, or went sporting in the fields with his best pal, James.


  Whether Burns read Hamilton’s Life and Heroick Actions of the Renoun’d Sir William Wallace, General and Governour of Scotland at the same time as he read about Hannibal or a little later, in his memory and imagination the two were connected. Hamilton’s verse account, written, like many of Burns’s later poems, in English inflected with Scots words, tells how ‘our ancestors, brave true ancient Scots’ fought for their freedom against ‘the Southron’ – the English who try to defeat and rule Scotland. Where Hannibal urged his men to ‘conquer or die’, Hamilton’s Wallace fought to ‘win or die’. Here was a Hannibal from Burns’s own nation, even from his own backyard. William Hamilton was an Ayrshireman; his Wallace is full of mentions of places local to Burns – not just ‘the pleasant ancient town of Ayr’ (featured repeatedly and scene of several Wallace exploits), but also Craigie, Irvine Water, Laigland wood, Ochter house, Loudon Hill, Richardtoun (Riccarton), Mauchline muir, Kyle, Cunningham, Carrick, Auchinleck, Arran, Cumnock, Dalswintoun, Dumfries.116


  Wallace to Burns was a local as well as national hero. Burns was a boy in Wallace territory. His father worked with a man called William Wallace; Ayrshire families claimed descent from the hero. In Burns’s boyhood a new area of Ayr, Wallacetown, was being laid out; Burns mentions Ayr’s Wallace Tower clock in his poetry. A ‘Wallace’s Stone’ stands not far from Alloway. Reintroduced to poetry by William Hamilton, Wallace in the eighteenth as in other centuries was a Scottish cultural icon. Not a royal figure, he was seen as a popular leader striving for his people’s right to self-government. Hamilton’s Wallace was enormously popular because it loudly and confidently asserted Scottish distinctiveness and independence. Guthrie’s Geographical, Historical, and Commercial Grammar, alert to ‘the disputed point, how far Scotland was benefited by its union with England’, mentioned ‘brave William Wallace, the truest hero of his age’, before contending that after 1707’s Union of Parliaments ‘the history of Scotland becomes the same with that of England’.117 Hamilton of Gilbertfield, however, implied that Wallace’s heroic past might inspire present-day Scots. This poem, little known today, but read across the eighteenth-century Scottish nation, was the Braveheart of Burns’s boyhood. It schooled him as a Scottish and an Ayrshire patriot, showing how his own locality could be made classic ground in verse.


  Hamilton’s Wallace sees a vision in which ‘Quickly to him descended there a queen,/ All shining bright, and with majestic mien’. She draws a saltire on Wallace’s face. In a scene parodying old legends of Coilus, King of Kyle, Wallace is mockingly called ‘king of Kyle’. Burns in his own mid-1780s poem ‘The Vision’ encounters Coila, spirit of Kyle, who wears a mantle on which the local terrain is depicted.118 This is the landscape of the rivers Doon, Irvine and Ayr, and especially of the ‘ancient BOROUGH’ of Ayr whose race of heroes is presented in conflict with ‘Their Suthron foes’. At the head of this race stands ‘His COUNTRY’S SAVIOUR’, identified by Burns in a note: ‘William Wallace’.119 No doubt, writing to correspondents who claimed Wallace descent, Burns later played up his devotion to Wallace’s memory, but the hero of Hamilton’s poem mattered to him. He points out that in the concluding stanza of ‘Scots, wha hae’ he has


  borrowed the last stanza from the common Stall edition of Wallace –


  ‘A false usurper sinks in every foe,


  And liberty returns with every blow’ –


  These lines from Hamilton’s Wallace become in Burns’s poem


  Lay the proud Usurpers low!


  Tyrants fall in every foe!


  LIBERTY’s in every blow!


  Forward! Let us DO, or DIE!!!120


  This is an important indicator of the continuing presence of Hamilton’s poem in Burns’s imagination decades after he first read it. A subtler, more diffused effect of the Wallace was that it showed Burns how names of local places and local landscape might become part of printed poetry with a popular impact, poetry mixing English and Scots words. He was too young to learn this lesson immediately, but his youthful pilgrimage shows how strongly he linked the Ayrshire poet’s Wallace to his local landscape.


  The move to Mount Oliphant in spring 1766 meant Robert and Gilbert walked two miles downhill to school in Alloway six days a week, and two miles back, uphill. This was hardly arduous by eighteenth-century standards, but Mount Oliphant was further from Ayr than Alloway, and felt more isolated than their previous home. Gilbert recalled ‘we rarely saw any body but the members of our own family. There were no boys of our own age, or near it, in the neighbourhood.’ This may have served to intensify Robert’s reading habits, but the farm was also a struggle. In bad weather its hillside location was rainswept, windswept, bleak. Gilbert, later a seasoned professional farmer, called the ground ‘almost the very poorest soil I know of in a state of cultivation’.121 His father had taken out a lease lasting until 1777 and was probably paying over the odds for it. He had also had to borrow £100 from Provost Fergusson to attempt essential improvements; for William this was a substantial sum. It began to look unlikely that he could repay it.


