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I have decided to give the newsletter the title of ‘The Vision’ as a nod to Burns’s poem of that name in which 

he bemoans the lack of recognition for poets from his native Ayrshire. His vision involves the appearance 

the muse Coila. However, the critic David Daiches remarked that ‘the poet does not quite know what to do 

with her when he brought her in.’ In composing this edition of the newsletter, I felt much the same as I didn’t 

know what I was going to do about the lack of copy which normally flows in unsolicited from around the 

world. Fortunately, my colleagues on the Board came up trumps and offered various leads for suitable 

material. It is a pleasure to report on a very successful Tamfest which explored Burns’s famous poem Tam o’ 

Shanter in great depth. The importance of music in relation to Burns also comes across strongly with a 

couple of articles highlighting his continuing influence on contemporary performers.                           Editor 

 

                   

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Profile of the President, Marc Sherland 

 

Marc became a Burnsian by accident, well not quite true, he has always been 

a Burns enthusiast, but not a formal member of a Burns Club until 2016, when 

he was cajoled by then President, Calum Cormack to join the Cumbernauld 

and District Burns Club.  

He says of the incident, “Calum is a big fella. ‘Barnhouse door’ is the term that 

comes to mind, not the kind of person you say no to. On the third time he 

asked me to join, he put the membership form in front of me and told me to fill 

it in. I wasn’t going to argue.” 

 

That Marc had gone on to other things in the Burns movement is probably an 

understatement. He is currently Senior Vice President of three Burns 

organisations as well as providing secretarial support for a number of clubs. 
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Halloween 

 

Amang the bonie winding banks, 

    Where Doon rins, wimpling, clear; 

Where Bruce ance ruled the martial ranks, 

    An’ shook his Carrick spear; 

Some merry, friendly, country-folks 

    Together did convene, 

To burns their nits, an’ pou their stocks, 

    An’ haud their Hallowe’en  

   Fu’ blythe that night.  

 

 

by Robert Burns   - 1785 
 

 

 

Newsletter Editor -Mike Duguid (Literature Convenor)   
 

Email mike.duguid026@googlemail.com  Tel:  01557 

860040 
 
To unsubscribe please email  admin@rbwf.org.uk  
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President’s Profile (Cont’d)  

 

Born in Kent in 1956, Marc moved to Scotland when he was two years old. He is self-employed and has been 

since 1990, though if you find him staring at your jewellery don’t be too alarmed, he is probably appraising 

it as he started out as an assistant manager in ‘H Samuel’ the well-known high street jeweller. 

 

Marc ran an entertainment business for many years and was a DJ, who provided karaoke and MCs to many 

Scottish venues. He is also a performance poet, writer and folklorist, with stories, poems and factual articles 

in print and was both founder of the Federation of Writers (Scotland) and later the President of the Scottish 

Association of Writers. 

 

In 2019 he designed three early learning packs on Robert Burns and the Scottish Leid for use in Schools, 

during Schools Competitions and for Burns Clubs. These will be available from the RBWF website in the 

near future. 

 

A New Tartan for the Federation 

 
President Marc Sherland has already been busy and has designed a new tartan to be called the Robert 

Burns World Federation Tartan. The tartan swatch below was produced by Ken Mac Donald, Deacon of the 

Weavers, from the legend Marc created and the pattern has already been certified by the Scottish Register 

of Tartans: 

 

1. red representing the blood of humankind, which unites us all and 

to which Burns great song ‘A Man’s A Man’ is dedicated and which 

was sung to open the Scottish parliament. 

 

2. pale blue representing the pale blue skies, under which Burns 

toiled as a farmer, and which is reflected in the lochs and rivers of 

Scotland. 

 

3. gold representing the gold of the chain of office, the highest coin 

of the land and the reminder that gold is but the 'guinea stamp’ and 

rank but a name. It is also for the golden grain of harvest. 

 

4. green representing Nature which so inspired Robert Burns in his 

poetry and life. 

 

5. black representing the ink he used to write with. 

 

6. white representing the pages he wrote upon. 

 

 

New President for Lanarkshire Association of Burns Clubs (LABC) 

 

 
At Lanarkshire Association’s recent AGM and first virtual meeting, Lesley 

McDonald (RBWF Education Convener) was elected as President. Lesley 

thanked her predecessor Eric Budgell (President of Larkhall) for his assistance 

and support. Marc Sherland (RBWF President) was appointed Vice President. 

