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Preface



For years now, trips to London have always ended the same way: with a bittersweet walk through Piccadilly. Leaving Fortnum and Mason’s, preserve jars weighting my arms, I am instinctively drawn to a local bookshop to remind myself anew of the haphazard and paltry selection of Scottish history titles it stocks. Do not ask me why, but I find it strangely comforting. Perhaps it serves to fuel the visceral suspicions of a Scot – usually well-honed after time spent in the (other) capital’s archives – about just how little ‘they’ know of ‘us’ (or care to discover).


In the simplest terms, this volume is written in order to explain why, since the early nineteenth century, certain Scottish history books have ended up on shop shelves (not just those in London), while others languish as unpublished notes held together only by the author’s best intentions, or the valiant efforts of archivists, or reluctant executors of the estates of the dead. Indeed, some histories never even got a chance to germinate in the imaginations of authors: academic prejudices often served to kill off an idea before it was tentatively articulated, or even formed in the mind. The Caledoniad – a study of a battle between the Caledonians and the Romans in verse, planned by the characters in Sir Walter Scott’s Antiquary (1816) – never materialised.


Allow me to make a claim. It is important to understand why some books were published, which ones were read, and by whom. It is equally important to address a silence: why some books were never published, and some were seldom read by anyone. The noise that filled review columns also warrants a critical ear: why some histories were judged favourably and others not is seldom straightforward.


To appreciate the character of a nation’s historical sensibilities, the bias and cultural assumptions that have shaped the writing of the past have to be understood. Schools can only teach from the books historians write; the heritage sector can only exploit recognisable histories; and politicians can only evoke national pride if history has delivered familiar heroes. National histories are where the memories of a nation are held and its conscience is shaped. Such histories can both inspire and limit the ambitions of a country and its people: more than anything, perhaps, they distinguish who counts as ‘us’ and who, ‘them’.


The history of Scotland’s history – its historiography – is something of interest not just to historians, or at least it ought not to be. What constitutes our past; why recognised paradigms have often served to question the very validity of a national history of Scotland; when Scottish histories emerged from expensive leather-bound volumes in the cold libraries of Scottish stately homes and reached a popular reading public; who has written our history (and who has been silenced); and how the writing of history has changed over time, all call for a more thorough appraisal.


It is surely time we understood why the honey of Scottish heather-fed bees and the preserved berries of an Angus summer are still clearly more appreciated in our neighbouring ‘nation of shopkeepers’ than the chronicles of the Scottish past.


Catriona M.M. Macdonald
University Gardens, Glasgow
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Introduction



Scottish history survived the Union of 1707, even if the Scottish parliament did not. This simple conjunction had far from simple consequences in terms of how the Scottish past would be understood by later generations. Particularly in the nineteenth century, when national histories spoke powerfully to Romantic sensitivities and the political ambitions of countries re-mapped after Napoleon’s defeat by the Congress of Vienna (1815), national identity was sustained and renewed by the reassuring sense of antiquity that histories brought. This book explores the history of Scottish history after 1832, when – following the death of the novelist Sir Walter Scott (1771–1832) and Britain’s first steps towards democracy – Scottish history was refashioned, and its political import recast (several times over). It is the story of what happened to Scottish history after the Enlightenment.


NATIONAL NARRATIVES


For a country like Scotland, the national historical frame is compelling. When national identity is appreciated historically as an ‘intellectual matrix for collective identities’, the dynastic accident of 1603 that created a shared monarchy in Great Britain and the absence of a separate legislature after 1707, is as nothing compared to the weight of memory and its contemporary manifestations in faith, laws, administrative practices, traditions and values.1 Across Europe, diplomatic partnerships, economic unions and colonial aggrandisement in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries certainly created empires and relationships that had the potential to dissolve more ancient bonds in Scotland, but experience proved that the status of nations was typically enriched, and their national characteristics amplified as a consequence of expansion and engagement with other peoples, whether as partners or colonisers.2 As Ernest Renan (1823–1892) in his famous lecture of 1882 emphasised, ‘A Zollverein [customs union] . . . is never a Fatherland’.3 Nations continued to assert profound influence.


Narrative – more specifically meta-, master, or grand narrative – is the means by which historians attempt that alchemy that takes the fragments of the past and distils the histories of nations. It is more than storytelling: national narratives require certain features which, by necessity, must constrain the imagination of any self-styled ‘seanachaidh’.4 Protagonist, plot and periodisation are givens, but they tolerate various interpretations.5 As English historian Raphael Samuel (1934–1996) noted: ‘historians anthropomorphise their subject matter, treating nations . . . as if they were sentient beings, with a mind and will of their own’.6 An intriguing paradox is hard-wired into this concept of nation as literary character: while the history is driven by change over time, the nation itself must remain fixed, or at any rate recognisable throughout as the same protagonist. This is not as straightforward as it sounds, particularly as the lineaments of the plot are seldom uncontroversial. Rather, there is ‘constant narrative refiguration’.7 Narratives and their meanings are not stable, they are contingent, provisional, and – not surprisingly – incompatible narratives co-exist.8


Certainly, the dating of events seldom changes: the Battle of Bannockburn will always ‘be’ 23–24 June 1314, and in the same relationship in time to, say, 1320 (the Declaration of Arbroath). Identifying cause and effect is also dictated by known sequences of events. But what constitutes an event does change, meaning alternative plot lines are always present in events yet to be discovered or simply identified as such (that is, incidents worthy of the name and demanding of attention). Even the fixed assurances of calendars prove illusory at times, as periods of study acquire meaning beyond mere dates, and affect the importance of events.9 It is inconceivable, for example, that a history of Scotland ending in 1746 will treat the Union in the same way as one ending in 1707, and it is equally unlikely that a history of England will treat either year in quite the same way as a history of the northern kingdom. As J.G.A. Pocock (1924–2023) noted of the Oxford History of England (1934–65) and the New History of England (1978–): when such series arrive at the year 1707, ‘there is no caesura, no change of key or structure, no sense that the history of England has become part of something else and requires to be written in new terms’.10 By contrast, many histories of Scotland simply stop in 1707.


With this in mind, it is perhaps telling that Scotland has frequently been thought to exist most powerfully as history.11 Historian Gordon Donaldson (1913–1993), later Historiographer Royal for Scotland, reflected in his inaugural lecture as Professor of Scottish History and Palaeography at the University of Edinburgh in 1964:




so far as I can see, it is history and perhaps history alone, which gives to the Scottish nation today such cohesion as it possesses. What else but history binds the people of Scotland together and keeps them aware of their identity?12





Interesting: but, given how historical narrative operates, Donaldson traps us in a circular logic. How can Scotland be known through its history, if history first demands that the nation is known?


One answer might be to suggest that Scottish history need not be a national history: that a more diffuse sense of the past of the land mass now known as Scotland, or the people known as Scots, is sufficient. Alternatively, it may be suggested that Scottish history is best conceived as part of something larger – a history of the British Isles, perhaps – or, more provocatively, a regional history of part of the British state. Indeed, one might claim a precedent for rejecting ‘the nation’ as a worthwhile matrix for Scotland in the first place: medieval histories of Scotland point to the ways in which, during an age that predated modern notions of nationhood, meaningful histories of Scotland could and did exist, often resting on continuities identified in royal dynastic successions.13 And writers in the early-modern period, if anything, enhanced this sense of Scottish distinctiveness, infusing it with the vocabulary of mission during the Reformation, for example.14 Yet, in the mid eighteenth century, the near coincidence of two events – one political, the other intellectual – served to jeopardise Scottish history’s acquisition of modern national status. The defeat of the Jacobite rebellion in 1746 and the emergence of the first shoots of Scotland’s Enlightenment that would in time exert a powerful influence on European historical traditions, together dictated that national histories of Scotland would strain the conventions of an emergent discipline and its signature literary form.


At this juncture it is sufficient to note that, if only by default, historians of Scotland had little alternative but to style their histories ‘national’, although social historian R.J. Morris (1943–2022) preferred the idea of a nation within a nation.15 If not national, what? Scotland was not simply a ‘shire’ or a county of a Greater Britain after 1707, and a union could not have been brokered had Scotland not first been a nation with a parliament to lose. A powerful sense of Scottish identity survived the Union, and civil structures evinced distinctiveness in the prime carriers of nationhood – the law and the church.16 Economic dependence on England (or England’s Empire) did not lead to dissolution or merger: differences mattered.17 Taken in the round, this meant that (even if some may have wished it otherwise while others seized on it with patriotic intensity) the only recognisable and plausible frame available to historians of Scotland was the national one. But that did not make Scottish historians ‘nationalists’ in a political sense. A narrative choice does not demand that an author votes in a certain way or adopts a particular stance on, say, Home Rule. A historiography survived of a nation that has always been more than an ‘imagined community’, even if a nationalist version did not attract the level of support one can identify in other European countries that, particularly after 1848, sought self-determination or imperial status commensurate with their global ambitions.18 In retrospect, it mattered less that nineteenth-century nationalist versions of Scotland’s past were, according to Colin Kidd (1964–), ‘mutually incoherent’ (Scotland is not exceptional in this), than that many historians upheld the view that Scotland’s national history was sufficiently distinct from that of its southern neighbour to warrant different treatment.19 And they did this in the face of an oft-times unsympathetic professional establishment in England where a British master narrative developed with scant regard for the claims of the northern kingdom. The co-existence of two master narratives within a single state, however, did not oblige either to counter the other in all respects: it would have been strange had there not at times been a meeting of minds.


THE CRITERIA OF NATIONHOOD


Historical perspectives that have justified national histories of other countries prove problematic in the case of Scotland in the modern period, not simply because of the partnership with the other nations in the United Kingdom, but because the typical characteristics taken as qualifying criteria for nationhood are manifest in Scotland in a-typical ways. Dynastic, constitutional or legal precedent, religion, race and language have all at various times been deployed by historians to make the case for a national history of Scotland, as has been the case for other countries.20 Yet, paradoxically, such indicators have also frequently undermined the case for a national history of Scotland.


Monarchy and the Mother of all Parliaments


Britain was united under a Scottish king: James VI of Scotland became the monarch also of England in 1603. The Stewarts (and by proxy, Scotland) could thus claim the bragging rights of having created the multinational state that would become Great Britain. At the very least it certainly made it difficult, in the short term anyway, for the Scots to challenge its legitimacy when decisions made in London seemed disadvantageous to Scotland. Had the question of dynastic succession ended in 1603, national histories of Scotland would look rather different. The seventeenth century, however, was marked by discord across the Stewart kingdoms: ecclesiastical conflict, civil war and regicide meant the legacy of the Stewart monarchs hardly appeared one of which to boast. Posterity characterises them as autocratic, and the Roman Catholic (or simply ‘high church’) predilections of some of their number certainly sat ill with Scotland’s Presbyterian establishment. What is more, both characteristics were at odds with the constitutional imperative associated with the English parliamentary tradition which was seen as a defining element of England’s sense of nationhood, and later that of the Union state, even by Scots.21 One underestimates at one’s peril the potency of the nostalgia associated with the Magna Carta (1215) and the maternal status of parliament in England’s national growth to maturity.22 For some, then, the Stewart period was an awkward bump on the road towards 1689, when – as a consequence of the ‘Glorious Revolution’ – the Stewart thrones were gifted to their more reliably Protestant Dutch in-laws, and Britain’s constitutional destiny as a beacon of parliamentary rule was, apparently, secured.23 The quiet transfer of power in 1689 (noisier in Ulster) became the ultimate expression of Britain’s development as a parliamentary monarchy: the previous eighty years were little more than an unpleasant aberration, and 1707 merely a coda. From the vantage point of England, the legacy of Scottish kingship in the southern realm came to be appreciated as a thankfully neutralised threat to the country’s constitutional integrity: even into the twentieth century, for historians looking back, there appeared to be no progressive potential in the Stewarts and, by association, the monarchical, parliamentary and legal traditions of the north.24 After 1707, the records of Scottish kings and parliaments were merely of historic interest: no precedents set by these institutions were seen to have a positive bearing on contemporary concerns.25 Even older traditions of elective monarchy, once lauded as a sign of ancient constitutionalism, were, from the eighteenth century, identified as ‘a sign of underdeveloped institutions, economic practices and civil liberties’.26 And, as David Allan notes, eighteenth-century historians, many of them Scots, ‘were important contributors to the long-standing orthodoxy that late medieval Scotland had been characterised by turbulence and disorder provoked by the activities of overmighty subjects inadequately governed by a feeble line of morally corrupted Stewart kings’.27 The first Professor of Scottish History and Palaeography at the University of Edinburgh, Peter Hume Brown (1849–1918), according to Dauvit Broun, treated Scotland’s ‘loss of independence . . . as a step in the nation’s progress’.28 Meanwhile, fifty miles to the west, the first Professor of Scottish History and Literature at the University of Glasgow, Robert Rait (1874–1936), noted in 1924,




The Scottish parliament never established the claim upon national gratitude and reverence which, at the date of the Union, Englishmen proudly acknowledged to be the inheritance of the two houses that sat at West-minster, nor did it give to the world that example of, and inspiration to, representative government which is perhaps the greatest English contribution to the development of civilisation.29





Liberty was the gift of Westminster, it transpired, and even in Scotland’s universities in the early twentieth century, English history was appreciated as a more instructive guide for citizenship than knowledge of Scotland’s past (unless one was to learn a lesson from a bad example, that is).30 Once-honoured Scottish ‘freedom fighters’ – the Reformers of the sixteenth century who secured a Presbyterian polity in the north, or the Covenanters of the seventeenth century, their inheritors – came to be seen as unreliable and unedifying heroes in any historical master narrative. They defended something at once larger than and smaller than the nation itself. Certainly, their ideal of liberty spoke to the ‘commonweal’, but it was a denominationally specific and intolerant one: it jarred in a narrative of secular constitutionalism.31


The Scottish embrace of the English constitutional tradition, however, may have had more material motives: we ought not to be so gullible as to assume that in all instances support for the constitution underpinning the British state was anything more than saluting the institution that facilitated access to imperial markets after 1707 and compensation for the Darien venture – Scotland’s attempt at empire-building on the isthmus of Panama in 1698–9. Walter Scott, in both his fiction and his finances, personified the ways in which the Union tied the British nations together as a financial construct more than anything else. Theodore Koditschek observes that in Scott’s Rob Roy (1817), for example, it is ‘capitalism, commerce and communication’ that bound the Union by opening it up.32 And as Andrew Lincoln has suggested, the influence of David Hume (1711–1776) on Scott’s approach to history in this regard is telling: ‘Hume’s apparent indifference to constitutional arrangements allows him to present liberty as the product of social and economic progress rather than of political establishments.’33 Scots’ and Scott’s commitment to the Union was always conditional on its guarantee of financial wellbeing. This had consequences. It was said that in the Union negotiations, Scotland had been ‘bought and sold for English gold’ – the phrase, of course, is that of the poet Robert Burns (1759– 1796). But experience suggests that purchases rarely solicit loyalty beyond the term of the transaction, nor do they necessarily refashion identity.34


Law


Scots law was guaranteed by the treaties of Union and gave the nation ongoing meaning in everyday life. As elsewhere in the world, the law proved an important carrier of national values in Scotland. It is not a coincidence that many nineteenth-century antiquarians were lawyers, and long before a national library was established (in 1925), it was in the Signet Library (a collection amassed by the Writers to the Signet from at least 1722) and the library of the Faculty of Advocates (est. 1689) that Scotland’s literary treasures were held. But the overt ‘Scottishness’ of Scots law and its perpetuation into the modern era did not necessarily make it a powerful stimulant to patriotism: no one has laid down their life in defence of minute details of legal precedent. Nor did it make Scots law universally popular. Scottish Enlightenment authors frequently associated Scots law with ‘Restoration tyranny, feudal oppression, economic backwardness and absolutist French influences’.35 But the law did lay strong foundations on which a distinctive and largely autonomous civil society in Scotland would be built in the nineteenth century: something fiercely defended against the encroachment of the British state, and something that would encourage and shape the associational culture which fuelled historical studies in the Victorian period.36


Religion


Presbyterianism also reinforced and gave meaning to the nation composed of these historic traces and contemporary manifestations in law. As in many other European countries, sacral narratives both overlaid and were constitutive of national historical narratives, and in Scotland the legacy of the Reformation was determining in this regard. As a national religion, Presbyterianism and Scotland shared the same borders: faith had a spatial form that was coterminous with the nation. If anything, it was a state of affairs that became even more entrenched in the nineteenth century at much the same time as religion declined as a determinant of national identity elsewhere in Europe.


