
PARTI Burns・sMasonicPoems

RobertBurns・swell-knownpoemssuchasOh,MyLuve・s

LikeaRed,RedRose,ToaMouse,Tam o・Shanter,and

Auld Lang Syneare standard anthology pieces today.

Burnsisgenerallyclassifiedasaromantic.Thesentimental

imageofBurnsas・theplowboypoet・stillclingstohim

eventothisday.Butthetruthisthathewasmuchcloser

intellectually to the eighteenth century than to the

nineteenthcenturyRomantics.Hewastosomedegreea

productoftheageofreason,also called theAgeof

Enlightenment.

Thegeneralpublicdoesnotknow thatBurnswasa

Mason.ScholarsrarelydiscusshisMasonicpoems.

LetustakealookatthreeofBurn・sMasonicpoems.

ThefirstisTheFarewell.TotheBrethrenofSt.Jame・s

Lodge,Tarbolton(pp.217�18)writtenin1786.

Thepoemsarecitedfrom Burns,Poemsand Songs

(1970)andtheglossesaremine.
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RobertBurnsandFreemasonry

JamesGodley

Abstract

InthispaperIwouldliketobringtothereader・sattentiontwogenerallyneglected

aspectsofthelegacyRobertBurnsleftbehind.Firstly,fewbooksonBurnsevenmentionthe

factthathewasaFreemason. HisinvolvementinspeculativeMasonry,whichbeganto

spreadrapidly through Britain andacrosstheContinentduring theeighteenth century,

coloredmuchofBurns・sintellectualperspective.Theobjectivity,thewit,thesatiricalviewof

religion,andtheabsenceofeffusivenessovernatureweseeinmanyofhispoems,show

clearlythathewasapartoftheAgeofEnlightenment. Masonrywithitsemphasison

humanism andneo-Platonicthoughtwasalsoaproductofthatage.Inapaperofthisscope

itisnotpossibletogointotherootsofMasonryindetail.Thatwouldrequireawholebook.

Thisessayonlyintendstostimulatethereader・scuriosityonBurnsandMasonry.

Inthesecondpart,IintroducethereadertothefactthatBurnsdidmuchforthe

preservationofScottishfolksongs.Burnswrotehundredsofthem.Thisisanotherareaof

hisworkthatfewpeopleareevenawareof.InJapan,forexample,almostnooneknowsthat

BurnswasthecomposerofAuldLangSyne�betterknownthereasHotarunoHikari.

BurnsinhisMasterMason・s

Apron

CopiedfromMarieRoberts,1986.



TheFarewell.TotheBrethrenofSt.James・sLodge,Tarbolton

Tune,Goodnightandjoybewi・youa・

I

ADIEU!aheart-warm,fondadieu!

Dearbrothersofthemystictye!

Yefavour・d,yeenlighten・dFew,

Companionsofmysocialjoy!

Tho・Itoforeignlandsmusthie, hie＝go

PursuingFortune・sslidd・ryba・, slidd・ryba・＝slipperyball

Withmeltingheart,andbrimfuleye,

I・llmindyoustill,tho・farawa・. awa・＝away

II

OfthaveImetyoursocialBand,

Andspentthechearful,festivenight;

Oft,honor・dwithsupremecommand,

Presidedo・ertheSonsoflight:

AndbythatHieroglyphicbright,

WhichnonebutCraftsmeneversaw!

StrongMem・ryonmyheartshallwrite

Thosehappysceneswhenfarawa・!

III

MayFreedom,HarmonyandLove

UniteyouinthegrandDesign,

Beneathth・OmniscientEyeabove,

ThegloriousARCHITECT Divine!

Thatyoumaykeepth・unerringline,

Stillrisingbytheplummet・slaw,

TillOrderbright,completelyshine,

ShallbemyPray・rwhenfarawa・.

IV

AndYOU,farewell!whosemeritsclaim, YOU＝William Wallace

Justlythathighestbadgetowear!

Heav・nblessyourhonor・d,nobleName,

ToMASONRY andSCOTIA dear!

