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Preface and acknowledgements


Living in Scotland, it is virtually impossible to be unaware of Robert Burns. He’s there on tea towels, whisky bottles and a myriad of other products, not least banknotes. Statues abound. And late in January there’s the Burns Supper season – now for children as well as for adults.


My own awakening happened in the late 1960s, as a student at what was then Clydebank Technical College, taking a crash course in university entrance qualifications. (I’d left school some years earlier, with only a single ‘O’ grade to my name.) Even though time was tight, a group of us put together an end of year concert that included a Burns performance – in which I appeared as a second rate John Cairney, the Scottish actor who had recently released a double LP on which he had played Burns. My interest in and appreciation of Burns was further aroused during lectures on Scottish literature at the University of Strathclyde. It was then that I adopted as my ‘party piece’ Burns’ ‘Holy Willie’s Prayer’, which for many years I recited, usually dressed in a nightgown and with a candle in my trembling hand, at the Open University’s summer schools at Stirling University.


But that’s as far as it went. In my final years as an undergraduate I had abandoned literary studies and specialised in economic history. It was this that I taught before a period spent at the University of St Andrews when I metamorphosed into a Scottish historian. My interests widened too, to include political, social and cultural history.


Throughout these years, however, I had maintained a close friendship with Kenneth Simpson, whom I was privileged to have had as one of my literature tutors at Strathclyde – and who had revealed for me the power of Burns’ language, his words as weapons. By the early 1990s Kenny and colleagues had begun to organise an annual Burns conference at Strathclyde and, aware of the new directions of my research, invited me to speak at a couple of these, on Burns’ social background, and what his views on the Union of 1707 might have been. This was in the 1990s. Conscious that there were those who knew much more than I ever could about Burns, his life, writing and literary achievements, I declined Kenny’s subsequent invitations.


But in 2007 he approached me once more, to give a plenary lecture at the University of Glasgow’s Centre for Robert Burns Studies’ forthcoming conference in January 2009 to mark the 250th anniversary of the poet’s birth. Flattered but anxious about what I could offer at such a momentous event that hadn’t been said before, I decided to explore something I’d long been intrigued by: the ubiquitous statues of Burns there are in Scotland, and what lay behind this remarkable phenomenon. Kenny approved of the result, but suggested I should not stop there. He was convinced there was a job for a Scottish historian to do in exploring Burns’ legacy and the impact of his contested memory on Scottish society.


Sadly, Kenny died in 2013. But, for kick starting the project that has resulted in this book, my debt to him is immeasurable.


Following the 2009 conference, Professor Murray Pittock of the University of Glasgow suggested I join his Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) funded Global Burns Network. From this sprang the AHRC-funded project he led, ‘Robert Burns: Inventing Tradition and Securing Memory, 1796–1909’. I was co-investigator, along with Murdo Macdonald, also of the University of Dundee. Murray’s enthusiasm, and his initiative in seeking AHRC funding, have been major factors in getting this book written. The Dundee research assistant was Katherine McBay, whose labours on our behalf were immense, as were those of her co-researcher Pauline Mackay. Katherine’s endeavours supplemented those of several University of Dundee undergraduates whom I employed in summer vacations between 2008 and 2014: Laura Paterson, Julie Danskin, Nicola Cowmeadow and Barry Sullivan.


Without the generous assistance of archivists, librarians and other custodians of relevant records, books like this cannot be written. My thanks are due therefore to Eddie Bonar, Dundee Burns Club; Steve Connelly and his colleagues at Perth and Kinross Council Archives; Neil Dickson, Stirling Council Archives; Heather Dunlop and Ross McGregor, Burns Monument Centre, and Dick Institute, Kilmarnock respectively; Linda Fairlie and Bruce Morgan, Dick Institute, Kilmarnock; Sandy Fleming, Longforgan; Patricia Grant, Mitchell Library, Glasgow; David Hopes, Robert Burns Birthplace Museum (National Trust for Scotland); Pamela Logue, Information Officer, Heritage Centre, Paisley Central Library, Renfrewshire Council; Christine Love-Rodgers, New College Library, University of Edinburgh; Hazel McLatchie, Mitchell Library, Glasgow; Sue Payne, Perth Museum; Graham Roberts, Archivist, Ewart Library, Dumfries; Fiona Scharlau and her staff at Angus Archives, Restenneth Priory, Forfar; Joanne Turner, Dumfries Museum; David Weir, Central Library, Paisley; Sandy Wood, Collections Curator, Royal Scottish Academy of Art & Architecture; the staffs of the National Records of Scotland, and the National Library of Scotland. Overseas, special thanks are due to Twila Buttimer of the Provincial Archives, New Brunswick, Canada, Philip Hartling of Nova Scotia Archives, Rose Wilson, of the State Library, Adelaide, South Australia, and Jill Haley, Otago Settlers Museum, Dunedin, New Zealand.


Thanks for other forms of help are due to Mike Bartholomew; David Finkelstein, University of Edinburgh; David Goldie, University of Strathclyde; Christopher Harvie; Murray Frame, Kirsty Gunn, Jim Livesey and Graeme Morton, University of Dundee; Anne Rigney, University of Utrecht; Michael Vance, Saint Mary’s University, Nova Scotia; and Mark Wallace of Lyon College, Arkansas. Catriona Macdonald, University of Glasgow, has provided suggestions of sources both primary and secondary, asked searching questions and shared her insights. From the same institution I have been encouraged and assisted by Rhona Brown, Gerry Carruthers, Pauline Mackay and Kirstin McCue (all of the Centre for Robert Burns Studies).


For taking on this book, advising me on style and in other ways bringing it to publication I am grateful to Hugh Andrew and his colleagues at Birlinn Ltd, above all academic managing editor Mairi Sutherland. We had a long and unsuccessful search for a title for the book until my daughter Eilidh came up with what we have now.