  So when in early 1768 John Murdoch obtained a position as a teacher in Dumfries, Burnes’s sons ceased to attend Alloway school and started work on the farm. Robert was nine. He did light work only at this stage; his father did the heavy stuff, not having enough money to hire outside labour. William Burnes worked hard. In April 1767 he got permission from Provost Fergusson to carry away stones from Mount Oliphant farm ‘to repair your houses at Alloway’ – more improvements.122 William needed his sons’ help, but did not wish their schooling to be abandoned. He taught Robert, Gilbert, Agnes and Annabella ‘arithmetic in the winter evenings, by candle-light, and in this way’, Gilbert wrote in the late 1790s, ‘my two elder sisters got all the education they received’.123 William also did his best for his sons. Often he spoke to them as if they were adults, treating them as what Burns later called their ‘Parental FRIEND’.124 The brothers had to grow up quickly. Their intellectual maturity was quickened by William’s attitude, as Gilbert sensed:


  My father was for some time almost the only companion we had. He conversed familiarly on all subjects with us as if we had been men, and was at great pains while we accompanied him in the labours of the farm, to lead the conversation to such subjects as might tend to encrease our knowledge, or confirm us in virtuous habits.125


  Robert later recalled William as a man ‘advanced in life when he married’ who, ‘worn out by early hardship’ grew ‘unfit for labour’. William needed his children’s help, but was not the sort of person to do anything to discourage his bookish eldest son from reading. Robert recalled of his own childhood that ‘against the years of ten or eleven, I was absolutely a Critic in substantives, verbs and particles’.126 This was Murdoch’s doing. Before the schoolteacher left for Dumfries in 1768 he visited the Burnes household, bringing two presents: ‘a small compendium of English Grammar, and the tragedy of Titus Andronicus’. This horrifically violent play was an odd gift for small boys. Perhaps Murdoch thought its gore would appeal. He began to read it aloud to the assembled family, but they all began to cry. When he reached the part in the second act where one of the characters has her hands cut off and her tongue cut out, the family asked him to stop. Murdoch suggested he might leave the play with them. Robert threatened to burn it if it remained at Mount Oliphant. This anecdote suggests Robert was then rather like his father, ‘the sport of strong passions’.127 Remembering Robert’s behaviour on this occasion, Gilbert recalled, ‘My father was going to chide him for this ungrateful return to his tutor’s kindness; but Murdoch interfered, declaring that he liked to see so much sensibility; and he left The School for Love, a comedy (translated I think from the French) in its place.’128


  Clearly Murdoch expected these boys to cope with adult reading matter. This episode shows how emotionally Burns reacted to imaginative works in an age when sensibility could be valued as highly as sense; his weeping and outburst at Titus Andronicus is of a piece with his shedding tears over Hamilton’s Wallace, or with his later recorded emotional reactions to books and works of art. The play Murdoch left instead of Titus Andronicus indicates the tutor’s taste for French literature, and for drama. Based on a French original by Bernard de Fontenelle, The School for Lovers was a 1762 comedy, recently performed in Drury Lane. Its title page proclaimed it ‘By William Whitehead, Esq; POET LAUREAT’. Verse prologues prefacing this prose play refer laughingly to ‘our Bard’, a joke Burns would later repeat. The comedy’s ‘Men of the Town’, Modely and Belmour, subscribe to a code of honour different from that of William Burnes. If this play gave precocious hints to nine-year-old Robert how to ‘act the lover’, with its ‘agreeable rascal’, ‘deceiver’, and comedy of ‘pretended marriage’ and ‘Sympathetic feelings’, it also introduced him to the flirtatious repartee of contemporary theatre where a character might justify himself by claiming


  A heart like mine its own distress contrives,


  And feels most sensibly the pain it gives;


  Then even its frailties candidly approve,


  For, if it errs, it errs from too much love.129


  As an adult, Robert Burns, sometimes behaving like a transplanted Man of the Town, might often seem to err from too much love. Affording such early access to ‘the LOVER’S SCHOOL’ of contemporary London theatricals, Mount Oliphant was not quite as isolated as has sometimes been assumed.


