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CRITICAL INTRODUCTION
Where Stands Scottish Literature Now?






Forthi I seye, as I seyde er, by sighte of thise textes


Whan alle tresors arn tried, Truthe is the beste.





(Therefore I say, as I have said before, from the sense of these texts, when all treasures are tried out, Truth is the best.)


William Langland, Piers Plowman I,134–5





Anthologies, by their very nature, are influential in determining the way readers look at a subject. If one looks at the Medieval and Renaissance periods in Scottish Literature through the lens of either The Oxford Book of Scottish Verse (1966) or The Poetry of Scotland: Gaelic, Scots and English (1995) it is clear from the choices within them that the earliest writers from Barbour until Lindsay are highly valued; that the period from 1560 until the Union of the Crowns causes problems, and that the seventeenth century is not well regarded at all.1 Strangely, however, the Renaissance poets who suffer in this way are not deemed markedly inferior to English writers in literary anthologies covering the broader range of British literature within that period. The New Oxford Book of Seventeenth Century Verse (Fowler, 1991) grants forty-four pages to Scottish poets in direct chronological competition with the ‘Golden Age’ of Shakespeare, Jonson, Donne and Milton.2 The writers concerned—James VI, Drummond, Ayton and Alexander—are allotted two pages in the MacQueen/Scott anthology, none at all in Watson. This essay seeks to explore the reasons behind this strange situation. It seeks to redefine the accepted canon and suggest an alternative way of approaching Scottish literary history.


That a major oddity exists is indisputable. In which other European literature do the words ‘The Renaissance’ refer to early twentieth century literature (MacDiarmid and Muir) rather than the advent of humanism? The implied loss of the first Renaissance along with the assumed bleakness of the seventeenth century allows serious study to overleap, chronologically, the Union of the Crowns in 1603 and the Union of the Parliaments in 1707. Serious literary study of ‘Scottishness’, on these terms, may begin without undue attention being paid to writing within the crucial period when national identity was sacrificed. Further, a national literature which chooses to excise about a century and a half of its own history sends out a clear message to critics in other countries that they need not trouble themselves with the Scottish contribution during the Renaissance, and that only the ballad is worth contemplating.


This is not all. The situation, in Alice’s terms, becomes ‘curiouser and curiouser’ when one compares evaluative assessments of the period in modern ‘Scottish’ and ‘British’ anthologies. Most anthologists and literary historians who adopt the former perspective quietly acquiesce in the view of T. F. Henderson as adopted in his Scottish Vernacular Literature: A History. In the Renaissance section of that study, published in 1900, Henderson made an exception of Alexander Scott (fl. 1550) and Alexander Montgomerie (fl. 1580) but excluded all others on grounds of linguistic treachery (i.e. anglicisation). First amongst Henderson’s ‘traitors’ stands James VI: ‘Scottish vernacular prose as well as poetry virtually terminates with James VI’.3 But John Knox vies with him for the post of major anti-hero in an account which places linguistic treachery at the centre of the argument and whose evaluations are undisguisedly nationalistic. Henderson’s thesis—that the successors of the late and great medieval makars abandoned Middle Scots for English, intentionally and treacherously—remains, to-day, a keystone of critical belief for most students. Scholars within the later periods do not trust so naively. But this is an age of specialism and it is a convenient mythology which relieves one, both qualitatively and patriotically, of the need to cover the mass of creative and critical endeavour in the field adjacent to one’s own.


Henderson’s views were to be echoed in the 1930s and 1940s by a much more powerful voice, that of Hugh MacDiarmid. Coming from an overtly anglophobic position and finding himself without a subtle national language, it is unsurprising that he should view Henderson’s thesis sympathetically. In Lucky Poet (1936), he echoed the broad conclusions of that source: an alliance of ‘philistinism’ in ‘the Scottish Kirk’ with cultural treachery at court had indeed combined to initiate a time of shame, beginning in the 1560s and accelerating towards full-scale realisation in 1603:




At that time, Scottish culture was still vigorously but hopelessly without direction and becoming increasingly divorced from the real national situation. Owing to the difficulty of initiating what ought to have been the task before the age in Scotland as it was elsewhere in Europe—namely the evolution of renaissance literature in the vernacular, incorporating the lessons learned from the Humanists...the literature becomes royalist and episcopalian as well as circumscribed in outlook.4





In fact, James VI in his rhetorical treatise, The Reulis and Cautelis of 1584, had done all of these things. But the Scottish Text Society edition of that work did not appear until 1948 and Henderson, on whom MacDiarmid often relied, had dismissed the Reulis as ‘trite’ without discussing their content.


The fact that his opinions were corroborated by Edwin Muir is of supreme importance. Not only was Muir the other major voice of the later Scottish Renaissance—he and MacDiarmid disagreed on practically everything except this! When, in Scott and Scotland, Muir also lamented the loss of a ‘homogenous language’, he approached the ensuing authorial dilemma from a psychological and post-Romantic perspective, defining it as follows: ‘Reduced to its simplest terms, this linguistic division means that Scotsmen feel in one language and think in another.’5 His remedy—to opt for ‘English’—was diametrically opposed to MacDiarmid’s search for a form of Synthetic Scots. Inescapably, however, they were agreed on the nature of the illness and, as it happened, on its causes and time of origin. They also agreed with Henderson in blaming Calvinism, a movement which had proved itself ‘adverse both to the production of poetry, and poetry itself’ (pp. 18, 24–5); in dating the origins of the perceived linguistic decline in the 1560s and 1570s and in finding Scott and Montgomerie to be talented exceptions:




Since some time in the sixteenth century, Scottish Literature has been a literature without a language. Middle Scots survived Sir David Lindsay for a while in the lyrics of Alexander Scott and Montgomery. But a little later, Drummond of Hawthornden was already writing in pure English. (p. 18)





With the name Drummond of Hawthornden, the third villain of the Scottish literary paradigm enters the scene. Highly valued by his English contemporaries, Drayton and Ben Jonson, Drummond’s status as a talented poet is supported in a British, seventeenth-century context by Alastair Fowler. No fewer than twenty-seven poems by Drummond are cited in his anthology.6 Tom Scott and Rory Watson are committed by their own defined remit to include English works. Yet Scott, who edits that part of the Oxford Book of Scottish Verse, opts for a single sonnet; Watson ignores Drummond entirely.


Strange though this may seem, the uniformity in negativity on the Scottish side of the equation is as daunting as it is impressive. Scott and Watson, in choosing to fill the gap left by seventeenth century literature with the entire ballad selection regardless of date, tacitly adhere to another perjorative judgment, advanced by Henderson and seconded by the MacDiarmid-Muir alliance. During the Renaissance in Scotland, it is claimed, an uninspired, élitist court not only paid homage to a foreign muse, they also scorned popular music and art. These achieved their highest quality in the ballad, being primarily associated with the ‘harpers and violers...of the Borders’ (Muir p. 163). Throughout the seventeenth century, therefore, the folk alone maintained Scottish culture until it was, as marvellously as belatedly, re-discovered in the eighteenth by that patriot among poets or poet among patriots, Robert Burns.


Neither MacDiarmid nor Muir had much effect on the academic curriculum in the late 1950s and early 1960s, when I was a student. The Great (English) Tradition of Leavis determined the canon and, within it, Scottish writers were marginalized. However, a number of benevolent influences were coming together which would transform that picture. John MacQueen at Edinburgh, Tom Crawford and Matthew MacDiarmid at Aberdeen and Alexander Scott at Glasgow began to raise the academic profile of Scottish writing. Crucially, in America, Ross Roy founded Studies in Scottish Literature, the first academic journal to suggest that this was a legitimate area of research.


I did not feel that the Leavisite tradition was, in itself, a bad route to follow. I was introduced to poetry and prose which moved and impressed me greatly. In retrospect, however, I came to see that its sins of omission had given me an unhealthy disregard for all those Scottish authors I had never even read. If they were not ‘set’, they must in some sense be flawed. Such is the subtle power of the academic canon. For those of us who shared this feeling, Kurt Wittig’s alternative path, as described in The Scottish Tradition in Literature, proved appealing. One patterned arrangement of texts governed by predetermined English criteria was to be answered in kind by another, essentially Scottish, one. ‘In Scotland, a different set of traditions has created a society which in many respects (though not all) is very different from that which exists in England.’7 These were to be isolated: ‘In expounding these values I have picked out the ones which seem to me specifically Scottish and have largely ignored the rest.’ (p. 4) Self-evidently, this paradigm would not favour those periods which aligned themselves closely with either English language or poets. The Renaissance in particular would find it more difficult to establish its credentials under Wittig than Leavis.


While this was theoretically true, those of us who specialized in that period were as free to open up new territory as anyone else. A spirit of optimism and discovery dominated the entire range of Scottish Literature as studied in the late 1960s and 1970s. However anglicised the Scottish Renaissance might have appeared to Wittig, his principles acted as a catalyst rather than defining in delimitation what was distinctively ‘Scottish’ and what was not. As a result Helena Shire’s Song, Dance and Poetry at the Court of King James VI8 spearheaded an impressive series of critical books, editions and anthologies centred on the very authors proscribed by Muir and MacDiarmid. Indeed, it is not too much to claim that the Castalians of the late sixteenth century and the Scoto-Britanes of the seventeenth were re-discovered by a paradigm which, taken at face value, ought to have buried them.


In the 1980s and 1990s, much of this optimism has disappeared so far as Medieval and Renaissance Scottish literature is concerned. One need only reflect on the comparative publishing situation. In the 1970s four editions of James I’s Kingis Quair existed; now there are none. The fact that this anthology will be the only one available for students who wish to gain an overview of three centuries of achievement is, for me, a source of sadness.9 A deal of the blame, however, rests with those of us who specialize within the field. As one who has published in a variety of periods, I have the strong sense that there is a growing communication gap especially between pre-and post-1707 scholarship. The critical bias of the earlier group remains (even in this theoretical age) staunchly biographical and historicist.10 This conservatism has meant that attempts to influence the broader discipline from within the literature of nationhood have been rare, leaving more ambitious accounts to those whose interests lie in the eighteenth century or later. I find the recent studies by Robert Crawford and Cairns Craig powerful and convincing but both concentrate rigorously on the post-1707 period.11 My own views may, in this sense, be regarded as complementary. The degree to which they are also revisionary remains to be explored.


These trends take place at a time when a novel premise has entered Scottish education. Early literature, I am frequently told, is either too difficult or too irrelevant for students. In my own University, the first year Scottish Literature course allots forty-five weeks to the Enlightenment until present day period, much of which is already taught in schools. The supposedly more difficult sixty per cent of the chronological range is introduced in five weeks, via the Dunbar and Henryson selections in the MacQueen-Scott anthology. True, the synchronic and interdisciplinary biasses in literature generally have followed a similar course. But while more established literary traditions can turn these innovations to their advantage, the newer area of Scottish literary studies has had more difficulty in adapting to them. In practical pedagogical terms, they have played their part in re-opening a gap within the perceived history of Scottish Literature, which had been closing twenty years ago.


The Reformation and Renaissance periods, which had in the 1960s and 1970s made their own modest claim for a place in the curriculum, are again excluded. The idea of a continuous literary history has little or no support. Rather, we are in danger of following, critically, Barbour’s ‘Romantic’ method, as exemplified in the first excerpt in this anthology. He mythologized the past, purifying the image of Robert the Bruce and blackening that of Edward I, so that his patriotic appeal in the present might be more affectively effective. But he did so self-consciously, carefully and under artistic licence. Can we when purifying Dunbar, blackening Drummond but effectively ignoring them both to concentrate on the political agenda of the present make the same apology? And can we be excused if, in the laudable name of interdisciplinarity, we produce students who are happiest when the textual evidence can be related to the criteria of other disciplines but who find the specifically literary aspects of analysis beyond them?


From ‘Scots Alone’ to a ‘Variety of Voices’


What are the problems inherent in Wittig’s evaluative model? In particular, why does it tend to produce a broken line in literary history and set author-heroes against authorvillains? First, it measures contrastively against another, larger literary tradition–‘different from...England’. Secondly, it does so in terms of ‘traditions’ and ‘values’. Wittig’s first criterion narrows the range over which examination may take place. His second permits a list of non-literary entrance preferences to be accumulated. A simplifed list of these would certainly include:














	Writing in Scots


	(The language of the Scot)







	Writing unpretentiously


	(The down-to-earth Scot)







	Writing on Scottish themes


	(The patriot Scot)







	Writing from a democratic viewpoint


	(The democratic Scot)








Inevitably, this makes it more difficult for some authors—for example, those who write manneristically in English on universal themes from a right wing viewpoint—to enter the introductory curriculum. Textual choice will be influenced as well—Muriel Spark is almost always represented by her ‘Edinburgh’ novel, The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie; Walter Scott by Waverley rather than Quentin Durward or Ivanhoe. Translated into English terms, this is analogous to preferring Henry IV to Othello because it is Italian or Macbeth because it is Scottish.


This helps to account for the thinner line of acceptable texts—they have to satisfy not only the test of quality within the discipline itself—they must all be acceptably ‘Scottish’. Early literature is particularly vulnerable to this approach on three grounds. As Barthes notes, the logic of this sort of pattern or paradigm is first of all to dehistoricize, secondly to polarize and thirdly to do so retrospectively. ‘In passing from history to nature, myth acts economically; it abolishes the complexity of human acts, it gives them the simplicity of essences, it does away with dialectics, with any going back beyond what is immediately visible.’12 Therefore, when ‘differentiated Scottish values’ are applied, they tend to produce the simplifed antitheses of ‘treacherous James VI’ against ‘patriotic Burns’ noted above.


Whatever may be said for or against the Leavisite Great Tradition, it was inexorably founded on evaluative criteria determined within the literary discipline. This view was shared by the medieval makars. When Barbour and Henryson seek to define the unique brand of ‘truth’ which separates their art from history or theology, they are still aware of attacks on it as ‘triviality’ or ‘lies’:




Tharfor I wald fayne set my will,


—Giff my wyt mycht suffice thartill—


To put in wryt a suthfast story.


(§ 1: Bruce, 11–15)


Thocht fenyeit fabils of ald poetre


Be not al grunded upn truth, yit than,


Thair polite termes of sweit rhetore


Richt pleasand ar unto the eir of man...


(§ 14: Morall Fabillis, I, 1–4)





As we shall see, the early and later makars follow Aristotle, Aquinas and Dante in mounting a specialized defence for their art based on the powers of ‘imagination’ and ‘analogy’.


To-day, there are different views on which of these approaches should recommend itself. In the context of this argument, I am only concerned to note that a tradition which seeks to draw modern concepts of interdisciplinarity into the original selection process works against the views held by the writers it seeks to judge. After all, why was verse so much preferred to prose; why were both prose and verse called ‘poesy’ in the Renaissance period and why is Urquhart’s prose Jewel so self-consciously ‘poetic’ in its use of images and language if there was no belief at that time in a clearly defined world of artifice, with its own distinct rules? Verse marks it off, while ‘labouring’ to acquire its skills is consistently demanded from the author.13


In adopting a diachronic approach, I shall only advance the most widely shared views on literature and aesthetics as supported by the makars themselves. This will avoid the pitfall of creating my own eclectic patterning of the evidence in areas where sources disagree. The argument begins with the clash on language between modern poets and their predecessors, for it is this variance, above all, which sets up the evaluative opposition between the supposedly patriotic, golden age of Middle Scots against the treacherous, ‘pure English’ of the Renaissance.


The fact that the evaluative literary league table as presented by Henderson and maintained by most critics to-day is a fairly exact reflection of the perceived health-in-distinctiveness of the ‘Scottis’ tongue is not wholly accidental. In order, it reads:




1) The Middle Scots Makars (1480–1520)


2) The Early Makars (1375–1480)


3) The Later Makars (1520–1560)


4) Marian and Castalian Poets (1560–1603)


5) The Scoto-Britanes (1603–1700)





If one assumes that the ‘pre-requisite of an autonomous literature is a homogenous language’ (Muir, p. 19) then the creation of a national tradition and evaluation within it will reflect that tenet. Nor is it an unusual idea. To-day, minority groups often rally behind a linguistic banner—French for the French-Canadians; Basque for the Basques. Whether the same may be assumed in the case of Scotland the Nation, centuries ago, is another question.


Was ‘Scottis’ the accepted, homogenous literary language of Scotland in earlier times? Once the historical dimension to that question is opened up and one looks at origins, it becomes clear that the answer is ‘No’. The dialect known as ‘Scottis’ has no claim to be the original national tongue. In fact, if there were any politico-linguistic ‘treachery’, it was that which resulted in ‘Scottis’ gaining dominance over the native Gaelic. At the end of the thirteenth century Malcolm Canmore and David I had intentionally ‘driven Gaelic back to (virtually) the present highland line’.14 Scots originated as Northumbrian English and only grew later into proud distinctiveness, because of the positive sociolinguistic forces inherent in nationhood.


Unsurprisingly, therefore, lowland Scottish writers from the fourteenth century until the seventeenth almost always claim to be composing in ‘Inglis’ and seek their poetic origins south of the border. Dunbar eulogises his master, Chaucer, in The Goldyn Targe, posing the rhetorical question ‘Was thou noucht of oure Inglisch all the lycht,/Surmounting eviry tong terrestriall,/ Alls fer as Mayes morow dois mydnycht?’ (§ 7 st. 29: 7–8) Only in two instances do the writers of that time call their language ‘Scottis’. The limitations of the nationalist claims made in this way by Gavin Douglas and James VI will be discussed later.


The loss of the ‘nationalist’ prop to the icon of the ‘homogenous national literary language’ inevitably makes the easy identification between anglicization and treachery untenable. It also reminds the critic that the ideals of a past age may not coincide with those held to-day. If one relates these findings specifically to the three supposed villains of Scottish culture, it confirms the sophistry on which their supposed guilt is constructed. Knox and the Calvinists are accused of writing in English; James VI is accused of anglicisation because he was a patron of an English Bible which bears his name. Those who advance these complaints are engaged in a perfectly proper quest for national identity. They should, however, remember that the aims and ideals of others may differ.


Knox and James are on a different, theological quest directed at opening the hidden Latin Word of God to the widest possible reading audience. Where, if at all, does one find contemporary anger at this form of anglicization? Initially, it might appear that David Lindsay voices it. In the Satyre one character does voice patriotic anger at a Bible in English:




Quhat buik is that, harlot, into thy hand?


Out, walloway, this is the New Testament


In Englisch toung, and printit in England!


Herisie, herisie! Fire, fire, incontinent!


(I, 1152–4)





But that character is a Vice, Flattery. He is at once corrected by the voice of Divine Truth:




Forsuith, my freind, ye have ane wrang judgement,


For in this Buik thair is na heresie,


Bot our Christs word, baith dulce and redolent


Ane springing well of sinceir veritie.


(I, 1155–8)





The Bible referred to is the 1561 Geneva Bible which, by a Scottish law of 1579, had to be possessed by every householder whose income exceeded three hundred merks.


If this evidence reminds us that free choice between a Scots or an English version of any book did not exist in the days of early printing houses, it also moves the argument into the second iconic area—that of the ‘homogenous’ language. Printing was done in Edinburgh but London was the main centre of production. This caused the sort of anglicisation which can be observed by comparing the two openings of Montgomerie’s Cherrie and the Slae in § 16. Montgomerie’s earlier ‘Scots’ version (Waldegrave) is nonetheless more anglicized than the Middle Scots of Dunbar. The later version—printed after his death—may not give evidence of the poet’s changed practice but of printing house policy in London.


The problems of evidence in this area are many. I raise them because the paradigm behind traditionalist criticism interprets the idea of linguistic ‘homogeneity’ in a strange way. It simplifies the contrastive search by viewing the languages of the past as if they moved abruptly from one extreme and fixed state to another at the behest of poets and dramatists—so ‘Middle Scots’ becomes the ‘pure English’ of Drummond after the Union of the Crowns because the late ‘makars’ chose to anglicise. In fact, languages are themselves in a constant state of gradual flux under the influence of much broader sociolinguistic pressures. The Reformation and the invention of printing would have been strong enough catalysts on their own without the prospect of Union. As Jespersen notes, ‘It is self-evident that, where we have previously divided states combining under a single government, the chances of a common language being evolved are so much the better. The court, the government have occasion for a language which will carry its message to all the inhabitants.’15 When the prospect of a Union centred in London beckons, therefore, anglicisation may result from the social change itself. When the distinctive tongue of the smaller nation (in this case) ‘Scots’ is itself a dialect of ‘Inglis’ and has dubious patriotic roots, anglicisation cannot simply be viewed as treachery. Yet on that premise the ‘Tradition’ is based and the excision of the Renaissance founded.