A lastrequest,permitmehere,

Whenyearlyyeassemblea・, a・＝all

Oneround,Iaskitwithatear,

Tohim,theBard,that・sfarawa・. Bard＝ thepoet
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Burnswastwenty-fiveyearsoldwhenhebecamethedeputymasteroftheSt.James・s

LodgeinTarbolton.Whenhewrotethispoem,hewasplanningtoimmigratetoJamaicato

escapefromasituationwhichhehadfoundintolerable.Hewasdeeplyindebt,andhislover,

JeanArmour,wasabouttogivebirthtotheirillegitimatetwins.Forthis,Burnshadbeen

condemnedbythePresbyterianChurch,andhadbeenorderedtostandonthescaffoldwithhis

lovertoendurepubliccondemnation.HewantedtomarryJeanArmour,butbecausehis

fianc�e・sfatherdisapprovedofhim asasuitor,hewasunabletodoso.InJamaicahewas

planningtoworkasabookkeeperonaplantation.Whenhewrotethispoem,allofhis

arrangementshadbeenmadeforthetrip.Thegrandmasterofthelodge,Major-General

JamesMontgomery,wasoftenabsentfrom hisposition.ThisleftBurnsinchargeasthe

deputymasterofthelodge.OfteninScotlandatthattime,aristocratsweremastersof

lodgesbutdidnotattendmeetings.Thisiswhyhetalksabouthimbeingin・supremecommand・

and・presidingovertheSonsoflight・.

Inthelaststanza,Burnsmentionsapersonwearingthehighestbadge.Heisreferring

toWilliam Wallace,thesheriffofAyrandtheGrandMaster-MasonofScotland:

AndYOU,farewell!whosemeritsclaim,

Justlythathighestbadgetowear!

InJamaica,ashementionsinthepoem,hewillrememberhis

brothersthroughtheMasonicsymbolsofthecompassandthesquare,

whichhereferstoasthat・hieroglyphicbright,whichnonebutthe

craftsmeneversaw!・Andheaskshislodgebrotherstofollowthe

plummet・s・unerringline・,thatistoobeythemorallawsofthe

universe.AccordingtoMasonicprinciples,God,thegrandArchitect,

measuredtheuniverseatthetimeofitscreationwithcraftsman・s

workingtools.Thesquare,compass,andplumbarethreemajorsymbolsinFreemasonry.

LightiscentraltotheMasonicinitiationceremony.Itisaprimarysymbolforreason.

Freemasons,many ofwhom werealsodeists,wereinfluencedby Descartes,Lockeand

others.AlthoughLockewasnotadeisthimself,hisideaspavedthewayforthedeist

philosopherswhowishednottodependsolelyontheauthorityofthechurchbutonone・s

innerlightaswell.(ItisinterestingtonotethatMasonseventodayhavetheletterGon

thewallofeachlodge.G standsforbothGodandforgeometry,Godbeingtheeternal

geometer.)Descartes,Leibnitz,Pascal,andNewtonwereallmathematicians,andtheirwork

ledtoanew interestinandreverencefortheprinciplesandlawsgoverningthecreation,

notonlyfortheCreator(thedivineBuilderHimself).ItwasNewtonwhohaddiscoveredthe

・architecturallaws・oftheuniverse.Masonstooheldmathematics,especiallygeometry,inhigh

esteem.Geometryismentionedrepeatedlyintheinitiationceremoniesforthedegrees.Inthe

seconddegreemaster・slecturethereisalsomentionofpaying・rationalhomagetoDeity・.
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ThenextpoemIwouldliketodiscuss,TheSonsofoldKillie,waswrittenjustbeforeBurns

leftfortheKilmarnockLodgeinEdinburghin1786.Sincehehadbecomesuddenlyfamous

whenthefirstvolumeofhispoemswaspublished,hecancelledhisplanstoimmigrate.

BurnshadbeenmadeanhonorarymemberofKilmarnockLodge.Inthe18thcentury,

masonsinEnglandandScotlandregularlyheldtheirmeetingsatinnsinaprivateroom

usuallyonthesecondfloor.Forthisreasonfoodanddrinkoftenfollowedtheirmeetings.

TheSonsofoldKillie(p.241)wasadrinkingsongwhichBurnssangatapartyatthe

CommercialInninhonorofhishonorarymembership.

TheSonsofoldKillie

Tune�Shawnboy

YE sonsofoldKillie,assembledbyWillie,

Tofollowthenoblevocation;

Yourthriftyoldmotherhasscarcesuchanother

Tositinthathonouredstation.

I・velittletosay,butonlytopray,

Aspraying・sthetonofyourfashion; ton＝mode,style

A prayerfrom themuseyouwellmayexcuse, muse＝goddessofthearts

・Tisseldom herfavouritepassion.