  Though for the time being they lost their teacher, William Burnes was keen to give his sons reading matter more suitable for home-schooling. Still, the boys felt deprived of educational possibilities that went with a community of schoolfriends. Writing an account of his life at the age of twenty-five, Gilbert allows momentary expression to his sense of lost opportunities: ‘Thus were we early excluded from the benefits of a public school which is allowed on all hands to give an early knowledge of the world and consequently make one act there [sic] part with more freedom at their first entrance.’130 Though his boyhood friend James McCandlish (later Candlish) went on to study at Glasgow University, this never seems to have been a possibility for Burns. His surviving remarks indicate at times resentful suspicion of ‘college classes’. Quite possibly, university would have ruined him, pressuring him away from his Scots vernacular background, encouraging him to purify his language. In any case, the fledgling poet was not without books, and Gilbert maintained his father ‘had the best method of educating children I think of any man I ever knew’.131 William had friends with good libraries, while William Dalrymple, schoolteacher David Tennant, and other men William befriended belonged to ‘Air Library Society’, founded in 1762. Probably he had access to its books. Gilbert recorded,


  He borrowed Salmon’s Geographical Grammar for us, and endeavoured to make us acquainted with the situation and history of the different countries in the world; while from a book-society in Ayr, he procured for us the reading of Derham’s Phisico and Astro-theology, and Ray’s Wisdom of God in the Creation, to give us some idea of astronomy and natural history. Robert read all these books with an avidity and industry scarcely to be equalled. My father had been a subscriber to Stackhouse’s History of the Bible, then lately published by James Meuros in Kilmarnock; from this Robert collected a competent knowledge of ancient history; for no book was so voluminous as to slacken his industry, or so antiquated as to damp his researches.132


  Throughout boyhood and youth Burns read constantly, often piously. In Thomas Stackhouse’s New History of the Holy Bible, from the Beginning of the World, to the Establishment of Christianity he would have learned how ‘When Natural Religion … prov’d ineffectual to make Men truly religious’ in ancient times, God, like a nurse changing a patient’s diet, ‘instituted the Christian’.133 Burns read many religious works, but their contents went beyond what we might now think of as theology. The whole natural world, William Derham informed him, was a ‘Physico-Theology’ providing ‘a Demonstration of the Being and Attributes of God’. Not just the starry heavens but even ‘field mice … hiding their food before-hand against winter’ might demonstrate ‘the great Creator’s providence’, so that as John Ray, Fellow of the Royal Society, put it in The Wisdom of God Manifested in the Works of the Creation, ‘provision … is made for the preservation and security of weak and timorous creatures’.134 Burns would go on to write of his own wee, sleekit, timorous creature. Reading writers like Ray taught him to find moral lessons among even the unlikeliest beasties:


  … I cannot but look upon the strange instinct of this noisome and troublesome creature a louse, of searching out foul and nasty cloathes to harbour and breed in, as an effect of divine providence, designed to deter men and women from sluttishness and sordidness, and to provoke them to cleanliness and neatness. God himself hateth uncleanliness, and turns away from it, as appears by Deut. xxiii. 12, 13, 14. But if God requires and is pleased with bodily cleanliness, much more is he so with the pureness of the mind, Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God, Mat. v. 10.135


  Later in ‘To a Louse’ Burns’s moral would be a little different, but he too would link his louse to Divine Power, preaching a memorable sermon on it. Gilbert remembered that their father knew some ‘Natural Philosophy, Astronomy’ and ‘Geography’, and ‘encouraged us to read on these subjects and make our observations to which he shewed so much defference and treated us so much like his equals and like men that we became very fond of his company and whatever study he recommended was pursued with eagerness.’136 William was not always an easy man. In 1771 he seems to have been involved in legal wrangles with ‘Robert Kennedy and William Campbell’.137 Nevertheless, he set aside every Sunday evening to speak with his sons about religion. His tastes had moulded Burns’s early non-fiction reading. This and his father’s theological conversation must have encouraged a view of the natural creation as providing proof of the Creator’s wisdom. Burns’s religious reading increased in his later teens until it became obsessive. Later he was very wary of ‘the wild-goose heights of Calvinistic Theology’ but, for all his scepticism and doubts, he went on believing in God.138 Looking back on boyhood, youth and ‘a few vices of manhood’ in his mid-thirties, ‘still’, he wrote, ‘I congratulate myself on having had in early days religion strongly impressed on my mind.’139


  Though at this time most of their education was supplied through William Burnes, the boys picked up a little additional schooling. In the summer of 1772 or ’73, as Gilbert recalled, their father, worried about the way they wrote, sent them to the parish school in the village of Dalrymple in alternate summer weeks. It seems during his few weeks at this school Robert befriended James McCandlish. On the banks of the Doon, further upstream than Alloway, Dalrymple was less than a couple of miles’ walk from Mount Oliphant, which lies a little north of it. Cassilis, known to Burns from balladry and local folklore, is near Dalrymple Wood, again beside the Doon. Not far off are the ancient ruined Abbey of Crossraguel and several abandoned castles. It was beautiful, historic countryside to grow up in, and Burns got to know it well.


