
Reading Scott 

through Music



https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=C7zbmCa2O88





to revisit Scott and Music and 

start recalibrating and retuning



contact ScotHub@uni-mainz.de for copies of CD



1st edition: 1802 in 2 vols.

2nd: 1803  in 3 vols

3rd: 1806

4th: 1810

5th: 1812/1821/

1830 (two more essays)

6th: 1833 (Turner 

and music) 

7th: 1902/1932  in 4 vols

Edinburgh Minstrelsy 

Edition  (with music)



Scott’s Minstrelsy Ballads 

only known through Child’s 

The English and Scottish 

Popular Ballads (1882-98)

Bronson



MSB 1 The Sang of the Outlaw Murray * MSB 4 Johnie of Breadisleee * MSB 5 The

Lochmaben Harper * MSB 7 Jamie Telfer of the Fair Dodhead * MSB 9 Kinmont

Willie * MSB13 Archie of Ca’field * MSB 14 Armstrong’s Goodnight * MSB 15 The

Fray of Suport * MSB 16 Lord Maxwell’s Goodnight * MSB 17 The Lads of

Wamphray * MSB 18 The Lairds of Laminton (Katharine Janfarie) * MSB 24 The Gay

Gosshawk * MSB 25 Brown Adam * MSB 27 Willie’s Ladye * MSB 28 Clerk

Saunders * MSB 31 Rose the Red and White Lilly * MSB 32 Fause Faudrage * MSB

33 Kempion * MSB 35 The Wife of Usher’s Well * MSB 37 Prince Robert *MSB 38

King Henrie * MSB 39 Annan Water * MSB 40 The Cruel Sister * MSB 41 Lament of

the Queen’s Marie * MSB 45 Thomas the Rhymer * MSB 46 The Bonnie Hynd *

MSB 53 Auld Maitland * MSB 54 Sir Hugh Le Blond * MSB 56 The Dowie Dens of

Yarrow * MSB 57 The Lament of the Border Widow * MSB 63 The Battle of

Philiphaugh * MSB 64 The Gallant Grahams * MSB 65 The Battle of Loudon Hill *

MSB 66 The Battle of Bothwell Bridge * MSB 67 Erlinton * MSB 69 The Douglas

Tragedy * MSB 70 Young Benjie * MSB 74 Proud Lady Margaret * MSB 87 The

Battle of Pentland Hills * MSB 91 Lord Ewrie * MSB 92 The Death of

Featherstonehaugh * MSB 94 Bartham’s Dirge * MSB 96The Daemon Lover

Child Ballads first published in Scott’s Minstrelsy



When it comes to music, both 

Walter Scott and his Minstrelsy of 

the Scottish Border present a 

conundrum. 

No ballad tunes in the 

Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border

• Scott’s understanding of the

relationship between text and

music

• Scott’s own musical ability 

• Scott’s appreciation of singers 

and singing



1st edn 1802 (2 vols)

2nd edn 1803 (3 vols) - MSB 1-86, i.e. 31 additional ballads

3rd edn 1806 (3 vols) - MSB 1-90, i.e. 4 additional ballads

4th edn 1810 (3 vols) - MSB 1-95, i.e. 5 additional ballads

5th edn 1812 (3 vols) - MSB 1-96, i.e. 1 additional ballad

6th: 1833 (Turner engravings and tunes)

Tunes in the 1833 edition: 

v. 1: The Battle of Otterburn, Johnie Armstrong. 

v. 2: Dick o’ the Cow,  The Lord Maxwell’s Good Night, 

The Battle of Bothwell Brigg.

v. 3: The Douglas Tragedy,  The Wife of Usher’s Well, 

The Dowie Dens of Yarrow.

v. 4: True Thomas, Glenfinlas. 

Edinburgh Minstrelsy Edition  (in 3 vols)



Barbara Haliburton

(c. 1706 – after 1780) 

Grandmother

“A great musician 

on the Scot’s pipes”

“Eve on St John” by Scott 

German (Gothic) influence

“Glenfinlas” by Scott

a ballad in imitation with

a Highland air



https://youtu.be/7MJNCw66ly0



Family Singing Traditions / 

Border Traditions /Street 

Music / Chapbooks / Local 

Publications / Liddesdale 

Raids / Fieldcollecting / Use 

of Manuscripts / 

Correspondence / Literary 

Poems / Ballads of Imitation 

Scott was in receipt of 

much material from 

people from all walks of 

life.  The Minstrelsy to us 

is not only Scott’s work 

but the cultural memory 

of Scotland, 

preserved at a crucial 

time in Scottish history.

This refers not only to 

the texts but also to the 

associated tunes.

