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Abstract 

 

This thesis examines traditions in Irish and Scottish song with the aim of offering a context for the 

Thomas Moore’s Irish Melodies and Robert Burns’ songs. It also explores points of intersection and 

divergence in both content and methodology between the two songwriters and the national music 

traditions of which their songs form a part. The introduction sets out observations and patterns in 

criticism on both Moore and Burns as well as offering a bibliographic overview of their lives and 

musical development. Chapter one considers the way in which Moore and Burns’ songs 

problematise racial profiling by both travel writers who stressed the barbarity of the Irish and 

Scottish, but also challenged antiquarian preoccupation with attempting to redress these assertions 

of barbarity by glorifying historical achievements – particularly those of a musical or literary nature – 

of the Irish and Scottish. Chapter two draws attention to the fact that observations made of Irish 

love song are often applicable to Scottish song before proceeding to examine how Moore’s and 

Burns’ songs manifest and subvert qualities identified within the Irish love-song tradition. Chapter 

three identifies methods used to depict landscape and nature in Irish and Scottish song and the 

degree to which Moore and Burns employ similar strategies or deviate from the existing song 

practise. Ultimately, by undertaking close ‘readings’ of their songs, this thesis aims to highlight what 

separates and unifies the songs of Moore and Burns from material produced by their predecessors, 

contemporaries and successors and in so doing, hopes to contribute to the recognition or, in 

Moore’s case, restoration of each as Bard of their respective nations. 
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Introduction 

 

This study contributes to an ever-growing area of research into Irish and Scottish traditional music, 

Thomas Moore studies and studies of the work of Robert Burns. Although, as scholars in each field 

have recently noted, some of these areas are experiencing a renaissance others have yet to be 

subjected to the thorough scrutiny of the researcher’s eye. The field of Robert Burns studies is 

unparalleled in its breadth and depth, and features researchers who have made it their life’s work to 

examine his writing and songs through various historical, sociological and critical lenses. 

Unfortunately, despite the growing number of academics working on Thomas Moore studies, the 

same cannot be said for the body of published research on Moore’s writing or songs. Whilst Moore, 

as Emer Nolan explains, has been marginalised within the canon of Irish writing in English, in 

contrast Gerard Carruthers states that ‘roughly from the late nineteenth century, Burns has 

remained a consistently, continuously included poet in comprehensive anthologies of “English 

Poetry” throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries’.1 This is not to suggest that the 

reception and analysis of Burns’ life and work have been without their problems. Carruthers and 

Pittock both highlight the fact that at various times Burns’ work has not been considered by those 

working on Romanticism and the eighteenth century generally but this gap has been broadly 

redressed with the emergence of work by Carruthers, Leith Davis, Kirsteen McCue, Nigel Leask, Carol 

McGuirk to name but a few. Similarly, the area of Moore studies has seen considerable growth with 

the sustained attention of Mary-Helen Thuente, Harry White, Una Hunt, Justin Tonra, Emer Nolan 

and, most recently, Joanne Burns. The renewed interest in both Burns and Moore marks a 

 

1 Gerard Carruthers, ?? p. 1. Nolan offers a compelling outline of the process of Moore’s literary relegation, 
drawing attention to the manner in which Moore is usually rejected as a pioneer of Irish writing in the English 
language in favour of Carleton: see Emer Nolan, ?? . W.B. Yeats’s decision to denigrate the value of Moore’s 
contribution to Irish literature has been compounded by the fact that he has been omitted by later critics who 
have helped define the canon of Irish literature, including Declan Kiberd whose Irish Classics (2000) largely 
omits a consideration of the work of Moore: see Declan Kiberd, Irish Classics, (?? ), p. xlvii. He also fails to 
mention Moore in either Inventing Ireland (1996) or, more recently, The Irish Writer and the World (2005).  



9 
 

reconsideration of the processes involved in the definition of the field, an awareness of the 

disadvantages of limiting an area of study to ‘Irish’ or ‘Scottish’ literature and a growing willingness 

to adopt a multi-disciplinary approach to materials that ‘fall between two stools’, particularly songs.  

If we consider work on Irish song in general and ballads in particular, few have come close to 

surpassing The Irish Song Tradition in which Seán Ó Boyle outlines significant aspects of the 

evolution of the Irish song, its transmission and circulation.2 Hugh Shields’ work on narrative singing 

and the Irish ballad tradition is equally important.3 Shields considers the structure, form and 

circulation of Irish ballads drawing particular attention to the difficulties associated with 

differentiating between Irish and Scottish song, or indeed printed ballads and those often aligned 

with the ‘oral’ tradition. Ultimately, Shields’ work dispels the notion that Irish and Scottish ballad 

traditions operated in isolation from each other; those who worked in the shipping industry and 

moved goods back and forth across the sea often carried an unseen cargo of the musical kind and 

few thought to discriminate against a favourite tune or song based on its origin. As a direct 

consequence, Irish and Scottish music bear a degree of hybridity that has often been under-

examined by those specialising in one area of research. This is probably due to the challenge 

presented by such an approach – considering both song traditions is as much a practical challenge as 

a political one. A brief perusal of Aloys Fleischmann’s index of song and tune collections gives some 

indication of the volume of printed collections.4 If we add to this the unprinted manuscripts of 

libraries, archives and private collections, scanned ephemera including song sheets or broadsides 

made available on searchable databases, and uncatalogued collections held by libraries, the volume 

 
2 Seán Ó Boyle, The Irish Song Tradition (Dublin: O’Brien Press, 1976) 

3 Hugh Shields, Narrative Singing in Ireland: Lays, Ballads, Come-All-Yes and Other Songs. (Dublin: Irish 

Academic Press, 1993) 

4 Aloys Fleishmann, Sources of Irish Traditional Music c.1600 – 1855 (New York: Garland Publishing, 1998) 
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of unexamined material becomes overwhelming.5 It is the burden of any scholar to acknowledge 

that the limitations placed on them by the ever-diminishing availability of time and the gaps in the 

historical record mean that their contribution will only ever be a tributary of an ever-growing stream 

of thought on a subject which is never static. This is particularly true of studies on national music 

which, as a living tradition, is constantly evolving in terms both of scholarly and popular perception  

and of performance. Despite the challenging nature of such pursuits, the work of a number of valiant 

researchers is going some way to redress some of the lacunae in this area, and it is to their work that 

I now turn. 

Whilst Burns appears to have remained a foundational figure in the development of Scottish 

literature and its evolution, it is fair to say that both he and Moore have been central to a revitalised 

approach to studies of Irish or Scottish national song and literature.6 This may well be a happy 

consequence of academia’s effort to undertake a degree of meta-analysis following the movement 

from traditional models of literary criticism towards models of new historicism as Joanne Burns 

points out, or it may be the recognition that taking a text and attempting to analyse it as if dislocated 

from of its wider cultural and historical context (or, as was the case for Burns and Moore, its wider 

 
5 John Moulden’s PhD thesis provides insight into one example of a library in Birmingham that had not fully 

catalogued its holdings for the Abraham Hume collection, some of which would have held significance for 

researching ballads. However, institutions such as Queen’s University are making some effort to redress these 

kinds of limitations with the development of a database of songs accessible at 

http://irishsongproject.qub.ac.uk. The difficulty with such projects is the challenge presented by the volume of 

materials to be processed, often against time and budget constraints. The consequence of this has been that a 

number of projects aimed at making such university library collections available to the public have remained 

unfinished, one such example is the Thomas Moore Hypermedia Archive, developed at NUI, Galway. See John 

Moulden’s ‘The Printed Ballad in Ireland: a guide to the popular printing of songs in Ireland, 1760-1920.’ 

(Unpublished thesis: National University of Ireland, 2006). 

6 In his Introduction, Robert Crawford describes him as having “done more than any other in his century to 

reinforce the art of verse through vernacular voice”. Robert Burns and Cultural Authority Ed. Robert Crawford 

Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. 1997. 
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musical context) is a reductive methodology.7 Such developments have served Moore and Burns 

studies well for it has meant that scholars have examined these men’s work – particularly their songs 

– with new sets of critical lenses. These varying forms of criticism are at their most obvious in the 

seminal volumes of essays that scrutinize aspects of Burns’ and Moore’s work with very specific 

critical perspectives. The Edinburgh Companion to Robert Burns offers intense analysis of Burns with 

essays ranging in subject from Carruther’s “Burns and Publishing” which examines the way Burns 

‘edited’ his public perception by controlling publication of the bawdier elements of his work, to 

Sarah Dunnigan’s “Burns and Women” which offers a superb consideration of the difficulties in 

attempting to ascertain Burns’ attitudes to women and identifies very different versions of 

womanhood that can be seen in Burns’ writing.8 This kind of analysis is mirrored in Thomas Moore: 

Texts, Contexts and Hypertext (2013). Edited by Francesca Benatti, Sean Ryder and Justin Tonra, the 

volume surveys the various composite elements of Moore’s writing, including his satires and songs.9 

Of further note is the forthcoming volume: Thomas Moore and Romanticism: Poetry, Music and 

Politics.10 It features essays on the presence of classicism in Moore’s works, the significance of 

Moore’s public performances and the breadth of his musical repertoire, and the various political 

agendas identifiable in Moore’s writing. These volumes demonstrate the important process of 

acknowledging historical, cultural and social context in analyses and appraisals of Moore’s work. 

 
7 See Joanne Burns, ‘Music in the Life and Works of Thomas Moore, 1779-1852’, (Unpublished doctoral thesis: 

Queen’s University, 2014) 

8 See Sarah Dunnigan, ‘Burns and Women’ The Edinburgh Companion to Robert Burns ed. by Gerard Carruthers 

(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009) pp. 20 -34. 

9 Thomas Moore: Texts, Contexts, Hypertext, eds Francesca Benatti, Sean Ryder and Justin Tonra (Switzerland: 

Peter Lang. 2013). The volume demonstrates a marked effort to reflect the contextual preoccupations of those 

writing about Moore and features essays examining how Moore’s historical reception has affected his 

contemporary recognition and cultural positioning; the significance of Moore’s Memoirs of Captain Rock 

(1824) in weaving the figure of Captain Rock into wider public consciousness beyond those immediately 

effected by agrarian violence and Moore’s lasting influence in Europe and Russia. 

10 Brian Caraher, Sarah McCleave, Eds. Thomas Moore and Romanticism: Poetry Music and Politics. (New York: 

Routledge, forthcoming). 
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Harry White’s The Keeper’s Recital: Music and Cultural History in Ireland, 1770 - 1990 (1998) 

and The Progress of Music in Ireland (2005) are seminal texts not just for their formidable scope but 

because they offer thoughtful considerations of the evolution of Irish music and song in its various 

forms from what White describes as the “native repertory” to the development of “hybrid art 

forms”, as well as charting some of the connections between Irish music, history, politics and 

literature.11 Ultimately, these volumes represent an important effort to make the kinds of 

connections between disciplines that authors operating in the long eighteenth century were making 

without hesitation. Many eighteenth-century writers undertook creative projects that saw them 

experiment with music and literature – with varying degrees of success.12 But of these pioneers, few 

came close to the work of Robert Burns and Thomas Moore.   

Adding to the body of work connecting nationalism and song, Mary-Helen Thuente’s The 

Harp Re-strung (1994) examines the evolution of the United Irishmen and their contribution to 

literary forms of Irish nationalism with particularly pertinent reference to the importance of 

newspapers and songbooks in disseminating and exploring the ideologies of the United Irishmen. 

Her monograph pays particular attention to the influence of Moore’s songs and satirical writings on 

the Young Irelanders, placing Moore within the overarching narrative of the United Irish 

movement.13 Though few have written of Moore without reference to his political agendas, Leith 

Davis’s Music, Postcolonialism and Gender: the construction of Irish National Identity is unique in its 

scrupulous examination of music in the gendering processes that emerged as a consequence of 

 
11 Harry White, The Progress of Music in Ireland. (Dublin: Four Courts, 2005) p. 8. 

12 See Axel Klein’s essay “‘All her lovely companions are faded and gone’: How ‘The Last Rose of Summer’ 

became Europe’s favourite Irish melody” in the forthcoming Romantic Inspirations (New York: Routledge, 

forthcoming) for a detailed survey of Moore’s temporal and creative contemporaries. I am grateful to Klein for 

permitting me to read this essay in advance of publication.  

13 Mary-Helen Thuente, The Harp Re-Strung: The United Irishmen and the Rise of Irish Literary Nationalism. 

(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1994). 
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colonial endeavour and the subsequent deconstruction and reconstruction of national identity.14 She 

discusses the relationship between those who ‘consumed’ Moore’s Melodies and the widespread 

dismissal of their political content based they were appreciated primarily by women. The process of 

publishing the songs, particularly the fact that they were initially conceived of as a commercial 

endeavour by the Power brothers and that, following a copyright dispute, Moore sided with James 

Power who was based in London: both of these prompt Davis to suggest that the “settlement of the 

editorial seat of power in London also resulted in another displacement of Irish by English 

interests”.15 Here Davis cites the William Powers’ decision to employ Englishman Henry Rowley 

Bishop as her example. However, her analysis of the situation does not take into account the 

problematic state of print culture in Dublin at this point.16 It also suggests that the desire to achieve 

commercial success should, in some way, problematise our perception of Moore.  

This is where the benefit of a comparative glance towards Burns proves worthwhile. He too 

was asked by James Johnson to contribute to his Scots Musical Museum and was sought out by 

George Thomson for his Select Collection and yet scholarship has yet to suggest that he commodified 

Scottish culture for ‘consumption’ in polite circles. Davis also offers an analysis of Moore’s decision 

to reject the position of Irish Poet Laureate: “In a gesture that suggests the importation of English 

values to the Irish cultural arena, Lord Moira proposed creating for Moore the position of Irish Poet 

 
14 Leith Davis, Music, Postcolonialism and Gender: the construction of Irish National Identity 1724-1874 (Notre 

Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006) 

15 Davis, Music, Postcolonialism and Gender, p. 143. 

16There is little to indicate that Moore would have enjoyed the same degree of circulation had he opted to 

retain Dublin as the centre for publication and distribution of his works. One might indeed suggest that this 

demonstrates a commercial ruthlessness, or simply acknowledge that for a writer hoping to make a living from 

his work, it made sense to choose London with its status as a hub for printing with an in-built highly receptive 

market. For a tour de force account of the challenges placed on printers and the press in Dublin in the 

eighteenth century see Jim Kelly’s “Regulating Print: The State and the control of Print in eighteenth-century 

Ireland”, in Eighteenth-Century Ireland 23 (2008): 142 - 174. Additional insights are provided by Terry 

Eagleton’s Scholars and Rebels in Nineteenth Century Ireland (Oxford: Blackwell. 1999). 
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Laureate. Even more suggestive of the power that England exercised over Irish artists is the fact that 

Moore rejected the offer because he preferred to wait for ‘advancement under the government’”.17 

Though this would certainly have been a significant factor in his decision, Davis does not 

acknowledge that Moore consulted his father via letter and that they discussed the perception of 

the Irish public and the possibility that undertaking such a position might leave him creatively 

indentured. Equally, Burns’ masonic connections led to the patronage that made the publication of 

his first volume possible and though Burns’ position as an excise man might be seen as a kind of 

patronage and certainly had an impact on the degree to which he aired any kind of Jacobite 

sympathies, critics such as Liam McIlvanney do not treat the tensions between Burns’ ideals and his 

desire to make a living with the anything like the criticism levelled at Moore. Davis’s language is 

loaded and, in some cases, politicises Moore’s decisions in a way that can perpetuate the kinds of 

criticism that led to his marginalisation.18  

I have already mentioned some of the eminent scholars in Burns studies, but for a sustained 

consideration of Scottish song in its wider context Thomas Crawford’s Society and the Lyric (1979) 

functions as a keystone providing a solid foundation for our current understanding of Scottish song 

more broadly in its cultural context and connections to social practices.19 With chapters on “Love 

and Marriage” and “The Common Pursuit”, the volume closely examines the relationship between 

ballads and the degree to which they reflect life and love in the lives of eighteenth-century Scots – of 

all classes. It is of particular merit because it provides an excellent explanation of the origins of 

Scottish song-types and as such, facilitates comparison with Irish song. However, it is not without its 

methodological problems and Crawford, in the midst of his explanation of song-types, offers the 

following problematic note on the distinction between ‘art-song’ and ‘popular’ song:  

 
17 Davis, Music, Postcolonialism and Gender, p. 142. 

18 Davis, Music, Postcolonialism and Gender, p. 142 - 43. 

19 Thomas Crawford Society and the Lyric: a study of the Song Culture of eighteenth-century Scotland 

(Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1979). 
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The distinction that is of the greatest value in the study of Scottish song literature before 

and immediately after Burns’ time is the distinction between popular and artificial. By 

artificial song I mean a particularly insipid variety, often sung by professional singers at the 

public gardens of Ranelagh and Vauxhall, and at their northern counterparts in Edinburgh 

and Aberdeen. Such artificial songs were a peculiar sub-class of art-song, by no means 

identical with the whole of art-song; they were associated with a particular social group, the 

‘polite’, and above all with the women of that group; and their idea-content was often that 

of the mid-eighteenth-century cult of sentiment.20 

 

In light of Kirsteen McCue’s observations regarding the purpose and intended audience of the 

collections to which Burns contributed, it is easy to identify problems with Crawford’s attempt to 

draw distinctions between the popular and the artificial based on the groups with which they were 

‘associated’.21 A number of critical elements are at play here. In the first instance Crawford attempts 

to describe a perceived delineation between ‘real’ songs and ‘artificial’ songs. This speaks of a desire 

to outline a cultural parameter within which a canon may be defined. It also communicates an 

awareness (and a wariness) of ‘pretenders’ to the canonic throne: Crawford acknowledges that 

there were songs that circulated before, during and after Burns’ lifetime that exhibit aspects of 

‘sentiment’ which, in actual fact, Burns himself appreciated greatly.22 For Crawford, these songs are 

unacceptable imitations of what he perceives to be an authentic popular tradition. The second point 

of particular interest is the way in which Crawford’s value judgements are – to a certain degree – 

based on class and gender. Middle and upper class women are the consumers of these “insipid” 

 
20 Crawford, Society and the Lyric, p. 8.  

21 Kirsteen McCue, ‘Burns’ Songs and Poetic Craft’ in The Edinburgh Companion to Robert Burns. ed. by Gerard 

Carrruthers. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009, pp. 74 -85    
22 Burns was a well-known appreciator of Henry Mackenzie’s A Man of Feeling (1771), a novel widely regarded 

to be an exemplary text in defining and embodying the sentimental as a literary movement. 
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songs, and their consumption of these songs reflect a dalliance with a diluted, banal form of a living 

popular culture. Interestingly, what we are seeing at work in Crawford’s analysis is a manifestation 

of the process Davis identifies in Moore’s reception: the gendering of the material and subsequent 

dismissal of its content as insipid and artificial. Davis describes this process as “reinforcing the 

gendered standards both of the national imaginary and of the literary sphere”.23 Any hopes for a re-

evaluation of the merit of such songs are quashed because if they are appreciated by polite circles 

they are deemed to be “artificial” and women “of that group” are labelled as incapable of truly 

valuing ‘popular’ song; in such an analysis the value of both the songs and the individuals who are 

seen to appreciate them are discounted. 

In Robert Burns and Cultural Authority Robert Crawford identifies Burns’ command of 

existing literary and musical tropes and his ability to reflect and challenge aspects of eighteenth-

century Scottish life as a challenge to “cultural authority” and notes with irony that posthumously 

Burns’ name would be used to “validate a bewildering variety of projects”.24 This volume of essays 

examines the various ways in which contested forces of influence in the life of the eighteenth-

century Scot, with particular reference to politics, religion and love, informed his work. It also 

considers how Burns manifested his own kind of cultural authority in terms of his use of language. 

The volume, which features essays by writers A. L. Kennedy and Seamus Heaney, is as much a 

reflection of Burns’ appeal to the Scottish and Irish literary imagination as it is a manifestation of the 

sheer breadth of academic interest in Burns.  

Thomas Crawford’s Burns: A Study of the Poems and Songs (??) is rivalled only by the third 

volume of Kinsley’s Collected Works which offers definitive commentary on the songs including 

notes and references to sources of the songs and instances where Burns borrowed from existing 

songs.25 Crawford undertook his study in response to James K. Baxter’s analysis both of Burns’ 

 
23 Davis, Music, Postcolonialism and Gender, p. 161. 
24 Robert Crawford, Robert Burns and Cultural Authority (??) p. xiv. 
25 Thomas Crawford, Burns: A Study of the Poems and Songs. (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1960) and James  

Kinsley, Ed. The Poems and Songs of Robert Burns. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968) 
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poetry and the man himself. The following quotation from Baxter indicates some of the problems 

Crawford had with Baxter’s approach: 

 

… if one regarded the work of Burns as a poetic credo, one would have to conclude that he 

was either insincere or schizophrenic…. But the problem arises from a false conception of           

the poet’s role. If Burns had been permanently committed to any one attitude, he could not 

have attained the objectivity necessary to write at all.26 

 

Crawford argues that Burns did “exhibit that insincerity and schizophrenia which Mr Baxter would 

deny him”.27 For Crawford, Burns’ changing relationship to his various sources of influence (including 

the literati of Edinburgh, his friendships with Hugh Blair, Dr John Moore and his ‘Clarinda’, the bardic 

undertaking of his Border and Highland tours) affected the subject and tone of his work. Crawford 

observes that “his later work is more abstract (in the sense in which music itself is abstract), and also 

of more universal appeal than the poems written before 1786, so that by and large Burns’ evolution 

as a poet may be termed a development from the particular to the general”.28 Whilst I would agree 

with Crawford’s analysis of the influence of various life experiences on the content of Burns’ work, 

autobiographical elements within Burns’ songs prompt me to question Crawford’s suggestion that 

they might be described as “general” or abstract. Conversely, knowing the degree to which Burns 

incorporated lines from existing songs or used these songs as a foundation on which to build his own 

 
This will be supplemented by the new Oxford University Press edition of Burns’ works currently being 

developed at Edinburgh University in a large-scale project funded by the Arts and Humanities Research 

Council. 

26 James K. Baxter, The Fire and the Anvil (Wellington: New Zealand University Press, 1955), p. 49. This analysis 

is equally fascinating for the degree to which it could be applied to Moore. As my later chapters will point out, 

discerning Moore’s position on certain political and cultural issues is at best problematic and at worst, 

seemingly insincere. This is particularly true of his evolving position in relation to the Whigs and the Prince of 

Wales (see Davis, Music, Postcolonialism and Gender, passim.). 

27 Crawford, Burns, p. xii. 
28 Crawford, Burns, p. xiv. 
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narrative, it is undeniable that there is a thread of the common or conventional running through 

them.  

 This is by no means a detailed survey of the critical research written about Moore and Burns, 

both of which figures, as apparent “bastions” of national music, have received extensive research, 

Burns in particular.  But it has identified the dominant themes that arise in critical writing about 

Burns and Moore and demonstrates that there are significant common denominators that arise in 

both.  I have therefore taken a broadly thematic approach in the comparative examination of their 

songs in the chapters which follow. Despite the increase in research on both song-writers, 

comparative discussion of the two is practically non-existent (Leith Davis and Joanne Burns refer to 

Burns in passing in their studies of Moore). This thesis attempts to redress that gap and to indicate 

how a comparative approach can shed new light on both figures.   

This thesis has been funded as part of an overarching project considering typologies of Irish 

song and adopts the kind of ‘four-nations’ approach to studies in Romanticism that Murray Pittock 

advocates in his seminal work “Scottish and Irish Romanticism” (2008).  This approach is particularly 

appropriate in light of the observations made by Ó Boyle and Shields regarding the exchange of song 

material between Ireland and Scotland. There are degrees of overlap between the two song 

traditions which have, in the past, been played down by those seeking to differentiate between the 

two.29 Identifying the motivations for their efforts would be a thesis in its own right, though 

remembered fragments from “The Anxiety of Indianness” and “The Cult of Authenticity” reverberate 

at the asking of such questions.30 I will, however, leave those challenges to be met another day,  

 
29 For observations on differing definitions of Irish traditional music, see Martin Dowling’s superb essay 

“Ramblings in the field of Modern Identity: Some Speculations on Irish Traditional Music” in Radharc 5.7 

(2004-6):107-134. See also Sally K. Sommers Smith, “Irish Traditional Music in a Modern World” New Hibernia 

Review 5.2 (2001) pp. 111-125 

30 Though these essays reflect on entirely different writing traditions, they make points which are pertinent to 

other post-colonial contexts. See Meenakshi Mukherjee’s “The Anxiety of Indianness: Our Novels in English” 

Economic and Political Weekly, 28.48 (1993): 2607-2611 and Vikram Chandra’s “The Cult of Authenticity” in 

the Boston Review (February 2000). www.bostonreview.net  

http://www.bostonreview.net/
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choosing instead to adopt an alternative approach, one which seeks to create opportunities to 

reflect on shared song practices, to identify common preoccupations and, where appropriate, to 

identify and examine points of divergence in both. I argue that to examine the work of Burns and 

Moore side by side is to offer opportunities for a different kind of critical examination than could be 

gained from examining either one singly. It offers a level of perspective that I have found lacking in 

close critical analysis of one or other, the kind of perspective that might well prevent instances of 

the kind of loaded critical analysis I have already highlighted. For these reasons, I feel a comparative 

study of the work of the men that Robert Crawford and Ronan Kelly identify as “The Bard” and the 

“Bard of Erin” respectively is not only justified, but is called for.  

Before introducing the chapters which follow, I will pause initially to give a brief introduction 

to the two writers, drawing out points of similarity and difference in their lives and writing before 

the more in-depth discussions of particular issues which occur in the three chapters. 

 

Burns’ and Moore: their early lives and education - musical and literary.  

Though their reception in later years, during the periods of the Irish and Scottish literary revivals, 

contributed to the overall contrasting perception of Burns as a “ploughman poet” and Moore as a 

“drawing-room toadie”, certain aspects of their biography indicate a number of significant parallels.  

Burns was born in Alloway on the 25th of January 1759 to William Burnes and Agnes Brown. Both his 

father William and his grand-father Robert worked as gardeners, landscaping grounds and tending to 

flora on sizeable grounds belonging to upper-class landholders. Though in his later years, William 

would become a farmer he was always keen to ensure his sons had access to education in whatever 

form it was available. Moore was born on the 28th of May 1779 at Aungier Street, Dublin to John 

Moore and Anastacia Codd. John Moore was the proprietor of a grocery store which provided well 

enough to sustain Moore’s respectable education, though the generous financial support Moore 

later provided to his father would grow increasingly necessary to this family business.  
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 It is clear from their efforts that both Burns’ and Moore’s parents valued education, 

literature and the exchange of ideas in lively discussion. Though Burns’ mother, Agnes was unable to 

write and Moore’s mother, Anastasia’s learning was quickly surpassed by her son, the two would 

play significant roles in the evolution of their son’s interests. Agnes provided Burns’ first experiences 

of Scottish song and tales, in all their uncensored glory, performing songs that she had learned 

aurally from her family and contemporaries. Moore’s mother, Anastasia, encouraged him to perform 

the poetry, songs and dramatic pieces learned from his tutors whilst in company and would, when 

called upon, also perform herself.31 Remembering such gatherings, Moore recollected his role as “a 

sort of a show child” and described performing for family friends and neighbours.32 Despite 

Anastasia’s almost over-enthusiastic approach to her son’s success, it is clear from the rate at which 

the two exchanged letters that their relationship was strong and that Moore enjoyed the attention 

and affection he received. Whilst Anastasia undertook manoeuvrings with a view to strengthening 

Moore’s prospects Moore’s father’s contribution was largely financial. Thanks to his father’s 

commitment to education Moore was spared the perceived ignominy of being labelled a ‘sizar’ while 

a student at Trinity College Dublin. A ‘sizar’ was a student who had no fees to pay but who was 

expected to undertake menial tasks to compensate for this. Moore was a ‘pensioner’ which, though 

a sub class to the ‘noble men’ and ‘fellow commoners’, meant he was able to avoid menial labour 

and wear gowns of ‘fine stuff’.33 Aside from the education he financed – for which Moore was 

explicitly grateful – John Moore provided counsel throughout Moore’s life, despite the fact that 

Moore’s education exceeded his own. A non-sectarian patriot, John’s measured way of thinking 

permeates Moore’s Irish Melodies (1808 – 1834) and his careful advice helped affirm Moore in his 

 
31 Ronan Kelly notes that her favourite song to perform was “the sentimental ‘How Sweet in the Woodlands’”: 

see Ronan Kelly, The Bard of Erin: The Life of Thomas Moore (Dublin: Penguin, 2008), p. 11. 

32 Memoirs, Journal, and Correspondence of Thomas Moore, ed. Lord John Russell, ?? vols. (London: Longmans, 

1853 - 6), vol. I p. 3. 

33 See Kelly, The Bard of Erin, p. 31. 
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decision to pass on the opportunity to become Irish poet laureate lest it indenture him and his 

political ideas, limiting his creativity and capacity to critique the politics of the day. 

It is clear that Burns’ father William was a formidable force in shaping Burns’ voracious 

appetite for knowledge and willingness to engage with contrasting schools of thought, particularly in 

theology. Robert Crawford’s biography thoughtfully illuminates William Burns’ interest in and 

aptitude for education: he was passionate about ‘improvement’ in its various forms, not simply as a 

strategy for increasing the yield of a landscape.34 William assisted in the landscaping of Hope Park, 

one of many developments leading to the wider program of ‘improvement’ which was partly a 

reaction to the instability emerging from the Jacobite rebellion. His knowledge of and involvement in 

‘improvement’ combined with his good character helped him secure a position as a gardener, 

eventually leasing land with a view to creating a market garden. William’s aspirational values, his 

desire to ‘improve’ and need for independence certainly infiltrated Robert’s psyche as did his 

appreciation for learning. Both sets of parents knew the value of education as a potential passport to 

a better quality of life, one that might shield their children from some of the hardships that they 

themselves had experienced.  

Moore first received tuition at a school run by a Mr Malone. Moore’s recollections of his 

time there would indicate that it was a less than formal arrangement but, as Ronan Kelly notes, the 

fact that Moore received an award for a ‘Publick Examination’ at the tender age of 6 would indicate 

that it was more formal than his recollections would indicate.35 Moore then progressed to Samuel 

Whyte’s English Grammar school where he learned subjects which would prepare him and his peers 

for ‘the Senate, the Pulpit or the Bar’.36 Thanks to a combination of natural aptitude, a  gregarious 

character and Anastacia’s efforts to keep his teachers in good graces with flattery, gifts and gestures 

of kindness, Moore excelled at Whyte’s school. And following the 1792 acceptance of Sir Hercules 

 
34 Robert Crawford, The Bard: Robert Burns, a Biography (London: Jonathon Cape, 2009).  
35 Kelly, The Bard of Erin, p. 6. 
36 Kelly, The Bard of Erin, p. 21. 
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Langrishe’s bill allowing Catholics to be called to the Bar, Moore gained the chance at a career in 

law, to his mother’s great delight:  

 

The large measure of Catholic enfranchisement which passed in the year 1793, sweeping 

away, among various other disqualifications, those which excluded persons of that faith 

from the University and Bar, let my mother free to indulge her long- cherished wish of 

bringing me up to the profession of the law.37 

 

Immediately, Moore’s instruction in Latin intensified under the teaching of a Mr Donovan and 

instead of attending Dr Carr’s Latin school Moore opted to remain at Whyte’s where he was able to 

“advance as fast as my natural talent and application would carry me.”38 Simultaneously he 

advanced studies in English, while also engaging in political discussion too.39 This opportunity was 

consolidated with Moore’s advancement to Trinity College Dublin. Though the register indicates that 

he was recorded as a Protestant, there is no other sign that he concealed his Catholic upbringing. 

Despite excelling academically, as a Catholic Moore was unable to benefit from the financial stipend 

that accompanied awards recognising academic achievement. This was clearly a point that caused 

Moore some chagrin: his memoirs recollect the ‘barren honour’ of receiving such an award without 

the prospect of the substantial sixty or seventy pounds remuneration that would otherwise have 

accompanied it.40   

 
37 Moore, Memoirs, Journal, and Correspondence of Thomas Moore: Memoirs of Myself, Letters, 1793-1806. 
Duel with Jeffrey. Letters, 1807-1813. ed. by Lord John Russell. (London: Longman, Brown, Green, and 
Longmans, 1853)  p. 20. 
38 Memoirs, p. 21. 
39 Moore’s Memoirs describe how he was “not … tied to any class” (21), rather that the learning opportunities 
afforded him by his instructors were tailored according to his ability and propensity to learn. This kind of 
differentiation based on ability would certainly have offered Moore the kind of challenge that allowed him to 
set his own pace. And this largely mirrors crucial aspects of Burns’ education, particularly his relationship with 
his instructors and their shared passion for reading, learning and, in Moore’s case, politics: “finding his pupil 
quite as eager and ready at politics as at the classics, he divided the time we passed together pretty equally 
between both” (ibid p. 21).  
40 Kelly, The Bard of Erin, p. 33.  
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 Whilst at Trinity, Moore distinguished himself amongst his peers as an affable character and 

though his talents both as an orator in the “Hist” debating society and as a writer (as we will see) 

were already evident, he did not shine to the degree that he had in Whyte’s, much to his mother’s 

disappointment. He did, however, become friends with soon-to-be significant figures such as Edward 

Hudson (1743 - 1821) and Robert Emmet (1778 - 1803), forming relationships that would affirm and 

shape his patriotic political values. Hudson introduced him to Bunting’s collection of tunes and their 

exchanges appear to be the first  point at which Moore explicitly appreciated that music could stir 

the heart in a unique way, an idea that would evolve into an understanding of music and song as a 

means by which literary and political ideas might be explored and expressed.41 Trinity also offered 

Moore the opportunity to undertake experiments in creative writing, progressing from verses he 

contributed to the Anthologia Hibernica in September 1793 to submitting a fragment of a poem, 

‘Extract from a Poem: In Imitation of Ossian’, to the Belfast newspaper, the Northern Star and then 

to the Press, a Dublin newspaper. The poem makes clear Moore’s appreciation for Macpherson’s The 

Poems of Ossian (1773) and demonstrates both Moore’s capacity for a florid turn of phrase, and the 

influence of his former teacher Samuel Whyte, who had a penchant for ornate language, upon this 

early writing. 

 Moore’s formal education concluded with his attendance at the Middle Temple in London as 

it was at this point intended that he would study for the Bar. As important as progression to the 

Temple was, the social circles that were available to Moore as a result of his relocation to London 

had a much greater impact on Moore’s career. Burns too would benefit greatly from the connections 

he made as a direct consequence of his participation in sociable all-male clubs and organisations 

such as the Masons, but his path to Edinburgh had been far from smooth.  

 
41 Remembering his friendship with Hudson, Moore wrote: ‘I attribute indeed, a good deal of my own early 

acquaintance with our music, if not the warm interest which I have since taken in it to the many hours I passed 

at this time of my life tete-a-tete with Edward Hudson, now trying over the sweet melodies of our country, 

now talking with indignant feeling of her sufferings and wrongs’. See Memoirs, Journal and Correspondence of 

Thomas Moore, ed. Lord John Russell (London: Longman, Brown, Green and Longmans. 1853), p. 49. 
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 Burns’ father, a comparatively well-read man, made every effort to encourage his sons to 

engage with biblical stories and theological ideas. Recognising that this was only one aspect of a 

well-rounded education William registered his sons at William Campbell’s school in Alloway. 

Unfortunately, however, Campbell relocated to Ayr and the school closed shortly thereafter. William 

Burns, wishing to continue his sons’ education, came to an arrangement with John Murdoch, a 

newly-qualified teacher who agreed to instruct the Burns boys along with the children of four other 

families. Using texts such as Mason’s Collection of English Prose and Verse (1764) and Fisher’s 

English Grammar (1762), Murdoch challenged his pupils to learn long passages of prose along with a 

considerable number of poems and hymns.42 This practise would set Burns apart as a writer, with an 

ability to recall long passages and quotes at will when writing or engaging in lively discussion. The 

young Walter Scott remarked on this ability: “Among the men who were the most learned of their 

time and country, he expressed himself with perfect fitness, but without the least intrusive 

forwardness”. 43    

1765 saw Burns’ father take on the lease of Mount Oliphant whilst having to continue to pay 

the cost of leasing ground Alloway. Moving to Oliphant in 1766 marked the beginning of the family’s 

financial worries and when Murdock moved away in 1768, Burns’ older brother, Gilbert and the nine 

year old Robert himself, had to take on additional responsibility on the farm, learning from volumes 

on astro-theology and mathematics at night.44 Despite the pressures placed on him by his farming 

responsibilities and concerns over generating the requisite income to sustain the lease on both 

farmlands, William persisted in his bid to educate his sons, coming to an arrangement with the 

 
42 Arthur Masson, A Collection of English Prose and Verse, for the Use of Schools (Edinburgh: Masson, Kincaid 

and Bell, Gordon and Donaldson, 1764). Ann Fisher, The New English Tutor: or Modern Preceptor consisting of 

Orthography or the Art of Spelling and Reading … Observations on the particular Powers of Letters … also, A 

Practical Abstract of English Grammar. (London: J. Richardson, 1762). 

43 Walter Scott cited in Gavin Sprott, Pride and Passion: Robert Burns, the Life, Times and Legacy (Edinburgh: 

National Library of Scotland, 1996), p. 18.   

44 Robert Crawford, ‘Burns, Robert (1759–1796)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University 

Press, 2004; online edn, May 2011 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/4093, accessed 4 Aug 2016] 
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school in Dalrymple which the boys attended on alternate weeks. Eventually the arrangement came 

to an end in 1773 when the boys were sent to receive further lessons from Murdoch who was now 

based in Ayr. All the while Burns was enjoying his own syllabus which featured a combination of 

contemporary fiction, the Edinburgh magazine and the massively influential work of Pope.45Gilbert’s 

recollections offer us some indication of the breadth of material made available to the boys by their 

father through a combination of borrowing and subscribing: 

 

He borrowed Salmon’s Geographical Grammar for us, and endeavoured to make us 

acquainted with the situation and history of the different countries of the world; while from 

a book-society in Ayr, he procured for us the reading of Derham’s Physico and Astro-

theology, and Ray’s Wisdom of God in the Creation, to give us some idea of astronomy and 

natural history. Robert read all these books with an avidity and industry scarcely to be 

equalled.46 

 

Whilst Moore enjoyed the benefits of a university level education, letters exchanged between Burns 

and his friend, James Candlish also indicate Burns’ pursuit of his own curriculum shaped by his 

reading of Pope and Mackenzie’s A Man of Feeling (1771). Robert Crawford suggests that, 

ultimately, his objective was at one with that set out by Pope in his An Essay on Man: “Know then 

thyself, presume not God to scan; / The proper study of Mankind is Man”.47 According to Crawford 

this is confirmed in Burns’ letter to William Niven (1759 - 1844) in July 1780 when he explains his 

 
45 Crawford’s biography identifies Pope’s influence in Burns’ earliest material, identifying his Essay on Man as 

the first poem Burns quoted in his epistolary material. He also makes connections between Pope’s reference 

to money as ‘yellow dirt’ and Burns’ similar use of the term in his song ‘O Tibbie I hae seen the day’: see 

Crawford, A Study, p. 99. 

46 Gilbert Burns, The Works of Robert Burns, with an Account of his Life and a Criticism on his Writings, ed 

James Currie.5 vols. (London: T. Cadell and W. Davies, 1800), Vol 1. pp. 64 – 65. 

47 Alexander Pope, The Poems, ed. John Butt (London: Methuen, 1965), p. 516. 
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desire to study ‘the human mind’ and ‘the soul of man’. 48 Given the longevity of Burns’ appeal and 

the continued global appreciation for his work – particularly his songs – we must concede that he 

surely achieved some measure of success in his pursuit. Though the method by which they received 

their education differed, it is evident that both men were well read and developed their own 

curricula based on their interests and preferences. This appetite for knowledge, combined with their 

ability to weave their erudition throughout their writing without overwhelming the content of their 

work with high-brow references, means that even now, scholars are unpacking the layers of 

meaning that rest below the surface of their songs. 

 

Music in the lives and careers of Burns and Moore 

As I have already noted, the mothers of both Moore and Burns played key roles in their musical 

development; indeed, both were primary sources and initiators of a musical education that was far 

from formal. Despite their prolific output in verse, epistle and satiric form, the greatest body of 

Burns’ and Moore’s creative output exists in song form. Moore’s musical publications included the 

wildly successful Irish Melodies (1808 - 1834), National Airs (1818 - 27), Sacred Songs (1816 - 24) and 

a number of additional musical compositions for theatrical pieces and glees. Burns’ primary 

contribution was to James Johnson’s Scots Musical Museum (1787 - 1803), though he also wrote for 

George Thomson’s A Selection Collection of Original Scottish Airs for Voice (1793 - 1841) resulting in 

some fascinating arrangements of Burns’ songs by Beethoven, Pleyel and Haydn.49  

 
48 Burns’ letter to Nivens, cited in Crawford, The Bard, p. . Niven’s letters are also accessible on the searchable 

catalogue of the Robert Burns Birthplace Museum: http://www.burnsmuseum.org.uk/collections/  

49 It should be noted that Beethoven also arranged some of Moore’s Melodies. Published on the occasion of 

the centenary of Beethoven’s death, a letter to the editor of The Musical Times (1 March 1927) suggests that 

these settings have been underappreciated: “I have heard some of them played only two or three times since 

1877”. John Hennig’s essay entitled “Beethoven and Ireland” offers a very helpful overview of the evolution of 

Beethoven’s arrangement and discusses both George Thomson’s desire to mirror the success of Moore’s 

Melodies and how this was problematized by his method of sourcing the arrangements and lyrics separately, 

http://www.burnsmuseum.org.uk/collections/
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 Both Burns and Moore tended to underplay their knowledge of music, choosing instead to 

highlight their passion for it as their primary motivating factor. Burns’ musical ability has often been 

called into question thanks to an oft-quoted letter written by Murdoch, his teacher: “Robert’s ear 

was particularly dull, and his voice untuneable” whereas Moore was said to have possessed ‘an 

agreeable voice and taste for singing’.50  

It is clear from reminiscences in his memoirs that Moore was surrounded by music in both 

domestic and social settings.51 He entertained and was entertained by the company gathered by 

Anastacia at their ‘suppers’, building up a repertoire of performance pieces and honing his 

performance style. His mother entertained figures as diverse as Sydney Owenson (1783 - 1859), later 

known as Lady Morgan; the guests of the elderly Miss Dodd of Camden Street who played hostess to 

a class of society that Moore described as “somewhat of a higher level than ours”; and United 

Irishman, James Napper Tandy (1787 - 1803).52 Moore’s Memoirs offer a glimpse into the way music 

and sociability permitted him to travel through social and religious barriers. He notes that “most of 

these patriot acquaintances of ours, of whom I have just spoken, were Protestants, the Catholics 

being still too timorous to come forward openly in their own cause.”53 Moore also highlights the 

 
much to Beethoven’s annoyance. See John Hennig, “Beethoven and Ireland” The Irish Monthly 75.890 (1947), 

pp. 332-338 

50 For citations of these judgements see Currie, The Works of Robert Burns Vol. I p. 91 and Russell, Ed. 

Memoirs, Journal, and Correspondence of Thomas Moore: Memoirs of Myself, Letters, 1793-1806. Duel with 

Jeffrey. Letters, 1807-1813 (London: Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1853) Vol I, p. 1718.  

51 For a detailed survey of the various sources of music in Moore’s life, see chapter one of Joanne Burns’ PhD 

thesis,“‘My real knowledge of music is very limited’: Moore’s Musical Influences, Inspirations, and Ideas” in 

Music in the Life and Works of Thomas Moore, 1779 – 1852 (Queen’s University Belfast, PhD Thesis, 2014), pp. 

25 - 89.  

52 For Moore’s account of the guests of Miss Dodd, see Moore, Memoirs, p. 4. Though described as the “hero 

of the night” (Moore, Memoirs, p. 18), Tandy – a celebrated United Irishman – was not an exceptional visitor in 

that he appears to have been one of a number of United Irishmen that the Moores counted as ‘intimate 

friends’ (Moore, Memoirs, p. 17). 

53 Moore, Memoirs, p. 18. 
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satisfaction felt at befriending Beresford Burston and his family: “My acquaintance with this family 

was one of those steps in the scale of respectable society which it delighted my dear mother to see 

me attain and preserve”.54 Though aware from his “green years” of  a “sense of the immense 

distance between [the young Noblesse and Gentry] and their ragged play-fellow”, Burns was also 

aware of his peer’s kindness beyond these social divisions: “My young superiours [sic] never insulted 

the clouterly appearance of my plough-boy carcase … They would give me stray volumes of books … 

And one … helped me to a little French”.55 It would seem that the propensity for sociability which 

both Burns and Moore so clearly displayed had at least as much to do with their success in 

negotiating social boundaries as their aptitude for music and high-brow conversation.  

Burns’ preferred instrument was the fiddle. He purchased one at Lochlea, possibly inspired 

by his friend David Sillar, but as Crawford notes, the lack of commentary beyond his sister’s passing 

mention affirms her suggestion that he was not a particularly skilled fiddler.56 This appears to have 

had little or no impact on his musical knowledge and certainly offers no reflection on his musical 

experiences, which pervaded all aspects of his life. Most notable of his musical experiences were his 

absorbing of songs and stories from his mother and his mother’s cousin’s wife, Betty Davidson, who 

 
54 Moore, Memoirs, p. 19. 

55 Letter to Dr Moor (23 September 1787) printed in The Oxford Edition of the Works of Robert Burns: 

Commonplace Books, Tour Journals, and Miscellaneous Prose, ed. Nigel Leask (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2014). Vol I pp. 190-1. 

56 For a detailed recount of Burns’ friendship with David Sillar see Crawford’s The Bard, p. 87. Burns also makes 

no mention of playing the fiddle in his autobiographical letter to Dr Moor, referenced above. The assessment 

that his fiddle-playing was not particularly skilful is confirmed in James. C. Dick’s introduction to Notes on 

Scottish Song; By Robert Burns written in an interleaved copy of The Scots Musical Museum with additions by 

Robert Riddell and Others (?? Publisher: 1908), p. xxix: “Burns played the violin and practised on it for several 

years … he knew musical notation, … he copied tunes and … he could read them, … his favourite music was 

slow, pathetic airs and as he never acquired rapid execution he was not able to play quick dances”. Dick also 

notes that Burns alludes to himself as a fiddler on only two occasions: his Epistle to Davie in which he refers to 

Sillar as a ‘brother fiddler’ and his letter to Sharpe of Hoddam in which he describes himself as a “fiddler and 

poet”: see Dick, Notes on Scottish Song, p. xxix. 
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lived with the family.57 It is well reported by Burns’ biographers that he liked to hum or “south” a 

tune over in order to absorb it fully. His letters to George Thomson offer a superb insight into this 

process which appears to be innately connected to aural absorption and oral composition. As Burns 

himself noted, he cannot simply write lyrics to a tune at command: 

 

I do not know the air, and untill [sic] I am compleat [sic] master of a tune, in my own singing 

(such as it is) I never can compose for it. - My way is: I consider the poetic sentiment, 

correspondent to my idea of the musical expression; then I chuse my theme; begin one 

stanza; when that is composed, which is generally the most difficult part of the business, I 

walk out, sit down now and then, look out for objects in Nature around me that are in 

unison or harmony with the cogitations of my fancy and the workings of my bosom; 

humming every now and then, the air with the verses I have framed: when I feel my muse 

beginning to jade, I retire to the solitary fireside of my study & there commit my effusions to 

paper; swinging, at intervals, on the hind legs of my elbow chair, by way of calling forth my 

own critical strictures, as my pen goes on.58 

 

We get a clear sense of the primacy of aural/oral absorption in Burns’ composition process in these 

letters, as in the following letter:  

 

 
57 Crawford offers significant details on the role of Davidson in shaping Burns’ awareness of folk tales, 

particularly those with a supernatural element, something that stayed with Burns his entire life and pervaded 

his poetry with a vitality that is suggestive of the vibrant relationship between the folk tale and the 

supernatural: see Crawford, The Bard, pp. 20-21. 

58 From a letter to George Thomson, September 1793 taken from The Letters of Robert Burns, ed. J. de Lancey, 

2 vols. (Oxford: Ferguson and G. Ross Roy, Oxford, 1985), Vol. 2, p. 204. 
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Twas at the same time I set about composing an air in the old Scotch style. – I am not 

Musical Scholar enough to prick down my tune properly so it can never see the light, and 

perhaps ‘tis no great matter, but the following were the verses I composed to suit it.59  

 

Despite limitations in ‘technical’ skills such as recording musical notation and sight reading, Burns’ 

desire to assimilate the music in a genuine manner is evident and his understanding of the 

relationship between melodic rhythm and prosody is unquestionable: 

 

There is a certain irregularity in the old Scotch Songs, a redundancy of syllables with respect 

to that exactness of accent and measure that the English Poetry requires, but which glides 

in, most melodiously with the respective tunes to which they are set. For instance, the fine 

old song of The Mill Mill O, to give it a plain prosaic reading it halts prodigiously out of 

measure; on the other hand, the song set to the same tune in Bremner’s collection of Scotch 

Songs which begins “To Fanny fair could I impart &c” [sic] it is most exact measure; and yet, 

let them be both sung before a real Critic, one above the biasses [sic] of prejudice, but a 

thorough Judge of Nature – how flat and spiritless will the last appear, how trite and lamely 

methodical, compared with the wild-warbling cadence, the heart-moving melody of the 

first.60 

 

The focus with which Burns assesses the rhythm of the verse and the degree to which it suits the 

melody along with the manner in which he conveys his assessment reflect a degree of technical 

understanding borne out of a well-honed ear rather than theoretical mastery. He does not dwell on 

the effect of the key and modulation on the listener’s perceptions; his interest lies in the degree to 

 
59 ‘Commonplace Book’ Vol I p. 60.  