  These few weeks at school may have improved their writing and introduced them to friends, but the two older Burns boys learned more from their father and his circle. A local gardener, probably another of William Burnes’s ‘improving’ friends, lent them an English history book concentrating on the reigns of James I and Charles I. A ‘bookish acquaintance of my father’s’, wrote Gilbert, ‘procured us a reading of two volumes of Richardson’s Pamela, which was the first novel we read’.140 With its subtitle, Virtue Rewarded, Richardson’s novel was in a sense suitable reading for William Burnes’s household. Still, the Kirk was often suspicious of fiction, and modern readers may wonder just what Robert made of Richardson’s account of the attempted seduction and rape of a fifteen-year-old girl, Pamela, by ‘Mr B.’ Presented entirely through letters and journals, Pamela has at times a hothouse sexuality. Eventually Pamela marries her would-be rapist and all ends happily, but the novel is powered by extreme emotionalism, sexual deceit and protestations of love: a striking introduction to prose fiction for young boys, one at least of whom would grow into a master of seduction.


  Pamela too was part of Burns’s school for lovers. Though he later lost something of his enthusiasm for Richardson, Burns stated that this English novelist’s characters might ‘captivate the unexperienced, romantic fancy of a boy’.141 Another work he sampled around this time was Tobias Smollett’s Adventures of Ferdinand Count Fathom. Smollett’s novel presents an energetically drawn portrait of a roguish seducer whose repeated triumphs over female virtue are celebrated with authorial gusto until, eventually, the Count ‘has recourse to the matrimonial noose’.142 That Burns was unable to get hold of all Smollett’s tale suggests it was not a work his father had recommended for educational purposes. As he grew up, though, Burns became a fan of this Scottish novelist’s work. He later ordered Smollett’s fiction for his own library. His literary tastes were forming at the start of his teens.


  In 1772 John Murdoch moved back into the neighbourhood as English teacher at Ayr’s burgh school. He was now more mature. Authoritative modern print and digital scholarship presents him as the John Murdoch who had published the previous year a translation of Turin Professor of Eloquence and Belles Lettres Carlo Denina’s Essay on the Revolutions of Literature.143 This short history of European writing was especially treasured in Scotland for its chapter on Scottish literature: ‘of late, the principal adornments of the BRITISH literature have received their birth and education in SCOTLAND’. Many of these Scots, Denina pointed out in the Murdoch translation, ‘came from villages whose only pretensions to fame were that they had produced men of such eminence.’ For a small-town schoolteacher or a village boy, Denina’s demonstration that a great writer such as Virgil or Boccaccio came from ‘an obscure village’ was encouraging. Murdoch’s Denina took it for granted correct metropolitan English was the proper language for Scottish authors, arguing it was ‘possible for those to write elegantly, who were neither born nor educated where the language is spoken in its purity’.144


  All this sounds appropriate to the Ayrshire Murdoch and his most famous pupil. However, apparently authoritative modern scholarship is probably mistaken. A footnote to a much older essay mentions another contemporary John Murdoch who shared several interests with Burns’s tutor.145 The Murdoch translation of Denina’s Scottish-published Essay is a good indication of contemporary taste, especially in the West of Scotland where Denina’s essay was republished, but not a book with indisputable links to Burns or his tutor.146 Denina praised Alexander Pope as ‘undoubtedly the most judicious and elegant, perhaps the most nervous and sublime, poet that EVER England produced.’ In particular Denina (in Murdoch’s translation) contended, ‘no poet ever treated a subject so profound as that of the ESSAY ON MAN with a sublimity equal to Pope’.147


  Returned to Ayr, Burns’s Murdoch did all he could to encourage Robert and Gilbert at Mount Oliphant. He sent them Pope’s poems. Robert had already read some Pope in Masson’s schoolbook. He had also been reading, Gilbert recalled, ‘The Edinburgh Magazine for 1772’.148 Gilbert’s memory seems inaccurate here. It is impossible to tell whether he means William Creech’s Edinburgh Magazine which began in 1773, or a volume of Walter Ruddiman’s Weekly Magazine, or Edinburgh Amusement, which had been known as the Edinburgh Magazine in an earlier incarnation. Either way, however, the presence of this periodical in his household is an indication that Burns in his early teens already had some sense of Edinburgh cultural life, even if he had never left Ayrshire. Thanks to Murdoch’s gift, Pope’s poetry now became a lifelong enthusiasm. Pope is the poet Burns quotes most frequently in early letters. Witty, measured, shrewd, Pope’s verse showed Burns what could be accomplished in modern English. At once contemporary and wise, it could encapsulate recent philosophical thought within what was still a Christian framework, as in the ‘Essay on Man’ which Burns especially relished. From The Dunciad to ‘Eloisa to Abelard’ Pope epitomised a voice that could be both satirical and tender. His work had been admired by earlier Scottish vernacular poets such as Allan Ramsay (to whose works Pope had subscribed), and became familiar to Burns from schooldays onwards. Murdoch’s gift was a treasured one.


