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    This collection assembles the full range of Robert Burns’s writing into a single, coherent whole, bringing together the poet’s poems, songs, occasional pieces, correspondence, travel journals, editorial remarks, biographical matter, and a glossary. By arranging the contents in sections that reflect their original modes of appearance—‘The Poetical Works of Robert Burns,’ ‘Songs and Ballads,’ ‘Epitaphs, Epigrams, Fragments,’ and ‘General Correspondence’—alongside ‘Life of Robert Burns,’ tours, and documentary materials, the volume presents both the art and its contexts. The purpose is not only to make the texts accessible in one place, but also to reveal the interplay among genres that shaped Burns’s creative life and public legacy.

The genres represented encompass lyric and narrative poetry, satire, epistles in verse, songs and ballads adapted from and composed for traditional airs, brief inscriptions and epigrams, personal and professional letters, travel journals, editorial or critical remarks on Scottish song, and a biographical narrative. The presence of a glossary recognizes Burns’s frequent use of Scots vocabulary and idiom. The collection’s scope embraces both finished works and occasional or fragmentary pieces, thereby reflecting the practical conditions of late eighteenth‑century authorship, where a poet published in newspapers, miscellanies, song collections, and volumes, while also addressing friends, editors, and patrons in prose.

Across these diverse forms, Burns’s writings are unified by recurring themes: the dignity of ordinary life, the claims of love and friendship, the consolations and challenges of nature, the scrutiny of power and privilege, and an ethical impatience with cant and hypocrisy. He reflects the social world he inhabited—rural labor, convivial gathering, parish debate—while speaking to concerns that travel beyond local circumstances. His songs revisit memory and parting; his satires test public virtue; his reflective poems consider mortality and moral responsibility. The result is a body of work whose emotional candor and moral clarity continue to engage readers and singers alike.

Stylistically, Burns’s hallmark is a supple bilingual artistry: he moves between Scots and English with ease, often within a single poem, to calibrate tone and reach. He revitalizes traditional forms—most famously the six‑line stanza associated with his name—while practicing dramatic address, apostrophe, and personification with memorable vigor. In song, he matches cadence to air, balancing natural speech with musical phrase. Humor and pathos frequently share the same stanza, enabling satire that seldom loses sympathy, and tenderness that refuses sentimentality. He writes with an ear tuned to spoken idiom and a sense of measure informed by both page and performance.

‘The Poetical Works of Robert Burns’ demonstrates the breadth of his verse. It includes meditative landscapes, addresses to humble creatures and common objects, verse epistles to friends, incisive ecclesiastical satire, and narrative pieces of mythic energy. Readers encounter poems that examine conscience and remorse, that portray domestic piety and rural festivity, and that test social pretensions with comic bite. The section’s range—from seasonal description to public invective—reveals a poet equally at home in pastoral reflection and civic critique, and one who continually experiments with voice, stanza, and register to fit subject and audience.

‘Songs and Ballads’ presents Burns’s work as a songwriter and curator of the national repertory. Here love lyrics, convivial choruses, Jacobite reminiscence, laments, and patriotic airs share the stage. Many texts were fashioned in dialogue with existing melodies; others are wholly new yet adopt traditional contours. The section includes pieces widely known by their titles, such as ‘Auld Lang Syne,’ ‘A Red, Red Rose,’ ‘Ae Fond Kiss,’ ‘The Banks o’ Doon,’ and ‘Bruce to His Men at Bannockburn.’ It also preserves less familiar gems that show the same craftsmanlike matching of phrase to tune, and the same humane regard for feeling, dignity, and wit.

The ‘Epitaphs, Epigrams, Fragments’ gather Burns at his most occasional and immediate. In these brief forms he registers friendship and rivalry, offers public praise or reproof, memorializes the dead, and captures social moments with swift felicity. Inscribed verses and toasts reveal his capacity to condense character and circumstance into a handful of lines. Fragments preserve creative starts and self‑contained flashes that might otherwise have disappeared into conversation or marginalia, reminding readers that Burns’s artistry includes spontaneity, the play of wit, and a finely tuned sense of occasion.

‘General Correspondence’ opens a window onto the workshop of Burns’s mind. Letters to friends, patrons, editors, and fellow writers document composition, revision, and the practical labors of collecting and refining song. Exchanges with figures such as James Johnson and George Thomson record the negotiation between poetry and melody, as texts were fitted to airs and adapted for publication. Other letters show his reflections on reading, society, and the responsibilities of authorship. Together they chart the making of books and songs, the demands of public reception, and the private commitments that sustained his art.