 

She says, “Like all clubs and associations, we are looking forward to meeting 

face to face once again, when that happens is anyone’s guess.”  
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Tamfest 2020 
 

Tamfest started in 2015 as Ayrshire’s premier family Halloween festival, but prompted by the Covid 

lockdown the organisers took the opportunity to make it a global event. Rooted in heritage, and inspired by 

the poem Tam o’ Shanter, Tamfest has grown into an enchanting experience for all ages. Each year a line 

from the epic poem is chosen as the sub-theme to keep the festival fresh and offer new insight into the 

characters and explore the story of the Tam o’ Shanter. 

  

Events during the early part of October included three talks. The first In and Out of Tam o’ Shanter was 

delivered by RBWF Past President Jim Thomson based on his excellent book of the same name. A video can 

be seen at: https://youtu.be/fkIhUykVa5Q The second, Tam o’ Shanter; A Tale of its First Publication was 

delivered by Bill Dawson and the video is at: https://youtu.be/imCmeeTlWhA The third, Supernatural Burns 

was delivered by RBWF President Marc Sherland with video: https://youtu.be/CnixbOvt0us. 

Another enjoyable event ‘Glorious Tam,’ was an 

international competition for the best recitation through use 

of Zoom. Judged by RBWF Senior Vice President, Henry 

Cairney; Polly Beck, Speech & Drama Specialist; and, Jackie 

Higgins, Senior Vice President of Dumfries Ladies Burns 

Club No1.  

The contestants were: David Brown, Ron Pratt, Simon Lamb, 

Andy Harrower, Jim Osborne. The winner was Andy 

Harrower from Medicine Hat Burns Club, Canada (pictured 

right) and runner up David Brown from Langbank near 

Greenock. Congratulations to every participant.  Video of 

the event:  https://youtu.be/DKuLeimnpgA 

Involving RBWF, Burns clubs, associations and societies across the globe. Social Media played a major role 

as did the online Tamfest portal which is at the website: www.tamfest.co.uk. 

Simon Lamb’s Poetry Aimed at Youngsters 

One of the contestants in the ‘Tam the Glorious’ 

competition was Simon Lamb, a very talented poet and 

performer, who has created a poem “On Poet’s Path”, 

originally recorded for the Robert Burns Birthplace 

Museum, which addresses the path which leads from the 

Birthplace museum to Burns Cottage. The poem can be 

found being recited by Simon at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aqYAZPrg1GI and is 

well worth a listen.  

Simon says of the experience "It was a pleasure and an 

honour to write and record. I am always looking for ways to 

bring poetry alive and making it vibrant and relevant to 

younger audiences." 

Another, more recent, poem on a Burns theme is his Mat 

o’ Shanter which puts a beautifully crafted modern spin on 

the tale of Tam o’ Shanter and can be seen at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Svj5KxEiwxI.  

 

Further poems can be seen on his website: https://www.simonlambcreative.co.uk/about  
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Music Seminar Planned for the New Year 

 
On Friday, January 29, 2021 at 1.15-2pm Dr Katherine Campbell and Dr Emily Lyle will give a joint, 

illustrated seminar to launch their book, Robert Burns and the Discovery and Re-Creation of Scottish Song, 

published by Musica Scotica. This will form part of the Celtic and Scottish Studies lunchtime seminar series 

at the University of Edinburgh.  The seminar will take place on Zoom. For further details and to obtain the 

Zoom link, please contact Dr Neill Martin, <neill.martin@ed.ac.uk> All welcome.  

 

I Sing Burns Songs too……. 

As Secretary of the Caledonian Society and a Past President of the Burns Club of London (No 1 on the 

Federation Roll), I have been fortunate to come into contact with many young professional Scots in London 

who are plying their trade as professional singers and musicians.  

Their talent, skill and enthusiasm are amazing.  Life before Covid was so good for these young folks who 

have in the palm of their hands the ability to communicate, find friends, find accommodation and navigate 

all over the world. So different from when I arrived in London with my pocket A-Z street guide, the lyrics of 

the Jam song “Strange Town” ringing in my ears. Google it if you want to know more. 

One of these young professionals, Lauren McQuistin, has performed at the Caledonian Club and captivated 

the audience with her beautiful voice. 

A soprano, Lauren completed her undergraduate studies with 

Margaret Izatt at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland before 

moving to America to pursue a Master of Music under the 

tutelage of Carol Vaness at Indiana University. In Scotland she 

featured as a soloist with BBC Choir of the Year Les Sirenes. 

