
  About the Book


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


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


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


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


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


  About the Author


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


  I


  First an’ Foremost


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Leiger m’ chose, my bonie wee lass,


  An leiger m’ chose, my dearie;


  A’ the lee-lang winter night,


  Leiger m’ chose, my dearie. –


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


  Thine I am, my faithful Fair,


  Well thou may’st discover;


  Every pulse along my veins


  Tells the ardent Lover. –15


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


  ‘Kissin is the key o’ love,


  ‘An’ clappin is the lock,


  ‘An’ making o’s the best thing


  ‘That ere a young thing got’ –


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


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


  ‘’Twas in the sixteenth hunder year


  Of God & fifty three


  Frae Christ was born that bought us dear,


  As Writings testifie’ –


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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

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


  wealth and trumpery of it


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  And ye may tell my kith and kin,


  I never did disgrace their blood;


  And when they meet the bishop’s cloak,


  To mak it shorter by the hood. –32


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


  The people in Ayrshire began this song –


  The gypsies cam to my lord Cassilis yet.gate


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Amang the bonie, winding banks,


  Where Doon rins, wimplin, clear,meandering


  Where BRUCE ance rul’d the martial ranks,


  An’ shook his Carrick spear …52


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  FATHER of all! in every Age,


  In ev’ry Clime ador’d,


  By Saint, by Savage, and by Sage,


  JEHOVAH, JOVE, or LORD!


  Thou great first Cause, least understood,


  Who all my Sense confin’d


  To know but this, that thou art good,


  And that myself am blind …


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


  O Thou unknown, Almighty Cause


  Of all my hope and fear!


  In whose dread Presence, ere an hour,


  Perhaps I must appear!


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Tho’ hungry Ruin has me in the Wind,


  Tho’ Saul, avenging Saul should stalk behind,


  My fiercest Foes undaunted I’ll abide,


  Thy Arm my Shield, thy Providence my Guide.78


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Burns, then, from an early age was an eager reader with a flair for language, and was able to express himself in English as well as Scots. This bi-cultural upbringing gave him access equally to the vernacular heritage of song and folk-tale strong in his mother’s family, and to that world of ‘improvement’ of which his father was part and whose language was formal English. For Murdoch ‘Pronunciation’ was ‘the first thing to be attended to in teaching a living language’; he taught Burns to speak English with a ‘correctness’ that surprised others.86 Murdoch had a sense of humour and a good ear for verse. His system of teaching also encouraged Burns to understand how poetry and prose were constructed, and to think about differences between them in structure and vocabulary, even if Murdoch seems to imply
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  The following abbreviations have been used in the notes to this book:
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  I hope at some moments the fact I write poetry has helped this biography; sometimes it has certainly hindered it. Exigencies of time have only increased my debt to the National Burns Collection and its cataloguers; to many other providers of digital and paper resources; and specifically to Mr Peter Westwood whose Definitive Illustrated Companion to Robert Burns (2004) makes accessible many far-flung, treasured items from British and American Libraries, and is one of the greatest of Mr Westwood’s many services to Burns and Burnsians. Though I cannot go so far as the outspoken yet shy poet Edwin Muir, who boasted he knew of ‘Burns Nights only through hearsay … for I have never attended one,’ I confess to being wary of many self-professed Burnsians, if only because they tend to know far more than I do about obscure and not so obscure Burns lore.1 However, I owe a great debt to the Burns Federation (now the Robert Burns World Federation Ltd) for making available through their annual Burns Chronicle and in other ways information about Burns and his circle, and for providing a worldwide physical and virtual forum for Burns enthusiasts. The Federation’s and local Burns Clubs’ work in education – not least at school level – is admirable. I am grateful also to Greenock Burns Club. Some of my distant relatives were Burnsians in Greenock and Paisley. I had heard about them through the late John Murray of Greenock, and when Greenock Burns Club invited me to speak to them about Robert Fergusson some years ago, I jumped at the chance. The substantially female committee showed me how even the oldest of Burns Clubs might be vital, alert and inclusive in the twenty-first century; if only Burns Clubs generally were in closer touch with contemporary poetry and poets. A kind invitation from Colin Macallister, George McIntosh, and the officers of the St Andrews Burns Club to deliver their Immortal Memory in 2006 came at just the right time and place.