I am grateful to the following bodies for permission to use images from their collections: Burns Monument Centre, Kilmarnock; Dick Institute, Kilmarnock; Dumfries Museum and Ewart Library, Dumfries and Galloway Council; Leisure & Culture, Dundee (Dundee Central Library); Glasgow Museums and Libraries (Mitchell Library); Heritage Services, Renfrewshire Council; National Trust for Scotland; Royal Scottish Academy; Douglas Scott, Scottish Federation of Meat Traders; D C Thomson & Co Ltd.


I should thank, too, the organisers of the many Burns suppers I have attended, and from time to time been privileged to address. The effort those concerned put into these heart-warming occasions is unstinting. Their commitment to the preservation of Burns’ memory is beyond question, and demands respect.


Last but not least I must acknowledge the support and forbearance of my wife Pat. The final months of a book-writing project are necessarily concentrated. The job done, I’m hoping we can now reconnect, and enjoy life without a deadline. Until the next time.


Christopher A. Whatley





Introduction: dimensions of immortal memory


On a typically overcast, sleet-chilled Thursday in Glasgow in January 1877 a statue of Robert Burns was unveiled in the city’s George Square. It had been a long time coming. The date – the 25th – had been chosen deliberately; it had been Burns’ birthday.


Witnessing the event – or trying to – were thousands of people in the surrounding streets, almost certainly more than on any previous occasion in the city’s history other perhaps than in the months leading up to the great parliamentary Reform Act of 1832.


In the square itself were most of the tradesmen who had formed a several thousand-strong, colourful and cacophonous but disciplined procession that had marched, four deep, from mud-laden Glasgow Green. Tightly packed, they crushed onto the enclosure behind which a large party of elite citizens of the second city of the empire were congregated, and where the flag-draped statue stood. Even rooftops had been commandeered as viewing positions for the plucky. Perhaps as many as half a million people in Glasgow and its surrounding towns stopped work, although as west central Scotland was in its heyday as the workshop of the world, for most the respite was for part of the day only.


Glasgow’s enthusiasm for Burns was in many respects astonishing. He had not been born in the city, nor was it somewhere he had lived. He had died in Dumfries.


Yet what happened in Glasgow was not without precedent. A Burns festival near Ayr in August 1844 had attracted anything from 50,000 to 80,000 visitors (crowd size estimates in the nineteenth century are notoriously unreliable), overwhelming the burgh’s resident population of just over 5,000. Fifteen years later, in hundreds of Scotland’s towns, villages and even some hamlets, but also in many parts of the English-speaking world, most notably North America and Australia, tens of thousands of people turned out to mark the centenary of Burns’ birth. This can be classified as a Scottish variant of a Europe-wide phenomenon – the public commemorative festival designed to bring people together in civic spaces ‘to act out their loyalties in a pleasurable way’. 1 Yet 25 January 1859 was one of the most extraordinary days in Scotland’s history. Ever. Contemporaries – especially from south of the border – were astounded at the extent and exuberance of the occasion. And – in relation to Burns – not for the first time. 2


The year 1859 was important too in that, although not immediately, it led to the move for a statue in Glasgow. Less than two years after the Glasgow statue’s unveiling, in September 1878, in Kilmarnock, the procession that had preceded the laying of the foundation stone for a Burns statue there was so long that the only comparison older inhabitants could make was with the ‘extraordinary gatherings’ associated with demands for parliamentary reform earlier in the century. Incredibly, eight years later, in 1886, 30,000 people returned to the site – Kay Park – to commemorate the centenary of the publication of a book: the first, Kilmarnock, edition of Burns’ poems.


Visual evidence points not just to immense crowds but also to seething surging passionate crowds. Comparing some of the public Burns’ celebrations in Victorian Scotland with most of those overseas, the emotional energy they unleashed was striking. It hints at a particularly intense relationship between ordinary Scots and the ploughman poet.


Burns of course was not Scotland’s first heroic figure. This honour had fallen to William Wallace as early as the fourteenth century. 3 It was in the nineteenth century though that Wallace’s reputation reached a peak. 4 Unveiled in 1869, and standing over 220 feet high, the colossal monument on Abbey Craig near Stirling for the Scottish patriot warrior is grander and more prominent than any of the Burns memorials.


But Burns wins hands down as far as the numbers of large-scale monuments, including statues, are concerned. Three memorials were constructed in relatively quick succession in the early nineteenth century, in Dumfries (1819), Alloway, near Ayr (1823) and Edinburgh (after 1831). These are discussed in chapter 1. The most active period of memorialisation, however, was between 1877 and 1896, with Aberdeen, Ayr, Dumfries, Dundee, Irvine, Kilmarnock, Leith and Paisley (and Glasgow) being swept along in what was an apparently unstoppable wave of Burns statue construction.


Remarkable too was the speed with which some of the statue projects were completed. Five years was how long it took the Glasgow statue’s promoters to bring their project to completion. Kilmarnock was faster: not much more than two years from the point at which a Burns statue for the town was first seriously mooted. Dundee too moved rapidly, and well within four years of a firm proposal being made had a statue in place. The campaign for a memorial to Sir Walter Scott was launched within four days of the writer’s death on 21 September 1832, but fifteen years were to pass before the monument to and statue of Scott in Edinburgh’s Princes Street were completed and inaugurated.