Yepowerswhopresideo・erthewindandthetide, (i.e.,earth,fire,water,air)

Whomarkedeachelement・sborder;

Whoformedthisframewithbeneficentaim,

Whosesovereignstatuteisorder;

Withinthisdearmansionmaywaywardcontention

Orwitheredenvyne・erenter;

Maysecresyroundbethemysticalbound,

Andbrotherlylovebethecentre.

・Willie・,mentionedinthefirstline,wasWilliamParker,themasterofthelodge.Referringto

themembersassons,ofcourse,reflectstheideaofMason・sas・widow・ssons・,whichrefers

backtoHiramAbif,thelegendaryfirstmasonandsuperintendentofKingSolomon・stemple

whowasmurderedbyambitious,greedysubordinates.There・sfamilyimageryinthispoem:

thelodgeisthethriftyoldmother,andthemembersareallhersonsandbrothers:

Maysecrecyroundbethemysticalbound,

Andbrotherlylovebethecenter.

Thewaywardcontentionthathementionsinthelastpartprobablyreferstothesplitinthe

Tarboltonlodgein1773.TherewasatthattimeaconflictbetweentheAntients(ancients)
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andtheModerns.TheAntientswantedtokeeptheoldChristiantraditionsaliveandinclude

theSaints・Daysintheircalendarastheyhadinthe16thcentury,whereastheModerns

weremoreinfluencedbycontemporarythought(theAgeofEnlightenment,beliefinreason,

etc.)andwantedtocutthem out.Whenthelodgesplit,Burnswasonthesideofthe

ancients,andthereforejoinedtheirfaction.

・Thepowersthatpreside・overthewindandtidementionedinthelastpartreferstoa

conceptthatdatesbacktoEmpedoclesandancientGreekphilosophy,theideaofthefour

elements:earth,fire,water,andair.Thispoem reflectstheeighteenthcenturyinterestin

classicalhumanism,whichwasalsoanaspectofFreemasonry.Thefourelementswerealso

importantaspectsofalchemy(changingbasemetalsintogold)inwhichtherewasstillwide-

spreadinterestatthetime.Thespiritualdimensionofalchemywastheprocessofspiritual

purificationwhichwasalsoagoalofFreemasonsandispartofthe・mysticalbond・that

Burnsistalkingaboutinthenexttothelastline.Thecircleis

oneoftheoldestsymbolsfordeity,thesun,andtime.Itisalso

partofanimportantMasonicsymbolwithmultiplelevels.In

masonryitconsistsoftwoverticalparallellinesoneachsideof

acirclewithapointatthecircle・scenter.ThereisaBibleontop

ofthecircle.Thissymbolsuggestskeeping one・sdesiresand

passionswithinproperbounds.

InthelastMasonicpoem Iwouldliketoconsider,・ToDr.JohnMackenzie・(p.216),

Burnsisaddressingafellowlodgememberandagoodfriend.

FRIDAY first・sthedayappointed

ByourRightWorshipfulAnointed,

ToholdourgrandProcession,

Togetabladeo・Johnie・sMorals, blade＝piece,specimen

Andtasteaswatcho・Manson・sbarrels, swatch＝sample

I・thewayofourProfession:

OurMasterandtheBrotherhood

Wada・begladtoseeyou;

Forme,Iwadbemairthanproud mair＝more

TosharetheMERCIESwi・you.

IfDeaththenwi・skaiththen skaith＝harm

Somemortalheartishechtin, hechtin＝promising,offering

Inform him,an・storm him, storm＝rageat

ThatSATURDAY ye・llfechthim.

・Manson・s・barrels,Iassume,isareferencetothenameoftheowneroftheinnin

whichtheyweretoholdtheirmeetingaftertheprocession.BurnswasinvitingDr.Mackenzie,

―42―

AnotherMasonicsymbol

Thepointinthecircle



aMasonicfriendfrom Mauchline,totheirannualprocessionwhichwasheldonJune24th,

alsocalledMidsummerDay.Thisisanironic,humorouspoem.Thepoetasksthedoctorto

begdeathtopostponesnatchingawayapatientuntilSaturday,thedayaftertheMasonic

processionanddrinkingpartysothatthedoctorcantakepartinthefestivities.

SinceBurnswouldbemarchingwithothermasonsinaparadeandwearingMasonic

regalia,weknow thathismasonicmembershipwasnotsomethingthathekeptasecret.