60 ‘Commonplace Book’, Vol I p. 38. 
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which verse and melody complement and inform each other.61 It should not be surprising that Burns’ 

authority comes from an implicit appreciation for and understanding of music. Despite the strong 

presence of Scottish music and song in his life, he only began seriously collecting tunes and songs 

during his Highland tours in 1787. This trip saw him take in the sights and sounds of Argyle and Loch 

Lomond in June, followed by a trip to Bannockburn, Glenlyon and Dunkeld in August. It was during 

this trip that he met Neil Gow (1727 - 1807) with whom he would become firm friends. Gow, a 

fiddler and writer of tunes, supplied melodies to which Burns wrote lyrics including ‘Where braving 

angry winter’s storms’ which Burns wrote for Gow’s ‘Lamentation for Abercairney’.62  

Both Burns and Moore created a network of sources of material largely through the 

friendships they formed with like-minded peers but this was also supplemented with song material 

offered to them by the general public when their reputations were established. 63 Kirsteen McCue 

has written of Burn’s role as a collector and composer of songs and places him amidst a network of 

antiquarians and composers:  

 

So gentlemen poets like Blacklock, Beattie, Burns and a host of others, scoured the 

countryside for materials, worked their way through existing published sources of songs, 

swapped and shared ideas with one another by letter or in person, and created song lyrics 

from scratch for tunes which, in their opinion needed to be preserved.64 

 

 
61 For more on this see Ericsson-Roos, Katarina. The Songs of Robert Burns: a study of the Unity of Poetry and 

Music. (Stockholm: Almqvist and Wiksell, 1977) 

62 ‘Neil Gow’s Lamentation for Abercairney’, Gow’s Collection of Strathspey Reels, 1788. 

63 The third volume of Kinsley’s The Poems and Songs of Robert Burns (details and date ??) offers detailed 

information on sources and commentary on his works. This is supplemented by Low’s publication which 

identifies the various MS collections from which Burns sourced his melodies and songs: see The Songs of 

Robert Burns. ed. by Donald A. Low. (London: Routledge, 1993). 
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It is important to note that as unique as Burns’ prodigious musical output was, he was by no means a 

lone practitioner in his endeavour. The difficulty with negotiating the balance of originality in the 

approach to and content of Burns’ song material is discernible throughout scholarly examination of 

his songs. McCue notes a difference in perception between Pittock’s observation that Burns 

“reinscribes the denominating force of music, dance and song in Scottish nationhood, hidden, 

repressed, but there to be discovered” and her own understanding that “Johnson’s project suggests 

that Scottish song culture was very much alive and visible”.65 The variation in these two assessments 

is highly significant because one identifies Burns as working against a repressive current to restore 

music as a marker of nationality; the other distinguishes Burns as an exceptional figure working 

within a vibrant, pre-existing network. Neither McCue nor Pittock denies Burns his status as a 

remarkable figure but the way he is positioned as working within an existing tradition or against a 

wider cultural development certainly has implications for how his creative engagement with the 

song materials can be viewed. The ‘politics’ of these kinds of analyses will be given further attention 

in chapter one. 

Aware of her son’s potential Anastacia attempted to foster Moore’s musical talent, making 

use of the “old lumbering harpsichord” given to his father as part payment for a debt and sourcing 

harpsichord lessons.66 Unfortunately, her efforts were in vain and more time was spent larking about 

with his ‘instructor’, “a youth who was in the service of a tuner in our neighbourhood”, than 

acquiring the requisite skills to master the instrument.67 Fortunately, he had a second chance when 

his mother employed William Warren to teach his sister Catherine to play the piano. He listened in 

on his sister’s piano lessons and, emulating what he had observed from her teacher, Moore taught 

himself to play the piano: “I became a pianoforte player (at least sufficiently so to accompany my 

 
65 Kirsteen McCue quotes from Murray Pittock, Scottish and Irish Romanticism (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2007), p. 163. Her own counter-statement is to be found at Kirsteen McCue, Poetic Craft p. 83.  
66 Moore, Memoirs p. 17. 
67 Moore, Memoirs p. 17. 



33 
 

own singing) before anyone was in the least aware of it”.68  Playing down his natural aptitude, 

Moore suggested that his skill was born out of passion for the material: “my poetry, such as it is, 

having sprung out of my deep feeling for music”.69  Writing to William Linley (1771 - 1835) Moore 

explained: “… my real knowledge of music is very limited … I own I am too much given to the sensual 

part of the music, and that its intellectual graces often escape me”.70 

As regards the skill of Burns and Moore as musicians, it is difficult to comment with certainty 

upon their proficiency because any comments offered regarding their performances would have 

been subjective, often given by friends and fans. Lord John Russell’s Memoirs, Journals and 

Correspondence of Thomas Moore contain a number of excerpts describing Moore’s manners and 

performances and though he reassures us they come from “the most opposite [sic] quarters”, they 

all run along a similar thread.71 In Nathanial Parker Willis’s Pencillings by the Way (108 - 109) we are 

told of the following scene: 

 

We all sat around the piano, and after two or three songs of Lady Blessington’s choice, 

[Moore] rambled over the keys awhile, and sang “When first I met thee,” with a pathos that 

beggars description. When the last word had faltered out he rose and took Lady 

Blessington’s hand, said good night, and was gone before a word was uttered. For a full 

minute after he had closed the door, no one spoke. I could have wished for myself to drop 

silently asleep where I sat, with the tears in my eyes and the softness upon my heart.72 

 

We get a little more detail on Moore’s performance style from Leigh Hunt’s recollections: 

 
68 Russell I 39., ‘Preface’ Memoirs, Journal and Correspondence of Thomas Moore. ed. by Lord John Russell. 

8 vols. (London: Longman, Green, Longman, and Roberts, 1860). Parenthetically cited as Memoirs hereafter. 

69 Moore, Memoirs p. 17. 

70 Wilfred Dowden, ed. The Letters of Thomas Moore. 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964), Vol. II p. 474. 

71 Memoirs, Journals and Correspondence of Thomas Moore, ed. John Russell p. xxxii. 

72 Nathaniel Parker Willis, Pencillings by the Way (London: John McCrone 1839), p. 108 – 109.  
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He plays and sings with great taste on the pianoforte,  and is known as a graceful composer. 

His voice, which is a little hoarse in speaking (at least, I used to think so) softens into a 

breath like that of the flute, when singing. In speaking, he is emphatic in rolling the letter R, 

perhaps out of a despair of being able to get rid of the national peculiarity.73 

 

Whilst Moore was content to perform his songs regularly when in company there is little to suggest 

that Burns performed with anything like the regularity that Moore entertained his peers and 

admirers, beyond the merry-making at the Crochallan Fencibles, the all-male club Burns was 

enrolled in by William Smellie, his printer.74  

Though I will shortly discuss the relationship between Burns’ and Moore’s songs and the 

social circles in which they were heard, performed and shared, it is worth highlighting at this point 

that both Burns and Moore were noted for their sociability and that both possessed an ability to set 

their company at ease – if they so wished. Burns’ friend David Sillar offered his memories of the poet 

following his death: describing how his “social disposition easily procured him acquaintance”, how 

he was able “to set the rustic circle in a roar” and had “such a magnetical influence on my curiosity, 

as made me particularly solicitous of his acquaintance”.75 Whilst Moore enjoyed sociable gatherings 

in domestic settings from his childhood and youth in Dublin, Burns’ first real introduction to social 

gatherings, particularly of an all-male nature, was the Tarbolton Bachelors’ Club. Set up in 1780 by 

Burns, his brother Gilbert and their peers, there is a strong suggestion that the club emulated many 

 
73 Leigh Hunt, Byron and his Contemporaries, with recollections of the author’s life and his visit to Italy, Vols. 

(London: Henry Colburn. 1828), Vol I pp. 283 - 284. 

74 For further detail on the relationship between Burns, Smellie and the formation of the Crochallan Fencibles 

see Stephen Brown, “Robert Burns, the Crochallan Fencibles, and the original printer of the Merry Muses of 

Caledonia”, in Studies in Scottish Literature, 38.1 (2012):  92 - 107. 

http://scholarcommons.sc.edu/ssl/vol38/iss1/14 

75 Crawford, The Bard, pp. 88 - 89. 

http://scholarcommons.sc.edu/ssl/vol38/iss1/14


35 
 

of the practises of the Masons, an order Burns was aware of and appears to have identified with to 

some degree long before he was invited to join their ranks.76 There is a sharp contrast between the 

activities of the Bachelors and the Crochallan Fencibles of Edinburgh. The former was largely a 

debating club and the latter was centred on male sociability and carousing.77 McCue argues that 

both the Scots Musical Museum and George Thomsons’s Select Scottish Airs were “created very 

much with performance in mind and were particularly aimed at polite young women, who were 

working at home on improving their skills as singers, pianists or flautists”.78 What is fascinating is 

that offering up his song material to be commodified in this has in no way impeded the absorption of 

Burns within the canon of Scottish traditional song. In contrast, the fact that Moore’s collections 

targeted an almost identical market fuelled assertions from powerful figures such as Thomas Davis 

(1814 - 1845), a collector of songs and contributor to The Songs of Ireland (1846), that Moore “has 

not given songs to the middle and poor classes of Ireland”.79 It is important to recognise that the 

commentary on Moore’s Melodies offered by the Young Ireland’s literary heavyweights was far from 

wholly negative. As Mary-Helen Thuente has noted: “Moore’s songs were the Young Ireland poets’ 

most immediate model, in both a positive and negative sense” but the fact that Davis was able to 

describe Moore as “lyricist enough for Ireland” and suggest that “he is unrivalled even by Burns in 

many of his gay songs” and in the same breath state that “he is often deficient in vehemence” and 

 
76 Interestingly, the upper rooms of John Richard’s tavern where the Bachelors’ Club met also served as a 

Masonic Lodge. See Leask, Works, Vol. 1 p. 18. For a considerate analysis of the significance of the Masons for 

Burns see Corey Andrews, Literary Nationalism in 18th Century Scottish Club Poetry (Lewiston: Edward Mellen 

Press, 2004) and Crawford, The Bard, pp. 93 – 94. 

77 Leask describes the Fencibles’ raison d’etre as “rumbustious and alcohol-fuelled conviviality” (Works, p. 18) 

and Sydney Goodsir Smyth looks closely at the relationship between Burns, his songs and the way in which he 

edited them, creating different versions for Johnson’s collections and the enjoyment of his associates at the 

Fencibles in “Robert Burns and The Merry Muses of Caledonia”, in The Hudson Review, 7.3 (Autumn, 1954) 

327-349. 

78 McCue, Burns’ Songs, p. 83. 

79 Thomas Davis, Essays Literary and Historical, ed. D.J. O’Donoghue (Dundalk: Dundalgan Press, 1914), p. 269.  

Davis’s “Essay on Irish Songs” appeared twice in the Nation. 
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“spoils some of his finest songs by pretty images” should convey the degree to which Moore’s 

reception was – and remains – highly complex.80 The complexity of Moore’s cultural positioning 

combined with a lack of scholarly attention in the form of decisive scholarly editions of his poetry, 

prose and song creates the kind of ambiguity that sustains his marginalisation. By comparing 

Moore’s approach to song-writing in contrast to Burns, analysing their treatment of themes and 

their respective positions within the wider contexts of Irish and Scottish song, this thesis aims to 

offer the kind of consideration of Moore’s songs that has been lacking thus far: a close reading of his 

songs and an assessment of his craftsmanship based solely on the merit of the songs. It is also hoped 

that a comparative analysis of Burns, which contrasts his reception with the kinds of scrutiny to 

which Moore has been subjected, will offer Burns scholars an ‘against-the-grain’ consideration that 

may raise some questions for the differing ways in which national canons are formed. The following 

thesis summary offers further detail on the means by which I hope to achieve these outcomes.  

The overall aim of this thesis is thus to create opportunities to identify points of ideological, 

thematic, and, where appropriate, stylistic intersection and divergence between the Irish and 

Scottish song traditions generally and Moore and Burns in particular. With this in mind, I have 

undertaken a thematic approach to organising the songs, identifying three key themes in both the 

wider contexts of Irish and Scottish song and the corpus of Moore’s and Burns’ songs: politics, 

landscape and nature and love. 

Chapter One addresses the theme of politics in Moore and Burns songs, on a number of 

levels. It examines the politics of taking melodies from a shared corpus of national music and either 

composing new lyrics for them or rejuvenating existing fragments by grafting on new lyrics. I argue 

that this process, and the way it was construed by Moore’s and Burns’ peers, would have a lasting 

impression on how they were perceived by posterity. I also suggest that their methods and 

willingness to adapt music in this way reflect an understanding of the nature of the collective 

 
80 For Thuente’s comment, see Mary-Helen Thuente, The Harp Re-strung: The United Irishmen and the Rise of 
Irish Literary Nationalism (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1994), p. 195.For Davis, see Essays Literary and 
Historical, p. 269. 



37 
 

repertory that conflicted with a number of emergent ideas of ownership and originality.  The chapter 

also explores the politics of primitivism as a means of asserting cultural autonomy and points to the 

ways in which Moore’s and Burns’ songs problematize the antiquarian project of primitivism, 

glorifying the past as the highpoint of a nation’s history.  The chapter concludes with a close reading, 

where relevant incorporating musical analysis, of a selection of songs that address themes of a 

political nature including nationalism, Jacobitism, sectarianism and class difference.  

Chapter two focuses on love songs by Burns and Moore, looking, for example, at the ways in 

which they reflect tropes of the existing song traditions in Ireland and Scotland. It explores the 

poets’ attitudes towards some of the differing forms of love, romantic and sexual. Interestingly, 

familial love does not feature as a focus of their lyrical efforts. In Burns’ “Cruel are the parents”, a 

lack of familial compassion functions as a framework for a narrative that tells of a daughter who is 

married off to an old man for money. And in “Gairdner wi’ his paidle”, Burns offers a respectful nod 

to his father. However these are the only songs that invoke the theme of familial love in the wider 

corpus of songs by both writers.  

In discussing the ability of Burns and Moore to produce bawdy or licentious material I also 

draw attention to the significance of the social settings in which these materials were circulated. The 

chapter discusses the effect of these kinds of songs on their reception at the time and how each 

responded to the challenge of negotiating different audiences with different musical tastes. Chapter 

two offers considerable detail of the roots of the love-song tradition and concludes with a close 

analysis of a number of songs that demonstrate how tropes of the tradition are utilised or subverted 

to meet the creative needs and purposes of Moore and Burns. It is worth noting that such themes as 

class difference and sectarianism, which are present in some of the love-songs discussed, overlap 

with issues raised in the first chapter. Such ‘politicization’ is a common feature of a genre of song 

that was used to challenge more contentious issues subversively and highlights the challenge of 

attempting to classify Irish and Scottish songs decisively since many will fall into multiple categories. 
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The third and final chapter considers the ways in which landscape and nature are invoked in 

the songs of Moore and Burns. Again, there is a degree to which the chapter’s focus naturally 

intersects with the theme of the preceding chapter because natural imagery was used frequently as 

a metonym in love-songs. Though a very common theme in both Irish and Scottish song, references 

to landscape and to nature and why they are invoked have been largely neglected as an area of 

analysis in both song traditions. Scholarly editions of Burns songs, and even the notes Moore 

provides to his own songs, have been content to identify sites as possessing biographical or historical 

significance with little additional consideration of the ways these places are invoked or recreated. In 

contrast, critical writing on literature offers a number of ways to think about how landscape is used, 

a range of suppositions for the evocation of landscape and, consequently, lenses through which 

Burns’ and Moore’s landscapes might be examined. For this reason, I have used literary and 

historical criticism to enrich my analysis of the lyrical content of the songs. I have continued to 

attend to the musical aspect of the study by examining songs that demonstrate some of these 

issues, as well as songs that raise entirely new sets of questions.  

Ultimately, it is the aim of this thesis to offer those seeking to understand Moore’s 

contemporary success and subsequent fall from grace a more nuanced study of his songs, their 

strengths and their flaws by holding them up against the work of a professed master of the craft. In 

so doing, I hope to offer a greater degree of perspective on the work of both Moore and Burns, 

countering any tendency towards national or sentimental bias or even preconceived notions of the 

two. If this work is dominated by details of Moore’s context it is only because Burns’ literary and 

historical contexts have been documented to a degree that Moore’s have not, and if there is any 

hope for a restoration of Moore’s reputation as a canonical figure in the evolution of Irish song as 

well as Irish literature, this must be addressed.   
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Chapter One 

Problematising Primitivism 

A substantial body of scholarship has uncovered the many ways in which Moore’s 

and Burns’ lyrics were appropriated and used by various groups, throughout history, to 

espouse particular political perspectives.81 Indeed their songs have been read in turn as 

being ‘ambiguously’ Tory, Whig, nationalist, and proto-socialist.82 The tendency for Moore’s 

and Burns’ songs to be treated as verse rather than being considered as songs, or for writers 

to consider how Moore and Burns are positioned in relation to the overall development of 

Irish/Scottish literature has also affected how they are configured in relation to the 

evolution of Irish and Scottish music. Whilst Mary-Helen Thuente positions Moore within 

the literary and musical traditions of the United Irishmen, a consideration of specifically 

musical performative aspects of these songs is beyond the concerns of her book.83 Harry 

White examines Moore against the literary context of the Irish Literary Revival and considers 

Moore’s treatment of timing and syllabic metre, but does not examine at the relationship 

 
81 See for example, Christopher A. Whatley ‘‘It is said that Burns was a Radical’: Contest, Concession, and the 

Political Legacy of Robert Burns, ca. 1796-1859’ Journal of British Studies 50.3 (2011) pp. 639-66. Whatley 

discusses both the way in which Burns was defined as a radical by Sir Archibald Alison and how this was 

problematised by the fact that ‘most of the initial impetus to commemorate and celebrate Burns came from 

Scottish aristocrats and others of relatively high social standing’ (p. 645).  

82 See Donald Lowe’s note on ‘Ye Jacobites’ in The Songs of Robert Burns (Oxon: Routledge 1993) p. 530. The 

song has been identified by James C. Dick as being an ‘ironical satire couched in equivocal terms’ in The Songs 

of Robert Burns now first printed with the melodies for which they were written: a study in tone-poetry with 

bibliography, historical notes, and glossary. (London: Henry Frowde) 1903 p. 464. For a superb discussion of 

the various political readings of Burns’ writing see Colin Kidd’s ‘Burns and Politics’ The Edinburgh Companion to 

Robert Burns ed by. Gerard Carruthers (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009) pp. 61-73. 

83 Marie Hélène Thuente, The Harp Re-Strung: The United Irishmen and the Rise of Irish Literary Nationalism. 

(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1994) 
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between individual melodies and their corresponding verse.84 The omission of close musical 

analyses of the songs is true of many of the readings provided by Burns and Moore scholars 

and is probably due to the particular manner in which Burns and Moore straddled two 

forms of creative endeavour: literary and musical. 85 Whilst Moore and Burns handled both 

elements with confidence and vigour, scholars writing about their songs have often failed to 

pay due regard to both important elements of their work. This failure has been remarked 

upon by Thomas Crawford, writing in Society and the Lyric: ‘For a total criticism of Burns’ 

songs, verbal analysis is not enough, and another dimension – the musical – must be 

added’.86 

 With reference to Moore in particular, the predominant mode of responding to his 

Melodies in the critical literature has been to treat the verses without considering their 

relationship to the melody to which each is set, a strategy which I would argue has 

compromised existing analyses of both Moore’s and Burns’ work.  Whilst a text may be 

‘read’ in one manner or another, analysing a song requires that one acknowledge the power 

of melody in conveying meaning as effectively as verse can. Harry White describes the role 

that Irish music has played historically as a ‘metalanguage’, a force which has shaped the 

development and use of language in Irish literature.87 It may be that melody plays a 

 
84 Harry White, Music and the Irish Literary Imagination (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008) 

85 Of the scholars who have written on Burns, David Robb and John Eckhard’s study offers one of the more 

detailed considerations of the musical aspects of Burns’ work. See Eckhard, John, David Robb. ‘’A Man’s a Man 

for a’ that’ and ‘Trotz Alledem’: Robert Burns, Ferdinand Freiligrath, and their reception in the German 

Folksong Movement.’ Modern Language Review. 106.1 (2011) pp. 17-46 

86 Thomas Crawford, Society and the Lyric: a study of the Song Culture of Eighteenth-Century Scotland. 

(Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1979) p.2. Cited as Society and the Lyric hereafter. 

87 Harry White, Music and the Irish Literary Imagination, p.5. 
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complementary role to what is being communicated in the verses and subsequently places 

boundaries on the ways in which a song might be ‘read’. Alternatively, conflict between the 

feelings conveyed by the melody and that which is expressed in the verse can problematise 

a reading or perhaps communicate something much more complex.  My consideration of 

the songs of Burns and Moore will look closely at the relationship between the melodies and 

the lyrics, identifying the ways in which they complement and resist each other in turn. It 

will also seek to locate points at which Burns’ and Moore’s songs manifest creative tensions 

present in the music of the long eighteenth century: questions of musical simplicity versus 

technicality; of the primitive ‘natural’ versus the culturally ‘constructed’. Such questions are 

readily identifiable in theoretical discussions of music by key eighteenth-century writers 

including Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712 -1778), James Beattie (1735 – 1803) and Voltaire 

(1694 -1778), figures whose ideas have been proven to have influenced Moore and Burns.88 

These tensions are also linked to a querying of a prominent binary opposition apparent 

within the antiquarian movement: that of primitivism versus colonial superiority. 

Consequently, this debate also has implications for a post-colonial consideration of the 

creative process in which Moore and Burns were involved.  

National Romanticism: Ireland and Scotland á la mode. 

… the pleasure of the poet lies in anticipating his own power of the imagination of 

others … 89 

 
88 For a full discussion of the influence of musical philosophers and theorists in Moore see Joanne Burns’ 

unpublished doctoral thesis ‘Music in the Life and Works of Thomas Moore, 1779-1852’, Queen’s University 

(2014). Burns references James Beattie in his ‘Epistle to J. Lapraik, an Old Scotch Bard’.  

89 Moore, Memoirs p. 5 
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Obscure I am, & obscure I must be, though no young Poet, nor young Soldier’s heart 

ever beat more fondly for fame than mine. 90 

The eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries witnessed the development of a 

growing market for national music in Ireland, England and Scotland fuelled by the prolific 

output of ambitious writers and patriots, though these qualities were not necessarily 

mutually inclusive. This appetite was satisfied by the growing levels of historical 

romanticism present in representations of Ireland and Scotland both in novels and non-

fictional prose, in texts such as Joseph Cooper-Walker’s Historical Memoirs of the Irish Bards 

(1786), Charlotte Brooke’s Reliques of Irish Poetry (1789), Sydney Owenson’s The Wild Irish 

Girl (1806) and Walter Scott’s Waverley (1814).91 These texts offered an extremely 

consistent vision of Ireland and Scotland that described the impoverished state of the Irish 

and Scottish, their rude manners and wilful ways. Many important studies of the national 

tale have examined the politics of narrative plot at this time: they are largely written from 

the perspective of a misinformed outsider, usually English, who arrives in Ireland with a 

specific mission but, by good fortune, falls in with a kind-hearted Irishman or woman. By 

interacting with these mediating figures, the outsider’s perceptions of the Irish are slowly 

changed and he comes to appreciate their less-acknowledged qualities. Such narratives can 

be readily identified in Sydney Owenson’s The Wild Irish Girl (1806), Maria Edgeworth’s 

 
90 Burns’ ‘First Commonplace Book’ The Oxford Edition of the Works of Robert Burns: Commonplace Books, 

Tour Journals, and Miscellaneous Prose. ed. By Nigel Leask (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014) p. 65 

91 Mary Hélène Thuente describes Cooper-Walker and Brooke as ‘synthesisers’, having ‘prefigured the 

synthesis of literary modes, cultural theories, and musical styles that would occur in the literary productions of 

United Irishmen’ (The Harp Restrung, p.79). Her observations suggest that their works are as much a creative 

movement that emanated from a desire to redefine or reclaim Irish culture and heritage as a sign of a 

continuity in Irish cultural practices.  
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Castle Rackrent (1800) and The Absentee (1812) and Walter Scott’s Waverly (1814).  What is 

of interest for this study are the pre-conceived ideas, usually derogatory, of Irish and 

Scottish ‘national character’ evident in the prejudices and presumptions of the ‘outsider’. 

Particular sources of such misconceptions were published ‘tours’ of Ireland and Scotland, 

such as Richard Twiss’s infamously unpopular (among the Irish) A Tour in Ireland (1780), 

Samuel Johnson’s Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland (1775), Arthur Young’s A Tour 

in Ireland (1780), James Boswell’s The Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides with Samuel Johnson 

(1786) and Sir Richard Colte Hoare’s Journal of a Tour in Ireland (1807).92 However, there is 

a gradual change in the travel-writer’s perspective on Ireland in these works, from the often 

inflammatory observations of Twiss that ‘Ireland is yet considerably behind’ England and 

that outside Dublin ‘[n]either is music cultivated out of the abovementioned limits, to any 

degree of perfection’, to the meticulous details of Young’s notes and the more measured 

commentary offered by Hoare.93  Where Twiss describes the Irish as ‘a distinct race from the 

rest of mankind’ in possession of ‘a mediocrity of knowledge, between learning and 

ignorance’, Young, in contrast, offers a marginally greater degree of sympathy to the 

subjects of his observations, describing them as ‘speaking a language that is despised, 

 

92 See Sir Richard Colt Hoare, Journal of a Tour in Ireland, A.D. 1806 (London: Miller et al, 1807), John P. 

Harrington, Eds. The English Traveller in Ireland (Dublin: Wolfhound Press 1991) for Johnson’s and Boswells’ 

accounts of the Hebrides and the Western Isles see James Boswell, The Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides with 

Samuel Johnson 1785. Journals of the Western Isles ed. by Peter Levi (London: The Folio Society 1990).  

93 For Twiss’s remarks, A Tour in Ireland in 1775. ed. by Rachel Finnegan. (Dublin: University College Dublin 

2008) 

p.7. Subsequent references to his Tour will be taken this from edition and will be cited parenthetically in the 

text. 
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professing a religion that is abhorred, and being disarmed, the poor find themselves in many 

cases slaves even in the bosom of written liberty’.94  

Hoare’s study of the ‘neglected shores of Hibernia’ does much to consolidate the 

argument that depictions of Ireland grew more nuanced as time passed.95 Hoare goes as far 

as to assert that: ‘the Island of Hibernia still remains unvisited and unknown. And why? 

Because from the want of books and living information, we have been lead to suppose its 

country rude, its inhabitants savage, its paths dangerous’.96 Hoare describes Twiss’s tour as 

‘cursory’.97 Indeed, compared to Young’s two-volume study of everything from Irish 

agricultural practices to habitation, clothing and diet, Twiss’s study is considerably more 

limited in scope. Rachel Finnegan notes that Twiss may have anticipated a lucrative market 

for works which would satirise the Irish: ‘The mere hint of the book’s irreverent tone, and its 

unflattering depiction of Ireland and the Irish, would have won sales from a sympathetic 

English readership .98 Finnegan also notes how contemporary reviews of Twiss’s Tour in the 

Gentleman’s Magazine often re-published its most offensive comments, so that even those 

who did not own a copy would have been aware of Twiss’s work by other means. Both 

travel writing and the periodicals that reviewed such travel accounts helped propagate 

derogatory observations, making them common knowledge for those undertaking a tour or 

business trip to Ireland and a wider readership beyond that too. Whilst later travel writers 

 
94 Arthur Young, ‘A Tour in Ireland’ 1780 Peter Levi, Eds. Journals of the Western Isles (London: The Folio 

Society 1990) p. 16 and 125. Subsequent references to his Tour will be taken this from edition and will be cited 

parenthetically in the text. 

95 Sir Richard Colt Hoare, Journal of a Tour in Ireland, A.D. 1806 (London: Miller et al, 1807) p. ii. Subsequent 

references to his Tour will be taken this from edition and will be cited parenthetically in the text. 

96 Ibid, p. ii. 
97 Ibid, p. xiv. 
98 Rachel Finnegan, A Tour in Ireland in 1775. Richard Twiss, ed. by Rachel Finnegan. Dublin: University College 

Dublin Press, 2008) pp. xxvi-xxvii. 
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made every effort to distance themselves from earlier inflammatory depictions, the manner 

in which novelists, poets and lyricists attempted to challenge these ‘factual’ accounts 

communicates a deep-rooted desire to reclaim national pride.99 Those seeking to counter 

the attacks made on Irish national character were careful to validate their work by basing it 

on information sourced from more flattering publications. Unfortunately many, like Hoare, 

were quick to point out bias in their tone: ‘The native Irish writers betray so much vanity, 

and deal so much in the fabulous as gives an air of romance to the whole, or to speak of it in 

the most favourable and candid terms, as makes it appear to be a mythological rather than 

a real history’ (p. xiv)100. 

 Texts such as Hoare’s, however, formed an ideal foundation for a creative attempt to 

reclaim the dignity of an Irish cultural past. Joseph Cooper-Walker’s oft-cited Historical 

Memoirs of the Irish Bards was just one example of a series of texts including Roderic 

O’Flaherty’s considerably earlier Ogygia (1684), which strived to link Irish history with that 

of a classical or oriental civilization in a bid to convey both an elevated heritage, and reflect 

how far the Irish had fallen in more recent times. Joseph Lennon’s monograph Irish 

Orientalism (2004) excavates some of the origin theories that emerged from what he 

describes as ‘antiquarian pseudoscholarship’. His work elucidates the antiquarian strategy of 

 
99 John P. Harrington offers a sustained consideration of the evolution of English travel-writers’ attitudes to the 

Irish in his introduction to The English Traveller in Ireland. He remarks that they are ‘apologies that hope to 

account for English treatment of Ireland, which they generally begin to do by dismissing what John Carr called 

‘the ridiculous misrepresentations’ of predecessors’ (p. 12). Whilst Harrington identifies guilt as a motivating 

factor in later travellers’ desires to correct their predecessors, he also illuminates each writers’ reliance on the 

information provided by their predecessors (pp. 12-13). Even though they tried to distance themselves from, 

and in some cases even correct previous publications, there is a clear sense that ‘some ideological constructs 

are perpetuated’ (p. 12). 

100 Hoare, Journal of a Tour, p. xiv. 
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identifying connections between Irish heritage and that of the oriental East, the ‘forked 

claim to antiquity and barbarity’.101 Joep Leerson also offers a considered analysis of the 

relationship between antiquarians and the past in his Remembrance and Imagination 

(1996). Leerson notes how different ‘models’ of lineage were used to different effect:  

 

Anglo-Irish antiquarians and native Irish intellectuals and writers such as O’ Flaherty, 

generally promoted the Phoenician model to argue for the ancient pedigree and 

civilization of the Irish, brought to their poor present condition by successive foreign 

invasions. More Anglocentric authors and scholars generally focused on Scythian 

origins, which had been long used rhetorically to assert the barbarity of the Gaels.102  

 

Cooper-Walker’s stance on the issue of reclaiming Irish dignity through antiquarian praise is 

clear: he attributes the Irish with an ‘innate’ musical taste, ‘strengthened and refined with 

the progress of society’.103 Music’s persistence and precise refinement beyond social divides 

are taken to communicate a ‘degree of refinements of manners and of soul … that foreign 

writers and even those of our sister country are unwilling to allow them [the Irish]’.104 Even 

as Cooper-Walker strategically compliments Ireland on its musical heritage, he 

 
101 See Joseph Lennon, Irish Orientalism (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press 2004) pp. xvii and xv. 

102 Joep Leerson, Remembrance and Imagination: Patterns in the Historical and Literary Representations of 

Ireland in the Nineteenth century (Notre Dame University: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997) p. 84. 

103 Joseph Cooper-Walker, Historical memoirs of the Irish bards: an historical essay on the dress 

of the ancient and modern Irish; and a memoir on the Armour and Weapons of the Irish. 

(Dublin: J Christie, 1818) p. 62. 

104 Ibid, p. 62. 
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simultaneously gestures towards the manner in which Ireland is presented ungraciously by 

her ‘sister’ country.  

Interestingly, Johnson’s analysis of the Highlander’s disposition echoes some of the kinds of 

allusions made by antiquarians of a former glory, with particular reference to ‘martial’ 

capabilities: ‘Every man was a soldier, who partook of national confidence, and interested 

himself in national honour’. 105 He then continues to discuss the necessity of disarming such 

men:   

… a man, who places honour only in successful violence, is a very troublesome and 

pernicious animal in time of peace; and that the martial character cannot prevail in a 

whole people, but by the diminution of all other virtues. He that is accustomed to 

resolve all right into conquest, will have very little tenderness or equity. Al the 

friendship in such a life can be only a confederacy of invasion, or alliance of defence 

… Till he highlanders lost their ferocity, with their arms, they suffered from each 

other all that malignity could dictate, or precipitance could act. Every provocation 

was revenged with blood, and no man that ventured into a numerous company, by 

whatever occasion brought together, was sure of returning without a wound.106 

The description of the Highlander propensity for violence goes on and the reader is left in no 

doubt as to their barbarous disposition. In some instances, Johnson’s comments appear 

measured, discussing the supposition that ‘life is longer in places where there are few 

opportunities of luxury’ he observes of the cottager: ‘Poverty preserves him from singing 

under the burden of himself, but he escapes no other injury of time’. In others he is less so:

  

 
105 Johnson, Samuel, A Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland 1775 (London: The Folio Society, 1990) 
106 Cooper-Walker, Historical Memoirs, p. 70 -71. 



48 
 

… bloom and softness are not to be expected among the lower classes, whose faces 

are exposed to the rudeness of the climate, and whose features are sometimes 

contracts by want, and sometimes hardened by the blasts. Supreme beauty is 

seldom found in cottages or work-shops, even where no real hardships are suffered. 

To expand the human face to its full perfection, it seems necessary that the mind 

should cooperate by placidness of content, or consciousness of superiority.107 

It would seem that Johnson judged this ‘consciousness of superiority’ to be beyond the 

Highland lasses. He was equally critical in his assessment of the development of language 

and literacy discerning that ‘ … Earse merely floated in the breath of the people, and could 

therefore receive little improvement’.108 Based on this perceived lack of literacy and 

learning Johnson declares his judgement of ‘what has been lately talked of Highland bards, 

and Highland genius’: ‘he that cannot read, may now converse with those that can; but the 

bard was a barbarian among barbarians, who, knowing nothing himself, lived with others 

that knew no more’.109 Offering observations of local illiteracy Johnson challenges any 

potential pretensions to primitivism or assertions of a former literary glory: 

I believe there cannot be recovered, in the whole Earse language, five hundred lines 

of which there is any evidence to prove them a hundred years old. Yet I hear that the 

father of Ossian boasts of two chests more of ancient poetry, which he suppresses, 

because they are too good for the English.110 

 
107 Samuel Johnson, A Journey to the Western Isles, p. 64 -65. 

108 Samuel Johnson, A Journey to the Western Isles, p. 89. 

109 Ibid, p. 88 -89. 

110 Ibid, p. 90. The ‘father of Ossian’ alludes to James MacPherson who claimed to have collected the poems of 

Ossian but was later discovered to have written the poems himself. 
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The tension between the observer, the peer and their subject his tangible, and we are given 

the distinct impression that Johnson finds MacPherson’s claim to offer a credible narrative 

of an autonomous literary tradition difficult to accept, so much so that he uses his 

monograph to reiterate ideas of Highland barbarity – in its various forms – to his readership. 

Derogatory depictions at the pen of the genteel observer are peculiar to neither Scotland 

nor Ireland, and the desire to redress such descriptions is readily detectible in the work of 

antiquarians and writers of both nations. It is to these that I now turn. 

 

Problematizing Primitivism 

While, travel writers such as John Dunton, Samuel Johnson, Richard Twiss and George 

Cooper used contemporary observations to denigrate the Irish and Scottish national 

characters, prominent antiquarians made every effort to illustrate Ireland’s and Scotland’s 

glorious heritages by excavating their past.111 However, a number of even the most colonial 

writers had conceded that the Irish were intrinsically musical. Giraldus Cambrensis initiated 

the connection between Ireland and music with his observation in Topographia Hibernia 

(1188) that ‘It is only in the case of musical instruments that I find any diligence in the [Irish] 

people. They seem to be incomparably more skilled in these than any other people I have 

seen’.112  And Twiss – despite the generally provocative nature of his remarks -  cites Irish 

historian James Ware’s observation that ‘Nor can I upon this occasion forbear to mention 

that the arms peculiar to Ireland, or which have at least for some ages been attributed, are a 

 
111 For detailed discussions of this process of denigration see John P. Harrington’s introduction to The 

English Traveller in Ireland and Glenn Hooper’s ‘Preface’ to The Tourist’s Gaze: Travellers to Ireland 1800-2000 

ed.  

by Glenn Hooper (Cork: Cork University Press, 2001).  

112 Giraldus Cambrensis, Topographia Hibernia (1188), p. 25.  
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harp’.113 Such an assertion, published in 1745, highlights an awareness of the possibilities of 

music as a weapon. The manner in which antiquarians such as Edward Bunting (1773-1843) 

and, in later years, George Petrie (1790-1866) wrote and published their own antiquarian 

material as well as invoking the work of writers like Cooper-Walker as further evidence of 

the evolution of the Irish song tradition was indicative of an over-arching movement which 

worked to revalidate Ireland’s status as a nation with a proud cultural heritage. Many of the 

observations made by colonial writers such as Giraldus Cambrensis and historians such as 

Vavasor Powell were cited as fact, as was the case in Edward Bunting’s prefatory offerings 

for each volume of his collections. Thus, the belief that the Irish were ‘addicted to the study 

of music’ and ‘beyond all comparison superior to any Nation’ in their musical ability 

contributed to the antiquarian preoccupation with recording and collating melodies which 

were passed from generation to generation.114 

In contrast, James Johnson asserts that The Scots Musical Museum (1787 - 1853) was 

initiated to address two problems: ‘that among all the music books of Scots songs … not 

one, nor even all of them put together, can be said to have merited the name of what may 

be a complete collection’; and the second that ‘they could by no means answer the purpose 

of being pocket-companions; which is no small incumbrance, [sic] especially to the admirers 

of social music’.115 In addition to this, Johnson demonstrated a willingness to include new 

 
113 Ware [cf Twiss] p. 184. 

114 For Cooper-Walker’s comment, see Cooper-Walker Historical memoirs of the Irish bards: an historical essay 

on the dress of the ancient and modern Irish; and a memoir on the Armour and Weapons of the Irish. (Dublin: J 

Christie, 1818) p. 726; for Bunting’s comment, see Bunting ‘Preface’ The General Collection of the Ancient Irish 

Music (Dublin: William Power and Co. 1796)  

115 James Johnson ‘Introduction’ The Scots Musical Museum. (Edinburgh: Johnson and Company, 1787) p. iii. 

Subsequent references to the Scots Musical Museum will be taken this from edition and will be cited 

parenthetically in the text. 
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lyrics provided by Robert Burns from the outset of the project. There were no claims as to 

the primacy or authenticity of the antique nature of the material over the newly composed 

lyrics in Johnson’s collections, indicating a very different attitude to that of the primitivist 

form of antiquarianism favoured by Bunting. Thus the motivations behind this Scottish song 

project differed greatly from those which prompted Bunting’s collections. However, as one 

can see in the prefatory note to the second volume of Scots Museum, Johnson was 

interested in delineating the difference between Scottish national song and other national 

song traditions: ‘in the first volume of this work, two or three airs not of Scots composition 

have been inadvertently inserted; which, whatever excellence they may have, was 

improper, as the collection is meant to be solely the music of our own country’.116 Burns 

appears to have been less occupied with the practice of differentiating between English, 

Scottish and Irish songs given the fact that some of his songs, which have been since 

accepted into the Scottish song repertoire as ‘Burns’ songs’, originated as English and Irish 

airs and songs as in the cases of ‘O, wilt thou go wi’ me, sweet Tibbie Dunbar’, and ‘When 

rosy May comes in wi’ flowers’. Thus we see that Burns did not make the same effort to 

discriminate between the song sources when selecting melodies to which he would set 

lyrics, instead he subsumed these tunes’ original national identity in what might be 

described as an unconscious act of cultural counter-colonization. 

At both the Belfast Harp Festival or ‘Harper’s Assembly’ as it was then described, and 

in his later excursions to Connaught and Munster, Edward Bunting attempted to maintain 

the ‘purity’ of the material he collated and published in 1796. However, this was 

problematised in two ways. First, the primacy of oral transmission meant that melodic 

 
 

116 Johnson, ‘Introduction’ p. iii. 
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variations formed a part of the music and complicated efforts to find an ‘original’ version of 

any one song or melody. Secondly, the predominance of the oral transmission of song and 

music meant that recording music in its written form was less of a priority in many cases. 

The market which had displayed interest in all things romanticized and Irish created 

opportunities for antiquarians, who recorded, gathered and re-packaged Irish music for 

wider public consumption all the while asserting their dedication to recording the music 

accurately and avowing their fidelity to the original material.  In their efforts, Bunting and 

his subsequent counterparts were forced to subject the melodies they recorded to an initial 

transformation, transcribing the music from a modal system to the system of functional 

tonality we now use. A second transformation occurred when they arranged the material to 

suit pianoforte, adding harmony and contemporary ornamentation. Thus it must be 

accepted as incontrovertible that the materials Bunting and subsequent collectors were 

gathering were altered significantly in the process of transcription. Despite this fact, the 

collectors consistently presented themselves as men who preserved and celebrated the 

original material of Irish musical traditions, a claim which is paradoxical given the 

malleability of ornamentation in Irish musical and song practice.117 Even if they had been 

utterly faithful to what they heard down to the last grace note, any music they recorded 

would only have been one version out of potentially hundreds. If we accept that Bunting’s 

collections cannot be described as ‘pure’ or ‘unabridged’ then the critical analysis of the 

arrangements provided by Stevenson (among others) and the freedom with which Moore 

 
117 Laurence McCullough offers an overview of traditional forms of ornamentation used in Irish music and 

song. He also gives an explanation as to how ornamentation is employed and how it results in variations 

specific to a performer’s style and their decision to change the accentuation of certain notes, the articulation, 

phrasing and the resulting feeling of the music. See Laurence McCullough, ‘Style in Irish Music’ 

Ethnomusicology 21.1 (1977) pp. 85 - 97. 
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employed and adapted the melodies ought to be depoliticised. Harry White’s discussion of 

the Gaelic Revivalist’s suggestion that music could be exchanged for words possessing a 

musical quality and that ‘Irish models of literary discourse could perform the function of 

musical genres’ may, on some level, suggest a degree of creative anxiety on the part of the 

Revivalists. That Heaney can suggest that ‘it was inevitable that he [Moore] should have 

become an emblem of nineteenth-century Ireland’s cultural and political debilitation’ 

speaks volumes of how the value placed on Moore’s songs eroded so thoroughly.118 I would 

suggest that Moore’s creative endeavours saw him enter a literary and musical cul-de-sac, a 

point which is evidenced by the lack of genuine ‘bardic’ successors.  On a cynical note, the 

decision to choose ‘words for music’ may also suggest that his literary successors accepted 

that Moore’s commercial success was inimitable. Consequently, he retains his unique status 

as a man who possessed talent for arranging and appreciating music with a skill that – while 

it certainly did not match his literary ability – was close enough to it to be able to execute 

his intentions with panache. 

The politicisation of ballad-writing and song-collecting in Scotland had been 

instigated by Joseph Ritson who, Marilyn Butler notes, had launched a diatribe against 

Thomas Percy, author of The Reliques of English Poetry (1765) and Thomas Warton, a 

celebrated historian for ‘gentrifying the texts they handled’ and ‘falsifying the nature of 

popular culture as a derivative of written culture rather than … a largely autonomous 

tradition which transmitted itself orally’.119 In contrast to his attack on Percy and Warton, 

Butler argues that Ritson defended the work of MacPherson as being patriotic and creative. 

 
118 Seamus Heaney, ‘William Butler Yeats’ The Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing, V. 2 (Derry: 1991) p. 783 
119 Marilyn Butler, ‘Burns and Politics’ Robert Burns and Cultural Authority. ed by Robert Crawford. (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 1997) p. 108.  
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In so doing, Ritson helped generate a positive context for Burns’ creative undertaking. 

Though he politicized the act of song-collecting, marking songs as being either of the masses 

or for the gentry, Ritson also depoliticized the act of emulating or employing a creative style 

identified as being distinctly Scottish. 

Post-colonial theory has charted the many ways in which the imperialist social and 

ethnographic studies of the people and cultural practices of foreign nations indicates a 

colonial pre-occupation with objectively ‘knowing’ the other, obtaining what Bhabha 

describes as ‘fixity’, and constructing signs of difference which separate the colonizer from 

the colonized.120 Attempts to underscore differences that mark the Irish as being in some 

way inferior are readily identifiable in the samples of travel writing I have discussed, but it is 

interesting to note that the actions of the antiquarians also signal a desire to pinpoint 

significant cultural and historical differences between the native culture and any other. Thus 

the desire to identify peripheries against which differences in national cultural practices can 

be asserted is also a consequence of a post-colonial anxiety to assert a sense of identity free 

from external, colonial influences. The work of the antiquaries in identifying positive signs of 

difference was not always as widely appreciated as the efforts of those who denigrated the 

subjects of their study. Indeed, negative attitudes to antiquarian activity are manifest in 

Walter Scott’s The Antiquary (1816) which portrays the title-character, Jonathon Oldbuck as 

an eccentric old man, whose obsession with the past, misogynistic ways, and disordered 

existence set him at odds with the world at large. Rosemary Sweet’s valuable study of 

antiquarianism in England charts the rise and fall of antiquarian pursuit, marking the subtle 

 
120 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture. (London: Routledge, 2004) p.13. 
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changes in how antiquaries conducted their studies.121 The emphasis that was placed on 

rigour and critical acumen saw antiquaries such as Richard Gough (1735 – 1839) and Richard 

Colt Hoare (1758 – 1838) judge their contemporaries harshly for engaging in conjecture 

where no solid evidence was available. This denotes a significant shift in both antiquarian 

methodology and the criteria against which value judgements were made on the validity of 

antiquarian studies. 

Despite differences in schools of methodology, the celebration of the past was a key 

characteristic of antiquarian pursuit, a celebration of by-gone ages and of that which was 

perceived to be ‘primitive’. This is the tone that pervades Bunting’s prefaces, his work being 

announced as ‘the first General collection of [Ireland’s] national airs’ (‘Preface’ 1796).122 

Indeed, an examination of Aloys Fleischmann’s seminal Sources of Traditional Irish Music 

(1998) indicates that prior to Bunting’s collection, Irish music publications emphasized the 

contemporary and popular nature of the song-material contained therein, rather than 

seeking to market the gravitas of material by emphasising its age and purity.123 In contrast, 

 
121 Sweet offers a detailed account of the evolution of antiquarian methodologies and how antiquaries were 

perceived by their peers, writers and the wider public. She draws particular attention to the contrast between 

figures such as Horace Walpole (1717 – 1797) and Richard Gough (1735 – 1809) who represented differing 

models of antiquarianism. See Rosemary Sweet, ‘Antiquaries and Antiquities in Eighteenth-Century England’ 

Eighteenth Century Studies 34.2 (2001) p. 181-206. 

122 Bunting, Edward, “A General Collection of the Ancient Irish Music Comp.” 1796. Preface by Edward Bunting. 

Waltons. The Ancient Music of Ireland: The Bunting Collections. (Dublin: Limited, 1969). 