It is tempting but sophistic to avoid the effort of research as Muir does. ‘The reasons for this disintegration of the language of Scottish literature are controversial and I have no space to enter into them here’ (p. 18). The logical sidestep permits him an easy return to the static and polarized model which presents the fewest challenges to his own case. It also brings that case out of actuality into the realm of myth.


James VI and the poets who went south with him after the Union of the Crowns did not betray a homogenous nationalist language when anglicising their work. Nor did they anglicise from one linguistic extreme (‘pure’ Scots) to another (‘pure’ English). Middle Scots at the end of the fifteenth century was already closer to English than it was when the century began. At the other ‘pole’, the English into which James VI amended his own writings still contained Scotticisms according to Charles I.16 Robert Ayton’s manuscripts provide the best example of this process as they exist in earlier and later states and do contain some authorial revisions.17


Revising those poems for publication shortly before his death in 1638, Ayton confirms the essentially pragmatic, non-nationalist view of language development as argued in this essay. But he also notes that Scottish poets are accustomed to using different voices when composing, thus challenging the idea of linguistic homogeneity from another angle. Sir John Ayton notes that he included ‘old Scots peeces, w[hi]ch were done in his younger dayes. The lattin ones were publisht...in the Delitiae Poetarum Scotorum in his owne tyme.’ The passing of time introduces a third, more anglicised group because ‘the style of all vulgar Languages changes every age.’18


A comparison between poems existing in both the earlier Edinburgh manuscript, dated prior to the Union, and the post-Union London MS, reveals thorough but not wholesale anglicisation. In the ‘Scottish’ Edinburgh MS of ‘Will thow, remorsless fair’, the Scots form ‘mycht’ (l. 15) and the English ‘might’ (l. 13) exist as acceptable alternative forms within two lines of each other. In the ‘English’ Manuscript, Ayton follows James VI’s practice of retaining Scots forms where they have special force or are not easily replaced by an English equivalent.19 For example, in ‘Ane Dyor’, ‘since syne’ (l. 23) and ‘Stygian stankes’ (l. 53) emerge from the Edinburgh MS’s ‘sen syne’ and ‘stygeoun stankes’. Each involves only partial anglicisation. This maintains the alliterative power of the text, in obedience to James’s earlier advice that patriotic Castalians should ‘let all (their) verse be literall als far furth as may be’ (§ 22 Reulis Chap. 3).


Ayton’s assumption that any Scottish author may move easily from Scots-English to Anglo-Scots and to Latin constitutes another attack on the idea of the homogenous language, but it does so with specific reference to their understanding of literature’s position among the branches of knowledge. All early writers defined their discipline rhetorically—that is, as a branch of persuasive oratory. Within this scheme, linguistic variety rather than homogeneity was the key to success. That earlier Scottish writers saw and evaluated their work in this way is easily proved. Henryson obeys the ‘polite termes of sweit rhetore’ (§ 14 st. 1); Douglas wishes to match Vergil’s ‘sawys in sic eloquens...so inventive of rethorick flowris sweit’ (§ 15 ll. 69–70); the rules and warnings to be observed and avoided in James’s treatise of that name are those of Rhetoric. Rhetorical adaptability-in-variety was more important for them than safeguarding one dialect with dubious claims for patriotic primacy. Indeed Gavin Douglas, James VI and Sir Thomas Urquhart argue explicitly that linguistic internationalism—in the sense of drawing coinages from other tongues—is the only way in which a vernacular may eventually surpass the subtlety of Latin.


Scottish Literary History: Seeking Continuity


In seeking first of all to distinguish Scottish Literature broadly from English Literature through rhetorical differentiations within the discipline rather than values outside it, I am not returning to an antiquated pattern, irrelevant to modern thought. The word ‘rhetoric’ covers practically all the headings of practical criticism, other than meaning. Diction, imagery, figures of speech, form and the proposed ‘ends’ of effective persuasion all come within its remit, as does the decorous relation of style to topic. The ‘rhetorical’ school education, which turned Robert Burns, on his own evidence, into an expert on ‘how’ to compose in the mid-eighteenth century,20 had much in common with the educational philosophy of Scottish schools in the 1950s and early 1960s. Language and Literature are examined together in the Scottish examinations rather than inhabiting different curricular areas as in England. The logic behind this is the Medieval one of ‘making’. Until one knows how word-buildings are constructed, there is little point in looking at texts, simple or elaborate. Within this ‘how’, resides the unique qualities and qualifications of the imaginative discipline. ‘What’ is said is relevant but it is not quidditative. The literary laurel goes to the best craftsman in his creative uniqueness, not to the writer with whose sentiments one happens to agree, as William Alexander argues in Anacrisis.21


Nor am I suggesting that early writers were opposed to interdisciplinarity. As the interlinking patterns of the Seven Liberal Arts demonstrate, the end of imaginative persuasion was interdisciplinary in its fullest sense. The findings of the literary discipline were vitally related to and enriched other areas of knowledge, including sociology and politics. Aesthetic thought in the Medieval and Renaissance periods was itself comprehensive and pragmatic. Dante, following Aristotle’s argument from causality, defined that end as ‘removing those living in this life from a state of misery and bringing them to a state of happiness.’22 That is—literature fed into all knowledge on an open and intertwining pattern. But it could only do so with dignity, once its claim for uniqueness had been established. Aristotle did not begin his Poetics by launching into the rules of that art—he began by lamenting its lack of an identity and a name—‘The form of art which uses language alone...has up to the present been without a name.’23


He then highlighted those qualities which made that art unique and gave it different rules. It did not deny truth on the literal level because it was not primarily concerned with ‘is’ but with ‘might be’; it sought neither the simple truth of ‘was’ like the historian nor ‘ought’ like the philosopher. Instead, by embracing imagination as its chosen faculty of the soul, it sought out ‘universal truths’ in the manner of the latter but tested them through a fuller, more fanciful remit than the former. From Barbour’s presentation of Robert I as a ‘family hero’ constructed out of his grandfather’s biography as well as his own (§ 1), by way of the Morals to Henryson’s Fabillis with their repeated directions that the audience imagine a supposed case (‘may weill be applicate’ etc. § 4) to James VI’s repetitive emphasis on ‘Inventioun’ as ‘ane of the cheif vertewis in a Poete’ (§ 22), that vision unites the literature of the Scottish nation before the Union of the Parliaments.


But surely it also unites the literature of any Western European nation within that period? True, but there are ways in which the Scottish interpretation of Scholastic and Humanist thought recognizably differs from English. As a starting point, let us look at the position of Henderson’s ‘terminator’ of vernacular Scots.


James VI opens his Reulis with an apology. He excuses the work for being ‘late’ and ‘thin’, a doubly negative judgment shared by traditionalist critics, when comparing Scottish Literature with English Literature throughout the period. The truth of this is undeniable. But two more positive contrasts emerge from the same literary evidence. First, James’s treatise gives evidence of his great learning. To compose a work of this sort while still in one’s teens is quite remarkable. Secondly, that treatise gives notice of his intention to lead the Scottish Renaissance as patron of a professional group of poets. Early Scottish Literature is, on an English model, comparatively late, but its writers are almost all academic in the strict sense of that term. From Barbour to Urquhart, they are practically all degree holders or expensively educated noblemen.24 The paid post of ‘laureate’ or chief poet is held by the ‘maister poetis’ Alexander Scott and Montgomerie before any equivalent post was thought of south of the border. The first literary difference resulting from this is their trained, critical and more analytic response to the freer European models they inherit.


This produces a more analytic and self-consciously erudite kind of art than that practised in England, making clear but ambitious demands on its audience. In the Prologue to his Fabillis, Henryson’s emphasis on ‘labour’ and ‘diligence’ (sts. 2, 3) echoes the view of rhetorical handbooks that the best art is also the most demanding. Scotland’s erudite writers held on to this view for much longer than their English counterparts. How, then, does this view of authorship influence the traditional negative judgements in narrowness and tardiness?


I am not challenging the evidence. When, for example, we consider Scottish writing before Henryson in relation to its English counterpart, it is correct to note comparative modal thinness (Where are the modes other than Romance? Where is the movement towards prose?). It is correct to note chronological lateness (Where is Scottish literature at the time of Langland and Chaucer?). I am concerned with the causes producing these symptoms. I am also suggesting that we are not comparing like with like. The academic basis of Scottish writing suggests that it should first of all be related to the ideals of the rhetorical text-books which its authors had studied. From these, three major guidelines emanate.


(i) Poetry is prioritised because it is more difficult and artificial than prose.


(ii) Imaginative oratory is thought of as embracing the lyrical, narrative and dramatic voices. These are counterpointed on the analogy of music.


(iii) Texts at their most demanding contain all themes potentially within the one structure.


To follow each of these lines through Scottish Medieval and Renaissance literature is, in fact, a simple task because the writers themselves are anxious to explain their craftsmanship in precisely those terms.25 What follows is only a brief resume of the wealth of evidence available.


Verses and Voices: One tends not to question one’s own most basic assumptions. When a modern critic finds a lot of poetry, little prose and scarcely any drama, he is thinking against a twentieth century background of genres, printed evidence and a predominantly prose-dominated culture. When he or she finds prose romances developing in England but Scotland retaining verse alone (or even, in the case of Golagros and Gawane, returning a later prose version to its origins in verse) it is easy to assume that the innovatory movement must hold the high ground. The contrary case could be argued—that Scottish ‘makars’ remained true to the more difficult forms of craftsmanship.


After all, in the Middle Ages and early Renaissance, writers composed with aurality and oratory in mind. Sir Philip Sidney, it has been noted, could still refer to all literature (including prose) as ‘poesie’. For the trained mind, literature began with imagination and aimed at maximising the distance between normal speech and art. Scotland holds on to that preference throughout the later Renaissance and Restoration periods as the critical views of Alexander confirm. In the Anacrisis, Alexander accepts that prose Romances exist. Indeed he is proud of his own contribution to Sidney’s Arcadia.26 But his method of analysis retains the older rhetorical priorities. Xenophon he finds worthy of praise because he has shown ‘with what grace and spirit a poem might be delivered in prose’. That is—all imaginative writing is poetic. Verse and prose are two means of achieving poetry, with the touchstone of difficulty-in-artifice granting priority to the former. It is no coincidence, therefore, that arguably the greatest verse-poet (Dunbar) and prose-poet (Urquhart) specialize in such ‘poetic’ virtuosity. Dunbar’s ‘Hale, sterne superne’ celebrates the Virgin Mary appropriately by adopting the most demanding of rhyme schemes and skilfully counterpointing the themes and motifs surrounding Mary. That hymn and the parodically self-conscious high-style of The Jewel may seem overly manneristic or even eccentric to those who are looking for couthy Scots. They are, nonetheless, the logical zenith in complexity of the literary theory which sustained the more overt and self-consciously Rhetorical tradition in Scotland until the late Victorian period at least. David Masson’s writings show that the Professor of Rhetoric and Belles Lettres at Edinburgh University still placed Dickens above other prose writers because he was more poetic than his rivals. In the early years of the twentieth century, his student, J. M. Barrie, is still capable of writing of a ‘descent’ from verse to prose.27


The maintained preference for poetry over prose in Early Scots is accompanied by another critically self-conscious retention of an older categorisation—that of voices. In the early days when aurality ruled, the division of writing into narrative, dramatic and lyrical voices was natural. With recitation and a listening audience in mind, the early makars were adept at stylistically signing a move from one voice to another. Lyrical setpieces, such as the song of the birds in st. 34 of the Kingis Quair or the orisoun to Mary in Holland’s Buke of the Howlat (ll. 716ff), were frequently favoured. The difference, in comparison to an English model, lies in the tenacious retention and development of this interlacing model by later writers. A comparison between Henryson’s Testament of Cresseid and Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde reveals the Scottish schoolmaster using the most up-to-date critical vocabulary, when justifying his ‘new’ version of her later years:




Quha wait gif all that Chauceir wrait was trew?


Nor I wait nocht gif this narratioun


Be authoreist or fenyeit of the new


Be sum poeit throw his inventioun,


Maid to report the lamentatioun


And wofull end of this lustie Creisseid,


And quhat distres scho thoillit, and quhat deid.


(§ 6 st. 10)





Henryson’s invention is not, however, limited to ‘excusing’ the heroine. Instead of following Chaucer’s literary methods he chooses to judge her within a consciously patterned and moralised poem-pattern. Within this, clear changes from narrative to dramatic and lyrical voices helpfully guide the audience as to how the material is being organized.


The three lyrical complaints of Cresseid are separated from each other by narrative and dramatic portions, but one ‘hears’ the same voice returning. If one follows this counterpointing pattern and compares shared ‘voice’ sections, important echoes and variations emerge. These are not confined to the lyric sections but the lyrical highlights may be used as an obvious example of the method. Cresseid’s first two soliloquies are complaints. In the first, she blames her fate ‘Upon Venus and Cupide angerly’ (st. 18); in the second a greater awareness of the effects of her conduct is balanced by an even wider divine attribution of guilt to all ‘Our craibit goddis’ (st. 51). In the third lament, she not only accepts moral responsibility (‘Sa elevait I was in wantones’, st. 77) but modulates her voice into the tones of penitence and righteous amend-making. The exemplary purpose of the poem is, therefore, underlined by the rhetorical principle of repetition and variation.


This careful signing of meaning through form translates exactly a basic tenet of rhetorical theory. The image of the poet-builder (‘makar’) as interpreted by Hugh of St Victor implies that the author-architect must first plan the entire structure of his word-building according to a design suited to the needs of the consumer. Only once that has been done may the author as artisan lay out the first brick-words in the line of his text. In terms of ‘difficulty’ Geoffrey of Vinsauf advised good writers to leave it to beginners to organize their tales in the simple ‘natural order’ (from start to finish). Advanced craftsmen would, like Henryson, plan according to one of the many ‘artificial orderings’ available, perhaps beginning in the middle or coming full circle, depending on its suitability for their chosen theme.


As Scottish poets also prided themselves on having a wide linguistic range, it was an obvious move to build on this significant linking of form and meaning by using stylistic as well as vocal variety to highlight the key movements within the chosen design. Dunbar’s Goldyn Targe (§ 6) and Tretis of the Twa Mariit Wemen and the Wedo (§ 7) counterpoint the line of the tale against circular and overlapping structures respectively. They also sign changes, tonal and thematic, by moving from one style to another. In the Tretis, for example, the Latinate high style and narrative voice of the opening suggests that these ladies, ‘all full of flurist fairheid’, are noble in character. Later, there is a change to the dramatic voice and the middle style, whose pragmatism and verbal ambiguity make the audience wonder whether they have been tricked—‘Think ye it nocht ane blist band that bindis so fast?’ Finally, the low style lyricism of the first wife’s diatribe—‘I have ane wallidrag, ane worme, ane auld wobat carle...’—confirms that we have literally been ‘made’ to read the signs wrongly. This is no idyll of love but a bitter satire, dressed up to look like an idyll. Language, as all else in medieval literature, is significant. A skilled makar may use the signs to confirm or to subvert our anticipations.


That the decorous linking of style and theme was a major tenet for Scottish writers throughout the Medieval and Renaissance periods is confirmed by the comments and practice of the writers themselves. Douglas notes the difficulties in Eneados I, Prologue ll. 67–78; 105–124. James VI in his Reulis outlines the essentials of the method:




Ye man lykewayis tak heid, that ye waill your wordis according to the purpose.


Gif your purpose be of love, to use commoun language, with some passionate wordis.


Gif your purpose be of tragicall materis, to use lamentable wordis, with some heich, as ravischt in admiratioun.


(§ 22 Chap. 3)





James’s most obedient apprentice, Stewart of Baldynneis, obeys these rules to the letter throughout his analytically conceived28 abridgement of Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso. In Canto 11 (§ 17) he moves from the pastoral high style of ‘Reverent Ovid’ (C. 11: 11) to the ‘tumbling’ vein, recommended by James for low topics and states of mind, when describing Roland’s madness. He even explicitly comments on the decorous necessity of so doing: ‘this bailfull bittir blast,/ Quhilk dois my style renverse in disaray’ (C. 11: 29–30). At the start of the next Canto, he will announce the reversal of the process, ‘I change my sang, quhilk soundit sad befoir,/ From dolent dyt to joyfull verse againe’ (C. 12: 5–6). In the poems as a whole, he ranges through all styles from the dignified Ciceronean rhythms of the high style to the alliterative, staccato tones of the lowest; Latin borrowings vie with French and Dutch as he rings the changes on a vast variety of rhetorical figures (e.g. underwriting) and tropes (e.g. impossibility topos).


Themes and Thoroughness: The close linking of style to theme is a leitmotiv which is even more firmly forged in the Renaissance by James VI in the Reulis. His account of decorum is unusual in carrying that essentially stylistic system into the area of argument—that is from rhetoric to dialectics. A poet should think not only of high, middle and low styles but of noble, ordinary and mean ways of advancing an argument:




This is lykewayis neidfull to be usit in sentences, als weill as in wordis.


(§ 22 Chap. 3)





Those who find the work of the makars modally or thematically narrow must, therefore, be sure that they are reading the signs correctly.


The Early Scots period (§ 1–3) will illustrate the issues clearly. Those who regret the domination of that period by the Romance mode are looking only at the story-line and modal surface. As ‘makars’, Barbour and his contemporaries may have moved artlessly from one voice to another but they were every bit as well-versed as their successors in signing theme through structure. The story-line cannot be divorced from the moral patterning and the shared journey motif in Bruce, Quair or Rauf. In seeking guidance on what these poems are about, therefore, one looks first at their ‘signing’ form. If one does this, it becomes clear that practically all of the early Scottish Romances—Golagros and The Buke of the Howlat as well as those represented in the Anthology—counterpoint the natural line of the story against artificial arrangements of the material. Usually the latter traces a circular structure. The Bruce’s ordered national journey opens and closes with a pilgrimage (Bks. I and XX),29 James’s personal quest from Venus to Minerva to Fortune begins and ends ‘Heigh in the hevynnis figure circulere’ (sts. 1 and 196), while Rauf’s parallel hospitality scenes offered in cottage and castle are framed by the alpha and omega of ‘harbery’, St Julian and the deeds of temporal mercy used by Christ as his test for entry into heaven in Matthew 24. 33–46 (st. 5 and st. 75). This complex form—line, pattern and circle—was advocated for tales which embraced not only a particular tale but its moral sense as understood within God’s mysteriously benign purpose. These are not only Romances—they comprehend, within the one potential structure, as many themes as they have voices to proclaim them. The particular story of Bruce’s victory over the English or James’s victory over self is also an exploration of everyone’s dark journey through the moral tests of life in search of the ineffable light beyond death.


Henryson’s re-workings of Chaucer’s ‘Nun’s Priest’s Tale’ and Troilus and Criseyde, with their more overt transitions from tale to moral, particular to conceptual, take this principle of analytic thoroughness into the Middle Scots period. In the Renaissance, this highly self-conscious, if reactive poetics continues. In part, it is reflected in a reluctance to abandon the allegoric method; in part, it is mirrored in a preference for non-allegoric modes which lend themselves to the clear transmission of ideas. Montgomerie’s Cherrie and the Slae (§ 16) is an example of the first; the Scottish Sonnet (§ 18) and the Pastoral (§ 19) of the second.


Montgomerie’s allegory makes some concessions to a new age. Composed for court performance, it maintains the light tones and dancing rhythms which C. S. Lewis detected behind all Castalian verse.30 Nonetheless, the idea of establishing a central theme at the literal level (cherrie/aspiration v. slae/contentment) and then moving it through romantic, political, philosophical and spiritual forms of examination is as clear in this work as in James’s Quair.


Once more, critical theory justifies poetic practice. As the highest mysteries are conceived through the image of the harmony of the spheres, so the text which contains within itself the largest number of potential interpretations mirrors most closely in words the divine intention of the Word and the interrelations of the Book of Nature. Henry of Ghent’s model as set up for the theologian was swiftly adapted to ‘the allegory of the poets’:




The appropriate mode for this branch of knowledge is not that all the individual things relating to it should be treated separately...but that disparate themes and tenets should be contained in one and the same discourse, tailored to suit different individual needs and abilities.


(Summa Quaestiones XIV. i. vii.)





Thus, while each listener will interpret differently, each will draw sense at the level to which their capacities delimit their needs.


On the advice of James VI, the earlier Scottish sonnet form during the 1580s and early 1590s preferred a wide range of themes to the more conventional love emphasis practised later and discussed above. If this meant, at one pole, more moral and religious sonnets than were common south of the border, it implied at the opposite pole more bawdy sonnets, such as Stewart’s hostess sonnets, the convivial sonnets of Montgomerie or the wittily obscene sonnets of Ayton (§ 18). Before and after the Union of the Crowns, Scotland’s major sonnet sequences continue this bias. They are clearly structured, analytically conceived and comprehend the idea of love in its broadest sense. The methodology may differ—Fowler’s Tarantula of Love traces the lover’s ascent, rung by rung, up the Ficinean ladder of love from lust to charity; Drummond’s series of sequences celebrate, in turn, the lady in life, in death, as idea of beauty and as image of God; William Alexander in Aurora wrestles with the philosophy behind Petrarchism while Alexander Craig offers seven mistresses each representing one element of the passion, from Lais the courtesan at one extreme to Idea as the type of platonic love at the other.