A keen interpreter of Russian music, Lauren made her Scottish 

Opera/McOpera Collective debut as Marfa in 

Shostakovich’s Rothschild’s Violin, as well as competing in and 

winning the Art Song class in the Sergei Leiferkus Competition 

for Voice in Moscow. She made her Indiana University principal 

debut in 2016 in the title role of Florencia in Florencia en el 

Amazonas, then Countess Almaviva in Le nozze di Figaro. During 

this time, she was awarded district winner in the Metropolitan 

Opera National Council auditions in St Louis, Seattle and 

Nashville. She performed Donna Elvira in Don Giovanni with the 

Center for Opera Studies in Italy, in Sulmona Italy, then Strauss' 

Vier Letzte Lieder with Yale Symphony Orchestra, as well as 

Handel's Messiah with Hartford Symphony. Her most recent 

performance was as Tatyana in Eugene Onegin. Lauren was the 

recipient of the Phyllis Curtin Career Entry Prize the purpose of 

which is to assist in launching the career of a graduating voice 

student who demonstrates exceptional talent as an artist and promise for professional success.  

 

Where were you brought up?                                   
I was brought up near New Luce, a small village outside Stranraer in the South West.  

Did you sing Burns songs at school? 

I was an every-year fixture at the school's Burns competitions and took great delight in learning and 

performing them every year. I extended this to the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland where I performed in 

the Scots song competition every year.  

 

Can you remember the first Burns song that you sang professionally? 

The Wigtown Book Festival 2014 was when I sang a set of Burns songs, including Ye Banks and Braes, Ca' 

The Ewes, and Oh Whistle and I'll Come To You My Lad. 
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I Sing Burns Songs Too…..  (Cont’d)  
 

When and where was the first Burns supper you attended? 

Probably the New Luce Burns Supper, from the day I was born! My dad is a frequent speaker at Burns 

Suppers, so I was taken to them as young as I can remember.  

 

Which is your favourite Burns song? 

Ye Banks and Braes.  

 

What are doing professionally now 

My next upcoming engagement is with Opera Ensemble at the Grange Festival Opera in December, where 

I will be singing in Pagliacci. On top of that I am teaching students singing and piano and preparing for 

auditions when they arise in this strange, unusual time for the arts.  

                                                                                                                                                          [Article by Neil McNair] 

Robert Burns’s Mother’s Well – Haddington 

On the roadside between Haddington and Bolton, around a 

mile from the Bolton, lies a well dedicated to Agnes Broun 

(1732 – 1820), mother of Scotland’s national poet Robert Burns 

(1759-96). Burns’ mother had come to live with her son Gilbert 

(1760 – 1827) after he took the job of a farm-worker on the 

Lennoxlove Estate. It was at this spring that Agnes had taken 

water for the family. The dedication states: 

“Drink of the pure crystals and not only be ye succoured but 

also refreshed in the mind. Agnes Broun, 1732 – 1820. To the 

mortal and immortal memory and in noble tribute to her, who 

not only gave a son to Scotland but to the whole world and 

whose own doctrines he preached to humanity that we might 

learn.” 

The well was first restored in 1932 by Mr. William Baxter, a 

contractor from Tranent, and was repaired on this occasion by 

his son, Mr. George Baxter, who is a member of Tranent 25 

Burns Club. The Burns Chronicle for 1978 reports that the well 

was restored again 1978 when the Tranent 25 Burns Club held a 

rededication service in connection with the restoration of the 

old well. The well had been badly damaged by vandals when 

the inscribed tablets were pushed from their mountings and 

broken. The President of the Club, Mr. Jack Cornwall, welcomed those who attended the rededication 

ceremony which included Mr. R. A. B. McLaren, President of the Burns Federation of Kilmarnock.  

The Burns’s former home at Grant’s Braes is marked by a road-side monument, some 90m (100 yards) 

southwest of the well. 

Haddington is twinned with the French town of Aubigny sur Nère. Last year a group from French town were 

delighted to be given a short tour of the Burn’s sites of interest in East Lothian- namely Agnes Broun’s well & 

the Burn’s family grave in Bolton Kirk cemetery. Aubigny Twinning Committee also organise an annual 

Burn’s supper. It is very successful with around 250 guests with some travelling from Paris to attend.  

Aubigny sur Nère is steeped in Franco- Scottish history & the town holds a Fêtes Franco- Ecossaise each 

year- usually the closest weekend to 14th July Bastille Day. 