  The schoolteacher’s companionship was also enlivening, so much so that in summer 1773 William sent Robert to lodge in Murdoch’s two-storey house in Ayr’s Sandgate to revise his English grammar. After just a week, Robert had to return to Mount Oliphant to help with the harvest, but once his labour at home was done, he returned to stay two more weeks with Murdoch in Ayr. Pupil and teacher spent all their time together. Murdoch started teaching Robert some French and Burns was surely guided by his tutor’s tastes. In 1773 a Francophile John Murdoch published The Tears of Sensibility, a collection of four novellas by ‘M. D’Arnaud’, then one of France’s most admired writers.149 These novellas have subtitles such as The Man of Benevolence and the Man of Gratitude. They are very much part of the then new European movement of ‘Sensibility’ and the ‘Sentimental’ which promoted warm, sympathetic understanding and often tearful emotionalism; one of Sentimentalism’s most successful English-language adherents was the Scot Henry Mackenzie whose 1771 The Man of Feeling would soon be Burns’s favourite novel. Remembered by Gilbert as remarking that ‘he liked to see so much sensibility’, Robert’s Francophile tutor was surely aware of such literature, even if he was not the Murdoch of The Tears of Sensibility. Burns developed more than a taste for his tutor’s admired Pope. He loved sentimental literature.


  The Ayrshireman Murdoch’s memory of Burns indicates the boy was also a keen reader of newspapers. With his talk of ‘attacking the French’, the Francophile Murdoch signals an awareness that for much of Burns’s life, not least in the mid-1770s, France was an enemy country. Murdoch recalled,


  At the end of one week I told him that, as he was now pretty much master of the parts of speech, &c., I should like to teach him something of French pronunciation, that when he should meet with the name of a French town, ship, officer, or the like, in the newspapers, he might be able to pronounce it something like a French word. Robert was glad to hear this proposal, and immediately we attacked the French with great courage.


  Now there was little to be heard but the declension of nouns, the conjugation of verbs, &c. When walking together, and even at meals, I was constantly telling him the names of different objects, as they presented themselves, in French, so that he was hourly laying in a stock of words and sometimes little phrases. In short, he took such pleasure in learning, and I in teaching, that it was difficult to say which of the two was most zealous in the business, and about the end of our second week of the study of the French we began to read a little of the Adventures of Telemachus, in Fénélon’s own words.150


  Winter began to approach, though, and it was time for Burns to go back to the farm. He went with a French dictionary and a copy of Fénelon’s Télémaque, a 1699 prose romance set in the ancient Greek world and presenting the adventures of Odysseus’s son, Telemachus. This work was very popular, and a model for fictions like Fénelon’s secretary Ayr-born Jacobite Andrew Ramsay’s Travels of Cyrus.151 With his dictionary and Télémaque, Burns taught himself French to the extent that, according to Gilbert,


  he had acquired such a knowledge of the language, as to read and understand any French author in prose. This was considered as a sort of prodigy, and through the medium of Murdoch, procured him the acquaintance of several lads in Ayr, who were at that time gabbling French, and the notice of some families, particularly that of Dr Malcolm, where a knowledge of French was a recommendation.


  Observing the facility with which he had acquired the French language, Mr Robinson, the established writing-master in Ayr, and Mr Murdoch’s particular friend, having himself acquired a considerable knowledge of the Latin language by his own industry, without ever having learnt it at school, advised Robert to make the same attempt, promising him every assistance in his power. Agreeably to this advice, he purchased [the Scottish Jacobite Latinist Thomas Ruddiman’s] The Rudiments of the Latin Tongue, but finding this study dry and uninteresting, it was quickly laid aside.152


  Long afterwards, Burns would occasionally return to attempting Latin. Each time he gave up after a few days. Disappointed in love, he would announce to Gilbert, ‘So I’ll to my Latin again’, with the result that this became a private joke and Burns wrote several (now lost) stanzas on the topic. If a Classical education distinguished an eighteenth-century gentleman, Burns never attained that distinction; sometimes he felt the lack of it. He later complained wryly to a Classically educated correspondent of being ‘forced to pick up my fragments of knowledge as the hog picks up his husks, at the plough-tail’.153 However, in knowing Murdoch, Burns enjoyed fruitful contact with an Ayrshire teacher alert to developments in European as well as English-language literature.