The travel writings—‘The Border Tour’ and ‘The Highland Tour’—record Burns’s encounters with landscape, people, and song tradition. They combine observation with collection, noting places, airs, and anecdotes that later feed the song sections. These journals register the poet’s movement across regions that held historical and cultural significance, tracing how travel sharpened his sense of Scotland’s languages, customs, and musical memory. They also provide prose counterparts to his poems of place, revealing a method rooted equally in walking, listening, and writing, and in the reciprocal traffic between field note, melody, and finished lyric.

Biographical and documentary materials frame the oeuvre. ‘Life of Robert Burns’ offers a narrative of the poet’s career and circumstances, situating particular works within a lived chronology. ‘The Poet’s Assignment of His Works’ preserves a practical record of literary property and publication, while the ‘Preface’ establishes an authorial and editorial horizon for reading. These paratexts invite attention to the ways reputations are made: by booksellers and editors, by friends and memoirists, and by readers who adopt songs into communal use. They also remind us that creation, circulation, and remembrance are distinct but connected enterprises.

‘Remarks: Scottish Songs and Ballads’ and the ‘Glossary’ assist engagement across time and dialect. The remarks provide a critical vantage on sources, variants, and performance contexts in the song tradition, showing how texts travel and change. The glossary supports readers new to Scots vocabulary, clarifying nuance without flattening idiom. Together they form a bridge between the historical moment of composition and contemporary readership, encouraging careful attention to wording, register, and tune. Their presence affirms that Burns’s art lives not only on the page, but also in informed listening, mindful singing, and conversation across communities.

Taken together, these sections present an author whose work crosses boundaries of class, genre, and medium. Burns unites oral and print culture, local speech and broad appeal, satire and sympathy. His poems and songs continue to circulate widely, entering public ritual and private memory in equal measure. By gathering the oeuvre with its letters, tours, biographical frame, remarks, and glossary, this edition invites fresh readings and renewed performance. It shows how a poet rooted in a particular place and time fashioned language and song capable of speaking far beyond both, and why that voice has remained resonant and necessary.
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    Robert Burns (1759–1796) emerged from rural Ayrshire to become Scotland’s national bard and a central voice of the late eighteenth century. Writing in Scots and English, he united the vernacular power of folk song with the reflective poise of Augustan verse. His range ran from satire and social protest to tender love lyrics and nature pieces. Landmark poems and songs in this collection include Tam o’ Shanter, To a Mouse, The Cotter’s Saturday Night, Bruce to his Men at Bannockburn, Auld Lang Syne, and A Red, Red Rose. Through print and song, Burns helped crystallize a modern Scottish cultural identity with international resonance.

Born at Alloway and raised on tenant farms, Burns received intermittent schooling alongside demanding agricultural labor. Early instruction under John Murdoch and wide, self-directed reading equipped him with classical, biblical, and Enlightenment texts, while the oral ballad tradition shaped his ear. In adolescence and early manhood he began to write lyrics and satires that reveal his hybrid idiom and humane outlook. Pieces such as Handsome Nell, Winter: A Dirge, To a Mouse, To a Mountain Daisy, The Twa Dogs, and Halloween show a farmer-poet attentive to labor, love, and landscape, able to elevate everyday speech into supple, memorable art.

In 1786 Burns issued the Kilmarnock volume, Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect, a subscription edition that transformed his prospects. It gathered major poems including The Twa Dogs, The Cotter’s Saturday Night, Address to the Deil, The Holy Fair, Holy Willie’s Prayer, Scotch Drink, The Author’s Earnest Cry and Prayer, To a Louse, Epistle to a Young Friend, and A Bard’s Epitaph. The book’s immediate success reflected contemporary hunger for authentic vernacular expression allied to moral reflection and wit. Burns’s blend of satire, sympathy, and technical control marked him as a new kind of poet who spoke for working people without sentimentality.

Invited to Edinburgh later in 1786, Burns oversaw an expanded edition in 1787 with the publisher William Creech and entered the city’s literary circles. Supporters such as the Earl of Glencairn aided him, while philosophers and editors encouraged his song work. He undertook Border and Highland tours, leaving a body of landscape and occasional verse: Address to Edinburgh, The Brigs of Ayr, The Dean of Faculty, The Birks of Aberfeldy, The Humble Petition of Bruar Water, Standing by the Fall of Fyers, and On Scaring Some Water-Fowl. The celebrated series of letters and poems To Clarinda also dates from this period.