Comparison with Sir Walter Scott is instructive in other respects too. Both Scott and Burns were much esteemed by their countrymen in the decades after their deaths. Aptly, Stuart Kelly used the term ‘Scott-Land’ for the title of his study of Scott’s remarkable impact on the country of his birth, not least the part his writings had played in turning Scotland into a tourist destination by providing visitors as well as his fellow Scots with a usable – romantic – past. 5 Similarly, Burns’ cultural ‘afterlife’ (which began in 1796 as opposed to 1832 for Scott) continued to pulse strongly many decades after his death. However, in some respects Scott’s star began to wane even prior to the celebrations to mark the centenary of his birth. There is no sign in Burns’ case of the ‘commemorative fatigue’ that Ann Rigney has suggested may have accounted for the more muted Scott festivities of 1871. Instead, efforts to celebrate, commemorate and perpetuate the memory of Burns intensified rather than diminished as the century wore on. Almost impossible to quantify are the numerous statuettes, busts, plaques, tablets and other smaller memorials that were being placed in town halls, libraries and other appropriate locations, including Poet’s Corner in Westminster Abbey in 1885. 6


Very different too were the constituencies to which the two writers appealed: Scott had countless admirers at home and abroad, but again, as Ann Rigney has remarked, ‘his fan base was above all genteel’. 7 Burns’ appeal was global too, but different. As far as the everyday lives of vast numbers of Scots in the nineteenth century and even the first decades of the twentieth were concerned, Burns’ influence was much greater, and recognised as such by many outside observers of Scottish society. 8 More will be said about this in the chapters that follow, and should serve to justify the praise lavished on Burns in 1896 by William Robertson Turnbull for the galvanising effect he had had on Scotland’s ‘toiling poor’, who ‘found in him the best organ for their suppressed feelings or inarticulate longings and desires’. 9


The Burns statue movement – for this is what it appeared to be even though there was no co-ordinating individual or body until the formation of the Burns Federation in 1885 – spread far beyond Scotland, across the Irish Sea and over the Atlantic to the United States. America was home to one of the earliest statues of Burns erected outside Scotland, unveiled in 1880 in New York’s Central Park. Others came later, at the turn of the twentieth century and through to the 1920s, not only in the USA, but also Canada and the more distant lands of Australia and New Zealand – which between them had six by 1913. 10 Ultimately there would be some fifty life-sized or larger statues of Burns worldwide. 11


We should not get this out of perspective. ‘Statuemania’ is the term historians have used to describe the period when Britain – from the time of the death of Sir Robert Peel to the end of Queen Victoria’s reign – went ‘statue mad’. 12 So too did Ireland and mainland Europe, above all France and Germany where such activity peaked between 1870 and 1914. 13 America (of course) had the world’s biggest statue – the French-conceived, French-built Statue of Liberty, that stood 32 metres tall. Scotland had nothing on this scale – the Wallace Monument came closest – but here too public statuary flourished as never before (or since). In Glasgow alone a new statue was unveiled on average every three-and-a-half years. 14 Proportionate to its population, Edinburgh had more public memorials than anywhere else in Britain – forty-four just after the First World War, most of them Victorian. 15 Yet the sheer number of Burns statues and memorials – large and small – cannot be gainsaid. Indeed, as we shall see in chapter 4, for the city fathers of Scotland’s Lowland towns, to be without a statue of Burns could be a cause of civic angst.


Similarly, we must not exaggerate the significance of the vast turnouts there were for unveiling and other ceremonies associated with Burns. Most entertainment at this time was public and participative. Throughout much of Europe the nineteenth century was an age of monster meetings, mass demonstrations and thronging crowds. What drew them ranged from celebrations of coronations, through birthdays of monarchs and their relatives and rejoicings at the news of military successes, to funerals of leading statesmen and esteemed local employers.


But again, the numbers for Burns are consistently at the high end of the scale.


*   *   *


Monuments are the most public and permanent signs of Burns veneration. Very different, and usually held behind closed doors, were the Burns’ ‘dinners’, now usually called suppers. Within five years of Burns’ death, the first of these had been convened, when nine friends of the poet dined (on sheep’s head and haggis), drank toasts, sang and recited their own verse at the cottage where he had been born, in Alloway. Anniversary dinners or ‘feasts’ to commemorate departed poets were in themselves unremarkable. Shakespeare, Stephen Duck and Scotland’s James Thomson (who wrote the words of ‘Rule Britannia’), had all been the focus of such entertainments. What is remarkable in the case of Burns is that the quasi-masonic ritual of the Alloway dinner of 1801 was the model for similar events that have been held ever since, although women are now more likely to be included than they were initially. We now know from Clark McGinn’s exhaustive researches that Burns suppers – initiated by Scotsmen – began to be held in England (Oxford was first, in 1806), and the British colonies. Bombay – now Mumbai – was the first in India, possibly in 1810. In North America Burns was acknowledged in toasts at St Andrews Day gatherings from shortly after his death, with the first dedicated Burns supper having been held in Philadelphia in 1816. Canada, Australia and New Zealand were not far behind.


In short, by the middle of the nineteenth century, Burns commemoration was a global practice and by the turn of the twentieth century had even reached Shanghai. Scots abroad used Scottish ethnic associations as a ‘harbour of stability and familiarity’, with Burns, in the words of Tanja Bueltmann, being ‘one of the most effective glues that bound Scots together around the world’. 16 On 25 January 2009, the 250th anniversary of Burns’ birth, an estimated nine million people in over 80 different countries participated in Burns suppers worldwide. 17 The words of ‘Auld Lang Syne’ may not be fully understood, but they are universally sung.


But there were other, less obvious ways in which Scots demonstrated their affection for Burns, and by which his memory was preserved after his death in 1796. Paintings and engravings of Burns himself, his characters and scenes with which he was familiar – a research topic in its own right – proliferated. 18 The endless cascade of editions of his poems and songs are another instance, with some publishers building their reputations around their Burns catalogues.


Relics – items Burns had used or even touched – were viewed or handled as if they had belonged to or were connected with a holy man, suffused with his spirit and capable of renewing his disciples’ faith in his good works. Morbid curiosity and a desire somehow to connect with the deceased poet induced an unseemly frenzy to collect – even steal – items associated with him. There was the shameless pilfering of mementoes from his birthplace in Alloway – ‘a tabernacle of clay’, which overnight became a shrine for literary pilgrims. 19 Used as an alehouse even before the end of the eighteenth century, its proprietors made as much as they could of the Burns connection as a means of attracting the custom of curious visitors, and satiating – at a price – the thirst of weary pilgrims. 20 The cottage is now part of the National Trust for Scotland’s Robert Burns Birthplace Museum.