But religiosity was vulnerable to the vicissitudes of constitutional change. Even without a monarchical head, the status of the Church of Scotland declined with the king’s move to London in 1603. The English Bible might bear the name of a Scottish king, but his natal church was arguably less, not more, influential on affairs of state following the Union of the Crowns. Still, Linda Colley’s influential work Britons (1992) would have us believe that across the three British kingdoms after 1707, ‘Protestantism was able to become a unifying and distinguishing bond as never before’.37 Her argument emphasises that, when faced with an existential threat from the Catholic powers of Europe, the nations of Britain dissolved their denominational differences in the balm of Protestantism. In eighteenth-century Scotland, however, internal threats to the Established Church from Presbyterian secession were at times a more pressing challenge than foreign influences. The Secession Church was established in 1733, the Relief Church in 1761 and the Free Church, following the ‘Disruption’, in 1843. All were symptoms of disquiet regarding the implications of the 1712 Patronage Act, which restored lay patronage in the Church of Scotland, and the rise of ‘moderatism’ in the kirk’s ranks. The internal threat from Catholicism, at least until 1845, seemed less urgent than challenges from the Presbyterian faithful: the Scottish Catholic hierarchy was not restored until 1878. Catholicism was certainly not a threat sufficient to silence those who considered the Church of Scotland had failed to live up to its past, nor serious enough for Presbyterians to dissolve their differences with Anglicans or Episcopalians.38 Enlightenment historians may have found aspects of Presbyterianism an assault on taste and manners, but evangelicalism sacralised the nation anew in these years and with it its past – a past that pointed to the disunity of the United Kingdom.39 Not surprisingly, perhaps, Scottish clerics of all denominations were among the most enthusiastic antiquarians of the nineteenth century.


Ethnicity and Language


At least until the 1930s, race too was accepted as a powerful component of national identity, and historians were influential in the development of racial theories. Since then, ‘ethnicity’ has largely taken its place and is increasingly perceived as constructed rather than genetic.40 Be that as it may, in the nineteenth century, even when it was widely acknowledged there were no ‘pure’ races, historians used racial terminology and explained aspects of the past in racial terms.41 For Scotland, however, race was something of a conundrum. For a mongrel nation composed historically of Teutons, Picts, Celts, Anglo-Saxons and Normans, race suggested multiple narratives and numerous foundation myths: it had the potential to undermine as much as to enrich the national master narrative. Indeed, eighteenth-century writers problematised this further, suggesting that of these groups, some were more entitled to the respect of posterity (the Teutons and the Anglo-Saxons) than others (the mysterious painted Picts or the Celts); and the commanding presence of some races present in both Scotland and England (the Teutons, the Anglo-Saxons, the Normans) made more compelling the case for the reconstitution of Scottish history in a British frame. In contrast to the writers of the Enlightenment in Ireland, the Scottish philosophes viewed Celtic culture as barbaric, and were more critical of Dalriadic society than previous historians of Scotland.42 Rather, for them, racial affinities in mainland Britain seemed to underscore the natural partnership of the Scots and the English, and grounded Scotland’s legitimate claim to a shared constitutional inheritance on something far more profound and much older than any treaty.43


A spatial distinction was layered on top of this: the Anglo-Saxons had dominated the south of Scotland while the Celts had the north. Race thus had the potential to challenge the geographic integrity of the Scottish nation as well as merging Scotland’s past with that of its near neighbour with which it shared a border – a border confirmed as late as 1746, with England’s formal annexation of Berwick-upon-Tweed.44 Renewed interest in the later nineteenth century in Scotland’s Celtic past and its connections with Ireland changed little. Fin de siècle scholarship did not destabilise notions of Anglo-Saxon superiority, or at least did so only in ways that appeared to draw Scotland further from the civilising impulse of modernity and closer to Ireland – two directions only a minority of Scots would savour.45


By then, of course, the Scots and the English also shared a language. Certainly, Scots (the language) and Gaelic persisted, but the language of government was English, the language of the classroom was English, the language of the Scottish press was (aside from the poetry columns) English. Elsewhere in Europe language reinforced claims to nationhood and independence, but such a project was rather more difficult in Scotland, although a case could be made (resting at least in part on language) for multiple national Romanticisms in the British Isles in the eighteenth century that compromised linguistic and literary hegemony.46 Regardless, the English could read and mostly comprehend the words of Scotland’s bard, Robert Burns, and they knew how ‘wersh’ his threats to them were.47


THE BRITISH FRAME


Clearly, British history has had and continues to have an important (and sometimes determining) impact on Scottish history, and the shifting politics of Britishness have, since the extension of the parliamentary franchise in 1832 (indeed, long before), impacted the writing of Scottish history. It is not the intention of this book, however, to suggest a route to a more convincing British history by critiquing what has been: others have done that already with varying degrees of success.48 Rather, this book sets out to examine Scottish history as at once part of but separate from British history in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. As has been established, after 1707 Scottish history was never entirely eclipsed, and deserves to be understood on its own terms: Scottish history was not unborn in 1707, just as French history did not cease on the foundation of the European Economic Community in 1957. There is an element of perversity in the fact that since 1707 Scottish history has been called upon to justify its existence, while the onus ought to have been more firmly placed on those who assert the logic of a history for the British state that predates its foundation and often extends beyond its current borders.


British and English (and Irish) history will be important at times in this volume but only when they serve a useful purpose in making sense of Scottish historiography. English historiography is already well served, even when writers purportedly write about Britain, but a study of modern Scottish historiography is long overdue: the most recent book-length study, The Identity of the Scottish Nation: An Historic Quest (1998) by William Ferguson (1924–2021) runs out of steam in the nineteenth century.


In what follows it is hoped that scholars who now promote a transnational approach to British history might come to appreciate the transnational history of British history as it has evolved to date. There are dangers inherent in directing the history of Scotland towards fashionable models (global history is only the latest in a long succession of styles that soon ‘date’), simply because they are more compatible with current British (or English) trends. This is particularly the case if those trends offer little to sustain the most meaningful inquiry into Scotland’s past and risk tying Scottish scholarship to a model that is not without its own problems.49 In 1967, for example, when Scottish historical studies were on the cusp of a renaissance, Gareth Stedman Jones, in an article entitled ‘The Pathology of English History’, referred to British historiography in the previous hundred years as a case of ‘arrested intellectual development and conceptual poverty’.50


Of course, Scots have always been willing and active progenitors of Britishness and British history: from William Robertson (1721–1793) and David Hume, through Archibald Alison (1792–1867) and Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881), to Glasgow-educated Ulsterman James Bryce (1838–1922), the Aberdeen MP and the founder of the English Historical Review, and beyond, Scots have influenced the discipline and the identities (and misconceptions) on which British history rests.51 Some genuinely sought to shape a new British history; others knowingly or subconsciously elided ‘British’ and ‘English’ as their southern neighbours invariably did (and still often do); many simply enjoyed the glamour of the wealthier English intellectual establishment.52 It would be ill-judged to consider them complicit in their own colonisation, but equally naïve to suppose that such attitudes left Scottish history and Scottish politics unaffected.


Scots contributed to the formation of the British state and they also currently pose as the most likely agents of its undoing. Not surprisingly, incompatible narratives of this marriage of convenience have arisen. Indeed, few would state with such confidence of the twenty-first century what Stefan Berger and Chris Lorenz have observed in the nineteenth: namely, that in Britain ‘the power of national history [did not] pose a serious threat to the existence of the composite national state’.53 In order to better understand this state of affairs, it is worth considering an important attempt to reconcile the national histories of the British Isles, namely the pursuit of a ‘New British History’ in the guise of ‘four nations’, and the political contexts within which it unfolded.


Four Nations: The History


In 1973, J.G.A. Pocock, a New Zealand-born historian, identified the need ‘to revive the term British history’ by adopting a ‘pluralist approach’ to the history of the British Isles, or, as he put it, ‘the Atlantic Archipelago’.54 Instead of simply an outgrowth of English history, British history was to be appreciated as ‘the plural history of a group of cultures situated along an Anglo-Celtic frontier and marked by an increasing English political and cultural domination’.55 Over the years, Pocock’s vocabulary shifted somewhat to accommodate the praise of adherents and the critiques of the sceptical, becoming at times both less and more radical. In 1982 he called for a ‘multi-contextual history’ of Britain.56 In 1995 the aspiration was to historicise ‘interlocking peoples and cultures’, while acknowledging that British history is a history which contests and questions, but ‘does not automatically negate . . . its own identity’.57 In 1999, he sought the ‘aggregate of all these histories’ (English, Irish, Scottish, Welsh) as well as ‘the problematic history of how they were brought together in the history of a single imperium’.58 Pocock’s observation in 1995 is most telling, however: ‘A nation, or a multiple nation, which has always been debatable continues its history by continuing the debate.’59 Adapting Tennyson’s Morte d’Arthur, it seemed that the old order changeth yielding place to nothing new: the aim of the new paradigm was to help us live with ambiguity.


Pocock may have emphasised a multi-perspectival – ‘four nations’ – approach, but it was in pursuit of a familiar singular entity: British history (no matter how contested, no matter how archipelagic). In this formulation, Scotland’s history would still be in the service of a history that was younger than its own founding myths, its rise to nationhood and its statehood. In this new British history the danger was that the most important aspects of Scottish history only became manifest after the point that the nation surrendered its independence. And what was to be gained? In mature Pocockian guise, Britain now no longer posed as a stable essence: even that was gone (if it had ever been). At times the ‘New British History’ appeared to be yet another means of shoring up the status quo in a truly British manner: by changing the rules of the game without altering its objectives.


For all that, Scots were among its keenest players: after all, you never win a game if you do not play it. But what was on offer was yet another integrative framework. The ‘New British History’ failed to offer a progressive paradigm for Scottish history and has proved a dead end for Scottish historians who do not see their ultimate success as being a footnote in a study of what the ‘four nations’ had in common. It has introduced a theory of value that has not necessarily served Scottish history well, while it has also failed to convince sufficient English historians that it is a route to the liberation of British history from the burdens of its Whiggish origins (that is, if they aspire to such liberation in the first place). It has also had the rather unfortunate consequence of identifying as ‘nationalist’ (one suspects in a less than complimentary fashion) those Scottish histories that do not ‘fit’, or seek to work against, the British paradigm. This started early: in 1975, Pocock characterised histories of Wales, Scotland and Ireland as being ‘written as separate enterprises in the effort, sustained to various degrees, to constitute separate historiographical traditions’, as if for once-separate nations this would take unnatural resolve.60 In 1982 Pocock admitted that ‘1707 created no new nationality’, but caricatured the national histories that persisted, divesting them of their past. He identified a ‘Scottish nationalist historiography, written out of opposition to the Union . . . the history of a people intelligible within the parameters they have constructed for themselves but overlaid, repressed, and distorted by the imposition of a “British” structure, which is English and irrelevant’.61


Perhaps, on reflection, it is not surprising that subsequent generations turned to class, gender and global perspectives as more convincing routes towards the re-/de-/un-/nationalising of British history, but this means that the internationalising effect that might be gained by looking inwards is yet unrealised. In the second half of the twentieth century, even to the conservative British intellectual establishment, Marxism seemed a more promising route to the reform of British history than Scottish history. Only a grand narrative grander than Britain itself – Empire, say – or something spatially unbounded – like class or gender – seemed to hold any promise. Only something bigger could replace or accommodate Britain in ways that did not undermine its integrity. To genuinely acknowledge something smaller – Scotland, say – endangered fragmenting the subject itself. And in any case, Scottish histories into the late 1960s offered little in the way of promise. Empirically bounded, in thrall to the paradigms of an earlier age, and rehashing debates that would have been familiar to their nineteenth-century forebears, there appeared to be little hope that ‘enlightenment’ or ‘disruption’ would be found again north of the Border. The political context, however, was pregnant with something new.


Four Nations: The Politics


It is unlikely that any ‘new, improved’ British history will change much politically. It will certainly not guarantee a British future for this sceptred isle. Experience has taught us that Britain can (and has) exist(ed) without a genuinely British history: British and Scottish historiographies have not invariably run in parallel, despite the shared political environment. We should be careful, then, not to conflate the relative autonomy of national histories with the strength of respective nationalisms. The political contexts within which histories are written are clearly significant (they became more so after 1945, when the importance of religion declined and Protestantism lost its claim on Scottish national identity), but the national question is only one (and sometimes a relatively minor) element of a far more complex political nexus. ‘History’, Pocock emphasised, ‘is past politics’, but present politics are often integral in determining which histories claim the upper hand.62 The case of Irish history, for example, has been treated as exceptional in the context of the British Isles over the course of the last hundred years. This is not necessarily because of a unique historical establishment (Irish historians were deeply embedded in British networks and many Scottish cultural institutions pre-date those of Ireland) or profound and incompatible intellectual differences (although these did exist on some matters). The reason is simple: the current existence of a separate state appears to necessitate a different approach, even when it comes to the years that pre-date that state.63 That Irish national history exists because Ireland now boasts a state separate from that of Britain is not a logic that should content historians, especially Scottish historians. The corollary is that no national history is possible for a nation that does not boast a state.