Pastoral poetry is another mode with an obvious appeal for learned, professional poets. It provided a perfect vehicle for a self-conscious poetics, concerned with the exploration of themes through a variety of voices. The first element is highlighted by Harold Bloom, when he comments that the great pastoral elegies are as much if not more concerned with ‘their composers’ creative anxieties’ as with grief.31 Literary theory and practice walk hand in hand through the pastoral grove. Like the sonnet it is a form ideally suited to argue its themes thoroughly from one extreme to another. In another sense, it provides the major Renaissance analogue for the ‘open’ Romance form, as practised in early Scots. The brevity of the sonnet form implies that different poems or sequences are needed to provide exhaustive coverage of a topic in the manner defined by James. The thematic definition of love, from its lowest manifestation in lust, through the various possibilities of human passion to its implications moral and divine, is as easily comprehended within the Renaissance pastoral as in Medieval allegoresis. That is because the image of the shepherd lends itself to the kind of analogous transference so dear to early poetics.


As such, it recommends itself to the learned Scottish tradition with its desire to embrace thematic and tonal extremes. In § 19, the divine shepherd (Christ) and the shepherd priest lie behind Teares on the Death of Moeliades. Less idealised transferences, with the shepherd as a type of bucolic simplicity or rustic lewdness, produce the comic pathos of Henryson’s Robene and Makyne or the bawdy wordplay ofAyton’s ‘The Shiphird Thirsis’. As early as Theocritus’s Idylls with their ‘constant juxtaposition of high and low throughout’,32 Pastoral had established the interplay of extreme voices as one of its major defining conventions. In this way it also naturally harmonized with the biasses of the Scottish multi-vocal tradition.


This mode, which allows many worlds to meet and produced Shakespeare’s Tempest as well as Milton’s Lycidas, therefore becomes a favoured vehicle for the Scottish Renaissance. Yet it is exiled from the traditional Scottish canon on two erroneous suppositions. Its use, decorously, of English is confused with linguistic disloyalty and it is simplistically equated with its idealistic and rarified strain alone.


Does this not make early Scottish literature in all its periods too challenging to be either enjoyable or widely comprehensible? The danger is present but care is taken to avoid it. Although Scottish authors range deeply and widely, they usually delimit and explain the area within which they are working. Henryson extracts one line from the broader narrative canvas of Chaucer. ‘Of his [Troilus’] distres me neidis nocht reheirs’ so only ‘the wofull end of this lustie Creisseid’ needs tracing and moral evaluation, ‘I sall excuse, als far furth as I may’. The morals in his Fabillis may move from actual to potential with great freedom but the precise symbolisation and specific area of hidden meaning selected are usually explained—‘To our purpose, this cok may we call/Nyse proud men, void and vaneglorious’.


In the Renaissance, Stewart of Baldynneis follows exactly the same procedures. Faced with Ariosto’s loosely constructed and busy epic, he sets about controlling the material analytically:




The historie all interlest I find


With syndrie sayings of so great delyt,


That singlie, most I from the rest out spind,


As the unskilful prentes imperfyt


Quho fyns the gould frie from the laton quyt.


(§ 17 C. 5, 9–13)





This is not an unrelievedly humble modesty topos, as the reference to refining alchemically anticipates. Stewart may simplify and ‘abridge’ by focussing only on the major hero and heroine, he also claims that his work is gold refined from the common metal of Ariosto by adding a serious moral and religious conclusion to the Italian’s epic. While this meets the higher extremes of thorough analysis, he also extends the bawdy episodes surrounding the lustful hermit’s attempts to rape Angelica.


More particularly, Stewart’s Roland, like Henryson’s Testament, originates from a critical decision to simplify a complex tale (‘mak my passage plaine’, Invocation l. 4) and ends with the decision to add spiritual correction for one character. In Stewart’s case, it is the hero, Roland, whose ‘maladie’ is ‘mended’ (12.84); in Henryson’s it is Cresseid. Within a circular poem pattern whose invocation both anticipates Roland’s final madness and ‘signs’ his holy death, the adventures of hero and heroine are discussed alternately, setting up a parallel structure which invites comparison and contrast. Even Henryson’s desire to interpret Cresseid’s love allegorically as the battle between reason and passion recurs as a leitmotiv in Stewart’s poem—‘quhair luife dois reule no resone may refraine’ (4.1).


I am not suggesting that Henryson is a source; I am suggesting that Stewart follows in the same learned, professional and critically self-conscious tradition. Many of the shared poetic features result inevitably from that perspective. Stewart’s six introductions to the Roland, each of which praises his would-be patron and proves his learned skills by denying them, are an extreme plea for the patronage which Henryson passes over lightly. But the hundred years which separate them cannot disguise the school to which both belong.


This view of early Scottish Literature finds its distinctive voice in comparison to English precisely in the antitheses of the canonical values used by the traditionalists to test it. Not in linguistic homogeneity but in vocal variety; not in couthiness but in greater erudition; not in simplicity but in controlled complexity; not in naturalism but in a different approach to artifice do the makars make their claim to be different. Using Scots alone, couthiness and the language of the market to discover ‘difference’ is not, therefore, just misleading. It is perverse.


Discovering a Dramatic Voice: From this viewpoint, it becomes clear that the definition of drama has to be re-considered. If one thinks of the ‘dramatic voice’ within a general poetics of performance rather than looking solely for theatres and playscripts, a wider range of dramatic evidence is uncovered. Of course, a new perspective, however well authorized, will not magically convert weakness into strength. At the same time, an approach which opens the full linguistic and topical range in obedience to the views of the writers themselves, may offer a more sympathetic account and discover ‘national distinctivenesses’ in areas excised by modern expectations.


Does the literary way lead into a more optimistic view of the impoverished realm of Scottish drama, apparently inhabited by Lindsay’s Satyre alone? Certainly, it avoids the English (in this case atypical) contrastive bias of the paradigm. Nowhere else in Europe, with the possible exception of Spain, did the popular theatre of the Renaissance enjoy so spectacular a revival as in England. Elsewhere, one would be looking at a humbler and broader range of dramatic evidence more in line with Scottish practice.


As Scottish rhetorical theory maintained the ideal of poetry-in-performance within a view of art centred on ‘modes’ and ‘voices’, it is also misleading to think in clear-cut generic categories. What look to us like verses to be read were often sung or recited. Montgomerie’s Cherrie and the Slae was probably sung with one or many voices. The flyting between Montgomerie and Polwart was certainly performed.


As verse remains the superior means for the makar on the twin grounds of greater artifice and greater difficulty, the divisions between poem and play are blurred in another way. David Lindsay’s Ane Satyre of the Thrie Estaitis and the anonymous farce, Philotus, are clearly intended for enactment. Yet, both are set out stanzaically and use overt rhetorical changes from high-style to low-style stanzas to sign dramatic or thematic developments. Both have commentators and lengthy narrative sections; both interweave song and dance. Indeed Philotus opens with three stanzas which could well be a love lyric while Lindsay’s Diligence, when advising the audience about what is to come, states:




Thairfoir, till all our rymes be rung


And our mistonit sangis be sung,


Lat everie man keip weill ane toung


And everie woman tway.


(§ 12 Satyre I: 70–77)





These polyphonic and intertwining structures, being based ultimately on the mysterious harmony of the spheres, were regarded as one of the highest and most demanding types of art. The Scottish men of letters, learnedly aware of that fact, again cherished them more self-consciously and held on to them longer than in England.


The analytic structuring of Scottish verse forms is every bit as striking in Ane Satyre and Philotus as in poems where narrative or lyrical voices dominate. The first Act of the Satyre cures the poisoned head of the realm while the second advances to the body; questions of kingship lead into the satire of the three estates proper. Philotus follows a different but equally controlled scheme of dramatic development. Based on classical conventions, it traces the four major movements which commentators distinguished when analysing Plautus or Terence. As Evanthius differentiates protasis (‘the first act and the beginning of the play proper’) from epitasis (‘the forward progression of the turmoils’); catastrophe (‘the reversal of affair’) from the discovery (‘cheerful outcome’), so the anonymous Scottish author in turn sets age against youth; uses disguise and trickery to complicate matters; allows true intentions and identities to be revealed and finally permits young love to triumph.33


A decorous search for the Scottish dramatic ‘voice’ rather than dramatic playscripts serves to broaden one’s modal anticipations when searching for evidence. Think not only of Shakespeare and the Globe theatre but of private stages, of pageant plays and interludes such as Montgomerie’s Navigation. Think of open air performances, on hill or in church, where preachers—perhaps the most popular actors of their day—acted out the bitter theological and political dramas of the Reformation period. Think of translations from European pastoral drama, such as Ayton’s from Guarini’s Il Pastor Fido. Above all, think of George Buchanan. In Neo-Latin verse drama, Scotland led Europe.


Royal entrances and celebrations were devised and written by Fowler, by James himself and by Drummond (§ 19 Forth Feasting). William Alexander’s description of his Senecan Tragedies as ‘Tragicall Poemes’ does not, of itself, consign them to the category of ‘drames du fauteuil’. One would expect such a description even for enacted pieces at that time within that critical context. It is the lack of theatrical evidence and their stolidly ref lective texture which might lead a critic to that conclusion. Consider the tenacity of the folk drama traditions of Robin Hood and other figures of the green world, which scholars have found in legal and court records.34 Cross to the lyric and contemplate James’s demand that the Scottish sonnet be adapted for purposes of ‘argument’ or return to the intense debates between Dunbar’s widow and the two wives, described (like Philotus) as a Tretis. Think rather of the dramatic voice in prose and there is the witty, fictive debate form of Maitland’s Pretended Conference. Finally, pass to Urquhart’s Admirable Crichton, master of all voices as lyrical lover, gifted storyteller and inspired actor/debater.


Urquhart is the proper end of this linguistic journey in another sense. In the period of Cromwell and the Restoration, he claims for himself verbally (through his Universal Language) and stylistically (through the poetic-dramatic-narrative amalgam of The Jewel) the status of the rhetorical alchemist, who synthesizes quintessentially all the rhetorical virtues I have claimed for Scotland’s distinctively learned, professional poetics. And he does so thematically in a plea for attention to be paid to Scotland’s distinctive excellences. Lists of heroes in diverse fields give way to mysterious fusion once more, this time within the perfect ‘figure’ of Crichton, who excels in all instantaneously. To see the modest aims of Barbour in the late fourteenth century continuing through three centuries and culminating with the extravagant virtuosity of Urquhart is not, I think, an unhelpful or misleading way of viewing the unique rhetorical route traced by the makars.


Broadening the Field


(i) Allegorically: Now that a distinctive rhetorical identity has been forged for the makars on their own terms, it is possible to look more closely at the ways in which this affects their understanding of what constitutes the proper language of literature. Once linguistic variety has replaced linguistic homogeneity as the principle behind their thinking and any idea of anglicisation as treachery been removed, the field for consideration will broaden. Within that field, as re-defined, the comparative literary picture in relation to English will be further developed and the broader nationalist or patriotic distinctions re-contextualized.


The three remaining canonical tests as listed on p. xi are all unreliable. The idea of ‘writing unpretentiously’ is an entirely inappropriate criterion for testing literary quality in an age when all imaginative writing used ‘vocabula artis’ (poetic diction). One does not write spontaneously but follows rules which will make ‘your wordis appeare to have cum out willingly and by nature’ (§ 22 James: Reulis, Ch. 3). The canonical tests of writing from a democratic viewpoint and seeking political themes make no allowance for the hierarchical model of the world and its values as accepted in the Middle Ages (‘At the top of this hierarchical and interlaced structure stand the good life and God rather than politics and humane concerns’35). These were still present in the Renaissance—‘In the late sixteenth and the early seventeenth centuries the traditional Tudor idea of order continued to explain social reality, albeit less convincingly as the years passed.’36


The procedure of one set of premises beng applied to judge another may be simply exemplified. None of the makars would have disagreed with Henryson’s claim that the narrative, fictive line of their stories was a means of conveying ideas. The latter (allegorical) part of this ‘prolixitee off doubilnesse’ (§ 3 Kingis Quair, st. 18: 1–2) is the all-important kernel within ‘the nuttis schell’ (§ 14 Prologue, Morall Fabillis, st. 3). Wittig, programmed to look at the story-line for ‘Scottish values’ opens Henryson’s Testament and defines the wintry spring setting as a distinctively Scottish, geographic trait. In fact, the narrator has made it perfectly clear that he is not weather-forecasting. The spring he describes must, under the rules of rhetoric, resemble winter as a sign that the poem’s theme is one of disorder at all levels—‘Ane doolie sessoun to ane cairfull dyte/Suld correspond and be equivalent’ (§ 5 Testament st. 1: 1).


The extended category of Allegory describes the various levels of reference served by imaginative writing. Its comprehensive model contains the single line of nationalist concern but at the lowest (tropological) level of priority. Of equal potential relevance but higher status within the metaphysical view of that period stand spiritual concerns (allegory)37 and ontological issues (anagogy). In short, this is a world which prioritises the divine mysteries. To look only for political concerns is to seek for one subordinate line within its interlinked patternings.


Even within the relevant (tropological) area, a clear distinction was made between moral theory and practice—between absolute virtues (‘charity’) and their contingent existence in a fallen world (‘kinds of loving’). The key concepts for the traditionalist critics—patriotism or freedom—are defined at the contingent level of practical ethics. Many critics extricate one line from Barbour’s intricate discussion of political liberty (§ 1 Bruce, ll. 219–77). ‘A! fredome is a noble thing!’ (l. 225) is not an anticipation of the democratic intellect. It is defined contingently via its opposite ‘thraldome’ (‘Thus contrar thingis evirmar/ Discoveringis of the tothir ar’, ll. 241–242; see ll. 219–42). The hierarchical context which exacerbates this tension between ideal and actual is accepted throughout by narrator and heroes. Bruce leads Douglas and they lead the nobles, who lead the people within the tiered division of labour system which mirrors God’s perfect, if inscrutable, plan. When Barbour presents the insoluble problem of the serf, whose low status allows him no real freedom in this world (ll. 243–74), the narrator’s ideal is not the destruction of that order but the perfect society in which each individual loves his brother. It is the shadow of that world which Barbour invokes when making all the ‘folk’ of Scotland (l. 19) the patriotic heroes of the wars of liberty under Bruce and Douglas (ll. 13–33, ‘stalwart folk’—‘of thaim’) before showing the impossibility of the ideal working in the case of a serf. Fortunately, such mysteries are not his major concern and so he passes the problem of resolving them to ‘clerkis’ (l. 219) and ‘thaim...off mar renoun’ (260). This is hardly surprising: the gap between divine commands and fallen practice is one of the most recurrent themes in the literature of Barbour’s time.


The single line of canonical criteria, therefore, fails to contextualise its search properly. The interlocking mode of thought, encouraged by early Rhetoric and Metaphysics, is demonstrated throughout the rhetorical theory represented in this anthology. When James thinks of a ‘Scottish’ Renaissance, for example, his view of the national language is not one of ‘Scots alone’ but as a different twig differing from but closest to its nearest neighbour (English) on the tree of languages, whose diverse branches split from the divine root at Babel. This image, drawn most immediately from Du Bellay, results in his defining the one in relation to the other—‘English, quhilk is lykest to our language, yit we differ from thame in sindrie reulis of Poesie’ (§ 22 Preface).


(ii) Adding ‘English’, Latin and Manneristic Scots: The traditional search for Scottish themes in ordinary, unpretentious language is also conducted with little or no sense of the rules governing composition at that time. Ironically, decorum and the many voices suggest that it is in the higher, anglicized levels of style that we should be looking for serious treatment of national issues. The very language which seems unpatriotic to naturalist anticipations is the rhetorical sign that a writer values his native land. Drummond, who did not go south to England and wrote a history of Scotland, has many poignant and powerfully patriotic works, including Teares on the Death of Moeliades and Forth Feasting. Urquhart’s inventive, high style English prose is used to celebrate Scottish heroism through the ages. It is, however, extremely difficult for a Scottish Renaissance author to weave a way past the various swinging balls of the modern sociologically contrastive canon. If either of these writers happens to pass the inappropriate ‘English sounds treacherous’ test, their Royalist and Unionist leanings mean that, almost certainly, they will be laid low by the ‘radical and democratic’ challenge.


It may also be noted that these examples come after the dissolution of the Castalian band. This is because the king as monarch-patron specifically discouraged his Castalians from writing in the vernacular about political concerns. In the Reulis, he is quite specific. ‘Materis of commoun weill...are to grave materis for a Poet to mell in’ (Ch.7). His mother had suffered badly at the hands of poets and poetasters (§ 11 ‘The Lamentatioun of Lady Scotland’). James had been warned by his tutors to prevent this recurring. He fared badly in the ballad38 but the more influential printed evidence had been royally censored in advance. Ironically, vernacular silence on political themes is itself a sign of patriotic obedience.


To seek evidence of patriotism in the Latin poetry of the period is, therefore, both advisable and advised. It is suggested by James’s comment and confirmed by his analysis of decorum—Latin being another possible ‘voice’ and still the most subtle language of all. A later critic who ignores the Latin evidence when assessing Scottish literature in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, also turns a blind eye to the interlinked and inclusive linguistic arguments of his predecessors. He will miss the crucial fact that a nation which prided itself on its learning and humanism then possessed the leading Latin poet in Europe, George Buchanan (‘Poeta sui saeculi facile princeps’—‘Easily the leading poet of his age/century’).


Indeed, the wealth of Latin poetry and prose composed in Scotland at that time, itself constitutes an important literary distinctiveness, as the wealth and vastness of the Delitiae Poetarum Scotorum suggests (§ 24). The Neo-Latin evidence also directly contradicts the assumption that the Scots felt insecure linguistically or politically at the Union of the Crowns. A superior paternalism towards the English is expressed over and over again as the following lines from Patrick Adamson indicate:






Ergo tot monitis Angli caelestibus acti,


Deposuere iras animis, ac regia passim


Dona parent39





(Accordingly, the English—driven by so many divine warnings—have laid aside anger from their minds and are all preparing regal gifts.)





Thomas Craigie (§ 24) visualizes James as Apollo, source of light ‘patriae lux unica,’ coming south to enlighten Elizabethan darkness. Indeed, quite possibly, the Scots went south too confidently. Had they thought more realistically of the implications of absorption into a larger court, they might have fared better. Certainly, it did not take Alexander Craig long to realize the error of their ways. He returned from London to his Scottish estates with some alacrity but not before composing his ‘Scotlands Teares’ (1604):




What art thou Scotland then? no Monarchie allace,


A oligarchie desolate, with straying onkow face,


A maymed bodie now but shaip, some monstrous thing,


A reconfused chaos now, a countrey, but a King.





(iii) Re-discovering a Scottish Voice.


a) The Sonnet: If one excludes English and Anglo-Scots writing on ‘nationalist’ grounds; Latin and Late Middle Scots mannerism for reasons of ‘undemocratic pretentiousness’ or whatever; makes no allowances for changed definitions of nation and patriotism across the years and searches in the story-line alone, it is self-evident that not much of the ‘highest’ Renaissance writing will remain to be discussed. But the truly amazing thing is, that even when a mode is directed towards the paradigmatic ideals as expressed, it can also be ignored.


How else can the position of the Scottish sonnet before the Union of the Crowns be regarded? Anthological evidence repetitively points to two works in the mode at that time—one by Barclay of Ladyland and one by Mark Alexander Boyd. Neither of these authors is known to have composed any other vernacular sonnets. Yet James’s Reulis had suggested that this form make itself different from English sonneteering in a number of ways, as part a of self-conscious movement aimed at nationalistic differentiation. That is: the same motivation as that favoured by the traditionalists, for once, underlies cultural thinking. The sonnet is a major sign of that programme. In the Scottish sonnet, a wider range of topics is to be attempted. Love, being so conventional within the form, will become one among many. Like all other subjects, it may be subjected to argument and discussion, because the form of the sonnet lends itself to ‘argumentis...quhair sindrie sentences and change of purposis are requyrit’ within a movement designed to accentuate the rougher sounds of Scots. James paved the way for direct, personal sonnets which are certainly both ‘couthy’ and ‘unpretentious’.