  Teaching in Ayr, Murdoch often visited the Burnes household on Saturday afternoons. He dropped in at other times too, sometimes reading with the boys so that ‘by his assistance and conversation with that of some others men of taste and letters about Ayr we gathered a taste for reading poetry and writings of sentiment, of wit, and humour in all which we were tolerable lucky in getting books’.154 Gilbert’s mention here of ‘sentiment’ is yet another hint that Murdoch shaped his protégés’ taste. Mention of ‘wit and humour’ implies Murdoch had a side to him that was lighter than the demeanour of William Burnes, who laid such emphasis on piety, frugality, improvement and other solemn virtues. Probably the Murdoch who had given the Burneses The School for Lovers also had a hand in alerting Robert to writers like Richardson and Smollett. Murdoch may also have had a more louche side. In 1776, after being ‘overtaken in liquor’ he called Ayr’s Reverend Dalrymple ‘a Lyar or a damned lyar’ and was dismissed from his teaching position.155 ‘In Ayr,’ Gilbert remarked, ‘he might as well have spoken blasphemy.’156 Murdoch headed south, spent considerable time in France, then settled in London where he published books on French and taught English to foreigners, including the French revolutionary statesman Talleyrand. Occasionally corresponding with Burns, Murdoch later fell on hard times, dying in 1824. Outside Burns’s immediate family, he influenced the young poet more than anyone else.


  Burns’s time with Murdoch involved intensive learning, but was also a holiday from physically demanding farm-work. He recalled how at the start of his teens at Mount Oliphant ‘We lived very poorly’, combining ‘the chearless gloom of a hermit with the unceasing moil of a galley-slave’.157 Jobs he and Gilbert had to do included threshing corn, ploughing the poor-quality soil with a team of horses, harvesting and general farm-work. Since William could not afford a labourer, Robert took on that role. Repeatedly stressing the need to be frugal, his father was showing signs of exhaustion. His eldest son did all he could to help. Utensils were patched up rather than replaced. Peter Westwood has identified the words ‘to a hoe mended’ written by the young Robert in a surviving fragment of his father’s accounts.158 Gilbert recalled years of ‘hard labour’ and ‘rigid economy’ in his teens. ‘For several years butcher’s meat was a stranger in the house.’159


  Still, few things beat farm-work for exercise, and Burns was proud to be growing up physically strong: ‘At the plough, scythe or reaphook I feared no competitor.’160 As the eldest brother, he took the lead, but sometimes, later, he recalled bitterly the sheer slog. Gilbert worried that this told on Robert in his teens both physically and psychologically.


  My brother at the age of thirteen assisted in threshing the crop of corn, and at fifteen was the principal labourer on the farm, for we had no hired servant, male or female. The anguish of mind we felt at our tender years, under these straits and difficulties, was very great. To think of our father growing old (for he was now above fifty) broken down with the long continued fatigues of his life, with a wife and five other children, and in a declining state of circumstances, these reflections produced in my brother’s mind and mine sensations of the deepest distress.161


  In such circumstances, where the toughest farm-work seemed only to stave off impending financial crisis, reading and imagination offered Burns the solace of escape. Gilbert, though, remembered Robert in his teens ‘almost constantly afflicted in the evenings with a dull headache’, and related this to other symptoms which became worse in later life, when headaches were exchanged for ‘a palpitation of the heart and a threatening of fainting and suffocation in his bed, in the night-time’. Growing up beside his brother, Gilbert knew him better than anyone. He detected not only physical but also psychological problems which seemed to originate in Burns’s teens. ‘I doubt not but the hard labour and sorrow of this period of his life, was in a great measure the cause of that depression of spirits with which Robert was so often afflicted through his whole life afterwards.’162


  Medical terminology has changed greatly since the eighteenth century. Still, what Gilbert terms ‘depression of spirits’ seems akin to what we now call depressive illness – which often has its onset during the teenage years. This condition would climax in Burns’s breakdown around the age of twenty-one. Meanwhile, at Mount Oliphant, it was a problem the teenager struggled with in the relatively small amounts of privacy he had. If reading, conversation, poetry and song were escapes from the demands of work on the farm, they were also antidotes to painful ‘depression of spirits’.


  Song entranced Burns. From boyhood he knew Scots songs could not only be sung, but printed. Detailing the earliest poetry he and his brother came across around 1772, Gilbert mentions in passing ‘those excellent new songs that are hawked about the country in baskets, or exposed on stalls in the streets’.163 Robert remembered how what he came to regard as ‘one of the most beautiful songs in the Scots, or any other language … about the year 1771, or 72 … came first on the streets as a Ballad’. In this song about the return of the man of the house he loved the lines


  And will I see his face again!