123 This can be readily discerned from the abundance of publication titles of song collections that emphasised 

the word ‘popular’ over ‘ancient’. There is also a proliferation of publications annually offering favourite 

country dances for the year of publication suggesting that there was a steady turnover of popular music which 

justified new publications each year. Examples of these include Hime’s and Lee’s collections of dances. In 

contrast, figures like Niel Gow and John Muholland opted to emulate Bunting’s strategy of emphasising both 

the age of the collected material and the scope of their collections. Against the overwhelming lists featuring 

popular country dances and either a ‘general collection’ or ‘selection’of Irish, Scottish and Welsh songs, 
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after Bunting’s 1796 collection we see the emergence of song ‘repositories’ and collections 

of ‘Ancient’ airs, but it is not until 1855 with the publication of The Ancient Music of Ireland 

(1855 and 1852) that George Petrie became the next antiquarian to undertake Bunting’s 

mantle with the same breadth and dedication.124 Thomas Moore capitalized on the work of 

his predecessor and used material selected from Bunting’s collections freely, though he also 

benefitted from submissions by friends and the general public. However, Moore’s 

willingness to work with Sir John Stevenson and undertake a creative collaboration that 

would see him set lyrics to arrangements of Irish traditional melodies placed him on a rather 

different path to that of Bunting. Though the desire to ‘not merely gratify the natural feeling 

of national pride’ but also to ‘restore a page in the history of man’ is as discernable in the 

content and tone of Moore’s songs as it is explicitly expressed in Bunting’s preface, the 

differing methodologies employed by each in order to achieve this goal generated a creative 

and methodological tension which this chapter will explore shortly. 125 

In generating new lyrics and working with Stevenson to create unique settings for 

the Irish Melodies Moore neither emulated an existing Irish song tradition, nor asserted that 

Irish song practice was unique and ‘untransmissible’. Moore does not demonstrate a 

 
publications such as Gow’s and Muholland’s stand out for underscoring the age of the material featured in 

their collections. Prior to Bunting only collectors of Scottish and Welsh songs had marketed their material as 

being ancient, with Edward Jones’s  Musical and Poetical Relicks of the Welsh Bards (1784) being the most 

‘contemporary’. That Bunting located a niche in a market flooded with popular country dances would be an 

understatement given that Fleischmann’s records suggest that he was the first to market Irish music in this 

way. Bunting’s predecessors include John Parry who published a collection of Welsh melodies in 1809; Daniel 

Dow whose collection of Scottish tunes was first published in 1778; and Edward Jones, mentioned above.  

124 The Irish Traditional Music Archive holds a number of editions of Petrie’s collection. The website notes that 

there were sections of it published in numbers as early as 1853 to satisfy eager subscribers in advance of the 

complete first volume edition.  

125 Bunting ‘Preface’ A General Collection (1796). 
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preoccupation with errors in transmission, nor does he strive to validate the excellence of 

the airs by citing the observations of historians. Though he was charged with handling the 

music ‘unworthily’, Moore’s songs are not the work of a man attempting to expose the 

lesser known aspects of Irish song practice for the viewing pleasure of an audience, nor do 

they subscribe to the idea that for a song to be Irish it must fall readily into a pre-existing 

typology.126 In contrast to Bunting, Moore does not strive to prove the cultural authenticity 

of his material; he simply assumes it and in so doing Moore problematizes the primitivist 

ideologies of Bunting’s collections and the nationalist binaries which repudiate any 

adulterated forms of ‘pure’ ancient music. It is with this in mind that I will now turn to 

Moore’s ‘Prefatory Letter on Music’, included as a preface to the third number of the Irish 

Melodies (1810).  

Moore’s ‘Prefatory Letter’ is a fascinating essay that makes several bold claims 

regarding Moore’s intended audience, as well as offering a defence of his lyrics and of 

Stevenson’s arrangements. Of particular interest to this study are the comments Moore 

makes that set him at odds with antiquarian methods of reinstating national pride by 

asserting artistic excellence. Moore does not temper his words when expressing his belief 

that ‘it is certain that our finest and most popular airs are modern’.127 Moore’s assertion 

was built upon his belief that music that had been written within the previous century 

 
126 “A General Collection of the Ancient Music of Ireland” 1809. Comp. Waltons. The Ancient Music of Ireland: 

The Bunting Collections.  (Dublin: Waltons Limited, 1969) p. 5. See also, V.S. Blankenhorn’s seminal text 

Blankenhorn, Virginia, Irish Song-craft and Metrical Practice since 1600 (New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 2003). 

offers an excellent source of information on typologies, as is Hugh Shields’s Narrative Singing in Ireland: Lays, 

Ballads, Come-all-yes and other songs (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 1993).  

127  Moore, ‘Prefatory Letter’ The Poetical Works of Thomas Moore. Collected by Himself. 10 vols.  

(London: Longmans, 1840-44) p. 120. 
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captured and conveyed Ireland’s condition as he understood it. For him, the best national 

music served a purpose; it had a duty to bear witness to the nation that produced it. It 

should not be surprising then that Moore seeks to distance his music from ‘savage ceanans’ 

or ‘mourning songs’, for songs such as these require an intimate understanding of Irish 

culture, and social customs that stretch beyond the previous century.128 It is clear that 

Moore believes the music of previous centuries to have been beyond the contemporary 

definition of civilized, and he does not concur with the celebration of such samples of music 

as the epitome of Irish culture and achievement. Moore has rarely been accused of de-

romanticizing Irish culture and history, but in this particular instance, this appears to be his 

goal. He asserts that: 

Music is not the only subject upon which our taste for antiquity is rather 

unreasonably indulged; and, however heretical it may be to dissent from these 

romantic speculations, I cannot help thinking that it is possible to love our country 

very zealously, and to feel deeply interested in her honour and happiness, without 

believing that Irish was the language spoken in Paradise. 129 

Moore does not belittle Irish history, or language in these assertions, but he does attempt to 

distance himself from antiquarian preoccupations and ‘romantic speculations’.  

Moore might be considered to have carved out an alternative path to that of 

primitivism, one that seeks to identify a degree of commonality between popular taste and 

the reflection of a nation’s character. In this letter, Moore makes an argument for those 

 
128 ‘Prefatory Letter’ The Poetical Works of Thomas Moore. Collected by Himself. 10 vols.  

(London: Longmans, 1840-44) pp. 120-131. Subsequent references to the ‘Prefatory Letter’ will be from this 

edition and will be cited parenthetically in the text. 

129 ‘Prefatory Letter’ (pp. 121-22) 
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who would express national pride despite finding themselves unable to share in a cultural 

signifier such as language.130 The value antiquarians placed on the Irish language was 

considerable. This can be seen in Charlotte Brooke’s Reliques (1789) in such places as the 

section entitled ‘Thoughts on Irish Song’, in which she offers a sustained consideration of 

the phonic benefits of aspiration – a phonetic transformation in Irish – in softening the 

sound of consonants within songs.131 In contrast, Moore expresses his belief that one need 

not elevate the Irish language to the degree that the Gaelic Society of Dublin do in order to 

be considered a proud nationalist. Moore’s reference to Irish being the ‘language of 

Paradise’ is a direct quote from the Transactions of the Gaelic Society (1808), a publication 

that exhibits many of the qualities for which antiquarians were criticized. The Prefatory 

Letter, for example, begins by calling for the support of those who would ‘preserve and 

cultivate a Language the most ancient, copious, and elegant, of Europe; by far the best 

preserved from the changes and corruptions incident to other languages’.132 The 

grandiloquent tone of the text is matched only by the emphatic claims made for the utter 

necessity of learning Irish for ‘every Antiquary who would study the affinity of languages or 

 
130 Moore felt his own inability to speak or write in Irish keenly, his remarks to John McHale, Archbishop of 

Tuam on his Irish translation of the Irish Melodies convey how keenly he felt this inability: ‘Your Irish (truly 

Irish) Melodies are a shame and a reproach to me, I would willingly give up what I know of other languages to 

have been Irishman enough to accomplish such a work’: The Unpublished Letters of Thomas Moore. ed. by 

Jeffery Vail 

(London: Pickering & Chatto, 2013) Vol. 2 p. 916. Citations from this volume will be hereto indicated as 

Unpublished Letters. 

131Charlotte Brooke, Reliques of Irish Poetry: consisting of heroic poems, odes, elegies, and songs, translated 

into English verse: with notes explanatory and historical; and the originals in the Irish character. (Dublin: G. 

Bonham, 1789) p. 230. 

132 Transactions of the Gaelic Society (1808), p. iii 

http://www.archive.org/stream/transactionsofga02gael/transactionsofga02gael_djvu.txt  

http://www.archive.org/stream/transactionsofga02gael/transactionsofga02gael_djvu.txt
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the migrations of the ancient races of Mankind’.133 The bombastic tone does much to 

undermine the validity of the Society’s claims, but the content is equally questionable: ‘The 

Gaelic, says Shaw, is the Language of Japhet, spoken before the Deluge and probably the 

language of Paradise’.134 While it may be unsurprising that Moore, as a writer who wanted 

to be taken seriously, wished to distance himself from such schools of thought given the 

pseudo-intellectual nature of much of the text, it is important to note that even he had his 

limits when it came to verbosity and nationalism. In this way Moore distances himself from 

the nationalist self-aggrandizing aspect of antiquarianism and the veneration of all things 

ancient; he appears instead to take a more measured route to establishing national pride.  

Moore scrutinizes the suggestions of the ‘archaeologists’ who asserted that ‘the Irish 

were early acquainted with the counterpoint’ on the basis of a passage from Giraldus and 

judges them to be ‘too vague and too deficient in technical accuracy to prove that even 

Giraldus himself knew anything of the artifice of counterpoint’.135 Though he appreciates 

the ‘artless flow’ of Irish music, he laments the highly ornamented style of the harpers 

describing it as ‘ungraceful foliage’ from which ‘the pure gold of the melody’ had to be 

 
133 Ibid, p. iv. 

134 Ibid, p. vii. 

135‘Prefatory Letter’ p. 123. The passage to which Moore refers is in ‘The Third Part’ of Cambrensis’s 

Topographia, in which Cambrensis discusses the dexterity of Irish musicians and their use of harmony: ‘The 

melody is kept perfect and full with unimpaired art through everything – through quivering measures and the 

involved use of several instruments – with a rapidity that charms, a rhythmic pattern that is varied and a 

concord achieved through elements disconcordant. They harmonise at intervals of the octave and the fifth, but 

they always begin with B flat and with B flat end, so that everything is rounded with the sweetness of charming 

sonority’ (pp. 103). From this we might discern that Cambrensis comprehended key elements of music such as 

tempo and texture to a degree, but it is also clear that his explanation lacks technical detail. Giraldus 

Cambrensis, The History and Topography of Ireland. trans. John O’ Meara. (London: Penguin, 1951) 
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extracted. It is comments such as these that make Moore so difficult to place stylistically.136 

Though he describes the harpers’ ornamentation as overly elaborate both Moore and 

Stevenson were accused of arranging the songs in an overly ostentatious manner by Bunting 

and by contemporary critics who describe his work as, to use Murray Pittock’s phrase, 

‘inflammatory saccharine’.137 Yet, in this letter he appears to suggest a stripping back of the 

music in order to restore the ‘regularity of its form, and the chaste simplicity of its 

character’.138 That Moore altered the melodies with a view to making them more suitable 

for the singing voice is inarguable, but the question of whether Moore made the melodies 

more or less simple depends entirely on whether they are assessed in contrast to the highly 

ornamented style of the harper who may have added or removed variations at will; from 

the perspective of the trained pianist who could follow Stevenson’s arrangements; or from 

the perspective of the amateur singer whose primary focus would have been to follow the 

melody and Moore’s expressive marks.  

Moore’s songs were an innovative development in the evolution of the music 

Bunting brought into the wider public arena and did much to problematize Bunting’s 

portrayal of the best Irish music as being ancient. Bunting’s assertion in the preface to his 

1840 collection that Moore’s songs melodies being ‘unworthily handled and sent abroad 

throughout the whole world in a dress so unlike its native garb’ is interesting given that in 

many cases the changes apparent in the melodic line of Moore’s songs demonstrate an 

arrangement better suited to the singing voice than the elaborate trills Bunting includes.139 

 
136 ‘Prefatory Letter’ pp. 126 -27.  
137 Murray Pittock Scottish and Irish Romanticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2008) p. 17. 

138 Moore, ‘Prefatory Letter’, p. 125. 
139 Bunting, ‘The Ancient Music of Ireland’ Comp. Waltons. The Ancient Music of Ireland: The Bunting 

Collections. 1840. (Dublin: Waltons 1969) 1840 p. 5. 
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Furthermore, Bunting’s trills are better suited to a piano than a voice and as such might be 

best placed under the category of ‘classical ornament’, the use of which is a charge Bunting 

levels at Moore. The often-unadorned melodic lines in Moore’s songs reflect a performer’s 

ear in the arrangement. In many cases the songs are set to the verse in such a way that one 

illuminates the other, a longer note emphasizing a lingering sentiment or occasional 

appoggiatura building tension. One might also attribute Moore’s adherence to the existing 

melody to the fact that as a singer and writer, his strengths lay in what he understood based 

on his ear for music rather than a technical knowledge of music, an assertion he makes 

himself: ‘my poetry, such as it is, having sprung out of my deep feeling for music’.140 

However, Moore expressed strong opinions regarding the evolution of music and his 

appreciation for more technical aspects such as harmony. Moore’s willingness to employ 

harmony in adding piano accompaniment reflects a musical broad-mindedness, though he 

was wary of the ‘uneasy sensation’ produced as a result of a ‘union of manners so very 

dissimilar’ by figures like Carolan in his Concerto, with its blend of European art music and 

Irish traditional airs.141 His observations communicate a keen awareness of the potential 

hazards of this creative undertaking and a desire to avoid unifying opposing musical styles in 

a manner that would flatter neither. The result of this is that Moore’s songs combine 

elevated language and dramatic performative strategies with uncomplicated melodies 

allowing the performer a degree of freedom in conveying the emotional aspects of the song.  

Whilst Harry White argues that Moore was ‘alive to the political transformation of 

these airs which he himself effected’, I would suggest that the political transformation of 

 
140 Moore Memoirs, Journal, and Correspondence of Thomas Moore ed. by Lord John Russell Vol 1 p. 17. All 

subsequent citations from this source will be identified as Memoirs. 

141 The quotation here is taken from Moore ‘Prefatory Letter’ p. 125. 
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these airs began when Bunting and his antiquarian colleagues endeavoured to cater to the 

Romantic tastes of the (English) audiences with primitivist ideologies which espoused the 

undiluted purity of the melodies of a savage yet skilled people.142 Irish cultural practices 

were made exotic by virtue of their temporal distance. Bhabha’s explanation that ‘the 

recognition that tradition bestows is a partial form of identification’ goes some way to 

explaining why Bunting’s assertion that these melodies were ancient and ‘traditional’, 

appears to render the original material off-limits to acts of creative interpretation or 

innovation for figures like Thomas Davis, James Clarence Mangan and Samuel Ferguson.143 

This ‘ancient’ material appears to offer identification with a pre-colonial state of 

unadulterated ancient cultural practices. Thus Moore’s creative endeavours are perceived 

as a corruption of this pure material and their perceived ‘modish’ contemporaneity places a 

temporal barrier to this process of identification.144 Instead, as White argues, Davis, 

Mangan, Ferguson, and ultimately Yeats choose the safer route employing a process of 

substitution which White describes as ‘words for music’ whereby musical expressionism is 

conveyed through a musicality of language, thus leaving the music that bridges the nation’s 

past with the nationalist’s present intact and uncompromised.145 In his often ambiguous 

‘Prefatory Letter’ Moore recognises the ability of music to offer temporal connection with 

the past in acknowledging how ‘the plaintive melodies of Carolan take us back to the times 

 
142 Music and the Irish Literary Imagination p. 38 

143 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture p. 3. 

144 For the use of ‘modish’, see Harry White, Music p. 38. 

145 Ibid, p. 8. 
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in which he lived…’ but he does not appear to subscribe to primitivist theories in the same 

way.146 This is suggested in passages such as the following: 

I cannot help thinking that it is possible to love our country very zealously, and to 

feel deeply interested in her honour and happiness, without believing that … - our 

ancestors were kind enough to take the trouble of polishing the Greeks… 147  

We can thus see that Moore’s vision of nationalism does not identify any tension or 

opposition with his creative activities.  

I do not wish to suggest that the act of collecting and publishing Irish or Scottish 

tunes was simply an attempt to ‘sell off’ native culture to the colonizer. Indeed, these 

antiquarian collections were well received in Irish and Scottish homes too. In his memoirs, 

Moore discusses how he and Edward Hudson enjoyed the fruits of Hudson’s own 

antiquarian labours at the piano in his family home. 148 However, in presenting these 

collections as being definitive, Bunting offered an inaccurate representation of Irish music 

and individual songs as being definite in form. Henigan asserts that ‘that variety of song-

forms and styles in the repertoire of singing communities of the past hundred years 

demonstrates that aesthetic distinctions in the traditional song repertoire are much more 

malleable and relative than previously believed…’, an argument with which I would wholly 

concur.149 However, I would extend this argument beyond the limits of the past hundred 

 
146 Ibid, p. 120. 

147 Ibid, p. p. 121. 

148 Thomas Moore, Memoirs p. 49. Burns also took part in the process of collecting and transcribing songs, 

more so after his time in Edinburgh. But as Kirsteen McCue notes, published collections of tunes and songs 

were an invaluable source of material. See McCue ‘Burns’ Songs and Poetic Craft’ p. 79.  

149 Julie Henigan, Literacy and Orality in Eighteenth-Century Irish Song. (London: Pickering and Chatto, 2012) p. 

3. 
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years. I have already discussed the manner in which post-colonial theory has charted the 

many ways in which the imperialist social and ethnographic studies of the people and 

cultural practices of ‘foreign’ nations indicates a colonial pre-occupation with signs of 

difference which separate the coloniser from the colonised.150 I would equally suggest that 

the desire to identify peripheries against which differences in national cultural practices can 

also be asserted are a consequence of a post-colonial anxiety to assert a sense of identity 

free from external, colonial influences. 

 Since Moore neither openly emulates an existing Irish song tradition, nor asserts 

Irish song practice as being unique and untransmissible, his work does not demonstrate 

either of these anxieties.151 His songs are not the work of a man seeking to expose the lesser 

known aspects of Irish song practice for the viewing pleasure of the colonial audience, nor 

do they subscribe to the idea that for a song to be Irish it must fall readily into the pre-

existing typological formats. In contrast to Bunting, Moore does not assert authenticity, he 

assumes it. In so doing Moore problematizes the primitivist ideologies of Bunting’s 

collections and the nationalist binaries which repudiate any adulterated forms of their ‘pure’ 

ancient music, particularly those perceived to be of an art music persuasion.  In drawing 

attention to this Revivalist rejection of art music and linking this to their rejection of 

 
150 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture p. 94. 

151 I do not fully concur with White’s assertion that ‘Moore was the first writer to engage seriously with the 

prospect of translating Gaelic culture (in his case, crucially, Gaelic music) into modern English verse …’ (Music 

and the Irish Literary Imagination, 7). I do not view Moore’s creative act as translation so much as generation. 

In attempting to convey what he believes to be the inherent sentiment of Irish music, Moore creates a 

linguistic manifestation of his interpretation. He does not translate musical structures so much as employ or 

invert them according to his purpose, a process I explore in greater detail in my analysis of ‘When he who 

adores thee’. Equally, whilst Moore does not depict or explain native song practices or native cultural practices 

in his songs, such efforts can readily be found in the antiquarian essays prefixed to Bunting’s collections.  
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Moore’s creative endeavours I have no wish to align Moore’s music with art music in quite 

the same manner as White. Jordan suggests that to produce ‘‘work in the two media of 

music and poetry’ was to fall between two stools’, an analogy that might also be used to 

describe how Moore’s and Burns’ work falls between existing national music practice and 

art song.152 I would credit the perception that Burns’ work falls closer to existing national 

music practice than Moore’s to a less circumspect attitude towards innovation in the Scots 

tradition. Added to this is the perception that Burns had greater confidence in his 

knowledge of and ability to independently gather traditional melodies for his work, rather 

than relying upon the efforts of antiquarians and composers to collect and arrange the 

music, but as McCue points out, the importance of published collections to Burns’ creative 

work is substantial.153 

 

‘Artless flow’ meets ‘the variegating prism of harmony’: considering the philosophy and 

science of music. 

Taken from Moore’s ‘Prefatory Letter’, the above descriptors are suggestive of very 

different ideas about music. One speaks to Eighteenth-century theories of music as an 

innate mode of expression whilst the other uses a language of precision to describe the 

evolution from simple melodies to layers of melody and harmony. Whilst Leith Davis, Gerry 

Smyth and Karen Tongson have all made connections between Moore and Rousseau, 

however brief, the most substantial examination of the degree to which Moore’s ideas 

 
152 See Hoover Harding Jordan, Bolt Upright: The Life of Thomas Moore. (Salzburg: University of Salzburg. 1975)  

and the citation of this argument in White, Music and the Irish Literary Imagination p. 55. 

153 See Kirsteen McCue ‘Burns’ Songs and Poetic Craft’ in The Edinburgh Companion to Robert Burns. ed. by 

Gerard Carrruthers. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009, pp. 74 -85. 



67 
 

about music coincide with Rousseau’s has been offered by Joanne Burns. Her work sheds 

light on the fact that Moore possessed multiple copies of Rousseau’s writings, often in the 

original French. Whilst there is no doubt that Moore’s ideas coincide to some degree with 

Rousseau’s – Moore alludes to this in his ‘Prefatory Letter’ – I would posit that a 

consideration of Moore’s and Burns’ songs, consciously or unconsciously, exhibit or are 

affected by other ideas circulating in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 

particularly those concerned with music and nationality. Voltaire’s discussion of nation 

formation and the development of taste in ‘Le Goût’ (1757) is illuminating when we consider 

the way in which Moore’s Irish Melodies was received. Voltaire’s assertion that ‘there is a 

need to get accustomed to some things if taste is to be acquired’ is of relevance to our 

understanding of Moore’s cultural positioning.154 The way in which the audiences of the 

drawing room embraced Moore’s creative work despite the fact that it was a new form of 

Irish song reflects that they already had an appetite for Irish and ‘Scotch’ material in 

whatever form it took. My suggestion that Moore’s creative work differed from other forms 

of exalted ‘National’ music is partly supported by White’s assessment of Beethoven’s 

adaptations of folk song: ‘Beethoven was arranging tunes. Moore was attempting to 

translate their meaning into language’.155 Whilst the word ‘translate’ implies that Moore is 

simply exchanging one method of communication for another – an implication which 

underplays the creative element of Moore’s activity – I would agree that this is an essential 

part of the creative process in which Moore is engaged. Equally, Voltaire’s theory appears 

pertinent when applied to the nationalist rejection of Moore’s song-writing style. The fact 

 
154 Voltaire, ‘Le Goût’ from Encyclopedie 1753 Music and Aesthetics in Eighteenth and Early- Nineteenth 

Centuries ed. by Peter le Huray and James Day (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988)  p. 66. 

155 Harry White, Music p. 48. 
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that Moore’s songs resist easy categorisation within existing song traditions shows the 

degree to which his work differed from existing song practices. Though Moore shared Burns’ 

values and ambition, he was a pioneer of a different kind of musical and literary creativity 

and being a pioneer, there was always a likelihood that there would be insufficient 

opportunity for Irish audiences to become ‘accustomed’ and acquire a taste for his song-

writing style.  Helen Jordan’s observations on critical responses to Moore’s work appear to 

support this theory: ‘critics observed of his Melodies and Lalla Rookh that they would not 

produce a school of Moore, as the school of Wordsworth or Byron had arisen, for no other 

poet could work in the two media of music and poetry’.156 Equally, Rousseau, in ‘Essai sur 

l’Origine des Langues’ (1764), emphasizes how ‘[t]he most beautiful songs will only make a 

slight impression on an ear that is not accustomed to them. A dictionary is needed to 

comprehend the language’.157 Rousseau’s assertion complements Voltaire’s hypothesis but 

qualifies it further by suggesting that songs have a musical and linguistic specificity that 

resists ready understanding if one is not part of the system that employs the same linguistic 

or musical modes of expression. The implications of theory are manifold: that Burns’ and 

Moore’s songs clearly exhibited something with which their admirers could identify, and 

that the language they used resonated with something that did not require a dictionary to 

comprehend.  Aside from the fact that the public’s ability to connect with Burns’ and 

Moore’s songs, which very definitely exhibit features specific to their song tradition, 

challenges Rousseau’s supposition; this same fact justifies the validity of adopting a broader 

 
156 Helen Jordan, Bolt Upright: The Life of Thomas Moore. (Salzburg: University of Salzburg. 1975). This is also 

quoted in White, Music p. 48. 

157 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, ‘Essai sur l’Origine des Langues’ 1764  Music and Aesthetics in Eighteenth and Early- 

Nineteenth Centuries ed. by Peter le Huray and James Day (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988) p. 

73. 
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perspective when approaching Irish or Scottish song more generally. This re-emphasizes the 

validity of conducting a close examination of the relationship between music and verse. It is 

only by becoming better acquainted with the songs that we can effectively ascertain what 

Moore’s and Burns’ creative aims were, and become au fait with their specific modes of 

expression, both musically and linguistically. 

In keeping with my desire to consider Moore’s and Burns’ songs as musical works 

rather than as poems, I will now focus on the fruits of their labours. The first song to be 

considered is Moore’s allegorical song: ‘When he who adores thee’ which is set to the air of 

‘The Fox’s Sleep’. 158 Moore’s use of symbolism indicates a conscious use of literary 

technique to complicate the narrative. The tale which informs the song is that of a lover 

who has sacrificed himself, though no real explanation is offered of the circumstances of 

this sacrifice: we are simply informed that the ‘words allude to a story in an old Irish 

manuscript, which is too long and too melancholy to be inserted here’.159 The telling of the 

tale is complicated by the fact that the narrator is the lover who has died and is asking his 

female companion whether she will ‘weep when they darken the fame / Of a life that for 

thee was resigned?’ from beyond the grave.160 While the idea of having resolutely sacrificed 

one’s life for a lover lends heroic stature, this is destabilized by the dead lover’s insecure 

 
158 See Appendix 1 for ‘The Foxes Sleep’ and Appendix 2 for ‘When he who adores thee’ pp. 23 -24. 

159 Thomas Moore, ‘When he who adores thee’ Irish Melodies pp. 23/24. Subsequent references will be to this 

edition and cited parenthetically in the text. Moore’s decision not to dwell on the origins of the narrative 

create a parallel between the divorce between the inspiration for the original melody ‘The Fox’s Sleep’ and its 

new life as a song. Both the narrative and melody are dislodged, but not disconnected from their moorings. 

Even this resistance to providing a historical narrative could be considered a contradiction to the efforts of the 

antiquarians who worked to maintain links between the tunes and their context, and a manifestation of the 

kind of creative risk Moore was willing to take for the sake of innovation. 

160 ‘When he who adores thee’ pp. 23 -24. 
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wonderings and requests. The hero is relying on the female to ‘efface their decree’ with her 

tears suggesting that he is powerless but she is not and that the act of weeping carries its 

own potency and subversive qualities.161 There are at least two ways of reading Moore’s 

lyrics here: the first is that weeping can be read as a passive-aggressive act of defiance, one 

which renegotiates the terms of engagement onto a plane which is unfamiliar to the 

narrator’s foes, relocating the encounter from a site of physical aggression into the realm of 

the personal. The rebellious act of effacing their decree is couched in the seemingly 

impotent gesture of weeping but its true meaning and strength is attested by the lover-

narrator. An alternative interpretation is that in placing the locus of power and control with 

the female protagonist, Moore genders the conflict depicting the female as owing her lover 

a debt of gratitude for her life and consequently awards her the responsibility of 

maintaining the integrity of his memory. Marie Helen Thuente identifies the narrator as 

Robert Emmet but it is not difficult to identify the allegoric meaning within the song, the 

lover representing a soldier who has sacrificed his life for his country, the tale of the death 

has been retold by the ‘foe’ who, in the re-telling has blackened the soldier’s name.162 The 

soldier subsequently calls on the land and nation for whom he sacrificed his life to expunge 

the accusations made by remembering him in the cathartic gesture of weeping.  

 The overall format of the song is an inversion of the aisling form in which ‘Ireland’, 

in a dream, appears in female form to a male figure – usually a soldier or poet – and laments 

the wrongs inflicted upon her. The Jacobite variation of the aisling often expresses woe for 

an exiled leader who takes the place of the nation in its symbolism.163 This female Ireland is 

 
161 Thomas Moore, ‘When he who adores thee’ Irish Melodies pp. 23/24. 
162 Thuente, The Harp Re-Strung p. 184. 

163 Murray Pittock cites Daniel Corkery’s definition of the aisling and draws an interesting comparison between 

Irish and Scots versions of the aisling: ‘one of Corkery’s chief points is that the woman / nation in the aisling is 
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far from powerless. She is attributed with the ability to re-narrate events and offer her 

fallen hero recompense. The elaborate manner in which Moore invokes the aisling form 

only to invert it is one example of how he problematizes the antiquarian glorification of 

primitivist simplicity. The form allows Moore, in a nationalist manner, to empower the 

female Ireland rather than simply employ the existing aisling format. Again, we can see how 

Moore’s songs resist colonial binaries, here, of the colonized land’s gendered passivity in the 

face of her colonizer. The empowering transformative process to which Moore subjects the 

aisling form in this instance also challenges assertions of a lacklustre form of nationalism 

within Moore’s songs.  

 Although this nationalist reading of the song is arguably thinly veiled, it does 

challenge a number of common readings of Moore: for example, that of Robert Welch who 

suggests that Moore’s images only ‘hint at the burning political core’.164 It must be 

recognised that this is not a call to war, nor is it an invocation to rise against the colonizer. 

Rather, Moore is drawing attention to the ways in which grief can be expiated and succour 

taken from the act of re-appropriation and defending memory which the governing force 

attempts to redefine, seeking to ‘darken the fame’ of the narrator. The way in which 

Moore’s narrator advocates the re-dress of ‘blackened’ versions of historical narrative 

suggests an alternative outcome for how the event is understood historically. In this, as in 

any other song in which Moore turns over the historical territory of ancient battles, Moore 

re-animates the ghosts of the dead giving them a second temporal existence looping the 

 
a demonstration of primary nationalism and secondary Jacobitism in the Irish situation, whereas in Scottish 

Jacobite writing the converse is true …’: see Murray Pittock, ‘The Jacobite song: was there a Scottish aisling?’ 

Crossing the Highland Line: Crosscurrents in Eighteenth-Century Scottish Writing. ed by. Christopher 

MacLachlan (Glasgow: Scotland Association for Scottish Literary Studies, 2009) p. 86. 

164 Robert Welch, Eds. The Oxford Companion to Irish Literature. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996) p. 53 
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past with the present. In so doing, his treatment of the material mirrors this process of 

historical redress, just as Moore takes melodic material that has remained consistent in its 

form for the past hundred years and reshapes it, giving it a new reincarnation as a song that 

carries both symbolic and artistic significance. The narrator of this tale seeks both to re-

appropriate his memory and redefine it. This mirroring strategy reflects a kind of artistry 

that could not be achieved by publishing collected materials alone any more than repeating 

an existing historical account of an event could change the outcome. What Moore creates 

by reworking this material is an opportunity to add new versions of existing cultural and 

historical narratives. Instead of simply lamenting the great fall from artistic grace induced by 

colonisation, Moore’s ambitious effort to rejuvenate this material and give it contemporary 

relevance and recognition communicates a hopeful belief that Ireland’s best achievements 

were not hundreds of years old, that there were still possibilities for its artistic and political 

present and future. Though it is common for a love song to represent an extended national 

metaphor but it is not as common to find a nationalist song of this period using these 

methods to express nationalist ideologies. The more militant forms of nationalist song found 

in the United Irish ballads such as ‘Blaris Moore’ are more conventional examples of the 

corpus of political, national song.165 Thuente discusses the tradition of nationalist balladry in 

detail and challenges the often-expressed belief that Moore initiated Irish literary 

nationalism, an assertion she attributes to William Butler Yeats.166 Thuente instead places 

Moore within a wider tradition of nationalist balladry. In appealing to shared experiences 

and emotions, using textual artistry and technicality, Moore demonstrates his belief in 

engaging emotion through use of technical skill. If we consider Moore’s transformative 

 
165 See Appendix 3 for ‘Blaris Moore’.  
166 See The Harp Re-Strung, p. 17. 
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processes within the context of the wider evolution of Irish song, his willingness to engage 

with emotionally and politically charged themes in a complex manner, then we begin to see 

that the binary opposition of ‘art’ versus ‘folk’ or ‘traditional’ music breaks down.   

In The Progress of Music in Ireland, Harry White aptly considers the Irish repudiation 

of art music and links this to the way in which art music has been, and indeed continues to 

be, configured as being culturally opposite to Irish traditional music, an argument I feel is 

very significant in a consideration of Moore’s position in the evolution of Irish music.167 I do 

not subscribe to the belief that growing musical technicality relates only to art music 

practices, so in asserting that Moore employs greater technicality I am not arguing that this 

places his songs closer to art music than ‘traditional’ music. I would posit that labelling 

Moore’s songs as art music makes the process of his cultural and historical marginalisation 

all the easier since, as Dowling highlights, a large number of those writing about Irish music 

are musicians who identify themselves as being specialists in Irish traditional music as 

opposed to European classical music .168 Since, Moore occupies a space between the two by 

 
167 Harry White, The Progress of Music, p. 13. 

168 Dowling’s arguments illustrate White’s observation that art-song has been positioned counter-culture to 

traditional music. In his essay, as much a thought-experiment as a critical foray into the development of Irish 

traditional music, he makes absolutely no reference to connections between Irish song and identifies the 

origins of Irish traditional music as being inherently linked to dance forms. The only reference he makes to 

classical music is in Joe Cleary’s supposition that music research is dominated by studies of European classical 

music, an observation Dowling feels is being countered by the growing numbers of Irish musicians being 

employed by Institutes and music departments. Though he points to the significance of the separation of the 

melodies from their dance context (forgoing any mention of their context as melodies for songs) there is no 

mention made of the point at which they were given new contexts and new lives in song forms. Instead 

Dowling groups Bunting and Moore together as both being ‘largely oblivious, preoccupied as they were with 

the preservation and rearrangement of a dying and outmoded repertoire’ (‘Rambling in the Field of Modernity 

…’ p. 125). The essay displays the perpetuation of perceived binaries in Irish music and song, with one being 

attended to, to the detriment – or perceived detriment – of the other. See Sally K. Sommers Smith, particularly 
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virtue of not falling readily into either ‘category’ this either/or categorisation process is 

problematic. Particularly since the art-song form may encompass examples of folk-song 

whereas folk-song, which may be national and traditional, does not necessarily encompass 

art-song.169 This relationship demonstrates Bhabha’s observation that ‘the canonical 

‘center’ may, indeed, be most interesting for its elusiveness, most compelling as an enigma 

of authority’.170 This argument recalls Paddison’s reading of Adorno’s discussion of the 

progress of music.171 Adorno identifies the increased interaction of sentiment and greater 

technicality as demonstrating a natural evolution in musical practices, an interesting 

observation when considering Moore’s Melodies.  This imposed delineation of song- 

traditions is being further problematised by projects like that undertaken by Kirsteen McCue 

which saw young Scottish performers receive instruction on performance styles of the 

eighteenth century in a bid to ‘recreate’ Burns’ songs as they were heard by a 

contemporaneous audience. The resulting sound is aurally unrecognisable when held 

against contemporary performances by singers who would describe themselves as 

‘traditional’ Scottish singers.172 Their recordings encapsulate the problem with using 

 
her discussion of problems faced in attempting to classify Irish music in ‘Traditional Music: Irish Traditional 

Music in a Modern World’ New Hibernia Review 5.2 (2001) pp. 111-125. 

 

170 Homi Bhabha, Location of Culture p. xi. 

171 See Max Paddison  Adorno’s Aesthetics of Music. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). Despite 

being a relatively modern theory, the example of Moore can be illuminated by a consideration of Adorno’s 

theory, particularly his vision of musical evolution. Whilst Irish, and to a certain degree Scottish, cultural 

practices appear to resist Adorno’s vision, I am referring here to the way Irish musicians in seeking to retain a 

distinct national character have opted to mine the past for music with an enthusiasm that – certainly as far as 

art music is concerned – surpasses efforts to create new national music. 

172 For a recording that illustrates this argument fully see “How the songs of Robert Burns originally sounded” 

http://www.gla.ac.uk/news/headline_486072_en.html last accessed 24/9/16 

 

http://www.gla.ac.uk/news/headline_486072_en.html
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assessment criteria based on a contemporary sense of what is and is not ‘traditional’ 

national song as well has offering further weight to the validity of this thesis. Aurally, there 

is little stylistic difference to discern between the songs performed by this group based at 

the University of Glasgow, and Moore’s songs as they have been recorded by Una Hunt, 

aside from the distinctive Scots language. But, where Burns’ songs appear to have been 

stripped of any excess arrangements by posterity Stevenson’s and Balfe’s have remained 

firmly secure leading subsequent generations to hear them only in their fully arranged form. 

However, if we look at the melody line and the lyrics, the two features with which Moore 

had the most influence, a rather different version of Moore emerges. 

  Interestingly, Moore’s process of ‘elevating’ the melodies used and employing 

increased technicality is not synonymous with increasing ornamentation. This is clearly 

demonstrated in the amendments he makes to ‘The Foxes Sleep’: the melody line is 

stripped of the ascending lead-in notes (b-c1-d1) and it must b173e said that the integrity of 

the melody remains intact despite the removal of these notes. The slurred introductory 

notes present in Bunting’s transcript of the original melody are characteristic of traditional 

tunes starting at the upper end of the staff but these are absent from Moore’s version 

which leaps from a to d1. The difference between the two is not without significance: the 

introductory notes present in Bunting’s original represent an opportunity for the musician 

to ease into the melody and set the pace, whereas Moore’s version indicates an 

understanding that the singer would not need to ‘ease’ into the song by virtue of the piano 

introduction which precedes the song. This is the first indication of the differences in the 

setting, class and training of the singers and performers who would have performed these 

 
173 See Appendix 2 for full manuscript of ‘When he who adores thee’.  
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two versions. The accuracy and specificity required of Moore’s version could be satisfied by 

the trained (or aspirant amateur) singers who would have undertaken his songs as part of a 

social performance and contrasts with the dexterity required to perform Bunting’s more 

ornamented original, offered by the harpers of the Belfast Festival.  

At the beginning of the song, Moore lengthens the a and opts to ascend the staff. 

This strategy allows the singer to stress the word ‘left’, letting the sonorous vowel resonate 

for a full beat before following with a plosive ascent on the ‘but’. Despite the fact that the 

melody has not reached an end Moore does not attempt to tamper with the cadence 

suggested by the repetition of the d1 at the end of the third and beginning of the fourth 

bars. This is interesting because it demonstrates a dedication to the binary strophic form 

characteristic of both ‘folk’ song and the art song form rather than any attempts at a 

‘through’ melody which would evolve as the verses progressed, avoiding repetition. Moore 

manages to evoke both in staying faithful to the basic melody whilst successfully marrying it 

to an elevated form of language and thematic content. Moore employs questioning and 

exclamatory remarks in the fourth, eighth and ninth bars which simultaneously adds 

urgency and gives the impression of a dialogue taking place between the martyr-narrator 

and his country-lover. During this dialogue the country-lover accedes to the martyr-

narrator’s wishes. The way in which Moore embeds a sense of the martyr-narrator’s call 

being heard and an implicit relief on the narrator’s part most certainly has an effect on the 

response of the listener. Roles are designated and the listener is invited to assume the 

position of the country-lover who is being charged with the responsibility of preserving the 

reputation of the martyr-narrator. Thus this song is more than an instance of a passive 

audience being subjected to the assertions of an active performer; instead we have two pre-

assigned roles being played out. In receiving the song positively the audience becomes 
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complicit in the role Moore assigns, that of redeeming the martyr-narrator’s reputation and 

cathartically acknowledging the sacrifice made. The intensity with which the sentiments of 

this song are expressed and its movement from hope to grief are well matched with the 

motion and contra-motion of the melody, a clear example of further interaction between 

sentiment and technical understanding. In the first verse when the melody drops on the 

staff we see a descent into despair or grief in the mood of the song. Conversely at the points 

where exclamation, hope or resistance arise in the lyrics the melody climbs and resolution is 

reached at the end of the song with a gradual descent on the staff. Moore’s successful use 

of literary and musical techniques to engage his singer and audience in this kind of role-play 

indicates the dramatic potential and efficacy of the interaction between emotion and 

technicality.  

‘… political in intention but not as action’: elusive politics and tangible values.174 

Like Moore, Burns creates opportunities for dramatic interplay between singer and 

audience in his 1781 version of ‘Ye Jacobites’.175 The style of addressing the Jacobites 

directly and initiating verses with a question creates the impression that the singer is 

opening up a dialogue. However, unlike Moore, Burns makes it clear that the questions are 

rhetorical. The narrator has the floor in this instance and the presumed Jacobite listeners 

are there solely to ‘hear’ the song. Like Moore, Burns relocates critical authority, awarding it 

 
174 Citation from Marilyn Butler, ‘Burns and Politics’ Burns and Cultural Authority ed. by Robert Crawford 

(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997) p. 86. 

175Donald Lowe, The Songs of Robert Burns. ed by. Donald. A. Low. (London: Routledge, 1993) pp. 530-531.  

See appendix for full version. 
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to a voice defined only by his lack of allegiance to the Jacobite cause: the alternative 

political views being proffered are based in humanism.  

This song also indicates Burns’ relaxed attitude towards differentiating between 

Scottish, Irish and English song, demonstrating another way in which Burns problematizes 

attempts to delineate separate national song traditions. Lowe’s notes to the song suggest 

that this is a traditional song revised by Burns and that the air is in fact English. If he were to 

be assessed by the same standards as Moore, Burns would be criticized for employing an 

English melody and tinkering with original verse – but he is not, and the song continues to 

be performed by Scottish singers such as Eddi Reader, an indication that it is accepted as a 

Scottish Jacobite song. Lowe suggests that the song possesses an ‘ambiguous attitude’ and 

Dick identifies that it is ‘satire couched in equivocal terms which may be read by either Whig 

or Tory’.176 Though Dick makes no effort to elaborate on this, Colin Kidd’s essay ‘Burns and 

Politics’ does much to explicate the complex nature of politics in Eighteenth-century 

Scotland and the difficulty of attempting to connect the terms ‘Whig’ or ‘Tory’ with specific 

political parties.177 However, these assertions of ambiguity are problematized further when 

one considers the vehemence with which the lyrics can be sung. The first line calls upon the 

Jacobite listener to ‘give an ear, give an ear!’.178 Both the command set forth in this line and 

the hint of accusation in the words ‘by name’ are well matched with the authoritative 

common time which, in this case, feels march-like. These words offer two different readings, 

either that the narrator is addressing those who claim to be Jacobites but do not live by the 

 
176 For both of these quotations, see Lowe Songs p. 531. 

177 See Colin Kidd, ‘Burns and Politics’ The Edinburgh Companion to Robert Burns. ed. by Gerard Carrruthers. 

(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009) p. 61 – 73. 

178 Burns, ‘Ye Jacobites by name give and ear, give an ear!’ The Songs of Robert Burns, pp. 530 -31. 
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strength of their convictions, or that Burns is acknowledging the reality of the Jacobite 

position and lack of actual claimant to the throne, since at this point, the Jacobite cause is 

one which exists in name only. The futility implied in this latter reading belies the zeal with 

which the song protests against Jacobite doctrine. However, when read against the lyrics of 

the original song, Burns’ version lacks the vitriol that pervades the original, the last verse of 

which calls for the Pope and Prelacy to be hanged. Burns directs his passion and anger 

against the bloodshed which costs the lives of all involved in a way that equalizes a ‘short 

sword and a lang, / A weak arm, and a strang’.179 None are exempt from the call to war, 

regardless of its futility.   

There is a military regularity to the manner in which the syllables fall in the first bar, 

which is disrupted in the second, the primary accented beat of that bar falling in such a way 

that it allows the singer to let the word ‘ear’ ring despite its weak phonic potential, 

especially considering the fact of its following ‘an’ which has the potential to absorb the 

initial sound of the word ‘ear’. The problem is cleverly avoided on the repetition using a 

grace note or appoggiatura, and the manner in which the next line starts in bar two gives a 

sense of the message’s persistence and the singer’s insistence on the audience’s attention. 

The song climbs as the singer conveys the message to which they want the Jacobite listeners 

to pay heed, the climbing notes giving a further edge and fervour to the content and the 

ensuing even spread of quavers ending with a crotchet on ‘fautes I will pro-claim’ lends each 

word a solid weight that adds gravitas. The drop between the first and second syllables of 

‘doctrine’ matches the message of the verse which suggests that the doctrines that the 

Jacobites hold in such high regard have fallen in the esteem of the singer / narrator who 

 
179 Burns, Songs, p. 531. 
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identifies them as the cause of bloodshed. The pitching on the staff drops to d and c, 

appropriately conveying a tone of menace implied by the verbal blame which is being dealt 

by the singer / narrator.  The proclamation, ‘You shall hear!’ climbs the scale and insinuates 

that the judgement has only just begun, a useful feature for a strophic song until the last 

verse when, if the singer does not amend the last note, the song finishes without the sense 

of completion we often seek as performer or audience.180 The implication is that the 

consequences of the song’s message have yet to be played out. 

The verses which follow question the veracity of a relationship between law and 

moral code asking ‘What is Right, and what is Wrang, by the law, by the law?’.181 The 

capitalisation indicates that this is a deep-seated questioning of contemporary ideologies 

and the repetitive phrasing drives home the persistence with which the singer poses the 

question. The order in which the concepts ‘Right’ and ‘Wrang’ are presented coincides with 

the melodic movement of the song, ‘Right’ falling on a and ‘Wrang’ falling on d1 indicating 

an intersection in melody and verse where the two complement each other. There are two 

issues with the second verse: the first is the insertion of an extra syllable which requires the 

singer to convert the crotchet into two quavers in either the first or second instance so that 

the verse may fit the melody perfectly without an excess of syllable or a run-on line. The 

second is the way in which, if the rhythmical emphasis is to fall in a way that complements 

the verse, the singer may need to invert the order of the dotted quaver and the semi-quaver 

in the second bar in order to facilitate the resonance of the word ‘Right’ and add conviction 

to the delivery of the line. The fact remains that in simply publishing the lyrics with the 

name of the melody rather than mapping out the entire song onto the melody Burns not 

 
180 Ibid, p. 531. 
181 Ibid, p. 531. 
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only accepted that there would be variation in the delivery of the song, but anticipated and 

utilized this fluidity.  

The strophic nature of the melody also reflects the cyclical process of damage which 

Burns invokes in the lyric which refers to the true consequence of ‘heroic strife’ and how it 

‘… hunt[s] a Parent’s life Wi’ bludie war’.182 The intergenerational devastation which was a 

direct consequence of the various Jacobite risings is made clear here, and Burns asks the 

pertinent question ‘What makes heroic strife, fam’d afar, fam’d afar?’.183 Here Burns 

interrogates the ways in which histories are narrated to serve a purpose, and how such 

versions may honour undeserving causes. The last verse calls for the Jacobites to ‘let your 

schemes alone’ and instead ‘Adore the rising sun, / And leave the man undone / To his 

fate’.184 Whilst the widely read implication of this lyric is that the Jacobite cause should be 

forgotten and the ‘King Across the Water’ or ‘The Great Pretender’ should be left to eke out 

his existence, another factor which must be considered is the transferability of the role of 

the ‘man undone’. The term might be applied to any of the victims of ‘bludie war’ and 

suggests that in persisting with the Jacobite cause, the various claimants to the throne have 

left a wake of destruction, and their persistent calls upon their supporters have cost a price 

they should not have had to pay.  

Burns’ letter to Lady Winifred Maxwell Constable, written in 1789, demonstrates a 

very different attitude to Jacobitism. He appears to glorify the actions of those who 

forfeited their lives in support of their King, but his frank choice of expression in recounting 

the losses of his ‘Fathers’ and the way they ‘shook hands with Ruin for what they esteemed 

 
182 Ibid, p.531. 
183 Ibid, p.531. 
184 Ibid, p.531. 
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the cause of their King and their Country’ conveys an acute awareness of what transpired.185 

Burns’ unblinking analysis of how ‘they left their humble cottages only to add so many units 

more to the unnoted croud [sic] that followed their Leaders’ demonstrates an objectivity 

absent from ‘Ye Jacobites’.186 Written two years before the song, Burns’ letter does not 

demonstrate the highly charged emotional register of the song, but it recognises that not 

every soldier’s ‘heroic strife’ was, in the words of song, ‘fam’d afar’. There is no great leap in 

subject matter between the letter and song: both recognise the immense loss suffered by 

Jacobite supporters and their families; the anonymity and failure to recognise those who 

fought; and the moral implications of pursuing Jacobite ideals. However there is a difference 

in attitude and tone, as the song progresses. This shift might be attributed to the fact that in 

those two years Burns’ opinions evolved and the sharp eye which registered the truth of the 

Jacobite wars saw it anew with more critical eyes. Or it may have been the case that Burns 

was unable to express himself to her Ladyship without fear of reprisal. Burns is keenly aware 

that the opinions he expresses in the letter are not necessarily popular and assures Lady 

Maxwell Constable that they are ‘for your Ladyship’s eyes alone. - Poets are not very famous 

for their prudence; but as I can do nothing for a Cause which is now nearly no more, I do not 

wish to hurt myself’.187 This letter reflects a different aspect of Burns, a stark contrast to the 

irrepressible voice present in so many of his songs.  

There are interesting parallels to be seen in the contrast between Burns, the public 

humanist, and Burns, the private Jacobite. Burns continually resists easy categorisation, 

 
185 Burns, The Letters of Robert Burns, 2 Vols. ed. by G. Ross Roy. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985) V.1 pp.  461. 