Alloway Kirk, where Burns’ father had been buried in 1784 and famously the scene and centrepiece of ‘Tam o’ Shanter’, also attracted early visitors, as did the nearby Brig o’ Doon, their close proximity making this a mecca for Burns’ devotees. 21 By 1819 nothing of the roof or rafters or ‘any other part of the wood work’ of the ruined church was left, much to the dismay of those hoping to secure their own fragment of association. One disappointed visitor even made public his complaint that he had had to use his penknife and consequently suffered a blistered hand in his effort to saw off a slice of the gnarled tree that overshadowed the kirk. 22 Such behaviour is to modern eyes one of the less desirable aspects of the relatively new phenomenon of literary tourism, and the unscrupulous search for souvenirs. That the two chairs in which the principal speakers at the first national Burns festival held in Alloway in 1844 were proudly proclaimed as having been carved from what remained of the kirk’s rafters, andThis of course was occasioned no adverse comment, is indicative of different mores than today’s.


Burns’ grave too was on the itinerary of literary pilgrims. Long before the erection of the mausoleum in 1818 in St Michael’s churchyard in Dumfries, the plain stone slab that marked the site of his coffin had drawn a steady stream of visitors, including William and Dorothy Wordsworth in 1803. The grave induced feelings of both reverence and disappointment, as many felt Burns deserved better in what was already a crowded graveyard. Burns’ resting place was disturbed on several occasions following his first burial in 1796. The first two (when his grave was re-opened to allow for the coffins of two of his sons to be placed with their father) were little noted. By 1815, however, when Burns’ body was moved to accommodate the mausoleum, his remains had taken on a quasi-sacred meaning. On sight of the opened coffin, where were exposed Burns’ bones and skull with its ‘lordly forehead, arched and high . . . and the teeth perfectly firm and white’, the workmen who were present ‘stood bare and uncovered’, ‘their frames thrilling with some indefinable emotion, as they gazed on the ashes of him whose fame is as wide as the world itself’. 23 But the exhumation as well as the re-interment, beneath the mausoleum, were kept deliberately low key and out of public view. And just as well. In 1818 what were thought to have been the bones of Robert the Bruce, Scotland’s fourteenth-century king and the hero of Bannockburn, were discovered in front of the former choir at Dunfermline Abbey. To satisfy public interest they were displayed in the Abbey prior to their re-interment. However the volume of material comprising Bruce’s body and associated objects that was eventually placed in the new pitched-lined lead coffin in November 1819 was rather less than had been dug up the previous year: teeth, finger bones, nails and fragments of cloth and the original coffin all disappeared in the throng of visitors – although some items turned up for inspection, and sale, later in the century. 24


This was more like the level of interest that was aroused by a further exhumation of Burns’ bones in March 1834. The body of Burns’ wife, Jean Armour, was to be laid alongside what remained of her husband. The night beforehand, two phrenologists measured and felt the bumps on Burns’ skull. Their conclusions, that the skull was larger than average and that Burns had indeed been a genius, were ‘revelations’ that attracted attention nationwide. 25 Not even burial was sufficient to deter hero worshippers from digging deep and performing acts of partial resurrection with the man who would later be venerated as Scotland’s secular saint.


What relic hunters collected could be serendipitous, but there were those zealots who by bearing witness, so to speak, had a clear purpose in mind: to secure in perpetuity the memory of Burns. A telling example is James Gould, an Edinburgh post office employee who gifted his lifetime’s collection of materials relating to the Burns centenary of 1859 (and much more besides) to Glasgow’s Mitchell Library. Quite consciously Gould called his contribution ‘a pen and ink Monument’ of the remarkable proceedings of that year. Like his fellow collectors, Gould was tenacious, his search according to his obituary writer taking him into ‘the obscurest corner of every British settlement’, as well as to ‘the most sequestered portions of the American States, Africa, and India’. The holograph letters, autographs, photographs, newspaper cuttings and ephemera he gathered were Scotland’s equivalent of the Dead Sea scriptures, from which future scholars of Burns would find truth and inspiration. 26


It was not long before the moneymaking opportunities from the manufacture of Burns memorabilia were identified and exploited. 27 Pauline Mackay and others have demonstrated the scale and extent of the commercialised material culture of Burns’ memory making, a hobby that in the eyes of a disapproving Elizabeth Ewing (in 1943) had become a business and then degenerated into a racket. 28 Medallions such as those produced by the Paisley modeller John Hemming (1771– 1851) were popular but costly (Plate 1). 29 So too were busts – available for one guinea in 1828 – and portraits. But there was a wide range of domestic ware such as plates, vases and drinking vessels, as well as personal items such as wooden snuff boxes decorated with characters and scenes from Burns’ poems and songs and much else, which after 1810 became known as Mauchline ware, after the name of the town where such objects were manufactured. 30 It is upon paraphernalia of this kind that the bawdier aspects of Burns’ oeuvre were illustrated, subjects deemed unsuitable for public art (Plate 2). Titillating images of youthful buxom witches from ‘Tam o’ Shanter’ for private consumption contrast sharply with the wizened dancers depicted, for example, on the more macabre bas relief panel of the same subject on the pedestal of Albert Hodge’s Burns statue in Stirling, unveiled in 1914.