From 1788 Burns balanced farming at Ellisland with an appointment in the Excise, later moving to Dumfries. He married Jean Armour and increasingly devoted himself to songs for James Johnson’s Scots Musical Museum and George Thomson’s Select Collection. This sustained collaboration produced refined versions and original lyrics now canonical: Auld Lang Syne, Ae Fond Kiss, Flow Gently, Sweet Afton, The Banks of Doon, My Heart’s in the Highlands, Ye Jacobites by Name, Such a Parcel of Rogues in a Nation, and Is There, for Honest Poverty. His narrative tour de force Tam o’ Shanter was written for Francis Grose’s antiquarian project.

Burns’s art unites moral seriousness with convivial humor. He exposes religious cant in Holy Willie’s Prayer, The Holy Fair, and The Kirk’s Alarm, yet affirms human dignity in Man Was Made to Mourn, To a Mouse, and Is There, for Honest Poverty. His love lyrics, from A Red, Red Rose and To Mary in Heaven to Highland Mary and Bonnie Jean, embody directness, musicality, and emotional restraint. Patriotic and political pieces such as Bruce to his Men at Bannockburn, The Rights of Woman, and Such a Parcel of Rogues in a Nation frame liberty as ethical responsibility. Even trifles like Address to the Toothache display inventive mock-heroic energy.

Ill health and financial pressure shadowed Burns’s final years, and he died in Dumfries in 1796. Posthumous editions consolidated his reputation, while his letters, preserved in General Correspondence, illuminate his method, networks, and historical milieu. The Poetical Works of Robert Burns and the many Songs and Ballads in this collection reveal a writer who fused local idiom with universal feeling. Worldwide traditions—most famously Burns Night and the recitation of Address to a Haggis—testify to his enduring appeal. His influence on later poets and song-makers remains profound, and Auld Lang Syne continues to carry his humane vision into each new year.
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    Robert Burns’s Complete Works occupies the turbulent closing decades of the eighteenth century, a period when Scotland balanced Enlightenment inquiry with inherited religious strictures, and rural lifeways with the first stirrings of industrialization. Born in 1759 and dying in 1796, Burns wrote as Britain processed the aftermath of the 1707 Union, the memory of Jacobite risings, the American Revolution, and the seismic French Revolution. The collection spans public song and private letter, satire and elegy, rustic vignette and national anthem. Together, these pieces register the pressures of “Improvement,” new print markets, and a reimagined Scottish identity within a rapidly changing British and Atlantic world.

The publication history that frames these works is itself historical evidence. The 1786 Kilmarnock edition (subscription-based, provincially printed) and the expanded 1787 Edinburgh edition reveal a widening Scottish and British reading public, the power of patronage, and the prestige of metropolitan taste. Booksellers like William Creech and periodical reviewers legitimated a “ploughman poet” within polite culture, even as Burns kept close to Ayrshire fields. The Preface, the Life, and editorial matter in such collections show how early biographers and editors curated a national poet, while the General Correspondence preserves the networks—local lairds, ministers, publishers—through which a rural voice became a literary presence.

Ecclesiastical controversy runs through Burns’s Ayrshire satires, reflecting late eighteenth-century disputes within the Church of Scotland between “Auld Licht” strictness and “Moderate” enlightenment. Poems such as Holy Willie’s Prayer, The Holy Fair, The Twa Herds (The Holy Tulzie), and The Ordination lampoon theological zeal, communal discipline, and ecclesiastical politics. The Kirk’s Alarm engages a celebrated doctrinal dispute of 1789 surrounding a minister’s published views. Written during intensifying debates on reason, toleration, and moral authority, these pieces compress local quarrels into national commentary, showing how parish pulpits, communion seasons, and presbyteries remained central stages on which questions of authority, conscience, and community were fought.

Burns’s rural poems chronicle the social consequences of agricultural “Improvement” and changing tenurial relations. The Cotter’s Saturday Night can be read against the ideal of the godly household amid economic pressures; The Twa Dogs weighs privilege and poverty as complementary but unequal lives; The Inventory and Scotch Drink index consumption and taxation within an expanding fiscal state. To a Mouse and To a Mountain Daisy capture the vulnerability of small lives before the plough—emblems of enclosure, market discipline, and human designs. Through homely objects and farm talk, Burns records a countryside negotiating modernization while asserting a moral economy rooted in reciprocity and dignity.