This text will be cited hereafter as Burns, Letters. 

186 Burns, Letters V.1 461. 

187 Burns, The Letters  V. 1 p.  461. 
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problematizing any attempt to read him in one way or another. But the difference in the 

attitudes reflected in his songs and those present in his letters are only an issue if we are 

attempting to use his songs as a way of understanding Burns with a view to defining his 

subject position. The contradictions present demonstrate the futility of such an activity. But 

the skill and conviction that Burns conveys in ‘Ye Jacobites’ demonstrate that, if he did not 

subscribe to the ideas espoused in the song, he was incredibly skilled at authentically 

espousing alternative subject positions and resisting ready alignment within binaries of 

opposition. ‘Ye Jacobites’ calls as much to the would-be king as to his supporters to realise 

the true cost of persisting in their attempts to change ‘fate’. The command to ‘Adore the 

rising sun’ may well be Burns advising his listeners to return to the hope offered by the 

natural world, but the phonetic ambiguity of the word ‘sun’ which could be aurally mistaken 

for ‘son’ may also indicate that he advocates support for the rising Hanoverian powers. 

Burns’ technical skill is evident throughout the song, not least for the way in which the 

song’s lyricism suggests a journey, which can be a challenging goal to achieve when using a 

melody with a strophic form. Though the melody does not evolve along with the lyrics, the 

repetition effectively reflects one of the themes of the song: that of the seemingly 

inescapable patterns of violence and loss. The invocation of inclusive binaries, short and 

long, weak and strong, highlights the far-reaching nature of the consequences of war, the 

ultimate equalizer.  

Though Burn’s choice to reinvigorate an existing song rather than write a wholly 

different set of lyrics for the melody means that his song falls naturally into the category of 

Jacobite political song, the fact that it is difficult to tell if the song is definitively Whig or Tory 

means that Burns song also demonstrates a degree of resistance, though his resistance is 

thematic or content-related rather than form-related. ‘Ye Jacobites’ is representative of the 
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entire corpus of Burns’ poetry, satires and songs in that, as Kidd argues, ‘there is plausible 

enough material in Burns’ poetry and his letters to present him as, variously, a democrat, a 

republican, a revolutionary, a socialist avant la letter, a fervent Scottish nationalist, a loyal – 

if cheekily irreverent – Briton and an internationalist champion of the brotherhood of 

man’.188 Kidd is not alone in this assessment of Burns as a somewhat elusive figure as far as 

political positioning is concerned. Though Liam McIlvanney argues that Burns pins his 

colours to Presbyterian politics shaped by Covenanter legacy, Thomas Crawford, Maurice 

Lyndsay and William Donaldson all suggest that Burns political views evolved as a direct 

consequence of the major developments of the period, not least of all the French 

Revolution.189 Kidd observes that ‘Burns’ most explicit political statements appear in his 

election ballads’ but notes the significance of the fact that they were written as an 

‘unenfranchised outsider’.190 Perhaps this ‘outsider’ quality contributed to the schizophrenic 

characteristics Crawford identifies in Burns’ work.191 The sheer range of political positioning 

inevitably gives the overall repertoire of Burns’ songs a transcendental humanist quality – 

although this too is problematised by his dalliance with the prospect of pursuing wealth to 

the presumed the cost of the slave inhabitants of a plantation in Jamaica, and this from the 

supposed writer of ‘The Slave’s Lament’. This humanism, the focus on the personal, is one of 

the qualities that has sustained Burns’ legacy as a writer of timeless songs that speak to an 

audience far beyond the working class Scottish or the drawing-room gentility of the 

 
188 Kidd, ‘Burns and Politics’ p. 61 
189 See Liam McIlvanney ‘Robert Burns and the Calvinist Radical Tradition.’ History Workshop Journal. 40 

(1995) pp. 133-149 and Maurice Lindsay, Robert Burns: The Man, his Work, the Legend. (London: Mac Gibbon 

and Kee, 1968) 

190 Kidd, ‘Burns and Politics’ p. 67. 

191 See Thomas Crawford’s ‘Introduction’ to Burns: A Study of the Poems and Songs (Edinburgh and London: 

Oliver and Boyd, 1960) pp. xii -xiii. 
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eighteenth century. It is also a quality that has been largely ignored by scholars examining 

Moore’s songs and for this reason I will turn my attention to a superb example of a song in 

which Moore explicitly espouses humanist values. 

Placing greater value on human equality rather than religious inequality, Moore’s 

‘Come, send round the Wine’ might first appear to encourage revelry but the verses reflect 

a growing awareness and questioning of the differing ideologies of the nationalist 

movement.192 Moore’s nationalist vision is one which does not find religious segregation or 

sectarianism necessary: a view which sits comfortably with the fact that many of the earliest 

United Irishmen were Protestant. However, the questioning nature of the song reflects a 

desire to challenge the sectarian ideals increasingly associated with the nationalist 

movement at this time. The way in which the song calls for a leaving aside of faith and 

principle in order to celebrate the transience and joyfulness of life is complemented by the 

fact that the melody demonstrates an air of frivolity. However, couched within the 

celebratory nature of the song with its upbeat 6/4 time signature, there is a serious probing 

and challenging of the boundaries within which sectarianism can be justified. This is an 

example of a song in which the melodic vehicle arguably belies the sentiment which rests 

below the surface of the song. In so doing the song initiates a process of subversion; the 

time signature conveys a frivolity which is problematised by the sentiment contained within 

the verses and is one of several instances in Moore’s Melodies in which the melody appears 

to resist or contradict the feeling of the verse. But when we engage closely with the verse, 

we can see that this apparent mismatch is not only purposeful, it illuminates many of the 

binaries we encounter throughout the song.  

 
192  See Appendix 3 for a reproduction of the entire song. 
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The manner in which the singer / narrator advises the listener to leave political / 

sectarian concerns to ‘simpleton sages, and reas’ning fools’, before taking up this mantle 

and wrestling with these very issues, is of interest.193 There is a sense that the responsibility 

of critically considering ‘points of belief’ is being taken from the listener and transferred to 

the narrator who occupies a seemingly paradoxical dual role as idiot and philosopher. The 

fact that Moore is suggesting that those best placed to discuss these issues are the 

‘simpleton sages’ and ‘reas’ning fools’, figures reminiscent of Shakespeare’s soothsayers 

and truth-speaking jesters, is not without significance when placed within the context of 

Moore’s own role as a figure who provided entertainment with a serious message.  Equally, 

one might read this as Moore’s version of iconoclasm, a subtle bid to relocate the authority 

from political figures propagating sectarian ideologies to a more sociable sphere. 

 The song ultimately identifies a greater wisdom in celebrating life and the shared 

values of ‘Truth, valour and love’. 194 The fact that ‘schools’ are associated with the 

accumulation of ‘dust’ and sense of stagnation implied by this association demonstrates a 

resistance to a blind subscription to an organized belief system, and the emphatic nature of 

what is being expressed is clear with the rhythmic jolt of the climb from brief quaver-length 

f to dotted crotchet e1  in the seventh bar which allows the singer to stress the words 

‘wither’d’ and ‘stain’d’ before the melody drops in pitch.195 The lyrics sung when this 

melodic climb recurs bear the resulting emphasis well because of their emphatic theme but, 

unlike bars seven and twenty-three, the leap is less dramatic because the rhythm is spread 

more evenly through the crotchets in bars fifteen and thirty-one. This has the effect of 

 
193 ‘Come send round the Wine’ A Selection of Irish Melodies, pp. 93 -94. Subsequent references to the song 

are to this edition and are cited parenthetically in the text. 

194 ‘Come send round the Wine’ A Selection of Irish Melodies, pp. 93 -94. 
195 ‘Come send round the Wine’ A Selection of Irish Melodies, p. 94. 
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steadying the song and is indicative of a desire to refrain from over-using the dramatic 

jump. This awareness and reserved use of a musically dramatic device contradicts possible 

observations of musical and literary superfluity. Here, the musical variations available to 

Moore are used in a measured and thoughtful manner which adds interest to the strophic 

structure.  

Interestingly, this is similar to a pattern of variation sometimes adopted by 

traditional Irish singers which involves choosing to add a variation every other time a verse 

or refrain is sung in order to avoid boring listeners with an identical, repeated melody. This 

also allows the melody to evolve in tandem with the content of the verse thus creating a 

greater feeling of cohesion between verse and tune. In this respect Moore, like performers 

within the sean-nós tradition, demonstrates an ability to overcome the limitations of 

employing the strophic form. The lilt carried within the rhythm of the melody and the 

bacchius metre of the verse convey a vitality that is apt given the message of the song. In 

the ninth and tenth bars the melody bounces up and down the staff across an interval which 

increases in gradient by a half tone and then a full tone and mirrors the content of the verse 

which seeks to demonstrate the insignificance of superficial differences. The semi-tonal and 

then tonal lift draws the attention of the ear more than the bobbing effect created by 

returning to f resulting in a complex interaction between a subtle increase in pitch and a 

more obvious one. The complexity of alternating between the two conveys the differing 

levels of importance Moore places on points of distinction between individuals. The subtler 

points of shared human value appear to draw his attention rather than any obvious 

distinction of creeds just as the subtler notes draw the ear as the melody scales the staff. 
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 This song cannot be construed as anything less than a challenge to the evolving 

sectarian forms of nationalism, but I would argue that this observation does not make it any 

less nationalist. Conversely, this song demonstrates how Moore was continuing to advance 

the same model of nationalism that was initiated by the United Irishmen. The most effective 

aspect of Moore’s challenge is the way he invokes the personal in opposing a growing 

attempt to align individuals based solely on their religious allegiances. By drawing attention 

to the personal connections between the narrator and the figure of the soldier, the lover 

and the friend they are defined by the specificity of their relationship rather than the 

generality of their creed. Equally significant is the manner in which he does not suggest that 

any of these individuals have a different political position or values, their differences rest 

solely on their faith. Despite a differing faith, these three figures are still willing to ‘fight(s) 

by my side’, and value a friend or lover in a manner that conveys equality and problematises 

the dichotomy proposed by creation of a Catholic / nationalist or Protestant / colonizer 

binary.196 Moore’s representation also problematises a nationalist representation of the 

colonizer in which the Protestant colonizer is represented as the aggressor and the Catholic 

colonized nation is presented as the victim. The lyrics make clear the cost of adhering to a 

sectarian model of nationalism for the narrator and the implication is that ‘a standard like 

this’ will result in further victimization, this time caused by a burgeoning sectarian 

nationalist agenda. As previously suggested, the way in which these ideological questionings 

are worked out to a lively tune to be delivered in a scherzando manner presents a challenge 

to the assumption that such issues belong solely to the realm of the serious and the 

melancholy. Moore does not set these lyrics to a mournful dirge: they are expressed in an 

 
196 ‘Come send round the Wine’ A Selection of Irish Melodies, p. 94. 
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optimistic, joyful manner and are a manifest example of how Moore challenges existing 

conventions. The reason this song works so well is because the lyrics appear to draw away 

from the gloom of the ideological difference into the realm of tangible commonality and the 

rhythm allows the singer and listener to be swept along.  However, the content demands 

that the listeners celebrate the value of three transient but significant personal relationships 

in such a way as to undermine sectarianism as a legitimate form of nationalism. 

Continuing in the theme of transcending political difference and extending this to 

class difference I will turn now to Burns’ ‘Is there for honest poverty?’.197 Conveying a 

universal humanism that transcends any difficulties created by his use of Scots language, 

this is one of Burns’ most widely recognised songs and epitomises egalitarian attitudes to his 

fellow man. The melody used ‘For a’ that. An’ a’ that’ is identified by Lowe as having been 

‘continuously popular since the middle of the eighteenth century’.198 Burns, like Moore, 

challenged existing ideas about what should be addressed in songs, a fact which is present 

in his note to Thomson to whom he sent the song: 

A great critic, Aikin on songs, says that love and wine are the exclusive themes for 

song-writing. – The following is on neither subject, and consequently is no Song; but 

it will be allowed, I think, to be two or three pretty good prose thoughts inverted 

into rhyme.199  

This comment suggests that Moore’s ‘Come send round the wine’ might be configured 

within an existing convention of national song practice but since its content deals with much 

more than wine and love, the song complicates such easy alignment. Furthermore, Burns’ 

 
197 Burns, ‘Is there for honest poverty?’ Songs, pp. 698 -699. 
198  Low, Ed. Robert Burns, Songs, p. 698. 
199 Burns, Letters 651, Letters II 336. 
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comments indicate that this particular song had its roots in prose, a fact which may account 

for this song being longer than many of his other offerings. Lowe makes connections 

between Burns’ song, Pope’s Essay on Man (1733) and Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man 

(1791-2), observations which appear justified given the recurrence of language and imagery 

with Pope’s reference to ‘honest Man’ and Paine’s repeated references to clothing and 

affected behaviour. However, Burns develops the ideas present in Pope’s and Paine’s work 

and, making them even more explicit through his use of language and choice of melody, he 

creates an opportunity for the song to be delivered with conviction. This is not a ‘power 

ballad’ suffused with emotion, the Common time setting dictates a regulated rhythm which 

counters the emotional content of the song and serves to reinforce the sense that the 

arguments are logical and well-reasoned. There is a conversational tone to this song, 

initiated by a question and supplemented by the provision of a response based on 

observations of every-day life. Burns does not invoke erudite references to make his 

arguments, he does not need to. His depiction of the ‘coward slave’ bowed by the weight of 

poverty is simple, and the fact that the image is given as matter of fact inspires pathos 

without depicting the man as pathetic.200 This image is sufficiently potent to demonstrate 

the reality of social inequality without resorting to verbose language and humiliating 

descriptions, it conveys a sense of the narrator identifying with the slave, a fact re-enforced 

by the assertion that ‘We dare be poor for a’ that!’.201 The song elevates the poor man, an 

effort which is expressed as much in the melody as the verse, the pitch rising steadily with 

each syllable of the word ‘poverty’ by a double step and a single step. and mirrors the action 

of the poor man who ‘hings his head’ as the melody line steps down again from b to a to g. 

 
200 Songs, p. 698. 
201 Songs, p. 699. 



91 
 

Burns’ lyrical highlighting of the ‘toils obscure’ is equally conveyed by the ascending melody 

line which draws attention to these unseen toils demonstrating an intuitive interplay 

between word and music. The way in which the melody line of the song ascends in the 

penultimate bar and ends with the last bar sung entirely on the lower end of the staff might 

be considered something of an anti-climax when we consider the strength of the last line of 

each accompanying verse. Given that the overall aim of the song is to acknowledge and re-

instate dignity for the poor I would venture that the unassuming nature of the last line is 

Burns’ way of paying homage to their stoicism.  

The deep contrast between the images of the ‘fools’ with their ‘silks’ and ‘wine’ and 

those who wear ‘hoddin grey’ coupled with the inclusive nature of the narrator-performer’s 

assertion that ‘on hamely fare we dine’ conveys the disparity of the lives of the two social 

classes and conveys the awareness of man who knows on which side of the divide he 

exists.202 Why does Burns choose to make these arguments as one of the poor people, ‘That 

hings his head’ at this point? 203 Burns was in the curious position of having refused financial 

reimbursement from Thomson (though Lowe reveals that he was later forced to ask for 

money from Thomson in order to feed his family). He had directly contributed to his own 

social position; he was not a man who had been forced into poverty yet. The issue here is 

one of pride, and Burns’ belief in a man’s right to assert a sense of pride based solely on his 

humanity. This song, with its regular time, forthright expression matched perfectly to a 

simple, convincing melody, is a stoic man’s song. It requires no ornamentation, the rhythmic 

variations are few so the metre of the verse remains constant, the only variation being on 

the last verse when the penultimate line falls a syllable short of the metre employed 

 
202 Songs, p. 699. 
203 Songs, p. 698. 
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throughout the song allowing the singer to stretch the word ‘warld’ employing melisma, or 

stress the word ‘o’er’, separating the syllables.  This song challenges class politics not simply 

through the meaning of its lyrics, but in the very presentation of the lyrics. The choice of a 

popular melody and forthright language to espouse the dignity of the common-man is a self-

ratifying strategy on Burns’ part: this is a ‘people’s song’ set to a people’s melody in the 

people’s language. The dignified language and the reserved nature of the song’s 

temperament coupled with the regulated rhythm and metre of verse convey a restrained 

effort to challenge a social and political divide. Burns does not over-simplify his 

observations; he aligns himself with the ‘man of independent mind’ engaging in critical 

thought on the state of affairs, a practice which is not solely within the parameters of the 

ideologue or the politician.204  Whilst Burns creates a poor man / rich dandy binary, the 

portrayal of the rich effete is arguably an attempt to reassert the masculinity of the 

dominated poor man. Thus Burns’ song challenges the assigned roles of social class and 

their preoccupations and thus offers an alternative narrative. 

My aim in this chapter has been to identify how Moore and Burns challenge some of 

the presumptions made regarding national song, presumptions I would argue are the 

consequences of perpetuating myths of authenticity and purity. These myths are not 

particular to the Irish or Scottish nations: Vikram Chandra, Benedict Anderson, and Edward 

Said, to name a few, have discussed the construction of nationhood based on such myths. 

The fact that these myths pervaded the ideas of the Literary Revivalists, affected their 

attitudes to traditional Irish music and may have influenced their decision to explore 

musicality creatively through language indicates the pervasive nature of such ideas.205  That 

 
204 Songs, p. 698 
205 See White, Music and the Irish Literary Imagination. passim.  
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scholarship has continued to read Moore’s and Burns’ songs rather than to listen to them 

signals that literary scholars have been influenced by the same ideas. While literary critical 

approaches to Burns and Moore often discuss how peers and audiences responded to the 

musical aspects of their songs, modern critical commentary on the music is noticeable for its 

absence. The greater part of literary scholarship has refrained from treating Moore’s and 

Burn’s songs in the same way that it has treated their ‘literary’ work because these men 

took their innate understanding of musical expression and their literary skills and used both 

to reinvigorate the use of song as form of expression. Their success, and the manner in 

which they captured public imagination, has not been repeated. As Harry White has argued, 

for example: ‘Moore’s is a unique achievement … the Irish Melodies represent an act of the 

imagination for which there is no useful parallel before or after their appearance.’206 White 

does not consider Burns as a possible precursor for Moore, possibly because, in situating 

Moore’s works within the tradition of ‘art-song’, the common ground between the two as 

lyricists becomes hidden. But, since so many of Burns’ songs were also to be adopted and 

adapted by art music composers, this chapter has argued that the two song-writers may 

share much more in common than has previously been considered.    

The dismissal of Moore’s creative strategies by the critics ranging from Bunting to 

the Gaelic Revivalists was at least partly because he was perceived to have innovated too 

much in terms of the musical transformations of original material, and had not 

demonstrated enough in commitment to the à la mode sectarian, militant forms of 

nationalist song. Burns’ creative strategies were, on the whole, embraced for being just the 

right blend of regionalism –expressed predominantly through his knowledge and use of 

 
206 Harry White, Music p. 68.  
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song and dialectic language, and sufficient engagement with political, social and humanist 

ideas to give his songs global currency. Ultimately the fact that Moore gives Irish song a 

different, more complicated face than that which colonizer or native immediately recognise 

means that binaries which celebrate a ‘savage’ native simplicity as Other to a cultured 

colonial complexity are completely compromised. Equally, Burns’ songs challenge 

assumptions that a song which has solid local roots would generally reflect local interests. 

Instead, Burns’ political songs explore ideologies which had global implications – not least of 

all the implications of the Jacobite ideal – and invoke moral questions relating to man’s 

worth, his relationship to his fellow man and how this relationship is affected by class 

differences. Though they benefited from the market generated by an often imperialist, and 

always romanticized portrayal of their homelands, the musical and literary techniques of 

Moore and Burns, combined with the content of their songs, problematise many of the over 

simplistic binaries propagated by fictional romanticizing and antiquarian primitivism alike. 
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Chapter Two 

Romantic pursuit: re-examining form and resistance in Moore’s and Burns’ love songs. 

The sheer range of themes and devices used within the love-song form makes it a 

formidable challenge for song-writers to work within and still offer some degree of 

originality or for those analysing it to write about it with sufficient depth. The vestiges of its 

former incarnations haunt even the most innovative of amorous lyrical efforts, and this 

history is the burden of both the writer and the scholar. This chapter is concerned with the 

ways in which the legacies of Irish and Scottish love-songs in their earliest forms can be 

detected in the lyrical workings of Moore and Burns. It is also interested in how, by resisting 

or subverting some of the more common-place tropes, both Burns and Moore by turns, 

strive for thematic transcendentalism or anchor their songs to the time in which they were 

written and circulated. Despite their best efforts to treat themes associated with love and 

loss in manners which convey a sense of understanding the heredity of the love-song form, 

these two invariably include something of themselves in their work. This may be through 

the inversion of a narrative form as in ‘Eveleen’s Bower’ or perhaps the construction of a 

song in celebration of a more ‘earthy’ woman like Burns’ ‘Muirland Meg’ who differed 

greatly from the exalted maidens of so many worship-style love-songs.207 Ultimately, I will 

suggest that these differences in form communicate more than just innovation; they are 

manifestations of personal preoccupations or socially informed observations on the part of 

the writer concerned.  

 
207 See Appendix 7 for ‘Muirland Meg’ and Appendix 15 for ‘Eveleen’s Bower’. 



96 
 

 It is clear from their very diverse love songs, that Burns and Moore had different 

understandings of what the genre might encompass. Burns, in a letter to George Thomson, 

(November 1794) discusses the matter: 

Conjugal-love is a Passion which I deeply feel, and highly venerate; but somehow it 

does not make such a figure in Poesy as that other species of the Passion –  

 ‘Where Love is liberty and Nature law.-’208 

` Musically speaking, the first is an instrument of which the gamut is scanty and 

confined, but the tones inexpressibly sweet; while the last, has powers equal to all 

the intellectual Modulation of the Human Soul. –Still, I am a very Poet in my 

enthusiasm of the Passion.209  

It is evident that Burns has engaged with both ‘species’ of love poetically and has found the 

marital version wanting in ‘Poesy’.  It is interesting to note that Burns seems to understand 

conjugal and non-conjugal love as being the two forms that love might take, as opposed to 

sexual and platonic. Countless biographers have dealt with the generally complicated state 

of Burns’ love-life. He was linked with at least six women, fathered twelve children to four of 

them, yet married only once. His romantic conduct makes clear that his ‘enthusiasm of the 

Passion’ exuded beyond the realm of the poetic.  

Whilst Thomas Moore may have been a favourite with the ladies in his youth, his 

relocation to London to pursue a career in law at the Middle Temple in March 1799 appears 

to have had a settling effect on any romantic pursuits he may have undertaken. He met 

 
208 Pope: Eloise to Abelard, line 92. 

209 Burns, Letters pp. 322-23 
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Elizabeth ‘Bessy’ Dyke in 1808 at the Kilkenny Theatre Festival and married her in 1811. 

Ronan Kelly’s biography draws attention to the fact that evidence of Moore’s earlier 

romantic pursuits is significant in its absence:  

… Moore was remarkably successful in covering the traces of any real-life Rosas, 

Kittys, Marthas and Susans. He had a rakish reputation – reinforced by both the work 

and, thanks to the Anacreon dedication, by his perceived closeness to the sybaritic 

Prince.210 

Moore’s amorous tendencies were versified at the tender age of eighteen years when, as 

Kelly describes ‘he was fairly addicted to composing short risqué verses, invariably 

cataloguing the charms of various Julias and Rosas’.211 Indeed, Moore’s juvenile works 

reveal a talent for expressing passion of both the sentimental and physical nature. His poem 

‘The Kiss’ (1801) certainly conveys this clearly: 

 … let my love, my more than soul, 

 Come panting to this fevered breast ; 

 And while in every glance I drink 

 The rich o’erflowings of her mind, 

 Oh ! let her all impassioned sink,  

 In sweet abandonment resigned, 

 Blushing for all our struggles past, 

 And murmuring, ‘I am thine at last !’ 212 

 
210 Ronan Kelly, Bard of Erin pp. 88- 89 

211 Ibid, p. 52. 

212 William Michael Rossetti, Eds. The Poetical Works of Thomas Moore. (London: Moxon, Son and Company 

[1870]) p. 198. 
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The poet’s attention to detail and depiction of an overtly sexualized scene, using ‘panting’ to 

provide an aural soundtrack to accompany the visual image of the ‘fevered breast’ are 

explicit enough to justify some of the accusations of impropriety directed at Moore.213 

Another poetic example which gives a clear insight into Moore’s capabilities within the more 

licentious spectrum of love-lyric is his work, ‘The Catalogue’ (1801). In it the narrator 

discusses his previous lovers and what he has learned from each of them, all whilst his 

current lover Rosa reclines upon his breast.  We can clearly discern that immodest writing – 

by eighteenth century standards – was well within Moore’s creative capacity and that, in his 

formative years, he indulged his creative propensity for such writing readily. 214  Jeffery 

Vail’s The Literary Relationship of Lord Byron and Thomas Moore features a detailed 

discussion of Moore’s early material, particularly his lascivious verses directed at imaginary 

or intended lovers. Using the preface to ‘Thomas Little’s’ volume, Vail deduces that   

‘Thomas Little the character is a product of Moore’s skepticism about the 

authenticity of romantic self-expression. Little’s lyric poems – based as they are on 

‘the particular situation in which they were written, the character of the author and 

of his associates’ – reveal him to be a silver-tongued seducer, alternately sentimental 

and unsentimental in his lovemaking and his poetry’.215  

 
213 See Francis Jeffrey’s July 1806 review of Moore in the Edinburgh Review where he described Moore as ‘the 

most licentious of versifiers’ in his review of Moore’s Epistles, Odes and Other Poems (1806). 

214 Jane Moore offers a superb overview of what she describes as Moore’s Anacreontic material in ‘Thomas 

Moore, Anacreon and the Romantic Tradition’ Romantic Textualities: Literature and Print Culture, 1780 -1840 

(2013) http://www.romtext.org.uk/articles/rt21_n02/ last accessed 25.08.2016  

215 Jeffery Vail, The Literary Relationship of Lord Byron and Thomas Moore. (Baltimore and London: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2001) p. 21. 

http://www.romtext.org.uk/articles/rt21_n02/
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Both Moore and Lord Byron suffered the wrath of a number distinctly unimpressed press 

critics in 1814 and, as Vail notes, their capacity for writing amorous verse prompted one 

paper to label them ‘Caled’ and ‘Waled’, Persian poets who specialised in sensuous writing. 

216  So why then, in a comparison between Moore’s and Burns’ songs, does Moore’s 

material appear to be the more chaste of the two? 

Though Burns was careful about selecting what would be published under his name 

and what he collected and circulated privately amongst friends he was less concerned about 

concealing his romantic (or carnal) associations. In some ways we find Moore to be the 

opposite. His translation of Anacreon (1800) featured a heady mix of wine, women and 

Bacchanalian revelry, and the pseudonymously published, The Poetical Works of the late 

Thomas Little, Esq. of 1801 contained material along a similar vein. His later Epistles, Odes 

and Other Poems (1806) was met with considerable disapprobation for its indelicate 

content, one example of which was his ‘Odes to Nea’ which carried the suggestion of 

unattainable amour: 

I pray you, let us roam no more 

Along that wild and lonely shore, 

Where late we thoughtless stray’d ; 

‘Twas not for us, whom heaven intends,  

To be no more than simple friends, 

Such lonely walks were made. 217 

 
216 Vail, The Literary Relationship p. 7. See ‘Portraits of Poets’ Weekly Entertainer (18 March 1816) pp. 225 -27. 
217 William Michael Rossetti, Eds. The Poetical Works of Thomas Moore. (London: Moxon, Son and Company 

[1870]) p. 245 
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The suggestion of forbidden love in the verse is supported by local Bermudan’s deductions 

that the ‘Nea’ to whom the Odes were addressed was one Hester Louisa Tucker, the 

seventeen-year-old wife of Moore’s work colleague, William Tucker. 218 Another such 

offering is ‘Song’ in which an unnamed narrator toasts ‘every nymph of my soul’ and 

continues by offering verses on – to name a few – Phillis, Fanny and Chloe. 

Here’s Phillis, whose innocent bosom 

 Is always agog for some novel desires; 

To-day to get lovers, tomorrow to lose ‘em, 

Is all that the innocent Phillis requires.  

Here’s to the gay little Jessy, who simpers 

So vastly good humour’d, whatever is done ; 

She’ll kiss you, and that without whining or whimpers, 

And do what you please with you – all out of fun (p. 254). 219 

 

Given the implications of Jessy’s willingness to ‘do what you please’ ‘without whining or 

whimpers’ it is no surprise that many of the critical responses to the Thomas Little 

publication blasted Moore, not least of all Francis Jeffrey’s now infamous attack in the 

Edinburgh Review: 220 

 
218Ronan Kelly also notes that ‘According to Tucker’s grandchildren, all of Moore’s books were banned from 

the house’ (1888) suggesting that there was some substance to the rumour.  

219Thomas Moore, The Poetical Works of Thomas Moore including his Melodies, Ballads etc. (Paris: Galignani, 

1827).  

220 Ronan Kelly’s biography explains how Jeffery’s review triggered a duel between Moore and Francis Jeffrey, 

how the ‘episode’ was depicted in the media, and how it was resolved. See ‘Duel at Chalk farm’ The Bard of 

Erin, pp. 128 -152. 
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It seems to be his aim to impose corruption upon his readers, by concealing it under 

the mask of refinement; to reconcile them imperceptibly to the most vile and vulgar 

sensuality, by blending its language with that of exalted feeling and tender emotion; 

and to steal impurity into their hearts...221 

What is of further interest to us is the scorn Moore received for targeting a female 

readership with such material:  

It is easy to perceive how dangerous it must be for such beings to hang over the 

pages of a book, in which images of voluptuousness are artfully blended with 

expressions of refined sentiment (ibid). 

Indeed, similar criticisms were made of his Epistles though, as Kelly notes, they tended to 

dwell upon the ‘Other Poems’ in their attacks. The Eclectic Magazine went so far as to state 

that        

‘Mr. Moore unblushingly displays the cloven foot of the libidinous satyr’ (p. 148).222 It is 

clear from both the content of his later work, which turned increasingly towards political 

satire, and from letters to Francis Jeffrey that Moore recoiled creatively from the 

impropriety that was seen to characterise his earlier writing. His letters to Lady Donegal also 

suggest that the fallout he experienced following the publication of the Epistles made him 

only too aware of what such endeavours could have cost him. The Irish Melodies song 

project would become the milestone achievement that allowed Moore to distance himself 

from his earlier erotic efforts. It is evident that he was successful for the observations made 

 
221 Francis Jeffrey, Edinburgh Review (July 1806) p. 8 c.f Kelly, Bard of Erin p. 140. 

222 Cf Kelly, Bard of Erin. 
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of him in Lord John Russell’s ‘Preface’ convey a willingness to forgive him his youthful 

literary transgressions: 

I will not enter into the question of the propriety of Moore’s earlier poems. Horace is 

very licentious, yet his odes are the delight of our clerical instructors and solemn 

critics. Prior is not very decent, but his tales are praised on a monument in 

Westminster Abbey, and defended by our great moralist, Dr. Johnson. Some of 

Little’s poems should never have been written, far less published, but they must now 

be classed with those of other amatory poets, who have allowed their fancy to roam 

beyond the limits which morality and decorum would prescribe.223 

Russell draws Moore into a context of amatory writers whose licentious writing did not 

exclude them from consideration as literary greats. In so doing, Russell reframes the 

narrative of Moore’s immodest poetry, re-writing him into a wider literary tradition. Though 

this alignment denies Moore his originality to a certain degree, it was certainly beneficial to 

have Horace and Matthew Prior (1664 -1721) for company in order to circumvent 

accusations of impropriety being levelled at Moore as a means of bringing his overall literary 

achievement into question. 

Robert Burns however, appears to have avoided such misfortune. His notes on a 

copy of Johnson’s Scot’s Musical Museum (1787 - 1796) communicate an awareness of what 

was and was ‘not quite ladies’ reading’ and certainly his decision not to publish his private 

collection of song material meant that critical opinions of Burns rarely had occasion to make 

 
223 Lord John Russell, ‘Preface’ Memoirs p. xxvi 
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as virulent comments as were offered about Moore. 224  The same Jeffrey who wrote so 

harshly of Moore in 1806 wrote this of Burns in 1809: 

He has written with more passion, perhaps, and more variety of natural feeling on 

the subject of love, than any other poet whatever – but with a fervour that that is 

sometimes indelicate, and seldom accommodated to the timidity and ‘sweet austere 

composure’ of women of refinement. 225 

Considering the fact that a brief perusal of the full repertoire of Burns’ songs reveals such 

titles as ‘Nine inch will please a lady’ and ‘My wife’s a wanton, wee thing’, it is clear that 

Burns limited the access certain audiences had to his songs. De Lancey Ferguson has looked 

at the strict injunctions Burns placed on his bawdier material in considerable detail. The 

problems generated through publications of what he describes as ‘corrupted’ versions of 

Burns’ collections prompt a demand for a publication which ends the ‘conspiracy of silence’ 

on the extent of Burns’ self-professed ‘violent propensity to bawdry’.226 The relationship 

between the songs Burns and Moore wrote and the spaces in which they were performed is 

equally important in understanding the content and delivery of the songs.  

The fact that, within the corpus of Irish Melodies, Moore’s love songs are 

considerably less bawdy in content than Burns’ also reflects the differences between their 

 
224 Burns, Notes on Scottish Song p. 34. See Gerard Carruthers, ‘Burns and Publishing’ The Edinburgh 

Companion to Robert Burns ed. by Gerard Carruthers (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009). 

Carruthers offers a superb overview of the limited circulation of certain samples of Burns’ work during his 

lifetime and post mortem. He describes The Merry Muses as Burns’ ‘most fugitive work’ (p. 17) and describes 

the legal action taken following the release of Letters Addressed to Clarinda (Glasgow: Thomas Stewart, 1802). 

225 See John Ross, Eds. Early Critical Reviews on Robert Burns (Glasgow and Edinburgh: Willam Hodge and 

Company, 1900) p. 67. 

226 See De Lancy Ferguson ‘The Suppressed Poems of Burns’ Modern Philology. 30.1 (1932) p. 60 
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would-be audiences. As I will explore in greater detail, Burns’ involvement with gentlemen’s 

clubs meant he had a homosocial audience that could appreciate the more graphic aspects 

of amatory verse in a ‘public’ setting. This contrasted with the popularity of Moore’s Irish 

Melodies in predominantly genteel heterosocial drawing-rooms where his work was more 

often performed by women than men but ultimately could be heard by both men and 

women. This inevitably had an impact on the kind of love song Moore produced, indeed, a 

large part of Burns’ repertoire would have been considered grossly inappropriate for the 

polite drawing room setting. As such, it is an example of how contemporary concerns 

affected the creative output of Moore and Burns within the love-song genre. In catering to 

the tastes of their prospective audiences, both inadvertently communicate some of the 

cultural and specificities of the period in which they wrote. 

Traditions in Love-Song 

When retracing the heritage of the Irish love-song, we are invariably led to Seán Ó  

Tuama’s seminal texts on the subject: An Grá in Amhráin na nDaoine (1960) and An Grá i 

bhFilíocht na nUaisle (1988).227 As a scholar who specialised in seventeenth and eighteenth 

century Irish poetry and its roots in the medieval courtois amour tradition, he generated a 

study that has yet to be surpassed or continued with the same attention to both the minute 

detail of individual songs and the wider movements by which each of these songs and 

poems were shaped. The centrality of this work to current scholarship is also clearly 

 
227   Sean Ó Tuama, An Grá in Amhran na nDaoine. (Dublin: An Clóchomhar, 1960) and An Grá i bhFilíocht na 

nUaisle (Dublin: An Clóchomhar, 1988).  
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evidenced by Fintan Vallely’s reliance upon it in the entry for ‘Love song’ in The Companion 

to Irish Traditional Music.228  

Ó’ Tuama shed light on the Anglo-Norman roots of eighteenth-century and 

nineteenth-century love-songs and, in keeping with W.P. Ker, made clear links between the 

eleventh-century French amour courtois lyrical tradition and popular love songs collected in 

the early nineteenth and twentieth centuries.229 Ó Tuama’s account of the roots of the Irish 

love-song excavates its lineage as a descendant of the amour courtois tradition. He details 

the relationship between the Irish ballads in circulation and their historical roots within the 

chanson d’amour, pastourelle and chanson de la Malmariée song-types, each of which will 

be discussed presently.  Whilst these songs originate within the court tradition Ó Tuama 

identified their Irish manifestations by looking at their structure and/or their content and 

following threads of commonality. The greatest part of his study focused on the content, 

themes and tropes of the three song forms, only addressing structural significance in detail 

when examining the carole song-form. This may be linked to the fact that there is much to 

suggest that the carole form was inherently tied to the melodies they were set to and the 

dance forms which accompanied them. As such they are often simpler in structure and 

content as in the cases of the well-known Beidh Aonach Amáireach and An Páistin Fionn. 

Consequently, it is their structure that sets them apart from other forms rather than their 

lyrics. 

 
228 Vallely acknowledges that the entry for love-song in Irish ‘is entirely sourced in, quotes at length and 

acknowledges Seán Ó Tuama’s study …’  Fintan Vallely, The companion to Irish traditional music. (Cork: Cork 

University Press, 2010) pp. 635 -36.  

229 Waldon P., Ker, Epic and Romance: Essays on Medieval Literature 1896. (London: Macmillan and Company, 

1931) <http://www.gutenberg.org/files/20406/20406-h/20406-h.htm> Last accessed 25/08/16. 

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/20406/20406-h/20406-h.htm
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This development also highlights another difficulty with Moore’s and Burns’ body of 

song; its literary-historical positioning. Whilst the processes involved in writing lyrics and 

setting them to music entailed straddling the two creative fields of music and literature, 

Burns’ and Moore’s work also invoked literary elements of the Classical era as well as the 

Romantic. This is something I will address further in my consideration of the pastoral in 

Burns’ and Moore’s songs, but it is worth noting at this point, the relevance of Isaiah Berlin’s 

observation that ‘August Wilhem Schlegel and Madame de Staël agreed that romanticism … 

comes from a modification of the verses of the Provençal troubadours; but Renan says it is 

Celtic’.230 This is not, of course, a definitive explanation of what romanticism is, but it does 

highlight the problematic relationship between employing (and subverting) historical 

literary devices in a creative act. The tension between the urge to invoke one’s literary or 

cultural heritage and simultaneously carve out a unique creative identity for oneself is one 

of the many issues to emerge in the transition from Classicism to Romanticism. This chapter 

will highlight where these tensions have literal manifestations in Moore’s and Burns’ work. 

 Ó Tuama’s observation that ‘Folksong collectors in Ireland have reported their 

astonishment at hearing good singers sing their verses of such unpleasing and 

unsophisticated tunes’ would seem to support the suggestion that aesthetic and ornament 

were subject to another factor: purpose.231  In such instances differing lyrics were set to the 

same melodic phrase which were repeated up to three times, for example, the verse might 

consist of the repetition of a single line three times, a cauda and refrain (3A + B + C). One 

key difference between songs in the carole form and the form which occurs most frequently 

 
230 Isaiah Berlin, The Roots of Romanticism: The A. W Mellon Lectures in the Fine Arts, 1965 ed. by Henry Hardy 

(London: Pimlico, 2000) p. 16. 

231 Ó Tuama, An Grá in Amhran p. 139 
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in the compositional repertoires of both Burns and Moore is the fact that in the carole form 

the lyrics mirror the melody in that the same lyrical and melodic phrase is repeated for A, a 

second lyric and melodic phrase is introduced for B and another for C. This differs 

considerably from the strophic structure common to the melodies employed by Burns and 

Moore where the eight-bar long A part is repeated and followed by a differing eight-bar long 

B part. These accommodated strophic songs in which the verse was set to the A or B part 

and the refrain was set to which ever part remained. So while the refrain’s melody and lyrics 

may have remained the same throughout Moore’s and Burns’ songs, the melody for the 

verses remained the same whilst the lyrics and narrative continued to evolve.  

 It will be useful at this point to offer some detail on the three song-forms identified 

by Ó Tuama as having Irish manifestations; the chanson d’amour, the pastourelle and the 

chanson de la Malmariée. The first sees the male narrator worship the woman he loves with 

an almost religious reverence. The pastourelle is antithetical to the chanson in that it tells of 

amorous encounters between men and women in rural settings; the sporting nature of the 

exchange is given considerable attention. The chanson de la Malmariée tells of a woman 

who has been married and is dissatisfied with the match, often due to her, usually older, 

husband’s lack of sexual prowess.  The majority of Irish pastourelle-inspired ‘As I roved out’ 

love-songs and chansons de la Malmariée (songs of the dissatisfied wife) may have been 

deemed inappropriate in content for the class of young ladies who sang Moore’s songs in 

drawing room performances since both of these song-types often contained veiled and not-

so-veiled references to seduction, rape, sexual impotence and dissatisfaction with one’s 
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husband.232 One might be forgiven for expecting Moore’s songs to have opted for ‘cleaner’ 

representations of amorous sentiment, avoiding that which might be misconstrued. What I 

will demonstrate is that while most of Moore’s songs refrain from telling the same kind ‘fall 

from grace’ narrative as a sense of sport that inhabits the pastourelle and they avoid 

anything as explicit as the complaints about impotence that one finds in the chansons de la 

Malmariée, he invokes tropes, themes and attitudes associated with both of these in such a 

way that communicate an awareness of existing Irish song conventions. Whilst he 

incorporates elements of existing song-types he also departs from tradition. As I will 

demonstrate when looking closely at specific songs later in this chapter, rather than using 

the song as a storytelling device, as in the earlier French song tradition, many of Moore’s 

songs reflect the contemplative aspects of the Romantics: a retrospective glance at love’s 

gains and losses, and comments on both faithfulness and opportunism. The lyricism exists in 

the form rather than the narrative of the songs and often they are less concerned with the 

sequence of events than the significance of those events for the character.  These are the 

love-songs of a man of feeling rather than a rake and as such, ‘action’ is often removed from 

the narrative in contrast to Burns, whose love-songs manifest both qualities. 

If we take Moore’s love-songs as a whole, we can see that while they include many 

of the themes one would expect from a love-song, there are also moments where thematic 

content or use of specific imagery and rhetoric suggest that he is conscious of the 

expectations that may accompany the love-song genre. Moore’s songs often exemplify a 

kind of courtship in the same way that, as Thomas Crawford argues, Scottish love-songs 

 
232 See Appendix 10 for an example of an ‘As I roved out’ song, a commonplace first line which is often 
followed by a ‘seduction’ encounter –  it is not always clear that the seduced is a willing recipient of the 
seducer’s attention. 
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generally, and Burns’ songs in particular, reflect the romantic pursuits of the various classes 

and signal towards cultural developments in relation to marriage and sex. Crawford 

observes that while some Scottish love-songs were ‘purely conventional stereotypes, others 

show[ed] real insight into the love and family life of eighteenth-century Scotland’.233 Both 

Burns’ and Moore’s songs offer us a veritable catalogue of love- themes: they manifest love-

across-the-divide and celebrate women as creative muses; they consider unreciprocated 

love and treat themes of fidelity and infidelity and in many cases they reflect the sorrows of 

lost love, reproducing contemplative moments where lost opportunities are considered. 

However, these two differ in that Moore includes songs with which - in thematic content 

and attitude – he is ideologically opposed, though he is careful to convey this to his readers, 

having previously paid the price when critics such as Francis Jeffery took his lyrical sexual 

braggadocio to reflect his personal conduct. In one case Moore conveys the discrepancy 

between his ideas and those expressed in his songs through an accompanying footnote.234 

As my examination of Burns’ love- songs will show, his amatory writings demonstrate 

aspects of his personal ideas on love and amorous pursuits as much as they offer one a 

deeper understanding of the society in which they were written. Whilst some of his songs 

have biographical significance, others are written from perspectives Burns could only have 

appreciated through empathy and an appreciation for the well-wrought conventions of a 

 
233 Crawford, Society and the Lyric p. 16. 

234 In the footnote to ‘Tis Sweet to Think’ Moore cites Jean Francois Marmontel (1723 -1799) ‘Quand on n’a 

pas ce que l’on aime, il faut aimer ce que l’on a.’ He follows this by describing how those who would take such 

phrases as a ‘defence of inconsistency to be the actual and genuine sentiments of him who writes them’ and 

that this literal interpretation would ‘compel one, in self-defence, to be as matter-of-fact as themselves, and to 

remind them that Democritus was not the worst physiologist for having playfully contended that snow was 

black; nor Erasmus in any degree the less wise for having written an ingenious encomium of folly’ (Poetical 

Works of Thomas Moore p. 294). 
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long-standing love-song tradition.  For this reason, this chapter will consider songs with 

biographical significance as well as songs that reflect Burns’ ability to create or adopt a 

narrative persona whose experiences draw attention to wider societal issues, particularly 

those written from the perspective of the abandoned, wronged or pregnant lover.235 

Ultimately, the prevalence of songs with identifiably biographical aspects mean that one will 

often find an ardency and physicality in Burns’ songs that cannot be located in Moore’s 

songs. Though, as I will discuss, sensuality of a physical kind is readily identifiable in Moore’s 

poetry, particularly his earlier published collections, namely The Poetic Works of Thomas 

Little there are no instances of Moore having written songs as a therapeutic act of redressal 

or with the purpose of seducing a would-be lover. His wife Bessy is a noticeably absent from 

the songs but this is in keeping with Moore’s assertion that ‘The ornaments of Poetry and 

oratory are all very well on the ordinary topics of life – but there are feelings and sorrows 

which it is desecration to apply them to’.236 This observation, offered when Moore was 

asked to commemorate Lord Lansdown’s son’s death in verse, is deeply telling. It suggests 

that Moore had very specific ideas about what was and was not suitable material for 

versifying, and that which was truly personal fell into the latter category. This observation is 

not made with the aim of negatively portraying Moore as a disingenuous, overly-

sentimental writer of love-songs, but it does go some way to explaining why Moore’s 

 
235 Crawford’s consideration of Burns’ songs and their relationship to their wider cultural context reflects the 

degree to which his songs manifest shared cultural values. The fact that Burns incorporated and adapted 

fragments of songs that already existed within the Scottish song repertoire is also a factor in the degree to 

which aspects of Scottish culture – with particular reference to love and wooing – inhabit his songs. In some 

case Burns’ pressed his values upon songs that were existing manifestations of Scottish culture rather than 

creating wholly original studies based on observations of Scottish life. See Thomas Crawford, ‘Work, Sex and 

Drink’ in Society and the Lyric. 

236 Moore, The Journal of Thomas Moore 6 vols. ed. by Wilfred S. Dowden (Newark: University of Delaware 
Press 1983-91) V. 5 p. 1819 
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repertoire is devoid of songs such as ‘The sun he is sunk in the west’. 237Written with the 

note ‘In the character of a ruined Farmer’ and dated circa 1783-84 when Burns’ father was 

subject to a writ of sequestration the song is awash with bathos as the farmer described an 

intimate moment of reflection as he observes ‘the dear Partner of my breast; ǀ Her cares for 

a moment at rest’ and ‘my sweet babies in her arms; ǀ No anxious fear their little hearts 

alarms’.238 The privacy of the moment, written from a ‘character’ perspective that bore at 

least some resemblance to Burns’ father’s position, takes on a different light having read 

Moore’s observations on what was and was not appropriate subject material for songs. 

Whilst Burns depicts a scene that bears some resemblance to his father’s experiences at 

that time, he does so having labelled the narrative position a “character”, 

compartmentalising the narrative and purposefully distancing it from his reality. The label 

does little to detract from the connection between his life and his art, but the fact that he 

tries to force space between the two would suggest that, on some level, Burns too felt it 

was possible to give too much of oneself away in a song.  

Aside from questioning the significance of authenticity in love-songs this chapter 

seeks to highlight that Moore’s songs resonate with tropes used by his predecessors and as 

such, emphasise an older, more sentimental amour courtois approach to wooing. At times, 

the attitudes and behaviour espoused in Moore’s love-songs deviate considerably from his 

own and this chapter seeks to come to terms with this divergence.  This chapter ponders 

whether it is this that adds a degree of emotional distance to the tone and tempers the 

intimacy or passion present in Moore’s songs rather than a lack of skill or genuine feeling, or 

whether indeed the distance emerges from what Vail describes as Moore’s ability to create 

 
237 See Appendix 11. 
238 Low, Songs pp. 86-87. 
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a narrative persona who was ‘as a poet and as a man … a striker of poses and a wearer of 

masks’.239 In other instances, Moore employs and subverts tropes of existing song formats 

to give his song a contemporaneity and social specificity to an early nineteenth-century 

audience that one might not otherwise find in Irish song. 