Other than for the most gullible it was widely understood that ‘made from the wood of’ was what Murray Pittock has called a tokenistic attribution, not a serious guarantee. Exploitation went on long after the nominal source could have been reliably identified, or indeed lasted. 31 Even so, over the course of the two centuries and more after 1796 there have been countless perfervid Burnsians who were prepared to pay small fortunes to possess one of an impossible number of drinking glasses, rings, watches, clocks, pens, walking sticks, pistols, masonic aprons or snuff boxes claimed to have belonged to Burns – so many, Ms Ewing dryly remarked, as ‘would . . . have won [him] as distinguished a place among eighteenth-century collectors as among poets’. 32


This of course was what happened after his death.


*   *   *


Signs of Burns’ charismatic appeal, however, had begun to be apparent during his lifetime. His eventful sojourn to Edinburgh that began at the end of 1786 following the publication of and critical acclaim for the first, Kilmarnock, edition of his Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect, has often been described. Before the year was out the Poems were being read – or more often heard – by friends of the Stirling-born physician Dr John Moore in London. 33 Little more than a year later individual poems as well as William Creech’s Edinburgh edition of the Poems in 1787 were in the hands of Scots émigrés in Boston, Philadelphia and New York (and thereafter in Canada and further afield). 34 At the end of the same decade, verses about Burns were to be found in chapbooks, although poems attacking him were also printed in these. 35 From the outset and notwithstanding the praise that was showered on him, Burns was also a controversial figure.


By the early 1790s, by which time his fame as a dialect poet had grown, along with his reputation as a sympathiser with the revolutionaries in France, Burns had begun to attract a stream of admirers. These were often brother poets from nearby Ulster, who could relatively easily find passage over the North Channel. 36 Demand in Ireland was such that editions of the Poems were printed in Belfast and Dublin in 1789, with reprints the following year. 37 Likenesses of his head and face appeared in several publications, the first being John Beugo’s engraving – done from life – in the Creech edition. 38 Even before he died, Burns was probably the most recognisable commoner in Scotland.


Through Burns, who had rapidly graduated from being the self-styled bard of Ayrshire to that of Scotland, Dumfries was beginning to be included as a stopping off point for travellers on the Scottish version of the European Grand Tour. In June 1796, only weeks before Burns’ death, the Ossian-adoring Reverend James Macdonald, in search of Scotland the sublime and Romantic, was at pains to visit and dine with the ‘heaven born Genius’ who despite his avowed republicanism waxed lyrical about the so-called Pretender, Charles Edward Stuart. For Macdonald, fervently Scottish and mildly Anglophobic, Burns was one of the wonders of his age, along with a colliery steam engine at Joppa and David Dale’s vast mills at New Lanark. 39


Only weeks later Burns was on his deathbed. Allan Cunningham, the future poet who as a young apprentice stonemason was in Dumfries during Burns’ later years, noted the anxiety felt by all ranks. 40 On the day of his funeral the burgh was ‘like a besieged place’, with those present conscious that Burns had been a man ‘whose like we can scarce see again’. 41 His fellow townsman William Grierson forecast that his ‘immortal works’ would live forever.


Further editions of Burns’ poems and songs cascaded from the printing presses. Scarcely a year went by without a Burns publication of one kind or other, some of it – political poems, religious satires including ‘Holy Willie’s Prayer’, and his bawdy productions like the ‘Merry Muses of Caledonia’ – posthumously. 42 How Burns’ work was disseminated and became so widely known is discussed in chapter 2. Here, too, we will begin to explore what Burns meant to growing numbers of ordinary Scots, how he was read and understood, a task that requires us to know something of the mentalité of his audiences. 43


The public’s appetite for Burns was insatiable. Before long, he was being read in translation in many parts of mainland Europe – although here it was in the second half of the nineteenth century that interest in Burns blossomed on the back of his radicalism, non-parochial nationalism and as someone who had proclaimed through his work the primacy of folk tradition and native language. 44 By the early twenty-first century there were well over 3,000 editions of Burns’ works in foreign languages, many more than his near contemporaries such as the fellow poet Lord Byron or the political economist and moral philosopher Adam Smith. 45 In the Soviet Union where he was portrayed as a peasant revolutionary, one Russian translation sold an incredible 600,000 copies, with other versions being produced for several of the post-USSR republics. In Japan and China, too, he has many admirers, as evidenced by the sale of 100,000 copies of a translation published in Beijing in 2005. However, although Burns had – and has – a vast audience amongst non-Scots in many parts of the world, the constraints of space mean that it is the relationship between his ‘afterlife’ and the Scottish people mainly at home with which this book is concerned. Burns and the Scots abroad would fill another volume.


Burns, as we have noted already, was not the Scots’ only hero in the nineteenth century. But amongst them all he was primus inter pares – first amongst equals. The question is why. For it is certainly not immediately apparent why it was that a poet from the rural south-west, whose flexible use of the ‘almost untranslatable’ Ayrshire vernacular created difficulties in understanding in other parts of Scotland, let alone south of the border or further afield where Lowland Scots was heard even less often, should have become the object of so much veneration. 46


We will be disappointed in our search for an answer if we turn to Scotland’s historians. Few have paid serious attention to what might be called the Burns phenomenon. Burns’ cultural and political influence has largely been left to literary scholars. In itself this is not a concern: the work of Burns experts who have explored the multiple contexts in which he lived and wrote and was read, such as Robert Crawford, Thomas Crawford, Leith Davis, Gerard Carruthers, Colin Kidd, Nigel Leask, Carol McGurk, Liam McIlvanney, Murray Pittock, Kenneth Simpson and others, is compelling.


Burns, though, is not solely a literary figure; a central proposition in this book is that he belongs in the mainstream of Scotland’s history. Judiciously, James Coleman, the author of an otherwise comprehensive history of Scottish commemoration in the nineteenth century, acknowledged Burns’ over-riding cultural importance, but decided to concentrate on the other inspirational heroes who underpinned Scottish nationality in the Victorian era – William Wallace through John Knox to the Covenanters and the Jacobites. His conclusion was that to do Burns justice would require a book in its own right. 47 What you have in front of you is a step in that direction.