The selection of sonnets by Montgomerie, Stewart and Fowler in § 18 will show how obediently and how well the king’s guidelines were put into practice. There are more than three hundred Castalian sonnets. The vast majority of these set themselves thematically but also linguistically and formally against English practice. The distinctive interlacing rhyme-scheme—ABABBCBCCDCDEE—was ‘invented’ and adopted by the Scottish poets before Spenser. It is used in over 80% of Castalian sonnets. In choosing to imitate French sources in preference to Italian ones at this time, the courtierpoets not only proclaimed their independence from English Petrarchism but continued the ‘auld alliance’ witnessed in the critical sources and vocabulary of the Reulis themselves. James’s treatise has Du Bellay’s Deffense de la Langue Françoyse as its prime source and a critical vocabulary based on Scots coinages from the French—‘literall’ for alliterative; ‘sectioun’ instead of ‘caesura’. If the nationalist paradigm can be unaware of the first instance in which its own methodology flourished, then it must surely be even further out of sympathetic touch with the Renaissance than has so far been supposed.


(b) Translation: Although James’s Reulis emphasized the need for inventiveness, he also encouraged translation. Matthiessen notes that this mode of writing was in itself regarded as a patriotic pursuit.40 As the sea-goer claimed new territory for his monarch, so the translator ‘colonized’ texts when turning them into his native tongue. Coinage implied an expansive, outward-looking view of language. One made one’s native tongue more versatile through the various decorous levels from plain to aureate by borrowing widely from other languages. When Gavin Douglas, in his Eneados—the first major Scottish translation—unusually refers to his language as ‘Scottis’ (VI Prologue, 118) rather than ‘Inglis’, the argument is proper and specific to the mode he is currently following. It is possible to make the bishop appear to conform with two of the major traditionalist tests, if one dislocates from its context his desire to write in Scots, ‘braid and plane’ (I Prologue, 111). However, Douglas at once makes a necessary concession ‘Nor yit sa clene all sudron I refuss, Bot sum word I pronunce as nyghtbouris doys.’ (I Prologue, 113–4). The greater subtlety of Latin and the range of Virgil’s ‘hye wisdome and maist profund engyne’ (V Prologue, 28) make it necessary for Douglas to range ‘craftily’ over all styles and voices from plain to aureate in order to ‘kepe the sentens’.


That the polymathic poets of the Scottish Renaissance should have found translation a particularly suitable medium for their patriotism is unsurprising. William Fowler in the late sixteenth century confirms Douglas’s careful, erudite practice. In the Preface to his version of Petrarch’s Trionfi, he records that he has consulted all available ‘French and Inglish traductionis’. As Douglas had attacked the amateur approach of Caxton, so Fowler finds these attempts horribly inaccurate (‘not onelie traduced bot evin as it war magled and in everie member miserablie maimed...’). He offers to produce more than two hundred parallel passages as evidence to doubters.41


Behind all this characteristic thoroughness and erudition, there stands, yet again, the supposed terminator and traitor—James VI. An English Castalian, Thomas Hudson, records in the Introduction to his version of Du Bartas’ Judith, that the king had ‘assigned’ that ‘agreable subject’ to him during a discussion on translation.42 Stewart’s Roland Furious (§ 17) as well as the sections devoted to Sonnet (§ 18) and Pastoral (§ 19) do no more than suggest how far this form of nationalist expression dominated the period from 1580 until the 1650s. James himself translated Du Bartas’ Uranie and part of his Seconde Sepmaine; lyrically he imitated Saint Gelais and Desportes. He was determined that the source-biasses of his Renaissance should reflect the most powerful political alliance of that time. As Scotland and France were joined in covert alliance against England, so the Castalians were encouraged to imitate French authors but be wary of English ones.43 In the mid-seventeenth century Urquhart’s inspired, exuberant prose translation of Rabelais would provide a fitting successor to Douglas’s poetic Eneados.


But Drummond of Hawthornden, the third of the supposed canonical villains, has a strong claim to lead this kind of nationalistic endeavour. His imaginative subtlety and vast erudition covered a wider linguistic range than that attempted by any other poet in the translation-conscious Renaissance. The most basic list of his European sources would include Petrarch, Marino, Bembo, Tasso, Guarini, Guevera, Granada, Du Bellay, Du Bartas, De Tyard, Spenser, Daniel, Sidney, Fowler and Alexander. And this is to discount his translations from classical Latin and the Scottish Neo-Latinists.


Is it possible or desirable in the face of all this evidence to sustain, for the Scottish Renaissance, the twin beliefs that all writing in English is not ‘Scottish’ and all courtly writing so poor and pretentious that it is not ‘Literature’? This double-barrelled use of the term ‘Scottish Literature’ certainly needs careful justification as it relinquishes any claim on an organically developing literary history in order to prioritize an authentic or essentialist tradition, which needs no boosting at this time anyway. Moreover, as Sarah Dunnigan rightly asks, ‘Why should Scottish Literature alone maintain a critical prejudice against “artificial” poetry which participates in a wholly European manneristic love of the ornate and difficult?’44 If Shakespeare, Jonson or Donne were only valued when they embraced the plain style, wrote from a left-wing viewpoint or mirrored the ballad’s simplicity in directness, they would not fare much better than Montgomerie or Drummond.


Bridging the Gap: From a Disjunctive to a Continuous Literary History


I have argued for two major revisions in the critical definition of Scottishness within the period prior to 1707. First, I have contended that the writers from Barbour until 1707 take pride in the possession of a polymathic linguistic inheritance rather than a homogenous language called ‘Scots’. Secondly, I have tried to show that this viewpoint is conducted within and justified by the rules of rhetoric and that nationalistic intent of any sort can only be interpreted through an understanding of that artificial code. Consequently, I have also replaced the exclusive, generalized and extreme logic of the paradigm with the comprehensive, specific and gradualistic mode of argument, then held to be proper for aesthetic discussions. To conclude the case, I shall look at the way in which these changes may influence our understanding of literature after 1707.


The first key question is ‘How do those who claim to be re-introducing Scots view their contribution?’ How did Allan Ramsay, the initiator of what is now called ‘The Vernacular Revival’ view his linguistic inheritance? Clearly, he is aware of increased anglicisation and a loss of cultural direction. The latter half of the seventeenth century did witness a form of linguistic narrowing. English began to dominate in both verse and prose. This trend threatened the quality and the distinctiveness of Scottish writing. But Ramsay could not revive ‘the’ vernacular of ‘Scottis’ because Scots had so far never enjoyed that homogenous and patriotic status. Rather, he revived the Scottish element within the array of voices from Latinate English through English and Anglo-Scots to thick Scots—a range which had been the distinctive, decorous base of Scottish writing from Barbour onwards.


Both his creative practice and his critical reactions confirm this. Ramsay begins by writing English verse in the manner of the English neoclassicals but he recognizably differs from them. That difference can be related to the similarity in difference—Scots against English—of the Scottish writers in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. (Professor Lyall and others have urged specialists in this area to use the word ‘baroque’ to sign the difference.) Ramsay’s drama, The Gentle Shepherd, also derives directly from British interest in the pastoral form. This has Scottish precedents in the work of Drummond (§ 19) and, more particularly, in Ayton’s versions of Guarini and the ‘commedia erudita’ tradition (§ 19). Conscious of the strong Latin voice and the Horatian rhetorical tradition of Buchanan, Ramsay also has versions of the classics, the best known of which is Horace, Eclogues I, Ode VI.


If this were not the case, Ramsay should surely have turned down the offer to join the Easy Club—Scottish bastion of the literati. Instead, he argued that he could not be confined to the one pen-name offered to members. Being the inheritor of the Scottish ‘voice’ of the Scottish Makars as well as the ‘voice’ of English Neoclassicism, he asked to be called both ‘Gavin Douglas’ (for the one) and Isaac Bickerstaff (for the other). He did not deny the ‘Inglis’ tradition; he assumed it was also his by right and practice.


The case of Robert Burns, most of whose writing belongs to the 1780s, is rather different. In those eighty years, the literary situation had altered. Moreover, Burns seems intent on presenting himself as an early Romantic. Over and over again, he claims to be the poet of the heart and of easy inspiration. ‘I rhyme for fun’, I am the ‘hero of these artless strains, a lowly bard’ celebrating the ‘heart abune them a’. He also claims to be opposed to learning and rhetorical artifice:




In days when mankind were but callans,


At Grammar, Logic, an’ sic talents,


They took nae pains their speech to balance,


Or rules to gie,


But spak their thoughts in plain, braid lallans,


Like you or me.


(‘Epistle to Davie’, p. 75)45





And, near the end of the anarchist cantata, The Jolly Beggars, he makes his bard figure reject learned and mannerized verse by discarding its mythological source for more immediate liquid stimulation:




I never drank the Muses’ stank


Castalia’s burn an’ a’ that,


But there it streams an’ richly reams


My Helicon I ca’ that.


(p. 167)





The specific example he uses to represent learned and mannerized verse happens to be the signature tune of James VI’s courtly poetic Renaissance of the 1580s; the Castalian fountain, which he brings down to earth as a ‘burn’, happens to be the name of the group led by that King as Maecenas and patron.


But Burns is a dramatic poet, capable of changing his own voice at will. Another of his songs opens as follows:




O were I on Parnassus hill;


Or had o’ Helicon my fill;


That I might catch poetic skill,


To sing how dear I love thee.


(‘O were I on Parnassus Hill’, p. 337)





Burns here praises the very type of inspiration damned by the bard in The Jolly Beggars. The imaginative power of containing multitudes, claimed by MacDiarmid, belongs also to Burns. The craft of the neoclassicals, the rhetoric he was taught so assiduously by Murdoch and overtly prides himself on in the ‘letter to Dr John Moore’, is as important a line in his verse as the romantic.46


The authorial perspective and the idea of dramatic voices remind us that the bard who speaks these lines is only one created voice among many in that anarchic cantata. If one then looks at verse forms, a curious fact emerges. The Heliconian stanza, derided by Burns’s character, is the one used by the Castalian ‘maister poete’, Alexander Montgomerie in his major allegoric poem, The Cherrie and the Slae (§ 16):




About a bank with balmie bewes,


Where nightingals their nots renews


With gallant goldspinks gay,


The mavise, mirle and Progne proud,


The lintwhite, lark and laverock loud,


Saluted mirthful May:


When Philomel had sweetly sung,


To Progne she deplored


How Tereus cut out her tongue


And falsely her deflorde;


Which storie, so sorie,


To shew ashamd she seemde,


To heare her, so neare her,


I doubted if I dream’d.


(§ 16 st. 1)





Which stanza form does the narrator use to begin The Jolly Beggars?




When lyart leaves bestrow the yird,


Or wavering like the Bauckie-bird,


Bedim cauld Boreas’ blast;


When hailstanes drive wi’ bitter skyte,


And infant Frost begin to bite,


In hoary cranreuch drest;


Ae night at e’en a merry core


O’ randie, gangrel bodies,


In Poosie-Nansie’s held the splore,


To drink their orra dudies:


Wi’ quaffing, and laughing,


They ranted an’ they sang;


Wi’ jumping an’ thumping,


The vera girdle rang.


(p. 157)





This signature tune of the Castalians, with its intricate fourteen line form, is rejected as too contrived and learned by the Bard-persona only after Burns has himself has used it to introduce The Jolly Beggars in its entirety. A variation of the same stanza directly follows the Bard’s own song in which he has, literally, consigned all conscious artifice down the ‘Stank’:




So sung the BARD—and Nansie’s waws


Shook with a thunder of applause


Re-echo’d from each mouth!


They toom’d their pocks, they pawn’d their duds,


They scarcely left to coor their fuds


To quench their lowan drouth:


Then owre again the jovial thrang


The Poet did request


To lowse his PACK an’ wale a sang


A BALLAD o’ the best.


He, rising, rejoicing,


Between his TWA DEBORAHS,


Looks round him an’ found them


Impatient for the Chorus.


(p. 168)





Rhetorically, as Burns the avid reader of Pope and Shenstone would know, this is a witty form of the modesty topos as also practised by the early makars. This ‘rule’ advises the artist to claim no knowledge of the crafts of writing but in such a way that his more learned listeners understand that the opposite is the case. The practice of appearing to write spontaneously, while obeying rules, is specifically urged by Douglas and by James in their rhetorical theory. If one then returns to the ‘Epistle to William Simpson’, one is less surprised to note that even this plea for freedom from authorities exists in a mode imitating the Horatian Epistle, whose verse form encourages precisely that ‘balancing of speech’, which the literal sense denies.


Is this too sophisticated a view of the ‘people’s bard’? Such a question can best be resolved by examining the Ayrshire poet’s approach to language and style. This is, self-evidently, based on the principles of decorum and many voices. Otherwise, why would he praise Dame Scotland in The Vision, using the archaisms and composed words of the latinate high style?




Her Mantle large, of greenish hue,


My gazing wonder chiefly drew;


Deep lights and shades, bold-mingling, threw


A lustre grand;


And seem’d to my astonish’d view,


A well-known Land.





Or reserve his thickest Scots for farcical vituperations directed against lower class harridans?




Auld baudrans by the ingle sits,


An wi’ her loof her face a washin;


But Willie’s wife is nae sae trig,


She dights her grunzie wi’ a hushian:


Her waly nieves like midden-creels,


Her feet wad fyle the Logan-water;


Sic a wife as Willie’s wife,


I wad na gie a button for her.





This is the decorous practice of Douglas in the Eneados, a poem which Burns knew, as the quotation at the head of Tam o’ Shanter reveals.47 Burns’s other styles may briefly be noted. The Middle Style is Anglo-Scots, the norm for his work. Middle High is a purer English. As with the Makars, these transitions may ‘sign’ seriously or comically; set up expectations which are fulfilled or subverted in the manner of Holy Willie’s Prayer.


As the contents of § 24 confirm, all of these different voices were still practised at the end of the seventeenth century. This polymathic inheritance was of long standing, especially in the Celtic areas of the Lowlands (after all, George Buchanan’s native language was Gaelic) and in the Highlands where three written languages—Gaelic, Scots/ English and Latin—were all practised.48 In the early seventeenth century, the Western Isles were drawn into trilingual parity by a Statute demanding that ‘everie gentilman or yeaman’ send their eldest son or daughter to ‘scuillis on the Lawland’, there to learn ‘sufficientlie to speik, reid, and wryte Inglisch.’49


Why, then, do scholars, who have intelligently traced the same Scots, Latinate and English voices and the same popular modes (eclogues, elegies, odes and epodes) for Ramsay and Fergusson as I have traced in the seventeenth century for Ayton, dismiss two of them hurriedly as ‘derivative English verse?’50 Perhaps if you are listening for one authentic tone, you will not hear others, authentic or not.


‘Why is Scottish Literature Standing Still?’






Now is Perkin and thise pilgrimes to the plow faren.


To erie this half-acre, holpen hym manye.





[Now Perkin and these pilgrims set themselves to the plough. Many folk helped him to turn over the soil in this half-acre of land.]


William Langland, Piers Plowman VI.105–6





In the quotation from Piers Plowman which heads the opening section of this essay, Lady Truth descends from on high to tell the dreamer that she is the end of his quest. As this revelation comes in the first book of the poem, one might have thought his journey was over before it had begun. But Truth as an absolute goal may be easily stated by its own embodiment. Viewed from the different perspectives on the field full of folk, it will be an ever-elusive subject and object. Translated into the textual terms of the Anthology, this implies that the value of the collection as a whole will be much easier to accept and define than the particular pleasures and profits which each of us uniquely derives from it.


What right have I, in that case, to write a critical introduction? The second quotation, offered above, provides one answer. When the pilgrims find themselves unable to find Truth in the conventional way, Piers (‘Perkyn’) the Ploughman, as one who has laboured long in the field, offers an alternative approach. He does not prescribe nor ask the others to change their viewpoint. But he does question the value of moving forward on a geographic journey, when neither the way nor the end is clear. In asking them to work with him on his field, he does not propose a cessation of labour nor does he over-ride their own perceived position in the scheme of things. But he does invite them to re-think their positions as seen from his small plot of land.


I cannot think of a more exact analogy for the spirit in which I offer my own attempt at guidance. I have had the privilege of labouring in the field of Scottish Literature for over thirty years. Within that period, the subject has made rapid strides forward. I simply believe that the linear ‘Tradition’ model, like the linear journey model of the physical pilgrimage, no longer serves.


I have also published in all periods from medieval to modern. That breadth of endeavour has given me a genuine regard for the skill with which different kinds of ploughing are conducted within this small domain. So why should I—even in Piers’ humble spirit—claim the right to demand a pause on my terms? And what terms does a literal Jack-of-all-trades have, anyway? Although I have visited other fields, I claim tenancy of the half-acre with no name. This essay has in large part been a demand that the existence of a Renaissance plot be acknowledged. But why should the viewpoint of the apparently least significant area of all warrant the same right to be heard on its own terms as the Enlightenment or the Twentieth Century? I shall sum up the major reasons, using the medieval mode of argument—first negative, then positive.


The Negative Way: Paradoxically, it is precisely the severity of the judgment on the period which makes it a good evaluative viewing-point. It is always advantageous to test at its most vulnerable point any system which claims comprehensive descriptive power. If the years 1585–1700 are practically obliterated within a literary history based on contrastive nationalist values, then that is where any potential weaknesses of the method will most obviously reveal themselves. If they do not, then it would appear that an entire nation has been struck down by the longest and most infectious writers’ block ever recorded!


If one compares the qualitative measures applied to Renaissance writing in Scotland with the ideals these writers proposed for themselves, very little common ground can be traced. They did not claim one language nationalistically, but many rhetorically. They did not write within a democracy, but a hierarchy. They did not believe that all literature was political, but placed politics within a wider frame of relevance under divinity. Whether in so doing they embodied ‘Truth’, is something which only those who talk directly to Lady Truth within her raised tower can assess. That it was their own ‘truthful’ view is, empirically, the case. To evaluate them on criteria which they did not share will be, by definition, a barren task.


Only those who find no problem with this will be equally at ease with a synchronic method, whose ‘hero’—‘villain’ oversimplifications can, as we have seen, set James VI in 1585 in exact antithesis against Robert Burns in 1785 as if this were an even comparative plane. Those who are not so much at ease will have been unsurprised to discover that practically none of the polarized extremes on which the neat contrast is established withstands close scrutiny. In addition to the examples already given, the supposed opposition between Burns, lover of music, the folk and conviviality as against James, silent and apart in his scholarly cell, also falls down on every particular. True, they were very different men and poets, writing in very different political climates. But James, no less than Burns, initiated his national Renaissance by calling attention to the importance of music in all its diversity. Musical rhythm or ‘flowing’, simple and complex, is the starting point for James’s Reulis—‘For then they observit not flowing’.51 One need only listen to the settings of Montgomerie’s ‘Adeu, O desie of delyt’ or ‘In throu the windoes of myn ees’ to see the effect of his patronage in a court where scholarship enriched song, dance and play.52


If this contrasted or ‘negative’ vision from the field of ‘making’ explains why traditional literary historians so often look in the wrong places for surprising things, it does not clarify why they sometimes reject even those delimited kinds of literature which they claim to esteem. This is because, while both groups share an interdisciplinary definition of literature’s place, only the makars begin by defining those qualities which separate literature from other disciplines. Once these have been established as the root of the argument, it may properly branch out into a consideration of other kinds of knowledge. By way of contrast, the various canonical ‘tests’ of the Scottish Tradition place literary quality (‘how well one writes’) beside criteria drawn from sociology, politics and a nationalist reading of history (‘what one writes about’). As this is an unprioritized system, ‘good’ writing may, at least potentially, be rejected or ‘bad’ preserved on grounds of political or social correctness as viewed from another age.


How else can one assess the following? Throughout the seventeenth century, a simpler, more direct form oflyric co-exists with the exuberant mannerism of Drummond.




Some loves a woman for her wit,


Some beauty does admire,


Some loves a handsome leg or foot,


Some upwards does aspire;


Some loves a mistress nice and coy,


Some freedom does approve;


Some like their persons to enjoy,


Some for platonick love.


(§ 24C, The Election)





This minor, but nonetheless pronounced, strain can be traced by looking through the later lyrical sections of the anthology. In part, it derives from the influence of the English metaphysicals. But it also builds on a particularly Scottish movement with a strong democratic bias, a desire for simplicity and a hatred of excessive artifice.


What is this source, which would appear to be a god-sent anticipation of all the essentialist demands of the tradition? It is the origin of verses in this manner:




For I, a wyfe with sempill lyfe,


Dois wyn my meit ilk day,


For small availl, ay selling caill,


The best fassoun I may.


(§ 11.10)





or in this:




The sisters gray, befoir this day,


Did crune within thair cloister,


They feit ane freir, thair keyis to beir,


The feind ressave the foster.


(§ 11.11)





This is, of course, the voice of Calvinism, uttered within the popular broadside tradition.