Moore’s and Burns’ depictions of women and how they are positioned in society 

display certain similarities; both offer songs reflecting women as subject to the influence 

and control of others, as in Burns’ ‘O wha’ll mow me now, my jo?’, ‘O wha my babie-clouts 

will buy?’, ‘To daunton me, to daunton me’ and Moore’s ‘Come, rest in this bosom’, ‘You 

remember Ellen’ and ‘By that lake whose gloomy shore’. Burns and Moore also both explore 

the tension between the artful ‘learned’ woman and their preference for the homelier, 

‘innocent’ type.240 This is most clearly seen in Moore’s ‘Lesbia hath a beaming eye’ and can 

 
239 Vail, Jeffrey, The Literary Relationship p. 23. 

240 See appendices for full lyrics. Burns’ ‘O wha’ll mow me now, my jo?’ features the reflections of a young 

woman left wondering who will bed her having been left pregnant by a soldier and an account of the 

hypocritical criticism she will face.  ‘O wha my babie-clouts will buy?’ depicts a fierce new mother wondering 

about the future for her and her child and whether the father will sit with her on the ‘Creepie-chair’, the stool 

on which offenders sat to endure the admonitions of the Kirk. In ‘To daunton me, to daunton me’ a woman 

expresses her defiance at the prospect of being ‘subdued’ by an older man with money, property and power. 

These narratives are typical in that they depict a woman caught in the riptide of external influence and subject 

to hypocritical moral judgement and poverty and though this is countered by her defiance, passion and 

sincerity the balance is rarely enough to guarantee anything remotely resembling a satisfying end for the 

protagonist. These songs are unique for the fervency with which the women recount their experiences and for 

the forthright – and sometimes graphic – manner in which they discuss their hopes, desires and dismal 

circumstances.  Moore’s ‘By that lake whose gloomy shore’ offers the equally dismal tale of Kathleen who, 

pursuing her amour, is avoided and ultimately hurled off a cliff in thanks for her persistence and affection.  The 

Ellen of ‘You remember Ellen’ happily meets a much more amenable end that mirrors the kinds of narratives 

enjoyed by readers of Lady Morgan’s novels: Ellen progresses from the station of pauper’s wife to Lady of 

Rosna hall when, having lost their land and means of living she and her husband take to the road. After a long 

journey they seek refuge in an impressive dwelling where he reveals that their hard life together and suffering 

was simply a ruse and he is in fact a chieftain of sorts. 
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be found just as readily in many of Burns’ songs, not least in his first lyric effort: ‘O once I 

lov’d a bonnie lass’. The fact that Moore’s Lesbia, with her ‘wit refined’ holds less appeal 

than the ‘mild … artless Nora Creina’ arguably conveys a degree of the insecurity or wariness 

of the male narrator who cannot tell if he is being impressed or insulted: ‘…when its points 

are gleaming round us,ǀ Who can tell if they’re designed To dazzle merely, or to wound 

us?’.241 Though the song reiterates a preference for artlessness and simplicity in women, 

Moore’s song certainly destabilizes the power balance. The listener cannot help but 

consider whether the real reason the narrator seeks a ‘simple, graceful Nora’ is that he 

seeks an equal and not a superior. Crawford observes of eighteenth-century Scottish song 

that there is a tangible tension which exists in the space between appreciating a bright 

woman and celebrating the learned woman. Crawford uses the following quotation from 

William Creech’s fictional Louisa who writes to her daughter to demonstrate this point: 

…I have an utter abhorrence for wit at any rate, unless it is in a sensible good-

natured man’s keeping; but in a wife, it is productive of many ills … I do insist upon it, 

the only (light) woman ever can shine in is that which borrows its lustre from their 

husbands (p. 177). 242 

Burns, for all his lyrical empathy with womankind, is as likely as any other lyricist of the 

period to express a preference for the more ‘modest’ and ‘simple’ woman, and a lack of 

education does not prove a barrier to his appreciation as he notes in ‘Yon wild, mossy 

mountains sae lofty and wide’: ‘She is not the fairest, altho’ she is fair; ǀ O’ nice education 

 
241 ‘Nora Creina’ Poetical Works of Thomas Moore p. 297. 

242 William Creech, Edinburgh Fugitive Pieces: with Letters, containing a comparative view of the modes of 

living, Arts, Commerce, Literature and Manners &C. of Edinburgh, at different periods (Edinburgh: Creech, 

1815) p. 177. 
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but sma’ is her shair’. 243 The women of Burns’ songs are consistently objectified in songs 

that might be best described as ‘men’s love-lyric’, as exemplified in his ‘On Cessnock banks a 

lassie dwells’ which Burns himself described as a ‘song of similes’.244 This particular song 

sees him list the qualities of one Alison Begbie (or so Low surmises) who is described as 

‘sweeter than the morning dawn’, ‘stately, like yon youthful ash’ and ‘spotless, like the 

flow’ring thorn’.245 Such examples demonstrate Burns’ use of similes in a manner that would 

be emulated by later song-writers like Moore and indicate a thread of continuity in the use 

of culturally specific literary devices. The greatest difference is that where Burns has over 

fifteen songs which are dedicated to winning over a lover by listing her physical attributes, 

Moore has none.246 Instead, Moore’s references to a woman’s lips or hair are delivered in 

predominantly couplet form and often communicate a deeper sentiment, as in ‘Though the 

last glimpse of Erin’ where the image of the ‘gold hair’ of the narrator’s love has the effect 

of haloing and decorating the harp, intermingling romantic and patriotic love.247  

There is a twofold reason for this stark difference: firstly the fact that many of the 

women Burns admired or had romantic designs on received songs and letters from him is 

well documented; several of his love-songs were written to specific women or in response 

to specific exchanges with women such as; ‘From thee, Eliza, I must go’ most likely written 

 
243 Low, Songs, p. 191. 

244 Ibid, p.70. See Appendix 12. 

245 Ibid, p.69. 

246 This observation is made of Moore’s Irish Melodies. His Juvenile Poems contains a number of verses which 

function in the same manner as Burns’ ‘catalogue’ songs, however, this kind of rhetoric is absent from Moore’s 

Irish Melodies.  

247 The opportunity to eroticise some of Moore’s imagery proved too great for Daniel Maclise, who regularly 

incorporated female figures in various states of undress into the illustrations of the 1846 illustrated edition of 

Moore’s Irish Melodies. See Appendix 13. 
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in 1786 for Elizabeth Millar (p. 65); ‘Twas even – the dewy fields were green’ written for 

Wilhelmina Alexander (p. 160); and the bawdy ‘My girl she’s airy, she’s buxom and gay’ 

written about Betty Paton in September 1784 (p. 109) to name but a few.248 Consequently, 

though they often contain many stock compliments they are laden with an ardour that is 

difficult to force.249 Secondly, if we look at the overall content of their love-songs it is clear 

that both Burns and Moore were aware of their target audience and who would most likely 

have performed their songs. Whilst Moore’s songs – like Burns’ – are largely written from a 

male perspective, they are written in a way that does not place emphasis on a lover’s 

physical attributes. To have provided songs such as this would have challenged the female 

performer who may not have offered as convincing a performance were she put upon to 

sing about ‘a handsome waist’ or a ‘taper white leg’ as in Burns’ bawdy song ‘My girl she’s 

airy, she’s buxom and gay’.250 Though it may have encouraged more men to attend these 

drawing room performances, it would certainly have tested the bounds of propriety. 

 
248 ‘From thee, Eliza, I must go’ Songs, p. 65; ‘Twas even – the dewy fields were green’ Songs, p. 160; and ‘My 

girl she’s airy, she’s buxom and gay’Songs, p. 109. Bibliographic connections between the songs and Burns’ life 

are given on the pages cited in Low, Songs. For excellent considerations of the women who infiltrated Burns’ 

written work see Sarah Dunnigan’s ‘Burns and Women’ The Edinburgh Companion to Robert Burns ed. by 

Gerard Carruthers (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009) pp. 20 -34 and Kirsteen McCue’s ‘Burns, 

Women and Song’ in Robert Burns and Cultural Authority ed. by Robert Crawford (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press, 1997) pp. 40 – 58. 

249 If we take, for example, ‘Twas even – the dewy fields were green’, Burns offered the song and an 

accompanying letter to Wilhelmina Alexander which explained how ‘I had roved out as Chance directed, on the 

favorite [sic]  haunts of my Muse … The inclosed [sic] Song was the work of my return home: …’ (Letter 56 

Letters I p. 63). Having read the accompanying letter, the song benefits from a real context which serves to 

lessen the stultifying effect of Burns’ use of stock images and phrases describing the ‘dewy fields’ and ‘nature’s 

vernal smile’. Instead we are drawn into the voyeurism of the experience and share in Burns’ disappointment 

at the difference between reality and the fantasy in which ‘she had been a country Maid, / And I the happy 

country swain!’ (Low, Songs p. 159). 

250 Low, Songs, p. 108. 
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Conversely, Burns enjoyed his role as a collator and writer of what might politely be 

described as more sensuous songs which were often circulated amongst the fraternities he 

frequented, not least of all the Crochallan Fencibles which he joined in 1787.  

The Club Scene. 

In 1913, M.S. Cleghorn paints a rather unforgiving picture of Burns’ preferred social 

activities: 

Edinburgh society in the eighteenth century was dissipated in the extreme; taverns, 

clubs, brotherhoods existed in large numbers, and were used habitually by all 

classes. One of the most famous was ‘The Crochallan Fencibles’, a club formed for 

the purpose of uproarious sociability, whose joys were intemperate, and whose wit 

licentious. Here Burns was a frequent and welcome guest, and for them he made a 

collection of lively and scurrilous song, The Merry Muses (xv).251 

The homosocial aspect of the burgeoning all-male clubs and societies of the eighteenth 

century facilitated the entrenchment of certain models of masculinity which were bound up 

in the consumption of alcohol to excess, freedom to enjoy licentious, bawdy material such 

as songs and poems and the open discussion of issues deemed inappropriate for 

heterosocial gatherings. In his article on the relationship between Burns and Robert 

Fergusson, Crawford offers considerable detail on the Beggar’s Benison of Anstruther which 

was known for its sexual overtones and was toasted by other clubs throughout Scotland 

(despite its allegedly clandestine nature). He offers additional detail on the Wig Club ‘whose 

 
251 Margaret S. Cleghorn, ‘Introduction’ Burns’ Poems published in 1786 (The Kilmarnock Edition). (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1913). 
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regalia included a wig made from the pubic hair of Charles II’s mistresses’.252  As Cleghorn 

suggests, it was in these spaces that Burns’ more forthright material found a welcome 

reception and it is most clearly in these songs that we see Burns oscillate between sexual 

objectification of women and the portrayal of ‘real’ women who communicated both their 

desires and their arousal to would-be lovers.   

In contrast, Moore appears to have preferred all-female or mixed company, attending 

social gatherings regularly during his time in London and visits to Dublin. The only 

gentleman’s club of which he was a member appears to have been Watier’s, a fine dining 

club initiated by the Prince of Wales following a discussion of the limited menus at White’s 

and Brooke’s clubs. It was named after the chef whose services the Prince volunteered. 

With the attendance of Beau Brummel the club soon established a reputation for gambling, 

and Dandyism, neither of which appealed to Moore, so it remains to be seen why he 

remained a member after the Prince of Wales’s affiliation fell to the wayside. Byron offered 

to propose him as a member of his own preferred club, Alfred’s. Established in 1808, the 

literati formed the core membership of the Alfred and despite its reputation for attracting 

‘bores and bishops’ it enjoyed a successful run until its amalgamation with the Oriental in 

1855.253 It is clear from the letters they exchanged, that Moore took great joy in his 

friendship with Byron. Jeffrey Vail’s monograph offers a much-needed extensive 

examination of the degree to which the two influenced each other’s writing, and how 

 
252Robert Crawford, ‘Robert Fergusson’s Robert Burns’ Robert Burns and Cultural Authority ed. by Robert 

Crawford (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997) p. 11. 
253 Kelly, Bard of Erin, p. 207. 
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important their friendship was on a personal level.254 It is clear that he also appreciated the 

company of Lord Moira at Donington Park, choosing to move to Kegworth, in the 

neighbouring Leicestershire in May 1812.  Moore’s patterns of socialising suggest that he 

preferred to meet regularly with specific individuals rather than enjoy the collective 

masculinity of a gentleman’s club as Burns often did.  

Burns benefitted greatly from his membership of the Masonic lodge which opened 

doors to potential subscribers and higher-class social circles. As such it should be considered 

unsurprising that Burns availed of this ready-made market for his work and the social spaces 

in which it could be circulated.255  In this respect, there is little to separate the way in which 

Burns and Moore permeated a social space and provided appropriate song material for 

those who inhabited that space. Equally, there are similarities in how this song material 

percolated from these intended spaces to a much wider audience. Thomas Crawford looks 

at this closely; having detailed five different branches of ‘popular song’ he writes: 

 
254 Vail’s monograph draws together letters, memoirs biographical material and contemporary critical reviews 

of both Byron and Moore to provide an excellent overview of the degree to which the media of the time and 

indeed the two writers, understood themselves to be configured in such a way as to be difficult to disentangle. 

Vail’s analysis of their relationship is based on the exchanges between the two and a very real sense of 

companionship emerges from their letters, the persistent defence they offered each other against the 

savagery of the critical press and their willingness to support each other in challenging times as exemplified by 

Byron’s decision to entrust Moore with his memoirs as a means of offering his friend financial support and the 

fact that if Moore knew of Byron’s sexual proclivities – and it would seem that he did – it appears to have had 

no impact on his appreciation for his friend. See The Literary Relationship of Lord Byron and Thomas Moore for 

further detail. 

255 Carruthers details the importance of the patronage that emerged from what he describes as the ‘Ayrshire 

Englightenment’ (p. 10) and the role of James Cunningham, Earl of Glencairn (1749 -91) in organising 

subscribers for the ‘Edinburgh’ edition of his poems and sponsoring Burns’ positon with the excise in latter 

years (p. 11). See Gerard Carruthers, ‘Burns and Publishing’. 



119 
 

These five types of song did not appeal to five separate publics or even to 

two – the ‘masses’ and the ‘educated’; they appealed in varying degrees to 

all of lowland Scotland. In 1786, the year when the Kilmarnock edition of 

Burns’ poems had made him famous overnight… there existed in Scotland an 

extraordinary rich song culture, in which Scottish, English and Irish strands 

were intertwined into a whole that seems in retrospect to be more than the 

sum of its parts.256 

Instead I will turn once more to considering the hybridity of form and convention as the two 

are employed in love-songs by Moore and Burns.  With this as my primary focus I will look 

closely at a number of songs by each, pairing them so as to facilitate discussion based on 

their points of thematic or technical intersection. By looking at how both Burns and Moore 

employ or subvert existing tropes to very different effect I will ultimately seek to 

demonstrate that both show an ability to adapt convention to suit their own purposes as 

song-writers.  

The first pairing is that of Burns’ ‘O Tibbie I hae seen the day’ (1783) and Moore’s 

‘Eveleen’s bower’ (1808).257 These two songs treat a similar theme from opposing 

perspectives; both deal with ‘false vows’ and rejection, and both communicate tensions 

emerging from class difference and the mistreatment that ensues. The greatest difference 

between the two is that in Burns’ song it is the male narrator who has been wronged 

whereas in Moore’s song Eveleen is misused. Crawford states that ‘there were two tensions 

which influenced the love-behaviour of every class – first, that between instinct and 

 
256 Thomas Crawford, Society and the Lyric, p. 9. 
257 ‘O Tibbie…’ first appeared in Burns’ Commonplace Book in 1783 but later appeared in completed in the 

Scots Musical Museum in 1788.  See Appendices 14 and 15 respectively. 
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intellect, and that between love and money or property’.258 He later refines this, explaining 

that ‘the conflict between love values and money and property values, felt by men and 

women of all classes, was particularly evident among the wealthy and the great’, 

presumably because they had something to lose in such ‘mismatches’.259 The ‘ploughman 

poet’ found himself victim to this very issue on more than one occasion and his exchanges 

with Isabella Steven of Littlehill was to inspire him to write this song.260 Needless to say 

Burns was acutely aware of the limits that his social background placed on his early 

romantic pursuits. However, in this instance it is Moore who offers us a sense of what 

women in the poorer classes of society stood to lose from rakish dalliances with lords of the 

upper classes: their good name. So we see that whilst Burns’ song shows the angry egotism 

of a young man’s rejection (he was eighteen at the time), Moore’s song attempts to convey 

the susceptibility of young women to the false promises of wealthy and powerful men as 

well as the irreparable nature of reputation, once lost. 

Moore treats a typical theme in a conventional manner in this song which tells the 

story of Eveleen who is the recipient of a late-night visit from the Lord of the valley, who 

later proves false in his affections.  The narrator laments that the event takes place but 

blame is not really apportioned to the Lord. Instead, the narrator nods to the redemptive 

power of the heavens in removing the ‘stain’ from Eveleen’s reputation.261 The song 

 
258 Crawford, Society and the Lyric p. 17. 

259 Crawford, Society and the Lyric, p.35. 

260 Crawford offers minimal detail on their relationship beyond the observation that Burns’ sister believed he 

was ‘sweet’ on her (The Bard, 83); Low however, in suggesting that Burns’ interest in Isabella was hampered by 

her ‘preoccupation’ with money (Low, Songs p. 56) implies that Burns’ attentions were of a romantic nature 

and were stymied by the contrast between her penchant for money and his lack of it. 

261 ‘Eveleen’s Bower’ A Selection of Irish Melodies, 1806 (London: J. Power and Dublin: W. Power) pp. 90 – 91. 
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conveys a degree of sympathy for Eveleen, but not so much that it demands a change in the 

conduct of the false Lord. However, to dismiss the song as a superficial nod to the song of 

the abandoned maiden who is left (usually with child) to suffer the wrath of her parents and 

society alone, would be to ignore some of its subtler touches. There is a sense in which 

Eveleen’s vulnerability to the Lord’s actions is conveyed not least in Moore’s choice of 

words: instructing the audience to ‘weep for the hour’ Moore deflects pity from Eveleen, we 

are to weep because of the inevitability of her circumstances, her vulnerability at nightfall. 

This sense of inevitability comes from the suggestion that there is ‘many a deep print’ on 

the snow implying that Eveleen is not the first woman he has visited, and the phrase ‘weep 

for the hour’ also suggests that this was Eveleen’s time, her fate had been sealed before she 

realised it.  In this way Moore problematizes an easy reading of this song. Though he does 

not challenge the idea that Eveleen is left with the ‘stain’, there are questions as to whether 

this means that the blame also rests with her. 

Another interesting feature of the song is the way in which the drop from b’ to g’ on 

the word ‘false’ is sharpened by the transition from the short semi-quaver to the dotted 

quaver. This gives it a cutting movement which is made aurally striking by the two 

resounding crotchets which follow. The word ‘false’ becomes considerably more potent in 

matching it to this melodic moment.  If this verse were simply to be read aloud, stripped of 

the melody, each syllable would be awarded equal emphasis. However, the downward 

melodic movement at this point combined with what might be described as a Lombard 

rhythm or Scots snap adds a kind of stress that requires a vocal stab and withdraw which 
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results rather effectively in implying deep disdain or disregard. 262  This contrasts with the 

way in which the snap is invoked on the word ‘Valley’ where the notes ascend, climbing 

from a’ to c#’ give it a rallying, gallant feeling. The same note falling on the word ‘vestal’ 

does not have as significant an impact since the overall meaning of the verse in which the 

line occurs is not completely clear.263 This serves to highlight the difficulties associated with 

employing a melody with a strophic structure; being bound to the same melody has its 

limitations, and though meaning and the sentiment inspired by melody may coincide, 

frequently the sustained challenge of imposing one upon the other will result in points of 

weakness and divergence but these are often compensated for through the integration of 

ornamentation by performers, or in certain instances, their willingness to introduce 

harmonic variations. The drop occurs on the word ‘over’ in the third verse, and fails to retain 

the same phonic impact as ‘false’. The fact that Moore returns once more to employing the 

word ‘false’ in the last verse might suggest that he was aware of its aural impact and wished 

to replicate it once more before the close of the song.  

Moore’s use of personification in the second verse is admittedly curious. Are we to 

hear the moon as a metaphor for Eveleen, whose better nature was concealed ‘from the 

heavens that night’?264 Or are we to understand that whatever guiding forces were 

supposed to be steering Eveleen through this instead turned a blind eye and ‘wept’ instead? 

This song asks as many questions as it attempts to answer. Moore’s choice of adjectives, 

combining ‘chaste’ and ‘cold’, carries a negative undertone that conveys a reluctance to 

 
262 This is a term used to describe a rhythm in which a short accented note is followed by a longer one. The 
term ‘Scots snap’ is most identified with this rhythmic syncopation in the ‘Strathspey’ which is a distinctive 
Scottish tune written in 4/4 time.  
263 Moore has clearly considered the aural effect of the word, the softer phoneme ‘f’ of ‘false’ becoming a 
firmer ‘v’ in vestal. 
264 A Selection, p. 91. 



123 
 

condemn passion outright; indeed, the fact that heaven smiles again ‘with her vestal flame’ 

suggests that Eveleen may even have escaped the exchange with her virginity intact. If this 

is so, then this song is atypical in that it communicates the impact of this encounter upon 

Eveleen’s reputation and the implications this has for Eveleen. In this respect it might be 

best considered an adaptation of the pastourelle mode identified by Ó Tuama. Instead of 

being physically violated (although this is uncertain), Eveleen is violated in terms of the 

damage done to her reputation. In this way the song exhibits a contemporary variation of 

the ‘be cautious young maidens’ theme which is readily identifiable in Irish song and echoes 

many of the themes of contemporary novels. 265 Thus we see that though Moore’s song 

resonates with characteristics of an existing song-type he adapts these in such a way as to 

offer a contemporary audience a song to which they might better relate.266 Moore does not 

proselytize chastity, nor does he admonish the Lord outright. Instead, the narrative carries 

subtle and not-so-subtle inflections that hint at the complexity of the relationship between 

men and women, and the role of society as the guardian of decorum.  

Moore’s invocation of winter and snow to convey abandonment and hopelessness is 

also fairly common in this kind of song.267 It is largely employed with a view to utilizing 

 
265 One such example is offered in Sean O’ Boyle’s The Irish Song Tradition entitled ‘The Banks of the Bann’. It 
follows the usual storyline of a lusty encounter followed by pregnancy, abandonment and finally a warning:  
 Now come all you pretty fair maids take a warning by me 
 Don’t go out a-courting by one two or three 

Don’t go out a-courting by three two or one 
Or you’ll meet Willie Archer on the banks of the Bann (46) 

Though O’Boyle dates this example to the nineteenth century it is a good example of an entire class of song. 
266 If we look at publications emerging in the period preceding this song (1808) we can find a number of 
conduct books which instruct young women in how they should behave. Interestingly, it appears to fall to the 
creative realms of novelists and song-writers to offer the narratives which explore what can go wrong if a 
young woman’s conduct falls outside of propriety. Examples include Mary Wollstonecraft’s Maria (1798), and 
Mary Robinson’s The Natural Daughter (1799). 
267 An excellent example is ‘It was in the month of January’ (Roud 175) of which there are a significant number 
of variants. For further detail on this see 
https://mainlynorfolk.info/frankie.armstrong/songs/itwasinthemonthofjanuary.html  

https://mainlynorfolk.info/frankie.armstrong/songs/itwasinthemonthofjanuary.html
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pathetic fallacy to convey the utter isolation felt by the female victim. However, it is used 

differently in Moore’s song. Instead, he focusses on conveying a series of strong images: the 

concealment of the moon behind dark clouds and its reappearance, the multiple sets of 

footprints on the snow besmirching the previously untouched landscape, and finally the 

melting of these physical signs of what has unfolded. While there are no physical reminders 

to indicate what has transpired, the narrator’s commentary indicates that it has been seen. 

The known cannot become unknown and the unchaste cannot become chaste again. The 

narrator, the Lord, Eveleen and the audience become complicit in what has transpired, 

through shared inaction, the shared immortalizing of the meeting and ultimately, the re-

enacting of a cycle of shame. It is for this reason that this song is of particular interest.  

Songs such as ‘The month of January’ offer a straight warning: beware of rakes and rogues. 

This song however gives mixed messages. We are given Eveleen’s name but the false Lord 

remains nameless. This communicates a desire to focus the audience’s attention on 

Eveleen, on what she has suffered and what she is still to suffer. Yet blame is not dealt with; 

it is not appropriately placed with the Lord beyond the cutting melodic intonation on ‘false’.  

Ultimately, the shame is Eveleen’s: not his. Arguably in this respect, though Moore dresses it 

in a beautiful melody, the narrative behind this song is as unattractive as any of the more 

succinct cautionary songs, perhaps even more so as it may be that Eveleen’s only ‘stain’ is 

on her damaged reputation. Eveleen is a generic figure whose circumstances might be 

shared by any number of young women a fact which gives the song a degree of 

transcendentalism rendering it relevant for all women. Though narratives featuring sexual 

violation may have resonated with women of differing social groups and experiences to 

differing degrees, in terms of the social implications, the working class maid had as much to 

lose as the young socialite in such circumstances. Amanda Vickery draws attention to the 
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fact that for landed gentry and wealthy mercantile families, it was a given requirement that 

potential wives had an unsullied reputation.268 This preoccupation was so much at the 

forefront of the genteel lady’s mind that, in the earlier part of the eighteenth century she 

would, in all likelihood, have avoided the pit and stalls at the opera since those who did not 

‘risked having their reputations compromised by proximity to the prostitutes gathered 

there’. 269 Thus loss of reputation may have had more visible social ramifications for genteel 

ladies. That is not to say that women from lower social groups were unscathed by pre-

marital dalliances, but Crawford argues, ‘As a general rule the peasantry have led freer and 

less inhibited sex-lives than the middle classes’. 270  It is unclear where Eveleen exists on the 

social spectrum, since she is only remembered because of her fate, and of what she has lost. 

As such she is defined negatively, not by what she is but by what she is not: a maiden 

without a chaste reputation. While the footprints in the snow provide transient evidence of 

the Lord’s transgressions through indentations, empty spaces left by the Lord’s footfall, the 

evidence against him disappears. Her sullied reputation, however, does not. 

 
268 See A Gentleman’s Daughter: Women’s lives in Georgian England (Yale: Yale University Press, 2003) p. 54. 

269Ibid, p. 278. Vickery draws attention to Jennifer Hall’s work on audiences attending the opera which 

challenges the existing narratives of who attended and where they would have been seated. Thomas 

Crawford, in his chapter on ‘Love and the Upper Classes’ says of Scottish genteel ladies: ‘No doubt the chastity 

of upper-class women was based on the whoredom of their poorer fallen sisters’ (Society and the Lyric, p. 36).  

270 Thomas Crawford, Society and the Lyric p. 18. Volume IV of The Statistical Account of Scotland also gives 

details of an early-mid eighteenth-century practice called ‘handfasting’ in which unmarried men and women 

attending the annual fair would choose a companion ‘with whom they were to live till that time next year…If 

they were pleased with each other at that time, then they continued together for life; if not, they separated, 

and were free to make another choice’ (p. 86). The implications of such an arrangement indicate that there 

was less objection to a woman having had previous sexual partners among the lower classes in parts of 

Scotland at least. The Statistical Account of Scotland, 1791-1799 ed. by Sir John Sinclair ( [N.P] :  E.P. publishing, 

1900). 
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 Where Moore’s ‘Eveleen’s bower’ wrestles with the issue of disregarding a would-be 

lovers wish for the sake of personal gratification, in contrast, ‘O Tibbie, I hae seen the day’ is 

a song which functions as a riposte to the narrator’s rejection – supposedly on the grounds 

of his lack of money. This song traces a line between social commentary and bitter 

rejoinder, a fact that might be attributed to Burns’ being so young when he wrote it. This 

song is of interest because it explores the inversion of a pervading gendered power dynamic 

which inhabits many traditional Irish and Scottish love-songs, particularly those that exhibit 

characteristics of the pastourelle but also those that draw attention to the difficulties 

created by love across social divides as in ‘The Highland Laddie, New Sett’ where the 

narrator expresses how she would choose a ‘highland laddie’ for her suitor if she were ‘free 

at will’.271 Such songs suggest that when wealth enters into the equation of gendered social 

and financial power-dynamics, it is the wealthy party who are the agents in the exchange.  

Ordinarily we encounter women rejected for their lack of station or who have been used 

and abused by a lover from a higher social group. In songs which exemplify this narrative the 

focus rests on the consequences for the maiden. However, in this narrative Burns launches 

an attack on Tibbie’s motivations for rejecting him and it is this angle that creates the 

opportunity to consider this song as offering social commentary and serves to mask a young 

man’s bitterness at facing rejection.  By recognising the autobiographical element of this 

song we can better understand that Burns wished his audience to accept that it is not down 

to his appearance or intelligence that he was rejected, rather, the problem rests with the 

 
271 James Johnson, Scots Musical Museum (Edinburgh: Johnson and Company Limited, 1787) p. 23. Songs that 

feature such social imbalances include ‘Bess the Gawkie’ (p. 4); ‘Oh open the door, Lord Gregory’ (p. 5); ‘The 

beds of Sweet Roses’ (p. 8).  
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fact that the would-be object of his affections was a money-grabbing ‘quean’, thus Burns’ 

ego can remain intact. 

 If we take the chorus as a point of departure – as was clearly intended in setting it to 

the ‘A’ part of the Strathspey tune Invercauld’s Reel –  Burns clearly suggests that Tibbie’s 

affections have changed for she was not always so ‘shy’. This implies that she has previously 

paid heed to the narrator’s advances but has since changed her mind. This implication is 

supported by a biographical aspect of this song, namely the fact that whilst Burns was 

courting Isabella Steven she received an inheritance and stopped seeing him shortly 

afterwards. There is a knowing twist on the ‘As I roved out’ song in the first verse where 

Tibbie and the narrator meet on the moor; however the form is quickly subverted to serve 

Burns’ purpose. In this way Burns mirrors the narrator’s disappointment or surprise with 

that of the listener for if both thought they were about to embark on an amorous pursuit 

they are to be sorely disappointed. The first verse sees the narrator receive only a dismissive 

‘geck’ or glance from this would-be lover.272 The contrast between the portrayals of women 

in these songs is considerable; Eveleen is depicted as a victim of circumstance whereas 

Tibbie is portrayed as a woman seeking to carve out her own existence and because she 

equates security with wealth she is judged harshly for it.  

 In the second verse the narrator suggests that Tibbie has assumed that he is judging 

her by the same standards by which she is judging him and that money is as important to 

him as it is to her. We are given the impression that Tibbie believes herself worthy of a 

wealthy suitor though the narrator has assessed her and found her wanting. This song is 

curiously suppositional: just as the narrator criticizes Tibbie for thinking she knows what he 

 
272 Songs, p. 54-55 
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wants in a woman, this entire song supposes that our narrator knows what Tibbie wants in a 

man. Despite the fact that Tibbie is curiously silent in the song, we are expected to accept 

that the narrator knows what is meant by her ‘geck’ and silence. Interestingly, Moore also 

opts not to have Eveleen narrate her own tale but where this adds to the overall sense that 

Eveleen is vulnerable and needs someone to speak for her, Burns’ song gives the audience 

the impression that Tibbie has sacrificed her right to express herself when she chose not to 

talk to the narrator on the moor, her silence is initially voluntary and then, imposed. This 

raises questions of subject and agency in narrative singing. Both songs suggest there are 

degrees of subjectivity and agency available to the speaker in the song and though Moore’s 

narrator has more agency over the telling of the tale than Eveleen, he does not have 

sufficient influence to be able to interrupt this shame narrative –though it would appear he 

wants to.  Likewise, Tibbie’s voice is not heard since she first withholds it and then is sung 

about. Instead she functions as a subject. Within the song narrative, our narrator too is 

firstly subject to his poor status which defines him and is then subject to Tibbie’s rejection. 

He gains agency by assuming the role of narrator in the song and telling a version of events 

that serves him well, but he is still subject to reality outside of the framing structure of the 

song; he is still poor and has still been rejected.  

 In suggesting that he is better off than the man ‘Wha follows ony saucy quean / That 

looks sae proud and high’ the narrator elevates his own status, a nice touch given the 

phonetic ambiguity of the word ‘quean’.273 The narrator takes this stripping of status a step 

further by referring to wealth as ‘yellow dirt’ recalling Pope’s term in the Essay of Man 

 
273 Low translates ‘quean’ as ‘lass’ but the word recalls its homophonic counterpart in English, ‘queen’ (Songs 

p. 55). 
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Burns challenges us to invert our preconceived notions of what is valuable and what is 

not.274 The narrator wants us to accept that in Tibbie’s world intelligence counts for nothing 

(just as in his world ‘clink’ is unimportant) and that consequently Tibbie will be likely to end 

up with a man who ‘for sense or lear’ [learning] would hardly ‘Be better than the kye 

[cattle]’.275 In offering us this narrative everyone but our narrator looks foolish: Tibbie who 

ends up with a husband lacking in sense or wit and her imagined suitor who finds himself 

paired with a ‘saucy quean’ who clings to him like a ‘brier’.  If we accept that the song is 

written with a biographical impetus (and given the fact that it was recorded in his first 

Commonplace Book at the tender age of seventeen, it is entirely possible that this is the 

case) Burns, our narrator, is the unscathed spectator who can afford to impart ‘advice’ (p. 

55) even when that advice would appear to be something closer to a parting blow than the 

almost-friendly tone of the first line of the last verse would suggest:  

  But, Tibbie, lass, tak my advice, 

  Your daddie’s gear maks you sae nice, 

  The deil a ane wad spier your price, 

   Were you as poor as I. 276 

The melody Burns takes as the musical inspiration and accompanying melody for the 

song – for such was his practise that he often ‘southed’ or absorbed a tune before setting 

 
274 The reference is to Pope’s line 279 in ‘Epistle 4’ of An Essay on Man which ponders the nature of happiness 

and asks ‘Is yellow dirt the passion of thy life?’ Alexander Pope, An Essay on Man, 1734. 

https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/p/pope/alexander/essay-on-man/epistle4.html  last accessed 1.9.16. Robert 

Crawford discusses the significance of Pope for Burns in his formative years in The Bard. 

275 Songs p. 55. 

276 Songs p. 55. 

 For ‘gear’ read ‘money’; for ‘deil a ane’ read ‘devil alone’; and ‘spier’ read ‘ask’. 

https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/p/pope/alexander/essay-on-man/epistle4.html
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upon a verse to accompany it – is interesting because it is a relatively cheerful, upbeat 

melody which belies the contempt that pervades the song. The way the lombard rhythm of 

the melody is well-matched with a steady iambic metre means that is does not possess the 

same jerk or snap movement it offers when it is placed amid varying rhythmic structures. 

Instead its persistence offers a rhythmic backbone which remains constant throughout. 

Crawford dismisses Burns’ assertion about his method for developing songs:  

I walk out, sit down now and then, look out for objects in Nature around me that are 

in unison or harmony with the cogitations of my fancy and workings of my 

bosom...277 

Instead he asserts that ‘Burns is probably exaggerating: the rhythms of riding and walking 

and the influence of the fields, streams and bushes of the lowland countryside, did not go 

into the making of all his songs…’.278 I would challenge Crawford’s suggestion and offer this 

song as evidence; the iambic rhythm that dominates the song recalls the two-beat gait of a 

trotting or jogging horse, the latter riding style is all the more likely given the mood marks 

indicating that the song was to be performed in a ‘slowish’ manner.279 It is fair to say that in 

 
277 Letters V. 2, p. 242. 

278 Thomas Crawford, Society and the Lyric p.3. 

279 It might be pertinent to point out the importance for writing ‘in situ’ for Romantic poets like Wordsworth 

and how, in this respect, Burns certainly manifests some of Wordsworth’s aspirational values and, as Hazlitt’s 

observation that Wordsworth wrote whilst out walking suggests, techniques. If Burns’ account of composing 

songs seems difficult to believe, Hazlitt’s account of Wordsworth’s relationship to nature and his 

compositional process seems to possess a distinctly idealised quality: ‘Mr. Wordsworth has passed his life in 

solitary musing, or in daily converse with the face of nature. He exemplifies in an eminent degree the power of 

association; for his poetry has no other source or character. He has dwelt among pastoral scenes, till each 

object has become connected with a thousand feelings, a link in the chain of thought, a fibre of his own heart 

… The daisy looks up to him with sparkling eye as an old acquaintance: the cuckoo haunts him with sounds of 

early youth not to be expressed: a linnet's nest startles him with boyish delight: an old withered thorn is 
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terms of lyrical and melodic genius, this is one of Burns’ less remarkable songs, a fact we can 

attribute to its being composed early on in his career, before Burns had met significant 

figures such as Neil Gow or had collected and absorbed songs as they were heard on his 

‘tour’. We can however see that, despite his youth, the dismissive attitude to wealth and 

Burns’ sense of the value of a man are present even in this very early work. Burns’ song – 

like Moore’s – communicates the harsh reality of relationships in the long eighteenth 

century. Neither of these songs carries the carefree, jaunty attitude of their predecessors 

‘As I roved out’ pastourelles, this quality is wholly absent from these examples and though 

the ‘sporting’ element of sexual encounters is very definitely present in Burns’ repertoire, 

songs that feature a woman being forced into a relationship against her will are pervaded by 

a condemnatory tone.280 Rather, they convey the intensity of human emotion and the ways 

in which women and men suffered as a result of the practical implications of social division 

for courtship.  

Another tension which emerges in a consideration of Burns’ and Moore’s songs is 

the difference between the women present in their songs and those that surrounded them. 

Within the love-song genre, women are invoked as temptresses, muses and, all-too-often, 

as victims of rape, seduction and abandonment or an unhappy marriage. Both Burns and 

Moore had friendships and relationships with women whose lives featured many of these 

experiences; Burns’ many lovers suggest his enjoyment of the sexual pleasures feminine 

 
weighed down with a heap of recollections: a grey cloak, seen on some wild moor, torn by the wind, or 

drenched in the rain, afterwards becomes an object of imagination to him: even the lichens on the rock have a 

life and being in his thoughts.’  

280 This is particularly evident in Burns’ ‘How cruel are the parents’ (Low, Songs p.738 -39) and ‘To daunton me, 

to daunton me’ (ibid, p. 258 -59). These songs are superb examples of Burns challenging situations in which the 

will of others is imposed on a woman, particularly in matters of the heart. 
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company could elicit and Moore’s understanding of the troubled relationship between 

Byron and his wife combined with the fact that he urged Byron to treat her better highlights 

his acute awareness in his latter years of the suffering a wandering husband could inflict 

upon a wife. 281 It is evident from their epistolary exchanges and journal or common-place 

book entries that they had an understanding that life was very different for women than it 

was for men in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century, but there is a significant 

difference in the degree to which Moore and Burns portray women.  For the most part 

Moore chooses to write songs that promise fidelity in spite of the fading of beauty. 

Examples of this include ‘Believe me if all those endearing young charms’, ‘I say thy form in 

youthful prime’, ‘Oh doubt me not’ and ‘When I first met thee’ to name a few.282 The fact 

 
281 Moore’s advice was not presented in such a way as to suggest that Moore was taking Lady Byron’s side 

however, instead Moore tactfully discussed the issue with their mutual companions and hoped that through 

them these concerns would filter back to Byron. In his journal he records the following of his conversation with 

Samuel Rogers: ‘Talked of ‘Don Juan’: but too true that it is not fit for publication: he seems, by living so long 

out of London, to have forgotten that standard of decorum in society to which everyone must refer his words 

at least, who hopes to be either listened to or read by the world. It is all about himself and Lady B., and raking 

up the whole transaction in a way the world would never bear’ (Journal p. 19). It would seem that there was a 

line in what scandalous behaviour would and would not be tolerated and Moore feared Byron would suffer for 

his flagrant disregard towards his wife in both word and deed. He deems Byron’s allusions to Lady Byron in the 

poem ‘unmanly’, and is horrified by Byron’s choice to write to Murray of his affair with an eighteen-year-old 

Venetian girl, ‘entering into such details as it would be dishonourable to communicate even to the most 

confidential friend, and thus completely identifying the poor girl…for the edification of Mr. Murray and all the 

visitors of his shop, to whom it is, of course, intended he shall read the gazette of my lord’s last Venetian 

victory. This is really too gross’ (ibid p. 25).  Moore’s sensibilities would seem to suggest that he has little 

natural inclination towards the bawdy sharing of personal information, especially where women are being 

used and abused. This may go some way towards explaining why he did not relish homosocial social networks 

of the same kind that Burns enjoyed.  

282 In Burns’ ‘A Poet’s Welcome to his Love-Begotten Daughter’ (1784), written to mark the occasion of the 

birth of his daughter to Elizabeth Paton, he conveys a fatherly sentiment and a fierce pride in his status as a 

parent that reflects an undercurrent of protective mettle for his ‘dochter’ that is often overlooked in 

depictions of Burns as a wayward lothario. He and Elizabeth suffered the embarrassment of public penance, an 
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that there were 325 divorces granted between 1670 and 1857 in England would indicate 

that divorce, a costly affair in all senses, was not common.283 Instead, many women whose 

husbands took lovers and mistresses found themselves simply abandoned or cast out 

without the means to support themselves. Though Moore’s songs reflect a personal interest 

in conveying sustained romantic sentiment towards a would-be or an existing lover, they do 

nothing to convey the reality of relationships pervaded by infidelity. The fact that such songs 

were popular does, however, demonstrate that this was a quality which was valued by 

women and to return to an earlier point that Vickery makes; ‘A gentlewoman’s honour lay in 

the public recognition of her virtue, a gentleman’s in the reliability of his word’.284 

Burns’ songs are often set within a narrative framework that is in-keeping with 

traditional Irish and Scottish song-practice which sees the young woman tell her own story, 

in the case of ‘O, mirk, mirk, is the midnight hour’, by means of a haunting melody and 

potent lyrics to match.285 In ‘O’ mirk’ the young maiden, now exiled by her father, addresses 

Lord Gregory who, as in so many pastourelles, seduced her by a river-side and has now 

abandoned her since. Burn’s song, though typical, is nonetheless a powerful indictment of 

 
experience that was channelled into his poem ‘The Fornicator’ (c1785). Though both ‘A Poet’s Welcome’ and 

‘The Fornicator’ display a bravado in the face of public censure ‘O wha my babie-clouts will buy?’ offers a 

unique perspective on facing the very real prospect of motherhood as a single parent. Published in the Scots 

Musical Museum in 1790 the song has been linked to Elizabeth Paton and Jean Armour, but since Burns 

commented that he had composed the song fairly early on in his life in Notes on Scottish Song it is more likely 

that this song was written for Paton following their spell at the Kirk p. 50. 

283 Amanda Vickery also explains that of these 325, only 4 were instigated by women and that ‘a female 

petitioner had to prove adultery as well as life-threatening cruelty’ (The Gentleman’s Daughter p. 73).  

284  Vickery, The Gentleman’s Daughter p. 54. 

285 For full song see Appendix 16. For further detail on the varying frameworks through which a woman’s 

perspective is creatively rationalised see Hugh Shields’s Narrative Singing in Ireland (Dublin: Irish Academy 

Press, 1993), particularly his chapter on ‘Ballads New’ pp. 104 – 106.  
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the maiden’s seducer not for the crime of seduction, but for the way he subsequently 

abandons her. What sets Burns’ female narrator apart is the fact that she identifies herself 

as a ‘willing victim’. She does not disown her former feelings for the Lord, her ‘fond heart’ is  

– as it ever was – ‘sae true’, so much so that she begs forgiveness for her love for ‘His 

wrangs to Heaven and me!’ (588). This problematises the standard portrayal of the woman 

as a straightforward victim of seduction. Her unapologetic attitude for her love of the Lord - 

a love that her words would suggest was freely given - is in keeping with Burns’ own attitude 

toward sexual love, as indicated by his poem ‘The Fornicator’. In pleading for forgiveness for 

the Lord, the last verse sees our ‘victim’ assert a degree of control which is not common to 

such depictions of abandoned lovers, she becomes a representative agent, speaking on the 

Lord’s behalf. In this way the song affords the female narrator a degree of agency that her 

social station does not. This is one of many songs in which Burns deviates from the more 

common portrayals of women in traditional Scottish song. It would seem to reflect not only 

Burns’ interest in women who were able to voice their innermost thoughts but a growing 

awareness on the part of men, that women’s ability to communicate without fearing 

reprisal could have its advantages.286 

 
286 From Rev. Robert Wallace’s Of Venery, Or of the Commerce of the Two Sexes it is clear that even the most 

‘chaste’ of men wondered what sex meant to women and how they felt about it: ‘What women feel I know not 

but perhaps the most bashfull [sic] virgin or chastest [sic] matron may not be without the same sort of desires’ 

(p. 17 cited in Crawford Society and the Lyric). Equally, Vickery’s account of the role young women played in 

encouraging their fathers to permit marriages to men who were first thought unsuitable makes it apparent 

that young men benefitted greatly from the ability of a daughter to communicate in a forthright –but polite– 

manner, interceding on the behalf of the would-be suitor. This is suitably demonstrated in the epistolary 

exchanges of one Robert and Elizabeth Parker when he writes ‘do not fail using all arguments your Rhetorick is 

master of in my behalf’ (p. 49). 
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Songs that feature a sentimental or reflective tone are not lacking in the repository 

of national song, one might even suggest that in one way or another, it is a prevalent theme 

in traditional Irish and Scottish song. The cultural practice of recalling days gone by, 

considering ‘misspent’ youth and wasted opportunity is unique to neither song tradition. Of 

the songs Burns and Moore have on the subject which are noteworthy, the two that I will 

consider closely are Moore’s ‘The time I’ve lost in Wooing’ and Burns’ ‘I once was a maid, 

tho’ I cannot tell when’. Once more the same theme is treated by each writer from a 

differing gender perspective. Burns’ song features a female narrator reminiscing about the 

past whereas Moore’s song offers a male narrator’s reflections on how well or ill he has 

spent his youth.  

Moore’s song is upbeat in both melody and although its 2/4 time signature might 

seem curious for a nostalgic, contemplative piece but it functions well in conveying the 

breathless sensation associated with young love and how the narrator’s memories of his 

more youthful days quicken his heart.  The pace also reflects the sense of time speeding and 

passing inexorably; the pace is only halted with occasional pauses which gain all the more 

significance for being placed amid quavers and semiquavers (as in bars 31 and 32) or 

quavers and demi semiquavers (as in bars 15 and 16) and following each pause with a 

semiquaver rest.287 This song is an example of melody and lyric matching perfectly; the 

melody ascends the staff as the excitement and anticipation build in each line and drops 

again when the narrator’s hopes fall. If we take the first verse, the second line refers to an 

escalation in physical movement as the narrator progresses from watching to pursuing just 

 
287 ‘The time I’ve lost in Wooing’ A Selection of Irish Melodies (London: J. Power and Dublin: W. Power, 1815) p. 

79-80. 
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as the melody travels in the same pattern as the previous melodic phrase but the whole 

movement is brought up the staff by a full note. In this way expectation builds both 

melodically and lyrically until the melody breaks and expectations are shattered. 

This song begins by suggesting that the time spent chasing women was all in ‘folly’ 

for the narrator has learned nothing from the experience – even though ‘Wisdom’; who is 

feminized, has ‘sought’ him. This gendering of ‘Wisdom’ combined with the fact that he 

‘scorn’d the lore she brought’ him prevents the song from being clearly classified as one 

which objectifies women.288 Instead, the narrator simply appears heedless. He does, 

however, attempt to shift responsibility somewhat by invoking the supernatural, likening 

himself to a sprite and suggesting that he was ‘enchanted’ by its beauty.289 It is also worth 

noting Moore’s rhyming of the words ‘granted’, ‘enchanted’ and ‘haunted’, a reflection of 

the impact his anglicised accent had upon his rhyming. Ronan Kelly comments upon this in 

his biography of Moore, noting that ‘he left Whyte’s sounding much like the upper-class 

English with whom he would spend most of his life’.290 Indeed, Moore acknowledged this 

himself in his journal, referring to his friends’ complaints about ‘my Sassenach accent’ 

(Journal p. 171). 

Moore’s narrator explains that he is like the sprite in that if he does not have a 

beautiful woman’s gaze upon him ‘winds could not out-run me’. This would suggest that he 

is, at best, fickle in his affections and, at worst, a needy lover who requires constant 

attention. The song concludes with the realisation that wisdom has not come with age and 

 
288 Ibid, p. 79 – 80. 

289 This may also have been a humorous reference to Moore’s height.  

290 Ronan Kelly, The Bard of Erin, p.17. 
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still ‘Poor Wisdom’s chance / Against a glance/ Is now as weak as ever’. There is a strong 

suggestion here that the narrator is powerless, that his inconstancy is beyond his control 

and the power rests with beautiful women whose glances are enough to inspire folly. It also 

reflects the timeless nature of physical attraction, for time has not quashed his ability to 

appreciate beauty and ‘brilliant eyes’ can still ‘set [his heart] glowing’ (  ). Though Moore’s 

song is light-hearted, Thomas Crawford gives us extreme real-life examples of this 

phenomenon such as ‘the case of the minister of Traquair, who got into debt in 1729 and 

was asked by the Presbytery to give a complete statement of his losses…One of the items 

reads ‘by courting during my widowhood, near eight years, considering the different 

persons I was in quest of, and the distance of place, £1000’.291 This song hints at something 

quite serious but since it is light in mood and form it does so in a way that we do not stop to 

consider the implications of the narrator’s wandering eyes nor do we dwell on the fact that 

he describes himself as ‘enchanted’ and ‘weak’. Instead, the listeners are likely to find 

themselves caught-up in the buoyant ‘I could not change if I tried’ feeling that pervades this 

song.  