Such caveats notwithstanding, the political context of Scottish historiography will loom large at times in this volume: from the ambivalent Toryism of Walter Scott, to the Home Rule years of the 1880s (which coincided with a cultural renaissance), to the ‘crisis of confidence’ identified by Richard Finlay in the inter-war years (despite another renaissance), and beyond.64 Contemporary historiographical criticism, however, has tended to alight on two periods critical in the development of political nationalism as being important also to the development of Scottish history in recent times: the 1960s–70s, and the 1980s– 90s, and most particularly the years of referendums, 1979 and 1997.


Not by chance did Pocock consider a revival of British history necessary in the 1970s. Using the less than helpful shorthand of ‘Celtic nationalism’ to signal the growth in the number of elected offices held by the Scottish National Party [SNP] at a local and national level after 1967, and, one presumes, the creation of the Welsh Office in 1965 and the escalation in Republican paramilitarism in Northern Ireland, he and other commentators identified internal and external constitutional challenges to the UK. These included British membership of the EEC (secured in 1973); the abolition of the Stormont Assembly in the same year; and referendums on Scottish and Welsh assemblies, held in 1979.65 The relative absence of a ‘nationalist’ historiography in the Scottish universities in the years leading up to such changes, however, highlights the limitations of Pocock’s emphasis on ‘Celtic nationalism’.


In 1959 Maurice Lee complained that the work of academic historians in Scotland was ‘too often confined to the editing of texts’: ‘only cranks dare to essay comprehensive studies in Scottish history’.66 According to Lee, historical opinion on the Union had not changed much since its 200th anniversary, and ‘Scottish political history after the French Revolution has not attracted the attention of historians. It has either been treated as part of the history of England or, more commonly, not treated at all.’ The one exception was the ‘vexed question’ of the nationalist movement, addressed largely by ‘enthusiasts’ prone to taking liberties with the truth, he claimed.67 By the mid 1960s, however, there were signs of change: the first of four volumes of the Edinburgh History of Scotland had been published; the two volumes of the New History of Scotland had become standard issue textbooks; Geoffrey Barrow (G.W.S. Barrow, 1924–2013) had published his landmark biography of Robert Bruce, victor of the Battle of Bannockburn (1314) in 1965; and T.C. Smout (1933–) and H. Hamilton had signalled the emergence of modern Scottish economic history in their respective publications, Scottish Trade on the Eve of Union (1963) and An Economic History of Scotland in the Eighteenth Century (1963). The 1960s were a period of growth in British higher education generally, and Scotland shared this bounty: between 1966 and 1971 the number of research degrees in Scottish History nearly quadrupled. (This is perhaps not as dramatic as it sounds: they grew from three to eleven.)68 The 400th anniversary of the Scottish Reformation in 1960, however, made bigger historiographical waves than the SNP’s famous by-election victory in 1967: Mary Queen of Scots rather than new Hamilton MP Winnie Ewing (1929–2023) was occupying the minds of Scotland’s historians. (One exception was political scientist James Kellas (1936–2015) whose Modern Scotland was published in 1968.) It would be a decade hence before Christopher Harvie (1944–) published Scotland and Nationalism (1978). And few saw immediately the relevance of The Break-Up of Britain (1977) by Tom Nairn (1932–2023) to their historical practice. The transformative historical works of the 1970s related to economic and social history: it was a trend that was well underway before the Home Rule referendum of 1979 failed to deliver a Scottish assembly.69 Neither history nor ballot box, however, depoliticised the Scottish past: Scottish historians did not abandon the nation. In the Britain of Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, the economy and society were hardly devoid of political potential.


For Scottish history there was advantage in adversity. When nationalised industries crumbled, unemployment soared and the repeated election of Tory governments (with diminishing numbers of Scottish Conservative MPs) drew into sharp relief the minimal protection upon which Scotland as a nation could rely in the constitutional status quo, histories made Scotland tangible in ways that were relevant to the contemporary situation. Economic histories and business archives historicised industries that had been central to Scotland’s relationship with the rest of Britain and equally crucial to Scotland’s sense of self at the same time as many of them crumbled. Social histories also spoke to long-established differences in Scottish institutions, civil society and welfare practices that reinforced perceptions that values and traditions (demonstrably ‘Scottish’) were being undercut by neoliberal Tory policies emanating from Westminster. True, many Scots had contributed to twentieth-century British Conservatism, and few Scots showed much interest in the Scottish Office (est. 1885), the principal conduit of administrative devolution, but they could see that the Union alone no longer guaranteed the economic status of a previous age, or, for that matter, the ‘commonweal’, and in history as well as politics an explanation for this state of affairs acquired a national shape.70 The economic and social histories of the 1980s and 1990s were not a distraction: they were integral to the refashioning of the national question. Scottish history was not ‘rediscovered’ after 1999, it was vital to the journey Scotland took towards devolution, a journey that owed less than some might suspect to the party politics of nationalism.71


Scottish history survived without a Scottish state into the late twentieth century, and the emergence of a new one in 1999 did not lead to the more convincing ‘Scottification’ of British history. Nor does Holyrood guarantee a future for the discipline or the state in their current forms. In the twenty-first century, the emergence of identity politics and the influence of postmodernism in the Arts have challenged a singular vision of Scottish identity and nationhood. But diversity can be harnessed for national and transnational purposes: the 2014 referendum on Scottish independence confirmed that. On that occasion Britishness proved itself to be a more effective call to arms than Scottishness (at least when it came to the military defence of the realm and the vexed question of the currency). History, by problematising national identity, had made it more porous, more complex, more potentially inclusive. It did not, however, channel it in only one political direction: it never has.


HISTORIANS


Stating the obvious, History (the discipline) and histories cannot exist without historians. And historians cannot write histories without access to libraries and archives and at least some modicum of training or mentoring. After 1832 an important element in the development of Scotland’s history was the emergence of a Scottish historical profession, supported by associations and institutions of various kinds. The Scottish History Society was established in 1886, and built on the achievements of earlier publishing clubs, like the Bannatyne Club (est. 1823), the Maitland Club (est. 1828), the Abbotsford Club (est. 1833) and the Spalding Club (est. 1839). In comparison to other countries, one might suggest that professionalisation came late: the first chair in Scottish History was not established until 1901 (at Edinburgh), and only a public campaign pushed Glasgow University to establish a chair in Scottish History and Literature in 1913.72 A fairer judgement, however, would be that professionalisation simply manifested itself in different ways in different national contexts.


In contrast to other European nations boasting a state or hungry for one, successive UK governments did not intrude on or act as patrons of the growing corpus of works on Scottish history produced in the nineteenth century. It was hardly surprising, given that national and state borders did not coincide, that Scottish historiographical models did not necessarily complement those in the other three nations, and the danger of Home Rule was ever present.73 Arguably, it suited Westminster administrations for ‘Oxbridge’ practices to be regarded as the default. English history became largely accepted as British history as much through state neglect as active promotion, and was probably more enduring as a consequence. Equally, Scotland’s universities – autonomous bodies (in most important respects) that one might have supposed to have had an interest in promoting the nation’s history – did not explicitly endorse Scottish History as a discrete discipline until the twentieth century: rather, ‘Scottish history was advanced outside the universities’.74 History itself was sustained in the universities typically as an element of legal (specifically constitutional) education, and was not core to the curriculum in Scottish Arts faculties until the 1890s: that said, even in 1900 fewer than two hundred students were enrolled in the ‘Ordinary’ History classes in Scotland’s four universities (Aberdeen, Edinburgh, Glasgow and St Andrews), and only six students graduated with Honours in History.75 Given the relative dearth of native graduates, many of the first chairs in History in Scotland were filled with Oxbridge academics whose professional interests and practice typically changed little on crossing the Border.76 Eventually, Scottish universities, like their English counterparts, become the ‘natural home of the new professional historian’, but in the nineteenth century, historians of Scotland were typically to be found elsewhere.77


Few Scottish historians before the twentieth century boasted a university degree with a strong history component, but that did not make the profession ‘open’ in any meaningful sense: a great deal depended on personal networks and status.78 It is saying something that the Scottish political scene was democratised far more quickly than Scotland’s historical profession in the nineteenth century. Scottish history in these years was sustained by a relatively small group of amateurs, many of whom were private book and manuscript collectors, or had access to the long-established libraries of aristocratic houses or legal or ecclesiastical bodies, and boasted privileged admission to Scotland’s national records. General Register House, Edinburgh, housing the nation’s archives, opened to the public in 1788, but it was not until the mid 1920s that Scotland boasted a national library. Until then scholars relied on university libraries, civic collections, the Signet Library and the library of the Faculty of Advocates. Aspiring historians outwith the social elite, with no connections to the law or the church, struggled. Access to crucial sources was denied to many; there were very few academic positions to facilitate a career path in History; and academic publishing was dominated by edited sources for subscription societies with restricted circulations. Aside from the very few who carved out a career in the popular journals of the day (who invariably attracted accusations of populism and shoddy scholarship), Scottish history in Scotland was commonly the pursuit of gentlemen with time on their hands and money in their pockets. The histories they published reflected this, and their story occupies much of the early chapters of this book.



SCIENCE OR LITERATURE?


The most appropriate genre through which to tell Scotland’s history is not, perhaps, as obvious as it may seem at first. John Barbour (circa 1320–1395), author of The Brus, and Blind Harry (circa 1440–1492), the author of The Actes and Deidis of the Illustre and Vallyeant Campioun Schir William Wallace [The Wallace] wrote in verse. Sir David Lyndsay (circa 1490–circa 1555) used drama to offer Ane Pleasant Satyre of the Thrie Estaitis, and dialogue stridently claimed poetic licence in The Flyting of Dumbar and Kennedie (composed by William Dunbar (circa 1459–1530) and Walter Kennedy (circa 1455–circa 1508)) in the sixteenth century. The History of the Reformation in Scotland (1559–66) by John Knox (circa 1514–1572) and Robert Wodrow’s (1679–1734) History of the Sufferings of the Church of Scotland from the Restoration to the Revolution (1721–2) are works of Presbyterian polemic and propaganda as much as history. Clearly, national histories have existed in a variety of forms and genres for many generations, making Scotland’s literary canon a significant barometer of the influence of its history and a powerful contributor to popular historical sentiment and ideas of national virtues.


Paradoxically, perhaps, in that era of rational inquiry and empiricism, the Enlightenment, it was the novel, arguably more than any other medium, that left a lasting legacy for Scottish (and European) history in the works of Scott, James Hogg (1770–1835), and others.79 Far from being a lesser medium, in comparison to the historical treatises of the times the novel clearly addressed a ‘more inward or affective approach to historical reading’ in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century – an approach which spoke to the ‘doctrine of sympathy’ promoted by those who identified taste and refinement as markers of civilisation.80 T.C. Smout, the Historiographer Royal for Scotland, noted perceptively in 1994 that Scott rescued Scots from the ‘historyless’ status to which Enlightenment philosophers might have condemned them.81 The interests of Romance and Enlightenment, however, were not entirely mutually antagonistic. Universal histories always had recourse to national exemplars on which to rest the veracity of their claims (although oft-times nations were recast and referred to as ‘civilisations’). And while Scott, the antiquarian, certainly challenged the historical solvent of universal principles by foregrounding unique local and national characteristics, his novels needed a progressive vision of history in order to reconcile the tensions characteristic of his plotlines.82 In his history, Tales of a Grandfather (1828–30), for example, Scott took a step back from the narrative in a chapter entitled ‘Progress of Civilisation in Society’ so that ‘Hugh Littlejohn’ might fully comprehend the meaning of ‘material changes’ in the kingdoms of England and Scotland.83 In like fashion, in his postscript to the novel Waverley (1814) he reflected how ‘the gradual influx of wealth and extension of commerce have since [the defeat of Jacobitism] united to render the present people of Scotland a class of beings as different from their grandfathers as the existing English are from those of Queen Elizabeth’s time’.84 This interest in progress should not surprise us: Scott, after all, was a student of Dugald Stewart (1753–1828), Professor of Moral Philosophy at the University of Edinburgh, whose ideas about conjectural history are evident in many of Scott’s works.85 And the stadialist approach to human progress was well suited to Scotland, as ‘stages’ of development were typically appreciated as social rather than political in character, and relatively free from the tensions of periodisation which, as we have seen, were obstacles to British history.86 There were certainly contradictions in the Enlightenment’s legacy in the nineteenth century: empiricism threatened conjecture (and vice versa), after all. Fiction was thus arguably a more accommodating space than History in which this legacy could be resolved. In any case, History increasingly denied any obligation to do so.


The pursuit of scientific status for History in the late nineteenth century – a common aspiration among historians throughout Europe – built on the empiricism of Enlightenment histories but eschewed their philosophical import.87 Drawing inspiration from the scientific principles endorsed by German historian Leopold von Ranke (1795–1886) and from each other in historical clubs and societies, Scottish historians came to equate good scholarship with the accumulation of facts that could be verified in primary sources, and paid less attention to what they meant (a notable exception at mid-century in Scotland’s case being Thomas Carlyle). The significance of minute details in the historical record became increasingly self-referential – without meaning in the obscured (and to scientific historians unknowable) world beyond the text. The editing of manuscripts became an end in itself: a principal advantage being that the sheer weight of these editions (literally and metaphorically) made Scotland’s history hard to deny.88 At the same time, among historians aspiring to ‘professional’ status or simply respect from their peers, there was a deliberate distancing from Romance (and Scott in particular) and the temptations of an imaginative engagement with the past.89 Taken together, these influences encouraged into the twentieth century a dull seriousness in some academic Scottish historical studies that were defined almost exclusively by records scholarship; a narrowing of disciplinary bounds; and the near-surrender of popular narrative history to the expanding world of commercial publishing.90 Even in the late twentieth century Gordon Donaldson would speak of his ‘favourite register’ in the national archives.91 In contrast to many nations in Europe in the nineteenth century, the pursuit of the scientific model arguably had a more deleterious impact on Scottish history than other national historical traditions. Lacking state support, academic histories competed unsuccessfully with popular accounts for the attention of the country’s publishing houses, and consequently relied overwhelmingly on subscription schemes of various kinds. It is hard to deny that Scottish historians simply wrote for each other in these years while remaining hopeful of attracting the interest of the English academic establishment in which, Rosemary Jann argues, ‘dullness and aridity . . . were held up as tokens of . . . professionalism’.92 With the unseemly zeal of new converts aiming to prove their worth (and prove their subject worthy of inclusion in university curricula), ‘serious’ Scottish historians embraced scientific principles to the detriment of the discipline’s literary potential, and arguably its public influence, until well into the twentieth century. M.V. Hay (1881–1962), in an unforgiving text from 1927, A Chain of Error in Scottish History, noted that ‘Scotland has not yet produced a great historical scholar’.93 Kidd and Finlay suggest that Scotland boasted no distinctive historiographical tradition in the nineteenth century, or more accurately boasted several traditions.94 This was less the result of an intellectual or political failure of nerve, but can in part be explained by a ‘reverence for sources’, motivated in part by aspirations to comply with intellectual benchmarks set beyond Scotland’s borders. There were consequences. Cast adrift from some of the most significant contributions of a previous age, Scottish history in the late nineteenth century was unanchored from its literary foundations.95


DEMOCRATISING NATIONAL NARRATIVES: THE TWENTIETH CENTURY


Scottish history reclaimed ‘the social’ in the late twentieth century. The domestic and cultural environments that Walter Scott fictionalised in his novels and that were central to ‘Kailyard’ literature in the mid nineteenth century became an important focus of historical study from the late 1960s, as modern Scottish historians responded to the call to write ‘history from below’. Arguably Scott had ‘rescued’ working-class Scots from the ‘enormous condescension of posterity’ over a century before E.P. Thompson (1924–1993) suggested the worth of such an approach to the past, but it took an Oxbridge scholar to convince academic historians in Scotland in the 1960s of the merits of the cause.96 Leaving aside the political context of the times, simply by shifting the emphasis of ‘serious’ history away from constitutional concerns obscured by English traditions, in the 1960s Scotland reappeared as an important frame in a different guise. It mattered less that Scots had lost their king and their court to London in 1603 than that they had retained distinctive social and economic norms and cultural practices. Few Scots needed persuading that their nationhood did not inhere in their ruling classes. But a renewed emphasis on social and economic history (and with it labour and women’s history) had potentially contradictory consequences: categories such as class and gender could compromise the relevance of national borders by foregrounding transnational concerns. But they also served to draw attention to what made Scots ‘different’ within the British Isles. In turn, to explain such difference also required recourse to traditional features that reinforced nationality: once again the church and the law became a focus of concern, for example. Certainly, Scottish historians shared many of the concerns of English Marxist historians in these years, but they inherited as much from Tom Johnston (1881–1965), whose History of the Working Classes in Scotland was published in 1920, as from Sidney (1859–1947) and Beatrice Webb (1858– 1943), the originators of English labour history. Not all roads lead back to Hampstead. The ways in which Scotland’s national history to this point had been shaped determined the extent to which class and gender concerns would recast the national narrative, and the extent to which they would challenge its merits.97 The neglect of centuries meant that this would take some time, but almost made it inevitable – so much about the lives of workers and women was simply unknown.