Historical memory and national feeling are audible across the songs and occasional verses. Such a Parcel of Rogues in a Nation reanimates debates over the 1707 Union; The Chevalier’s Lament, Kenmure’s On and Awa, and Nithsdale’s Welcome Hame revisit Jacobite loyalties as retrospective sentiment rather than active insurrection. By contrast, Bruce to his Men at Bannockburn (Scots Wha Hae) evokes medieval resistance while speaking to contemporary ideals of liberty. The Lovely Lass of Inverness laments Culloden’s losses. These lyrics recast past conflicts into emotional capital for a late eighteenth-century public, shaping a Scottishness compatible with, yet questioning, British state narratives.

Burns wrote during an age of revolution. The American War appears among his topics, while the French Revolution’s promise and perils suffuse the 1790s. Scots Wha Hae, often heard as a coded liberty song, circulated during a period of sedition trials and government vigilance. Is There for Honest Poverty (A Man’s a Man for a’ That), from 1795, voices egalitarian ethics without explicit republicanism. The Dumfries Volunteers aligns civic duty with local defense in wartime. These works demonstrate how political expression moved through allegory, history, and song to avoid prosecution, yet still articulated claims about rights, equality, and the dignity of ordinary people.

Antiquarianism and the Gothic imagination, thriving in Enlightenment Scotland, are central to Burns’s descriptive and narrative art. His collaboration with Captain Francis Grose for the Antiquities of Scotland produced Tam o’ Shanter—melding folklore, Alloway Kirk’s ruin, and moral tale. The Brigs of Ayr converses with civic improvement and poetic personification, while The Vision roots his inspiration in Ayrshire’s landscape through the figure of Coila. The Highland and Border Tours of 1787, echoed in poems like The Birks of Aberfeldy and topographical lyrics at the Falls of Fyers, reflect a growing taste for the picturesque and a national past curated through place.

Language choice is a historical act in Burns. Writing in Scots, English, and flexible mixtures, he extended a tradition associated with Allan Ramsay and Robert Fergusson while adapting it to late eighteenth-century sensibilities. The Habbie stanza carries satire and sympathy; proverbial diction links oral culture with print. Address to the Deil playfully negotiates theological argument in demotic speech; To a Haggis elevates a national dish into civic ritual. Auld Lang Syne gathers older materials into a modern convivial anthem. The Glossary within such collections signals awareness that Scots required mediation for wider audiences, even as it asserted linguistic pride.

Burns’s song work belongs to the era’s great collecting enterprises. James Johnson’s Scots Musical Museum (begun 1787) and George Thomson’s Select Collection of Original Scottish Airs (from 1793) enlisted him to gather, refine, and newly compose lyrics to existing tunes. In letters to Johnson and Thomson, Burns discusses sources, variants, and the fit of words to melodies, often declining payment to keep the songs “free” for the nation. Pieces like Flow Gently, Sweet Afton, The Banks o’ Doon, Ae Fond Kiss, and A Red, Red Rose exemplify his method: marrying vernacular expression to artful sentiment, stabilizing a repertory for domestic performance and public memory.

Questions of gender, sensibility, and sociability traverse the lyrics and correspondence. The Clarinda letters (to Agnes Maclehose) and songs such as Ae Fond Kiss probe refined feeling within Enlightenment codes of conduct. The Rights of Woman, written as a theatrical prologue in 1792, engages public discourse about female virtue and civic worth without overtly endorsing radical platforms. Courtship songs like The Bonie Wee Thing or Lovely Davies locate affection amid community surveillance and reputation. These pieces map the salon, drawing room, and playhouse onto parish life, revealing how politeness, passion, and propriety were negotiated in late eighteenth-century Scotland.

Burns’s excise career, beginning in 1789, anchors many references to taxation, regulation, and maritime economies. The Exciseman and related verses humorize a disliked office while acknowledging the expanding fiscal-military state. His district, stretching to the Solway, was a corridor of smuggling and enforcement, contexts discernible in satirical touches and in his vigilant self-fashioning during the politically sensitive 1790s. Tavern sociability, club life, and Masonic networks supplied performance venues and patronage conduits. Through occupational and convivial frames, the poems and songs depict the everyday workings of a commercializing society—its temptations, bureaucracies, and solidarities.