  Dr Brian Lang, then Principal of the University of St Andrews, allowed me to negotiate with him the research leave that let me write The Bard: I hope he does not regret his bargain. To long-suffering friends, colleagues and students in the School of English at St Andrews, thank you again. In particular, thanks to my then Head of School at St Andrews, Professor Nicholas Roe, who read a draft of the last chapter, and to my colleagues, Dr Tom Jones (scrutineer of chapter 2) and Dr Christopher MacLachlan who read a draft of the lot with his experienced editorial eye. Far from St Andrews, Professor David Simpson of the University of California at Davis also generously agreed to look over a draft of the whole typescript. In Dumfries Dr Valentina Bold of Glasgow University’s Crichton Campus gave me the benefit of her local knowledge, introduced me to people, and proved to me the Globe Inn is the best place for an atmospheric Burns lunch. Other specific questions were generously answered by Dr Rhona Brown, Dr Gerard Carruthers, Professor Nigel Leask, Dr Kirsteen McCue, and Professor Murray Pittock of my alma mater, the University of Glasgow, as well as by Dr Lorn Macintyre, Professor Donald Meek and Dr Karina Williamson. All mistakes, though, are my own. I just wish that both my old schoolteacher, Arthur E. Meikle, a committed Burnsian, and my kindly doctoral supervisor, the astonishing biographer Richard Ellmann, were still around with their meticulous nibs.


  Thanks are due to the librarians, curators and staff of the Robert Burns Birthplace and Museum, Alloway; Edinburgh City Library; Edinburgh University Library; Ellisland Farm Trust; the Ewart Library, Dumfries, and Dumfries Museums; Glasgow University Library; the Mitchell Library, Glasgow (whose 1996 publication of their splendid Robert Burns Collection Catalogue is, like the librarians, hugely helpful under pressure); the National Burns Collection and its many Scottish contributing institutions; the National Library of Scotland (where examining Clarinda’s letters while being filmed in their stacks was a cramped delight); the National Trust for Scotland (especially at Alloway, Culzean, Kirkoswald, Mauchline and Tarbolton); St Andrews University Library; the Library of the University of California at Berkeley (with special thanks to Professor Ian Duncan of the Department of English whose characteristic generosity not only led to my talking about Burns at his wonderful 2006 conference on ‘Scottish Romanticism in World Literatures’ but also made it easy for me to roam the Berkeley library stacks); and the Woodruff Memorial Library at Emory University, Atlanta (where Dr Steve Enniss let me see one of the few Burns poetry manuscripts to escape Peter Westwood’s attention).


  For guidance in matters of portraiture I am happy to thank Professor Duncan Macmillan; and Dr James Holloway, Director of the Scottish National Portrait Gallery, who, eyeball to eyeball with one of his great Scottish gallery’s greatest treasures, patiently listened to my interpretation of Nasmyth’s 1787 portrait of Burns, then generously alerted me to important Nasmyth scholarship.


  The most important further reading – Burns’s verse – is dealt with in the separate note on ‘Reading Burns’s Poems’ which follows these Acknowledgements. The best extensive scholarly editions of Burns’s poetry and letters – those published by Oxford University Press under the distinguished editorship of J. De Lancey Ferguson, James Kinsley and G. Ross Roy – are fully and respectfully detailed in the Introduction, which also mentions work by leading critics of Burns’s poetry. Readers who want a fuller sense of Scottish literary history may wish to consult my Scotland’s Books: The Penguin History of Scottish Literature (2007) as well as the anthology which Mick Imlah and I edited and which entered the Penguin Classics series in 2006 as The Penguin Book of Scottish Verse. Editing Robert Burns and Cultural Authority for Edinburgh University Press in 1997 I learned a lot from poring over the essays of all my contributors. I am arrogant enough to recommend that book as one of the two best collections of modern essays on Burns; the other is Carol McGuirk’s selection of Critical Essays on Robert Burns, published by G. K. Hall in 1998.


  Work on The Bard has been helped hugely by digital resources garnered by Ms Jean Young of St Andrews University Library, especially the Eighteenth-Century Collections Online (ECCO) database. However, aware that ECCO is an expensive, password-protected and subscriber-only database, wherever possible I have referred to printed books that are more likely to be available free of charge to interested readers.


  On the web, the most authoritative and freely available guide to poetry in the English-speaking world has an expert’s selection of Burns sites as one of the ‘poetry rooms’ in the virtual Poetry House at www.thepoetryhouse.org


  The advantage of the virtual Poetry House is that it is edited by an international team of reputable specialist authorities. There is too much information about Burns, not too little, on the Internet, and some of it is of variable quality. For those interested in making virtual visits to Burns sites and learning about Burns-related objects, the best website is that of Scotland’s National Burns Collection at www.burnsscotland.com


  If you would like to know more about the work of the Robert Burns World Federation Ltd, go to www.worldburnsclub.com


  Such is Burns’s remarkable international popularity that if you simply Google ‘Robert Burns’ and start going through all the entries, you will never come out alive.


  R.C.


  Castle House / The Poetry House


  University of St Andrews


  2007


  1 Edwin Muir, ‘[Robert Burns:] The Poetry’, Scottish Field, January 1959, 30.
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