This democratisation of history would have important political consequences. In many respects a new interest in social history is a feature of the times that was shared across the British Isles and led to fruitful pan-British collaborations and profound changes in English history, but only in Scotland did it contribute to the reconstitution of national identity. These were years, for example, in which the Protestant bias of an older generation of historians was under attack. By the end of the twentieth century, Scottish workers and Scottish women had a history, and that changed Scotland’s national history in dramatic ways. The ‘we’ to which and of which national history spoke had been redefined.


The wider socio-economic context is also important, of course. By the 1960s, the British state had been transformed from that of the laissez-faire administrations of the nineteenth century to an agent of remarkable social reform that no longer apologetically sought leave to intervene in the daily lives of citizens: its right to do so was simply presumed. The franchise had been extended incrementally from 1832 to the 1920s, redefining citizenship and routes to political success. Social policies enacted by politicians and administered by growing numbers of civil servants and local government officials ate away at the influence of civil society and the churches. The state now encroached on all areas of individual lives, from cradle to the grave. Two world wars recast military service as total war claimed the labour and daily sacrifices of those on the home as well as the fighting fronts. And for the ‘Baby Boomer’ generation, concerns with civil rights and liberties were politicising sex and race as never before. It is hardly surprising that, as society came to reconsider what mattered in the present, historians would rethink what mattered in the past. And as the number and character of those who mattered in a democratic age widened, History went in search of their past. It helped that in this generation, higher education expanded, access widened, and women – whose claims for civil, sexual and workplace equalities were slowly being realised – entered the universities in ever larger numbers.


However, whereas in the 1960s class and gender were explanatory categories, by the end of the century they were seen as requiring explanation. Increasingly their ‘constructed’ nature came to be appreciated: gender, after all, is ostensibly relational, meaningful only in the relationships in which it plays a part. And in the 1990s, as heavy industry came to be little more than a memory, trade union membership declined and increasing numbers of Scots became a (truculent) part of a long-anticipated property-owning democracy, class did not look quite the same as it had done fifty years before. Postmodernism (or post-structuralism), however, was deployed less in Scotland than elsewhere in the UK to make sense of these historical changes: even now Scottish history appears more averse to theory than other parts of the discipline. But the politics of ‘identity’ which postmodernism spawned certainly loomed large in popular discourse. What it meant to be Scottish (or British) came to be understood in many different ways – some complementary, some contradictory – and history afforded evidence that it had ‘aye been’. As Scottish identity was increasingly appreciated as contested, porous, inclusive and diverse, the nation was historicised in much the same way. Histories of Scotland came to assign little merit to ethnic, religious, cultural or linguistic determinism. As Smout noted in 1994: ‘modern Scottish identity is much more firmly allied to a sense of place than to a sense of tribe’.98


At times class and gender created sub-narratives that sustained (or at the very least did not challenge overtly) the standard Scottish histories, but at other times they resolutely contributed counter-narratives that questioned the very foundations of Scottish national histories. Together with the relativism that concerns with identity injected into political discourse at the end of the 1990s, however, they transformed the priorities of Scottish history in the last quarter of the twentieth century in ways more in keeping with a democratic age. Why this took so long is the focus of this book.


CONCLUSION


Scottish history is not simply the distillation of Scotland’s past; there is no alchemy that can recreate what has been. Rather, in the making of our history, authors shape what we know and how we judge our forebears. Their tastes and prejudices and those of their professional bodies dictate priorities – who is worthy of being written into history and whose story remains untold. Over the years schools, or popular culture, or simply ‘the English’ have been identified as the principal source of Scots’ perceived collective amnesia about their past, but few have asked whether the historical establishment itself might have been to blame. To address this lacuna, this book seeks to understand Scottish history on its own terms and trace its evolution as a contested cultural territory concerning which few historians and institutions have been impartial guides.


In simple terms, this book explores how and why the writing of Scottish history has changed since the early nineteenth century. But it is also a book about cultural elites and their impact on national identity. It is structured in three chronological parts, ending in 1986 (the centenary year of the Scottish History Society), with chapters addressing prominent academic and popular historians, historical novelists, historical associations, libraries and archives. It ends by reading across these elements to raise important questions about the state of Scottish history in the late twentieth century and beyond.





PART 1


1832–1870






CHAPTER 1


Enlightenment, Romance and the Legal Littérateurs


To understand the environment that influenced Scottish historians in the mid nineteenth century, we must first appreciate in more detail the legacy of an earlier period that had profound repercussions into these years. In 1832, on the death of Sir Walter Scott, the consequences of the Enlightenment and Romanticism were being worked through, and history and historical fiction were still imbued with the presentism preached by the sages of an older intellectual age: the past ended in ‘now’, and so it was presumed that history had to be alert to contemporary culture in order to make sense of what had been. It would be absurd, however, to presume that the legacy of the Enlightenment pointed only in one direction. Had that been so, the literary output of these years would have been dramatically diminished, publishers far fewer and university appointments not so aggressively contested. Enlightenment Edinburgh was not an echo chamber, and nor did the city’s reviews and reviewers (of which there were many) speak with one voice on all matters.1 As Murray Pittock perceptively observed, the ‘paradox of the Scottish Enlightenment was that so many original ideas arose from the quest for conformity’.2 Romanticism was similarly multi-vocal, and certainly not the antithesis of all that the Enlightenment stood for. Indeed, by the early nineteenth century, they were arguably constitutive of one another. Ideas regarding the inevitability of progress and the evolution of ranks (drawing on Adam Smith (1723–1790) and John Millar (1735–1801)) were often necessary features of Romances that foreclosed on certain narrative or poetic possibilities. Being silently acknowledged by contemporary readers as well as writers, this shared understanding contributed to the realism of tragedy and the comedy of farce, and nurtured sentimental responses and sympathies which were taken to be the hallmarks of a civilised culture.


The dating of these episodes in Scotland’s cultural life is contested (there is no consensus on when the Enlightenment commenced or Romanticism ended, for example), but one can say with some confidence that they at least overlapped – by how much, and when, is a question best left to others. Both movements also coincided with the emergence of an antiquarianism in the north that would build on the empiricism of the Enlightenment and anticipate the scientific approaches to history that dominated the later decades of the nineteenth century. This chapter, then, begins by drawing out the principal features of Enlightenment philosophy and history that influenced historians who were the near contemporaries of Scott, before turning to Scottish Romanticism and Scott’s novels and histories and their impact on his peers.


ENLIGHTENING THE PAST


Enlightenment philosophy influenced Scottish history (indeed, European history) in four principal respects: its commitment to rational inquiry; its indebtedness to conjectural history; its insights into stadial progress as the motor of historical change; and its appreciation of the evolution of morals and sentiments.


William Robertson (1721–1793), historian of Scotland, America and India, and Principal of the University of Edinburgh, became Historiographer Royal for Scotland in 1763, the same year he became Moderator of the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland. The office of Historiographer Royal – a position in the Royal Household – dates back to the seventeenth century when, in 1649, the Scottish parliament proposed to appoint ‘some able and sufficient man’ to chronicle events in Scotland at a time of civil war, when ‘history hath been many times unfaithfully transmitted to after ages and the posterity abused’.3 The first appointment, however, was not made until the 1660s, and the post appears to have been vacant after 1736, only to be revived with a salary of £200 when Robertson was appointed (largely due to the patronage of the Earl of Bute (1713–1792)).4 By then, Robertson was already known as a historian, having published to popular acclaim The History of Scotland during the Reigns of Queen Mary and James VI (1759). His preface to the revised edition made clear the empirical foundations and antiquarian efforts on which his narrative rested: there he credits the accomplishments of manuscript collectors from William Cecil (1520–1598), adviser to Queen Elizabeth I, onwards, including the bibliophile, Sir Robert Cotton (1571– 1631). There also he refers to papers consulted in the library of the Faculty of Advocates and the British Museum.5 Robertson’s preface to the eleventh edition in 1787 also demonstrates that as Historiographer Royal his work in the archives continued:




Wherever the opportunity of consulting original papers, either in print or in manuscript, to which I had not formerly access, has enabled me to throw new light upon any part of the History, I have made alterations and additions, which, I flatter myself, will be found to be of some importance.6





Robertson consciously distanced his work from previous histories, referring to John Major (1467–1550) as ‘a succinct and dry writer’, Hector Boethius (Hector Boece, 1465–1536) ‘a copious and florid one, and both equally credulous’.7 For Robertson, credible histories of Scotland could only commence from the fourteenth century, when sufficient original sources were available: in this regard, he departed from the ‘universal’ historians of his age, whose historical interests did not go much beyond sketchy national case studies that could stand as typical examples of general rules of social development.8 Robertson’s commitment to empirical investigation makes him a herald of the Scottish antiquarians who followed in his wake. Certainly, he shared with his peers a certain disdain for the Scottish past and Scottish institutions – his History details, for example, a weak monarchy, an even weaker parliament, the disruptive influence of overly powerful Scottish barons, and the social backwardness of the Scottish Highlands. But it is important to note that he also left spaces where a bolder nationalist historiography might grow. William Wallace, according to Robertson, was a national hero whose




real valour, as well as integrity and wisdom, are such as need not the heightenings of fiction. He, almost single, ventured to take arms in defence of the kingdom, and his boldness revived the spirit of his countrymen . . . the English considered the Scots as vassals who had presumed to rebel, and the Scots, in their turn, regarded the English as usurpers who aimed at enslaving their country.9





The medieval Wars of Independence, he stressed, guaranteed that Scotland entered Union negotiations in the eighteenth century as an independent nation and not as a vassal state.10


Robertson also offered a more tolerant (if still critical) view of Mary Stewart than her Presbyterian detractors, and he was less complimentary than many towards the Covenanters, whose influence he saw as divisive.11 Depending on how you look at it, Robertson, a Moderate kirk minister, either took the first steps towards reconciling previously antagonistic interpretations of Scotland’s past – creating a ‘harmony of reason and faith’, ‘turning Moderate religious values into artistic ones’ – or he qualified Presbyterian historical conventions in ways and to an extent that would ultimately undermine their hold on the Scottish past.12 Either way, his History was influential, and encouraged in others a rational approach to historical study modulated by a devout religiosity. While adopting a cautious approach to judgements (‘provisional and proportioned to the evidence available’), Enlightenment scepticism never breached Robertson’s Presbyterian subconscious: Mary’s Roman Catholicism was irrational, to be explained only by passions and superstitions; and ‘progress’ was to be understood as the working out of a divine plan.13 His approach remained providential14 in ways that left relatively unchallenged the view of the Scots as a chosen people. Thus, Robertson’s History of Scotland offered a national narrative even if, in its sympathetic rendering of the Union settlement, it qualified the contemporary relevance of Scottish nationhood.15


To say the least, it was regrettable (for Scottish history at any rate) that on Robertson’s death the position of Historiographer Royal passed to John Gillies (1747–1836), ostensibly a classical scholar, whose publications included translations of Aristotle and a history of ancient Greece. Gillies resided in London from the 1770s and died in Clapham, detached from the intellectual culture of the north, having contributed nothing of value to developing Robertson’s legacy. In such a relative historiographical vacuum (at least at the national level), the influence of Enlightenment philosophy exerted a powerful influence on Scotland’s history.16


Given the relative paucity of manuscript scholarship in Scotland in the late eighteenth century, ‘conjectural history’ or ‘theoretical history’, associated with Dugald Stewart and characteristic of the age, was perhaps more influential than it might otherwise have been. Indeed, Stewart’s influence may denote not unqualified popular sympathy with the approach, but simply the absence of the necessary empirical materials with which to generate convincing alternative narratives. In a country where national records remained in a state of disarray, Stewart’s perspective that, in the absence of reliable documentation, conjecture was legitimate, nay imperative, was valuable: arguably, it made a virtue out of necessity. Silences in the historical record could be justifiably filled with discussion of possible, typical, probable or natural chains of cause and effect.17 Stewart sketched the approach in his lecture, ‘Account of the Life and Writings of Adam Smith LL.D.’ read to the Royal Society of Edinburgh [RSE] in 1793:




In this want of direct evidence, we are under a necessity of supplying the place of fact by conjecture; and when we are unable to ascertain how men have actually conducted themselves upon particular occasions, of considering in what manner they are likely to have proceeded, from the principles of their nature, and the circumstances of their external situation.18





While some have judged the universalist principles of the Enlightenment philosophers as somehow superior to the forensic reclamation of antiquarians in the nineteenth century, they are arguably approaches to the past that are not as incompatible as they might first appear. Certainly, there is no a priori reason (from the historical perspective at least) to judge the former as inherently superior to the latter (in fact, good reasons to think otherwise), and every reason to see any philosophical ascendancy as temporary and conditional on both the question at hand and the evidence available. In any case, it is debatable how distinguishable the two approaches were (philosophers regularly had recourse to illustrative exemplars to establish a ‘norm’ or to ground their more general claims) and whether contemporaries viewed them as being necessarily in conflict.19 Stewart himself commended Robertson’s historical awareness and credited Thomas Reid (1710–1796, Adam Smith’s successor to the Chair of Moral Philosophy at the University of Glasgow from 1764) as having laid the foundations of an approach that synthesised the best of both perspectives.20


More positively, it could be said that Stewart’s ambivalent approach to politics and the constitution, and the expansive scope of many conjectural histories (taking in social, economic and cultural considerations), were more influential in re-siting historical interest in areas where Scotland could claim a past distinctive from those of her Union partners. Stewart noted in Elements of the Philosophy of the Human Mind (1792):




Of governments which have hitherto appeared in the history of mankind, few or none have taken their rise from political wisdom, but have been the gradual result of time and experience, of circumstances and emergencies.21





The state of past actors could not be deduced from constitutions and legislation alone:




In every country . . . beside the established laws, the political state of the people is affected by an infinite variety of circumstances, of which no words can convey a conception, and which are to be collected only from actual observation . . . it sometimes happens that there are essential circumstances in the actual state of a government, about which the constitutional laws are not only silent, but which are directly contrary to all the written laws, and to the spirit of the constitution as delineated by theoretical writers.22





The Union treaties of 1707 were clearly not Scotland’s whole story, even for those who praised their merits.