Humor, wit, and social critique animate the Epitaphs, Epigrams, Fragments, and dramatic pieces. Death and Dr. Hornbook caricatures lay expertise and medical pretension; Tam Samson’s Elegy plays with the conventions of memorial verse and sporting culture; The Jolly Beggars stages a cantata of marginal voices in a Mauchline alehouse, blending satire with musical form. Address to the Deil mocks fear while acknowledging it. The short epigrams—on local notables, ministers, and friends—capture the intimacy of small-town reputation. These forms, tailored for oral circulation and inscription on glass or gravestones, preserve the soundscape and social choreography of village Scotland.

Seasonality and environmental feeling are central to Burns’s imagination and to his moment. Winter, A Winter Night, and Remorse set moral meditation within harsh weather; To a Mouse and To a Mountain Daisy attend to small beings disturbed by agricultural labor; On a Wounded Hare registers a new sympathy toward animals within a culture of sport. Influences from James Thomson’s The Seasons meet Ayrshire experience. The poems translate Enlightenment moral sense into rural observation, anticipating later Romantic preoccupations. Here, improvement’s gains and losses are measured not only in yield and rent, but in the costs to fellow creatures and shared habitats.

Patronage, criticism, and education shaped Burns’s trajectory. Encouragement from Dugald Stewart, Bishop Geddes, and Henry Mackenzie—who hailed the “heaven-taught ploughman”—helped secure Edinburgh visibility in 1787. Lord Glencairn’s support opened doors; William Creech managed subscriptions. The letters to Dr. John Moore narrate origins and aspirations, while exchanges with Mrs. Dunlop track reception and self-understanding. These relationships reveal how polite culture domesticated rustic genius even as Burns insisted on independence of judgment. The Life of Robert Burns included in such collections extends this process of framing, ensuring that biography, not just poetry, became a national possession.

Improved transport and a growing tourism of the picturesque frame Burns’s journeys. The 1787 Border and Highland tours coincided with road-building, stagecoach routes, and a market for views. Poems written at sites like Friars-Carse Hermitage, the Fall of Fyers, or on Stirling’s windows merge personal pilgrimage with antiquarian curiosity. Visits to landed estates and conversations with collectors such as William Tytler embedded Burns in networks where history, music, and landscape met. These travels also fostered compositions that linked local economies—mills, bridges, and new harbors—to national narratives, cementing a literary geography that later readers could map and revisit.