Burns’ ‘I once was a maid tho’ I cannot tell when’ is sung in E flat major and forms a 

part of Burns’ ‘Love and Liberty – A Cantata’, more commonly known as ‘The Jolly Beggars’. 

Though it was not published in the poet’s lifetime it is now considered as significant a piece 

of writing as ‘Tam o’ Shanter’. ‘The Jolly Beggars’ was the result of a happy coincidence in 

which Burns spent an evening observing the raucous exchanges of a few beggars in Poosie 

Nansie’s Inn after a night spent with John Richmond and James Smith.292 The cantata sees a 

 
291 Edgar c.f. Crawford, Society and the Lyric. p. 154. 

292 Maurice Lindsey, Robert Burns: the Man, his Work, the Legend. (London: MacGibbon and Kee: 1968) p. 66. 



138 
 

soldier, an old woman, a fool, a widow and a fiddler offer a song each which conveys 

something of their past and present lives. This particular song follows that of an old soldier 

who sings of his experiences and wounds resulting from combat. His lover or ‘doxie’ then 

takes the stage to give an account of her life and loves. 

‘I once was a maid tho’ I cannot tell when’ is delivered from the narrative of an older 

woman who is reminiscing about her younger, more amorous days.293 The first verse reveals 

much about the woman’s beginnings in life and indicates that she is not certain who her 

father is. This is followed by the proto-Freudian observation that ‘No wonder I’m fond of a 

sodger laddie’ indicating that either she is on some level aware that her penchant for a man 

in uniform is an attempt to compensate for a father figure or that she has inherited her 

mother’s partiality for soldiers. Either way, this rather revealing verse sets the tone for the 

rest of the song. 

The verses list the doxie’s numerous lovers in chronological order; the first was a 

drummer boy from the army, a ‘swaggering blade’; the second was a chaplain, a ‘sanctified 

sot’ and then by the third verse we find she has taken on an entire ‘regiment at lard for a 

husband got’.294 This woman is a rather extreme example of the sexually liberated 

‘independent woman’ that Crawford describes as a projection of male desires: 

If the persona is not so much a real girl as the projection of a male wish-fulfilment 

dream, her very existence indicates that some Scotsmen had an idea of active 

womankind that was poles apart from the pale lilies of a polite society...295 

 
293 See Appendix 18. 

294 Songs, p. 133 

295 Crawford, Society and the Lyric p.22 - 23. 
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Whilst this woman differs greatly from the ‘pale lilies’ Crawford describes in his introduction 

she also appears to be something of a parody of the ideal. Burns’ use of humour and clever 

turn of phrase, ‘He ventur’d the soul and I risked the body’, clearly demonstrates the 

phenomenon Crawford describes in which ‘the instinct – the appetite – can rarely be freed 

from the bawdy’.296 The humour also serves to diffuse a tension resulting from the social 

impropriety of such sexual freedom and ‘loose’ moral conduct. Like so many of the chansons 

de la Malmariée, ‘I once was a maid…’ contains metaphors of a phallic nature in the form of 

references to ‘the gilded spontoon’ and ‘fife’. Though the content of the poem is clear, 

Burns still opts to employ metaphors which offer humour to those with the knowledge 

needed to unlock the joke.  

 The melody Burns opts to use for this song is certainly a challenge at various points. 

This is a contrast to ‘Oh Tibbie’ which is straightforward in that each syllable has a 

corresponding note and is noticeably free from melisma of any kind. Conversely, this song 

contains a considerable amount of melisma where the singer must cover several notes over 

one syllable. In fact, the A part of the tune contains only three bars that do not contain 

melisma (bars 1, 4 and 6) and in the B part there are four bars which do not contain melisma 

(bars 2, 4, 5 and 6). Within the overall cantata the only other song to feature such melisma 

is ‘A Highland lad my love was born’ which was to be sung by the character of a widow. 

Whether Burns was simply assuming that women would be better able to handle the vocal 

acrobatics these melodies called for or whether he had an ulterior rationale we cannot tell, 

but the fact that these more technically challenging songs are given to female vocalists is 

interesting when contrasted with Ó Tuama’s observation that ‘in Irish folksong there are 

 
296 Ibid, p. 22. 
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literally hundreds of men’s love-lyrics, most of them wedded to elaborately-structured 

music’.297 In ‘I once was a maid’ Burns offers us an almost antithetical antidote to the male 

love-lyric form in which ‘love-concepts … are uniformly of the idealized courtly kind’.298  

There is nothing idealized or courtly about this song.  

Though the tones of Moore’s and Burns’ songs differ greatly, they both deal with 

constancy of feeling. Even though Burns’ female narrator cheats on her ‘sodger laddie’ 

repeatedly, she ultimately finds her way back to her ‘old boy’ (p. 133). Whilst peace-time 

has taken its toll, her laddie now sporting ‘rags regimental’ and she requiring ‘both hands’ to 

‘hold the glass steady’, meeting her lover once more raises her from ‘despair’ to offer a 

salutation to her ‘hero’ (p. 133). None of her former lovers transport her –  physically or 

melodically –  as much as her soldier laddie whose appellation at the end of each verse 

requires a vocal leap scaling a full octave from  e to e1 . This melodic manifestation of 

constancy is a subliminal indicator of a faithfulness that up until the penultimate verse is not 

consciously realised. Similarly, Moore’s narrator appears to suggest that whilst he formerly 

pursued women to no avail he now realises what a futile endeavour this was. However, by 

the third verse we see a more pointed self-reflection:  

 And are those follies going? 

 And is my proud heart growing 

 Too cold or wise 

 For brilliant eyes 

 

297 Ó’ Tuama, Sean, An Grá in Amhran na nDaoine. (Dublin: An Clóchomhar, 1960) p. 141. 

 
298 Ibid, p. 141. 
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 Again to set it glowing (81) 

Subsequently, an honest answer is given: ‘Poor wisdom’s chance / Against a glance / Is now 

as weak as ever’.299 Moore’s narrator thus admits that he too is unchanged in his penchant 

for ‘brilliant eyes’ and ‘women’s looks’.300 Like the old doxie of Burns’ song, Moore’s 

narrator concedes that he is drawn, even now, to what attracted him many years ago: he is 

constant in his inconstancy. 

 In terms of placing these songs in the wider context of the Irish and Scottish 

love-song tradition, both Burns and Moore invoke metaphor in a fashion similar to, for 

example, the chanson de la Malmariée, particularly in Burns’ ‘I once was a maid’. The use of 

phallic symbolism (especially the use of musical instruments as symbols) in such songs was 

commonplace, as was the theme of sexual inadequacy and consequent dissatisfaction. 

Equally important was the act of placing the song in the first person, to be delivered by the 

unhappy woman. The third person narrative by which Moore’s song is delivered is 

interesting in itself. It is a departure from the more common first person narrative, a fine 

example of which can be found in Burns’ ‘O, mirk, mirk is this midnight hour’. In this way, 

the drama is more potent and the audience members are unobtrusive observers to the 

action, but in Moore’s narrative framework, there is a clear imperative. From the outset of 

the song we are instructed to ‘Weep for the hour, when to Eveleen’s bower / The Lord of 

the Valley with false vows came’.301 The narrator is not simply expecting members of the 

audience to listen; rather cathartic redress is expected of the audience members. They are 

instructed to adopt a certain stance as the drama unfolds. Whilst this does nothing to alter 

the outcome of the ordeal for Eveleen, Moore does not invite empathy as much as demand 

 
299 Ibid, p. 81. 
300 Ibid, p. 80. 
301 A Selection, p. 91 
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it. It is this which redeems his lack of a persistent condemnation of the Lord’s actions. 

Moore does not leave the narrator’s sympathy open to interpretation: it rests with Eveleen. 

Though Moore’s ‘Eveleen’s bower’ employs pathetic fallacy in a manner common to the 

‘young woman’s love-lament’, he gives it a contemporary feeling by placing it in a modern 

social context and placing the emphasis on her status and reputation.  Equally, though it is 

considerably less explicit in meaning than his song ‘Oh ‘tis sweet to think’, Moore’s ‘Oh the 

time I’ve lost…’ does celebrate an inconstancy which he, personally, did not condone as he 

clearly indicates in a footnote to the aforementioned ‘Oh ‘tis sweet to think’. We might then 

wonder why he would offer a song of this kind? Jeffery Vail attributes his willingness to 

write songs and poems that espoused ideas contrary to his personal beliefs to Moore’s 

belief that poetry was ‘a masquerade or a performance, rather than a revelation or 

exploration of his own consciousness’.302 Vail does not map this theory onto Moore’s songs 

but there are certainly songs in which there is a divergence between Moore’s personal 

feelings and conduct and that which is conveyed in his writing. But even if these songs have 

no roots in Moore’s personal experience, even though they champion values which Moore 

did not advocate on a personal level, they speak of an awareness, whether literary or social. 

In order to don these masks Moore had to be aware of them either as genuine personalities 

or as personas that had been explored and exploited by his literary and musical 

predecessors.  

In placing Moore within the context of existing song traditions I am not seeking to 

prove that Moore deliberately set out to emulate this tradition, rather, I am arguing that 

Moore’s songs may have been closer to song paradigms already in existence than has been 

 
302 Jeffery Vail, The Literary Relationship p. 23. 
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previously considered. Though, it differs greatly in form and structure, thematically, this 

song is in keeping with the pastourelle which celebrated the sporting aspects of sexual 

encounters and was as Ó Tuama describes ‘the direct antithesis of the ideal love proposed 

in the chanson d’amour’.303 Despite the departure from the form of the pastourelle, Moore’s 

‘O the time…’, with its light attitude to infidelity and its celebration of the prelude to 

amorous pursuit invokes, if not the tropes, then at least the proud sentiment and 

objectification of women that pervaded this particular love-song form.  In this way, I would 

argue, Burns and Moore implicitly and explicitly manifest the tropes and themes within the 

genre of love-song but both writers also take creative liberties with the theme and form. 

Moore amends the love-lament song-type to offer contemporaneous, socially aware 

variation and Burns’ song invokes aspects of the chanson de la Malmariée but places them 

in the mouth of a woman who is certainly not married and has taken action in a bid to 

secure satisfaction.   

  Burns, with his bawdier repertoire, is often seen as a creator of more ‘authentic’ 

Scottish songs. It is possible that he has been more readily placed within the existing song 

tradition because his songs may be viewed as being more ‘masculine’ in their theme and 

content, a theory which has implications for the construction of a gendered sense of 

nationality. In contrast, Moore resists many of the more phallocentric narrative conventions 

one can easily find in existing Irish love-song forms, choosing to address themes which 

communicate eighteenth and nineteenth-century preoccupations in courtship such as 

concerns for reputation and thoughts of long-term commitment. Though he invokes themes 

and tropes of existing Irish love-songs he amends form and narrative at will, contemporising 

 
303 An Grá in Amhran, p. 145. 
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the morals therein and highlighting the gap between creative endeavour and acceptable 

social and moral conduct. Moore wrote more songs examining themes of faithfulness and 

sincerity of sentiment and fewer on romantic encounters and the ensuing ‘sport’ than Burns 

and it may be that such earnest themes have contributed to Moore’s negative alignment 

with less ‘authentic’ song. 304 It is ironic that these sentimental songs are a closer reflection 

of his own personal narrative as a faithful husband and dedicated friend than songs in which 

he dons the sexual bravado that is fundamental to traditional song forms. It is in these more 

flippant songs that Moore is at his least authentic, at least in the sense of being true to his 

personal experience and values. But even if elements of the Irish literary and musical 

vanguard of the Young Irelanders and Gaelic revival deemed his preferred romantic themes 

acceptable, the idea that Moore’s fanbase was composed predominantly of English women 

of the upper social echelons rather than native Irish working classes was frequently cited as 

a damning indictment of the Ireland Moore represented in his Irish Melodies. The contrast 

with Burns’ national perception is significant. Whilst Burns’ use of Scots was a bone of 

contention for those seeking to generate a Scottish national literature to rival any other 

national literature – largely due to the fact that using Scots alienated a significant portion of 

his would-be audience – Burns has not been accused of gendering the Scottish nation in 

manner that played into post-colonial paradigms of the dominant male coloniser and 

 
304 These include ‘Believe me, if all those endearing young charms’, ‘While gazing on the Moon’s light’, ‘Tis 

sweet to think’, ‘The Irish peasant to his mistress’*, ‘Lesbia hath a beaming eye’, ‘I saw thy form in youthful 

prime’, ‘What the bee is to the floweret’, and ‘Oh! Doubt me not’. This list is far from exhaustive but it goes 

some way to emphasising Moore’s preoccupation with the loss of beauty with old age and the importance of 

assuring one’s love that love will remain when beauty has flown.  

*Though in this song the faithfulness discussed is also a metaphor for remaining devoted to one’s faith. 
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weaker female colonial subject to the same as degree that Moore. 305 Moore’s Irish 

Melodies represent Moore’s attempt to rid himself of the legacy of The Poetical Works of 

the Late Thomas Little, a book Vail aptly describes as ‘an albatross around his neck that he 

spent at least the next twenty years trying to shake off’.306 Where the bawdier, boisterous 

material that emerged posthumously ultimately consolidated public perception of Burns as 

being as much a virile, salt-of-the-earth man as he was an intellectual it would appear that 

Moore was too successful in his efforts to counteract the presence of Thomas Little in his 

literary repertoire with the result that he arguably sanitised his repertoire too much for the 

Melodies to be considered a reflection of anything more than the outward values of the 

most refined elements of society. The few songs that venture into the sporting spirit of the 

pastourelle are accompanied by an explanatory footnote or are countered by a musical 

arrangement which demands a male and female performer as is the case in ‘What the bee is 

to the floweret’. Moyra Haslett’s chapter ‘Women and Sociability’ discusses the perception 

that women’s presence was requisite for polite heterosocial exchange, with women 

encouraging their learned male company to become more convivial.307 In ‘What the bee is’ 

we see female presence in a song tempering the laissez-faire attitude to infidelity and 

regulating the content and tone of the song in a way that mirrors the sought-after 

moderating presence of women in circles of polite, mixed company. What emerges then is 

 
305 For a sustained examination of Burns’ use of Scots see Alex Broadhead’s The Language of Robert Burns: 

Style, Ideology and Identity (Lewisberg: Bucknell University Press, 2014); Seamus Heaney’s ‘Burns’ Art Speech’ 

Robert Burns and Cultural Authority. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997) pp. 216 -33; Franklyn B. 

Snyder’s ‘A Note on Burns’ Language’ Modern Language Notes (1928) pp.511 -18 and John, C. Weston’s ‘An 

Example of Robert Burns’ Contribution to the Scottish Vernacular Tradition.’ Studies in Philology, 57.4. Oct. 

(1960) pp. 634 -47. 

306 Vail, The Literary Relationship p. 17. 
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the possibility that these men’s collective creative outputs have each been gendered based 

on the themes they contain, the level of sentiment present, and who most appreciated their 

music. This observation raises larger questions about how this may have affected Burns’ and 

Moore’s acceptance into the canon of ‘genuine’ Irish and Scottish song, questions that 

would require a sustained consideration of post-colonial re-constructions of national 

identity by posterity and along with the definition and evolution of ‘national taste’, if one 

exists. What is evident is that while both Burns and Moore communicate something of their 

own lives, times and values in the kinds of love-songs they write, they also convey themes 

that dominate songs which pre-date their respective lifetimes and conflict directly with their 

personal values at one point or another. Ultimately, the ideas and themes they prioritise in 

the field of love-song are inherently linked with both their personal experiences, their 

knowledge of their peer’s experiences and their willingness to embrace artifice and adopt 

personas to create moving narratives with the potential for dramatic catharsis. In this way 

many of the dominant long-standing tropes associated with Irish and Scottish love-song are 

given a new lease of life and the Sentimental is assimilated into the wider context of Irish 

and Scottish song.  
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Chapter Three 

Landscapes and Songscapes: landscape and nature in the songs of Burns and Moore. 

 

The relationship between words, music and nature was examined in various ways in the 

eighteenth century, but all tended to contribute to the idea of music as a form of organic, 

natural expression. The development of this kind of thinking had a long history. As music 

became more elaborate in the medieval period, evolving towards layered polyphonic 

melodies, theories developed which both complemented and challenged the perception of 

this change in complexity as being ‘progress’ in music. The nature of the relationship 

between poetry and music was a further consideration in this questioning of ‘progress’. 

James E. Phillips, speaking at the University of California in 1953, suggested that ‘anyone 

who reads the literary and music theorists of the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

will be struck by the persistence with which these theorists clung to an ideal concept of the 

proper union of poetry and music’.308 He observed that within this period melody was 

considered ‘the handmaiden of poetry’ and that melody without words was, at best, 

incomplete.309 Phillips discusses the importance of the relationship between poetry and 

music for writers and musicians of the seventeenth century at great length and considers in 

detail the implications of the superiority of verse over melody for writers and composers 

within this period. One consequence was the ‘strict tying of notes in all voices to particular 

syllables’ which was seen as a reaction to the free usage of complex melody and harmony 

 
308 James E. Phillips, Music & Literature in England in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Papers 

delivered by J. E. Phillips and Bertrand H. Bronson (William Andrews Clark Memorial Library seminar papers). 

p. 2. 

309 Phillips, p. 2. 
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lines with polyrhythmic patterns. In order to reinstate meaning and sense into the 

composition, melody and verse were joined simply and consistently. This restoration of 

‘‘meaning’ and ‘sense’ was a priority for those Helmut G. Koenigsberg describes as the 

‘musical humanists’.310 For Phillips, these musical humanists saw the power of music as 

resting in its ability to excite passion and sentiment, while the power of poetry lay in its hold 

on intellect and reason. Koenigsberg stresses their interest in restoring the tradition of 

‘laudes musicae’ and their aspiration to recreate ancient music in Platonic modes.311 For the 

musical humanists, ultimately music and poetry would ideally ‘be combined in an art higher 

than either of its components’.312 In this view, medieval polyphony and ‘contemporary 

counterpoint’ were both inappropriate because they clouded the meaning of the words by 

obscuring them with ornamentation.313 Partly as a consequence of this, though poetry and 

music were considered equally important, when unified, music became subject to the 

meaning of the poetry.  

 These ideas about the relationship between music and lyrics, the challenge of 

imposing one upon the other and the implications of separating the two remain pertinent 

considerations in an analysis of Moore’s and Burns’ songs. Indeed, certain threads of such 

thought are identifiable in their own musings on the creative process and music’s purpose 

with Burns’ oft-cited need  to ‘south the tune over’ in order to fully absorb it and 

 
310 Helmut G. Koenigsberg, Politicians and Virtuosi: Essays on Early Modern History. (London: Bloomsbury 

Publishing, 1986) p. 183. 

311 Laudes Musicae refers to what Koenigsberg describes as ‘praises of the powers of music’ (p. 182). He 

continues by explaining the practical difficulties of the musical humanists when they attempted to restore 

ancient music: ‘no one really knew how far the Platonic modes coincided with the modes as they were known 

in the sixteenth century, and therefore which of them were permissible and which of them were not’ (p. 182).  

312 Koenigsberg, p. 5. 

313 Koenigsberg, p. 182. 
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contemplate its theme before starting to compose or amend lyrics for the melody 

demonstrating his understanding that lyric served melody.314  Equally, Moore’s insistence 

that the Melodies would continue to be published along with the melodies rather than as a 

standalone volume of poetry conveys a sense that the music and the lyrics inform each 

other and that one is disadvantaged when separated from the other.315 A number of the 

ideas emerging from musical humanist thought are equally identifiable in eighteenth-

century l perspectives on music. The first is the alignment of music with passion, and poetry 

with reason. The second concerns the relationship between words and music and the 

imbalance resulting from the imposition of one upon the other. The third links all three and 

is related to the contrast between music as a powerful, organic expression of natural 

passion or feeling and music which is ‘artificial’ insofar as it has been deliberately ‘set’ to 

words, in which words are ‘tyed’ to specific notes or ornamentation has been added at 

certain parts to exert a specific effect. In this chapter I will reflect upon the degree to which 

the songs of Burns and Moore manifest the ideas and tensions emerging from theories of 

music, taking stock of the ‘landscape’ of musical thought or ‘songscape’, considering the 

presence and significance of nature and landscape in their songs as a particular case study. 

The prevalence of landscape as a recurring motif in Irish and Scottish verse and song is 

undeniable but if proof were needed, one need not look further than Andrew Carpenter and 

Lucy Collin’s anthology: The Irish Poet and the Natural World.316  This volume provides a 

 
314 Burns ‘First Commonplace Book’ The Oxford Edition of the Works of Robert Burns: Commonplace Books, 

Tour Journals, and Miscellaneous Prose. V. 1 ed. by Nigel Leask (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014) p. 68. 

315 For further detail on this see Joanne Burns’ ‘Music in the Life and Works of Thomas Moore, 1779-1852’, 

(Unpublished doctoral thesis: Queen’s University, 2014). 
316 Andrew Carpenter and Lucy Collins, Eds. The Irish Poet and the Natural World: An Anthology of Verse in 

English from the Tudors to the Romantics. (Cork: Cork University Press, 2014). 
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superb overview of verse and song featuring natural themes and landscapes. Observing that 

‘towards the end of the eighteenth century, many songs celebrating particular localities in 

Ireland – their natural beauty and that of their maidens – made their way into print’, 

Carpenter and Collins signal to the wider practise of using natural imagery as a descriptive 

or euphemistic metaphor in love-song, an aspect I have alluded to in my previous 

chapter.317 The presence of natural imagery in the love-song tradition is so pervasive that 

there is a degree of overlap between romantic or love-song and pastoral themes in both the 

Irish and Scottish song traditions, an observation which applies equally to Burns’ and 

Moore’s songs.318  This intermingling of theme and national song tradition is an important 

factor to be considered in a sustained analysis of national song generally, and Burns’ and 

Moore’s songs specifically.  As Carpenter’s and Collin’s volume indicates: though all of the 

writers featured are in some way ‘Irish’( whether by birth or by naturalisation) a number of 

northern writers have been very clearly influenced by Robert Burns including Samuel 

Thomson, a professed admirer of Burns, whose poetic offering, ‘To a Hedgehog’, and James 

Orr, who refers to Burns in his work.319 Both men write proudly in Ulster-Scots and exhibit 

the liveliness of tone and temperament that is so distinctive to Burns’ poetry and song. Such 

poems highlight a degree of cultural interpenetration and the difficulty with trying to 

extricate the verse and song traditions of Scotland and Ireland. This material justifies an 

open approach to analysis, one that takes into account the similarities and differences 

 
317 Carpenter, Andrew, Lucy Collins, Eds. The Irish Poet and the Natural World: An Anthology of Verse in English 

from the Tudors to the Romantics (Cork: Cork University Press, 2014) p. 314.  

318 The use of the term ‘Pastourelle’ to describe love songs that are set in rural locations or feature a Choris or 

Phyllis, names featured heavily in pastoral poetry is worth noting. 

319 See James Orr, ‘Fort Hill’ in The Irish Poet and the Natural World ed. by Andrew Carpenter and Lucy Collins 

p. 345 -47. See Appendix 19 for full poem. 
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between Irish and Scottish literary and musical culture.  By examining the presence of 

nature and landscape in Burns’ and Moore’s songs I will configure the works of these two 

song-writers within the ‘landscape’ of music in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries. 

 

Music in nature and nature in music. 

The presence of nature and landscape in Irish and Scottish traditional song is a common 

feature that has helped performers and scholars such as Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin and Luke 

Donnellan to trace the circulation of songs and locate them within a wider narrative of 

cultural and social practices.320 Whether a song simply refers to a certain time of the year to 

signify the temporal backdrop to the narrative, or perhaps dwells on a specific topographical 

setting, appreciating its beauty or historical significance, nature and landscape are common 

denominators in traditional Irish and Scottish song. The act of connecting place with music, 

of tying together historical and social events with melodies, offered a means of 

immortalising these times, places and people, in a manner that was easy and ‘natural’ for a 

writer or composer. Equally, a song which celebrated a specific setting was a souvenir which 

placed no great burden for the traveller. It has been suggested by writers such as Tim 

Fulford and Chris Fitter that the creative representation or evocation of a territory can rarely 

be described as an apolitical act. This is equally the case with songs, although this verse 

 
320 See Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin, A Hidden Ulster: People, Songs and Traditions of Oriel. (Dublin: Four 

Courts Press, 2003); Gerry O’ Connor, ‘Luke Donnellan’s Dance Music of Oriel: A graphic and aural 

interpretation, realisation and critical representation of the work of an early-twentieth century music 

collector’ (Dundalk Institute of Technology: unpublished MA thesis, 2004). 
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form is not considered in their studies.321 With this in mind, this section of the chapter will 

consider the various balances of power in songs which feature nature and landscape. I will 

also consider whether music is as a medium through which landscape might itself be 

created, or at least reimagined within existing Irish and Scottish song practice or, perhaps, 

used in a mimetic capacity (as a means of conveying nature and landscape by imitating its 

sounds – such as a trill ornament being used to imitate birdsong, for example) or. The extent 

to which these techniques and strategies – of expressionism or mimetics – are readily 

identifiable within Burns’ and Moore’s songs will also be considered.  

In her book A Hidden Ulster: People, songs and traditions of Oriel, Pádraigín Ní 

Uallacháin documents fifty-four songs which she reconnects to their original airs.322 Of these 

songs, twelve titles refer to specific locations and nineteen include a reference to nature in 

their titles. Within the texts of the songs themselves however forty of the fifty-four invoke 

either nature, make reference to animals in their natural habitats or refer to specific 

landscape features or locations. The songs range in form from laments to love songs but 

nature is present throughout, adding a distinctive, rural aspect even to the more verbose 

love-songs. Each of the four songs in Eddie Butcher’s Adam in Paradise invoke images of 

flora and fauna in hopes of attaining a successful courtship and the Bodleian’s online ballad 

collection includes one hundred and sixty one examples of songs on ‘rural society’.323 Of the 

 
321 Tim Fulford, Landscape, Liberty and Authority. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1996); Chris Fitter, Poetry, Space, Landscape: towards a theory of landscape (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2004). 

322 Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin, A Hidden Ulster. Though Ní Uallacháin’s monograph focuses upon Ulster 

songs, she acknowledges that many of these songs travelled throughout Ireland, becoming part of a 

national repertoire. 

323 Eddie Butcher, Adam in Paradise ed. by Hugh Shields (Dublin: Ulster Folk Museum, 1969). 
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Bodleian ballads, the number of songs that specifically refer to Ireland outnumber all other 

evocations of specific locations with Scotland as the second-most popular place of 

reference. The fact that so many songs refer to Ireland and harken to time spent in their 

native land may well challenge the observation made by Carpenter and Collins: 

 

The Irish language was a vital point of continuity, both in oral and written forms; 

poets continued to celebrate the beauty of natural life in Ireland, but the collapse of 

the old social structures (briseadh an tseangháthaimh, as Dáithí Ó Bruadair termed 

it) and the exile into which so many Irish-speakers were forced during the 

seventeenth century, gave their verse a sense of cultural and physical loss that we do 

not find in English-language verse of the period.324 

 

The sheer volume of songs featuring place or landscape communicates the kind of cultural 

and physical loss that Carpenter and Collins suggest is absent in the verse content of English-

language verse. Another factor which has not been considered is the impact of the melody 

chosen for the songs identified in the Bodleian collection, though the often simple lyrics may 

lack potency or poesy, the writer may well have relied upon the melody to communicate 

this. Whilst Carpenter and Collins refer to poetry and verse throughout their introduction, 

the anthology features songs stripped of their melodies. Whilst there is unquestionable 

merit in having access to these texts in superbly varied collection, in separating the lyrics 

from their melodies a vital aspect of the context for the songs in this collection is lost.  

 
324 Andrew Carpenter and Lucy Collins, Eds. The Irish Poet and the Natural World p. 4. 
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A closer examination of the number of songs in the Bodleian’s online ballad 

collection which refer to Ireland and Scotland reveals that the Bodleian holds 956 listings for 

songs mentioning Ireland, most of which feature emigration as their primary theme and 470 

songs mentioning Scotland, of which soldiers’ songs and marching songs form the greatest 

part. From this we might deduce that those who were most likely to call upon images of 

home were those who were forced to leave. We know too that nature was commonly 

invoked in traditions of love song. If we look to Scotland’s song tradition, particularly to the 

landmark Scots Musical Museum collection (1787 -1803), we find that although the 

collection begins with ‘The Highland Queen’ who vows ‘No more my Song shall be, ye 

Swains, / of purling streams, or flow-ry plains’, songs with topographical settings pervade all 

six volumes of the Museum.325 Songs such as ‘The banks of the Tweed’, ‘Cauld blaws the 

wind frae east to west’ and ‘Farewell ye fields’ provide fine examples.326 We can thus readily 

see that beyond those which might be described as solely ‘nature writing’, nature and 

landscape are inherently linked to the various song forms within both the Irish and Scottish 

song traditions.  

Considerable work has been done on the relationship between landscape, nature 

and literature, with particular attention having been paid to contemporary Irish poetry, but 

the same cannot be said for the presence of landscape and nature in Irish and Scottish song. 

The study of songs as potential illuminators of rural life and customs must be acknowledged, 

and the work of Thomas Crawford, Seán O’ Baoill, Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin, Nigel Leask, 

Daniel Corkery, Len Graham and Nigel Pennick to name but a few might be referenced 

 
325 Scots Musical Museum (Edinburgh: James Johnson and Company, 1787) Vol 1.  See Appendix 20. 

326 See Appendices 20, 21 and 22 respectively for reproductions of these songs from Johnson’s Scots Musical 

Museum, page references given in Appendices.  
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here.327 However, little has been done by way of a study which examines the particular ways 

nature and landscape are used and evoked or the purposes for which such scenes are 

recreated in Irish or Scottish song in particular. Seán O’ Tuama’s ‘Celebration of Place in Irish 

Writing’ focuses on literature rather than song, but there are aspects of his study that offer 

a lens through which we might examine the use of landscape and place in Irish and Scottish 

song.328 Equally, Declan Kiberd’s Inventing Ireland and Seamus Deane’s Strange Country 

both offer insights into the presence of landscape and nature in Irish literature more 

generally whilst Harry White’s The Keeper’s Recital stands alone as ‘the first book to survey 

the development of musical thought in modern Irish cultural history’.329 It is possible, in 

considering the very different approaches adopted by those undertaking such studies, to 

identify a tension between the importance of a broad historical study such as White’s The 

Progression of Music in Ireland and the contrast offered by a more focused consideration 

such as Dáibhí Ó Cróinín’s The Songs of Elizabeth Cronin – Irish Traditional Singer.330 Just as 

 
327 See Thomas Crawford Society and the Lyric: a study of the Song Culture of Eighteenth-Century Scotland. 

(Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1979); Seán Ó Baoill and Mánus Ó Baoill Eds. Ceolta Gael (Cork and 

Dublin: The Mercier Press, 1979); Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin Ed. A Hidden Ulster: People, songs and traditions of 

Oriel; Nigel Leask, ‘ ‘A degrading species of alchymy’ : Ballad poetics, Oral tradition, and the meanings of 

Popular Culture’ Romanticism and Popular Culture in Britain and Ireland. ed. by Paul Connell and Nigel Leask 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009) pp. 51-72; Daniel Corkery, The Hidden Ireland: A Study of Gaelic 

Munster in the Eighteenth Century. (Dublin: Gill and Son, 1941) and Len Graham, Joe Holmes: Here I am 

amongst you, Songs, Music and Traditions of an Ulsterman (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2010). 

328 Seán Ó’ Tuama, ‘Celebration of Place in Irish Writing’ Repossessions: Selected Essays on Irish Literary 

Heritage (Cork: Cork University Press, 1995). 

329 Declan Kiberd, Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation. (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 1995); Seamus Deane, Strange Country: Modernity and Nationhood in Irish Writing since 1790. (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1997); Harry White, The Keeper’s Recital, p. ix. 

330 Harry White, The Progress of Music in Ireland. (Dublin: Four Courts, 2005); Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, The Songs Of 

Elizabeth Cronin, Irish Traditional Singer: The Complete Song Collection (Dublin: Four Courts, 2000). 
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the flora and fauna particular to a country and its landscape have often become symbols to 

be invoked where the writer wishes to make reference to a greater whole, there are 

dangers to be wary of in larger studies. One potential consequence of this process is a 

homogenising effect that undermines the significance of regional differences. Equally, there 

is a danger that in trying to maintain a keen sense of what defines a local area’s song 

practices we fail to acknowledge the wider developments in song-culture and the 

interconnected nature of song circulation particularly with reference to music in the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. This study will attempt to bridge the two, by 

looking at examples of Irish and Scottish songs featuring landscape and nature in order to 

posit some speculations on their portrayal and usage of nature and then consider 

techniques used by Burns and Moore with the aim of ascertaining the degree to which they 

employed existing devices and tropes.  

 

Considering ‘the lay of the land’ in literature 

As I have previously mentioned, several critical writers have considered the use of landscape 

and nature in literature generally. Though few of them attempt to make connections 

between literature and songs, there are observations that have been made of literature that 

might equally be applied to a consideration of songs, nature and landscape. This section of 

the chapter will introduce some of the issues and theories raised by those aforementioned 

writers – amongst others – so that they might be considered in light of their application to 

song culture in Ireland and Scotland.  

Seán Ó Tuama’s essay ‘Celebration of Place in Irish Writing’ touches upon several 

themes and questions which pose interesting questions for this study. Ó Tuama cautiously 

suggests that though devotion and attraction to one’s home-place is a fairly commonplace 
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theme in writing ‘… it is unlikely … that feeling for place (including feeling for home-place) is 

found so deeply rooted, and so widely celebrated, in any western European culture as it is in 

Irish culture. It seems to have made its presence felt in Irish literature at every level and in 

every era from early historic times to the present day’.331 Whilst the importance of place 

(and home-place in particular) for Irish writers and Irish writing is a recurring theme in Irish 

literature I am wary of the suggestion that Irish culture places a greater value on place and 

home-place than other cultures.332 Just as critical studies of Irish Literature explore the 

relationship between landscape and literature, works such as Simon Schama’s Landscape 

and Memory (1995) draw attention to the plight of Polish refugees, highlighting the global 

scale of such preoccupations.333 

 Patrick Sheeran, speaking at a conference in Galway in April 2000, spoke of the ways 

in which overly focused approaches to landscape and literature have at times reduced our 

perception of place to ‘semiotics’ neglecting to consider that ‘it is first and foremost an 

experience’.334 This is a tension which emerges from many of the more contemporary 

considerations of landscape in literature. There appears to be a division in how landscape is 

perceived, experienced and appreciated with some writers placing emphasis on how 

landscape is perceived as a sensory experience and others focusing on how landscape 

provides a bridge to historical narratives that in some ways define the people who inhabit 

 
331 Seán Ó’ Tuama, ‘Celebration of Place in Irish Writing’ in Repossessions p. 249. 

332 Leon Litvack’s new anthology highlights that ideas of ‘home’ are as much a current preoccupation as ever: 

see On the grass when I arrive: an anthology of new writing from Northern Ireland on place, home, and 

belonging. ed. by Leon Litvack (Derry: Guildhall Press, 2016). 
333 Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory (New York: Alfred A. Knopf Incorporated, 1995). 

334 Patrick Sheeran and Timothy Collins, Eds. Decoding the Landscape: papers read at the inaugural conference 

of the Centre for Landscape Studies at University College Galway (1990) and subsequent meetings (Galway: 

University College of Galway, 1997) p. 153. 
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that landscape. This division is most clearly demonstrated in Sean Lysaght’s analysis of the 

writings of Robert Lloyd Praeger and Seamus Heaney, particularly in relation to how they 

apprehend the Irish landscape differently.335 Lysaght singles out the manner in which 

Heaney suggests that Praeger’s ‘eye is regulated by the laws of aesthetics, … and not … the 

laws of feeling’ and contrasts this with the Heaney’s sense that without understanding the 

narratives which accompany landscapes, manifest in the names with which they are given, 

‘we will have little felt knowledge of the places, little enough wonder or a sense of 

tradition’.336 This same tension emerges in Sally K. Sommers Smith’s essay, ‘Landscape and 

Memory in Irish Traditional Music’ (1998).337 Referencing Seamus Tansey’s impassioned 

speech at the ‘Crossroads’ conference, Sommers Smith draws attention to the way in which 

Tansey fixes the music to an imagined landscape located ‘in the mists of antiquity’.338 From 

such observations emerges a duality in how landscape is perceived and conveyed; there 

appears at once an actual landscape and an imagined one, informed by the history and 

culture of its inhabitants. Whilst both of these landscapes are often conveyed and perceived 

simultaneously, one affecting the sense of the other, it appears that this duality is not 

always acknowledged. It is from this failure to accept the layers in our perception of 

landscape that assertions of inaccuracy or accusations of a failure to appreciate landscapes 

emerge. Where Heaney criticises Praeger’s emphasis on the topographical facts of the Irish 

landscape, he argues that he, by contrast, prioritises the imagined landscape with its 

 
335 Seán Lysacht, ‘Heaney vs Praeger: Contrasting Natures’ The Irish Review (1989) Cork University Press pp. 68 

-74. 

336 Seán Lysacht, ‘Heaney vs Praeger: Contrasting Natures’ pp. 68 and 69 -70. 

337 Sally K. Sommers Smith, ‘Landscape and Memory in Irish Traditional Music’ New Hibernia Review 2.1 (1998) 

pp. 133 -44. 

338 Sally K. Sommers Smith, ‘Landscape and Memory in Irish Traditional Music’ p. 133.  
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historical narrative over the actual, or that, at the very least he feels the actual landscape is 

incomplete without due consideration of these imagined aspects of the landscape. Though 

these are observations made by and of contemporary writers they have also been applied to 

those writing in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Seamus Deane, for 

example, has discussed the way in which Moore’s poetry ‘exploited the traditional topos of 

the ruin in a landscape to give it a specifically Irish political overtone and to breed out of this 

a specifically Irish form of nostalgia’.339 Thus we see that Deane identifies within Moore’s 

work a layering of meaning upon an imagined landscape rather than the actual landscape 

which would suggest that he has this in common with the contemporary figures of Heaney 

and John Montague, who Lysaght describes as a ‘plumber of the pagan depths of 

archaeology and language as they mark the countryside’.340 Moore might be thought to be 

the most significant precursor of this tradition within Irish literature. Certainly, a 

consideration of Carpenter’s anthology reveals that Moore’s approach to writing about 

landscape in song is unique within the period mapped by the anthology (1600- 1800). The 

use of pastoral language is common within Irish verse in English; from James Creighton to 

James Orr, imagery and language reminiscent of the pastoral tradition is readily identifiable 

with songs referring to ‘Phoebus’ declining over the sky and recalling the romantic 

dalliances of Chloris and Phyllis. Critiquing a colleague’s lyrical stylings, Burns expresses his 

wariness of allying such traditions: 

  

 
339 Seamus Deane, Celtic Revivals: Essays in Modern Irish Literature 1880-1980 (London: Faber & Faber, 1985) 

p. 14. 

340 Lysaght, Seán, ‘Heaney vs Praeger: Contrasting Natures’ The Irish Review (1989) p. 69. 
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This is another of Crawford’s songs, but I do not think in his happiest manner. What 

an absurdity to join such names as Adonis and Mary together!341 

As I have already discussed in the introduction, Moore too expresses a wariness of alloying 

traditions that differ greatly, as indicated by his observations regarding O’Carolan’s melding 

an Italian style of music with an Irish style resulting in unique compositions such as 

O’Carolan’s ‘Concerto’.  

Another emergent theme within Irish and Scottish song is the tension resulting from 

a perceived rural/urban divide, though Carpenter and Collins state that this did not carry the 

same ‘weight’ in the Irish context as it did for writers in England.342 This issue presents itself 

in various thematic forms in Irish literature: the prevalence of references to rural locations 

as sites for national identification and pride, the popularity of natural imagery in Irish 

literature, the mourning of the loss of natural sites to expanding urbanity and a resentment 

of the perceived cost of the city to a rural way of life. Ecocritic, Tim Wenzell suggests that 

urbanites are too removed from rural life to miss it: 

 

… for most in these urban communities, the ‘deep heart's core’ is unreachable. 

The pastoral dream has been replaced by a preference for the practical, and 

those who have lost access to this deep heart's core are too integrated into the 

contemporary landscape to notice what has been lost.343  

 

 
341 Notes on Scottish Song, (Edinburgh: Henry Frowde, 1908) p. 43. 
342 Andrew Carpenter and Lucy Collins, Eds. The Irish Poet and the Natural World p. 11. 

343 Tim Wenzell, ‘Ecocriticism, Early Irish Nature Writing, and the Irish Landscape Today’ New Hibernia Review 

13.1. (2009) pp. 125/6. 
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This alienation from what can only be described as a sacred experience of the landscape is 

at the heart of many writers’ concerns for how landscape is responded to primarily in 

person and secondarily in literature. Where Heaney expresses this concern in his anxiety 

about Praeger’s perceived reliance on the geography of the landscape in his observations, 

Sheeran demonstrates a keen awareness of the sacred aspects of landscape perception in 

literature in his observation that the ‘Galway landscape … has been prized and celebrated 

above all else as a landscape of the soul’.344 Though he is aware of the difficulties of making 

such observations suggesting that ‘just using terms such as spiritual or soul or revelation in 

an academic context is, first of all, a recipe for suicide, at the very least embarrassment and 

raises questions about a person's sanity and competence’, he nevertheless describes the 

words ‘soul’ and ‘revelation’ as being utterly ‘necessary’ in discussions of this kind of 

writing.345 Sheeran’s discomfort with and wariness of such words speaks to the way in which 

the experience of landscape tends to draw one into a sphere beyond that which can be 

noted and observed or quantified and proved. The emphasis on ‘feeling’ experiences in 

literature that reflects landscape along with the appearance of transcendental motifs is also 

a significant feature within the mode. Wenzell’s work conveys how the destruction of the 

forests paralleled a destruction of the perceived symbiosis between the natural world and 

the sacred in very early Irish nature writing. He gives particular prominence to the manner 

in which the introduction of Christianity had a significant impact on how the Irish related to 

nature, and ‘… made it possible to exploit nature in a mood of indifference…’.346 What 

 
344 Patrick Sheeran and Timothy Collins, Eds. Decoding the Landscape:  p. 156. 

345 See Sheeran, and Timothy Collins, Eds. Decoding the Landscape: pp. 155 and 156. 

346 Tim Wenzell, ‘Ecocriticism, Early Irish Nature Writing, and the Irish Landscape Today’ New Hibernia Review 

(2009) p. 10.  
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emerges from Wenzell’s study is a sense that a rift developed between man and nature in 

Ireland following the progressive shift towards Christian beliefs and Sheeran’s wariness of 

this kind of spiritual writing relating to landscape would suggest that this union never fully 

recovered.347  

 Another alignment arising from the tension between the rural and the urban in 

landscape perception is readily identifiable in both the literature which reflects the 

landscape and its people, and the critical commentary on such literature. Sean Lysaght 

defines this opposition as that between the ‘learned, literate and conscious’ and the ‘lived, 

illiterate and unconscious’.348 Within this dichotomy, which aligns learning, literacy and 

meta-consciousness with urbanity, are several assumptions about the inhabitants of rural 

landscapes. This is partly intensified by the persistent idea that orality is a far greater part of 

rural-folk culture than literacy, an idea which is affirmed when writers such as Declan Kiberd 

observe that ‘… history is what gets written in books by life’s winners and tradition is what 

gets remembered and told among the common people…’.349 Within this observation Kiberd 

– intentionally or otherwise – subtly re-iterates the idea that books, literature and literacy 

are in some ways culturally opposite to oral culture and tradition of the ‘common people’. 

The idea that rural landscape is revered in a way that urban and suburban settings are not is 

also acknowledged by Sheeran who highlights the lack of tribute to suburban settings in 

 
347 Sheeran makes particular reference to the works of John Moriarty and John O’Donahue when discussing 

Irish writing with a profound emphasis on the sacred. See Patrick Sheeran and Timothy Collins, Eds. Decoding 

the Landscape. 

348 Lysaght, p. 70. 

349 Declan Kiberd, Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation. (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 1995) p. 15. 
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Irish literature.350 Ó Tuama attempts to explain this by suggesting that cities and towns, as 

sites of colonial enterprise, have never fully been accepted: 

 

Cities and towns – particularly on the east coast – have historically been the 

creations and preserves of invading colonists, and the consequent sense of 

alienation of the native population may help to explain some of the difficulty 

many Irish people still have in identifying fully with urban life.351 

 

Interestingly, Ó Tuama appears to identify the rural peripheries as functioning as the 

primary sites for the transmission of Irish culture, and subsequently, as forming the inner 

sanctum of revered places in traditional Irish literature: 

 

By and large the places revered, or identified with in traditional Irish literature, 

are rural places – the townland of Cill na Dromad rather than the town of Tralee, 

the parish of Iveleary rather than the city of Cork. And while over half of the 

population of the Irish Republic lives today in cities and large towns, 

considerable numbers of our urban dwellers sill appear to look to the ancient 

rural home-places.352  

 

 
350 Patrick Sheeran and Timothy Collins, Eds. Decoding the Landscape p. 153. For the observation that the 

countryside is ‘revered’ in the Irish tradition, see Ó Tuama ‘Celebrations’ in Repossessions, p. 249. 

351 Ó Tuama, ‘Celebrations’ in Repossessions, p. 249. 

352 Ó Tuama, ‘Celebrations’ in Repossessions, p. 249. 
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The question of where the epicentre of cultural genesis rests is another key element in this 

discussion. Though Ó Tuama makes important observations regarding the importance of 

ancient sites of historical and religious significance, he does not fully acknowledge the 

implication of these observations, namely that these sites function as physical 

manifestations of a cultural inheritance and, as such, function as loci for cultural 

identification. This, coupled with the fact that the older and greater part of these sites have 

predominantly rural locations, mean that historically, and within the more nostalgic ranks of 

Irish nationalism, rural Ireland provides both physical and intangible markers of national 

identity. As such, in its own way, rural Ireland functioned as the principal site onto which 

certain ideals of nationalism were and continue to be projected, all within the process of 

cultural production.  

  Place-names, their meanings and their significance for the local community 

are one of the subtler aspects of appreciating a landscape. In the same way that orally-

circulated local legends and traditions were understood only by those who formed a part 

of the community, understanding the origins of place names equates to functioning as a 

key holder to a past narrative. The naming and renaming of a place was as significant an 

aspect of colonial endeavour as any other and forms a theme in modern Irish and Scottish 

literature and drama, particularly those which focus on a transition in language.353 The 

British Board of Ordnance’s survey of 1824 marks one such effort on the part of the British 

to assert authority in the definition of place and its narrative.354 The creative act of 

 
353 Brian Friel’s play Translations (1980) is probably the most obvious example in Irish theatre to date. Equally, 

Seamus Heaney’s poetry exemplifies the way in which place names offer another dimension to the imaginative 

potential of historic sites utilising the dinnshenchas, or lore, of placenames to generate a narrative.  

354 See Cóilín Parsons, The Ordnance Survey and Modern Irish Literature. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2016). 
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renaming a place is at once an act of dislocation, creation and appropriation. It attempts to 

interrupt the thread of continuity which connects a spatially significant site with a 

temporally significant person or event, dislocating the temporally significant from the 

spatially significant. As a consequence of this the space is forcibly made available for the 

attachment of a new narrative. In this creative act a new thread is woven into a historical 

narrative tapestry and control is taken over the preceding narrative which is relegated in 

favour of the new. There are interesting parallels to be had from comparing this process to 

that by which a melody obtains a new guise when it is coupled with alternative lyrics. A 

new narrative is attached, one which may complement the existing one or obliterate it 

entirely. So we see that the significance of understanding the narrative which informs a 

place name or indeed a tune-name affects how and why that place might be invoked or 

that melody used.  

Just as the observer may or may not be able to appreciate the significance of a place-

name if they do not have access to the narrative (perhaps because of exclusion from the 

community which has sustained that story through an oral tradition), the nature of the 

beholder of a landscape will affect how it is perceived. Where one man sees a majestic 

landscape another may see barren land which would offer no sustenance. Where one sees 

respite from the ills of urbane society another may see a form of exile from the company of 

fellow men. Wenzell notes, for example, that place names which feature the word ‘disert’ 

were often hermitages or sites preferred by those who sought refuge in lonely, isolated 

spots. Such places include Disertmartin and Disert in Westmeath.355 The various ways in 

which Irish, and indeed Scottish landscape, have been perceived are as notable in travel 

 
355 Wenzell, ‘Ecocriticism, Early Irish Nature Writing, p. 133.  
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writing as they are in the fiction that was so voraciously appreciated by a late-eighteenth 

and early nineteenth-century readership. Sydney Owenson’s The Wild Irish Girl (1806) offers 

a clear instance of the differences in perception between the eye of an outsider (the English 

hero Horatio) and that of one well acquainted with the Irish landscape:  

 

The rich treasures of Ceres seldom raise their golden heads over the earth’s 

fertile bosom; the verdant drapery of young plantations rarely skreens out the 

coarser features of a rigid soil, the cheerless aspect of a gloomy bog, while the 

unvaried surface of the perpetual pasturage which satisfies the eye of the 

interested grazier disappoints the glance of the tasteful spectator. I was literally 

dropt by the stage at the foot of a mountain, to which your native Wrekin is but 

a hillock.356 

 

This particular passage also illustrates the inescapably political aspect of the spectator’s 

gaze; the contrast of the ‘verdant’ attempts at ‘plantations’ with the ‘rigid soil’ and ‘gloomy 

bog’ is representative of a wider attitude to the Irish landscape’s potential for agricultural 

improvement. Though Horatio’s eye may be that of an outsider, Owenson’s use of the 

euphemistic ‘covert statement’ to convey the inherently colonial appetite with which 

Ireland is gazed upon in such descriptions, could well be described as inherently Irish 

according to Kiberd, who highlights the consistent use of metaphor to make contentious 

points safely as being a particularly common feature in Irish literature, especially within the 

 
356 Sydney Owenson, The Wild Irish Girl (1806: The Wild Irish Girl: a national tale Sydney Owenson. ed. by 

Kathryn Kirkpatrick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) p. 31. 
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work of poets writing in Irish.357 The significance of the differing perspectives of the 

‘interested grazier’ and the ‘tasteful spectator’ is also worth noting. The objective of their 

gaze differs and, as a direct consequence, the way in which the two judge the same 

landscape also differs with one seeing the land as a site for development and the other as 

an aesthetic experience.  