In shaping conjectural histories covering a wide timespan, many historians had recourse to Adam Smith’s four-stage model of human progress, as explained in his series of lectures on jurisprudence in 1762. From hunter-gatherers, humankind was said to have developed pastoral, then agrarian systems, before creating a society shaped by commercial imperatives. This schema had the advantage of facilitating comparative approaches – one civilisation may be behind or in advance of another – and setting benchmarks of progress against which the achievements of different cultures could be judged. The frame also encouraged a smug assurance in those who claimed to know how it would (and should) end: namely, in a society curiously resembling Glasgow’s High Street in the late eighteenth century – a principal locus of global maritime trade. By contrast, the Scottish Highlands seemed to exemplify stagnation. As Colin Kidd has noted, Enlightenment sociologists ‘rendered their fellow countrymen of the Highlands . . . a primitive people who had more affinity with the other savage communities of the world than with the civilised core of their own nation’.23 It would take nearly two centuries to unravel the prejudicial consequences of such judgements and for the integrity of Scottish civilisation in all its diversity to be reclaimed: in the meantime, Romanticism arguably did the Highlands a greater service than the Enlightenment (but that is another story).


Smith’s model reached beyond the ‘wealth of nations’ to cultural norms and values: hunter-gatherers were separated from their commercial descendants by more than simply time and degrees of economic sophistication. In his first book, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759), Smith explored human sympathy, morality and the qualities that contributed to harmonious social relationships. David Hume had engaged with similar themes twenty years before in his Treatise of Human Nature (1739–40), in which he identified sympathy as the principle to which could be ascribed ‘the great uniformity we may observe in the humours and turn of thinking of those of the same nation’.24 His essay ‘Of National Characters’, while only obliquely referring to Scotland, draws out the ways in which individual sentiments and sympathies were often expressions of national character, determined in large part by moral causes. If only to highlight the biases of the age, he is worth quoting at length:




The vulgar are apt to carry all national characters to extremes; and, having once established it as a principle that any people are knavish, or cowardly, or ignorant, they will admit of no exception, but comprehend every individual under the same censure. Men of sense condemn these undistinguishing judgements; though, at the same time, they allow that each nation has a peculiar set of manners, and that some particular qualities are more frequently to be met with among their neighbours. The common people of Switzerland have probably more honesty than those of the same rank in Ireland; and every prudent man will, from that circumstance alone, make a difference in the trust which he reposes in each.25





In each body politic the intimate intercourse of citizens (usually facilitated by a shared language) concerning mutual defence, commerce and government, led to resemblances in their manners.26 As a corollary,




Where any accident, as a difference in language or religion, keeps two nations, inhabiting the same country, from mixing with each other, they will preserve, during several centuries, a distinct and even opposite set of manners.27





Hume avoided an overly determined approach to national identity by showing a sensitivity to change over time, and thus to stadial progress, characteristic of the writers of his age: ‘the manners of a people change very considerably from one age to another’, he wrote.28 And yet, the very acknowledgement of profound national differences largely untouched by constitutional considerations left the door open to competing national historical narratives.


Hume, the author of a landmark eight-volume History of England from the Invasion of Julius Caesar to the Revolution in 1788 (1754–62), identified three advantages in history: ‘it amuses the fancy . . . it improves the understanding, and . . . it strengthens virtue’.29 For the erstwhile philosopher – Hume was the Keeper of the Advocates Library from 1752 and published the first volume of his History in his forties – history boasted certain benefits:




When a philosopher contemplates characters and manners in his closet, the general abstract view of the objects leaves the mind so cold and unmoved, that the sentiments of nature have no room to play, and he scarce feels the difference between vice and virtue. History keeps in just medium between these extremes, and places the objects in their true point of view.30





Not surprisingly, sympathy proved to be a key feature in his historical narratives: like Robertson, he forgave Mary Stewart more than most of his contemporaries, and drew the ire of many more (especially Whigs) when he evoked sympathy for the executed Charles I.31 In Hume’s hands, the Glorious Revolution was less than glorious: it was the outcome of faction and short-term expediency.32


Hume’s History went through fifty-five editions by the early nineteenth century, its influence far outlasting its early notoriety and that of its author, whose religious scepticism sat ill with the Presbyterian establishment.33 Enlightenment perspectives on Scottish history thus bled into the nineteenth century, and stimulated popular and intellectual interests in empirical history as much as, if not more than, philosophy.34 Victorian antiquarians did not abandon the tenets of the Enlightenment: they were not the bastard children of a far more illustrious age. Rather, they addressed what practitioners such as Hume had left undone while also following aspects of philosophical practice. Antiquarians aspire to bring order to the detritus the past has gifted to the present: they count, classify and label; they look for patterns. In many respects, the apparent retreat into the archive was in fact simply a new front line in the war on superstition and ignorance.


In this regard, the Statistical Account of Scotland, masterminded by Sir John Sinclair (1754–1835) in the 1790s, offers perhaps the best guide to the merits (or at least the potential) of the Enlightenment’s empirical legacy for Scottish historical studies and the utility and compatibility of philosophical and antiquarian practice. Sinclair’s survey of every parish in Scotland (all 936 of them) was founded on church ministers’ responses to a questionnaire of over 160 items, covering contemporary and historic themes relating to the lived realities of average Scottish parishioners and their predecessors.35 Rooted very much in the present, the past was addressed by the clergy insofar as it made sense of ‘now’, and elucidated the means by which, in Sinclair’s words, the ‘quantum of happiness’ of the Scottish people might be ascertained and improved.36 The results of the survey were intended to shape ameliorative legislation in Scotland, but the scope of the survey was very much in keeping with Enlightenment interests in a wide range of social, cultural, civic, economic, philological and ecclesiastical questions. Exploiting the comprehensive coverage of the Established Church of Scotland ‘on the ground’, the detail offered by ministers varied, but together, the twenty-one volumes of the Account (arranged geographically by county) offer unrivalled insights into ‘everyday’ life in late eighteenth-century Scotland. The exercise was repeated in the 1830s, generating the New Statistical Account of Scotland.37 Together, these volumes are unique in the history of the social sciences and crucial to how Scotland came to know itself. Alas, while claimed for geography in the insightful work of Charles W.J. Withers, the hundreds of historical responses offered by Scotland’s clergy in this seminal period of national development await their historiographer.38 The utilitarian aspect of the exercise and the statistical emphasis of the title has somewhat masked the historical insights offered in the accounts, and yet without them Scottish social history in the twentieth century (and beyond) would have been bereft of one of its principal sources.


ROMANCING THE ENLIGHTENMENT


As Colin Kidd has noted, Hume recognised the need for philosophers to participate in ‘the vulgar world of custom’:




The true philosopher methodised vulgarity, reflecting on experience of human-nature-in-society. Hume also emphasised the past-entailing dimension of concepts and the role of men’s narrative imaginations in fashioning their moral worlds.39





In like fashion, Sinclair’s respondents sought to reanimate the past lives of their parishes, and the contemporary drinking habits, diets, beliefs and social mores of their parishioners. Similarly, Walter Scott’s novels carried into the realm of the imagination Hume’s observations of a Scotland where even ‘the most vulgar ballads are not destitute of harmony or nature’.40


Throughout Scott’s lifetime and long after, commentators sought to elucidate and critique the extent to which his novels measured up to the facts of history or deliberately set out to reshape them.41 What would be proved in either instance was never entirely clear, but in the mere act of asking such questions, the intimate and complex relationship between Scott’s historical novels and the historiographical traditions of his times was brought to the surface of public debate.42 In 1822 Robert Chambers (1802–1871) published his first book, Illustrations of the Author of Waverley: Being Notices and Anecdotes of Real Characters, Scenes, and Incidents, Supposed to be Described in His Works. Roughly following the sequence of the Waverley novels, then the Tales of My Landlord, Chambers described the people on whom Scott had based his characters – he identified Andrew Gemmels or Gemble, ‘a wandering blue-gown of the south of Scotland’ as ‘the original Edie Ochiltree’ of The Antiquary,43 and compared Tully-Veolan (in Waverley) to Traquair House: ‘The aspect of the gateway, avenue, and house itself, is precisely that of the semi-Gothic, bear guarded mansion of Bradwardine.’44 Scott, according to Chambers, had also recreated Smailholm Tower as Avenel in The Monastery (1820).45 In like fashion, Charles Kirkpatrick Sharpe (1781–1851) in 1818 published Criminal Trials, Illustrative of the Tale Entitled ‘The Heart of Midlothian,’ Published from the Original Record: With Prefatory Notice, Including Some Particulars of the Life of Captain John Porteous. The Porteous Riots (1736) were a central incident in Scott’s novel The Heart of Midlothian, the first volume of which was published in July 1818. Kirkpatrick Sharpe brought together extracts from contemporary sources to elucidate and reinforce the character of the original incidents on which Scott’s plot turns. In so doing, Kirkpatrick Sharpe demonstrated that history offered no easy benchmark against which Scott could be judged. Both Kirkpatrick Sharpe and Scott were bibliophiles and noted collectors of historical ephemera, but even for the experienced antiquarian, original sources did not offer a simple narrative. Kirkpatrick Sharpe noted:




Many pamphlets, the sorry weakness of that period, made their appearance on both sides; some wit and much argument were attempted; the former grossly dull and vulgar; the latter so confused with Jacobitical allusions, Erastianism, Homologation, and other obscurities of phraseology, that the most pertinacious tract reader of the present day will find great difficulty in wading through one of these Letters, or Conferences, or Collections of Observations . . .46





Distinctions between fact and fiction even in original sources were hard to distinguish, making audits of Scott’s historical veracity something of a pointless task: he wilfully played with the conventions of the intellectual and literary traditions on which his work rested. Scott, after all, was a distinguished editor, anthologiser, poet and historian as well as a novelist. In his novels the spaces between fact and fiction are seldom clear, nor is the deliberate artifice that held them together.47


Unhelpful binaries – fact/fiction, Enlightenment/Romanticism – have obscured the extent to which (in Scott’s own words), ‘Romance and real history have the same common origins.’ He explained:




It is the aim of the former to maintain as long as possible the mask of veracity; and indeed the traditional memorials of all earlier ages partake in such a varied and doubtful degree of the qualities essential to those opposite lines of composition, that they form a mixed class between them; and may be termed either romantic histories, or historical romances, according to the proportion in which their truth is debased by fiction, or their fiction mingled with truth.48





While Enlightenment historians distanced themselves from medieval chroniclers, they still bore the stamp of their shared origins. Scott, perhaps more honest than later historiographers, offers crucial insights into Scottish history’s continued indebtedness to Romance and exemplifies how this was eminently compatible with Enlightenment values.


Scott wrote two histories of Scotland: Tales of a Grandfather (1828–30), a history written with his grandson, John Hugh Lockhart, in mind, and a two-volume History of Scotland (1830) – commissioned by Dionysius Lardner (1793–1859) for his Cabinet Cyclopaedia.49 James Robertson has demonstrated the ways in which Scott’s sympathy with the principal tenets of philosophical history is clear in the Tales and how Scott invariably identifies in the Union of 1707 an expression of progress and harmony.50 The History in many respects is similar: it is a chronological narrative (ending in 1603, with the departure of James VI to his new southern kingdom) and as it was written (apparently very quickly) at much the same as the Tales appeared, the publisher exerted some effort in distinguishing the titles in the minds of the public.51 In both, however, a chronological account is interspersed with anecdote, as in the History when an aged gentleman dressed in mourning is asked about James VI’s departure:




‘I have known this road,’ he said, ‘to England; and have travelled it in my former days, as we now do, under the royal banner: I was then as well mounted and armed as became my fortune and quality; but we were then bent upon honourable war with our national enemies: at present, when we come to transfer our king to the English, and yield up to a people who could never conquer us in war the power of lording it over us as a province, I come in sorrow for my country’s lost independence in a dress becoming one who waits upon the funeral of a mother.’52





While Scott’s authorial voice points to the advantages that the unions of 1603 and 1707 would ultimately bring, examples, as above, of nostalgic longing point to the compatibility of Enlightenment interests in emotion and Romanticism’s emotional connection with the past, and the ways in which histories (even those written by unionists) left spaces for a more nationalist narrative to emerge.53 As Pittock has noted, Scott’s writing did not rehabilitate patriot historiography, but ‘made it more respectable to remember than to forget the country’s past’.54


In recent years, Romanticism has been liberated from its Lakeside bower, shorn of the determinism of earlier studies, and is now appreciated as a complex, decentred and contradictory phenomenon best viewed through the lenses of distinct national traditions. As a consequence, Scottish Romanticism has become a vital focus of research that has challenged earlier ideas about Scott initiating a realist tradition (devoid of authentic Romantic inclinations) and Scotland lacking the cultural and political dynamism of the continent (or even Grasmere).55 Rather, Scotland as Romantic commodity (a principal site of sublime landscapes, restless natives and a strong vernacular) and as the natal home of writers, like Scott, who drew on it for inspiration and in turn historicised its reality with Romantic melancholy, is seen as a powerful locus where literature, history and the Romantic aesthetic coalesced and complemented the intellectual pursuits that generated a ‘Science of Man’.56 Indeed, as we have seen, Enlightenment ideas of improvement generated a ‘compensatory space’ – the past – that could be occupied by Romantic authors.57 Thus, Edinburgh was as much a Romantic capital as it was a crucible of the Enlightenment, and the same distinct civil society and publishing industry sustained both.58


When it came to his historical novels (one might equally refer to them as Romances59), Scott addressed both history and fiction as discursive categories, and was in this way better placed than historians of his generation to resolve many of the inherent tensions in Enlightenment historiography: unlike the imagination, only rarely does the archive yield a complete narrative of events and causal connections, and rarer still does such a narrative comply with philosophical premises.60 That said, it was, for the most part, the ‘history’ in Scott’s works that redeemed the much-maligned novel genre in the eyes of many of his contemporaries.61 But the novels went beyond chronicle, of course. As in the works of Smith or Hume, ‘Scott’s novels render the whole of human life – social forms, institutions, manners, morals, psychology, “culture” – as historically saturated, evolving and interconnected’.62 In this regard, Scott’s debt to the Enlightenment is clear.