 

Many thanks to Irene Higgenbotham of the Haddington Twinning Association for allowing me use her article 

and lovely autumn photograph. Irene is very familiar with the well because, during lockdown, she has 

walked every day the 3 miles from her home and has already clocked up over 700 miles in total.  
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It’s Time to Buy or Renew Your Shares in the RBWF 200 Club  
 

The 200 Club is a well-established method of fundraising for RBWF. We 

have up to 200 members each owning a share in the club at a cost of £15. 

For 10 months of the year there is draw of 2 numbers; these are a first 

prize and a second prize. In addition, every 3 months we have a 

quarterly prize. This allows £1500 additional funds for the Federation 

and £1500 to pay out to our winning Shareholders. We still have a few 

numbers left for the 200 Club Shares for 2020 – 2021.  If you would like 

to purchase a share for our monthly draw please follow the link below to 

further information and our 200 Club Form. If you have already purchased a share, we thank you very much 

indeed and wish you luck.                                                                              http://www.rbwf.org.uk/rbwf200club/ 

New Burns Selection to be Published in the New Year 

Black & White Publishing, a Leith based independent publishing house, has acquired 

Burns for Every Day of the Year from Robert Burns expert Dr Pauline Mackay. The book 

will offer readers 366 poems, described as "glimpses into the genius and literary legacy 

of this remarkable bard". Each day's choice will reflect the season, link past and present, 

and highlight the life of Burns, says the publisher. Mackay will also include introductions 

to each poem, in both Scots and English. Alison McBride, publishing director, acquired 

world rights direct from the author. The title will be published in January 2021. Mackay 

commented: "There is such variety in the life and writing of Robert Burns, and this has 

sustained his timeless and universal popularity. Lord Byron summed it up perfectly, 

hitting the nail on the head as only another poet could: ‘What an antithetical mind: 

tenderness, roughness; delicacy, coarseness; sentiment, sensuality; soaring and 

grovelling; dirt and deity... all mixed up in that one compound of inspired clay!’ Complicated and brilliant, 

Burns resists being put in a box, so appreciating his words each day bring us as close to a fully dimensional 

idea of him as we might ever get." Mackay is a lecturer in Robert Burns Studies at the University of Glasgow 

and hosts the podcast series #TaeTheBar"                                                    [Article courtesy of the RBANA Tatler] 

 

St Andrew’s Day Lecture 

 

On 27th November 2020, at 7.30 pm London time, a St Andrews Lecture will 

be delivered by Professor Patrick Scott on Zoom. To register please 

contact the office admin@rbwf.org.uk 

 

Topic: The Hunt for Burns Manuscripts: Then and Now, Here and 

There 

Burnsians are often surprised to learn that there are Burns manuscripts in 

South Carolina. While the major collections are still in Scotland, the G. Ross 

Roy Collection is just part of a much bigger story about how Burns’s 

manuscripts have been dispersed, on both sides of the Atlantic.  Patrick 

Scott will discuss some of the  

collectors who have competed for them, how they have moved around 

over the past two centuries, and how Burns researchers are tracking them 

down, even during lockdown for libraries. The talk takes examples from 

manuscripts in the Roy Collection and elsewhere, and reports on some 

recent discoveries and rediscoveries. 

 

Patrick Scott, editor of Studies and Scottish Literature, was director of rare books, University of South 

Carolina Libraries, home of the G. Ross Roy Collection. In addition to regular articles in the Burns Chronicle, 

his publications include Robert Burns: A Documentary Volume (2018), The Kilmarnock Burns: A Census (co-

authored, 2017), Robert Burns & Friends (co-edited with Kenneth Simpson, 2012), and Selected Essays on 

Robert Burns, by G. Ross Roy (co-edited 2018), and two Scottish Poetry Reprints A Bard Unkend: Selected 

Poems in the Scottish Dialect by Gavin Turnbull (2015), and The Prayer of Holy Willie (also 2015). 
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Volunteers Sought for Ellisland Farm  

The Robert Burns Ellisland Trust, formed in April to conserve and promote the poet’s home at Auldgirth on 

the banks of the Nith, has launched an ambitious drive to recruit new volunteers for one of Scotland’s most 

important Burns sites. 

The new charity is looking for motivated, friendly and energetic people with a passion for Burns to help it 

reopen the site to the public, maintain the grounds and promote the Ellisland offering to the local, national 

and international community. There are a number of volunteering opportunities available, including front 

of house (interacting with public, leading tours); gardening, care and maintenance; curatorial (cataloguing 

archive, data entry, administration). 