But what follows is not just about commemoration. Once again, comparison with Scott is revealing. If Scott ‘invented’ the Scottish nation, Burns mobilised it. We will explore this theme in greater detail later – primarily in chapters 2, 3 and 4: it is sufficient here to say that Burns spoke to, gave succour to and inspired his countrymen at a time when power was largely in the hands of the landed classes, and the voices of ordinary people were little heard. Democracy was an ideal that only began to gain any currency in the last years of Burns’ life, largely through the writings of Thomas Paine. But it is difficult to exaggerate the impact that certain of Burns’ poems and songs had on the generations that followed him, above all the notion that ‘A Man’s a Man for a’ That’. Clichéd now, and taken for granted perhaps, in the context of the social order of the nineteenth century the lines of this song were utterly transformational. As Charles Scott, an Edinburgh advocate, remarked at a Burns supper in the capital on the evening of the unveiling of Glasgow’s Burns statue, ‘there was no man in Scotland who was not entirely different from what he had been had Burns not lived’, a net he afterwards widened to include women. 48


Yet as a moving force, an agency, someone who played a part in shaping the course of history, Burns hardly registers. His impact amongst the Scottish diaspora is better understood, as is the effect of his writing and some of his ideals in America. 49 Few, however, have appreciated how intensely Burns mattered to Scots at home. 50


When Burns does appear in Scottish histories, it is usually fleetingly, the treatment casual. The author of one of the most comprehensive histories of Scotland in recent decades recognised Burns’ popularity, but confused the steep rise in the number of Burns clubs affiliated to the Burns Federation between 1885 and 1911 with Burns’ appeal for non-members. The measure is useful but misleading if it causes us to ignore the profound impact Burns had on Scotland’s artisans and the emergent middling ranks much earlier. 51 One Marxist labour historian clearly had a sense of this, claiming that ‘Scottish plebeian radicals [in the early nineteenth century] shared Robert Burns’ vision of a new epoch in man’s struggle for freedom’. 52 Unfortunately, however, he provided little in the way of supporting evidence, a failing we will go some way to redress in chapter 2. Christopher Harvie on the other hand provides not a scrap of evidence in support of his breathtakingly assured assertion that it was from 1886, the centenary of the publication of the Kilmarnock edition, ‘that the modern Burns cult essentially dates’. 53 Clearly – as the evidence already outlined in this Introduction shows – we have work to do to get the story right.


Better evidenced (and fairly well known) is that Burns was often on the reading lists of the first Labour leaders who emerged from the turn of the twentieth century – perhaps the best example being Labour’s long-serving Secretary of State for Scotland in the 1960s and 1970s, Willie Ross (1911–1988), whose speeches were often laced with lines from Burns. 54 According to Bill Knox, Burns’ idealism was one of the ‘most important formative influences’ for such men, along with Karl Marx, Keir Hardie, the Bible, Robert Blatchford and William Morris. 55


Apparently at odds with this association of Burns with the early socialists is what has been argued by Richard Finlay, namely Burns’ importance for Scotland’s middle classes, many of whom were advocates of laissez-faire liberalism and promoted Burns as a ‘paradigm of Scottish bourgeois virtue’, the ‘lad o’ pairts’ who by dint of his own merits had been successful. 56 There is much truth in this, as we shall see in chapter 4, but more so for the second half of the nineteenth century. Earlier, it was the country’s aristocracy who had adopted Burns. However, as has become apparent from investigations of how other great figures, major events and anniversaries were commemorated in the nineteenth century, the efforts of ruling elites to impose by such activities their own values could meet with opposition. 57 Christine MacLeod’s study of the celebration by Victorians of the leading inventors of the Industrial Revolution, for example, has revealed that the virtues of particular inventors, extolled by the middle classes and their allies in government, were not necessarily those emphasised by working people. 58 The process of consensus stretching also applied in the case of Burns.


This will be a recurrent theme in what follows. Cultural memory is not neutral, uniform or static. It is worked, as an orator – whether a politician or a comedian – works a crowd. The nation’s conservatives in the decades immediately after his death promoted Burns not only as a loyal Briton but also as the ‘heaven taught’ ploughman poet who had risen to prominence from within the existing social order, and also accepted his place within it. Poems like ‘The Cotter’s Saturday Night’ were appropriated as a source of literary ballast, a means of maintaining the status quo at a time of profound change in the nature of society and politics. Burns, however, was not easily moulded. We shall see this in chapter 1, when we discuss the Ayr festival of 1844. What was being presented was a Tory version of Scottish patriotism that owed much to Walter Scott, a Scotland in which a ‘sturdy peasantry deferred to a paternalist aristocracy’. 59 Tory attempts to hijack Burns, however, were not unnoticed, or without their critics.


In short, conservative hegemony over Burns’ legacy was never complete. By the time of the unveiling of his statue in Glasgow in 1877, Burns in the eyes of many but by no means all Scots had come to represent a very different set of values. But as will be shown in chapter 5, in their turn Scotland’s bourgeoisie – the upper segment of the nation’s middle class – had to keep the lid on the bottle containing the Burns genie they believed was theirs. Burns’ legacy was potent. In life Burns the poet had multiple voices. 60 In death many grasped at, and sought to inherit, his legacy.