Scott was personally connected to many luminaries of the eighteenth century. Adam Ferguson (1723–1816) was Professor of Philosophy at Edinburgh University and William Robertson was Principal when Scott was a student there, and he was taught by Dugald Stewart.63 Scott was also a member of the debating club, the Speculative Society, where philosophical history papers were popular.64 Scott’s library in his home at Abbotsford contained many works by Smith, Hume, Robertson, and Henry Home, Lord Kames (1696–1782), where they shared shelves with his antiquarian volumes and were treasured alongside his archaeological and material culture collections.65 For Scott, philosophical and antiquarian approaches to the past were complementary. Philosophy ‘served as a catalyst for Scott, binding together and giving new significance to his large but fragmentary knowledge of history’.66 Scott’s interest in the achievements and viability of regional (principally Highland), national (principally Scottish) and historical cultures (typically modern), echoed Enlightenment interests in commercial progress.67 He used the four-stage model to good effect in a number of works. Reviewers showed a particular interest in Scott’s evocation of manners that chimed with the humanitarian sympathies lauded by philosophers.68 And Scott’s sceptical attitude to loyalty, law and concepts of legitimacy undermined absolute principles in much the same way as the Enlightenment challenged superstition and convention.69 As Ian Duncan has noted, Scott ‘invest[ed] romance with the gravity of the Enlightenment human sciences’.70


But Scott was also a central and leading figure in antiquarian circles in Edinburgh and beyond: his first publications, after all (among them the Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border (1802), a collection of ballads), were acts of recovery and preservation.71 Scott was a good friend of Thomas Thomson (1768–1852), Deputy Clerk Register of Scotland, whose custodianship of Scottish records was critical in facilitating access to manuscript sources relating to Scotland’s past. Scott was also the originator of the Bannatyne Club (1823–61), founded to print rare historical texts relating to Scotland, and the stimulus for the activities of the Abbotsford Club (1833–66), the publications of which focused on literature and history. Just as he borrowed from philosophical works, so Scott exploited antiquarian conventions. Chronicles of the Canongate (a collection of two short stories and a novella from 1827) deliberately exploits a historical term, ‘chronicle’, in order to render the fiction closer to fact; to accommodate change over time without the requirement for causal connections typical of histories; to facilitate the development of a series; and to bind his tales to a shared collective past.72 The prefaces to his novels, often purporting to have been written by fictional characters; footnotes claiming the authenticity of invented manuscript sources; characters appearing as if genuine historical actors in more than one story: all these features deliberately mimic the paratext and pretensions of learned histories.73 They draw attention to (at the same time as undercutting) the conventions through which ‘histories proper’ claim the reader’s trust. They thus throw light on the very inventedness of the novel itself: readers must suspend disbelief in the plot at the same time as suspending belief in conventional models of intellectual propriety. In the end, however, while the reader knows the narrative to be invented, they are tempted to acknowledge a truth in the words of characters more vivid than that which history offers. Scott somehow is true to the meaning of the past, if not the traces it has left.74


Scott’s impact on the world of literature and historical studies both in Scotland and further afield is – even at a distance of nearly two hundred years – almost impossible to fathom. By the 1820s Scotland accounted for 15 per cent of all novels produced in the British Isles (up from 0.5 per cent in the first decade of the century).75 Scott’s works, of course, do not alone account for this, but his output (including the cheaper Magnum Opus editions produced towards the end of his life which made his titles more affordable) and his role in creating a literary phenomenon – ‘the Scotch novels’ – was of paramount significance in dictating popular literary tastes and historical sensitivities. Scott’s impact on history was different in nature. His influence on the Romantic historians of the continent is clear: French historians Augustin Thierry (1795–1856) and Jules Michelet (1798–1874) were both deeply affected by his work.76 Closer to home, the historian Thomas Babington Macaulay (1800–1859) recorded his respect for Scott in an essay in the Edinburgh Review in 1828, and wished that historians might follow his lead.77 But Scott’s reputation and his influence on Scottish historical studies would go through several phases, waxing and waning in response to literary tastes, academic fashions and intellectual (and political) confidence.


‘ASPIRANTS AFTER, AND DISPENSERS OF, LITERARY FAME’




Antiquaries, at least if countrymen of Mr Oldbuck, unless men of remarkable steadiness in their persons, are apt to degenerate strangely into a very excursive mode of thinking and of writing, trivial in the sense and still more so in the mode of expression.78





Mr Jonathan Oldbuck of Monkbarns was the character who gave Scott’s third novel its title: The Antiquary (1816). Consciously mocking both antiquaries as an academic species and himself (Monkbarns is a near-synonym for Abbotsford), Scott caricatured those who sought to fill in history’s blanks with the forensic empirical detail that the philosophical historians were content to leave to conjecture.79 Oldbuck was also a character to whom Scott would return in his final years when he commenced (but never completed) Reliquiae Trotcosienses: Or, The Gabions of the Late Jonathan Oldbuck Esq. of Monkbarns – an embellished catalogue of Oldbuck’s library, which was evocatively sketched in The Antiquary: ‘The floor, as well as the table and chairs, was overflowed by the same mare magnum [great sea] of miscellaneous trumpery, where it would have been as impossible to find any individual article wanted, as to put it to any use when discovered.’80


Oldbuck is fixated on the remains of the past rather than their meaning; critical of those who repeat the errors of former historians rather than reverting to the primary sources; keen to purchase the rarest ephemera regardless of its intellectual merit; obsessed with place-names but with little sense of geography (or direction); critical of the sentimental Jacobitism of those (like the aristocrat Sir Arthur Wardour) whose interest in Scotland’s past was Romantic rather than rational (‘in treating a point of remote antiquity . . . I always am myself cool, deliberate and unimpassioned’81); and well connected to antiquarian circles elsewhere (e.g. the English antiquary Dr Dryasdust).82 In his characterisation of Oldbuck Scott leaned on existing caricatures of antiquaries but also created an unforgettable and unflattering portrait of himself and others in his circles which demonstrated a heightened sense of self-awareness and self-mockery. In 1826 Scott reflected in his journal that antiquaries ‘neglect what is useful for things that are merely curious’.83


While Scott’s answer to the traces and fragments of legal and historical truths in The Antiquary is to reconcile them in a parable of manners, decency, love and the superior insight of Ochiltree, the mendicant and beggar, historians of the time (many of them Edinburgh lawyers) were denied such Romantic resolutions.84 For them there was no history beyond the texts left to them by posterity.


In 1819 Scott, a lawyer, reflected




The lawyer of former days was esteemed irrevocably lost to his profession, if he meddled with literature, or employed his spare time in any relaxation save that of cards or the bottle. But now the most successful professional men are both aspirants after, and dispensers of, literary fame; and there is spread through society at large a more general tinge of information and good conversation than is to be met with elsewhere. This circumstance may be perhaps traced to the general mixture of fashionable and literary persons in Edinburgh, where the society is not extensive enough to enable either to form a class by themselves, and where, of course, wit and learning become tempered and fashioned by their constant intercourse with polished manners, beauty, and high rank. It is also a happy circumstance, and speaks the good sense of the country, that, unless when the mania of Whig and Tory chances to be peculiarly virulent, there does not exist in Edinburgh any of those party-feelings, which, for one cause or other, are found to split and divide the society elsewhere. The inhabitants, generally speaking, live in much harmony with each other; and though political opinions (as is usual when men are at a distance from the scene of action) are maintained with keenness, and even with acrimony, the harmony of the place is interrupted by no other causes of schism.85





Scott’s depiction of Edinburgh in the early years of the nineteenth century is very revealing of his social milieu and is evocative of three principal features of antiquarian circles at this time which are evident in the backgrounds and preoccupations of Scottish historians. The law, politics and religion (muted in Scott’s description) were all important influences shaping historical and antiquarian communities, and their impact can be seen in the principal historical works published in Scott’s era and in the two decades that followed his death.


The vast majority of influential Scottish historians (although not all were necessarily historians of Scotland) in this period had, like Walter Scott (and his fictional antiquary, Jonathan Oldbuck), a background in the law. One might proffer various reasons why this might be the case. In the libraries of the Faculty of Advocates and the Writers to the Signet, lawyers had ready access to the most comprehensive book collections in the country. David Hume, Baron Hume of Ninewells (1757–1838), the Professor of Scots Law at Edinburgh when Scott was a student, ‘continuously illustrated the inter-relationships between a developing code of law and developing social institutions’, making a knowledge of history essential to the study of law.86 Scott himself, in Guy Mannering (1815), emphasised: ‘A lawyer without history or literature is a mechanic, a mere working mason: if he possesses a knowledge of these, he may venture to call himself an architect.’87 Be that as it may, the most convincing proof of the influence of law on Scottish historical studies can be found in the professional backgrounds of the nation’s historians in these years. George Chalmers of Fochabers (1742–1825), educated at the University of Edinburgh, practised law in Baltimore before returning to England in 1775, soon after publishing his Annals of the Present United Colonies (1780). George Brodie (1785–1867), became a member of the Faculty of Advocates in 1811, and in 1822 published his History of the British Empire from the Accession of Charles the First to the Restoration: he became Historiographer Royal in 1836, on the death of John Gillies. Patrick Fraser Tytler (1791–1849), was called to the Bar in 1813 and – encouraged by Walter Scott – published a History of Scotland between 1828 and 1843. Archibald Alison, who visited Paris with Fraser Tytler in 1814, was a regular contributor to Blackwood’s, and the author of a History of Europe from the Commencement of the French Revolution in 1789, to the Restoration of the Bourbons in 1815 (1833–42): he was called to the Bar in 1814 and later became Sheriff of Lanarkshire. In the southwest, the sheriff-depute of Dumfriesshire from 1844 to his death was Mark Napier (1798–1879), the editor of memoirs relating to his own family and histories of James Graham, 1st marquess of Montrose (1612–1650). James Maidment (bap. 1793–1879), an advocate with considerable experience in peerage cases, was a bibliophile (his library numbered over 5,000 titles) and he published numerous editions of Scottish historical and literary sources (many anonymously). Another notable antiquarian whose editions of historical sources included the three volumes of Trials and other Proceedings, in Matters Criminal, Before the High Court of Justiciary (1833) was Robert Pitcairn (1793–1855): he was admitted to the Society of Writers to His Majesty’s Signet in 1815, but soon after joined the staff of Register House, assisting Thomas Thomson, himself an advocate. Scott’s son-in-law, John Gibson Lockhart (1794–1854), became an advocate after a successful academic apprenticeship in classics at the universities of Glasgow and Oxford. He is best known, however, as a biographer (author of the Life of Sir Walter Scott (1837–8)), novelist, literary critic and editor of the Quarterly Review. In Peter’s Letters to his Kinsfolk (1819) he offered something of a contemporary chronicle of Scotland in these years with charming sketches of prominent literary men (many of them lawyers). There his principal character emphasises, ‘the Bar is the great focus from which the rays of interest and animation are diffused throughout the whole mass of society, in this northern capital’.88


Perhaps predictably within a community defined as much by its connection to the law as scholarship, politics was an important influence. At the turn of the nineteenth century, the independence of Scottish legal institutions, protected by Article 19 of the Act of Union, appeared to be under attack. This brought Scottish lawyers into direct contact with party political interests, although this was nothing new. Scott himself was embroiled in these debates as a Clerk of Session in 1807, when his commitment to the traditions of the Scottish legal system were met head-on by the reforming impulses of Whigs like Francis Jeffrey (1773–1850), the apparent incomprehension of the English bench, and the condescension of the House of Lords. As Kathryn Chittick has convincingly shown, Scott’s position was informed by his appreciation of Scottish national history.89 In 1810 Scott reflected, ‘A civilized nation, long in possession of a code of law, under which, with all its inconveniencies, they have found means to flourish, is not to be regarded as an infant colony, on which experiments in legislation, may, without much charge of presumption be “hazarded”’.90 Politics, however, impinged on more than just questions of national governance, important though these were: when it came to Scottish history, politics determined patronage and perspectives on the past.


At a time when a literary career could not have sustained the affluent lifestyles to which many writers aspired, the patronage of those in power who had offices and pensions in their gift was crucial for some historians. Walter Scott secured the post of sheriff-depute of Selkirkshire in 1799 (a post he held until his death) due to his Tory sympathies and connections with the Dundas family, the Earl of Dalkeith and the Duke of Buccleuch. George Chalmers’ loyalism was rewarded in 1786 when he was appointed clerk to the committee of the Privy Council, the president of which was Charles Jenkinson, 1st earl of Liverpool (father of the future Tory prime minister): Chalmers held this post until his death. Archibald Alison was appointed Advocate Depute in 1822 by


Sir William Rae (1769–1842), the Tory Lord Advocate and MP for Anstruther Burghs. In 1831, however, when the Whigs, led by Earl Grey (1764–1845) won a resounding victory at the general election, Alison was dismissed and embarked on a literary career, focusing his professional career at a local level, as Sheriff of Lanarkshire, a role in which he became the bête noire of the emergent labour movement. By contrast, George Brodie controversially secured the role of Historiographer Royal as a result of his support for the winning side in the debates around franchise reform. Informed opinion considered Patrick Fraser Tytler far better qualified for the post: instead, he was removed from his post as King’s Counsel in Exchequer when the Whigs came to power.


The political sympathies of Scottish historians were evident in their works as well as in their actions and friendship circles. As has been suggested, a good number were Tories: an allegiance that served them well until the fall of Henry Dundas, 1st Viscount Melville (1742–1811) in 1806, but which thereafter did not endear them to the Whig ascendancy, led in Scotland by Francis Jeffrey (Lord Advocate from 1830), and Henry Cockburn (1779–1854, Solicitor General from 1830) – the principal draftsmen of the Reform Act for Scotland in 1832, and the adversaries of Tory essayists in the pages of the Edinburgh Review. The tide of opinion seemed to be against the conservative chroniclers, but, for all that, the Tory influence on Scottish history continued. In Benjamin Disraeli’s 1844 novel, Coningsby, Archibald Alison is depicted as ‘Mr Wordy’, the author of a twenty-volume history of the Napoleonic Wars which, ‘proved that Providence was on the side of the Tories’.91 The Tory sympathies of these Scottish historians did not, however, all point in one direction.