The General Correspondence in this collection is a documentary of the Scottish Enlightenment’s sociable republic of letters in provincial mode. Exchanges with publishers (Johnson, Thomson, Creech), friends (Ainslie, Nicol, Syme), and patrons (Glencairn, Graham) disclose editorial practice, tune-sourcing, and political caution. Letters negotiate copyright, charity for acquaintances, and the civic obligations of an exciseman-poet. They record anxieties during official scrutiny in the 1790s and the careful phrasing of public opinion. Read alongside poems, the correspondence turns private decision-making into public culture, showing how song, satire, and sentiment moved from manuscript and club to household and nation.
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    Preface
An orienting address that frames Burns’s aims, audience, and the spirit in which the collection should be read. It establishes the balance of pride and humility that marks his public voice, signaling themes of common life, moral candor, and national feeling.
Life of Robert Burns
A biographical narrative tracing Burns’s rise from rural beginnings through literary renown and civic service. It highlights formative influences, relationships, and the tensions between aspiration and circumstance, offering a context for his satire, tenderness, and national sentiment.
The Poetical Works of Robert Burns (I–CLIII)
Pastorals and meditative pieces set the tonal palette with winter landscapes, midnight reflections, and early laments. They explore mortality, conscience, and resilience, blending plainspoken piety with a sensibility alert to beauty and hardship.
Satire on kirk and community forms a cutting, comic chronicle of local zeal, hypocrisy, and social friction. Burns’s vernacular energy and moral bite turn parish skirmishes into emblematic scenes of human weakness and reforming wit.
Address poems to animals, ailments, objects, and forces—mice, daisies, a haggis, the deil, even toothache—animate the everyday with humor and sympathy. Their signature move is to elevate humble subjects into mirrors of human fate and folly.
Verse epistles knit a social world of friendship, debate, and mutual instruction. Conversational in rhythm and rich in proverbial wisdom, they blend self-portraiture with counsel, sketching the poet’s ethics of honesty, independence, and good cheer.
Narrative and visionary pieces stage lively encounters—tavern cantatas, nocturnal rides, dream-visions, and townscapes—that mingle realism with the fantastic. They showcase Burns’s dramatic instinct, musical ear, and capacious sympathy for roguish and respectable alike.
Elegies, epitaphs, and monodies meditate on character and reputation as much as loss. With measured pathos and social tact, Burns commemorates virtue, exposes vanity, and distills legacies into memorable moral portraits.
Political and public occasional verse tackles elections, patronage, national heroes, and topical frays. The tone ranges from playful partisanship to principled liberty-talk, arguing for civic dignity and against cant and corruption.
Landscape, antiquarian, and inscriptional verses fuse travel, history, and place-making. Rivers petition, ruins instruct, and hermitages invite reflection, as Burns binds natural beauty to memory, moralizing, and national story.
Love lyrics and personal addresses span flirtation, admiration, and fidelity, often refracted through named muses and companions. The emotional register moves from impetuous ardor to chastened devotion, shaping a humane, conversational erotic.
Theatre pieces and formal experiments—prologues, sonnets, critical squibs, language games—test public performance and genre boundaries. They reveal Burns’s metrical versatility, self-awareness about poetic craft, and delight in playful reasoning.
Epitaphs, Epigrams, and Fragments
Compressed portraits and barbed miniatures aimed at friends, clerics, lairds, and local characters. They balance convivial wit with moral scrutiny, turning village life into a ledger of virtues and vanities.
Impromptus, graces, inscriptions, and travel jottings display Burns’s quick hand and social presence. The tone ranges from genial hospitality to stinging satire, often resolving in a pointed turn of phrase or proverb-like maxim.
Songs and Ballads (I–CCLXVIII)
Early rustic love songs and courtship pieces draw on dance rhythms and tender vows, capturing first attachments, teasing banter, and the ethics of mutual regard. They pair lyrical directness with melodic simplicity.
Rivers, glens, and seasonal songs interweave landscape with feeling, turning localities into emotional maps. The voice moves from hush to rapture, binding personal memory to the banks of Ayr, Doon, Nith, and Afton.
Partings, exile, and seafaring songs register departures, oaths, and the ache of distance. Their refrains often comfort resolution with hope, dignifying endurance without romanticizing loss.
Humor and character sketches—of tailors, widowers, millers, and redoubtable lasses—celebrate resilience and comic invention. Burns’s knack for chorus and punchline keeps foible affectionate, never merely cruel.
Drinking, camaraderie, and convivial airs toast fellowship, tease prudery, and redeem hardship in company. The tunes swing between robust marching lift and fireside intimacy.
Jacobite, historical, and civic songs weigh loyalty, liberty, and national story with clear-eyed sympathy. Bold choruses and plain diction argue for principle over faction, dignity over servility.
Cycles around Mary and Jean distill private love into archetypal tenderness and remembrance. The tone is devotional yet grounded, attentive to gratitude, grief, and keepsake memory.
The Chloris sequence and allied later airs refine ornament and sentiment, marrying graceful melody to poised affection. These songs foreground taste, natural delicacy, and ethical sweetness.
Domestic, lullaby, and women’s-voice songs honor household labor, maternal care, and the politics of choice. They broaden the emotional range of the collection beyond courtship to shared stewardship of life.
Closing civic and universal pieces—on brotherhood, worth, and time’s bond—offer a commonsense humanism. Their memorable refrains invite communal singing and ethical reflection in equal measure.
General Correspondence (I–CCCXLIV)
Family and schooling letters set a tone of gratitude, candor, and intellectual hunger. They reveal early commitments to self-improvement and moral duty shaped by rural discipline.
The Ayrshire circle and parish disputes draw a portrait of local alliances, satire’s risks, and the cost of independence. Practical needs mix with principled stands, as literary identity emerges in community negotiations.
Self-presentation to learned figures and patrons balances humility with self-advocacy. Burns articulates poetics rooted in nature, truth, and national song, while testing the obligations of fame.
Workaday struggles—farming prospects, accounts, and excise employment—thread through personal and artistic choices. Letters weigh time, health, and honor against necessity, mapping the craft’s economics.
Song-making correspondence with musical allies debates airs, diction, and sentiment. Burns insists on truth to feeling and idiom, seeking a fit between national character and singable art.
Travel and hospitality notes knit a network from parish kitchens to drawing rooms, Highlands to Borders. Encounters with history, scenery, and collectors inform later lyrics and occasional verse.
Political observations range from guarded commentary to principled appeals. The tone remains civic-minded and wary, defending integrity without courting needless provocation.
Friendships, flirtations, and literary sociability reveal warmth, mischief, and tact under scrutiny. Burns navigates generosity and self-command, aware of reputation yet faithful to feeling.
Late letters speak to fatigue, finances, and family, tempered by stubborn industry. They preserve a steady humor and hope that art and duty can yet be reconciled.
Throughout, the correspondence forms a second autobiography: a running argument for honest speech, common decency, and the sustaining power of song.
Remarks on Scottish Songs and Ballads
Critical notes on traditional pieces that weigh tune, text, and sentiment with practical musicianship. Burns compares variants and favors unforced simplicity that serves feeling and singability.
Remarks often test moral tenor and dramatic fitness—what a character would plausibly sing, how a chorus lands in company. They double as a handbook of taste grounded in lived performance.
Taken together, the commentary preserves sources while refreshing them, arguing for national culture rooted in everyday language, memory, and measure.
The Highland Tour and The Border Tour
Travel journals that blend itinerary with reflection on scenery, song, and history. Castles, cataracts, and kirkyards prompt brief portraits and moralizing vignettes.
Hospitality and local lore feed Burns’s antiquarian curiosity and lyric sense. The notes sketch how place, people, and air co-operate in the making of national poetry.
The Poet’s Assignment of His Works
A self-defining document that orders and stakes claim to the poet’s productions. It reveals a practical mind mindful of reputation and posterity, pairing pride in authorship with a wish for clarity.
Glossary
An aid to the Scots idiom that anchors much of the volume’s charm and precision. It bridges dialect and broader readership, preserving local color while easing comprehension.
The End
A terminal marker that closes the assembled materials with formal finality. It underscores the sense of a life and art gathered, ordered, and entrusted to readers.
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Robert Burns, the chief of the peasant poets of Scotland, was born in a little mud-walled cottage on the banks of Doon, near “Alloway’s auld haunted kirk,” in the shire of Ayr, on the 25th day of January, 1759. As a natural mark of the event, a sudden storm at the same moment swept the land: the gabel-wall of the frail dwelling gave way, and the babe-bard was hurried through a tempest of wind and sleet to the shelter of a securer hovel. He was the eldest born of three sons and three daughters; his father, William, who in his native Kincardineshire wrote his name Burness, was bred a gardener, and sought for work in the West; but coming from the lands of the noble family of the Keiths, a suspicion accompanied him that he had been out—as rebellion was softly called—in the forty-five: a suspicion fatal to his hopes of rest and bread, in so loyal a district; and it was only when the clergyman of his native parish certified his loyalty that he was permitted to toil. This suspicion of Jacobitism, revived by Burns himself, when he rose into fame, seems not to have influenced either the feelings, or the tastes of Agnes Brown, a young woman on the Doon, whom he wooed and married in December, 1757, when he was thirty-six years old. To support her, he leased a small piece of ground, which he converted into a nursery and garden, and to shelter her, he raised with his own hands that humble abode where she gave birth to her eldest son.