It has been said that Burns is ‘notoriously elusive’. 61 He is. But the essence of what he represented can be identified. Although Burns was recruited for many causes, there were fewer of these in the nineteenth century than at the end of the twentieth century, when he had become what one commentator has called Scotland’s ‘elastic symbol’. 62


*   *   *


What becomes clear is that in order to understand in all of its complexity what George Rosie has somewhat dismissively labelled‘Burnsmania’ – or a baffling ‘cultural quirk’ – we are going to have to look beyond mainstream Scottish history, and incorporate into our analysis ideas from elsewhere – from other places and different disciplines. 63


The French historian Pierre Nora has argued that, in the premodern world, the past was intertwined with the present and so there was little need to actively cultivate memory. Modern societies, however, were to a greater extent torn loose from their traditional moorings. Accordingly, across Europe there emerged from the later eighteenth century a desire to stabilise the present by celebrating key anniversary dates from the past, whether this was a notable battle or the birth or death of nationally important figures. Allied to this was the cult of commemoration, the celebration of centenaries, bi-centenaries, tercentenaries and even octo-centenaries for more venerable heroes and heroic events, ensuring that neither the past nor the great deeds and doers of the present were forgotten. 64 This created what have been termed lieux de memoire, or ‘realms of memory’, that is, actual locations and material objects – memorials – which became, intentionally, repositories invested with historical meaning. 65


In Scotland the period with which this book is concerned was one of rapid and sometimes deeply unsettling economic, social and political change – modernisation is a useful single word for describing this. There were revolutions in industry and agriculture. The process of transition to fully fledged capitalism was for those in the driving seat dynamic, forward-looking and in its way triumphant, but for large numbers of people it was conjoined with a pervading sense of loss, both real and imagined. 66 In experiencing disruption of this order of magnitude, Scotland was at the extreme end of a process of transformation that was affecting much of Europe, albeit unevenly. The pace and scale of change were without historical precedent. In such circumstances the past provided a sheet anchor.


Accordingly, in part, Burns’ appeal can be accounted for by virtue of the fact that many of his poems vividly captured this rapidly disappearing world of rural and small town Scotland. It is in this context that historian Tom Devine has knitted Burns into his narrative on post-Union Scotland. However, influenced perhaps by what Burns became in the twentieth century rather than what he was in the century beforehand, his emphasis is on Burns’ role in slaking what he calls a thirst for nostalgia amongst nineteenth-century Scots, severed from their past by the sword swipes of modernity. 67 This takes us so far, but there was more to it than that, as the short section on agency, above, indicated. Longing for what had been left behind was commoner amongst Scots abroad than those who were still in Scotland.


John Wolfe has argued that great deaths, where the deceased was a national figure whose passing was deeply felt, could challenge a people. The loss, however, could be overcome by ‘the assertion of a transcending reality’, the death a prompt ‘to the intensified expression of the shared values and convictions of the group as a whole’. 68 This, it will be argued, is what happened in the case of Burns. He was a poet, but Scotland was not alone in establishing as the national bard a ‘peasant’ (which is how Burns was commonly portrayed), whose ‘life describes an arc from birth in poverty and obscurity to the summit of fame and social success, then tragedy and disgrace in his final years’. The words quoted here, however, are not about Burns but refer to Jacint Verdaguer, Catalonia’s leading nineteenth-century poet. Like Burns, Verdaguer produced poetry of ‘rare intensity’ and had ‘an unusual awareness of his country’s history and his own poetic destiny’. 69 It may be significant that both Scotland and Catalonia were once independent nations that had been absorbed by more powerful neighbours, the former by England in two relatively peaceful stages in 1603 and 1707, the latter, Catalonia, conquered by Spain in 1714 at the end of the same global war that had been instrumental in ending Scottish independence seven years earlier. In such circumstances poets such as Burns and Verdaguer assume greater political and cultural significance, although in heralding a poet as a national figurehead and symbol of their respective cultures, the Scots and the Catalans were by no means alone. Virtually everywhere writers were in the vanguard of a phenomenon that has been termed cultural nationalism (although in Scotland’s case the honours hitherto have been awarded to Scott rather than Burns). 70


In this respect England may have been the exception, according to a Times correspondent contrasting the heady excitement of the inauguration of Glasgow’s Burns statue with the muted tercentenary celebrations of Shakespeare’s birth in 1864, an event that had roused little national interest: it ‘is not of authors we are more proud’, he had concluded. 71 Elsewhere, though, it was often around poets and other writers that nations’ identities were forged and consolidated. Take the case of the Russian Romantic poet and playwright Alexander Pushkin. The chronology and character of his commemoration shadowed those for Burns. Born in 1799, Pushkin had, like Burns, died relatively young, in 1837. The idea for a permanent monument became a firm proposal in 1857, around the time the Glasgow Burns statue was first mooted. It was unveiled in Moscow in June 1880 in front of a crowd that was similar in size to Glasgow’s – although the celebrations went on for three days. 72 For Russians, who were denied political recognition by the Tsarist state (which has a parallel in the complaint of many Scots that England was largely indifferent to Scotland’s distinctiveness and needs), Pushkin became the ‘validator of their [the Russian people’s] self-worth’. 73 Indeed in the Soviet era he was described as ‘a living, active force, a mighty factor in . . . literature and art’, and the ‘founder of our aesthetic code’. 74 There are grounds for believing that Burns performed a similar function for the Scots, stateless despite their strong sense of nationhood. As one of the world’s ‘fragile’ nations, its relationship with England a source of internal tensions and, periodically, of national angst, perhaps in Scotland commemorative acts were more than ordinarily required to mask divisions and create a coherent national memory. And, arguably, more than anyone else, Burns kept alive and added further luminosity to the patriotic flame that despite surges during the Jacobite risings had in the post-1707 era flickered only faintly until the publication in 1760 of the poems of ‘Ossian’ by James Macpherson. By 1805, however, these had been shown to be fraudulent. The ‘bardic mantle’ passed to Burns, whose poetry and songs that were steeped in Scotland’s heroic past provided much of the cultural capital to sustain the sense of nation that by the later 1880s had become a powerful movement for Home Rule. 75


For many Scots in the nineteenth century, language was the essence of Scottishness; Burns’ use of it in much of his best work gave legitimacy to the way most ordinary Scots thought and spoke, and added another bulwark against the tide of Anglicising North British-ness that had flowed north since the union of 1707. Unionist-nationalism is the term coined by Graeme Morton to capture the notion of growing Scottish assertiveness within the framework of an uncontested union, although more recently Colin Kidd has referred to ‘banal’ unionism. The union, according to Kidd, was akin to familiar wallpaper, with Scotland’s relations with England being largely a settled question, an accepted fact of political life from Culloden (in 1746) until the rise of the Scottish National Party in the 1970s. 76 But we should not assume that the wallpaper was to everyone’s taste, nor mistake the couthy Kailyard literature of the later nineteenth century with the language of the people as spoken and the radical sentiments it was capable of expressing. Certainly in Burns’ hands this was so. 77 The erection of enduring memorials to a figure such as this was an extension of the struggle over speech: in effect, nation building.