Archibald Alison’s History of Europe confirmed, if any proof were needed, that his approach to the past bore the imprint of the present: his disquiet at democratising impulses in society and politics was explicit,92 and the lessons to be learned from the recent past, simple. The progressive hopes of the French revolutionaries had ended in the ‘Terror’ and ultimately military despotism and humiliating defeat at the hands of a constitutional monarchy (Great Britain) that had much earlier embraced modernity in a measured and judicious manner and thus preserved ‘durable’ freedoms, order and faith – essential elements in the working-out of God’s divine plan, according to Alison.93 Victory over France, however, neither proved that the Union state was without flaws nor that the identities of the component nations of the United Kingdom had dissolved themselves into a ‘Greater England’. Certainly, in numerous essays (he wrote around two hundred for Blackwood’s alone), Alison acknowledged the benefits which Scotland enjoyed as a consequence of its marriage to its southern neighbour, but he also sought to redeem national pride in Scotland’s ancient institutions and traditions.94 In 1834, he was apparently inspired to write in defence of the old Scottish parliament after the Irish reformer Daniel O’Connell (‘The Liberator’, 1775–1847) sought to demolish Scots’ proudest boast by suggesting that ‘they were never conquered [because] their country was not worth conquering’.95 His argument rested, first, on Scotland’s heroic defence of its independence in the medieval period (a theme which he had addressed already in an article on Robert Bruce in 1819, when the king’s tomb in Dunfermline had been the focus of antiquarian interest) and, second, the legislative legacy of the Scottish parliament.96 Between 1300 and 1600 Alison sketched ‘an almost uninterrupted struggle with her gigantic neighbour’: ‘Scotland has been invaded, not once, but twenty times, by English armies, sixty, seventy, and eighty thousand strong, and on all these occasions, they were, in the end, baffled and repulsed’.97 According to Alison, ‘the splendid chivalry of England ever recoiled in the end from the stubborn spearmen of Scotland’.98 In other encounters too, Scotland had proved its courage: ‘the Scotch . . . first took up arms against the despotic authority of Charles I’, and the Covenanters opposed ‘the cruelties and severity of Charles II’.99 It was in the ‘wisdom and admirable quality of the old Scottish laws’, however, that Alison sought to assert Westminster’s debt to Scotland’s much-maligned assembly.100 He highlighted the superiority of the Scottish Poor Laws over the English, and Scots law’s defences against illegal and arbitrary imprisonment, its treatment of insolvent debtors and its protection of ‘the puir folk that labour the ground’.101 With little hint at exaggeration, he asserted that:




the Scottish Parliament, anterior to the Union, had not only procured for the people of Scotland all the elements of real freedom, but had effected a settlement on the most secure and equitable basis of all the great questions which it is the professed object of the liberal party to resolve in a satisfactory manner at this time.102





Around 1853 Alison was one of many Scottish Tories to join the National Association for the Vindication of Scottish Rights [NAVSR] – a body initiated by the novelist James Grant (1822–1887) and the Earl of Eglinton (1812–1861), among others.103 While a prominent speaker at many of their assemblies, he did not remain a member long when it became apparent that some members saw the association as a means to promote Scottish independence and make common cause with Irish repealers.104


It was estimated in 1867 that between 100,000 and 150,000 lined the streets of Glasgow on the day of the funeral of Alison: ‘the most unbending Conservative in Great Britain’, according to Blackwood’s.105 What one makes of such numbers is open to question: he was as unpopular among the labour interest as he was among the Liberals, who were by then the dominant party in Scotland, and even fellow Tories did not always agree with him. (J.G. Lockhart was critical of Alison’s historical ‘blunders’, and referred to ‘his coxcombical pomposity and preachification’.106) Yet his approach to Scottish history succeeded in reinforcing a distinct and separate national narrative for Scotland while keeping it relevant, and repoliticising it. In this, his effect complemented that of Scott, whom he identified as having ‘assisted in extinguishing, at least in the educated classes of society, that prejudice against the feudal manners, and those devout aspirations for the blessings of democratic institutions, which were universal among the learned over Europe in the close of the eighteenth century’.107 Only hindsight allows us the privilege of knowing the tide was against him and that Scottish history would not be the plaything of only one party interest.


Alison’s work was devoid of the sentimental Jacobitism typically associated with Tory perspectives on Scotland’s past.108 The same could not be said of the work of George Chalmers. Chalmers, in 1794, published a life of the Scottish printer, classical scholar and Jacobite Thomas Ruddiman (1674–1757), before embarking on his major works, Caledonia: Or, A Historical and Topographical Account of North Britain from the Most Ancient to the Present Times, with a Dictionary of Places Chorographical and Philosophical (1807–24) and The Life of Mary, Queen of Scots (1818). Caledonia focused on the pre- and early history of Scotland, starting with an account of the ‘Aborigines’ at the time of the Roman occupation and extending into the early medieval period. In it Chalmers sought to distance himself from Boece, and ‘[rectify] the ancient history of North Britain, whatever might be its fabulousness, or obscurity, or its difficulties, arising from disputes’.109 His Life of Mary, Queen of Scots, sought a similar revisionism but was more overtly political: ‘The House of Stuart has fallen for ever,’ he declared,




The more the evidence, which artifice produced, and ambition propagated, against the Scottish Queen, has been examined, by criticism, as well as by candour; the more has her conduct been cleared, her innocence established, and her misfortunes pitied . . . Truth may be concealed, for a time; but, cannot be exploded, by whatever artifice.110





Chalmers’ defence of the queen whose history has acted as something of a barometer of the denominational and political sympathies of the Scottish historical establishment through the centuries was explicit:




I should never have thought of publishing the singular life of the Scottish Queen, if I had not convinced myself, by my own labours, and reflections, that she was a calumniated woman, and an injured princess; who was innocent of the crimes, which were committed by others, and imputed to her, by the evil doers themselves, who found it no hard matters, during the delusive circumstances of corrupt times, to cast their own guilt upon her conduct: Calumniation became the great object of her ruin, while religion was debased, by fanaticism; while domestic faction was actuated, by criminal ambition; and while both religion, and faction were inflamed, by foreign policy, which was itself urged, by hatred, and prompted, by malignity.111





In a work that made in its footnotes a deliberate show of the research behind it, Chalmers attacked Robertson as not having gone far enough in redeeming the young queen from Presbyterian calumnies, particularly those perpetrated by John Knox and George Buchanan (1506–1582).112 But his analysis reached beyond purely historiographical concerns: having quoted Knox’s account of Mary’s death, identified by the reformer as Scotland’s redemption from the family of Guise, Chalmers declared, ‘For forms of faith, let graceless bigots fight: What is the value of religion, if it do not mollify the heart, to charity; if it do not meliorate the hand, to peace on earth!’113 Chalmers, a Tory who opposed the French Revolution and was a convert from the Church of Scotland to the Church of England, opposed Presbyterianism’s hold on Scotland’s past: to him, its message challenged authority, its impulses were intolerant and its influence malign.


Historical biographies were a literary battlefield where contemporary as much as historic religious and political wars were often played out in these years, particularly following the extension of the parliamentary franchise in 1832. Mark Napier’s various publications on James Graham, 1st marquess of Montrose – Montrose and the Covenanters (1838), Life and Times of Montrose (1840), Memorials of Montrose and his Times (1856) – betrayed both his Jacobite sympathies and his Tory inclinations.114 Montrose was seen as a martyr to his loyalty, while the Covenanters, lauded as fighters for freedom at various times by Presbyterians and Liberals (and even the nascent labour movement), were condemned:




in the progress of events, all that was honest and sincere of the anti-papistical party in Scotland was superseded by an insidious democratic clique, who, disguised for a time under the mantles of such enthusiasts as Knox and Napier [John Napier of Merchiston (1550–1617)], and pretending to identify Episcopacy with Popery, pressed onwards, through their various stages of duplicity and crime until an ephemeral throne, born of their anarchy, was reared upon the prostrate necks of RELIGION and LIBERTY, whose sacred names they had taken in vain.115





According to Napier, many modern commentators on the Covenanting years demonstrated ‘a disposition to confound the cause of truth with that career of democracy’.116 By contrast, in exploiting new manuscripts in the Napier collections and the Advocates Library that had come to light, he set himself against the work of ‘such enthusiastic democratical writers as Mr Brodie, (now Historiographer Royal for Scotland)’, who had ‘run riot in their assumptions of Montrose’s unprincipled selfishness, reckless ambition, and insatiable appetite for blood and murder’.117 His own work, Napier considered to be ‘valuable to the cause of truth and justice generally’, and hoped it would redeem Montrose – an ‘illustrious victim of hypocritical democracy’, ‘the Christian hero, insulted by the grovelling malice of covenanting zeal’.118


Neither Alison nor Napier tackled a full-scale history of Scotland, but in 1834 Alison recommended to Blackwood’s readers his fellow Tory Mr Tytler’s ‘admirable and faithful History of Scotland’, ‘written with an antiquary’s knowledge and a poet’s fire’.119 Patrick Fraser Tytler was the grandson of William Tytler (1711–1792), who anticipated Chalmers in many respects in his Marian apologia, An Historical and Critical Enquiry into the Evidence Produced by the Earls of Murray and Morton Against Mary, Queen of Scots (1760). Fraser Tytler followed in these biographical footsteps, with a series of Lives of Scottish Worthies (1831–3), and three earlier biographies (of Sanquhar-born soldier and rhetorician James Crichton, the ‘Admirable Crichton’ (1560–1582), Sir Thomas Craig (circa 1538–1608), the Edinburgh jurist, and the English theologian John Wycliffe (d. 1384)) before embarking on his ‘History’ in 1826 (published between 1828 and 1843) – the first attempt at a new national historical narrative of Scotland since William Robertson’s in 1759. Tytler’s nine-volume epic was the outcome of nearly two decades of work in the archives of Edinburgh and London, during which time, with the Whigs in power, he was passed over for the keepership of the records in the Chapter House at Westminster and the post of Historiographer Royal for Scotland.120 On the publication of the History, and with Robert Peel as Conservative prime minister, however, Fraser Tytler was placed on the civil list and awarded a pension of £200 a year.121 Yet, while his history went through several editions, Fraser Tytler was criticised as an ‘Episcopalian historian of a Presbyterian country [with] few kindred sympathies with its people’.122 When it came to Knox, it appeared to legal scholar Patrick Fraser (1817–1889), that Tytler




has no sympathy with moral greatness. He feels not the high supremacy of the virtue of adherence to truth, amid the sneers of friends, the depression of exile, or the terrors of persecution. His heart is cold to the heroism of principle.123





Fraser Tytler’s ‘perverted narrative’ of the Reformation seemed matched only by his prejudice in favour of the aristocratic interest. Fraser asked:




Was there not, too, a common people in that perished age, and had they not a history, like the lords and ladies, of whose doings these nine diffusive volumes are the industrious record? They appear, in the historian’s estimation, to have been born of oblivion, and destined to oblivion; and their names make no figure in history. Still, it would have been interesting to know, if the blood warmed their hearts, and if they spoke and felt as did the great.124





The repeated religious debates which successive histories in these years rekindled are testament to the failure of Enlightenment rationality to overwhelm religion as a guide to Scotland’s past as well as its future. The Episcopalian and Jacobite sympathies of many of these authors, as much as their Tory credentials, did not endear them to many in an era when evangelical Presbyterianism was asserting itself. Just as Scott famously attracted the ire of Thomas McCrie (1772–1835), Secession Church minister, over his critical depiction of the Covenanters in Old Mortality (1816), so too was Mark Napier taken to task by Principal John Tulloch (1823–1886) of the University of St Andrews and others for questioning the status of the ‘Wigtown Martyrs’ in his Memorials of Graham of Claverhouse (1859–62).125 Napier characteristically defended himself by publishing a volume, some 440 pages long, of verbatim extracts and commentaries of contemporary and historic sources, laying out the respective cases of both sides in the ‘Wigtown Wars’.126 He took to task the historian Robert Wodrow, whose History of the Sufferings of the Church of Scotland was a cherished martyrology for the Presbyterian faithful. By the early nineteenth century Scottish national identity was so indebted to its Presbyterian past that historical scepticism, when applied to events such as the Reformation and the Covenanting Wars of the seventeenth century, challenged more than antiquarian conventions: it challenged foundational elements in Scots’ very sense of self. It would be an obstacle to a less partisan historiography for many more years to come.


Nevertheless, the historical works of these Tory lawyers spoke to progress in other respects. While the Whigs had captured the philosophical legacy of the Enlightenment, what remained was not an intellectual dead end. Rather, the commitment to empirical investigation evidenced in these histories demonstrated that archival research was more than an antiquarian distraction: rather, therein lay some of the most powerful weapons in Scotland’s intellectual arsenal against Anglicisation and in support of a distinctive historiographical legacy. Fraser Tytler took the fight direct to the ‘Auld Enemy’. In 1834, he wrote to his wife of the ‘rich and voluminous stores of manuscripts which exist in London’, and wondered that




so little use has been hitherto made of them. The English historians have been absolutely living in the midst of a Golconda of manuscripts, a mine of the richest jewels, and have been contented to build their works from Birmingham pastes. It is passing strange, and tantalizing to those who cannot have constant access to such treasures.127





Two years later, in 1836, he gave evidence to the Select Committee on the Record Commission, advising the printing of lists, registers and catalogues to raise awareness of the sources available in the national archives – suggestions that were largely taken up – and drew attention to the publications of the Bannatyne and Maitland clubs in Scotland as models of what might be attempted in England:




The Scala Chronicle and the Lanercost Chronicle, the Cartulary of Paisley, the Cartulary of Melrose, at present publishing by His Grace the Duke of Buccleuch, the Memoirs of Sir James Melvill, and other works of these clubs are of much importance and utility to historical inquirers. They are superior I think to many of the publications of the Record Commission which have been begun, and are either now suspended, or have been found comparatively useless.128





That same year, Fraser Tytler was one of the founders of the (short-lived) English Historical Society, which had many Scots among its members, including the Duke of Buccleuch (1806–1884); William MacDowall of Garthland the vice president of the Maitland Club; bookseller John Smith (1784–1849), secretary of the Maitland Club; and the advocate W.B.D.D. Turnbull (1811–1863), secretary of the Abbotsford Club.129 The debt to Scottish precedents was evident in the society’s prospectus which noted:




It is the object of the ENGLISH HISTORICAL SOCIETY to print an accurate, uniform, and elegant edition of the most valuable English Chronicles from the earliest period to the accession of Henry the Eighth. Together with these, it proposes to publish, simultaneously, a few additional volumes, containing the most important lives of Saints, Letters, State Papers, Historical Poems, the Proceedings of Councils and Synods, Papal Bulls, and Decretal Epistles.130





The intentions of the infant society were lauded, but one commentator pessimistically (but correctly) predicted that the funds of this now largely forgotten society (it folded twenty years later) would soon be found to be insufficient, and the society placed in a ‘very disagreeable predicament’:




The mischief results solely from the anomalous position of the Society, as a private association existing to accomplish national objects; and as there is nothing whatever but the good pleasure of the members to keep it together, and it possesses no principle either of coherence or continuance, we cannot but look upon it as a very insufficient machinery for the carrying into effect the desired objects.131





The author was critical of the Scottish voluntary principle: ‘The public at large . . . are not the proper patrons of historical science.’132


Despite Fraser Tytler’s efforts, Scottish precedents counted for little: something successive generations of Scottish historians would be obliged to relearn. In 1839 Fraser Tytler, now resident in London, was refused access to various English and French manuscripts in the State Paper Office: orders had been given that he was to be restricted to Scottish sources only. He protested to the Liberal Home Secretary, Lord Normanby (1797–1863), who relented, ‘tho’ not without a strict injunction that I am to use it solely for Scottish purposes’.133


During the years immediately following the death of Sir Walter Scott it was clear that neither Romance nor Enlightenment offered a viable route to the future of Scotland’s past. The much-maligned Whig historian George Brodie had said as much in 1822 in the preface to his History of the British Empire, where he criticised the Scottish author of the History of England:




For the task of an historian, Mr Hume was, in many respects, most eminently qualified; but, having embarked in his undertaking with a pre-disposition unfavourable to a calm inquiry after truth, and being impatient of that unwearied research which, – never satisfied while any source of information remains unexplored, or probability not duly weighted, – with unremitting industry sifts and collates authorities, he allowed his narrative to be directed by his predilections, and overlooked the materials from which it ought to have been constructed.134





In the Victorian period Scottish history would follow an antiquarian tradition that, while proving its indebtedness to Scott’s Oldbuck, also anticipated the scientific approach to historical studies that became the ideal in European intellectual circles. In the final decades of the nineteenth century such an approach would be stifling – reifying documentary analysis to the detriment of historical narrative. But in the absence of university support for Scottish History, and given the want of a British alternative to Scottish history, the Enlightenment’s failure to reconcile history’s meaning with historical method, and the false promises of historical fiction, it was the amateur antiquarian tradition, led by an elite legal fraternity, that sustained scholarship in Scottish historical studies. It might have been worse; it could have been better.