 Similarly, the English hero Edward Waverley of Walter Scott’s novel Waverley (1814) 

is a figure who gradually gains a better understanding of the landscape and people, but who 

continues to experience moments in which the landscape proves resistant to his gaze. This is 

apparent when he attempts to forge an onward journey after having spent the night with 

the Highlanders. Though he has learned much about the Highlanders’ dress and customs the 

previous night, he has not learned enough to be able to navigate the landscape competently 

and, as a result, the landscape remains strange: ‘heathy and savage’.358 Waverley is forced 

to consider each foot placing carefully:  

 

The rock, round the shoulder of which he had turned by a few imperceptible 

notches, that barely afforded place for the foot, seemed, in looking back upon it, 

a huge precipice which barred all further passage by the shores of the lake in 

that direction.359 

 

 
357 Kiberd, Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation. p. 16. 

358 Walter Scott, Waverley ed. by Andrew Hook 1829. (London: Penguin Books, 1972) p. 145. 

359 Scott, Waverley, p. 144. 
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This is a sharp contrast to the way in which Alice moves over the very same landscape ‘as 

fleetly as a roe’ indicating that she is better able to negotiate the territory, and is 

subsequently more sure-footed.360 

Thus we see that in Irish and Scottish literature of the period, writers are clearly 

aware of the ways in which landscape yields or resists the gaze and footfall of the outsider. 

These kinds of political implications of perceiving landscape are explored in more depth in 

Tim Fulford’s Landscape, Liberty and Authority (2006). Within descriptions of landscape in 

eighteenth-century literature Fulford identifies certain tropes which were purposefully used 

to convey wider cultural and social issues: 

 

Within the polite and tasteful description of a scene in which natural (and 

national) order could be viewed, was a struggle for authorial power that left its 

mark upon the description itself and on the shared taste to which the 

description appealed.361 

 

This observation highlights how even the authors of such descriptions struggled to convey 

their imagined landscapes without conveying some of their own anxieties, and that this in 

itself meant that their imagined landscapes were never uninhibited by the mode of their 

transmission. Writing in the early nineteenth century, Maria Edgeworth makes a conscious 

effort to convey the distance between perception and reality in The Absentee (1812) when 

her narrator gives an account of his return to ‘his mother earth’:  

 

 
360 Scott, Waverley, p. 147. 

361 Tim Fulford, Landscape, Liberty and Authority (Nottingham: Nottingham Trent University, 2006), p. 1. 



169 
 

It was a fine summer morning. The sun shone bright on the Wicklow mountains. 

He admired, he exalted in the beauty of the prospect; and all the early 

associations of his childhood, and the patriotic hopes of his riper years, swelled 

his heart as he approached the shores of his native land. But scarcely had he 

touched his mother earth when the whole course of his ideas changed; and if his 

heart swelled, it swelled no more with pleasurable sensations, for instantly he 

found himself surrounded and attacked by beggars and harpies, with strange 

figures and stranger tones: some craving his charity, some snatching away his 

luggage, and at the same time bidding him ‘never trouble himself’ and ‘never 

fear’.362 

 

Juxtaposing Lord Colambre’s initial delight in ‘the beauty of the prospect’ (my italics) 

with his later ‘astonishment, after this scene of confusion’, Edgeworth reflects the 

contrast between the perceived stability achieved through the regulation of land 

ownership and the inconsistency of reality. Fulford explains that this phenomenon 

arose from the eighteenth-century view that ‘the proper source of power and stability 

in the nation was the possession of land, and the organisation of the prospect view 

was an expression of [the proprietor’s] authority over the national landscape which 

they owned’.363 

Colambre attempts to organise the prospect view according to his memories of the 

landscape and its people, claiming ownership of an understanding of Ireland’s present based 

on his memories of its and his own shared past. Unfortunately, though he is able to account 

 
362 Maria Edgeworth, The Absentee Intro. by Heidi Thomson. (London: Penguin, 2000), p. 59. 

363 Fulford, Landscape, Liberty and Authority, p. 2 -3. 
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for what he can see and what he remembers, he cannot account for what he experiences on 

arrival and is forced to accept that his knowledge and memories of Ireland are not as 

reliable as he first thought: ‘Lord Colambre did not find that either his father’s or his 

mother’s representations of society in Dublin resembled the reality, which he now 

beheld’.364 

Owenson, Edgeworth, and Scott each demonstrate a conscious preoccupation with 

the representation and misrepresentation of Ireland and Scotland. In their fiction they 

destabilize the systematic process of codifying both the landscape and people of Ireland and 

Scotland. This may be connected to Fulford’s observation of the eighteenth-century 

perception that ‘[t]he ability to take a distant prospect of nature […] depended in practice 

upon the freedom from labour that came with land ownership (the master looking down on 

his domains rather than working within them)’. 365  The implication is that distance resulting 

from being financially solvent was necessary for an unbiased view of the landscape that 

avoided over-inflating its importance. But since the ‘outsider’ has to make a conscious effort 

to convey accuracy and authority in describing a landscape, he (and it usually is ‘he’) has 

vested interests in how it is perceived. We are therefore left with a curious paradox: can an 

observer who has only a cursory understanding of landscape and its inhabitants and 

struggles to maintain a sense of orientation within this landscape (geographically and 

politically) really claim to be its ‘master’? And can an individual who is invested in how the 

landscape is perceived or appreciated – whether as a landlord or as a writer seeking to 

convey a landscape – really claim to have the sufficient ‘distance’ to be able to portray it 

accurately? Fulford accurately highlights the economic incapacity of the labourer to use 

 
364 Edgeworth, The Absentee, p. 60. 

365 Fulford, Landscape, Liberty and Authority, p. 4. 



171 
 

leisure time in order to appreciate landscape in the way that the gentry or the wealthier 

poet might have but these questions underline the fact that his is an imperfect theory. 

There is an implicit problem with extending this premise to suggest that the gentry and the 

poet are better able to invoke landscape and natural motif in an apolitical, unbiased way.  

 The importance of regionalism is evident in both the fictional and critical literature 

on landscape depiction. Deane suggests that loyalty to a particular region is another 

characteristic of early Romanticism, when it was called ‘local attachment’, and argues that it 

is both a literary and political gesture in Irish literature.366 Lysaght draws attention to 

Heaney’s ‘neo-Wordsworthian’ attitude to the relationship between place and the origins of 

personal identity, describing it as a ‘primal allegiance’. 367 The inherent connection between 

the relationship of the individual to the landscape and that person’s sense of identity is 

equally apparent in the aforementioned novels which chart the parallel process of 

acclimatisation to a differing national culture and setting and the identification of a 

completed sense of self. The use of particular place names, dialectic language and surnames 

which are associated with specific counties and townlands are all strategies used to root 

literature within a specific area. This is equally true of ballads whose origins would be lost 

entirely were it not for the inclusion of such details.  Though circuitous, the importance of 

connecting the threads that link wider debates concerning how landscape and nature was 

written about and treated creatively before engaging with Moore’s and Burns’ songs 

specifically is wholly necessary if we are to fully appreciate the intricacy and skill with which 

each treats the landscape and nature. 

 

 
366 Deane, Strange Country p. 7. 

367 Lysaght, ‘Heaney vs Praeger’ p. 68. 
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Of skylarks, stags and sweethearts: considering tropes and transitions in popular songs of 

landscape and love. 

Having looked at how landscape is treated in contemporaneous literature and how it has 

been considered by critical writers writing of periods in advance of and post- eighteenth 

century, it is incumbent upon this study to examine a number of songs that precede 

Moore’s and Burns’ offerings in order to acknowledge the creative context for their work. It 

would take a separate study to be able to do this in the kind of exhaustive detail that would 

give a genuine overview of the evolution of the genre but by considering prime examples of 

songs featuring landscape in close detail we might hope to gain at least some sense of the 

kinds of materials that were already in existence and circulation before Burns’ and Moore’s 

songs joined the national repertory.   

My examination of such songs may also go some way to ascertaining the degree to 

which critical observations made concerning the portrayal of landscape in fiction might 

equally be made of songs featuring landscape and natural motif. By considering both of 

these literary and creative forms we can identify instances in which Burns’ and Moore’s 

songs follow an over-arching pattern or ascertain whether they resist existing tendencies in 

song-writing, deviating from general trends to create specific effects.  

A fine example of a song featuring nature and place is the ‘The Tipperary 

Woodlands’. Translated from the Irish original by Frank O’Connor, it dates from the 

seventeenth century and reflects a number of the concerns raised in landscape literature 

(see Appendix 23).368 The primary focus of the song is upon communicating the loss of the 

woodlands around Aherlow. The song recreates the sights and sounds of one who has 

 
368 Unfortunately, O’Connor is unable to offer a more precise date for this song. See Frank O’Connor, A Book of 

Ireland (Belfast: The Blackstaff Press, 1959) p. 45. 
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awoken to find his world changed dramatically. The song begins, as so many do, at sunrise in 

the summer. The sound of the horn ‘awinding’ and the accompanying bird song create the 

impression of a sonic idyll on the morning of a hunt. The listing of the wildlife contributes to 

the visual sense of the land’s fertility, the landscape is alive with birds and animals alike. The 

author’s use of the term ‘coney’ in place of the word ‘rabbit’ locates the song temporally 

and in so doing resists the comprehension of a readership for whom the term is no longer 

vernacular. In such a scene, in which everything has its place, even the hunt seems natural, 

the sounds of the guns simply form part of the ‘music’ that echoes throughout the valley. 

The lines work in tandem to create or recreate the transitory moments of a way of life that 

has now been lost in the wake of the destruction of the woods. 

  

The winded fox was flying, 

Horsemen followed shouting,  

Counting geese on the highway 

Some woman’s heart was sore;  

But now the woods are falling, We must go over the water: 

Shaun O’Dwyer of the Valley 

Your pleasure is no more.369 

 

 The geese on the highway may well be a reference to the Flight of the Geese in 1691, 

especially since the forests of Aherlow were cleared as part of Cromwell’s efforts to clear 

the valley, a site of strategic importance in forging a path to Cork and the O’Dwyer’s woods 

 
369 O’Connor, pp. 44 -45. 
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were cut down by Cromwellian forces to prevent them being used as a stronghold by 

guerrilla fighters. At the very least, the anonymous woman whose heart ‘was sore’ adds 

pathos to an otherwise pleasant scene and functions as a disruptive portent for the words 

that follow. The use of a causal connective in the lines which run ‘But now the woods are 

falling, ǀ We must go over the water’ stresses the cause and effect nature of the relationship 

between the people and the land.370 Whilst the imperative ‘must’ communicates the duress 

under which the local people are leaving, the line ‘Your pleasure is no more’ destabilises this 

to some degree. In this line the loss of the woods is not seen as life-threatening, it threatens 

the speaker’s enjoyment and subsequently resonates with some of the tensions identified in 

discussions surrounding the significance of subject position and reliance upon the 

landscape.  This, combined with the reference to the horsemen, suggests that the song may 

not have been written from a peasant’s perspective, though subsequent verses suggest 

more serious implications of clearing the woodland. Though O’Connor comments that to 

‘the Irish, the English clearance of woodland represented the loss of their old hunting 

grounds’, the second verse of the song suggests the woodland offers more than this, 

providing ‘shelter’ from the ‘north wind freezing’ and ‘death in the sky’. There may well be 

evidence of the song-writer’s use of Kiberd’s ‘covert statement’ referred to above: for 

example, in the lines ‘My merry hound tied tightly / From sporting and chasing’. Aside from 

the fact that as a hunting dog the hound’s main purpose was defeated by the clearing of 

hunting sites, April 1652 saw Cromwell issue a declaration limiting the export of Irish 

wolfhounds fearing none would remain to keep the wolf population in check. The sense of 

 
370 The suggestion of a forced departure ‘over the water’ may also be a reference to the exile of those who 

would form part of James II’s army. Cromwell’s destruction of sites that would facilitate guerrilla warfare – 

such as the woods at Aherlow – contributed to the Williamite victory.  
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claustrophobia conveyed through the juxtaposition of the hound’s implied free movement 

in the woods during the hunt contrasted with his being ‘tied tightly’ may also represent the 

asphyxiating effect of the erasure of the woodland and being forced from one’s soil. 

O’Connor’s translation offers a penultimate assurance that 

  

 The stag is on the mountain, 

 Swift and proud as ever;  

He will come up the heather  

When our day is o’er. 

 

One might locate multiple layers of meaning within the evocation of the stag: the reference 

resonates with the myth of an Chailleach Bhéarach or the old woman of Beare, who takes 

the form of a deer to escape foes, but also with the more masculine image of the pagan 

Gallic god Cernunnos, ‘Lord of the Hunt’.371 Whether one attributes mythological 

significance to the stag or not, it is clearly invoked as a symbol of the resilience and 

resistance the narrator identifies within the landscape and is equally an externalisation of a 

quality he identifies within his own people. Thus, this song simultaneously manifests the 

mourning of rural sites lost to colonial endeavour and the symbiosis of the relationship 

 
371 The Cailleach myth also occurs in Scottish mythology with sites in Ireland and Scotland both being named 

for her. These include the Hag’s Head at the Burren in County Clare and Ben Cruachan which is reputed to be 

one of her haunts. There is still considerable debate as to whether Cernunnos was worshipped in Ireland as he 

was in Gaul but the theory has not been ruled out given the lack of evidence. There are also scholars who have 

examined the validity of tracing a linguistic route in order to identify a connection through Cú Chulainn’s foster 

brother: Conall Cernach. See the work of Kingsley Porter and Phyllis Fray Bober: Kingsley Porter ‘A Sculpture at 

Tandragee’ The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs (1934) pp.226- 28 and Phyllis Fray Bober, ‘Cernunnos: 

Origin and Transformation of a Celtic Divinity’ American Journal of Archaeology (1951) pp. 33 -51.  
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between the Irish and nature. Equal emphasis is paid to the trove of sensory experiences 

provided by the hunting experience in the woodland and the symbolic significance of the 

woodland animals as manifestations of idealised qualities of the Irish.  

 Though landscape and nature was often used metaphorically, it would be inaccurate 

to suggest that the depth of consideration with which landscape and nature is invoked in 

‘The Tipperary Woodlands’ or Jame’s Hogg’s ‘The Skylark’, which I will consider 

subsequently, is typical of Irish and Scottish song. The most frequent way in which nature 

and landscape are invoked in both Irish and Scottish song is either as a site for a lover’s 

narrative to unfold or a catalogue of similes to reflect a suitor’s poesy and the object’s 

beauty. ‘The Bonny Hawthorn’ is one such example: the landscape references are generic 

enough to be applicable to any number of locations and though the evocation of the ‘bonny 

hawthorn’ serves its prosodic and aesthetic purpose, one might wonder at the suitability of 

such a thorny setting for an amorous exchange.372 One might expect the barbed flora to 

function as an ill-omen for the outcome of the liaison but, fortunately for Bessy, all ends 

well in this instance and she is wed to her Jemmy. For every romantic encounter on a May 

morning there are as many chance meetings on banks of various rivers. Both ‘The Banks of 

the Inverary’ and ‘The Banks of the Leven’ feature references so fleeting, one might wonder 

at their inclusion at all. The significance of such evocations can be known only to the writer 

whose name has long since been separated from the work and we can only speculate that 

the melody, the song or its creator hailed from either Scottish location. 

Published in 1817, James Hogg’s ‘The Skylark’ proved remarkably popular with its 

contemporary audience.373 Kirsteen McCue charts the evolution of this Scottish song 

 
372 See Appendix 23. 
373 See Appendix 24. 
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comprehensively, offering particular insight into the significant changes the song underwent 

in its various settings.374 One of the more striking features that recur in several of the 

settings is the mimetic use of the trilling or mordent-like effect to recreate the call of the 

skylark. Whilst it was more common in music with piano settings, this was considerably less 

common in street-ballads which tended to utilise existing popular melodies. However, it is 

important to acknowledge that there was always a possibility that songs which were 

originally intended for a genteel audience could – if they were sufficiently well received – 

find themselves in wider circulation. By 1868 the song was described by Matthew Leitch of 

the Poet’s Box in Glasgow as ‘extremely popular’ and was printed without an accompanying 

melody indicating that it had negotiated a path into musical currency, so much so that the 

public no longer needed the melodic setting.375 This may well have been the consequence of 

James Neil Gow Junior or William Heather having set it to a traditional melody rather than 

generating an entirely new musical setting in their collection, The Border Garland (1819).376  

 The song focuses on celebrating the skylark and its perceived freedom, but there are 

also strong biblical allusions that in some ways set it apart from earlier ballads on nature 

and landscape. We might attribute this preoccupation to Hogg’s own strong faith: he was 

the shepherd son of a tenement farmer and they were regular church-goers. Like Burns, 

Hogg was quick to stress his rural roots and wrote to correct the publishers of his work: ‘Do 

 
374 See McCue’s essay ‘‘The Skylark’: the popularity of Hogg’s ‘Bird of the Wilderness’’  

http://www.jameshogg.stir.ac.uk/showrecord.php?id=81&fulltext=1  last accessed 2/9/2016. 

375 The Poet’s Box was a printer based in Glasgow, for further information see  David Hopkin, Valentina Bold 

and David Morrison ‘Publishing a Broadside’: 

<http://www.gla.ac.uk/0t4/~dumfries/files/layer2/glasgow_broadside_ballads/publishing_a_broadside_ballad

.htm>  last accessed 20/9/16. 

376 The Border Garland (Edinburgh: Neil Gow and Son, 1819). 

http://www.jameshogg.stir.ac.uk/showrecord.php?id=81&fulltext=1
http://www.gla.ac.uk/0t4/~dumfries/files/layer2/glasgow_broadside_ballads/publishing_a_broadside_ballad.htm
http://www.gla.ac.uk/0t4/~dumfries/files/layer2/glasgow_broadside_ballads/publishing_a_broadside_ballad.htm
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not call me Esq. in the contents [sic] a common shepherd lad cannot be Esq. Say James Hogg 

the Scots Shepherd or something that way’.377  Whether this is due to Hogg’s personal pride 

in his background or whether it relates to a canny sense of what might add to his 

commercial success, Hogg’s determination to have his shepherding background recognised 

as part of his identity resonates with the same kind of rural allegiance that figures like 

Wordsworth would come to value so highly.  

The lyrical emphasis within the song on the bird’s ability to traverse the skies 

unimpeded by worry or weight and the emphatic assumption of unconditional love is 

persistent throughout. The repetition of the first and second line where it is located within 

the ‘wilderness’ and described as ‘blithesome and cumberless’ in the middle and last verses 

gives the song a structure and closure that belies its carefree subject matter. Hogg makes 

full use of the bird’s symbolic relevance as an ‘Emblem of happiness’ and considerable joy is 

taken on the part of the performer, in appreciating the various places the bird can explore. 

This is not so unusual if we consider that in imagining the various settings explored by the 

bird the speaker is able to undertake an imaginative journey and explore the ‘downy’ 

texture of the clouds and the vision of the ‘fell and fountain sheen, … the moor and 

mountain green’. The dizzying heights of the ‘rainbow’s rim’ pose no problem for the lark 

which is so close to heaven that he is considered a ‘musical cherub’. This song conveys more 

than a celebration of this bird’s freedom; there is an implicit appreciation for the landscape 

and the bird’s capacity for flight and subsequent wide-angle perspective functions as a 

narrative and imaginative means through which a full breadth of landscape can be seen as if 

 
377 Taken from a letter to his publisher John Clarke- Whitfield 8 April 1816, The Collected Letters of James 

Hogg, Volume 1: 1800–1819, ed. Gillian Hughes (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2004), p. 275.  
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from a distance and explored. The narrator’s desire to ‘abide in the desert with thee’ 

resonates with the biblical story in which Jesus spent forty days and nights in the wilderness 

fasting and praying and, in the speaker’s desire to be united with the lark, we see a parallel 

desire to be in communion with Jesus. Ultimately, the song uses landscape to convey a 

spiritual desire or aspiration. The skylark has parallel functions in this poem: he is an 

imaginative vehicle through which the singer can explore his relationship to Jesus and 

express his desire to be more closely connected to him, and he functions as a metaphor for 

Jesus, allowing the speaker to communicate his unconditional love. Though the song does 

not invoke a particular topographic setting, it does indicate a continuation of the practice of 

using landscape and nature to explore and express sacred themes and experiences. Where 

Wenzell and Bitel explore the links between pagan Ireland and the value placed on actual 

landscapes we see in Hogg’s song a step away from the actual towards the transcendental. 

Hogg chooses not to use the topographical landscape, favouring instead the imaginative 

landscape which offers him the freedom he identifies with both the skylark and love 

emerging from his own faith.  

 As I have already explored in the chapter ‘Romantic pursuits’, a common feature 

within love-song was the use of natural imagery in a bid to win the affections of a young 

lady. Songs which feature women seeking to court a man and using florid language to do so 

are less common but can be found. Indeed, Bessy of the aforementioned ‘The Bonny 

Hawthorn’ describes her Jemmy as ‘the flower of all the dale’ but it is her heart that 

confesses this rather than her lips so her compliment remains unacknowledged publicly.378 

Similarly, ‘The Flowers of Edinburgh’ is delivered from the perspective of a young woman 

 
378 See Appendix 23. 
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who describes her lover as ‘a blooming rose’ and ‘the flower of all his kin’.379 The recurring 

use of specific natural images is evident in even a cursory examination of the love-song 

trope.  Used to convey the fleeting nature of beauty, the transience of youth and the 

bittersweet nature of love with its joys and its thorns, the rose is quite possibly the most 

common flower invoked in the love-song. A particularly popular example ‘The Blooming 

Mountain Rose’ dating from 1873, is fairly conventional in its use of natural imagery: the 

moon is invoked as a suitable comparison for the demure beauty over the more 

ostentatious light of the sun, and the ‘summer breeze’ is subject to personification in order 

to convey the lover-object’s capacity for kindness.380 This curious projection of nature onto 

the individual and the reciprocal projection of human qualities onto nature are often taken 

for granted in such songs and there is a lacuna in critical consideration of how and why this 

emerges in song in particular. In relation to Irish song, there may be a connection as yet 

unacknowledged between nature, land and love and the way in which mythological kings 

wed the land as a sign of fidelity to the landscape and the people who inhabited it. Kiberd, 

for example, has described the Gaelic poet’s understanding that a happy marriage 

manifested itself in a verdant landscape in which man and animals thrived but makes no 

connection between this and the prevalence of pathetic fallacy in love songs.381  

 What emerges from this brief consideration of Irish and Scottish songs featuring 

nature and landscape is the tension between the generic and the specific, between the 

actual topography and its creative potential. The capacity for natural imagery to convey 

layers of meaning is clearly demonstrated by the examples considered in this section, and 

 
379See Appendix 25. Scots Musical Museum Volume 1. (Edinburgh: James Johnson and Company, 1787) p. 14. 

380 See Appendix 26. 

381 Declan Kiberd, Inventing Ireland  p. 18. 
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that these layers of meaning were most commonly applied to the love song trope is also 

evident. But, as Hogg’s ‘The Skylark’ demonstrates, the subject of the passion and love 

shown is certainly not limited to the amorous, rather, it may convey spiritual or national 

passion, as suggested by ‘The Tipperary Woods’. In order to ascertain the degree to which 

Moore and Burns reflect their genuine sense of their native lands I will preface a study of 

their songs with an examination of some of their epistolary observations, made whilst 

travelling and ‘touring’ with friends and family. 

 

‘ … where savage streams tumble over savage mountains …’:  epistolary accounts of 

landscape and nature. 

It is clear from their journals, commonplace books and letters that both Burns and Moore 

had a strong appreciation for rural scenes. Burns in particular expressed a desire to see his 

own locality acknowledged more fully and, in his ‘Commonplace Book’, suggested local 

scenes as fitting settings for literary tributes: 

 

However I am pleased with the works of our Scotch Poets, particularly the 

excellent Ramsay, and the still more excellent Ferguson, yet I am hurt to see 

other places of Scotland, their towns, rivers, woods, haughs, &c., immortalized 

in such celebrated performances, whilst my dear native country, the ancient 

Bailieries of Carrick, Kyle and Cunningham, famous both in ancient and modern 

times for a gallant and warlike race of inhabitants, a country where civil, and 

particularly religious Liberty have ever found their first support, and their last 

asylum; a country, the birthplace of many famous Philosophers, Soldiers, and 

Statesmen, and the scene of a great many important events recorded in Scottish 
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History, particularly a great many of the actions of the Glorious Wallace, the 

Saviour of his country: Yet, we have never had one Scotch poet of any eminence, 

to make the fertile banks of the Irvine, the romantic woodlands and sequestered 

scenes on Aire, and the heathy mountainous source, and winding sweep of 

Doon, emulate Tay, Forth, Ettrick Tweed. &c …382 

 

It is clear that Burns has a keen awareness of the existing tributes to scenes of historical 

importance and yet Burns exhibits an explicit desire to turn from such sites and celebrate 

more local and specific locations. This is the same kind of literary regionalism that Deane 

identifies in contemporary Irish literature while Lysaght and Heaney locate it in 

Wordsworthian poetic values, indicating that this preoccupation or tension remains present 

in the later writing of those who would evoke the natural world in their work. Despite the 

fact that Burns bemoans a lack of acknowledgement for specific, local sites, in many cases, 

the kind of language he employs might more critically be described as generic. The banks of 

the Irvine are ‘fertile’, the woodlands and shady spots in Ayr are ‘romantic’, and the rivers 

emerge from a ‘heathy mountainous source’. These same descriptive terms could be applied 

to any number of Scottish locations –  or even Irish locations –  so whilst Burns appears to 

distance himself methodologically from writers like Alan Ramsay or Samuel Ferguson if we 

examine his songs it is not as easy to find evidence of him undertaking the task of genuinely 

commemorating the local as one might first expect. 

 Burns’ letters written during his highland tour offer us an interesting insight into the 

kinds of observations he thought worthy of reporting. Given the self-aware nature of his 

 
382 Burns ‘Commonplace Book’ pp. 46-47. 
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preface to his Commonplace book as well as his later exchanges with ‘Clarinda’ (Agnes 

Maclehose), it is likely that these were written with a wider readership than the recipient in 

mind.383 Though he leaves Edinburgh on 5 May 1787, it is the first of June before Burns 

actually reports anything of the landscape and scenery he has taken in on his journey. The 

letter is addressed to a Master William Nicol, the Master of the High School in Edinburgh, 

and is written entirely in Scots, forming a sharp contrast to the letters which precede it. In 

the letter Burns uses natural imagery to describe, not the landscape, but the ‘sonsie, fine, 

fodgel lass. Baith braw and bonie … as blythe’s a lintwhite on a flowerie thorn, and as sweet 

and modest’s a new blawn plumrose in a hazle shaw’.384 He writes that he is incapable of 

conveying anything beyond this, having gotten ‘sae notouriously bitchify’d the day after kail-

time that I can hardly stoiter’. Seventeen days later, his next letter to the same man is 

written in standard English. The fact that Burns can produce such a charming turn of phrase 

despite being ‘bitchify’d’ reflects his capacity to generate complimentary verse, laden with 

natural imagery, with relative ease. Whether this is as a result of having immersed himself in 

existing amatory songs and absorbed their best qualities or a natural talent we can only 

speculate but it might safely be ventured that the confidence with which he could produce 

 
383 Much has been made of Burns’ self-construction as ploughman poet and the manner in which he assumes a 

character in his epistolary exchances with Agnes Maclehose. Nicholas Roe’s essay ‘Authenticating Robert 

Burns’ offers a sustained consideration of the pre and post-mortem construction of Burns’ identity as a 

ploughman poet, and Carol McGuirk posits a convincing argument for Burns’ self-aware evolution from Robert 

Burnes to ‘Poet Burns’. See Nicholas Roe, ‘Authenticating Robert Burns’ Robert Burns and Cultural Authority. 

ed by Robert Crawford. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997); Carol McGuirk, Reading Robert Burns: 

Texts, Contexts, Transformations (London: Pickering and Chatto, 2014) and Sarah Dunnigan’s ‘Burns and 

Women’ The Edinburgh Companion to Robert Burns. ed. by Gerard Carrruthers. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press, 2009). 

384 Burns, Letters The Letters of Robert Burns, 2 Vols. ed. by G. Ross Roy. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985) 

Volume 1,  p. 112. 
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such material combined with his tendency towards amorousness contributed to the overall 

imbalance within his song repertoire which contain more love-songs than any other song-

type.  

 The first letter to offer some detail of the scenery he observed is dated 25 June 1787 

and is directed to Robert Ainslie: ‘I write you this on my tour through a country where 

savage streams tumble over savage mountains, thinly overspread with savage flocks, which 

starvingly support as savage inhabitants’. 385 This comment bears considerable attention 

given its potential implications for how Burns sees himself in relation to the Highlanders. 

The overall sense of the barren aspect of the landscape is particularly striking but what also 

emerges is a sense of personal distance from the landscape and its people. He does not 

specify what part of the route from Glasgow to Arrochar he describes here, referring to it 

only as ‘a country’ and in so doing, Burns conveys a sense of alienation from this landscape. 

As if to convey his sense of the landscape’s inhospitable nature he lists the features with 

one significant adjective: ‘savage’. This word bears the burden of colonial associations, so 

that Burns uses it repeatedly is significant. There is no effort to convey verdant scenes and a 

rural idyll, untouched by urban life, instead Burns conveys a very different image resulting 

from the interdependence of man, livestock and land. Where flocks cannot thrive nor can 

man. In contrast to the various historic locations, immortalised in song, where man has 

affected and shaped the landscape, here it is the landscape which carves and shapes the 

man. Were we to read this in the journal of an eighteenth-century English urbanite we 

might reach a very different reading, but given Burns’ rural origins, we are more likely to 

perceive that it is his farmer’s eye that informs how he reads the landscape. We are more 

 
385 Burns, Letters Vol.1 p. 124. 
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willing to accept that in his use of the word ‘savage’ he is reflecting both the uncultivated 

nature of the landscape, its resilience to such efforts and ultimately its severity towards its 

inhabitants. Thus, even now, Burns’ emphasis on his origins as a ‘ploughman’ in the 

Kilmarnock edition of his early work affects how his relationship to the landscape is 

perceived. Regardless, it must be acknowledged that the observations Burns makes on his 

travels are never far from the pragmatic lens of the farmer’s eye:  

 

… I said a fervent prayer for old Caledonia over the hole in a blue whin-ston 

where Robert de Bruce fixed his royal Standard on the banks of Bannockburn; 

and just now from Stirling castle I have seen by the setting-sun the glorious 

prospect of the windings of Forth through the reich carse of Stirling, and skirt 

[the?] equally rich carse of Falkirk. – The crops are very strong but so very late 

that there is no harvest, except a ridge of two perhaps in ten miles, all the way I 

have travelled from Edinburgh.386  

 

Moving swiftly from historical association to agricultural realities, we can see a similar 

preoccupation with landscape as resource in a letter written two days later, this time to his 

friend Gavin Hamilton: 

 

Here am I on my way to inverness. – I have rambled over the rich, fertile carses 

of Falkirk and Stirling, and am delighted with their appearance: richly waving 

 
386 Burns, Letters Vol.1, p. 151. 
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crops of wheat, barley &c. but no harvest at all yet, except in one or two places 

an old wife’s ridge.387  

Burns’ use of the word ‘rambled’ resonates with the initial lines of so many ‘As I roved out’ 

songs and captures something of the spirit in which Burns’ tour was undertaken. Before 

setting off Burns wrote to Dr John Moore on 23 April 1787 explaining that he was to 

undertake ‘a few pilgrimages over some of the classic ground of Caledonia, Cowden Knowes, 

Banks of Yarrow, Tweed, & c.’ and that subsequently ‘I shall return to my rural shades, in all 

likelihood never more to quit them’. 388 One is struck by the pertinence of Fulford’s 

observation that economic independence was requisite in facilitating the leisurely 

appreciation of landscape. At this point, Burns is able to support himself without relying on 

the land for his subsistence, but his personal experiences place him at a different position 

from the gentry with whom he is socialising and certainly inform his gaze.  

 Despite his desire to celebrate the local, Burns’ tour of the Highlands reflects his 

capacity to enjoy the farthest reaches of his own country as any other tourist would. His 

letter to his brother Gilbert Burns recounts the route he has taken ‘after a tour of 22 days, 

and travelling near 600 miles; windings included’. 389 He then offers a synopsis of his route: 

 

I went through the heart of the Highlands by Crieff, Taymouth the famous seat 

of Lord Breadalbine, down the Tay, among cascades and Druidical circles of 

stones, to Dunkel [for Dunkeld] a seat of the Duke of Athole, thence across Tay 

and up one of his tributary streams to Blair of Athole another of the Duke’s 

 
387 Burns, Letters Vol. 1, p. 152. 

388 Burns, Letters Vol. 1, p. 107. 

389 Burns, Letters, Vol. 1 p. 156. 



187 
 

seats, where I had the honor of spending nearly two days with his Grace and 

Family, thence many miles through a wild country among cliffs grey with eternal 

snows and gloomy, savage glens till I crossed Spey and went down the stream 

through Strathspey so famous in Scotish Music. 390 

 

The account highlights that the settings mentioned in the music he prizes are of significance 

for this very fact. The way in which geographical locations that are insignificant beyond their 

beauty are given meaning and are identified as sources of national pride through their 

inclusion in songs and literature is a consideration that has not been considered in existing 

critical writing on Scottish culture. That this is the case for Burns is evident in the delighted 

manner with which (in the same letter) he records having visited ‘Cawdor the ancient seat 

of Macbeth you know in Shakespear, [sic] there I saw the identical bed in which Tradition 

says king Duncan was murdered’. 391 Whilst it is implicitly understood that the evocation of 

specific locations can give a song, poem or text an additional layer of meaning and 

significance, Burns’ words highlight that this is a reciprocal process and that the landscape, 

in return, gains a significance for having been invoked in literature and song which is widely 

appreciated. Burns ends his letter to Gilbert Burns thus: ‘The rest of my stages are not worth 

rehearsing – [wa]rm as I was from Ossian’s country where I had seen his very grave what 

cared I for fisher – towns and fertile Carses?’. 392 Such words suggest that perhaps he, like 

Heaney, preferred his landscape with a layer of narrative and that topographical exploration 

was less of a priority than the consideration and exploitation of the landscape’s potential as 

 
390 Burns, Letters, Vol. 1, p. 157. 

391 Burns, Letters, Vol. 1, p. 156. 

392 Burns, Letters, Vol. 1, p. 157. 
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muse. He conveyed his optimism concerning the creative archaeology he hoped to 

undertake in his letter to Peter Miller of (28 September 1787) writing ‘[m]y journey through 

the Highlands was perfectly inspiring; and I hope I have laid in a good stock of new poetical 

ideas from it’. 393  

 If we consider Moore’s journals and letters we can clearly see that he too 

appreciates nature but it is apparent that his tastes are considerably more reserved than 

Burns. Where Burns writes of southing over tunes whilst on horseback we find Moore, more 

often than not, working in his – or a friend’s – back garden. Despite this, Moore does not 

appear to value what he would have perceived to be the ‘over-manipulation’ of a landscape. 

We can see something of this attitude in his journal entry for 1st September 1818: 

 

My Sheridan task in the morning: interrupted by Bowles [William Lisle Bowles], 

who never comes amiss; the mixture of talent and simplicity in him delightful. 

His parsonage-house at Brenhill is beautifully situated but he has a good deal 

frittered away its beauty with grottos, hermitages, and Shenstonian inscriptions: 

when company is coming he cries, ‘Here, John, run with the crucifix and missal 

to the hermitage and set the fountain going.’ His sheep bells are tuned in thirds 

and fifths; but he is an excellent fellow notwithstanding; and, if the waters of his 

inspiration be not those of Helicon, they are at least very sweet waters, and to 

my taste pleasanter than some that are more strongly impregnated. 394  

 

 
393 Burns, Letters, Vol. 1, p. 158. 

394 Moore, Memoirs, Journal, and Correspondence of Thomas Moore ed. by Lord John Russell Vol 1 pp. 2-3. 
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Moore’s tastes are a great deal removed from the hermitic embrace of the landscape as a 

space for communion with the sacred. This comical description of William Lisle Bowles 

conveys the residue of an eighteenth-century practice which involved hiring a hermit to live 

in one’s garden in order to give it additional gravitas and convey one’s wealth.395 Contrary to 

the growing inclination towards landscape gardening, Moore’s tastes appear to lean 

towards the more ‘authentically’ rustic and he is frequently to be found walking in the 

forests and woodlands that surround the homes of his friends. Despite his love of the social 

circuit Moore occasionally expresses a sense of relish at the kind of escapism that isolated, 

rural locations offer him:  

 

Walked out … with H., D., and Burdett, through Lord Aylesbury’s forest. 

Magnificent! Could ramble through forest scenery for ever: there is less of the 

world there than anywhere else, except on the ocean, if one was alone on it.396  

 

Amongst the various critical considerations of Moore, his work and the frequency with 

which he entertained the social circles of the genteel, little is made of the regularity with 

which he worked on his writing outside, even in the less hospitable autumnal months. His 

journal records his being interrupted in October 1816 by visitors who ‘found [him] in the 

garden at work’ and even as late as 1st December he records having been ‘[r]outed out of 

my study by the preparations for the dance tomorrow night, and not able to get into my 

 
395 See Peter Gordon, The Hermit in the Garden: From Imperial Rome to Garden Gnome for a discussion of the 

origin and evolution of the practice of installing a hermit in one’s garden as an ostentatious display of wealth 

and how the humble garden gnome can trace its roots back to such practices.  

396 Moore, Memoirs p. 4. 
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other study, the garden, on account of the damp, foggy weather’.397 Although it is clear that 

Moore enjoyed the company of others and the various forms of entertainment that city life 

could offer him, it is equally clear that being able to work outside was an essential part of 

his working routine. This speaks of a deep connection between his work and the outdoors 

that has, as yet, remained unacknowledged and unexplored. 

 The question of whether it was important to have first-hand experience of a location 

in order to write about it is one that arises in a conversation with Lord Holland on 3 July 

1821. Moore records his reflections on the subject later that evening: 

 

Talking of Delille Lord H. said that, notwithstanding his pretty description of 

Kensington Gardens, he walked with him once there, and he did not know them 

when he was in them, Mad[am] De Stael never looked at any thing [sic]; passed 

by scenery of every kind without a glance at it; which did not, however, prevent 

her describing it. I said that Lord Byron could not describe anything which he had 

not actually under his eyes, and that he did it either on the spot or immediately 

after. This, Lord Holland remarked, was the sign of a true poet, to write only 

from impressions; but where then do all the imaginary scenes of Dante, Milton, 

&c. go, if it is necessary to see what we describe in order to be a true poet? 398 

 

In stressing the validity and value of ‘imagined scenes’, Moore expresses his recognition of 

and appreciation for the potential of the imagined landscape. The root of this consideration 

is the discrepancy between Delille’s portrayal of the topographical landscape and Lord 

 
397 Moore, Memoirs pp. 7 and 17. 

398 Moore, Journal  p. 59. Moore refers here to the Abbé Delille (1738 -1813) translator of Virgil and Milton. 
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Holland’s actual experience of it. Where Holland and Byron align themselves with the idea 

that proximity to a landscape and accuracy in its depiction are factors which add value to its 

portrayal, Moore’s resistance to this idea communicates a belief that basing value 

judgements on such criteria is insufficient and would result in the reassessment of canonical 

texts such as those of Milton and Dante. We can see this again in Moore’s entry in his 

journal dated 30 July 1823 when he records having walked ‘with Lord L. about the town, and 

recollected the days of my courtship, when I used to walk with Bessy on the banks of the 

river; looked into Cavenagh’s, where she and her mother and sister lived, and where we 

used to have so many snug dinners from the club-house’. 399 Moore clearly viewed 

landscape as a vessel which has the capacity to retain memories on both a personal and 

national level, and this is an ability which he also attributed to music, excavating it in order 

to access residual emotions expressed melodically.  

Moore also valued the ability of place names to evoke lingering narratives and, though 

his understanding of Irish was negligible beyond the anthropological and historical texts 

books he read, he is able to read into Irish toponyms a degree of contemporary relevance. 

This is evident in the observations he makes on his arrival in Collon, County Louth on 31 July 

1823:  

 

Saw at Collan, [sic] for the first time in my life, some real specimens of Irish 

misery and filth; three or four cottages together exhibiting such a naked swarm 

of wretchedness as never met my eyes before. The ruined house of Killcash, on 

the road, that once belonged to a Mr. Buller, struck me both from the 

 
399 Moore, Journal, p. 84. 
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appropriateness of its name [Kill-cash, County Tipperary] and the dreary, shaven 

look of the country round it, not a bush left standing. These recent ruins tell the 

history of Ireland even more than her ancient ones.400 

 

Moore’s language reflects an observer’s interest identifiable in his emphasis on what the 

scene meant to him, stressing the fact that he had never seen anything like the sight that 

met him in Collon. There is a degree of voyeurism conveyed in both the writing and the 

reading of such a description. It contrasts sharply with Burns’ description in which the 

repetition of the word ‘savage’ denies the reader a detailed description of the scene. 

Instead Moore dwells upon the ‘naked swarm of wretchedness’ and the scene’s ‘shaven’ 

look.401 Like Burns, Moore attempts to convey the barren aspect of the scene but his 

method differs greatly. There is a sense of degradation in Moore’s depiction that is absent in 

Burns and might be attributed to Moore’s belief that there was blame to be attributed for 

the pathetic view he beheld. In his account, the house and its verdure have been ‘ruined’ 

and ‘shaven’: this is not a natural state of being, rather it has been inflicted upon the 

location and the inhabitants. The last sentence of this passage is equally telling. Here Moore 

communicates a belief that landscape offers the beholder a narrative and that sites such as 

ruins, whether contemporary or ancient are all capable of conveying this narrative. The fact 

that Moore believes that these ‘recent ruins’ are better able to convey the ‘history’ of 

Ireland highlights that he does not align himself with antiquarians who express admiration 

for ancient sites as a means of understanding Ireland and its people. Instead he 

acknowledges the potency of such contemporary scenes in representing a longer historical 

 
400 Moore, Memoirs, p. 84. 

401 Moore, Memoirs, p. 84. 
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process of degradation. Moore reaffirms such perceptions in his ‘Prefatory Letter on Music’ 

in the third number of his Irish Melodies (1810): 

 

Though much has been said of the antiquity of our music, it is certain that our 

finest and most popular airs are modern; and perhaps we may look no further 

than the last disgraceful century for the origin of most of those wild and 

melancholy strains which were at once the offspring and solace of grief, and 

which were applied to the mind as music was formerly to the body.402 

 

But Moore is as quick to record the more picturesque scenes as he is those which reflect the 

darker aspects of life in Ireland. Having endured ‘violent rain’, Moore was delighted to 

experience better weather by the 12th August 1823: 

 

A beautiful day at last. Went with Lord Kenmare to see the Upper Lake. The 

whole scene exquisite. Loveliness, is the word that suits it best. The grand is less 

grand than what may be found among the Alps, but the softness, the luxuriance, 

the variety of colouring, the little islands, and graceful sweep of the shores; all 

this is unequalled anywhere else. The water-lillies in the river, both white and 

yellow, such worthy inhabitants of such a region! Pulled some heath on Roman’s 

Island to send to my dear Bessy.403 

 
402 Moore, ‘Prefatory Letter on Music’ The Poetical Works of Thomas Moore. Collected by Himself.  vol. 4 

(London: Longmans, 1840 – 41) pp. 124 -26. 

403 Moore, Journal, Vol. I pp. 84 and 86. 
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In commenting that what is ‘grand’ here is comparatively less grand than that found in other 

European locations, Moore portrays himself as a man of the world, but in stating 

unequivocally that ‘all this is unequalled anywhere else’ he betrays a quality of feeling which 

is considerably less than detached. In this way, Moore’s gaze falls somewhere between an 

‘aesthetic’ critical judgement and a ‘feeling’ experience of the landscape before him. This 

suggests that he absorbs the Irish landscape, whether consciously or unconsciously, through 

a combination of lenses: aesthetic, nationalistic and emotional. 

 Whilst Burns was often depicted as a man of the people with an innate 

understanding and appreciation for landscape and nature as a result of his having worked 

on the land and Moore, in contrast, was – and continues – to be portrayed as a city-born 

socialite through and through, their epistolary offerings combined with their journals and 

commonplace books demonstrate that each man reflected the different contemporaneous 

lenses with which the landscape was viewed. Both observe with an outsider’s eye whilst 

touring their homelands, critiquing what they see in a forthright manner that – as we will 

soon see – does not quite filter into their songs.  

 

‘Thou paints auld Nature to the nines, / In thy sweet Caledonian lines’: landscape and nature 

in the songs of Burns and Moore 

The importance of drawing attention to specific sites of historic importance and natural 

beauty is clear in the number of songs that refer to specific locations in Burns’ and Moore’s 

repertories. Just as Burns refers to Castle Gordon in several songs, Moore too alludes to 

sites of cultural significance such as Glendalough in County Wicklow and Lough Neagh in 

County Antrim. For both of these men it is not enough to simply mention the names of 

particular places; instead, the narrative of their songs tend rather to communicate a more 
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intimate knowledge of similarity, there are a number of significant stylistic differences 

between the two. The primary difference is that the sheer volume of songs depicting rural 

scenes or employing natural imagery produced by Burns greatly outnumbers that produced 

by Moore. The second significant difference is how and why these locations are invoked. 

Within Burns’ repertoire, there are songs which mention a specific place for a particular 

reason, as is the case in ‘The Braes o’ Ballochmyle’ or ‘The Catrine Woods were yellow seen’ 

which was written to commemorate the departure of his friend and fellow mason, Sir John 

Whitefoord and the selling on of the family’s estate. However, Burns also wrote many songs 

which celebrate nature and landscape more generally, such as ‘One night as I did wander’ 

which, at only eight lines long, is one of his more succinct offerings. 

 

One night as I did wander, 

When corn begins to shoot, 

I sat me down to ponder 

Upon an auld tree root; 

Auld Ayr ran by before me, 

And bicker'd to the seas; 

A cushat crooded o'er me, 

That echoed through the braes. 404 

 

 This song captures a transient moment of contemplation, recording the narrator’s 

surroundings simply. This contrasts sharply with the manner in which Moore invokes 

specific settings: there is always a considered reason for mentioning one place over any 

 
404 See Burns, Songs, pp. 58 – 59. 
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other, usually relating to a site’s historical or mythological significance. Within Moore’s Irish 

Melodies, a specific topographical setting is never invoked as casually as it is in some of 

Burns’ songs, nor are there songs which attempt to record specific, fleeting moments in 

which a narrator experiences nature. The last significant difference I will mention here is the 

very complicated relationship between man and nature that is manifestly significant in 

Burns’ repertoire and is wholly absent from Moore’s. Where Burns’ songs reflect nature’s 

more destructive capabilities and the interconnected, symbiotic reliance of the farm 

labourer upon the land he works, these themes are entirely absent in Moore’s works.  

Whilst Burns had a deep appreciation for landscape’s significance and beauty, it is 

clear that a life-time’s experiences also taught him the hardships that arose from reliance 

upon land for sustenance. His autobiographical song ‘My father was a farmer, upon the 

Carrick border, O’ gives any listener a keen appreciation for the difficulties Burns associates 

with life as a farmer.405 Whilst the B flat major melody is upbeat, the ‘lively’ expression and 

common time signature give the spritely melody a breathlessness that does much to 

convince the listener of the relentless nature of the labourer’s toil. The song is a challenge 

to perform, and requires well-placed breathing in order to avoiding clipping syllables or 

losing any of the melisma which pervades the song. If a singer can deliver the song with all 

its ornamentation there is little opportunity for further improvised embellishment, a musical 

manifestation of the lyrical content of the verses which emphasise how ‘I make indeed my 

daily bread but ne’er can make it further; O’. 406 By fostering a symbiosis between the 

melody and lyric in the process of generating meaning and understanding, Burns bypasses 

any possible tension between the imposition of lyric upon melody, and the prosodic 

 
405 See Appendix 26 for ‘My Father was a Farmer upon the Carrick border, O’ See Burns, Songs, pp. 74 - 75. 
406 Burns, Songs, p. 75. 
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limitations placed on lyric by melody. His thoughtful choice of melody demonstrates an 

aural awareness of how unity of purpose might be achieved.  Interestingly, both Jean 

Redpath and Steve Byrne who have recorded this song, stylize it through omission rather 

than inclusion of further ornamentation. Redpath leaves out the characteristic ‘O’ which 

ends each line in the song, potentially giving her a chance to recover her breath, and Steve 

Byrne simplifies the melody greatly leaving out much of the melisma that makes up the 

third and fourth musical phrases to which the third and fourth lines of each verse is set. 