All volunteers will receive a full induction to Ellisland and training in the history of the site, where Burns 

wrote masterpieces such as Tam o’ Shanter and Auld Lang Syne. In return for their work, they will be able to 

work with international experts on Robert Burns and learn more about his life. They will also be able to 

develop a range of skills, including some that could help improve their employment prospects.  

The project has been led by Volunteer Co-ordinator and Project officer Tuesday 

McPhail, who started her role in September. She said: “Volunteers have long been 

the lifeblood of Ellisland - from the welcoming faces telling stories of the Bard’s 

time here to the dedicated gardening and maintenance team who have been 

keeping the grounds neat and tidy during the summer. “We are seeking to build 

on what’s been achieved and welcome new volunteers to help the Trust drive the 

development of the site and create a well-rounded offering to the public.”  

Tuesday came to her role at Ellisland from an arts and events management 

background, having studied classical music at Edinburgh Napier University. For 

the last three years, she was working with Underbelly as Operations Manager for 

their Edinburgh Fringe, Christmas and Hogmanay Festivals. 

Tuesday’s role is partly supported by the Holywood Trust, the Heritage Lottery 

Fund and donations to a recent fundraising appeal to allow re-opening.  

 

For further information, please contact Tuesday McPhail on  01387 740426 or by email at; 

coordinator@ellislandfarm.co.uk. Donations can be made through its Just Giving page 

www.justgiving.com/robertburnsellislandtrust   

 

Tumshie – the Forgotten Halloween Turnip Lantern  

 
In a small town in Scotland, Dad and son Elliot are walking home from school when 

Elliot spots a skeleton decoration in a house window, which reminds him 

Halloween is a few days away. They both love Halloween and every year they 

make Elliot’s costume together.  

 

The pictures show Elliot asking Dad what Halloween was like when he was a child. 

Dad explained he went “guising” now called trick or treating when you had to 

earn your sweets by reciting a poem, singing or telling a joke.  All costumes were 

made at home, there were no ready-made costumes in supermarkets then. 

 

People had Halloween parties and you went “Dooking” for apples and biting treacle covered scones 

hanging from a string.   In those days no one carried a pumpkin rather a small and very tough Scottish 

turnip – also known as a Tumshie. Carving out a Tumshie takes strength, will power, knives and spoons 

warned Dad. A pumpkin being soft is so much easier to carve.  

 

A truly beautifully coloured book, which is bound to bring back memories to many adults born in 50’s, 60’s 

and 70’s. Printed by Waverley Books ISBN: 978-1-84934-532-3.  

 

See a reading from the book by Author/illustrator Mark Mechan at: https://youtu.be/PDR5dU1NWDY 
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The Robert Burns World Federation Ltd  

‘Habbie Competition’  
“We preserve, promote and celebrate Scotland’s heritage, 

language and culture through the life and works of Robert 

Burns” RBWF 
Final Submission date : Monday 30th November 2020 

Robert Burns chose to compose many of his best-known poems in the Habbie 

Stanza, sometimes known as the ‘Burns Stanza’. To a Mouse’, ‘To a Haggis’ & 

‘Tam Sampson’s Elegy’ were all composed in this verse form. 

Prizes: 1st £50  2nd £25  3rd £15 Prizewinners’ poems will be featured 

in the RBWF Newsletter. 

• Poems must be in the Habbie Stanza and should have between 4 and 8 verses. 

The Adjudicators will be Marc R Sherland - President of RBWF and Sheila Templeton 

Aberdeen and Ayrshire poet. 

• Entry fee is £5 per poem. 3 poems for £10 

Rules of Entry: The poem must be set out on a ‘word or pages' document in single line 

spacing and having good margins.  

• Email your entry to admin@rbwf.org.uk and give your name, address, phone number, email 

address, poem/s title/s in the body text of the email.  

• Your name must not appear on the ‘word or pages’ document. 

• All fees due must accompany the poem. BACs payment may be made to Sort Code 80-08-

53 Account 00856523 In the name of the Robert Burns World Federation Ltd Ref: HAB 

COM 

• Cheques should be payable to ‘Robert Burns World Federation Ltd’ and posted to Habbie 

Competition, RBWF Headquarters, 3A John Dickie Street, Kilmarnock, KA1 1HW. 

• You may submit as many entries as you wish with the appropriate fee for each entry. 

• The competition is open to anyone over 16 years.  