Themason・sparadeshadbeenbannedbytheGrandLodgein1747.Andin1754therewas

anotherregulationforbiddingmasonsfrom dressinginregaliainpublic.ButtheAntients

didnotforbidparadesuntil1799.AndasImentionedabove,Burnsgavehisallegianceto

theAntients.ParadingwasoneofthemanyissuesthatdividedtheModernsandthe

Antients.AtthistimealsoBurnswasDeputy(ie.appointed)Masteranditwas,Iassume,

hisdutytogiveouttheinvitations.

PARTII Burns・sContributiontothePreservationofScottishSongs

In thelateeighteenth century JamesJohnson wascollecting Scottish songsin an

anthologycalledtheScotsmusicalmuseum.In1787heapproachedBurnstoaskforhishelp

inthiswork,andsoonBurnswasvirtuallyinchargethewholeproject. Then,in1792

BurnswasapproachedbyGeorgeThompsontohelphim withanothercollection,Select

ScottishAirs.Burnssoonbecametheeditorinchargeofthiscollectionalso.Burnsbecame

soinvolvedinthesetwoworksthathedevotedhimselftothem fortherestofhislife.

Neithereditor,JohnsonorThompson,couldhaveanticipatedtheexcitementwithwhich

Burnsfulfilledhiscommission.Burnswasidealistic.Herefusedtotakemoneyforhis

contributionsnordoeshisnameevenappearineitherofthecollections.

Inhisenthusiasm Burnssetaboutcollectingfragmentsoffolksongsthatexistedin

Scotlandatthattimeconsistingsometimesonlyofverse,orperhapsapartialchorus,and

madethem intocompletesongs.Hewrotenew songsformelodieswhichhadlosttheir

words,hisownoriginallyricsbasedonfragmentarymodels.Hecollectedsongsfrom fishing

folksandfrom farmers.AtthetimeBurnswasworkingatagovernmentpositioninwhich

hewasrequiredtotravelalongthecoastofScotlandtospyonbookleggerswhowere

secretlyexportingScotchwhiskey.Inhistravelshepickeduploreaboutlocalplaces.There

werepatrioticsongs,soldier・ssongs,drinkingsongs.AuldLangSyne,theScottishsong

aboutfriendship,islovedeventodayallovertheworld.Thissongtoowaswrittenmostly

byBurnsthoughinhismodestyheneverclaimedcreditforit.Itisnoexaggerationtosay

thatRobertBurns,morethananyoneelse,wasresponsiblefortherecreationandpreservation

oftheentirebody ofScottish songs.Hedidallthis,notforpersonalglory,butfor

Scotland.Thisisafactofliteraryhistorythatnotonlythegeneralpublicbutevenmost

studentsofliteratureareunawareof.
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Criticshavetraditionally classifiedBurnsasoneoftheearly romanticpoets,the

peasantpoetwritingoftheordinaryexperiencesofhumblelife.Thatwastheaspectofhis

poetrythatwastoappealtoWordsworthandothers.Yetbasicallyhissentimentswerenot

romanticinthetraditionofKeatsorShelleywhoseworksoftentendedtobetranscendental

orbasedonanabstracttheme.(Forexample,Keats・s,・Athingofbeautyisajoyforever・;

Shelley・s,・Oh,wildWestWind,thoubreathofAutumn・sbeing・.)Thereissomethinggrand

aboutmuch ofthepoetry ofKeatsandShelley.Burns,by contrast,wastheheirof

anonymousScottishballadwritersintheoldfolktradition.Hislovesongsaretheopposite

ofthelovepoemsofShelley.Thereisnophilosophizing,noplatonicideas.Theytellthe

truthabouthumanfeelingswithoutanydistortionandinasimpleway.Onethinksofsuch

songsasYebanksandbraeso・bonieDoonorThelovelylasso・Inverness.Burnswasfond

ofusinglocalnamesandplacesas,forexample,inthefollowingSong�SicawifeasWillie・s

wife(p.509,italicsmine):

WILLIE WastledwallsonTweed,

Thespottheyca・itLinkumdoddie;

...

Hehasawifethat・sdouranddin, dour＝sullen,harsh;din＝dark

TinklerMadgiewashermither; tinkler＝potmender;orlowrascal

SicawifeasWillie・swife,

Iwadnagieabuttonforher.�

Manyofhispoemsandsongswerelinkedtotheordinarydailylifeinagricultural

Scotland.Theyaresimpleanddown-to-earth.

Hecontinuedtocollectandrewritesongsandcreatenew onesdevotingmostofhis

energytothisworkfortherestofhislife.Wewillneverknowwhatlegacyhemighthave

leftbehindhadhenotdiedattheageofthirty-six.
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