  And will I hear him speak!


  and the proverbial wisdom about uncertainty,


  The present moment is our ain,


  The neist we never saw.164next


  Song, like religion, articulated and set in order people’s hopes and fears. It would be hard to exaggerate how closely Burns remembered passages of the Bible, poetry and Scots songs. They would be a frequent source and resource for his lifelong work. At least some boyhood friends such as James McCandlish knew of and shared this love of song. When young, Burns began to memorise songs, but did not write them down. In his twenties he sent an Edinburgh author samples of ‘old pieces that are still to be found among our Peasantry in the West’, remarking that ‘I once had a great many of these fragments and some of these here entire; but as I had no idea then that any body cared for them, I have forgot them.’165 This is probably rather disingenuous. Even in boyhood Burns was aware songs might be collected, written down, brought to book.


  Pious, singing psalms with his family, the young Burns continued crooning other songs too; his crooning was reinforced, challenged and quickened by reading. Though the exact chronology of his youthful experiences is often impossible to establish, he recalled another book from this early period as particularly important to him. This ‘select Collection of English songs’ was ‘my vade mecum. – I pored over them, driving my cart or walking to labor, song by song, verse by verse; carefully noting the true tender or sublime from affectation and fustian. – I am convinced I owe much to this for my critic-craft such as it is. –’166 There was an eighteenth-century Select Collection of English Songs, edited by Joseph Ritson, but it did not appear until 1783. We cannot be certain which songbook the teenage Burns pored over. The London-published The Goldfinch (1748) carried the prominent subtitle a Select Collection of the most celebrated English Songs. Burns’s German biographer Hans Hecht argued that The Lark, republished in Edinburgh in 1765, was Burns’s ‘select Collection’.167 It does carry such a subtitle, and contains not just English but Scots songs too. Some of these are written to tunes to which Burns (who late in life adopted the lark as his heraldic emblem) would set his own words. Another similar collection, The Masque, describes itself as a New and Select Collection of the best English, Scotch, and Irish Songs, Catches, Duets, and Cantatas.


  In such collections swains long to gaze ‘Upon Clarinda’s panting breast’ and nymphs like ‘chaste Clarinda’ strive to maintain their honour. Clarinda was a common name in eighteenth-century pastoral love songs where Burns would have found a fair bit of ‘affectation and fustian’. There were also heartier numbers – ‘Let’s be jovial, fill our Glasses.’168 Works like The Masque stressed national traditions in song. They allowed their Scottish songs a distinctive accent, in keeping with that encouraged by earlier eighteenth-century song collectors such as Allan Ramsay, David Herd and others. Sometimes even improper songs might be admitted to books:


  John Anderson, my jo, John,


  When first you did begin,


  You had as good a tail tree


  As ony ither man –


  But now ’tis waxen weak, John,


  And wriggles to and fro;


  I gi’e twa gae ups for ane gae down,


  John Anderson, my jo.169


  Later in life Burns collected a similar version of ‘John Anderson, my Jo’ for his bawdy anthology The Merry Muses of Caledonia. His other, better known and more popular version turns this song into a paean to married love. Whether or not such songs formed part of the ‘select Collection’ he pored over in adolescence, he knew them from oral tradition. The songbook showed him how lyrics he had grown up with might be collected in a book, closely examined, and subjected to the sort of ‘critic-craft’ which sometimes benefits young writers.


  Revealingly, when Burns lists aspects of the songs which he ‘noted carefully’, the ‘true tender’ comes first. From the very beginning he would aim for that in many of his finest lyrics. ‘I have paid more attention to every description of Scots Songs,’ he wrote a few years before his death, ‘than perhaps any body living has done.’170 This was true, and had been so ever since childhood when he listened to his mother’s singing, learned songs from those around him, and carried a songbook as his ‘vade mecum’.


  Unsurprisingly, the first serious written composition he chose to preserve was a song. ‘For my own part, I never had the least thought, or inclination, of turning Poet, till I got once heartily in love; & then Rhyme & Song were, in a manner the spontaneous language of my heart.’171 Like all accounts of his childhood, this one is retrospective, and a little mannered. Quite possibly, just as today’s boys may imagine aspects of their lives in terms of films, so Burns cast himself in a role when he had his first love affair and formally made a song of it. The role was one that also appealed to his younger brother when he set down the account of his own affair with ‘Lavinia’. Though Robert and Gilbert fell for different girls, the circumstances of each relationship can be linked to the passage from Thomson’s ‘Autumn’ in Masson’s schoolbook. What Masson calls the ‘Story of Lavinia’ is set on a hard-working farm in harvest season:


  Before the ripen’d field the reapers stand,


  In fair array; each by the lass he loves,


  To bear the rougher part, and mitigate


  By nameless gentle offices her toil.