The elder Burns was a well-informed, silent, austere man, who endured no idle gaiety, nor indecorous language: while he relaxed somewhat the hard, stern creed of the Covenanting times, he enforced all the work-day, as well as sabbath-day observances, which the Calvinistic kirk requires, and scrupled at promiscuous dancing, as the staid of our own day scruple at the waltz. His wife was of a milder mood: she was blest with a singular fortitude of temper; was as devout of heart, as she was calm of mind; and loved, while busied in her household concerns, to sweeten the bitterer moments of life, by chanting the songs and ballads of her country, of which her store was great. The garden and nursery prospered so much, that he was induced to widen his views, and by the help of his kind landlord, the laird of Doonholm, and the more questionable aid of borrowed money, he entered upon a neighbouring farm, named Mount Oliphant, extending to an hundred acres. This was in 1765; but the land was hungry and sterile; the seasons proved rainy and rough; the toil was certain, the reward unsure; when to his sorrow, the laird of Doonholm—a generous Ferguson—died: the strict terms of the lease, as well as the rent, were exacted by a harsh factor, and with his wife and children, he was obliged, after a losing struggle of six years, to relinquish the farm, and seek shelter on the grounds of Lochlea, some ten miles off, in the parish of Tarbolton. When, in after-days, men’s characters were in the hands of his eldest son, the scoundrel factor sat for that lasting portrait of insolence and wrong, in the “Twa Dogs.”