• Entries must be the work of the entrant and must never have been published, self-published 

or published on any website; nor currently be entered for any other competition. 

• Experienced readers may assist the named adjudicators in identifying a long-list. The judges’ 

decision is final and no individual correspondence can be entered into. 

• No competitor can win more than one prize. 

• Copyright of each entry remains with the author; however, it is a condition of entry that the 

prize winners, give permission for their poem to be featured in the RBWF Newsletter. 

• Prize winners will be notified in an email by the Robert Burns World Federation Ltd. 

• An event may be held to present the prize winners and for those persons to read their winning 

entry. 

 

CLOSING DATE: for receipt of entries: Poems must be received no later than midnight 

on the closing date St Andrew’s Day Monday 30th November 2020. Email: 

admin@rbwf.org.uk This date is final and no late entries will be accepted, however early 

submissions are welcomed. 

Why not join the Robert Burns World Federation? Details from: 

admin@rbwf.org.uk 



  

 

 

Winter Cheer – the Federation’s First Ever Yule Concert 

Junior Vice President, Alan Beck is organising a Yule Concert to 

take place by Zoom on Sunday 13th December at 6pm (GMT). 

Varied entertainment is planned during the event, which will last 

around one hour and will include young Burns talent including 

Young Burnsians from the last few years and other entertainers. The 

“Yule” refers to the time of year of the concert and not to the theme 

of the repertoire. 

Alan says of the event, "It is always a pleasure to hear and witness the 

enthusiasm of young people drawn from competitions and 

enthusiastic about the Burns legacy and the Scots Leid. Without their 

dedication and continuing involvement in the culture and heritage, 

the future would be as bleak as bleak mid-winter, which is why, with 

our concert, it will be a time to deck the boughs with holly and settle 

back to enjoy a wonderful experience." 

So, fill a glass, choose your favourite seat and prepare to fill a 

pleasing hour with the handsel of entertainment of our young 

enthusiasts. To join as part of the audience simply 

email admin@rbwf.org.uk 

Obituary - Jim Minns 
 

Mr Jim Minns passed away on Monday 5th October, suddenly, having 

suffered a heart attack. 

 

Jim was a Burns enthusiast with immense knowledge of the Bard, known 

to many for his attendance at numerous Burns Suppers throughout 

Scotland and his loyal attendance at the RBWF Conferences. 

 

He was a Past President of Larkhall Burns Club and a member of 

Allanton Jolly Beggars, becoming a representative on the Lanarkshire 

Association of Burns Clubs. 

 

He is greatly to be missed and our condolences are extended to his 

sister Betty and his many Burns friends. 

Dictionary of the Scots Language 

The Scottish Language Dictionaries (SLD) is currently revising its Scots School Dictionary. This dictionary is 

for everyone aged 8 to 18 who speaks, reads or writes Scots or would like to do so, and the growing 

number of pupils studying for an SQA Award in Scots Language and those studying Scots as a modern 

language. It will define around 6,000 Scots words and phrases, ranging from everyday terms like glaikit, 

mind, and bairn, to words now encountered mainly on Burns Day, e.g. agley, drouthy, and painch. The 

dictionary, designed as an application for mobile devices, will also incorporate audio guides to 

pronunciation. We are keen to incorporate young voices from across Scotland to maximise the dictionary’s 

appeal to young learners, so we recently launched our Scots Voices campaign to invite Scotland’s 8 to 18-

years old to send their pronunciations to us by 29 May. A selection of their recordings will be incorporated 

in the new dictionary, which will be available as a free download for iOS and Android from early next year. 

The above article is taken from the SLD newsletter; to see the full details of all the work going on at the SLD 

see: 

file:///C:/Users/Mike%20Duguid/Documents/Burns%20Stuff/Newsletter/Nov%202020%20draft/Spring-

2020-Newsletter.pdf  
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“A Scots Musical Museum”: A Glimpse into the Musical Landscape of Burns’ Edinburgh 

As soon as he arrived in Edinburgh in 1786, Robert Burns was warmly welcomed by the well-to-do of the 

capital, and attended aristocratic gatherings around the city. It is very likely that he might have enjoyed a 

concert or two held by the Edinburgh Musical Society, held in St Cecilia’s Hall, the artistic heart of the Old 

Town. However, by Burns’ time, the famous Musical Society, which had flourished in the capital since 1727, 

was struggling. Public concerts now had to compete with other theatrical entertainments, and were 

increasingly unprofitable. Impresarios such as Natale Corri who ran high-profile concert series soon 

struggled to make ends meet, and could no longer afford to source expensive “stars” from London to attract 

their audiences. Yet the musical life of Edinburgh hadn’t disappeared by any means; it had merely found a 

new location – the home.  

