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A Poet’s Grace


O You, who kindly does provide


For every creature’s want!


We bless the God of Nature wide


For all Your goodness lent.


And if it please You, heavenly Guide,


May never worse be sent;


But, whether granted or denied,


Lord, bless us with content.


O You, in whom we live and move,


Who made the sea and shore,


Your goodness constantly we prove,


And, grateful, would adore;


And, if it please You, Power above!


Still grant us with such store


The friend we trust, the fair we love,


And we desire no more.
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Introduction


Scotland’s national poet Robert (‘Rabbie’) Burns was born in Alloway, Ayrshire, on 25 January 1759, the son of an impoverished tenant farmer. Like his father, Burns would spend much of his life trying to eke out a living from the land, first in Ayrshire and later in Dumfriesshire, both in south-east Scotland. Only later in life, while living in the town of Dumfries with his wife, Jean Armour, and his large family and working as an exciseman, was he able, for a time, to establish a more settled life, although one marred by ill health and fits of despondency. He died on 21 July 1796, aged just 37.


‘Heaven-taught ploughman’


Burns began writing poetry in his youth, usually writing in Scots (a sister language of English) or Scottish English, or in a blend of both, and published his first collection, Poems, Chiefly in the Scots Dialect, in 1786, in the Ayrshire town of Kilmarnock. His poems, which include some of his most celebrated such as ‘To a Louse’ and ‘The Cotter’s Saturday Night’, won Burns both popular and critical success. This led him to settle for some 14 months in Edinburgh, where he was feted as an untutored ‘poet of the people’ – a ‘heaven-taught ploughman’, in the words of one contemporary critic. In reality, however, the largely self-educated Burns had a cosmopolitan knowledge of literature, including Latin and French as well as Scots and English, and as a poet he was always a consummate, meticulous craftsman.


In the Scottish capital, Burns sat for his portrait with Alexander Nasmyth (now in the Scottish National Portrait Gallery) and oversaw the publication of a new, expanded edition of his poems (published 1787). He also began work on the project that was to consume much of his free time for the rest of his life – the research and recreation of traditional Scottish songs for James Johnson’s The Scots Musical Museum (1787–1803) and George Thomson’s A Select Collection of Original Scottish Airs for the Voice (1793–1818). To these collections belong some of Burns best-loved songs such as ‘Auld Lang Syne’ and ‘A Red, Red Rose’. His lively but unsettling stay in Edinburgh also inspired him to write, after he left the city, his most ambitious work, the narrative poem ‘Tam O’Shanter’, the comic story of a drunken farmer’s encounter with revelling witches and warlocks in an Ayrshire kirk (church).


After his death, Burns’s reputation as Scotland’s greatest poetic genius grew apace, his commemoration taking on near cult-like status. His friends held the first Burns Supper in 1801 (first on the anniversary of his death and, in the following year, on his birthday) – which has remained an institution in Scotland and the Scottish diaspora ever since. At the same time, too, Burns Clubs were set up to celebrate the poet’s life, works and home country.


Nature – the bedrock of Burns’s poetry


Burns’s poetry covers a wide variety of subject matter – love won and lost, the vicissitudes of farm life, the injustices faced by the poor, Scottish patriotism, and satires on religion and politics – but the Scottish countryside is an enduring motif that appears across many of his works. His graft as a young farm labourer and later his journeys on horseback through the riverscapes, hills and farmlands of south-west Scotland gave him an intimate knowledge of nature through every season – whether driech, stormy winters or short, uncertain summers. Reading his poetry, especially his depictions of the sourer weathers, has an almost immersive effect: we can feel the rain, dark and cold with Tam O’Shanter as he journeys through the night in a late-autumn storm. Burns’s intimacy with nature also gave him a deep sympathy with the creatures – the ‘wee, sleekit, cowrin, tim’rous beasties’ – he daily encountered, whether his own horses, his dogs or the eponymous mouse found in a field in one of his most famous poems. For Burns, humans and animals were ‘earth-born companions’.


Love and nature go hand and hand in Burns’s poetry. Lovemaking takes place in the fields, woods and rivers of rural Scotland, and spring and summer above all are associated with the joys of love, autumn and winter with its woes. Burns’s love poems reflect not only his own experience – he was something of a ‘ladies’ man’, especially in his youth – but also his self-conscious adoption of a long poetic tradition of pastoral love poetry dating back to classical times – from poets such as the 3rd-century BCE Greek Theocritus, through the 15th-century Scottish makar (court poet) Robert Henryson and, of course, William Shakespeare, to his immediate Scottish predecessors, such as the Edinburgh poet Robert Fergusson.


For all of the uncertainty of its weather and the hardships suffered by ordinary working people, Burns’s depiction of his native country is always shot through with a sense of pride and nostalgia for its wild and generous beauty. For Burns, the rivers of southern Scotland – the Ayr, the Nith and the Tweed, among them – are just as majestic and worthy of celebration as the great rivers of the poetic canon – the Tiber, the Thames, the Loire – and the humble hills of his neighbourhood as great a source of inspiration as Parnassus, the Greek mountain sacred to Apollo and the Muses. The landscapes of Scotland were the enduring bedrock of his poetry and his politics.
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Robert Tuesley Anderson


Robert Tuesley Anderson is an author and poet living near Jedburgh, in the Scottish Borders, a town where Burns briefly resided in 1787 and was presented with the freedom of the royal burgh. While not Scottish born and bred, he has long made Scotland his home, has fallen in love with its landscapes and its poetry, and has even dared to preside over a Burns Supper or two.