In this new farm William Burns seemed to strike root, and thrive. He was strong of body and ardent of mind: every day brought increase of vigour to his three sons, who, though very young, already put their hands to the plough, the reap-hook, and the flail. But it seemed that nothing which he undertook was decreed in the end to prosper: after four seasons of prosperity a change ensued: the farm was far from cheap; the gains under any lease were then so little, that the loss of a few pounds was ruinous to a farmer: bad seed and wet seasons had their usual influence: “The gloom of hermits and the moil of galley-slaves,” as the poet, alluding to those days, said, were endured to no purpose; when, to crown all, a difference arose between the landlord and the tenant, as to the terms of the lease; and the early days of the poet, and the declining years of his father, were harassed by disputes, in which sensitive minds are sure to suffer.

Amid these labours and disputes, the poet’s father remembered the worth of religious and moral instruction: he took part of this upon himself. A week-day in Lochlea wore the sober looks of a Sunday: he read the Bible and explained, as intelligent peasants are accustomed to do, the sense, when dark or difficult; he loved to discuss the spiritual meanings, and gaze on the mystical splendours of the Revelations. He was aided in these labours, first, by the schoolmaster of Alloway-mill, near the Doon; secondly, by John Murdoch, student of divinity, who undertook to teach arithmetic, grammar, French, and Latin, to the boys of Lochlea, and the sons of five neighboring farmers. Murdoch, who was an enthusiast in learning, much of a pedant, and such a judge of genius that he thought wit should always be laughing, and poetry wear an eternal smile, performed his task well: he found Robert to be quick in apprehension, and not afraid to study when knowledge was the reward. He taught him to turn verse into its natural prose order; to supply all the ellipses, and not to desist till the sense was clear and plain: he also, in their walks, told him the names of different objects both in Latin and French; and though his knowledge of these languages never amounted to much, he approached the grammar of the English tongue, through the former, which was of material use to him, in his poetic compositions. Burns was, even in those early days, a sort of enthusiast in all that concerned the glory of Scotland; he used to fancy himself a soldier of the days of the Wallace and the Bruce: loved to strut after the bag-pipe and the drum, and read of the bloody struggles of his country for freedom and existence, till “a Scottish prejudice,” he says, “was poured into my veins, which will boil there till the flood-gates of life are shut in eternal rest.”

In this mood of mind Burns was unconsciously approaching the land of poesie. In addition to the histories of the Wallace and the Bruce, he found, on the shelves of his neighbours, not only whole bodies of divinity, and sermons without limit, but the works of some of the best English, as well as Scottish poets, together with songs and ballads innumerable. On these he loved to pore whenever a moment of leisure came; nor was verse his sole favourite; he desired to drink knowledge at any fountain, and Guthrie’s Grammar, Dickson on Agriculture, Addison’s Spectator, Locke on the Human Understanding, and Taylor’s Scripture Doctrine of Original Sin, were as welcome to his heart as Shakspeare, Milton, Pope, Thomson, and Young. There is a mystery in the workings of genius: with these poets in his head and hand, we see not that he has advanced one step in the way in which he was soon to walk, “Highland Mary” and “Tam O’ Shanter” sprang from other inspirations.

Burns lifts up the veil himself, from the studies which made him a poet. “In my boyish days,” he says to Moore, “I owed much to an old woman (Jenny Wilson) who resided in the family, remarkable for her credulity and superstition. She had, I suppose, the largest collection in the country of tales and songs, concerning devils, ghosts, fairies, brownies, witches, warlocks, spunkies, kelpies, elf-candles, dead-lights, wraiths, apparitions, cantraips, giants, enchanted towers, dragons, and other trumpery. This cultivated the latent seeds of poesie; but had so strong an effect upon my imagination that to this hour, in my nocturnal rambles, I sometimes keep a look-out on suspicious places.” Here we have the young poet taking lessons in the classic lore of his native land: in the school of Janet Wilson he profited largely; her tales gave a hue, all their own, to many noble effusions. But her teaching was at the hearth-stone: when he was in the fields, either driving a cart or walking to labour, he had ever in his hand a collection of songs, such as any stall in the land could supply him with; and over these he pored, ballad by ballad, and verse by verse, noting the true, tender, and the natural sublime from affectation and fustian. “To this,” he said, “I am convinced that I owe much of my critic craft, such as it is.” His mother, too, unconsciously led him in the ways of the muse: she loved to recite or sing to him a strange, but clever ballad, called “the Life and Age of Man:” this strain of piety and imagination was in his mind when he wrote “Man
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