When everything that the traditionalists desire does appear at the surface of the text within a nationally distinctive movement, they still bury it in a blanket denial of quality and content. I am not suggesting that early Calvinist verse attains a consistently high standard. Equally, however, there are many fine practitioners who adapt well to the spare demands of Calvinist art. Their place in literary history has been sensitively traced by workers within the Renaissance field—notably A.A. MacDonald. To admit their influence on the Scoto-Britanes is crucial. Instead, curiously passionate outbursts damn them and all their kind. It is indeed difficult to see how a ‘villainous’ age can make any claim on its own behalf, when work which manages to be not English nor Latin nor mannerist nor pretentious nor courtly, can still fall. Why? Perhaps Alexander has the answer in his Anacrisis, when he pities nationalist critics (‘affectioned patriots’) for only valuing those views, which can ‘be digested and converted to their own use’ (§ 23.1).


The Positive Way: Three questions are relevant in deciding whether this journey has only called attention to deficiencies or may—more positively—contribute to a remedy. They are: What has valuably been discovered? Does it offer a way forward? Is it to be heeded ‘more than’ or ‘along with’ the other voices of discontent issuing from the post-1707 period? Each may be assessed via the analogy of Piers on his field.


First, Piers’ pilgrimage is based on experience. In the same way, the radical review I am proposing is firmly based on the voices of writers from Barbour to 1707. That is—not only do they establish the origins of our discipline, they cover more than half its chronological span and the entirety of our history as a nation. Piers in his own voice is properly apologetic—as the inheritor of a greater authority he speaks out confidently. With the same confidence, I do not offer the following as an opinion but as proven fact—Scottish vernacular literature is not founded on a homogenous language, known as Scottis, it originates with a variety of voices, which the learned and professional ‘makars’ of that country welcomed and built upon. The Scottish rhetorical tradition which emerges from this is recognizably different from its English counterpart in many ways. More critically self-conscious, more analytic, often more thorough in its treatment of themes, it is also more conservative and reactive, re-interpreting older categories and aesthetic values rather than casting them aside.


Second, Piers found a way in which all labourers could join together—each in his or her own station—within the field of labour. He achieved that by limiting himself to the contingent within a broad and comprehensive model. The literary criticism of the makars defines this ‘trivial’ discipline of ours at the specific and contingent level. Alexander, when he argues in Anacrisis that each text warrants special consideration on its own terms, speaks with a representative voice, his views having been anticipated by Barbour, Henryson, Douglas and James VI. This essentially rhetorical or craft-based approach to writing in all its forms has been maintained, as earlier noted, in Scotland’s educational system from Barbour’s days until the twentieth century.53 Literature, on this model, is the most artificial and highly imaginative branch of word-building. Each of its texts justifies itself through that artifice as practised effectively and affectively in unique works. Different modes set up different tests of craftsmanship. Thus, fantasy may be a proper criterion for epic, in Alexander’s eyes, but tragedy ought to have a base in history. One author will excel in one way, another impress on different grounds, one will find his major relevance politically, another theologically, another amorously. ‘There is none singular in all, and yet all are singular in some things’ (§ 23).


In the present state of our discipline, it would be naive to expect the various groups of theoretically divided critics to share this vision of ‘making’. I hope, however, that we may soon return to the openness within the dialectical field proposed by Piers. Those who believe that ‘All literature is politics’, or that ‘The only relevance the subject-ideas of a poem have is to themselves’ use an exclusive and condescending rhetoric, which would have seemed very odd in earlier days. That any work could be interpreted politically, the makars would have agreed; that political relevance should always be the optimally relevant meaning transmitted, would have been a sin against that freedom in imaginative potential, which defined the poet in his uniqueness. That no language transmitted perfectly, they knew; that this trapped it within its own codes, they strongly disputed, as Urquhart’s plans for a Universal Language reveal.


Third, Piers re-defined the quest for Truth in a manner which he believed to be the most appropriate for these people at this stage. Not everyone joined. While I hope that my appeal to Scottish Literature’s polymathic origins may be a fruitful starting point for enquiry, I do begin from the belief that the study of imaginative literature is a valuable pursuit. Scottish literature’s defensive return to social values brings it easily into harmony with another group of critics, so far unmentioned. Some new historicists and followers of cultural studies associate literature with élitism. As their own discipline has become an instrument for oppression, they tend to depreciate it, seeking redemption at the hands of sociologists and politicians.


The rhetorical foundation of the new way, as noted earlier, does not close off other disciplines. The whole point of the Liberal Arts concept is to link different kinds of knowledge. But Barbour’s Prologue to the Bruce, Henryson’s Prologue to his Morall Fabillis, Douglas’s Prologue to the Eneados, James’s Reulis, Alexander’s Anacrisis and Urquhart’s Jewel, are all explanations of the unique contribution made by the imaginative artist and a reiteration of those skills which he or she has, skilfully, mastered.


Finally, Piers offered his new model for one stage and one time. For the same reasons, he rejected the easy model of the linear journey, with all the conventional rules which had accumulated around it. To establish a tradition is exactly like that. It claims to create a uniqueness in diversity by imposing one pattern, unchanging, throughout time. My own model is also at base drawn from the study of early Scottish Literature. It has been structured to account for that period so as to make its voice heard at this stage in the evolution of the discipline as a whole. It does challenge the value of linguistic premises and canonical methods which are either inaccurate or inapposite to the literature of that period. It does so with the aim of replacing the broken-line view of Scottish literary history with an alternative model.


Indeed, if one substitutes for the linear neatness of a ‘tradition’ the analogy of medieval music, the difference will at once become clear and Scottish Literature may be freed to move forward. All voices within the medieval motet harmonized with the tenor but were mutually discordant. In the same way, all viewpoints may be welcomed into a mature national literature on their own terms, only when the governing harmony of the discipline’s unique role and function has been established. On this analogy, I am convinced that Scotland’s particular music opens with many voices not one. The reactive, critically self-conscious poetics and the thoroughness of thematic range which the medieval makars practised, mirrored their learning and professionalism. As such, they dominate the opening medieval movement. Within the part of the score as studied in this essay, it seems to me that these unique rhetorical cadences can still be detected through the variations of the Renaissance and Eighteenth Century passages. I even suspect that they may remain to-day, but would not regard that as either a necessary conclusion or within my scope to determine.


In urging his followers to plough their own half acre before moving forward, Piers asked them to look inwards and consider how far they were responsible for their own situation. What concerns those of us who plough the half acre called Scottish Literature? We complain that critics in other fields label us parochial or think our area too small to worry about. We lament an inadequate language and the lack of a continuous literary history. Yet it is our own decision to delimit ourselves within a tradition and to assume an unnecessarily narrow view of our linguistic inheritance. The time has surely come to forsake insecurities over ‘Scottish’-ness and open up that field unapologetically to the accepted methods of interpreting ‘literature’, especially when subjection to the niceties of critical analysis restores linguistic virtuosity and literary continuity. It is only necessary to cease assuming that materialist, literal and rationalist values can be used validly to assess the work of those who prioritise mystery, allegory and the imagination.


RDSJ
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TEXTUAL INTRODUCTION
Principles of Selection


Recently, a number of specialised anthologies covering areas of the field have gone out of print. These include Priscilla Bawcutt and Felicity Riddy’s Longer Scotttish Poems and R.D.S. Jack’s A choice of Scottish Verse 1560–1600 and Scottish Prose 1550–1700. The need for a new literary Anthology, with full apparatus, is intensified by the equally discouraging situation faced by those wishing to set individual authors. The reliable texts, which formerly existed at a price within the student range, have for the most part, either disappeared, or given way to expensive alternatives.


All editorial decisions have been guided by two principles: firstly, to offer the student a rich variety of texts representative of good writing within their period and mode; secondly, to ensure that the texts are presented in as intellectually and pragmatically accessible a form as is consistent with academic integrity and the limitations of the printed page.


Challenged by the usual selection problems, we decided to seek breadth modally and chronologically. This means that the dramatic and narrative voices are represented as thoroughly as the lyrical, throughout the period of Scottish National Literature—that is, until the Union of the Parliaments in 1707.


However, breadth and depth cannot be attained economically without narrowing the focus elsewhere. The wide-ranging definition of imaginative persuasion espoused in Scottish Prose 1550–1700 has, therefore, been sacrificed in favour of a specifically ‘literary’ selection. We are concerned that current interdisciplinary and thematic biasses within the discipline may serve the later (i.e. post-1707) periods well, but run counter to the priorities set by the ‘makars’ for their own art. Students of literature seem more comfortable when discussing ‘what’ a work is or ought to be saying, than if required to return to an earlier vision, which asks ‘how’ imaginative persuasion specifically works.


These issues are addressed in three ways. (i) Four essays on Scottish Rhetorical Theory (§ 14, 15, 22, 23) have been included to provide contemporary contextualisation. (ii) The appendix (§ 24) ranges more widely, in order to provide a reliable view of the major strands of composition inherited by Ramsay, Fergusson and Burns. Here, areas such as the Ballad and Latin Literature, which have been excluded elsewhere, enter our remit. (iii) The Critical Introduction seeks an alternative, rhetorically based answer to the traditional ‘peaks’ and ‘troughs’ view of Scottish Literary History.


Editorial Principles


Each text is preceded by a Sectional Introduction, containing brief biographical and historical information on authors.


With the exception of § 11B IX-X and § 24E, all texts—manuscript or print—have been freshly edited, either from a single Copy Text or from a considered collation of texts. Editorial comments within the Notes are introduced by the letters ‘ED’.


While the considerable diversity of spelling (particularly within the earlier texts) has been retained, some modernisation has been effected in the normalisation of initial ff to f and in the substitution of y for ℨ (yogh). Modern distinctions are made between i and j (Iames, > James; ioy > joy) and between u and v (reproue > reprove; vpward > upward). The letter w, often used indiscriminately with v and u, has been normalised as follows: where w = u (Bwnnock > Bunnock; wther > uther), where w = consonantal v (trawaill > travaill; wawis > wavis), where u = consonantal w (suerd > swerd; tua > twa).


Capitalisation is editorial. Punctuation is also editorial and, particularly within the earlier texts, reflects the rhythms of the reading voice. Editorially therefore, in texts written to be read aloud, with pauses left to the discretion of the orator, we have not inserted words lacking manuscript authority, simply to produce metrical regularity (see The Kingis Quair, st. 8, n. 9).


In later printed texts we have tried to keep punctuation alterations to a minimum. There are however exceptions. In the extract from The Jewel, consistant with our aim of encouraging textual accessibility, we have added and altered punctuation, as well as inserting paragraphs in this thinly punctuated and convoluted text.


Glosses: The glossing procedure is also governed by the principle of accessibility. The prime aim is to convey the sense accurately. On occasions this may imply a departure from the strict grammatical sense although such instances have been kept to a minimum. Translations which express the sense freely are preceded by ‘i.e.’ When a phrase, line or lines of text are too complex to be explained within the glossing they are translated and/or explained within the Notes.


Glosses for verse are placed to the side of the text; glosses for prose are situated at the foot of the relevant page. The glossed word or phrase is indicated by ‘°’. As the following quotation from Henryson’s ‘The Cok and the Fox’ illustrates, a semi-colon marks off the next gloss within the line; alternative senses of the same word are separated by ‘/’.
















	‘And ouerheillit° with typis figurall’°


	covered over/adorned; symbols











Capital letters are the only punctuation transferred from text to gloss. We have exercised our editorial judgement in relation to the reiteration (as memorial aid or because of variant meanings due to context change) of glosses within a given text.


Notes, placed at the foot of the page of verse texts or at the end of prose texts, cover editorial and glossing issues. A thorough noting and glossing policy has been pursued in line with our wish to balance sensitive transcription of individual texts with scholastic integrity, and in the hope that it is helpful to provide a full range of guidance options—which can be side-stepped within each reader’s individual quest.


Language


(i) Linguistic. This provides brief guidelines on Early and Middle Scots.


i and y are used interchangeably: sine/syne; nicht/nycht.


quh corresponds to English wh—as in quha (who); quhat (what).


Metathesis of r is not uncommon: crudis for curdis; brist for birst etc.


The plural form is/ys (sometimes treated as a separate unstressed syllable—‘And nevir to uther craftis clame’) is generally pronounced as s—‘Pansches, puddingis of Jok and Jame’. (‘To the Merchantis of Edinburgh’, st. 5.4; st. 4.4) The alternative es form of the plural is shown in ‘Pansches’.


Present participles of verbs end in and: stinkand = stinking; lachand = laughing.


The past participles of strong verbs end in yn/in: writtyn; bundin.


The past participles of weak verbs end in t/yt/it: polist; offendit.


The ending of present indicative verbs in the 2nd and 3rd person singular is ys/is. However, if the subject of the verb is a plural noun or if the subject is the personal pronoun not immediately preceding the verb, then the ending ys/is. can occur with other persons. For example: I weip and sichis; we kiss and cossis; as clerkis sayis.


Periphrastic forms of the past tense—gan lyte; did waver—are not uncommon; the particularly Scottish construction (can + infinitive, where can is a form of gan) may be confusing. Example:




‘[ane paddock]...


Put up hir heid and on the bank can clym


Quhilk be nature could douk and gaylie swym.’


(‘The Paddock and the Mous’ st. 2.2–4)





(ii) Faux Amis: A non-comprehensive list of word forms in Scots, which may occasionally suggest an obvious equivalent in English, yet mean something different.














	air


	early







	bald


	bold fellow







	be


	by







	belyve


	quickly







	burde


	maiden







	but


	without, outside







	careful


	anxious







	cleine


	pure







	fast


	firmly, forcibly







	fell


	cruel







	gif


	if







	hard


	heard







	he/hie


	haste







	incontinent


	immediately







	let (n)


	delay







	let (v)


	hinder, neglect







	liking


	happiness







	list


	wish, choose







	luffly


	loveable







	lustie


	agreeable, delightful







	man


	must







	meit


	suitable







	myschieff


	misfortune, evil fate







	or


	before







	our


	over







	quhil


	until







	ressave


	receive







	rid


	advise







	sad


	serious, solemn







	s[c]hed


	parted







	sely


	simple, feeble, poor, innocent







	serve


	deserve







	stout


	brave







	than


	then







	the


	you







	then


	than







	till


	to, for







	uncouth


	unknown







	wait


	know







	walk


	wake, waken







	wantoun


	high spirited, unbridled, wild







	wants


	lacks







	win


	gain, earn







	wise


	manner, fashion







	without


	outside
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SECTION A: EARLY SCOTS



§ 1 John Barbour (c. 1320–1395): The Bruce.


John Barbour probably came from the south west of Scotland—Ayrshire or Dumfries—but the first extant records concerning his life place him, in May 1355, as Precentor of Dunkeld Cathedral. In order to prepare himself for a career within the legal and administrative division of the church, he studied at the University of Paris and on his return was rewarded with rapid promotion. By 1357, Barbour had become Archdeacon of Aberdeen. He was, therefore, a prominent figure during the latter part of David IPs reign. But it was Robert II who drew him into the immediate court circle in order to take advantage of his talents as cleric, historian and poet.


The Bruce is the earliest surviving Scots poem of any length. Barbour worked on it during the 1370s and it comprises 20 books. Centred on Robert I, it traces the Scottish Wars of Independence in the early fourteenth century from their origins through Bannockburn to the Irish Wars and the death, not only of Bruce, but of his major ally, James Douglas. The proclaimed political purpose is to remind the weak nobles in the reign of the second Robert of the courage-in-patriotism of their predecessors under the first Robert. The poem may well have been performed in front of this audience at the royal command.


Text: Barbour’s major literary strengths lie in his powerful, yet simple, narrative style. In the chosen extract (Book I), passages of this kind mingle with a more serious critical introduction to the author’s intentions. The first verse paragraph (1–36) gives a valuable account of the persuasive methods employed by a fourteenth century bard, whose works—even when written down—were designed to be recited or sung. The retrospective look at earlier Scottish history (37–444) dramatically contextualises Bruce’s task within the long battles over succession to the crown of Scotland. Despite the surface simplicity, a good deal of thought has gone into the ‘romantic’ presentation of the war—its heroes and villains. The notes, while discussing broader issues, including the form of the work as a whole, provide historical background and trace the way in which the conventions of Epic and Chanson de Geste intertwine with those of Romance (445–630). In this final section, the major contestants are introduced, the battle lines are drawn and the extended struggle for national freedom begins.


Context: Books II—IV trace the early defeats suffered by Bruce and his followers, culminating with the death of Edward I of England. Books V-X cover the successful campaign through a series of phases—guerilla tactics, trick victories, the gaining of castles. Books XI-XIII are devoted to the crucial victory over Edward II and the full English army at Bannockburn. Books XIV-XIX are primarily concerned with Edward Bruce’s campaigns in Ireland, but they also enact the need to be constantly vigilant at home if English attempts to regain feudal supremacy are to be countered. Book XX brings peace, the holy death of Bruce and Douglas’s crusade—carrying his monarch’s heart. It also sites a second ‘golden age’ within Barbour’s own time under Robert II.


The Bruce: Book One
















	 


	Storys to rede° ar delitabill°


	read (aloud); delightful







	 


	Suppos that° thai be nocht bot fabill;°


	Even if; only fiction







	 


	Than° suld storys that suthfast° wer


	Then; truthful







	 


	—And° thai war said on gud maner°—


	If; well recited







	5


	Have doubill plesance° in heryng.1


	pleasure







	 


	The first plesance is the carpyng,°


	reading aloud







	 


	And the tothir° the suthfastnes


	second







	 


	That schawys the thing rycht as it wes;


	 







	 


	And suth thyngis that ar likand°


	enjoyable







	10


	Tyll° mannys heryng ar plesand.


	To







	 


	Tharfor I wald fayne set my will


	 







	 


	—Giff° my wyt° mycht suffice thartill°—


	If; ability; thereto







	 


	To put in wryt° a suthfast story


	write down







	 


	That it lest ay° furth in memory2


	may endure for ever







	15


	Swa that na tyme of lenth it let


	 







	 


	Na ger it haly be foryet.3


	 







	 


	For aulde storys that men redys


	 







	 


	Representis to thaim the dedys


	 







	 


	Of stalwart folk that lyvyt ar,°


	who lived before







	20


	Rycht as thai than in presence war;4


	 







	 


	And cert is thai suld weill have prys,°


	honour







	 


	That in thar tyme war wycht° and wys,°


	strong; wise







	 


	And led thar lyf in gret travaill,°


	hardship







	 


	And oft in hard stour° off bataill


	conflict







	25


	Wan gret price off chevalry,°


	chivalric renown







	 


	And war voydyt off cowardy°


	devoid of cowardice







	 


	(As wes King Robert off Scotland,5


	 







	 


	That hardy° wes off hart and hand,


	bold







	 


	And gud Schyr James off Douglas,6


	 







	30


	That in his tyme sa worthy was,


	 







	 


	That off hys price and hys bounte°


	goodness







	 


	In fer landis° renownyt wes he)


	far-off lands







	 


	Off thaim7 I thynk° this buk to ma.°


	intend; make







	 


	Now God gyf grace that 1 may swa°


	so (in such a way)







	35


	Tret° it and bring it till endyng,


	Handle







	 


	That I say nocht bot suthfast° thing.


	truthful







	 


	Quhen Alexander the king wes deid8


	 







	 


	That Scotland haid to steyr° and leid,


	guide







	 


	The land sex yer and mayr, perfay°


	in faith







	40


	Lay desolat eftyr hys day;°


	i.e. reign







	 


	Till that the barnage° at the last


	barons (in assembly)







	 


	Assemblyt thaim and fayndyt fast°


	tried hard







	 


	To cheys a king thar land to ster,°


	to guide their land







	 


	That off awncestry cummyn wer°


	Who might be descended by ancestry







	45


	Of kingis that aucht that reawte°


	had royal blood







	 


	And mayst had rycht thair king to be.


	 







	 


	Bot envy, that is sa feloune,°


	cruel/wicked







	 


	Maid amang thaim gret discencioun;°


	disagreement







	 


	For sum wald haif the Balleoll king9


	 







	50


	For he wes cummyn off the offspryng


	 







	 


	Off hir that eldest systir was;


	 







	 


	And othir sum nyt° all that cas°


	denied; argument







	 


	And said that he thair king suld be


	 







	 


	That war in alsner degre°


	as near degree (of kinship)







	55


	And cummyn war of the neist° male


	nearest







	 


	And in branch collaterale.°


	related by descent







	 


	Thai said, successioun of kyngrik°


	inheritance of a kingdom







	 


	Was nocht to lawer feys10 lik,°


	not similar to lower fiefs







	 


	For thar° mycht succed na female


	there (in those cases)







	60


	Quhill° foundyn mycht be ony male


	So long as







	 


	That were in lyne evyn° descendand.


	in direct line







	 


	Thai bar all othir wayis on hand,°


	stated it was quite otherwise







	 


	For than the neyst cummyn off the seid°—


	seed (i.e. to be bom)







	 


	Man or woman—suld succeid.