*   *   *


It is worth digressing briefly to outline how important large-scale monuments were in the era of ‘Statuemania’. Nowadays we have become inured to the presence of the statues that line our streets or even sit centre stage in town and city squares and gardens. Photographs and other types of illustrations that began to appear in the press and magazines from the later nineteenth century meant that one function of portrait statues – representation as close to ‘real’ life as possible – was redundant. Now often overshadowed by taller buildings than were common in the nineteenth century, these statues are hardly noticed. But it was not always thus. In some parts of the world there have been memorials and statues that so offended deep-rooted sensitivities that they were either desecrated or in some cases toppled. Nearer to home, in Ireland, street monuments including statues became the focus of bitter conflict. Several, unsurprisingly those representing British monarchs and imperial governors, have been pulled down or blown up. 78 In Scotland, where nationalism was of a different character and violence had rarely been adopted as a means of political expression, most public statuary survived unscathed. Even so, sentiments that would not have been out of place in Ireland were being articulated in the early nineteenth century.


One side of the argument was exemplified in Archibald Alison’s plea for a National Monument on Edinburgh’s Calton Hill, a campaign for which had begun in 1819, with building getting under way – for a short time – in 1826. 79 It was right, Alison declared, that ‘the Scotch should glory with their aged sovereign in the name of Britain’ and the ‘united whole’ that had extended and upheld the British Empire. But, he went on, it was equally important that Scotland’s ‘ancient metropolis’, Edinburgh, ‘should not degenerate into a provincial town’. An independent nation, once rivalling England, should remember with pride ‘the peculiar glories by which her people have been distinguished’. Otherwise the ‘good effects’ of the rivalry between the two nations would be lost, and the ‘genius of her different people . . . will be drawn into one centre, where all that is original and characteristic will be lost in the overwhelming influence of prejudice and fashion’. 80 For Alison, Burns was one of Scotland’s geniuses, in the promotion of which he was in the forefront. At the same time, unionists like Alison were conscious of the dangers of playing too enthusiastically the patriotic card, and aware that fanning the embers of Anglophobia could result in the eruption of full-blown nationalism.


From a somewhat different perspective but coming to a similar conclusion was a correspondent to The Scotsman in September 1833. The Scottish capital could boast three ‘colossal’ monuments, he observed, of Henry Dundas (Lord Melville), King George IV and, just unveiled, William Pitt. Imposing as they were, the writer protested that not only were the statues of the monarch and Pitt poorly executed (by Sir Francis Chantrey) but they did Scotland no honour. On the contrary, they were useful only as emblems ‘to remind us of past degradation’. It was the ‘illustrious’ dead of Scotland, currently ignored as far as public memorials in Edinburgh were concerned, who, the writer urged, should in future be commemorated, so ensuring that ‘our public monuments will not . . . be a reproach to our patriotism’. 81


Yet such monuments in Scotland have had a bad press. In her seminal Strange Death of Scottish History the late Marinell Ash concluded that many of those raised were ‘meaningless or highly selective images of Scotland’s past’, the consequence of an historical failure of nerve and loss of confidence amongst Scots intellectuals in the nineteenth century. 82 Cairns Craig has challenged this last proposition, not least by demonstrating the vitality and modernity of Scottish thought in science, psychology and anthropology. 83 The evidence presented in this book will cast further doubt on the validity of Ash’s assertions. 84 A central contention is that Burns memorials were redolent with meaning. Or meanings. Certainly they were selective but it was the fact of their selection that indicates their meaningfulness.


In Victorian and early Edwardian Scotland there was a cadre of thoughtful, intelligent and well-read Scots who not only held their nerve, but who through Burns nurtured the self-conscious sense of Scottishness that emerged strongly during the nineteenth century. Several of Scotland’s more influential public intellectuals – such as John Stuart Blackie, Andrew Lang and Charles Rogers – had no hesitation in singing Burns’ praises and acknowledging his influence. The ‘amnesia’ Colin Kidd has identified as a cause of the neglect of Scottishness by some Scots in the nineteenth century was far from a universal condition. 85 The rapturous reception given to speakers at commemorative occasions who proclaimed Burns’ association with and significance for Scotland is indicative of a vigorous sense of nation at the popular level.


Which takes us to Home Rule. It has been suggested that the pressure for this was parliamentary rather than popular. 86 The evidence suggests otherwise. By the 1850s Burns had become unquestionably the ‘poet of the [Scottish] people’. In this capacity – as a patriotic icon – Burns played a similar role to the one for which William Wallace was appropriated, sometimes by exactly the same small coterie of individuals who were Burns’ leading exponents. 87 One of these was Archibald Primrose, 5th Earl of Rosebery, Scotland’s ‘uncrowned King’ who in numerous speeches acknowledged the importance of Burns’ role as a carrier of Scottish nationality. Burns was so wrapped up with Scotland’s sense of itself that by the end of the nineteenth century and the first years of the twentieth century the issue of how he should be represented in statues became a matter of intense public debate, as is discussed in full in chapter 6.
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