CHAPTER 2


Archiving the Past


Countries across continental Europe sought to reassert their national identities in the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars, and archives proved critical to claims of nation-state status.1 Preserving the past was part of nation (re)building, and the modern custodianship of national archives – documentary claims on the past – was imbued with patriotic purpose. Britain, of course, had not suffered the ravages of French invasion, but was not exempt from this interest in curating the nation. Certainly, the impulse to do so may have appeared less urgent, but at times it was no less political. And the Scottish question – in this instance, what to do with the archives of a nation within a state – was a crucial, if subsequently ignored, part of many governments’ attempts to unite the kingdom on something with greater claims to antiquity than imperial aspirations and something more deliberate than the happenstance of the country’s island status.


The history of Scotland’s national records, the legislative context imposed upon them in the nineteenth century and the institutions entrusted with their care point to an archival history in the north very different to that of Scotland’s southern neighbour. This observation is only further enhanced when one considers the resourcing of Scottish archives in a British context, not to mention the evolution of an archives elite in Scotland, linked by legal training, family ties and social and associational networks, and which, while claiming to speak on behalf of the nation, did little to democratise access to Scottish archives. It achieved most when it ignored the strictures of government and the interests of politics.


HISTORY, LEGISLATION AND INSTITUTIONS


The history of Scotland’s records in the centuries spanning the Wars of Independence (1296–1357) and the restoration of Charles II in 1660 bears the scars of warfare and political instability.2 At various times over the course of four centuries many of Scotland’s records were housed in England and treated as war booty, as well as a means of checking the aspirations of the northern kingdom. Indeed, some records were only returned to Edinburgh in the twentieth century; others sank with the merchant ship, the Elizabeth, en route to Leith in 1660;3 and still others found their way into English libraries (like the Bodleian Library in Oxford), private collections,4 or the open market.5 That said, Scotland’s records did form part of discussions relating to the Union of 1707, and Article 24 of the Treaty of Union established the principle that Scotland’s records (along with the Scottish ‘Crown, Scepter [sic] and Sword of State’, would continue to be kept ‘within that Part of the united Kingdom now called Scotland; and that they shall so remain in all Time coming, notwithstanding the Union’.6 Scotland’s records were housed first in Edinburgh Castle, then in Parliament House on Edinburgh’s High Street, before they eventually moved a short distance in 1789 to the purpose-built General Register House [hereafter Register House], designed by Robert (1728–1792) and James Adam (1730–1794) and funded from the proceeds of forfeited Jacobite estates.


The new home for the records of Scotland, however, did not shield them from the purview of legislation devised in Westminster or protect them (or the Scottish records that continued to gather dust in the Tower of London and elsewhere) from the interests of Whitehall and the English historical community. In 1800 a Select Committee of the House of Commons recognised that there was widespread ignorance of British history and the original sources that were its foundation. Its report detailed that:




the Public Records of the Kingdom are in many offices unarranged, undescribed and unascertained; that many of them are exposed to erasure, alteration and embezzlement, and are lodged in buildings incommodious and insecure; and that it would be beneficial to the public service that the Records and Papers contained in many of the principal Offices and Repositories should be methodized, and that certain of the more ancient and valuable amongst them should be printed.7





Twelve commissioners were initially appointed (rising to twenty-five), and over the next thirty-seven years were attached in turn to six commissions, each aimed at addressing the preservation and arrangement of the public records. By the time the Records Commissions concluded their work, however, it was clear that Scotland’s records had been neglected.


The report of the Select Committee to which Fraser Tytler gave evidence in 1836 offers a useful insight into the state of the records of Scotland at the turn of the nineteenth century. On the surface the story was a positive one. The Select Committee recorded that:




the condition of the Records in Scotland forms a pleasing contrast to those of the sister countries. Collected together in one central, ample, commodious and safe building in Edinburgh, placed under the custody of responsible and most competent keepers, they appear to be kept in a state of perfect arrangement, and ample information as to their contents supplied by full Calendars and Indexes . . .8





However, it was found that the ambition of the Scottish sub-commissioner regularly exceeded his remit. In pursuit of his goal of producing a collection of the royal charters of Scotland, Thomas Thomson, the Deputy Clerk Register, appointed as such at the behest of the Commission in 1806/7, had sourced material from the charter chests of landed individuals, religious houses and private libraries, thus enlarging the operations of the Commission beyond its brief.9 In addition, Thomson had taken it upon himself to continue with the indexing of property records after the Commission had suspended further work on the project.10 Thomson’s diligence in systematising practice in Register House was commended, but even he considered his duties to the public had limits.


Parties wishing information from a document held in Register House typically applied to the Keeper of the Records and paid a fee which contributed to a general fund which paid for the salaries of the Keepers, with the remainder going to the Exchequer.11 Thomson was keen that search fees be kept as low as possible, but maintained that they were necessary to prevent ‘useless and vexatious applications’.12 His approach was clear when he explained to the Select Committee why he had not made new land register indexes freely available:




I believe nothing more unfortunate or odious could be proposed by me than to throw all the transactions relating to land in Scotland open to every idle person. Any person who has any right to know it may do so by applying, but to lay upon the table of every club-house the transactions of every landed proprietor or merchant in Scotland, would be a positive nuisance. It is not a matter in which persons now alive are concerned to exhibit in open day all the minute details of transactions of every landed gentleman in Scotland.13





Scottish records were not for all Scots, clearly.


Perhaps the most valuable outcome of the Select Committee was the evidence it produced to reinforce the case for a central repository for historic English records – an idea first mooted in 1800.14 The Public Record Office [PRO] was established in 1838. Yet, in terms of records management, the Select Committee was indebted to the testimony of a Scot, Patrick Fraser Tytler, who made a compelling case for the indexing of records over and above costly (‘comparatively useless’) state-sponsored histories and collections of extracts of the type that had cost the Records Commissions much in finance and reputation.15 Fraser Tytler shared his experience in the State Paper Office when attempting to research the sixth volume of his History of Scotland:




there is no catalogue raisonné; there is no printed catalogue at all of the immense stores of this great depository; a kind of skeleton index is kept there of the names of the volumes, but this I do not call a catalogue, even in the lowest sense of the word. There is also a MS. analysis of the English, Scottish and Irish papers in the reign of Henry the Eighth . . . but this is a private imprinted work; there is therefore no catalogue at all, and yet I would characterize those documents from the few last years of the reign of Henry the Seventh to the present day, as the richest mine of original materials for a history of the country that exists in England, or perhaps in any other country.16





It had been much the same for David Hume, he suggested: implying that Enlightenment histories might have been very different:




Hume . . . was shown the stores in the State Paper office, or some other of the great Record offices, after he had gained a high reputation by the publication of his first volumes [of his History of England]. He was in London, and about to continue his work, but his time was limited; he looked on the uncatalogued array of manuscripts in despair, and contented himself with those printed materials which were accessible.17





Fraser Tytler was clear about what had to be done:




Unlock these sources . . . and make them accessible; take the seals off the great repositories of national muniments; ensure their safety; abolish the fees; expel Mammon, who keeps the door; form good catalogues, and open the fields to literary men, be assured you will then find a change in demand.18





All things considered, Scots in the early nineteenth century – had they ever thought seriously about such matters for long – might have been content to know that their records (at least those in their keeping) were being cared for with perhaps more diligence than those of their neighbours. But this is not the whole story. In 1809 the Public Records (Scotland) Act was passed (based on recommendations made by Thomas Thomson). It sought to address ‘Irregularities and Inconveniences [that] have arisen or may arise from the unnecessary Multiplicity of Registers in Scotland’ and ‘the Laws heretofore devised for regulating the Formation and Custody of the Public Records, and more especially of those in the Local Registries throughout Scotland [that] have not been found effectual’. The aim was to place the ‘Whole of the Public Records within that Part of the United Kingdom . . . under one general and effectual Plan of Management and Controul’.19 A survey conducted by Thomson had shown that many burgh archives were in a disorganised state and housed in unsuitable buildings. After 1809, sheriffs-depute and magistrates of the royal burghs were obliged to report to the Clerk Register on an annual basis, and the Act demanded the prompt transfer of important registers to Edinburgh.20 Courting controversy in the burghs and counties, Thomson began in earnest the recovery of historic records of which the Clerk Register was the rightful custodian, even extending his searches as far afield as the library of Berne in Switzerland.21 But despite the eagerness of the new Deputy Clerk Register, and the confidence inspired by the commanding classical façade of Register House, the management of Scotland’s records remained a work in progress.


CURATING CONTROVERSY


The position of the Lord Clerk Register is the oldest of the surviving great offices of state in Scotland: it can be traced back to 1286. Following the Union of the Parliaments the Clerk Register’s principal obligations were the custody and care of the records of Scotland – a task which he effectively delegated to two Deputy Keepers until, in 1806, the office of the Deputy Clerk Register was created, which assumed the active functions of the Clerk Register and in 1879 acquired the rights and duties relating to the preservation of the public registers and records. Perhaps not surprisingly, the salary attached to the senior role was discontinued in 1861.22 As Athol Murray noted, under Archibald Campbell Colquhoun (1816–20) and William Dundas (1821–45), the office of Lord Clerk Register – by then an appointment for life – ‘moved steadily towards a dignified lack of responsibility’.23 Lord Dalhousie (1845–60) doggedly retained the role even when Governor-General of India, no doubt due to the prestige the office imparted: the holder took precedence after the Lord Justice General and before the Lord Advocate.24


If, by the nineteenth century, status was the principal motive of the men at the top – who boasted very little knowledge of archival practice – the Deputy Keepers present the picture of an archives dynasty, determined by family connections and sustained by the financial imperative that fee income offered. Their offices date back to the late seventeenth century, and they were appointed by the Lord Clerk Register until 1829, when the crown took over. From 1792 the Deputy Keepers (of which there were two until 1853) were allowed to supplement their salaries with income from private searches of the archives. It was a lucrative operation over which they had something of a monopoly, given their intimate knowledge of the archives and the scarcity of finding aids. Members of the Robertson family (Alexander (from 1769 to 1809), William (from 1777 to 1803), William the younger (1803–53), George (1809–53) and George Brown (1853–73)) were Deputy Keepers for over a hundred years, from 1769 to 1873. The salaries of William and George Robertson were £600 in 1829, but between 1848 and 1853 their average income from private searches was £1,141 each.25 Their successors were not allowed the same fringe benefits, and two new offices instituted in the nineteenth century suggest that a more professional approach to Scotland’s archives was evolving.


The appointment of Thomson to the new office of Deputy Clerk Register has been seen as transformative in terms of the better regulation and care of Scotland’s records. It also reinforced the dominance of the legal profession in the making of Scotland’s history: the holder was required to be a resident advocate. There was certainly much for Thomson to do.26 The condition of Scotland’s records had suffered during their various sojourns in the south, and their subsequent storage in Edinburgh Castle and in Parliament House. Documents had to be inlaid, volumes bound, vellum preserved.27 As the number of volumes to be stored in – the yet unfinished – Register House grew, Thomson also found that the elegant new home for the records was not as commodious as he required. By 1822 he was using the coal cellar for storage.28 Essential work on extensions and the interior of Register House, undertaken by Robert Reid (1774–1856), was only completed in 1830. By then, however, Thomson had made major progress on compiling a general repertory of the records in Register House and his edition of the Acts of the Parliaments of Scotland (completed in 1844, indexed in 1875) was well in hand.


Six years after Thomson was replaced as Deputy Clerk Register in 1841 – William Pitt Dundas (1801–1883) thereafter occupied that office until 1880 – a new post was instituted to assist the public with historical searches. Known variously as the Superintendent of Literary and Antiquarian Searches, or the Curator of the Historical Department, the office holder looked after the Historical Search Room (opened in 1847) and, from 1865, was responsible for a new series of records publications. In the mid nineteenth century, the Curator, the Lord Clerk Register, the Keeper and the Deputy Clerk Register were the principal custodians of Scotland’s historic memory. But to what end?


The publisher and author William Chambers (1800–1883), wrote scathingly about Register House in 1830:




At present none but very favoured individuals are permitted to mine in such a rich quarry. The fountain of knowledge is shut; little else is exhibited of the books but their backs; and but for the empty boast that the nation possesses the archives we mention, they might almost as well be not in existence. While those records applying to private property are laid open for money, those referring to governmental policy or similar subjects are preserved in dignified seclusion. Why this is the case we do not know. The reason why the public papers in the different offices, both in England and Scotland . . . have from first to last been locked up, and only shown to their owners by way of conferring an immense favour, has puzzled and damped the ardour of almost every institutional writer.29





Notable progress was recorded in the late 1840s, when provision was made for private searches of a historical or literary nature, but even then, the first Curator (Joseph Low, from 1847 to 1849) entertained only ten readers in his first year, the majority of whom were Edinburgh lawyers and antiquarians.30
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