	 







	65


	Be this resoun that part thocht hale°


	that faction all agreed







	 


	That the Lord off Anandyrdale,


	 







	 


	Robert the Bruys, Erle off Carryk,11


	 







	 


	Aucht to succeid to the kynryk.


	 







	 


	The barownys° thus war at discord,


	barons







	70


	That on na maner mycht accord;°


	could concur







	 


	Till at the last thai all concordyt°


	agreed







	 


	That all thar spek° suld be recordyt°


	discussion; reported







	 


	Till Schyr Edward of Yngland King,12


	 







	 


	And he suld swer° that, but fenyeyng,°


	swear; without deceit







	75


	He suld that arbytre° disclar°


	arbitration; pronounce







	 


	—Off thir twa that I tauld of ar°—


	before







	 


	Quhilk° suld succeid to sic a hycht°


	Which one; high position







	 


	And lat him ryng° that had the rycht.°


	reign; right







	 


	This ordynance° thaim thocht the best,


	arrangement







	80


	For at that tyme wes pes and rest


	 







	 


	Betwyx° Scotland and Ingland bath,°


	Between; both







	 


	And thai couth nocht persave° the skaith°


	foresee; evil







	 


	That towart thaim wes apperand;°


	brewing







	 


	For that at° the King off England


	For because







	85


	Held swylk° freyndschip and cumpany


	such







	 


	To thar king that wes swa worthy,°


	who was so noble







	 


	Thai trowyt° that he, as gud nychtbur°


	believed; neighbour







	 


	And as freyndsome compositur,°


	friendly arbiter







	 


	Wald have jugyt in lawte;°


	according to law







	90


	Bot othir way is all yeid the gle.°


	went the game







	 


	A, blynd folk, full off all foly!


	 







	 


	Haid ye umbethocht yow enkrely°


	you reflected carefully







	 


	Quhat perell to yow mycht apper,


	 







	 


	Ye had nocht wrocht° on that maner.


	would not have acted







	95


	Haid ye tane keip how at,° that king


	taken account of the way in which







	 


	Alwayis, forowtyn sojournyng,°


	without stopping







	 


	Travayllyt for to wyn senyory13


	 







	 


	And throw° his mycht till° occupy


	through; to







	 


	Landis that war till him marcheand,°


	bordering upon







	100


	As Walis° was and als° Ireland,


	Wales; also







	 


	That he put to swylk thrillage,°


	such thraldom/servitude







	 


	That thai that war off hey parage°


	noble lineage







	 


	Suld ryn on fute as rebaldaill.14


	 







	 


	Quhen he wald our folk assaill,°


	go to battle against







	105


	Durst nane of Walis in bataill ride;°15


	ride on horseback







	 


	Na yet, fra evyn° fell, abyd


	after evening







	 


	Castell or wallyt toune within,


	 







	 


	That he ne suld lyff and lymmys tyne.°


	lose







	 


	Into swilk thrillage16 thaim held he,


	 







	110


	That° he ourcome throw his powste,°


	Whom; power







	 


	Ye mycht se° he suld occupy


	You might guess







	 


	Throw slycht,° that he ne mycht throw maistri.°


	guile; power







	 


	Had ye tane kep° quhat was thrillage


	taken account of







	 


	And had consideryt his usage,°


	custom







	115


	That gryppyt° ay but gayne-gevyng,°


	seized; without restoring







	 


	Ye suld (forowtyn his demyng)°


	without his judging







	 


	Haiff chosyn yow a king that mycht


	 







	 


	Have haldyn weyle° the land in rycht.°


	governed well; justice







	 


	Walys° ensample mycht have bene


	Wales







	120


	To yow, had ye it forow sene.°


	seen beforehand/kept in mind







	 


	And wys men sayis he is happy


	 







	 


	That, be othir, will him chasty,°17


	improve himself







	 


	For unfayr° thingis may fall perfay°


	unfortunate; in truth







	 


	Als weill to-morn as yisterday.


	 







	125


	Bot ye traistyt in lawte


	 







	 


	As sympile folk but mawyte,°


	without malice







	 


	And wyst nocht quhat suld eftir tyd.°


	happen







	 


	For in this warld that is sa wyde


	 







	 


	Is nane determynat,° that sall


	fated







	130


	Knaw thingis that ar to fall;°


	are about to happen







	 


	Bot° God, that is off maist poweste,°


	Only; most powerful of all







	 


	Reservyt till° His majeste,


	Has reserved for







	 


	For to knaw in His prescience°


	foreknowledge







	 


	Of alkyn tyme the movence.°18


	mutation







	135


	On this maner assentyt° war


	agreed







	 


	The barownis, as I said yow ar;°


	before







	 


	And throuch thar aller hale assent°


	full assent of them all







	 


	Messingeris till hym thai sent,


	 







	 


	That was than in the Haly Land,°


	Holy Land







	140


	On Saracenys warrayand.°19


	making war







	 


	And fra he wyst° quhat charge thai had,


	the moment he knew







	 


	He buskyt hym° but mar abad°


	hastened; more delay







	 


	And left purpos° that he had tane°


	abandoned the cause; undertaken







	 


	And till Ingland agayne is gane;


	 







	145


	And syne° till Scotland word send he


	afterwards







	 


	That thai suld mak ane assemble,°


	form an assembly







	 


	And he in hy° suld cum to do


	haste







	 


	In all thing as thai wrayt° him to.


	wrote (asking)







	 


	But he thocht weile, throuch° thar debat,°


	by means of; wrangling







	150


	That he suld slely° fynd the gate,°


	cunningly; way







	 


	How that he all the senyowry°


	sovereignty







	 


	Throw his gret mycht suld occupy.


	 







	 


	And to Robert the Bruyss said he:20


	 







	 


	‘Gyf yow will hald in cheyff of° me


	tenure from







	155


	For evirmar, and thine ofspryng,


	 







	 


	I sall do swa yow sall be king.


	work so that







	 


	‘Schyr,’ said he, ‘sa God me save,


	 







	 


	The kynryk yarn° I nocht to have.


	yearn







	 


	Bot—gyff it fall of rycht to me


	 







	160


	And gyff God will that it sa be—


	 







	 


	I sall als frely in all thing


	 







	 


	Hald it as it afferis to king,°


	is appropriate to kingship







	 


	Or as myn eldris forouth° me


	forefathers before







	 


	Held it in freyast reawte.’°


	most free/noblest regality







	165


	The tothir wreyth him° and swar°


	grew angry; swore







	 


	That he suld have it nevir mar


	 







	 


	And turnyt him in wreth away.


	 







	 


	Bot Schir Jhon the Balleoll, perfay,


	 







	 


	Assentyt till him° in all his will—


	i.e. to Edward







	170


	Quharthrouch° fell, eftir, mekill° ill.


	Whereby; much







	 


	He° was king hot a litill quhile


	i.e. Balliol







	 


	And, throuch gret sutelte and gyle°


	guile







	 


	(For litill enchesone° or nane)


	reason







	 


	He was arestyt syne° and tane,


	then arrested







	175


	And degradyt° syne wes he


	stripped







	 


	Off honour and of dignite.°


	rank







	 


	Quhethir it wes throuch wrang or rycht,


	 







	 


	God wat° it, that is maist off mycht.


	knows







	 


	Quhen Schir Edward, the mychty king,


	 







	180


	Had on this wys done his likyng


	 







	 


	Off Jhone the Balleoll—that swa sone°


	so soon







	 


	Was all defawtyt° and undone—


	found wanting







	 


	To Scotland went he than in hy,°


	haste







	 


	And all the land gan occupy,°


	occupied







	185


	Sa hale,° that bath castell and toune


	So completely







	 


	War intill his possessioune,


	 







	 


	Fra Weik anent° Orknay


	Wick near to







	 


	To Mullyr-snuk° in Gallaway21,


	Mull-promontory,







	 


	And stuffyt° all with Inglismen.°


	crammed; Englishmen







	190


	Schyrreffys° and bailyeys maid he then


	Sheriffs







	 


	And alkyn othir officeris°


	other officials of every kind







	 


	That, for to govern land afferis,°


	appertain to government







	 


	He maid off° Inglis nation;


	from within (the)







	 


	That worthyt° than sa ryth fellone°


	Who became; so very cruel







	195


	And sa wykkyt and covatous


	 







	 


	And sa hawtane° and dispitous°


	haughty; contemptuous







	 


	That Scottismen mycht do na thing


	 







	 


	That evir mycht pleys to thar liking.


	 







	 


	Thar wyvis wald thai oft forly°


	rape







	200


	And thar dochtrys dispitusly;°


	mercilessly/contemptuously







	 


	And—gyff ony of thaim tharat war wrath—


	 







	 


	Thai watyt° hym wele with gret scaith;°


	treated; cruelty







	 


	For thai suld fynd sone enchesone°


	cause







	 


	To put hym to destruccione


	 







	205


	And gyff that ony man thaim by°


	in their vicinity







	 


	Had ony thing that wes worthy°


	of value







	 


	—As hors or hund or othir thing


	 







	 


	That war plesand to thar liking°—


	i.e. took their fancy







	 


	With rycht or wrang it have wald thai;


	 







	210


	And gyf ony wald thaim withsay,°


	oppose







	 


	Thai suld swa do,° that thai suld tyne°


	act in such a way; lose







	 


	Othir° land or lyff, or leyff in pyne,°


	Either; live in misery







	 


	For thai dempt° thaim eftir thar° will,


	judged; i.e. the officers’







	 


	Takand na kep to rycht na skill.22


	 







	215


	A! quhat° thai dempt thaim felonly!°


	how...lawlessly







	 


	For gud knychtis that war worthy,


	 







	 


	For litill enchesoune or than nane,


	 







	 


	Thai hangyt be the nekbane.


	 







	 


	Alas, that folk that evir wes fre23


	 







	220


	—And in fredome wount for° to be—


	accustomed







	 


	Throw thar gret myschance° and foly


	misfortune







	 


	War tretyt than sa wykkytly


	 







	 


	That thar fays° thar jugis war!°


	foes; judges were







	 


	Quhat wrechitnes° may man have mar?°


	misery; more







	225


	A! fredome is a noble thing!


	 







	 


	Fredome mays° man to haiff liking,°


	permits; happiness







	 


	Fredome all solace to man gifts,°


	gives







	 


	He levys at es° that frely levys.


	at ease







	 


	A noble hart may haiff nane es,°


	no rest







	230


	Na ellys nocht° that may him ples,°


	Nor anything else; please







	 


	Gif fredome failye, for fre liking°


	free choice







	 


	Is yarnyt our° all othir thing.


	desired above







	 


	Na, he that ay has levyt fre°


	has always lived freely







	 


	May nocht knaw weill the propyrte,°


	(particular) state







	235


	The angyr na the wrechyt dome,


	nor; fate







	 


	That is cowplyt to° foule thryldome°


	is coupled with; slavery







	 


	Bot gyff° he had assayit° it.


	Unless; (personally) experienced







	 


	Than, all perquer,24 he suld it wyt°


	know







	 


	And suld think fredome mar to prys°


	to be more highly valued







	240


	Than all the gold in warld that is!


	 







	 


	Thus contrar° thingis evirmar


	contrasting







	 


	Discoveringis of the tothir° ar;25


	explanations of the other







	 


	And he that thryll is, has nocht his.°


	has nothing of his own







	 


	All that he has enbandownyt° is


	made subject







	245


	Till° hys lord, quhatevir he be.


	To







	 


	Yeyt,° has he nocht sa mekill fre°


	Yet; so great a freedom







	 


	As° fre wyll to leyve or do°


	As...not to do or to do







	 


	That° at hys hart hym drawis to?°


	Whatever; inclines him to







	 


	Than mays clerkis° questioun


	learned men







	250


	(Quhen thai fall in disputacioun)


	 







	 


	That, gyff° man bad his thryll° owcht do


	if; ordered his slave







	 


	And in the samyn tym come him to°


	same time (there) came to him







	 


	His wyff and askyt him hyr det,°


	her due







	 


	Quhethir he his lordis neid suld let°


	neglect







	255


	And pay fryst° that he aucht, and syne°


	first; then







	 


	Do furth° his lordis commandyne;°


	Carry out; command(ment)







	 


	Or leve onpayit° his wyff and do


	unpaid/unrequited







	 


	Thai° thingis that commaundyt is him to.


	Those







	 


	I leve all the solucioun°


	entire solution (of the case)







	260


	Till thaim that ar off mar renoun.°26


	ability







	 


	Bot sen thai mak sic comperyng°


	comparison







	 


	Betwix the dettis° off wedding


	dues







	 


	And lordis bidding till his threll,


	 







	 


	Ye may weile se, thoucht° nane yow tell,


	although







	265


	How hard a thing that threldome is;


	 







	 


	For men may weile se,° that ar wys,°


	well see; who are wise







	 


	That wedding is the hardest band°


	bond







	 


	That ony man may tak on hand,


	 







	 


	And thryldome is weill wer° than deid;°


	much worse; death







	270


	For, quhill° a thryll his lyff may leid,


	as long as







	 


	It merrys° him body and banys,°


	harms; bones







	 


	And dede anoyis° him bot anys.°


	troubles; only once







	 


	Schortly to say is:° nane can tell


	To sum up







	 


	The halle° condicioun of a threll.


	overall







	275


	Thusgat° levyt thai and in sic thrillage°—


	In this way; servitude







	 


	Bath pur° and thai off hey parage°—


	Both poor; of high lineage







	 


	For off the lordis sum thai slew


	 







	 


	And sum thai hangyt and sum thai drew,


	 







	 


	And sum thai put in presoune


	 







	280


	Forowten° caus or enchesoun.°


	Without; reason







	 


	And, amang othir off Dowglas,°


	others of the Douglas family







	 


	Put in presoun Schir Wilyam was,


	 







	 


	That off Douglas was lord and syr;°27


	sire







	 


	Off him thai makyt a martyr.


	 







	285


	Fra° thai in presoune him sleuch,°


	From the time that; slew







	 


	Hys land, that is fayr inewch,


	 







	 


	Thai the Lord of Clyffurd gave.28


	 







	 


	He had a sone, a litill knave,°


	boy







	 


	That wes than bot° a litill page.


	Who at that time was only







	290


	Bot syne° he wes off gret vaslage,°


	later; valour







	 


	Hys fadyr dede he vengyt° swa


	avenged







	 


	That in Ingland, 1 undirta,°


	guarantee







	 


	Wes nane off lyve° that hym ne dred,°


	alive; did not dread







	 


	For he sa fele° off hamys° sched,°


	many; brains; split







	295


	That nane that lyvys thaim can tell.°


	can count them up







	 


	Bot wondirly° hard thingis fell°


	wondrously; befell...







	 


	Till him,° or° he till state° wes brocht.


	Him; before; (proper) position







	 


	Thair wes nane aventur that mocht°


	could







	 


	Stunay° hys hart na ger him let°


	Daunt; nor make him...







	300


	To do° the thing he wes on set;


	Abandon







	 


	For he thocht ay encrely°


	carefully







	 


	To do his deid° avysily.°29


	deed; prudently







	 


	He thocht weill he wes worth na seyle°


	trust







	 


	That mycht of nane anoyis feyle,30


	 







	305


	And als for till escheve° gret thingis


	to (be unable to) achieve







	 


	And hard travalys° and barganyngis,°


	undertakings; combats







	 


	That suld ger his price° dowblyt be.


	make his praise







	 


	Quharfor, in all hys lyvetime, he


	 







	 


	Wes in gret payn° and gret travaill


	hardship







	310


	And nevir wald for myscheiff° faill,°


	because of evil fate; give up







	 


	Bot dryve° the thing rycht to the end,


	pursue







	 


	And tak the ure° that God wald send.


	fortune







	 


	Hys name wes James of Douglas;31


	 







	 


	And quhen he herd his fadir was


	 







	315


	Put in presoune so fellounly°


	unlawfully /cruelly







	 


	And at° his landis halyly°


	And that; entirely







	 


	War gevyn to the Clyffurd, perfay,


	 







	 


	He wyst nocht quhat to do na say


	 







	 


	For he had na thing for to dispend,°


	money to spend







	320


	Na thar wes nane that evir him kend°


	of his acquaintance







	 


	Wald do sa mekill for him, that he


	 







	 


	Mycht sufficiantly fundyn° be.


	funded







	 


	Than wes he wondir will of wane°


	at a complete loss







	 


	And sodanly, in hart has tane°


	i.e. decided







	325


	That he wald travaile our° the se


	over







	 


	And a quhile in Parys be,


	 







	 


	And dre myscheiff° quhar nane hym kend


	endure misfortune







	 


	Till° God sum succouris° till him send;


	Until; means of aid







	 


	And as he thocht, he did rycht swa.


	 







	330


	And sone to Parys can he ga°


	he went







	 


	And levyt thar full sympylly.°


	very frugally







	 


	Thequethir,° he glaid was and joly


	Nevertheless







	 


	And till swylk thowlesnes he yeid


	 







	 


	As the cours askis off yowtheid;32


	 







	335


	And umquhill° into rybbaldaill.°


	sometimes; low company







	 


	And that may mony tyme availl,°


	be of use







	 


	For knawlage off mony statis°


	many conditions of life







	 


	May quhile availye° full mony gatis;°


	sometimes be of use; ways







	 


	As to the gud Erle off Artayis,°


	Artois







	340


	Robert, befell intill his dayis,°33


	in his time







	 


	For oft feynyeyng° off rybbaldy°


	pretence; dissipation







	 


	Availyeit him and that gretly.


	 







	 


	And Catone sayis us° in his wryt°


	tells us; writing







	 


	To fenye foly quhile is wyt.°


	sometimes is wisdom







	345


	In Parys ner thre yer dwellyt he;°


	i.e. James Douglas







	 


	And then come tythandis° our° the se


	tidings; (from) over







	 


	That his fadyr wes done to ded.°


	put to death







	 


	Then wes he wa° and will of red,°


	woeful; bewildered







	 


	And thocht that he wald hame agayne


	 







	350


	To luk gyf° he, throw ony payn,°


	see whether; effort







	 


	Mycht wyn agayn his heritage


	 







	 


	And his men out off all thryllage.°


	slavery







	 


	To Sanct Andrews° he come in hy,°


	St Andrews; haste







	 


	Quhar the byschop full curtasly


	 







	355


	Resavyt° him and gert him wer°


	Received; had him carry about







	 


	His knyvys, forouth° him to scher;°34


	in front of; carve







	 


	And cled° him rycht honorabilly


	dressed







	 


	And gert ordayn° quhar he suld ly.°


	gave orders (as to); lodge







	 


	A weile gret quhile° thar dwellyt he.


	(For) a very long time







	360


	All men lufyt him for his bounte,°


	goodness







	 


	For he wes off full fayr effer°


	conduct







	 


	—Wys, curtais° and deboner,°


	courteous; debonair







	 


	Larg° and luffand° als wes he—


	generous; loving







	 


	And our° all thing luffyt lawte.°35


	above; loyalty







	365


	Leawte to luff° is na foly;


	to love loyalty







	 


	Throuch leawte lifts men rychtwisly.°


	righteously







	 


	With A vertu° and leawte 36


	one virtue only







	 


	A man may yeit° sufficyand° be


	still; sufficient







	 


	And, but° leaute, may nane haiff price°


	without; worth







	370


	Quethir he be wycht° or he be wys;


	strong







	 


	For quhar it failyeys,° na vertu


	is lacking







	 


	May be off price na of valu°


	neither of worth nor value







	 


	To mak a man sa gud that he


	 







	 


	May symply callyt, ‘gud man’, be.


	 







	375


	He wes in all his dedis° lele,°


	deeds; faithful







	 


	For him dedeynyeit nocht° to dele


	he did not deign







	 


	With trechery na with falser.°


	falsehood







	 


	His hart on hey honour wes set


	 







	 


	And hym contenyt° on sic maner,


	(he) conducted himself







	380


	That all him luffyt that war him ner.


	 







	 


	Bot he wes nocht sa fayr that we


	 







	 


	Suld spek gretly off his beaute.


	 







	 


	In vysage° wes he sumdeill° gray


	countenance; somewhat







	 


	And had blak har°, as Ic hard° say,


	hair; 1 heard







	385


	Bot off lymmys° he wes weill maid,


	limbs







	 


	With banys gret° and schuldrys° braid.


	mighty bones; shoulders







	 


	His body wes weyll maid and lenye,°


	lean/supple







	 


	As thai that saw hym said to me.


	 







	 


	Quhen he wes blyth, he wes lufly,°


	loveable







	390


	And meyk and sweyt in cumpany;


	 







	 


	Bot quha in battaill mycht him se°


	(for) whoever saw him







	 


	All othir contenance° had he.