Though it is well within their rights as performers to do so, the consequent effect of 

Redpath and Byrne’s versions is to make the song-melody appear to be simpler, or at least 

less musically florid than is the actual case.407 These performances conceal the challenge 

presented by adhering to the melody Burns selected for the lyrics, ‘The Weaver and his 

shuttle, O’ or ‘Jockey’s gray breaks’, and lose the breathlessness which results from 

delivering every note and ornament at the ‘lively’ pace recommended by the mood 

indicators. 408 This in turn compromises the effect of the listing of the various forms of work 

attended to daily as Burns stresses the ‘toil, & sweat & moil, & labor’ it takes to ‘sustain’. 

The way in which Burns offers a relentless catalogue of jobs in the song: ‘To plough & sow, 

to reap & mow, my father bred me early, O’ adds to our sense that work is his sole purpose, 

that he too, like so many of the livestock of his father’s farm, has been ‘bred’ for a reason. 

This song’s overall sentiment is one of stoicism, but the bittersweet relationship between 

 
407 Jean Redpath sings ‘My Father was a Farmer’ on The songs of Robert Burns, vol. 7 (New York: NRS Recording 

Studio, 1990). 

408 Burns noted this song in his commonplace book under the former title but in a later note on Scottish song 

wrote referred to it as ‘jockey’s gray breek’. For further detail see Lowe, Songs, p. 76: ‘Though this has 

certainly every evidence of being a Scottish air, yet there is a well-known tune and song in the North of Ireland, 

call’d ‘The weaver and his shuttle, O’, which though sung much quicker, is, every note, the very tune’ (ibid). 
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man and landscape pervades the lyric. This is particularly evident where nature and 

landscape are a manifestation of a greater power whether that power is ‘Fortune’ as is the 

case in this song, or God, which is the case in ‘The Wintry Wind extends his blast’.409 

Like many of his peers, Burns contemplated emigration to the West Indies in the 

autumn of 1786. Thinking that his relationship with Jean Armour could go no further 

following her family’s refusal to let her meet Burns and facing the prospect of financial 

hardship, the long journey to Jamaica suddenly became a distinct possibility. It was only 

after the publication of Burns’ Kilmarnock poems and their popular reception that the idea 

was dismissed entirely. Nevertheless, the prospect of leaving his native shores behind 

evidently held little appeal for Burns and the weight of this possibility pervades the song. 

‘The gloomy night is gath’ring fast’, like the great majority of Burns’ songs which focus on 

nature and landscape, is set to a melody in a minor key, in this case C minor.410 What 

emerges from the songs which present landscape in detail is the great satisfaction Burns 

took from enjoying landscape and nature, and the sadness felt at the prospect of losing such 

sights – and the memories they evoke – is illustrated beautifully in this song.  

The song begins with the narrator contemplating the gathering of a storm. The first 

verse uses nature and the weather to convey his sentiments of isolation and wariness at 

what the future might hold for him. The only source of joy are the ‘scatt’red coveys’ who 

now ‘meet secure’ since the hunter has departed. 411  This may be an allusion to the 

narrator’s hope for greater security in his new setting, or perhaps it merely serves to 

contrast the state of security with his own: ‘While here I wander, prest with care’. The 

downward descent of the notes which accompany this line capture the singer’s sinking 

 
409 See Appendix 27. 
410 See Appendix 28. 
411 Songs, p. 173. 
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mood as he contemplates his own status. This is then projected onto the landscape which is 

described as ‘lonely’.  

Throughout this song there is a consistent juxtaposition of the way in which nature is 

gendered and attributed with the capacity to demonstrate human attributes. The second 

verse, for example, sees ‘Autumn mourn her rip’ning corn ǀ By early Winter’s ravage torn’.412 

The effect of this light and shade rendering of the landscape is twofold: Burns’ portrayal is 

more acceptable to the listener because it does not gloss over the more destructive 

potential of the natural world, nor does he demonise the landscape and portray man as a 

victim. And by identifying both good and bad in nature Burns equally makes it possible for 

man to align his own potential with that of the natural world. As we have seen in ‘The 

Tipperary Woods’, the projection of one’s ideal self onto the landscape was not uncommon 

in song; in Burns’ ‘The gloomy night’ we hear the singer depict a landscape with which he 

identifies personally, his own history is integrated into the contours of the landscape: ‘The 

scenes where wretched Fancy roves, / Pursuing past, unhappy loves!’. In this song Burns 

does not simply generate an imagined landscape which reflects his own thoughts and 

feelings, he expresses a belief that his own life has been grafted onto its ‘heathy moors’ and 

in leaving behind the ‘bonie banks of Ayr’ he leaves more than his friends and foes, he is 

leaving behind something of himself.413 

Having left Ireland at the age of nineteen for London, Moore might be expected to 

articulate some sense of the loss that Burns expresses in his emigration songs. However, it is 

patently clear that emigration meant something quite different to Moore. ‘Oh! had we 

some bright little isle of our own’ and ‘Come o’er the sea’ both reflect Moore’s own 

 
412 Songs, p. 173. 
413 Ibid, p. 173. 
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perception that emigration represented escape as much as exile .414 Even the song titles 

communicate the positive outlook which the narrators of these songs adopt, one wishing for 

a place to escape to and the other inviting a lover to join him in his travels.  

Though the song ‘Come o’er the sea’ may appear to focus on the relationship 

between the narrator and the listener who is addressed directly throughout, the song also 

conveys the transportability of Moore’s imagined landscape since ‘the true soul / Burns the 

same, where’er it goes’.415 Instead, Moore depicts the sea’s potential to permit freedom: 

‘Was not the sea / Made for the free / Land for courts and chains alone?’. 416 The melody’s 

minor key conveys the true sentiment that informs this song for though the outlook is 

positive and the title invitational, the only real detail we are given about the ‘home’ 

landscape is that it equates to slavery and remaining subject to an intrusive and oppressive 

presence. In contrast, departure means ‘No eye to watch, and no tongue to wound us’. 417  

In contrast, ‘Oh! had we some bright little isle of our own’ is joyous in both melody 

and lyric. The location to which the narrator and subject wish to travel is an unspecified idyll 

that contrasts sharply with the depiction of home in ‘Come o’er the sea’. The singer lists the 

ideal qualities that he believes the subject of his affections will value: ‘Where a leaf never 

dies in the still-blooming bowers, / And the bee banquets on through a whole year of 

flowers’.418 The surreal aspect of Moore’s imagery reflects the capacity for his creativity to 

 
414 See Appendix 29 and 30 respectively. Songs are reproduced from the fifth number of A Selection of Irish 

Melodies, (London and Dublin: W. and J. Power, 1813) and sixth number (London and Dublin: W. and J. Power, 

1815).  

415 ‘Come O’er the Sea’ A Selection of Irish Melodies (London: J. Power and Dublin: W. Power, 1815) pp. 52 – 

54. 

416 Ibid, p. 54. 

417 Ibid, p. 54. 

418 Ibid, p. 54. 
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overwhelm reality. It is in verses such as these that we can appreciate the difficulty Moore 

posed for the Gaelic revivalists. Moore steps beyond regionalism and nationalism to a 

transcendentalism that is difficult to reconcile with the cultural pride of the emergent 

revivalist movement. When Moore explores the mythological history of specific sites or 

references certain locations when recreating historical events – as he does in ‘Let Erin 

remember the days of old’ – it is possible to place him within a tradition of songs and 

literature that excavate the topos to reveal cultural and historical narratives. But when 

Moore suggests that his homeland can be summarized by ‘courts and chains alone’ and that 

an imaginary landscape ‘Where simply to feel that we breathe, that we live, ǀ Is worth the 

best joy that life elsewhere can give’ his work reflects a distance from his homeland that 

exceeds the physical.419 

Burns’ song ‘One night as I did wander’ is somewhat unique in both its eight-line 

length and its sombre, contemplative tone.420  The G minor key, coupled with the slow pace, 

work in tandem to create a melancholy mood that captures a brief moment of respite in 

which the narrator takes an opportunity to ‘ponder’.421 No detail is given of the subject of 

his ruminations, but given his night-time wanderings and the morose tone implicit in the 

melody we cannot help but think they are of a dark nature. His desire to linger, resting 

between an exposed tree root and the first signs of new growth in a cornfield, 

communicates a reluctance to carry on further on his path, the only signs of life are the Ayr 

river and the ‘cushat’ or wood-pigeon, one ‘bicker’d’ to the seas and the other ‘crouded’ 

 
419 Ibid, p. 53-54. 

420 See Appendix 30. One night as I did wander’ Songs, p. 58 – 59. 

421 Low, p. 59. 
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overhead.422 Burns does not dwell on the visual or the metaphoric in this song. His focus on 

recreating the sounds of the river and bird serve the verse well and draw the listener from 

the realm of the pictorial into that of the aural. There is certainly a mimetic affect at work in 

Burns’ use of the words ‘cushat’ and ‘crouded’ in bar 14 as he recreates the bird’s call which 

is well matched by the melodic line which descends the staff at that point.  

Burns’ evocation of melancholy in songs which explore man’s relationship is not 

uncommon. His song ‘Streams that glide in orient plains’, for example, features the 

contemplations of an emigrant as he contrasts the landscape facing him in his home by ‘the 

banks by CASTLE GORDON’ (Burns’ emphasis).423 The melody, written in C minor, moves 

fluidly and features a nine-bar melody which is an interesting deviation from the standard 

eight- bar melodies that Burns more frequently employs. The tune used, ‘Morag’ was 

evidently favoured, Burns used it for two other songs – an honour bestowed upon only 12 

other tunes in the entirety of Burns’ repertory.  All but the fourth and eighth bars feature a 

series of three disyllabic iambs and one trisyllabic bacchius that, were it not for the ‘slow’ 

mood indicator given, might give the song a jerky feel. This movement is also countered by 

the fourth and eight bars which feature dotted quavers followed by semi-quavers 

consecutively which bridge what would ordinarily be a transition between a first and second 

part. This creates a melodic enjambment effect as the fourth bar is set to the words of the 

fourth and fifth lines of each verse. The overall effect is a consistent flow and a melodic 

manifestation of the streams of the song’s title.  

The song begins by contrasting the free-flowing movement of the stream with the 

binding potential of ‘Winter’s chain’ and might lead the listener to think that this new 

 
422 Ibid, p. 58 -59. 
423 See Appendix 32, ‘Streams that glide in orient plains’ Songs, p. 202 – 203. 
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location is being depicted positively. However the three lines evoking a seemingly idyllic 

setting are problematised by the fourth which introduces a darker note to this landscape in 

describing the way in which it has been tainted by the ‘foulest stains’ of ‘Tyranny’s 

empurpled hands’.424 The wave-like pattern of the melody as it peaks and troughs on the 

staff aurally manifest the recurring visual image which dominates the song, that of the 

waves of the orient contrasted with the ‘stream that sweetly laves ǀThe banks by CASTLE 

GORDON’.425 This is juxtaposed with the persistent references to the heat of the ‘orient 

plains’, from the sun’s ‘burning ray to the ‘torrid’ heat.426  

Though he depicts the more inhospitable aspects of this eastern climate there is also 

an implicit sense that the landscape has the capacity to shield and protect the vulnerable. 

Though the forests are stifling they are also described as ‘ever gay’ and ‘shading’, offering 

physical protection from the climate and the ‘ruthless’ natives. Where in foreign climes Man 

is subject to the rule of the tyrant, at home near Castle Gordon Burns depicts nature as the 

ruler. Having visited Castle Gordon during his tour of the Highlands, Burns expressed the 

regret with which he departed with his usual vigour: ‘I shall certainly, among my legacies, 

leave my latest curse to that unlucky predicament which hurried me, tore me away from 

Castle Gordon’.427 His lyric assertion that ‘Nature reigns and rules the whole’ resonates with 

a belief in the supremacy and ahistoric or transcendental aspect of the natural world. There 

is a sense that, comparatively, man’s attempts to wield control and force are insignificant 

and the timeless constancy of Nature, a force beyond ‘control’, is particularly evident in the 

last verse. Here, we are given a clear sense of nature as a ruler that is as capable of 

 
424 Low, Songs,  p. 202. 
425 Low, Songs, p. 203. 
426 Ibid, p. 203. 
427 Letter to James Hoy written from Edinburgh on the 20th October 1787 Letters Vol. 1, p. 163. 
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benevolence as malevolence but that even her most malevolent moods are far removed 

from the capacity of man for cruelty and tyranny. She at least ‘plants the forest’ and 

provides at night ‘a sheltering cave’.428  

The fact that Burns chooses the river by Castle Gordon rather than the Castle itself as 

a manifestation of ‘home’ is significant when placed in the wider context of identifying 

markers of nationhood and identify. Having undergone considerable extension work in the 

1770s by the fourth Duke of Gordon, Alexander, the castle would have been an imposing 

presence on the landscape. Yet Burns dwells on a site that is peripheral to the castle 

indicating that Burns is drawn more to the natural scenery which surrounds the castle than 

the castle itself. This might well be considered an example where an author exhibits a 

preference for the rural over sites associated with colonialism or the ruling classes. At the 

very least it manifests an identification with the natural landscape rather than landscape 

which was shaped by man and Burns’ gendering of nature sees him create an alignment 

between Nature’s caring capacity and the kinds of sentiments ‘Dearest to the feeling 

soul’.429 This suggests that those who are susceptible to the sentimental will hold Nature 

and her ‘mood’ in high regard. 

The relationship between nature and sentiment is equally manifest in Moore’s 

songs, few moreso than ‘The Song of Fionnuala’ or ‘Silent, O Moyle’ which is set to ‘My Dear 

Eveleen’, a melody in A minor (see Appendix 34). The song is written from the perspective of 

Fionnuala, one of the children of Lir who was transformed into a swan, and is laden with 

pathos. The song begins with Fionnuala’s doleful command to the Moyle to remain calm, 

 
428 Low, Songs, p. 203. 
429 Low, Songs, p. 203. 
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giving her an unimpeded audience with the ‘night-star’.430 It is appropriate that Fionnuala’s 

words should be authoritative given that her father was believed to be a sea-god. 

Throughout the song Fionnuala’s tone retains a dignity that is mirrored in the stately form of 

the melody.  

In this song Moore excavates the mythological depths of the Irish topography in 

order to recreate the landscape of the myth imaginatively, a strategy he employs in ‘Erin O 

Erin’ which refers to Kildare; ‘Sublime was the warning’ in which family-names are 

mentioned, which are themselves inherently connected to very specific townlands; and ‘Let 

Erin remember the days of old which refers to Lough Neagh.  In ‘Silent O Moyle’ Fionnuala is 

given the voice that her physical form denies and commands the attentions of both the stars 

and the performer’s audience. The narrative form is designed to allow the audience to 

overhear her ruminations and questions, allowing the listener to absorb what are supposed 

to be internal emotional struggles. There is also an implicit political metaphor in Moore’s 

use of the Lir myth. Moore – as in so many of his songs – draws attention to the ‘Irish plight’ 

through Fionnuala’s song, using it to give voice to the silenced and raise questions that 

might otherwise remain unaddressed. This song sees an audience assimilate two narratives 

simultaneously, that of Fionnuala and the oppressed Irish Catholics. The fact that Moore 

does not express these ideas overtly is also paralleled in the way Fionnuala expresses her 

woes more humbly, ‘murmuring mournfully’.431 This is juxtaposed with her earlier 

commanding tone which is reserved for the realm over which she has inherited control. This 

commanding tone is conveyed melodically in the repetition of the note on which the first 

 
430  ‘Silent, O’ Moyle’ reproduced from the second number of A Selection of Irish Melodies (London: J. Power 

and Dublin: W. Power, 1808) p. 90. 

431 Ibid, p. 90. 
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three syllables of the first and second lines fall. The ascending notes to which the fifth line of 

the verse is set convey, once more, an understated strength and a growing wish for release 

manifested in death and set to a climactic f1 with the subsequent descending notes adding a 

decrescendo-like effect, mirroring Fionnuala’s imagined death. 

As the song continues time passes, and we progress from a ‘stormy world’ to one 

clothed in winter. Moore does not focus on the verdant banks which surround the Moyle as 

it does not serve his purpose. The landscape is evoked only to achieve specific effects and as 

such is made subject to the overall message of the song. In this, Moore is true to the norms 

of song practices that see nature invoked and evoked as a means to an end. In keeping with 

this move from the local and the specific, at this point Moore turns from the personal 

circumstances of Fionnuala and her local setting in order to consider the nation’s state. Erin 

is described as ‘sleeping’ and awaiting the light and warmth of the ‘day-star’ that will allow 

her to waken. Just as Fionnuala awaits the dawn of Christianity to signal her release from 

bondage, Ireland too is identified as being in a dormant state awaiting release. At this point 

Moore sheds the veil of subtlety and the implicit metaphor becomes explicit. This song is a 

typical example of the manner in which Moore evokes a particular setting and invokes the 

mythology associated with that setting for a specific purpose.  

Moore’s landscape is thus subject to the rule of mythological rulers where Burns’ 

landscape is subject to no one. The key difference which emerges from these two resides 

thus in a sense of the balance of power. Whilst the landscape is a means to an end and a 

device to be utilised to depict wider issues for Moore, Burns does not use landscape so 

much as convey landscape’s resistance to man. This ultimately conveys how each man views 

the landscape of his homeland. In Moore’s case the land and its people are controlled by 

British rule and are subject to whatever degradations are forced upon them whereas Burns 
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attributes the degradation to the imbalanced relationship between man and land combined 

with the fact that the land provides the primary source of subsistence. They both identify a 

lack of control where nature and landscape is concerned but they attribute this to very 

different sources, and this in turn has a significant impact on how each invokes and evokes 

nature and landscape in their songs.  

The first part of this chapter identified certain ideas associated with Irish and 

Scottish writing about landscape and nature, namely, the relationship between melody and 

lyrical content. Both Moore and Burns express a penchant for the use of melodies in minor 

keys in songs anchored firmly to their native landscape, a number of which I have already 

mentioned.432 Both song-writers use the melodies to imbue their words with an additional 

layer of passion or fervour and in a largely symbiotic relationship between verse and 

melody, their narratives and poesy add a layer of intellect and rationality to the primal 

sentimental response evoked by the melody along. Both Burns and Moore were acutely 

aware of the practical difficulties of their craft. Burn’s was not above using favoured 

melodies for different songs when one captured his interest or bore the process of grafting 

lyrics onto the melodic skeleton well. Identifying places as or with experiences is well within 

the remit of Burns and Moore. Though Burns appears to have used landscape as a compass 

by which he might navigate his own memories and experiences as he did in ‘The Gloomy 

Night’ or ‘ My Father was a Farmer’, Moore’s landscape is littered with monuments – both 

physical and temporal – from which he siphons cultural authority. In so doing, he reifies 

these locations as loci for cultural identification, as with ‘The Meeting of the Waters’, ‘Silent 

O Moyle’, ‘Avenging and Bright’ and ‘Erin Oh Erin’, each of which allude to specific locations 

 
432 These include ‘The Catrine Woods’, ‘The Gloomy Night’ and ‘Silent O’ Moyle’ to name just a few. 
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but also link them to a historical narrative which adds a further layer of significance to the 

sites, beyond their aesthetic or practical value. Though there are unquestionable differences 

in how Burns and Moore use natural imagery and depict their native soil, there are also 

threads of commonality that deserve further attention. If this study is successful in 

provoking further questions and research about the use of nature and landscape in Irish and 

Scottish song generally, and Moore’s and Burns’ songs in particular, then I will have 

succeeded in my aim.  
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Conclusion 

When I first undertook this thesis, it seemed astonishing that no one had already 

undertaken any kind of detailed study that compared aspects of Burns’ and Moore’s songs, 

particularly given their status as Bards of national song as well as their respective 

significance in the evolution of literature of a Romantic nature.433  Discussions with fellow 

researchers yielded varying responses; some displayed a wariness of Moore and felt it 

somewhat inappropriate to consider him against Burns for methodological and stylistic 

reasons, others shared in my enthusiasm but wondered at the magnitude of the 

undertaking given the limitations of time and the breadth of material available for 

consideration. To some degree, their ponderings were well-founded. Given the fact that the 

songs considered in this thesis form a small part of their literary and musical repertory, it is 

eminently clear that a lifetime could be spent on a sustained analysis of either Moore’s or 

Burns’ songs on any one of the three themes that I have addressed in this thesis, much less 

both. But, having undertaken this study, I remain steadfast in my belief that this was a 

worthwhile endeavour, however ambitious, and that further comparative studies of 

Moore’s and Burns’ works are wholly needed and would be of great merit to critical thought 

on both writers.  

 In ‘Problematising Primitivism’ I identified and examined the ways in which Moore’s 

and Burns’ songs challenged pervasive ideas of national ‘dispositions’ or quality of character 

and questioned antiquarian glorification of the achievements of their musical predecessors 

at the cost of acknowledging the skill of their contemporaries. Having looked at the 

 
433 Though, as I have mentioned in my Introduction there have been passing references to each made in essays 
focussing on the other, the only essay that comes close to acknowledging any kind of similarity is Stephen 
Dornan’s essay ‘Robert Burns and Hibernia: Irish Romanticism and Caledonia’s Bard’ in Ireland and 
Romanticism: Publics, Nations and Scenes of Cultural Production ed. by Jim Kelly (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2011). 
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politicised depictions of Ireland and Scotland by travel writers of the eighteenth century and 

how these were countered by the efforts of the writers and antiquarians who strove to 

challenge assertions of Irish and Scottish barbarity by pointing to traditions of literary and 

musical excellence, the chapter offers an alternative to the studies attempting to ascertain 

Moore’s and Burns’ exact political leanings, a goal that Burns’ scholars – particularly Colin 

Kidd and Marilyn Butler – have deemed ‘complex and elusive’.434 Moore has also proved a 

challenging target for those working to place his political allegiances readily within the wider 

spectrum of Irish politics and personal attitudes. This is a characteristic Jeffery Vail 

attributes to Moore’s belief that poetry was a means to try out various guises and 

personalities but it must be noted that whilst the media through which Moore expressed his 

aspirations for his dedication to Catholic emancipation remains unchanging throughout his 

career. Whilst I have already discussed Burns’ apparent ‘poetic schizophrenia’ as described 

by Crawford there were certain ideas identifiable throughout Burns’ corpus, the most 

prevalent of which was his focus on the personal implications of social difference and 

poverty and though, on a personal level, Burns enjoyed the benefits of the patronage that 

would finance the publication of his first volume of work and would ensure his securing a 

post as an exiseman, they rarely reflect the improvement in his circumstances. 435 Instead, 

we have songs such as ‘Is here for honest poverty?’, ‘How cruel are the parents?’ and ‘When 

chill November’s surly blast’ or ‘Man was made to mourn’. This forms a vital difference in 

the overall repertories of Burns and Moore: for Moore, Catholic emancipation and political 

 
434 Marilyn Butler, ‘Burns and Politics’ Robert Burns and Cultural Authority. ed. by Robert Crawford. (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 1997) p. 86. 

435 See Thomas Crawford’s ‘Introduction’ to Burns: A Study of the Poems and Songs (Edinburgh and London: 

Oliver and Boyd, 1960) pp. xii -xiii. 
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oppression was the most pressing limitation placed on the Irish, but for Burns, the 

misadvised awarding of importance to money and respect to those who possessed it 

whether they deserved such respect or not, is all-pervasive and deemed utterly 

contemptable.   

 This same chapter also explores how each song writer uses dramatic interplay to 

recreate situations of perceived wrongdoing with a view to redressing the imbalances and 

offering an alternative narrative that sees the silent subject vindicated. To this end, the 

chapter offered close readings of Moore’s ‘When he who adores thee’ and ‘Is there for 

honest poverty?’. Both songs use performative roleplay as a means by which to achieve 

some degree of cathartic redress, though with different subjects in mind. The chapter also 

considered ‘Ye Jacobites by name give an ear, give an ear’ and ‘Come, send round the wine’. 

Though, again, focussing upon differing subjects both songs express an anxiety about the 

consequences of social division and challenge deep-seated assumptions of right and wrong 

based on popular opinion. ‘Come, send round the wine’ juxtaposes sectarian judgement and 

criticism with conviviality and magnanimity and does so with a full-bodied melody that 

captures both the ‘softly, softly’ touch of his lyrics and ebullient mood invoked with a view 

to of Moore’s approach to winning over his listeners with his rhetoric whilst Burns’ militant 

‘Ye Jacobites’ takes no prisoners in its intention to proclaim the faults of the Jacobites ‘by 

name’. The martial sentiment conveyed by the melody lends further authority to Burns’ 

questioning the definition of what is right and wrong according to the law, and challenging 

the authority of those who define strife as being heroic or otherwise. In choosing such 

melodies and writing or adapting verse in order to directly affect our perception and 

appreciation of the lyrical content and the ideas it contains, Burns and Moore demonstrate 

a craftsmanship that has contributed to their long-held titles as the Scottish and Irish bards. 
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 In ‘Romantic pursuit and gender’ I have started off by using seminal critical texts by 

writers such as Thomas Crawford and Sean Ó Tuama to make connections between the 

love-song tradition and historical or social contexts. In this way I have drawn together 

perspectives that were largely attributed to one or other song traditions without recognising 

the degree to which the Irish and Scottish song traditions were inextricably linked. However, 

as a consideration of extant song collections shows, observations made of Irish love songs in 

English are, more often than not, applicable to Scottish song - as is the case with pastourelle 

motifs and narrative frameworks. Certainly, the narrative of the chanson de la Malmariée is 

readily identifiable in Burns’ songs as in ‘What can a young lassie, what shall a young 

lassie?’, but also in those that purport to celebrate women’s voracious sexual appetites as in 

‘O John, come kiss me now, now, now’ and the narrative of the cuckolded husband is 

equally well represented in such songs as ‘I ha a wife o’ my ain’ or ‘My wife’s a wanton wee 

thing’.  This is not to suggest that Burns’ treatment of songs with a romantic or sensual 

theme were all comical or bitter, indeed ‘O, saw ye bonie Lesley?’ demonstrates the kind of 

romantic admiration bordering on religious reverence which is key to the chanson d’amour 

that Ó Tuama identifies as a well-represented form in the Irish love- song tradition. Equally, 

Moore’s songs exhibit some of the social preoccupations Crawford observes of Scottish 

songs, for example in ‘Eveleen’s bower’ where Moore explores the consequences of a 

blemish on a young woman’s reputation. 

This chapter also discussed the significance of Burns’ and Moore’s more licentious 

materials and how they were circulated or kept from the public eye. Though Moore’s Irish 

Melodies are largely wholesome in nature – excepting the occasional song that celebrated 

transitory pleasures rather than glorifying fidelity – I argue that this was a direct 

consequence of Moore’s wariness of critics such as Francis Jeffrey, who had previously 
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depicted him as a libidinous individual, opting for an argumentum ad hominum rather than 

undertaking a sincere appraisal of the literary merit of his juvenile poems. But I have argued 

that Moore, like Burns, was wholly capable of writing bawdy material and the absence of 

such material from his Melodies should be taken as an indicator of his awareness of what 

would and would not be deemed appropriate for the circles in which his songs would be 

circulated. Though Burns has been depicted as an ‘earthy’ song- writer who saw fit to write 

songs on any given theme, ‘polite’ or not, the fact remains that as Gerard Carruthers has 

demonstrated the better part of his racier material remained unpublished for the duration 

of his lifetime and was only circulated amongst friends. In drawing attention to the ways in 

which Burns and Moore pre-empted their audience’s expectations and learned from their 

experiences with reviewers, it has been my intention to offer a more nuanced sense of each 

man and his work, one that takes account of the fact that their social circles varied, just as 

their literary personas evolved.  

 Finally, in ‘Landscapes and Songscapes’ I have explored threads of thought on the 

relationship between poetry and music that were identifiable from the work of the musical 

humanists through to the late eighteenth and nineteenth century.  Their ideas on matters 

such as the merit or inappropriate use of ornamentation in music and suggestion that music 

conveyed passion and feeling whereas poetry conveyed formal thought and reason were 

still identifiable in eighteenth-century essays on philosophy of music, particularly in essays 

by Rousseau, Voltaire and Christoph Willibald Gluck.  As I have also highlighted, in my 

introduction, contemporary critical studies still operate under the idea that there were and 

are ‘artificial’ forms of music or song and ‘genuine’ forms, ideas that are also identifiable in 

the work of the musical humanists. Given the fact that Burns’ and Moore’s contemporaries, 

as well as scholars writing on their work at a much later point, were making value-based 
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judgements on their songs based on some of these beliefs – regardless of the degree to 

which the source of these beliefs is directly attributed to the humanists – a consideration of 

these thoughts and beliefs has proved to be of merit in providing a creative and critical 

context for considering their songs.  

 This chapter also alludes to the pervasiveness of landscape and nature within song 

whilst noting the lack of work examining how and why landscape is invoked in song. The fact 

that these songs pervade a number of song forms and genres may have contributed to 

scholarly reluctance to engage with these questions to the same degree as their colleagues 

writing about nature and landscape in Irish and Scottish literature. Many of the writers 

named in this chapter have treated songs from specific collectors or locales as indicators of 

social practice or a means by which identity has been codified and preserved as in Thomas 

Crawford’s Society and the Lyric or Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin’s  A Hidden Ulster: People, songs 

and traditions of Oriel. To this end, I have resorted to a sustained consideration of critical 

theories formulated about the use and depiction of landscape and nature in Irish and 

Scottish literature.  

 This approach identified a number of preoccupations that are equally detectable in 

Irish and Scottish song, with particular regard to the issue of how landscape is perceived and 

constructed or evoked. There appear to be two main factors affecting the methods by which 

both of these processes are undertaken; landscape can be viewed as a felt experience or an 

unchanging topographical fact. Each perspective provides a very different set of lenses 

through which landscape and nature might then be processed and recreated or depicted -

although, I would argue that even the depiction of a landscape is a creative act in some way, 

just as the transmutative process of notating music perceived aurally or attempting to 

convey the feeling that a melody conveys in verse form is a creative process.  
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 Other issues that emerged from considering critical thought on landscape and 

literature included rural/urban tensions rising from questions of each as sites of cultural 

genesis; the use of place names and invocation of the dinnshenchas or lore associated with 

that place as a means of signalling participation in a community of shared knowledge.  The 

latter issue proved particularly relevant in a comparison of Moore’s and Burns’ songs. As I 

have argued in this chapter, Moore in particular used his knowledge of the lore associated 

with specific locations or his understanding that certain family names would anchor a song 

to a certain place for those who were able to apprehend the significance of these names – 

as in ‘Sublime was the warning’. Burns, in contrast, refers to locations more explicitly but, 

perhaps surprisingly, often the descriptions given of those locations could best be described 

as generic, fleeting and fairly interchangeable. If we look at how landscape and nature is 

used and depicted in the wider song traditions of both nations, Burns’ generic approach is 

closer to common practice than Moore’s but, as my analyses of ‘The Tipperary Woodlands’ 

and ‘The Skylark’ illustrate, the creative use of landscape and nature for a purpose beyond 

seduction was not unique to Burns or Moore. What separates Burns’ and Moore’s songs 

from those produced by their peers, is the mastery with which they negotiated the 

difficulties associated with creating symbiosis between the melody and lyrics so that both 

appear to function in unison with a shared narrative or purpose. The songs I have analysed 

in this chapter illustrate this argument clearly.  

 Whilst writing this thesis I have tried to maintain a degree of distance from the 

material in order to avoid making the kind of politised critiques that I have identified and 

discussed in my introduction, but ultimately,  if this thesis certainly exhibits an element of 

bias in Moore’s favour it is only to counter the fact that his work has been treated with – at 

best, wariness (see Robert Welch); derision (see Deane); has been rendered ‘toothless’ by 
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observing that its real purpose is to function as a source of nostalgia (see Heaney); or simply 

erased from the list of figures who shaped Irish song in English and indeed, Irish literature in 

English. Though, as Murray Pittock has conveyed in his tour de force analysis of the 

persistent omission of Burns from critical writing on the Romantic period, Burns too has 

suffered critical and literary marginalisation, he has always been accorded the respectful 

status of national Bard without challenge. It is hoped that, whilst maintaining a degree of 

respect for Burns’ achievements in literature and song, this thesis offers a degree of 

criticality of Burns’ songs and has drawn attention to the fact that if questions of sincerity 

are applied to Burns, he too exhibits mastery of the skill of artifice having constructed 

himself as a heaven-taught ploughman poet in the introduction to his Kilmarnock poems, 

erudite lothario and master of Queen’s English in epistolary exchanges with Agnes Lehose, 

and standard-bearer for the use of Scots in literature. In his chameleon-like ability to adopt 

certain personas in specific situations – both literary and personal – Burns exhibits a 

disposition similar to that identified in Moore by Jeffrey Vail. Vail’s assertion that Moore 

tried on attitudes and dispositions for creative effect is, as I have discussed, supported by 

observations Moore makes of the difference between attitudes to fidelity he conveyed in 

songs and those he exhibited in his personal conduct.  

 In creating opportunities to acknowledge points of creative and practical intersection 

and divergence in the music of Burns and Moore this study has attempted to exhibit aspects 

of the four- nations approach to Romanticism advocated by Murray Pittock in his Scottish 

and Irish Romanticism. This study has not lingered upon Burns’ and Moore’s contribution to 

Romanticism since this is already a subject under the consideration of the Robert Burns song 

project at Edinburgh and is the subject of a forthcoming volume of wide-ranging essays on 

Moore. Instead, I have taken Pittock’s ‘four nations principal’ and applied it to Irish and 
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Scottish song. As I have argued throughout this thesis, though in seminal studies of each 

nation’s songs their traditions have largely been treated separately – with occasional 

exceptions in instances where the influence of one country on the music other has been 

explored –  this study advocates a greater willingness to engage with the two traditions 

simultaneously, or at the very least, a willingness to acknowledge that some of the 

observations made of one tradition also apply to the other. 

If we as scholars are to accurately reflect the transmission and creation of national 

song repertoires, then it is wholly necessary to engage with both Irish and Scottish song 

traditions. Moore had no difficulty with identifying Burns as a source of inspiration, and 

Burns had no difficulty with using Irish airs when setting his Scottish songs – both men’s 

work was all the richer for having done so. This study has undertaken a comparative 

consideration of their songs in the same spirit.  Ultimately, this thesis marks a single step in 

a journey towards a fuller appreciation of Moore’s and Burns’ entire body of songs and a 

much-needed reconfiguration their positions within the wider traditions of national song, 

national literature and Romantic writing.  
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Appendix 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘The Foxes Sleep’, notated by Edward Bunting in “A General Collection of the Ancient Irish 

Music” 1796. Preface by Edward Bunting. Waltons. The Ancient Music of Ireland: The 

Bunting Collections. (Dublin: Limited, 1969) 
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Appendix 2 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘When he who adores thee’ taken from the first number of A Selection of Irish Melodies (London: J. 
Power and Dublin: W. Power, 1807) 
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‘When he who adores thee’ taken from the first number of the A Selection of Irish Melodies 

(London: J. Power and Dublin: W. Power, 1807) 
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Appendix 3 
The Blaris Moore Tragedy 

 
Oh, Lord! Grant me direction 
To sing this foul transaction 
Which causes sad reflection 
Late done at Blaris Moore. 
By wicked Colonel Barber 

Should I proceed much further, 
And call his conduct murder 

'Twere treason I am sure. 
Belfast may well remember 

When tyrants in their splendour, 
In all their pomp and grandeur 

They hoist them on a car 
While cavalry were prancing 

And infantry advancing 
And glitt'ring armour glancing 

All in the pomp of war. 
 

THey were of good behaviour 
No heroes e'er were braver 

But a perjured base deceiver 
He swore there lives away 

For the sake of golden store 
This villain falsely swore 

And the crime we now deplore 
In sorrow and dismay. 

Amidst a hollow square 
Well guarded front and rear 

With guns and bayonets there 
Their constancy to move 

When they received their sentence 
Their hearts felt no relentings 

They bowed to each acquaintance 
And kneeled to God above. 

 
Their foes held consultation 

To find our combination 
And then this exhortation 
Curs'd Barber did propose: 
"Arise from your devotion 

Take pardon and promotion 
Or death will be your portion 

Unless you now disclose." 
Some moments then they mused 
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For their senses were confused 
But, smiling, they refused 
And made him this reply: 
"We own we are United 

Of death we're not affrighted 
And hope to be requited 

By Him who rules on high." 
 

The guns were then presented 
The balls their bosoms entered 

While multitudes lamented 
The shocking sight to see; 

Those youthful martyrs four 
Lay weltering in their gore 

And the plain besprinkled o'er 
With the blood of liberty. 

In coffins they were hurried 
From Blarismoor were carried 

And hastily were buried 
While thousands sank with grief. 
Crying,"Grania, we much wonder 
You rise not from your slumber 
With voice as loud as thunder 

To grant us some relief." 
 

Patrick Galvin, Comp.  Irish Songs of Resistance (Dublin: Folklore Press, 1956) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



223 
 

Appendix 4 

 

 

‘Ye Jacobites’ reproduced from The Songs of Robert Burns. ed. by Donald A. Low. (London: 

Routledge, 1993) 
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‘Ye Jacobites’ taken from Donald Lowe’s The Songs of Robert Burns 
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Appendix 5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Come send round the Wine’ reproduced from the second number of A Selection of Irish Melodies 

(London: J. Power and Dublin: W. Power, 1808) 
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‘Come send round the Wine’ reproduced from the second number of A Selection of Irish Melodies 

(London: J. Power and Dublin: W. Power, 1808). 
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Appendix 6 

 

 

 

‘Is there for honest poverty?’ The Songs of Robert Burns. ed. by Donald A. Low. 

(London: Routledge, 1993) 
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Appendix 7 

 

‘Muirland Meg’ taken from Donald Lowe’s The Songs of Robert Burns. 
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Appendix 8 

 

‘Nine inch will please a lady’ or ‘Come rede me … ’ The Songs of Robert Burns. ed. by Donald 

A. Low. (London: Routledge, 1993) 

Appendix 9 
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‘My wife’s a wanton wee thing’ The Songs of Robert Burns. ed. by Donald A. Low. (London: 

Routledge, 1993) 
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Appendix 10 

As I roved out 

Who are you, my pretty fair maid, 

Who are you, me honey? 

And who are you, my pretty fair maid, 

And who are you, me honey? 

She answered me quite modestly, I am me mother's darling 

With me Too-ry-ay Fol-de-diddle-day Di-re fol-de-diddle Dai-rie oh 

And will you come to me mother's house, 

When the moon is shining clearly? 

And will you come to me mother's house 

When the moon is shining clearly? 

I'll open the door and I'll let you in 

And divil 'o one will hear us 

With me Too-ry-ay Fol-de-diddle-day Di-re fol-de-diddle Dai-rie oh 

So I went to her house in the middle of the night 

When the moon was shining clearly 

So I went to her house in the middle of the night 

When the moon was shining clearly 

She opened the door and she let me in and divil the one did hear us 

With me Too-ry-ay Fol-de-diddle-day Di-re fol-de-diddle Dai-rie oh 

She took me horse by the bridle and the bit 

And led him to the stable 

She took me horse by the bridle and the bit 

And led him to the stable 

Saying "There's plenty of oats for a soldier's horse, 

To eat it if he's able" 

With me Too-ry-ay Fol-de-diddle-day Di-re fol-de-diddle Dai-rie oh 

Then she took me by the lily-white hand 

Led me to the table 

Then she took me by the lily-white hand 

Led me to the table 
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Saying "There's plenty of wine for a soldier boy, 

To drink if he is able" 

With me Too-ry-ay Fol-de-diddle-day Di-re fol-de-diddle Dai-rie oh 

Then I got up and I made the bed 

I made it nice and aisy 

Then I got up and I made the bed 

I made it nice and aisy 

The I got up and I laid her down 

Saying "Lassie, are you able? " 

With me Too-ry-ay Fol-de-diddle-day Di-re fol-de-diddle Dai-rie oh 

And there we lay till the break of day 

Divil the one did hear us 

And there we lay till the break of day 

And divil the one did hear us 

Then I arose and put on me clothes 

Saying "Lassie, I must leave you" 

With me Too-ry-ay Fol-de-diddle-day Di-re fol-de-diddle Dai-rie oh 

And when will you return again 

When will we get married? 

And when will you return again 

When will we get married? 

When broken shells make Christmas bells 

We might then get married 

With me Too-ry-ay Fol-de-diddle-day Di-re fol-de-diddle Dai-rie oh 
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Appendix 11 

 

‘The sun he is sunk in the West’ The Songs of Robert Burns. ed. by Donald A. Low. (London: 

Routledge, 1993) 
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Appendix 12 

 

‘On Cessnock banks a lassie dwells’ The Songs of Robert Burns. ed. by Donald A. Low. 

(London: Routledge, 1993) 
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Appendix 13  

 

 

‘The Origin of the Harp’ reproduced from Moore’s Irish Melodies: The Illustrated 1846 

Edition, (Mineola, New York: Dover Publications, 2000) 
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‘Oh! my Nora Creina dear’ reproduced from Moore’s Irish Melodies: The Illustrated 1846 

Edition, (Mineola, New York: Dover Publications, 2000) 
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Appendix 14 

 

 

‘O Tibbie I hae seen the day’, The Songs of Robert Burns. ed. by Donald A. Low. (London: 

Routledge, 1993) 
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Appendix 15 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Eveleen’s bower’ taken from reproduced from the second number of A Selection of Irish Melodies 

(London: J. Power and Dublin: W. Power, 1808) 
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‘Eveleen’s bower’ reproduced from the second number of A Selection of Irish Melodies (London: J. 

Power and Dublin: W. Power, 1808) 

 

 



244 
 

Appendix 16 

 

 

‘O, mirk, mirk is this midnight hour’, The Songs of Robert Burns. ed. by Donald A. Low. 

(London: Routledge, 1993) 
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Appendix 17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘The time I’ve lost in Wooing’ reproduced from the sixth number of A Selection of Irish Melodies 

(London: J. Power and Dublin: W. Power, 1815) 

 



247 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘The time I’ve lost in Wooing’ reproduced from the sixth number of A Selection of Irish Melodies 

(London: J. Power and Dublin: W. Power, 1815) 
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Appendix 18 

 

 

‘I once was a maid …’ The Songs of Robert Burns. ed. by Donald A. Low. (London: Routledge, 

1993) 
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Appendix 19 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘The Highland Queen’ Scots Musical Museum Vol. 1. (James Johnson & Company: Edinburgh, 
1787) 
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Appendix 20 

 

‘The Banks of the Tweed’ Scots Musical Museum Vol. 1. (James Johnson & Company: 

Edinburgh, 1787) 
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‘The Banks of the Tweed’ Scots Musical Museum Vol. 1. (James Johnson & Company: 

Edinburgh, 1787) 
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Appendix 21 

 

‘Cauld blaws the Wind’ or ‘Up in the Morning early’ Scots Musical Museum Vol. 2. (James 

Johnson & Company: Edinburgh, 1788) 
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Appendix 22 

The Tipperary Woodland 

 

When once I rose at morning 

The summer sun was shining, 

I heard the horn awinding 

And birds’ merry songs; 

There were coney and beaver, 

Woodcock and plover 

And echo repeating 

The music of the guns 

The winded fox was flying, 

Horsemen followed shouting, 

Counting geese on the highway 

Some woman’s heart was sore; 

But now the woods are falling, 

We must go over the water: 

Shaun O’Dwyer of the Valley 

Your pleasure is no more. 

 

Cause enough for grieving, 

My shelter a-felling, 

The north wind freezing 

And death in the sky; 

My merry hound tied tightly 

From sporting and chasing 

That would lift a child’s sorrow 

In noondays gone by. 

The stag is on the mountain, 

Swift and proud as ever; 

He will come up the heather 

When our day is o’er. 
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All the woods are falling, 

So we’ll to the ships at Galway; 

Shaun O’Dwyer of the Valley, 

Your pleasure is no more. 

 

Anonymous, The Book of Ireland, trans. by Frank O’Connor, (Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 1959) 
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Appendix 23 

The Bony Hawthorne 

Last midsummer morning as going to the fair, 

I met with young Jamie, was taking the air; 

He asked me to stay, and indeed he did prevail, 

Beneath the pretty hawthorn that blooms in the vale. 

That blooms in the valley, that blooms in the vale, 

Beneath the pretty hawthorn that blooms in the vale. 

 

He said he had lov'd me both long and sincere, 

That none on the green was so gentle and fair: 

I listened with pleasure to Jamie's tender tale, 

Beneath the pretty hawthorn that blooms in the vale. 

 

O hark, says he, Nan, to the birds in the grove, 

How charming their song and inciting to love, 

The briars clad with roses perfume the passing gale, 

And sweet's the pretty hawthorn that blooms in the vale. 

 

His words were so moving, and looks soft and kind, 

Convinc'd me the youth had no guile in his mind, 

My heart too confess'd him the flower of the dale, 

Beneath the pretty hawthorn that blooms in the vale. 

 

Yet I oft bid him go for I could no longer stay, 

But leave me he would not nor let me away; 

Still pressing his suit, and at last he did prevail, 

Beneath the pretty hawthorn that blooms in the vale. 

 

Now tell me ye maids how I could refuse, 

His lips they were sweet, and so binding his vows: 
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We went and were married, and Jamie loves me still, 

And we live beside the hawthorn that blooms in the vale, 

That blooms in the vale, that blooms in the vale, 

We live beside the hawthorn that blooms in the vale. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Taught by Kirsteen Graham,  Feis An Earraich, Isle of Skye, Easter 2006. 
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Appendix 24 

The Skylark 

WRITTEN EXPRESSLY FOR THIS WORK, 

BY JAMES HOGG, THE SCOTS SHEPHERD. 

Bird of the wilderness,                  

   Blithesome and cumberless,    

Sweet be thy matin o’er moorland and lea! 

  Emblem of happiness,            

   Blest is thy dwelling place,       

  Oh! to abide in the desert with thee! 

Wild is thy lay and loud,        

Far in the downy cloud;        

Love gives it energy, love gave it birth,      

Where, on thy dewy wing,    

 Where art thou journeying?   

Thy lay is in heaven, thy love is on earth. 

O’er fell, and fountain sheen, 

          O’er moor, and mountain green,     

O’er the red streamer that heralds the day; 

    Over the cloudlet dim,             

  Over the rainbow’s rim,         

Musical cherubin, hie thee away! 

Then when the gloaming comes,      

   Low in the heather blooms,    

Sweet will thy welcome and bed of love be! 

    Bird of the wilderness,            

Blest is thy dwelling-place! 

 Oh! to abide in the desert with thee! 

Reproduced from Volume 1 of John Clarke-Whitfeld’s Twelve Vocal Pieces 

published c.1817. 

http://www.jameshogg.stir.ac.uk/showrecord.php?id=81&fulltext=1 

 

http://www.jameshogg.stir.ac.uk/showrecord.php?id=81&fulltext=1
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Appendix 25 

 

Taken from Scots Musical Museum Vol. 1. (Edinburgh: James Johnson & Company, 1787). 
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Appendix 26 

 

 

‘My Father was a Farmer’, The Songs of Robert Burns. ed. by Donald A. Low. (London: 

Routledge, 1993) 

 

 



261 
 

 

 

 

 

 



262 
 

Appendix 27 

 

 

 

‘The wintry West extends his blast’ The Songs of Robert Burns. ed. by Donald A. Low. 

(London: Routledge, 1993) 
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Appendix 28 

 

 

‘The gloomy night is gath’ring fast’ The Songs of Robert Burns. ed. by Donald A. Low. (London: 

Routledge, 1993) 
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Appendix 29 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Oh! had we some bright little isle of our own!’ reproduced from the fifth number of A 

Selection of Irish Melodies (London: J. Power and Dublin: W. Power, 1813) 

 

 



267 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



268 
 

Appendix 30 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Come O’er the Sea’ reproduced from the sixth number of A Selection of Irish Melodies 

(London: J. Power and Dublin: W. Power, 1815) 
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Appendix 31 

 

 ‘One night as I did wander’, The Songs of Robert Burns. ed. by Donald A. Low. (London: 

Routledge, 1993) 
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Appendix 32 

 

‘Streams that glide in Orient plains’, The Songs of Robert Burns. ed. by Donald A. Low. (London: 

Routledge, 1993) 

 



274 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



275 
 

Appendix 33 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Silent, O’ Moyle’ reproduced from the second number of A Selection of Irish Melodies 

(London: J. Power and Dublin: W. Power, 1808) 
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