  At once they stoop and swell the lusty sheaves,


  While thro’ their chearful band, the rural talk,


  The rural scandal, and the rural jest


  Fly harmless, to deceive the tedious time …


  Here ‘The pride of swains’, Palemon, a representative of ‘the rural life in all its joy’ and ‘Arcadian song’, falls in love with Lavinia.172 For someone so impressed by poetry as Burns, this must have been a suggestive scenario. It is not hard to relate it to the long, wittily phrased, self-conscious 1787 account he gave Dr John Moore of his first love and first song in the not quite so Arcadian, thistly fields of Ayrshire where Burns presents himself as first committing ‘the sin of RHYME’.


  You know our country custom of coupling a man and woman together as Partners in the labors of Harvest. – In my fifteenth autumn, my Partner was a bewitching creature who just counted an autumn less. – My scarcity of English denies me the power of doing her justice in that language; but you know the Scotch idiom, She was a bonie, sweet, sonsie lass. – In short, she altogether unwittingly to herself, initiated me in a certain delicious Passion, which in spite of acid Disappointment, gin-horse Prudence and bookworm Philosophy, I hold to be the first of human joys, our dearest pleasure here below. – How she caught the contagion I can’t say; you medical folks talk much of infection by breathing the same air, the touch, &c. but I never expressly told her that I loved her. – Indeed I did not well know myself, why I liked so much to loiter behind with her, when returning in the evening from our labors; why the tones of her voice made my heartstrings thrill like an Eolian harp; and particularly, why my pulse beat such a furious ratann when I looked and fingered over her hand, to pick out the nettle-stings and thistles. – Among her other love-inspiring qualifications, she sung sweetly; and ’twas her favorite reel to which I attempted giving an embodied vehicle in rhyme. – I was not so presumptive as to imagine that I could make verses like printed ones, composed by men who had Latin and Greek; but my girl sung a song which was said to be composed by a small country laird’s son, on one of his father’s maids, with whom he was in love; and I saw no reason why I might not rhyme as well as he, for excepting smearing sheep and casting peats, his father living in the moors, he had no more Scholarcraft than I had.173


  Here is Burns in the situation of Thomson’s reapers, but also aware of more earthy matters like ‘smearing sheep’. Writing this account as an adult, he flourishes polite culture – ‘an Eolian harp’ – alongside ‘Scotch idiom’. Conscious of his lack of Classical education, and with a note of what we now call class consciousness, he knows himself as good as any laird’s son. He communicates physical sexual excitement – ‘my pulse beat such a furious ratann when I looked and fingered over her hand’ – but also the allure of a voice. This girl, like his mother and the woman he would eventually marry, sings sweetly, and sings Scots song. The way Burns here describes his early composing style – words shaped around a pre-existing tune to make ‘an embodied vehicle in rhyme’ – accords with his ‘crambo-jingle’ and accounts of how he made songs later.


  Yet, witty and tender, erotically excited but also minutely attentive, this passage presents a poet who has moved beyond ‘crambo-jingle’ into purposeful lyrical composition. The song was no masterpiece. Burns later picked it to pieces. It begins,


  O once I lov’d a bonnie lass,


  An’ aye I love her still,


  An’ whilst that virtue warms my breast


  I’ll love my handsome Nell.174


  Burns afterwards decided lines one and two were ‘quite too much in the flimsy strain of our ordinary street ballads’, while lines three and four were ‘too much in the other extreme. The expression is a little akward, and the sentiment too serious.’ Writing these comments he confirms that stylistically this early attempt at song drew both on demotic verses he heard around him and on the more formal English songs in his ‘vade mecum’. Later his poetry would splice these two strains more successfully, but whenever he called to mind the final stanza of this early song he remembered composing it ‘in a wild enthusiasm of passion, and to this hour I never recollect it, but my heart melts, and my blood sallies at the remembrance’.175 Burns writes about these lines in terms of pulses beating and blood sallying because the song, not least in its conclusion, even as it sings of ‘innocence and modesty’, is about one of his great themes, the uncontrollable energy of love:


  ’Tis this in Nelly pleases me,


  ’Tis this enchants my soul;


  For absolutely in my breast


  She reigns without controul.176


  Excitedly, a little awkwardly, the teenage Burns had announced himself as lover, singer and poet. In many ways his boyhood on the farm was ordinary; but the way his hunger for reading and listening was nourished by people around him was not. An ability to fuse his everyday Scots working-lad’s ordinariness with the extraordinariness of his schooled imagination and instincts was about to make him impressively and unstoppably a bard.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Images/MyCoverImage.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

The Bard

Robert Crawford






OEBPS/Images/ART_pub.jpg
PIMIICO





OEBPS/Images/ART_Piii-01.jpg





OEBPS/Styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