	A wholly different aspect







	 


	And in spek,° wlispyt he sumdeill°—


	speech; he lisped slightly







	 


	Bot that sat° him rycht wondre weill.


	suited







	395


	Till gud Ector of Troy°37 mycht he


	Hector of Troy







	 


	In mony thingis liknyt° be.


	compared







	 


	Ector had blak har° as he had


	black hair







	 


	And stark lymmys, and rycht weill maid


	 







	 


	And wlispyt alswa as° did he;


	lisped just as







	400


	And wes fullfillyt of leawte°


	filled full of loyalty







	 


	And wes curtais and wys and wycht.


	 







	 


	Bot, off° manheid and mekill mycht,


	But as regards







	 


	Till Ector dar I nane comper°


	compare







	 


	Off all that evir in warldys wer.


	 







	405


	Thequhethir,° in his tyme sa wrocht he°


	Nonetheless; he (Douglas)







	 


	That he suld gretly lowyt° be.


	praised







	 


	He dwellyt thar quhill on a tid,°


	until a time (when)







	 


	The king Edward, with mekill prid°


	pomp







	 


	Come to Strevillyne° with gret mengye°


	Stirling; company







	410


	For till hald thar ane assemble.


	 







	 


	Thiddirwart° went mony baroune.


	Thither







	 


	Byschop Wylyame off Lambyrtoun


	 







	 


	Raid thiddyr als and with him was


	 







	 


	This squver, James of Douglas.


	 







	415


	The Byschop led him to the king


	 







	 


	And said, ‘Schir, heyr I to yow bryng


	 







	 


	This child, that clemys° your man to be


	claims







	 


	And prayis° yow par cheryte,°


	beseeches; in Charity’s name







	 


	That ye resave her° his homage


	receive here







	420


	And grantis him his heritage.’


	 







	 


	‘Quhat landis clemys he?’ said the king.


	 







	 


	‘Schyr, giff that it be your liking,


	 







	 


	He clemys the lordschip off Douglas,


	 







	 


	For lord tharof hys fadir was.’


	 







	425


	The king then wrethyt hym encrely°


	grew very angry







	 


	And said: ‘Schir Byschop, sekyrly,°


	certainly







	 


	Gyff thow wald kep thi fewte,°


	allegiance







	 


	Thow maid nane sic speking to me!


	 







	 


	Hys fadyr ay wes my fay feloune°


	bitter enemy







	430


	And deyt° tharfor in my presoun,°


	died; prison







	 


	And wes agayne° my majeste.


	against







	 


	Tharfor hys ayr° 1 aucht to be.


	(William Douglas’) heir







	 


	Ga purches° land quharevir he may,


	Let him (James Douglas) go and buy







	 


	For tharoff havys he nane° perfay.


	owns none







	435


	The Clyffurd sall thaim haiff, for he


	 







	 


	Ay lely° has servyt to me.’


	Always loyally







	 


	The byschop hard° him swa answer


	heard







	 


	And durst than spek till him na mar,


	 







	 


	Bot fra his presence went in hy,


	 







	440


	For he dred sayr his felouny°


	was sorely afraid of his ferocity







	 


	Swa that he na mar spak tharto.


	 







	 


	The king did that he com to do


	 







	 


	And went till Ingland syn agayn°


	then again







	 


	With mony man of mekill mayn.°


	strength







	445


	Lordingis,° quha likis for till her,°


	My lords; to hear/listen







	 


	The Romanys° now begynnys her,38


	Romance







	 


	Of men that war in gret distres


	 







	 


	And assayit° full gret hardynes°


	experienced; hardship







	 


	Or° thai mycht cum till thar entent.°


	Before; reach their goal







	450


	Bot syne our Lord sic grace thaim sent


	 







	 


	That thai syne throw thar gret valour


	 







	 


	Come till gret hycht° and till honour—


	eminence







	 


	Magre° thar fayis everilkane,°


	In spite of; every one







	 


	That war sa fele,° that ane till ane°


	many; for every one (of us)







	455


	Off thaim thai war weill a thowsand—


	 







	 


	Bot, quhar God helpys, quhat may withstand!


	 







	 


	Bot, and° we say the suthfastnes,°


	if; tell the truth







	 


	Thai war sum tyme erar may° then les;


	rather more







	 


	Bot God—that maist is of all mycht—


	 







	460


	Preservyt thaim in His forsycht,°


	prescience







	 


	To veng° the harme and the contrer°39


	avenge; persecution







	 


	At that° fele° folk and pautener°


	Which; numerous; cruel







	 


	Dyd till sympill folk and worthy,


	 







	 


	That° couth nocht help thaim self; forthi,°


	Who; therefore,







	465


	Thai war lik to the Machabeys°40


	Maccabees







	 


	That, as men in the Bibill seys,


	 







	 


	Throw thar gret worschip and valour


	 







	 


	Fawcht into mony stalwart stour°


	combat







	 


	For to delyvir thar countre


	 







	470


	Fra folk that, throw iniquite,°


	by evil means







	 


	Held thaim and thairis in thrillage.


	 







	 


	Thai wrocht swa throw thar vasselage°


	despite their slavery







	 


	That, with few folk,° thai had victory


	with small forces







	 


	Off° mychty kingis, as sayis the story,


	Over







	475


	And delyveryt thar land all fre.


	 







	 


	Quharfor thar name suld lowyt° be.


	praised







	 


	Thys lord, the Bruys, 1 spak of ayr,41


	 







	 


	Saw all the kynryk° swa forfayr,°


	kingdom; go to ruin







	 


	And swa trowblyt the folk saw he,


	 







	480


	That he tharoff had gret pitte.°


	pity







	 


	Bot quhat pite that evir he had,


	 







	 


	Na contenance° tharof he maid,


	visible sign







	 


	Till on a tym Schyr Jhone Cumyn,42


	 







	 


	As thai come ridand fra Strevillyn,°


	Stirling







	485


	Said till him, ‘Schir, will ye nocht se


	 







	 


	How that governyt is this countre?


	 







	 


	Thai sla our folk but enchesoune°


	without cause







	 


	And haldis this land agayne resoune°—


	against (the rule of) reason







	 


	And ye tharoff suld lord be!


	 







	490


	And gyff that ye will trow to me,°


	believe me







	 


	Ye sall ger mak tharof king,°


	be made king of it







	 


	And I sall be in your helping,


	 







	 


	With-thi° ye giff me all the land


	On the condition that







	 


	That ye haiff now intill your hand.


	 







	495


	And gyff that ye will nocht do swa


	 







	 


	Na swylk a state° apon yow ta,°


	such a position; take







	 


	All hale° my land sall youris be,


	Entirely







	 


	And lat me ta the state on me


	 







	 


	And bring this land out off thryllage;°


	slavery







	500


	For thar is nothir man na page


	 







	 


	In all this land than thai sall be


	 







	 


	Fayn° to mak thaimselvyn fre.’43


	Eager







	 


	The lord the Bruis hard his carping°


	heard what he said







	 


	And wend° he spak bot° suthfast thing;


	thought; only







	505


	And, for it likit till° his will,


	accorded with







	 


	He gave his assent sone° thartill


	soon







	 


	And said, ‘Sen ye will it be swa,


	 







	 


	I will blythly apon me ta°


	gladly take upon myself







	 


	The state, for 1 wate° that I have rycht,


	know







	510


	And rycht mays° oft the feble,° wycht.’°


	renders; feeble; strong







	 


	The barownys thus accordyt° ar,


	agreed







	 


	And that ilk° nycht writyn° war


	same; written down







	 


	Thair endenturis,° and aythis maid°


	bonds; vows sworn







	 


	To hald° that thai forspokyn haid.°


	keep to; had agreed upon







	515


	Bot off all thing, wa worth tresoun!°


	down with treason







	 


	For thar is nothir duk ne baroun,


	 







	 


	Na erle, na prynce, na king off mycht°—


	might







	 


	Thocht he be nevir° sa wys na wycht—


	Be he never







	 


	For wyt,° worschip,° price° na renoun,


	Through knowledge; valour; praise







	520


	That evir may wauch hym with° tresoune.


	guard himself against







	 


	Wes nocht all Troy with tresoune tane,°


	captured through treason







	 


	Quhen ten yeris of the wer wes gane?


	 







	 


	Then slayn wes mony thowsand


	 







	 


	Off thaim withowt, throw strenth of hand,


	 







	525


	As Dares in his buk he wrate,44


	 







	 


	And Dytis° that knew all thar state.°


	Dyctes; condition







	 


	Thai mycht nocht haiff beyn tane throw mycht,


	 







	 


	But tresoun tuk thaim throw hyr slycht.°


	trickery







	 


	And Alexander° the conqueroure,


	Alexander the Great







	530


	That conqueryt Babilonyis tour°45


	Babylon’s tower







	 


	And all this warld off lenth and breid°


	breadth







	 


	In twelf yer, throw his douchty deid,°


	valiant action







	 


	Wes syne destroyit throw pusoune,°


	by poison (or treachery)







	 


	In his awyne hows throw gret tresoun;


	 







	535


	But, or he deit,° his land delt° he;


	before he died; divided







	 


	To se his dede wes gret pite.


	 







	 


	Julius Caesar als, that wan°


	conquered







	 


	Bretane,° and Fraunce,° as douchty man,


	Britain; France







	 


	Afryk,° Arrabe,° Egipt, Surry°


	Africa; Arabia; Syria







	540


	And all Europe halyly,


	 







	 


	And for his worschip and valour


	 







	 


	Off Rome wes fryst maid Emperour,°


	made the first Emperor







	 


	Syne—in his Capitole°—wes he,


	Capitol







	 


	Throw thaim of his consaill prive,°


	privy council







	545


	Slayne with pusoune° rycht to the ded;°


	through treachery; death







	 


	And, quhen he saw thar wes na rede,°


	nothing to be done







	 


	Hys eyn° with his hand closit he


	eyes







	 


	For to dey with mar honeste.°


	greater dignity







	 


	Als Arthur,° that throw chevalry


	King Arthur







	550


	Maid Bretane° maistres and lady


	Brittany







	 


	Of twelf kinrykis° that he wan;


	kingdoms







	 


	And alswa° as a noble man


	in addition







	 


	He wan throw bataill Fraunce all fre,


	 







	 


	And Lucius Yber vencusyt° he


	vanquished







	555


	That then of Rome wes Émperour.


	 







	 


	Bot yeit, for all his gret valour,


	 







	 


	Modreyt° (his systir son)° him slew


	Mordred; nephew







	 


	And gud men als ma then inew°


	more than enough







	 


	Throw tresoune and throw wikkitnes.


	 







	560


	The Broite° beris tharoff wytnes.46


	(the story of) The Brut







	 


	Sa fell of this conand-making,°


	This agreement turned out similarly







	 


	For the Cumyn° raid to the King


	(John) Comyn







	 


	Of Ingland and tald all this cas;


	 







	 


	Bot, I trow, nocht all as it was.


	 







	565


	Bot,° the endentur° till him gaf he,


	Anyway; deed







	 


	That soune schawyt the iniquite,


	 







	 


	Quharfor syne° he tholyt ded°—


	afterwards; suffered death







	 


	Than, he couth set tharfor na rede!°


	lead no counter-argument!







	 


	Quhen the king saw the endentur


	 







	570


	He wes angry out of mesur,°


	beyond measure







	 


	And swour that he suld vengeance ta


	 







	 


	Off that Bruys that presumyt swa°


	so presumed







	 


	Aganys him to brawle° or rys°


	strive; rise







	 


	Or to conspyr on sic a wys.°


	in such a way







	575


	And to Schyr Jhon Cumyn said he,


	 







	 


	That he suld, for his leawte,°


	loyalty







	 


	Be rewardyt and that hely.


	 







	 


	And he him thankit humyly.


	 







	 


	Than thocht he to have° the leding


	would have







	580


	Off all Scotland, but ganesaying,°


	without contradiction







	 


	Fra at° the Bruce to dede war brocht.


	Once







	 


	Bot oft failyeis° the fulis thocht,°


	fails; fool’s thinking







	 


	And wys mennys etling°


	planning







	 


	Cummys nocht ay to that ending


	 







	585


	That thai think it sall cum to.


	 







	 


	For God wate° weill quhat is to do.


	knew







	 


	Off Hys etlyng° rycht swa it fell


	In accord with His intent







	 


	As I sall eftirwartis tell.


	 







	 


	He° tuk his leve and hame is went,


	He (Comyn)







	590


	And the king a parlyament


	 







	 


	Gert set° thareftir hastely;47


	Had (parliament) convened







	 


	And thiddir somownys he in hy


	 







	 


	The barownys of his reawte.°


	realm







	 


	And to the lord the Bruce send he


	 







	595


	Bydding to cum to that gadryng.°


	gathering







	 


	And he, that had na persavyng°


	presentiment







	 


	Off the tresoun, na the falset,°


	deceit







	 


	Raid to the king but langir let,°


	without further delay







	 


	And in Lundon° hym herberyd° he


	London; lodged







	600


	The fyrst day off thar assemble;


	 







	 


	Syn, on the mom,° to court he went.


	following day







	 


	The kyng sat into parleament


	 







	 


	And, forouth° hys consaile prive,°


	before; inner council







	 


	The lord the Bruce thar callyt he


	 







	605


	And schawyt hym the endentur.


	 







	 


	He wes in full gret aventur°


	danger







	 


	To tyne his lyff;° bot God of mycht


	Of losing his life







	 


	Preservyt him till hyer hycht,°


	for higher eminence







	 


	That° wald nocht that he swa war dede.


	Who (i.e. God)







	610


	The king betaucht° hym in that steid°


	handed over; place







	 


	The endentur, the seile° to se,


	seal







	 


	And askyt gyff it enselyt he.°


	whether he put his seal to it







	 


	He lukit° the seyle ententily°


	examined; closely







	 


	And answeryt till him humyly°


	humbly







	615


	And sayd, ‘How that I sympill be,48


	 







	 


	My seyle is nocht all tyme° with me.


	constantly







	 


	Ik have ane othir° it to ber.°


	someone else; carry







	 


	Tharfor, giff that your willis wer,°


	if you were to agree







	 


	Ic ask yow respyt for to se°


	respite to look at







	620


	This lettir,° and tharwith avysit be,°


	document; make myself acquainted







	 


	Till to-morn that ye be set;°


	assembled







	 


	And then, forowten langir let,°


	further delay







	 


	This lettir sall I entyr° heyr


	produce







	 


	Befor all your consaill planer,°


	plenary







	625


	And thartill into boruch draw I°


	I put in pledge against it







	 


	Myn heritage all halily.’°


	My entire inheritance







	 


	The king thocht he wes traist inewch°


	trustworthy enough







	 


	Sen he in bowrch° hys landis drewch,°


	in pledge... held







	 


	And let hym with the lettir passe°


	leave







	630


	Till entyr it, as forspokin° was.49


	previously agreed/uttered








1. ED. Copy Text: Edinburgh MS. The fact that the poem is to be read aloud is heavily stressed in the opening section. Until printing was established, written compositions were recited from the few manuscripts available.


2. Memorial techniques result from the aurality noted above. Poetry was regarded as a branch of persuasive oratory as Barbour’s introduction confirms.


3. ll. 15–16. ‘So that the length of time passing may not obscure it nor cause it wholly to be forgotten’.


4. ‘Just as they [i.e. the stalwart folk of earlier days] then appeared...’ In this case, the weak nobles at Robert II’s court in the mid 1370s are being imaginatively returned to the patriotic example set by their predecessors at the turn of the fourteenth century.


5. Robert Bruce, the major hero of Barbour’s Romance, was a claimant for the Scottish throne from 1304. He reigned as Robert 1 until 1329.


6. Sir James Douglas (d. 1330). He plays a major role in the Romance. If you are trying to persuade a group of nobles to change their ways, it is wise to keep a noble at the centre of the action. (See n. 4.)


7. ‘Thaim’ refers to the ‘stalwart folk’ of 1. 19. Bruce and Douglas are merely outstanding leaders within a national movement.


8. Barbour returns to the unexpected death of King Alexander Ill. His fall from his horse at Kinghorn in 1286 began the uncertainty over the succession to the Scottish throne.


9. When the Maid of Norway died in 1290, John Balliol claimed the throne through his mother Devorguilla (Il. 51–2).


10. Fiefs = estates surrendered on death to a feudal superior.


11. This competition for the succession precedes the time of Robert I by two generations. With examples in Anglo Norman Romance as his authority, Barbour ‘confuses’ three generations of the Bruces to create a ‘family hero’.


12. Edward I, King of England (1272–1307), known as ‘the hammer of the Scots’. He also was a competitor for the Scottish crown in opposition to all three Bruces.


13. ‘Laboured [or journeyed] to gain feudal control.’


14. ‘Had to fight horseless as if they were mere menials.’


15. ll. 104–5. When the Scots, under Wallace at Falkirk and under Bruce at Bannockburn, fought the Welsh, they were infantrymen within the English army.


16. Serfdom, through the example of Wales (l. 119), is a focus in the poem before freedom. See n. 23.


17. ll. 121–2. Proverbial, ‘Wise men learn by other men’s mistakes, fools by their own’.


18. Though God alone is entirely free because He knows all in advance, the more man uses his knowledge to anticipate events, the less he will be bound by fate.


19. This visit to the Holy Land is introduced against the evidence of history to provide a neat contrast between the first book and the last (Book 20).


20. Fordun, Barbour’s major source, notes that this is the ‘senior’ Bruce (i.e. Robert I’s grandfather). Barbour again encourages his audience to equate grandfather and grandson.


21. 1.e. The Mull of Galloway.


22. ‘Paying no attention to justice or knowledge.’


23. Freedom follows thraldom in the poem and is praised in relation to it—that is, as a contingent, political value rather than an absolute moral one.


24. ‘Perquer’ from Fr. ‘par coeur’ and so ‘by heart’. Here, it has the sense of ‘thoroughly’ or ‘through heartfelt experience’.


25. The general sense is that opposed causes always have interdependent consequences. This is the topic for the clerkly (scholarly) disputation: 1. 250.


26. This is not a democratic appeal for the removal of serfs. Barbour kept serfs and Robert II was an autocratic ruler. The example shows how two contrasting but divinely authorized bonds may conflict and demand prioritizing.


27. Sir William Douglas, father of Sir James, did fight with Wallace (1296–97), was imprisoned by the English and did die at their hands (1298). But Barbour’s attempt to turn his life into a legend is another example of purified history.


28. There is no precise historical support for this assertion but Clifford did command the castle when it was besieged by Douglas in 1307.


29. The life story of Douglas opens with all the pathos and piety of a Saint’s Life.


30. ll. 303–4. ‘He deeply believed the man who could not feel injustices to be unworthy of any trust. ‘


31. See n. 6.


32. ‘And gave himself up to the sort of riotous behaviour which time’s course expects from youth.’ The argument here—supported by Cato and later dramatised by Shakespeare in Henry IV—is that a leader may gain experience of all kinds of people through youthful revelry.


33. Robert of Artois, like Douglas, wished to regain his father’s lands. To achieve this he feigned madness.


34. By permitting Douglas to carve, Bishop Lamberton of St Andrews shows his high regard for his squire.


35. The spirit of loving loyalty, if spread downwards through all the individuals in a nation, may overcome the problems exemplified in the cases of ‘Wales’ and the serf.


36. ED. The Edinburgh MS has a capital A for emphasis. The line allows metrically for the dramatic pauses of the speaking voice, which highlight the crucial word ‘leawte’.


37. Douglas is the first Scot to be linked with one of the nine heroes (‘Worthies’) of Romance. The Matter of Rome was centred on Alexander, Hector and Julius Caesar.


38. ll. 445–6 are a bardic formula. As Il. 1–444 have explained the rhetorical aims and historical background, this may be a second call for attention directed at those who only wish to hear a rousing tale. By defining his mode as ‘Romance’ rather than ‘Chronicle’, Barbour justifies his occasional historical preference for ‘should have been’ and ‘might have been’ over ‘actually was’.


39. Barbour, in describing the foresight of God, also imitates it authorially. From the viewpoint of 1370, he reassures his audience in Bk I that Bk XX will end with a Scottish victory.


40. The Maccabees were a ‘chosen’ Biblical race. By linking the Scottish people with them, Barbour introduces the line of mythic history which traces Scotland’s history via a journey from the Holy Land, by way of Spain and Ireland, to their intended homeland. Fordun makes the same comparison.


41. ‘This lord, the Bruce, of whom I spoke before.’ Barbour explicitly invites his audience to accept his new, ‘romantic’ biography of Robert I. By substituting the patriotic youth of his grandfather, Robert the Competitor, for Robert I’s youthful service to Edward 1, the poet obscures historical ‘suthfastnes’ in order to promote a clearer model of patriotism.