In fashionable Edinburgh New Town, music 

would have been an integral part of domestic 

life, and Burns would have encountered all 

sorts of music in the drawing rooms he 

visited. One of the unique aspects of musical 

life in eighteenth-century Edinburgh was the 

co-existence of “traditional” Scottish music 

alongside the latest fashions in what we would 

now call “classical” or “art” music. So, 

whether at a concert or with friends at home, 

Burns would have enjoyed not only “new” 

music by composers such as Mozart and 

Haydn, but also Scots tunes, arranged for 

different combinations of instruments and 

voice. Indeed, in the home, informal 

performances would have mixed and 

matched musical styles. An evening’s 

entertainment would have drawn upon the 

talents and musical tastes of family members. Most young Scottish noblewomen would have been able to 

play the harpsichord or piano-forte to some extent, perhaps accompanying themselves or another member 

of the family singing. Songs from the London theatres and pleasure gardens circulated in Edinburgh, and it 

didn’t take long for these to reach the enthusiastic hands of elite women and men of the New Town. Burns 

may very well have admired their skill on his visits to their drawing rooms. 

Scots songs were of course also popular in the drawing rooms of Edinburgh during Burns’ time. The drive to 

preserve the music of Scotland for future generations had been kick-started earlier in the eighteenth 

century by the poet Allan Ramsay and his contemporaries. Instrumental musicians of the 1740s had 

experimented with Scots tunes, adding new bass parts and ever more florid ornamentation to “elevate” 

them so that they could be performed in concerts alongside music in more fashionable Italian Baroque 

style. Between them, these men started to create a body of consciously Scottish music. The Fife-born 

composer and cellist James Oswald, for example, published over 500 tunes (including both Highland and 

Lowland music) in his celebrated ten-volume “Caledonian Pocket Companion”. Each volume was around 

the size of a great-coat pocket, so that gentleman amateurs could access them easily, and entertain their 

friends over a dram of an evening. Others, such as the violinist Geminiani, used the tunes as inspiration for 

trio sonatas and sets of variations. 

By Burns’ time, the drive to preserve Scotland’s music was even stronger. Towards the end of the century, 

Scots tune collections, and particularly vocal collections, were increasingly published in Edinburgh rather 

than London, as the Scottish capital became a printing centre in its own right. A couple of decades earlier, 

philosophers such as Rousseau had begun to argue that melody, rather than harmony, was best able to 

express the beauty of nature. So, while previous generations had experimented with Scots tunes, and 

sometimes altered them substantially, now the sense of pride and ownership in Scottish melodic tradition 

resulted in a new attention to the authenticity and “purity” of the tunes themselves. 
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“Scots Musical Museum” (Cont’d)  

Finding the “original” version of each tune became an aim in itself, and compilers competed to produce 

collections which truly reflected the ancient lineage of Scottish art as inspired by Macpherson’s Ossian. 

Burns himself was one of a number of artists who set about creating collections of Scots tunes which claimed 

to prioritise the simplicity of the tunes themselves. In early 1787, in Edinburgh, he met a music engraver 

and seller, James Johnson, who shared his love of old Scots songs. Over the next sixteen years, Johnson 

worked tirelessly to produce the “Scots Musical Museum”, an impressive multi-volume collection of over 

600 Scots songs. Burns contributed three songs to the first volume, over forty to the second, and eventually 

was responsible for around a third of the total collection. He also wrote several songs for George Thomson’s 

A Select Collection of Original Scottish Airs for the Voice. Arguably, it was these publications which initially 

catapulted Burns to celebrity as a lyric poet, and ensured his longevity to the present day. 

Ironically, it seems that Burns didn’t much enjoy drawing-

room performances of his own songs. In fact, he is said to 

have disapproved of the artificial ‘gentility’ which was so 

fashionable in Edinburgh. Despite his major 

contributions to new collections of Scots songs, he was 

often concerned that some of these arrangements, usually 

composed by famous “classical” composers from the 

continent such as Haydn and Pleyel, did not understand 

how to set Scottish melodies. In letters to George 

Thomson, Burns explained that he was preferred a more 

traditional approach to the setting of these tunes, 

retaining a closer link with the Scots language. After all, 

composers like Haydn, while eminently musically 

qualified, would not have been as familiar with the Scots 

style as Burns himself, and their arrangements, steeped in early Classical style, are a far cry from what we 

would now consider to be “traditional” Scottish music. We can imagine that Burns, with his incredible 

personal knowledge of Scottish artistic heritage, would have been frustrated at the fact that these 

collections, despite their claims to preserve this heritage for posterity, used almost exclusively non-Scottish 

composers in the enterprise.    