The Ink Bothy


Isobel Buchanan is a printmaker and illustrator based in rural Aberdeenshire. She specializes in linocut, drawing on Scottish historic sites, the Isles, the Ocean and wild rugged landscapes, iconic geology and wildlife. Her work is bold and textured, primarily black and white, often incorporating dynamic abstract and semi-abstract designs. Instagram: @theinkbothy
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Timorous Beasties


Address to the Woodlark


O, stay, sweet warbling woodlark, stay,


Nor quit for me the trembling spray!


A hapless lover courts your lay,


Your soothing, fond complaining.


Again, again that tender part,


That I may catch your melting art!


For surely that would touch her heart,


Who kills me with disdaining.


Say, was your little mate unkind,


And heard you as the careless wind?


O, nothing but love and sorrow joined


Such notes of woe could waken!


You tell of never-ending care,


Of speechless grief and dark despair –


For pity’s sake, sweet bird, no more,


Or my poor heart is broken!


The Old Farmer’s New-Year Morning Salutation to His Old Mare, Maggie.


On giving her the accustomed handful of corn to handsel in the new year.


A Good New Year I wish thee, Maggie!


Hae, there is a handful from the sheaf to your old belly:


Though, you are hollow backed now, and knobby,


I have seen the day


You could have gone like any colt,


Out over the lea.


Although now you are drooping, stiff, and crazy,


And your old hide as white as a daisy,


I have seen you dappled, sleek and shiny,


A bonny grey:


He should been prepared that dared to excite you,


Once in a day.


You once was in the foremost rank,


A filly stately, compact, and limber:


And set well down a shapely shank


As ever tread earth;


And could have flown out over a moat


Like any bird.


It is now some nine-and-twenty year


Since you was my father-in-law’s mare;


He gave me you, wholly as a dowry,


And fifty mark;


Though it was small, it was well won wealth,


And you was strong.


When first I went to court my Jenny,


You then was trotting with your mother:


Though you was tricky, sly, and funny,


You never was mischievous;


But homely, tractable, quiet, and pleasant,


And uncommonly good tempered.


That day, you pranced with much pride,


When you bore home my lovely bride:


And sweet and graceful she did ride,


With maiden air!


Kyle-Stewart I could have challenged wide,


For such a pair.


Though now you can but stumble and hobble,


And stagger like a salmon boat,


That day, you was a goer noble,


For heels and wind!


And ran them till they all did wobble,


Far, far behind!


When you and I were young and skittish,


And stable-meals at fairs were tedious,


How you would prance, and snort, and whinny,


And take the road!


Town’s people ran, and stood aloof,


And called you mad.


When you was fed with corn, and I was mellow,


We took the road yes like a swallow:


At wedding races you had never a fellow,


For pith and speed;


But every tail you paid them hollow,


Wherever you went.


The small, short rumped, hunter cattle


Might sometimes have beat you for a spurt;


But six Scotch miles you tried their mettle,


And made them wheeze:


No whip nor spur, but just a twig


Of willow or hazel.


You were a noble near horse to the plough,


As ever in tug or tow was drawn!


Often you and I, in eight hours going,


On good March weather,


Have turned six rods by our own hand


For days together.


You never pulled rashly, stopped sudden, or capered.


But your old tail you would have whisked,


And spread abroad your well filled breast,


With vigour and power,


Till rooty hillocks would have roared, and cracked,


And fallen smoothly over.


When frosts lay long, and snows were deep,


And threatened labour back to keep,


I gave your dish a small bit heap


Above the edge:


I knew my Maggie would not sleep


For that, ere summer.


In cart or car you never refused to go;


The stiffest incline you would have faced it;


You never leaped, and sprang, and sprung forward,


Then stood to blow;


But just your step a little slower,


You jogged along.


My plough team is now your issue all,


Four gallant brutes as ever did pull;


As well as six more I have sold away,


That you have nursed;


They drew me thirteen pounds and two,


The very worst.


Many a sore day’s we two have worked,


And with the weary world fought!


And many an anxious day I thought


We would be beat!


Yet here to crazy age we are brought,


With something yet.


And think not, my old trusty servant,


That now perhaps you are less deserving,


And your old days may end in starving;


For my last bushel,


A heaped quarter-peck, I will reserve one


Laid by for you.


We have worn to crazy years together;


We will totter about with one another;


With attentive care I will change your tether


To some reserved patch,


Where you may nobly stretch your stomach


With small fatigue.
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To a Louse


On seeing one on a lady’s bonnet at church.


Ha! Where are you going, you crawling wonder?


Your impudence protects you sorely,


I can not say but you swagger rarely


Over gauze and lace,


Though faith! I fear you dine but sparingly


On such a place


You ugly, creeping, blasted wonder,


Detested, shunned by saint and sinner,


How dare you set your foot upon her –


Such fine a lady!


Go somewhere else and seek your dinner


On some poor body


Off! in some beggar’s temples squat:


There you may creep, and sprawl, and scramble,


With other kindred, jumping cattle,


In shoals and nations;


Where horn nor bone never dare unsettle


Your thick plantations


Now hold you there! you are out of sight,


Below the falderals, snug and tight;


No, faith you yet! you will not be right,


Until you have got on it –


The very topmost, towering height


Of miss’s bonnet.


My sooth! right bold you set your nose out,


As plump and grey as any gooseberry:


O for some rank, mercurial resin,


Or deadly, red powder,


I would give you such a hearty dose of it,


Would dress your breech!


I would not have been surprised to spy


You on an old wife’s flannel cap:


Or maybe some small ragged boy,


On his undervest;


But Miss’s fine balloon bonnet! fye!


How dare you do it.


O Jenny do not toss your head,


And set your beauties all abroad!


You little know what cursed speed


The blastie’s making!


Those winks and finger-ends, I dread,
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