42. John Comyn was a nephew of King John and the main counter-claimant to the throne in the days of Robert the Competitor.


43. Barbour alone makes Cornyn propose this agreement.


44. Dares of Crete and Dictys of Phrygia are often cited as eye-witness reporters of the Trojan war. Their accounts have not been discovered.


45. Barbour’s intention of claiming, for Robert I, a place beside the established nine heroes of Romance starts here. The case of treachery, which Bruce faces, is compared to that of Alexander, Julius Caesar (Il. 529, 537: Matter of Rome) and to Arthur (l. 549: Matter of England).


46. Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae, which mentions the demand for tribute from King Arthur by the Roman noble, Lucius Yber (l. 554).


47. The parliament and ‘seal’ are invented. The many failed vows in Book 1 contrast man’s deviousness and injustice against God’s perfect synthesis of justice and mercy.


48. ‘However simple I [i.e. my life style] may be...’


49. ‘forespoken’ by both God, the Author of all, and Barbour.






§ 2 ?James I (1396–1437): The Kingis Quair



Although, strictly, there is some doubt as to whether James I wrote the ‘book’ (‘quair’), which bears his name and purports to tell his story, the fact remains that, within the fiction, it is his voice which speaks. The relevant part of his biography which occasions the drama of the poem focusses on his youth. Threatened by enemies abroad and treachery from anarchic nobles at home, the king’s father, Robert III, put his eleven year old son on a ship at Leith in an attempt to ensure his safety in France, and to safeguard the succession. The vessel was captured and James delivered into English captivity for eighteen years (sts. 22–5). He also records—in an elaborate passage which owes much to Chaucer’s ‘Knight’s Tale’—his meeting with and love for his future queen, Lady Joan Beaufort (sts. 30–67). To this extent the poem is its own history.


Over the years, critics have argued as to why the supposed heroine, Joan, then disappears throughout the long dream sequence. She is next mentioned in st. 181 and never again resumes a central position in the drama. They have also debated whether the work is well-organized or a hotchpotch; an allegory or a romance or a biography, or all three. The notes seek to give guidance and, inevitably, suggest our own views on these matters. A simple guide to the Quair’s ‘story’ and form may well be the most helpful way of initiating readers into the search for their own interpretation.


The Kingis Quair begins with the regal narrator reading Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy. Looking back at his experiences, he wishes to tell others what he has learned from them but has difficulty in starting to write (sts. 1–13). He thinks of his life and writing as a difficult boat journey (sts. 14–18), which then merges into the account of his literal sea-journey from Leith into imprisonment and the meeting with Joan. On her departure he is cast into misery again (sts. 19–72). THE DREAM BEGINS and has three sections—in the first (sts. 73–123) James talks with Venus; in the second (sts. 124–151) he is counselled by Minerva and in the third, journeys through an idealized vision of nature to be placed by Fortune on her wheel (sts. 152–172). THE DREAM ENDS and the awakened poet is visited by a turtle dove, bearing a message confirming that his sufferings have been divinely decreed. It is this news which leads him to thank not only Joan, but most of the characters and settings in the poem, as well as his poetic predecessors, Gower and Chaucer (sts. 173–97).


The Kingis Quair1















	1


	 







	Heigh in the hevynnis figure circulere,°2


	circular figure/sign







	The rody° sterres twynklyng as the fyre,


	reddish







	And in Aquary,° Citherea°3 the clere


	Aquarius; the planet Venus







	Rynsid° hir tressis° like the goldin wyre,


	Rinsed; tresses







	That late tofore° in fair and fresche atyre


	Who shortly before







	Through Capricorn4 heved° hir hornis bright.5


	lifted up







	North northward° approchit the mydnyght;


	Ever northward







	2


	 







	Quhen as I lay in bed allone waking,


	 







	New partit out of slepe° a lyte tofore,°


	awakened; a short time before







	Fell me to mynd° of mony diverse thing,


	There occurred to me







	Of this and that; can I noght say quharfore,°


	why







	Bot slepe for craft° in erth myght I no more.


	skill







	For quhich, as tho,° coude I no better wyle,°


	at that time; strategy







	But toke a boke, to rede apon a quhile:°


	to study for a while







	3


	 







	Of quhich the name is clepit° properly


	called







	Boece° (eftere him that was the compiloure),°


	Boethius; compiler







	Schewing the counsele of philosophye,6


	 







	Compilit by that noble senatoure


	 







	Off Rome, quhilom that was° the warldis floure,


	(who) once was







	And from estate,° by Fortune for a quhile


	high status







	Forjugit° was to povert° in exile.


	Condemned; poverty







	4


	 







	And there to here° this worthy lord and clerk°


	to hear (in that book); scholar







	His metir° swete, full of moralitee!


	versifying







	His flourit° pen, so fair he set awerk


	eloquent







	Discryving,° first, of his prosperitee


	Describing







	And out of that his infelicitee°—


	misfortune







	And than° how he, in his poleyt report,°


	then; polished account







	In philosophy can him to confort.°


	he gained comfort







	5


	 







	For quhich thogh I in purpose at my boke


	 







	To borowe a slepe at thilke tyme began,


	 







	Or ever I stent, my best was more to loke


	 







	Upon the writing of this noble man,7


	 







	That in himself the full recover wan°


	gained full recovery







	Off° his infortune, povert° and distresse,


	From; poverty







	And in tham set his verray sekimesse.°


	true stability







	6


	 







	And so the vertew° of his youth before


	virtue







	Was in his age° the ground° of his delytis.


	maturity; foundation







	Fortune the bak him tumyt,° and therfore


	turned her back on him







	He makith joye and confort, that he quit° is


	free







	Off thir unsekir° warldis appetitis.°


	these uncertain; appetites







	And so aworth° he takith his penance,°


	worthily; endures his suffering







	And of his vertew maid it suffisance,8


	 







	7


	 







	With mony a noble resoun,° as him likit,°


	fine argument; as it pleased him







	Enditing° in his faire Latyne tong,°


	Writing down; Latin tongue







	So full of fruyte and rethorikly pykit,°


	adorned rhetorically







	Quhich to declare my scole° is over yong.°


	scholarship; too immature







	Therefore I lat him pas and, in my tong,°


	in my (own) vernacular







	Procede I will agayn to the sentence°


	theme







	Of my mater° and leve all incidence.°


	material; incidental matter







	8


	 







	The long nyght beholding°, as 1 saide,


	gazing (at the book)







	My eyen° gan to smert for studying;


	eyes







	My buke I schet,° and at my hede it laide,


	shut







	And doune I lay but ony tarying,°


	without any delay







	This matere new in my mynd rolling:°


	turning over







	This is to seyne—how that eche estate,°


	rank







	As Fortune lykith, thame will translate.°9


	(she) will alter







	9


	 







	For sothe° it is, that on hir tolter quhele,°


	true; unstable wheel







	Every wight° cleverith in his stage,°


	individual; climbs to his set place







	And failyng foting° oft, quhen hir lest rele,°


	footing; it pleases her to whirl







	Sum up, sum doune; is non estate nor age


	 







	Ensured more°—the prynce than the page.


	More secure (than another)







	So uncouthly° hir werdes° sche devidith,°


	strangely; fates; apportions







	Namly° in youth, that seildin ought providith.°


	Namely; seldom foresees anything







	10


	 







	Among thir thoughtis rolling to and fro,


	 







	Fell me to mynd of my fortune and ure:°


	luck







	In tender youth how sche was first my fo°


	foe







	And eft° my frende, and how I gat recure°


	afterwards; recovered







	Off my distresse: and all myn aventure°


	all that happened to me







	I gan ourehayle°10 that langer slepe ne rest


	I reviewed







	Ne myght I nat, so were my wittis wrest.°


	tormented







	11


	 







	Forwakit and forwalowit, thus musing,


	 







	Wery, forlyin, 1 lestnyt sodaynlye.11


	 







	And sone I herd the bell to matyns° ryng


	midnight matins







	And up I rase;° no langer wald 1 lye.


	I got up







	Bot now, how trowe ye,° swich a fantasye°


	would you believe; fancy







	Fell me to mynd, that ay me thoght° the bell


	I kept thinking that







	Said to me, ‘Tell on, man, quhat the befell.’°


	what happened to you







	12


	 







	Thoght I tho° to myself, ‘Quhat may this be?


	then







	This is myn awin ymagynacioune,


	 







	It is no lyf° that spekis unto me;


	real person







	It is a bell or that impressioune°12


	impression (as on wax)







	Off my thoght causith° this illusioune,


	(which) is causing







	That dooth me think so nycely in this wise.’°


	in this precise manner







	And so befell as I schall you devise.°


	relate







	13


	 







	Determynit furth therewith° in myn entent,°


	Thus resolved; intention







	Sen° I thus have ymagynit of this soune,°


	Since; sound







	(And in my tyme more ink and paper spent


	 







	To lyte° effect) I tuke conclusioune°


	little; decided







	Sum new thing to write. I set me doune°


	set myself down







	And furthwithall° my pen in hand I tuke


	straightaway







	And maid a croce°13 and thus begouth° my buke.


	the sign of the cross; began







	14


	 







	Though youth, of nature indegest,°


	by nature immature







	Unrypit fruyte with windis variable,


	 







	Like is to the bird that fed is on the nest


	 







	And can noght flee; of wit° wayke° and unstable,


	innate understanding; weak







	To fortune both and to infortune hable;14


	 







	Wist thou° thy payne to cum and thy travaille,°


	If you knew; toil







	For sorow and drede wele myght thou wepe and waille!


	 







	15


	 







	Thus stant° thy confort° in unsekimesse,°


	is based; solace; uncertainty







	And wantis it that suld° the reule and gye:°


	lacks that which should; guide







	Ryght as° the schip that sailith stereles°


	Just as; rudderless







	Upon the rokkis most to harmes hye,°


	prone to rush to harms







	For lak of it that suld bene hir supplye;°


	aid







	So standis thou here in this warldis rage,°


	fury of this world







	And wantis that suld gyde all thy viage.°


	your entire journey







	16


	 







	I mene this by myself, as in partye;°


	partly for myself







	Though Nature gave me suffisance° in youth,


	sufficiency/contentment







	The rypenesse of resoun lakkit I


	 







	To governe with my will, so lyte I couth,°


	little I understood







	Quhen stereles to travaile° I begouth,°


	journey; began







	Amang the wavis of this warld to drive°—


	surge forward







	And how the case° anone I will discrive:°


	case (developed); describe







	17


	 







	With doutfull° hert, amang the rokkis blake°


	fearful; black







	My feble° bote full fast° to stere and rowe,


	frail; very firmly







	Helples, allone, the wynter nyght° I wake,


	throughout the winter night







	To wayte° the wynd that furthward suld me throwe. °


	Awaiting; propel me







	O empti saile, quhare is the wynd suld blowe


	 







	Me to the port,° quhare gynneth° all my game?


	harbour; begins







	Help, Calyope,° and wynd, in Marye° name!


	Calliope (Muse); Virgin Mary







	18


	 







	The rokkis clepe° I the prolixitee°


	call; verbosity







	Off doubilnesse,°15 that doith my wittis pall;°


	duality; appal







	The lak of wynd is the deficultee°


	difficulty







	In enditing° of this lytill trety small;°16


	setting down; very brief treatise







	The bote I clepe the mater hole° of all—


	entire substance







	My wit, unto the saile that now I wynd°


	hoist







	To seke connyng,° though I bot lytill fynd.


	knowledge







	19


	 







	At my begynnyng, first I clepe° and call


	invoke







	To yow Cleo° and to yow Polymye,°


	Muse of history; Muse of hymning







	With Thesiphone,17 goddis and sistris all,


	 







	In nowmer nine° as bokis specifye;


	number nine (of Muses)







	In this processe my wilsum° wittis gye,°


	wilful; direct







	And with your bryght lantemis wele convoye°


	guide well







	My pen, to write my turment and my joye!


	 







	20


	 







	In Vere,° that full of vertu° is and gude,


	Spring; regenerative power







	Quhen Nature first begynneth hir enprise,°


	enterprise







	That quhilum° was be° cruell frost and flude°


	formerly; by; flood







	And schouris scharp° opprest in mony wyse,


	bitter showers







	And Synthius° gynneth° to aryse


	Cynthius (Sun); begins







	Heigh° in the est,° amorow° soft and swete,


	High; east; in the morning







	Upward his course to drive in Ariete;°18


	Aries







	21


	 







	Passit mydday19 bot foure greis evin°


	by exactly four degrees







	Off lenth and brede° his angel wingis bryght


	breadth







	He° spred upon the ground doune fro the hevin,


	He (the Sun)







	That for gladnesse and confort of the sight,


	 







	And with the tiklyng° of his hete° and light,


	gentle touch; heat







	The tender flouris opnyt thame° and sprad,°


	opened out; spread







	And in thaire nature° thankit him for glad.°


	according to (nature); joy







	22


	 







	Noght ferre passit° the state of innocence,


	Not far beyond







	Bot nere about the nowmer of yeris thre20


	 







	(Were it causit throu hevinly influence


	 







	Off goddis will, or othir casualtee,°


	contingency







	Can I noght say), bot out of my contree,°


	country







	By thaire avise° that had of me the cure,°


	advice; care of me







	Be see° to pas, tuke I myn aventure.°21


	By sea; I set out on my destiny







	23


	 







	Purvait of° all that was us necessarye,


	Provided with







	With wynd at will,° up airly by the morowe,°


	favourable wind; morning







	Streight unto schip, no longere wold we tarye,°


	delay







	The way we tuke—the tyme I tald toforowe°—


	I related previously







	With mony ‘Fare wele!’ and ‘Sanct Johne to borowe!’°


	May St John go with you







	Off falowe° and frende; and thus with one assent°


	companion; accord







	We pullit up saile, and furth oure wayis went.


	 







	24


	 







	Upon the wavis weltering° to and fro,


	rolling







	So infortunate° was us that fremyt° day,


	inauspicious; hostile







	That maugre playnly quhethir° we wold or no,


	utterly regardless of whether







	With strong hand, by forse,° schortly to say,


	force







	Off inymyis° takin and led away


	Byenemies







	We weren all, and broght in thaire contree:°


	country







	Fortune it schupe° none othir wayis to be.


	decreed







	25


	 







	Quhare as in strayte ward° and in strong prisoune


	strict confinement







	So ferforth° of my lyf the hevy lyne,°


	henceforth; doleful thread







	Without confort,° in sorowe abandoune,°


	consolation; given over to grief







	The second sistere° lukit hath to twyne°


	(Lachesis); taken care to spin







	Nere by the space of yeris twise nyne,22


	 







	Till Jupiter his merci list advert,°


	deigned to direct







	And sent confort in relesche° of my smert.°


	relief; suffering







	26


	 







	Quhare as in ward° full oft I wold bewaille


	inwardly/in prison (pun)







	My dedely° lyf, full of peyne and penance,


	deathlike







	Saing right thus: ‘Quhat have I gilt,° to faille°


	done wrong; be deprived of







	My fredome in this warld and my plesance,°


	happiness







	Sen every wight° has therof suffisance°


	being; sufficiency







	That I behold, and I, a creature,


	 







	Put from all this? Hard is myn aventure!°


	fate







	27


	 







	‘The bird, the beste, the fisch eke° in the see,


	also







	They lyve in fredome, everich in his kynd;°


	according to its nature







	And I, a man, and lakkith libertee!—


	 







	Quhat schall I seyne? Quhat resoune may I fynd


	 







	That fortune suld do so?’ Thus in my mynd,


	 







	My folk I wold argewe, bot all for noght;


	 







	Was none that myght that on my peynes rought.23


	 







	28


	 







	Than wold I say: ‘Gif God me had devisit°


	ordained







	To lyve my lyf in thraldome° thus and pyne,


	servitude







	Quhat was the cause that He me more comprisit°


	constrained







	Than othir folk to lyve in swich ruyne?°


	ruinous straits







	I suffere allone amang the figuris nyne,°


	nine spheres







	Ane wofull wrecche that to no wight may spede,°


	may be of no use to anyone







	And yit of every lyvis° help hath nede!’


	every living creature







	29


	 







	The long dayes and the nyghtis eke


	 







	I wold bewaille my fortune in this wise,


	 







	For quhich, agane° distresse confort to seke,


	against







	My custum was on mornis for to ryse


	 







	Airly as day.° O happy exercise!


	As early as daylight







	By the° come I to joye out of turment!


	Through you







	Bot now, to purpose of my first entent.°


	first/original intention







	30


	 







	Bewailing in my chamber thus allone,


	 







	Despeired° of all joye and remedye,


	Having given up hope







	Fortirit of° my thoght and wobegone,


	Worn out with







	Unto the wyndow gan 1 walk in hye°


	I walked in haste







	To se the warld and the folk that went forby,


	 







	As, for the tyme,° though I of mirthis fude°


	Although then; mirth’s food







	Myght have no more, to luke it did me gude.


	 







	31


	 







	Now was there maid fast by° the touris° wall


	close to; tower’s







	A gardyn faire, and in the corneris set


	 







	Ane herbere° grene with wandis° long and small°


	arbour; palings; closely spaced







	Railit about;° and so with treis set


	Fenced around







	Was all the place, and hawthorn hegis° knet,°


	hedges; entwined







	That lyf was none walking there forby


	 







	That myght within scarse ony wight aspye.24


	 







	32


	 







	So thik° the bewis° and the leves grene


	heavily; boughs







	Beschadit° all the aleyes° that there were;


	Shaded; pathways







	And myddis every herbere° myght be sene


	plot







	The scharp,° grene, swete jenepere,°


	jagged; juniper







	Growing so faire, with branchis here and there,


	 







	That, as it semyt to a lyf without,°


	someone on the outside







	The bewis spred° the herbere all about.25


	branches spread







	33


	 







	And on the small, grene twistis° sat


	twigs







	The lytill swete nyghtingale and song°


	sang







	So loud and clere, the ympnis consecrat°


	hymns sacred







	Off lufis use,° now° soft, now lowd among,


	love’s art; at times







	That all the gardyng and the wallis rong°


	rang







	Ryght of thaire song. And, on the copill next,°


	in the next stanza







	Off thaire swete armony°—lo the text!°


	harmony; here are the words







	34


	 







	‘Worschippe, ye that loveris bene,° this May,


	you who are lovers







	For of your blisse the kalendis° are bigonne,


	first days







	And sing with us, “Away, winter, away!


	 







	Cum, somer, cum, the swete sesoune and sonne!”


	 







	Awake, for schame, that have your hevynnis wonne,


	 







	And amorously lift up your hedis all!


	 







	Thank Lufe° that list you to his merci call.’


	Love







	35


	 







	Quhen thai this song had song a lytill thrawe°


	a little while







	Thai stent° a quhile, and therewith, unaffraid,


	stopped







	As I beheld and kest myn eyne alawe,°


	cast my eyes down







	From beugh to beugh thay hippit° and thai plaid,°


	hopped; played







	And freschly, in thaire birdis kynd,° arraid°


	as is the way of birds; displayed







	Thaire fetheris new, and fret thame° in the sonne


	preened themselves







	And thankit Lufe that had thaire makis° wonne.


	mates







	36


	 







	This was the plane ditee° of thaire note,°


	plain sense; song







	And therewithall unto myself I thoght,


	 







	‘Quhat lyf is this, that makis birdis dote?°


	act/think foolishly







	Quhat may this be? How cummyth it of ought?


	 







	Quhat nedith it to be so dere ybought?°


	dearly bought







	It is nothing, trowe I, bot feynit chere,°


	feigned cheerfulness







	And that men list° to counterfeten chere.’


	like







	37


	 







	Eft° wald I think, ‘O lord, quhat may this be,


	(Then) again







	That Lufe is of so noble myght and kynde,°


	power and nature







	Lufing his folk? And swich prosperitee,


	 







	Is it of him,° as we in bukis fynd?


	from him (i.e. god of Love)







	May he oure hertes setten° and unbynd?°


	fix; set free







	Hath he upon oure hertis swich maistrye?°


	sovereignty







	Or° all this is bot feynyt fantasye!°


	Otherwise; false imaginings







	38


	 







	‘For gif he be of so grete excellence


	 







	That he of every wight hath cure° and charge,


	care







	Quhat have I gik° to him or doon offense,°


	been guilty of; done offence







	That I am thrall,° and birdis gone at large,°


	a prisoner; go free







	Sen° him to serve he myght set my corage?°


	Since; focus my desire







	And gif he be noght so, than may I seyne,°


	enquire







	Quhat makis folk to jangill° of him in veyne?°


	chatter; nonsensically







	39


	 







	‘Can I noght elles fynd,° bot gif that he


	If I can conclude nothing else
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