Burns must have been kept very busy in Edinburgh with song-writing, but he would still have had the 

chance to participate in more informal music-making. After all, he was a passable fiddler, and was also fond 

of the guitar, a new and very fashionable instrument at the time. And, of course, he would have heard plenty 

of Scottish dance music during his time there. Just like today, dancing was a highly popular social activity in 

the late eighteenth century, and the popularity of Scots reels and jigs had spread well beyond Scotland. In 

the 1780s and 1790s, the musical Gow family was the toast of Edinburgh, and Burns was a great admirer of 

at least one of these excellent fiddlers and composers of Scottish dance music. He wrote to a friend that he 

was delighted to have met his acquaintance with Niel Gow: ‘I was much obliged to you, my dear friend, for 

making me acquainted with Gow. He is a modest, intelligent, worthy fellow, besides being a man of great 

genius in his way. I have spent many happy hours with him in the short while he has been here’.1  

We can speculate that Burns’ musical experiences in Edinburgh were varied and numerous. Surrounded by 

excellent and fashionable music-making, Burns was able to make an impressive contribution to the efforts of 

several Scotsmen to preserve Scots songs beyond their own generation. In the end, however, it is quite 

possible that Edinburgh’s musical scene was a little too high-minded for his taste, and he may very well 

have yearned for the simpler and unaffected music-making of honest country lads and lassies. 

Mary-Jannet Leith, PhD Researcher, University of Southampton, supported by the South, West, and Wales 

Doctorate Training Partnership. She is the manager of the Ensemble Hesperi who played a virtual concert for the 

Burns Club of London last month. www.mary-jannetleith.com. Please have a look at the videos at: 

https://www.ensemblehesperi.com/media which provide an excellent introduction to the group and their fusion 

with dancing. Photographs of the Ensemble by G M Isserlis Photography  

 
1 Letter from Robert Burns about musician Niel Gow: British Library Add MS 22307.  
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Friendship Tiles  

Commemorate anything you want, from the election of 

a new Club President, to the memory or celebration of 

someone, or an anniversary of someone or something 

of note. 

Each tile raises funds to secure and develop the 

services of the Federation both in Headquarters in 

Kilmarnock and as part of our Outreach and Education 

Programmes. 

The ceramic tiles will be fixed to panels on the wall in 

Headquarters. 

Text on the Friendship Tile is chosen by the purchaser 

(there is a limit of 16 characters on each of 3 lines). 

Each tile costs £30, plus postage and packaging, 

should the purchaser choose to have the tile posted to them.  

Only £30-Pay through your bank by BACS transfer: Sort Code 80-08-53: Use Reference TILE: Account No 

00856523 or by cheque payable to ‘The Robert Burns World Federation Ltd’ Email admin@rbwf.org.uk 

Federation Sponsors Isle of Arran Distilleries - Open for Business 
 

In light of the recent restrictions introduced in Scotland, in particular across the Central Belt of Scotland, we 

would like to reassure visitors to Arran that our Lochranza Distillery Visitor Centre is still open. 

 

Our Arran Malt Shop is still open 10am - 4pm and our downstairs coffee bar is still open for takeaway hot 

and cold drinks and sandwiches.  Please note though that we will not be able 

to sell any alcohol to take away from the coffee bar. 

 

Our twice daily tastings are still available at 12pm and 2.30pm. These must be 

pre-booked by calling 01770 830 264 or emailing 

bookings@arranwhisky.com . 

 

Instead of the usual format, you will spend time with our guide as they talk you 

through the drams, processes and history and you will then receive your 

drams to take away with you in Driver's drams bottles, not for consumption on 

the premises. The cost of this revised tasting is slightly lower at only £10 for 

the tasting instead of the usual £15 and still includes the voucher for £5 off the 

price of a 70cl bottle of malt whisky. These arrangements are hopefully temporary whilst restrictions are in 

place and are subject to change should further clarification come from the Scottish Government. We are 

here and very much looking forward to giving you a warm welcome. 
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