Scott belonged to a singing culture



Home Entertainment

Painting at Bowhill, home of the Scotts of Buccleuch

Scott’s 

Correspondence

Scott’s Musical 

Collection

Sophia Scott 

Manuscript



Barbara Haliburton * Robert Jamieson * Alison Rutherford *

Mrs Greenwood * John Leyden * George Paxton * Thomas

Wilkie * Anna Seward * Joseph Ritson * Allan Ramsay * William

Laidlaw * Dr Clapperton * John Finlay * George Ellis *

Alexander Campbell * George Chalmers * James Currie * Anne

Douglas * Thomas Elliot * Miss Erskine * Walter Grieve * Mrs

Hamilton * David Herd * James Hogg * Hugh Irvine * Dr John

Jamieson * John Kennedy * Charles Kerr * Nelly Laidlaw *

Matthew G. Lewis * Colin Mackenzie * Rev. John Marriott * Rev.

James Morton * Rev. John Paxton * Miss Christina Rutherford *

Ann Scott * Robert Shortreed * Cooper Joseph Walker * Robert

Surtees * Robert Aiken * Joanna Baillie * Thomas Beattie * Mrs

Brown of Falkland * Jean Elliot * Dr. Eliot * Thomas Shortreed *

The Long Quaker* Marion Brown * Jean Scott * Mary Johnstone

Some Contributors to Scott’s Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border



Only four traditional ballads found in 

Scott‘s handwriting and only 

one of them printed in the Minstrelsy. 

“Scott wishes exceedingly to have the 

original airs of Liddesdale” 

(Leyden to Heber, 24 April 1800)
Scott had the tune in his 

head while composing 

and adapting the words



Scott calls himself … 

“an untutored and inaccurate

hearer”

enjoyed music greatly

“. . . any turn for song I have 

ever had has been connected 

with my own country music 

and its traditions.”

“I should be glad I could so

express myself as to enable

you to comprehend my

meaning, but being quite

unmusical I can only say the

tune should have a mixture

of wild lightness &

melancholy, capable in short

by the taste of the singer,

dwelling on particular

notes, to be made either gay

or sad as the words require”



Scott praises Anne for 

“practising Scots songs, which I 

take as a kind compliment to 

my own taste, as hers leads her 

chiefly to foreign music.” 

Sophia delighted in 

playing and singing 

old Border ballads.

Sophia Scott Manuscript 

“If you will call on 

my daughter 

[Sophia] she will 

be happy to sing to 

you any of your 

favourites, not that 

she has a fine voie 

of much execution 

but sings with 

spirit and 

simplicity & give 

expression to the 

tune and words.“



Robert Jamieson, the editor of Popular Ballads (1806), thanked Scott

in 1805 for his “kind offer of procuring me a copy of the Acct. of the

murder of the Baron of Brackley”.

In 1820, Scott writes to the Marchioness of Huntly:

“The tune of the Baron of Brackley sounds to my ear perfectly

original and very beautiful. My daughters who understand a little of

Scottish music practise it already with some effect. The words correspond

very much with those which from imperfect recollection I gave to Mr. Robert

Jamieson ...”.

Scott recorded the ballad text himself, as Jamieson says, “from the

recitation of two ladies, great-grandchildren of Farquharson of

Inverey”.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?ap

p=desktop&v=GYKnHoR2Osc





„…being quite unmusical?“

Was Scott musical?

Illustration inspired by 

Scott’s Minstrelsy of the 

Scottish Borders 1802

*



Musicianship          Musicality

Musicianship

practical 

skill

realm of 

performer

Musicality

emotional 

sensibility

realm of 

performer 

OR listener

*



Scott’s Musical Milieu

Alexander Campbell (in Medley of Musicians – John  Kay)

Walter Scott,  W. S. 
(1729–1799)

Father

*



Scott’s Musical Milieu
Miss Millar taught the children “the elementary parts of 

music”   and  “Papa has got us a most delightful 

new harp” (1817)

“we have had an immense deal of good music this last 

year, and have got such a magnificient piano … a most 

admirable Pianoforte.” (Anne to Miss Millar, 1824)

*

Anne

Sophia

“Anne is grown up a very handsome girl [16], and 

is much admired: she is improved very much 

upon the harp; indeed, Mr. Pole says that, if she 

should practise, she would be one of the best 

players in town, for the time she has been at it.” 

(Charlotte to Miss Millar, 1817)



John Frederick Pole – dedication to Sophia Scott (Abbotsford)*



Margaret Maclean 

Clephane (Lady Compton) 

*

Minstrelsy 1833, 2: opp. 246.

The first part of the melody is the 

same as the Blaikie manuscript tune 

(no. 54), where a pencil note by 

Anna Jane  ‘The battle of Bothwell 

Brigg’ appears next to Blaikie’s title, 

‘Bonny Billie’. 

‘The second part of this air is 

modern being added by ADC at the 

request of Lady Compton’, i.e. by 

Anna Jane Douglas Clephane at the 

request of her sister, Margaret.



https://youtu.be/M0vGbdqr9Xo



Scott’s interest in Scots songs collections (with music)

Orpheus Caledonius (1725 ed) Scots Musical Museum (v5)
*



Scott to George Thomson (1806):

“I am so ignorant of music that I

do not know whether the lines [of

verse] will answer but if they are

otherwise agreeable to you, I can

easily alter them to suit the

measure. There is a Catch note

which I have not always applied a

syllable to, but I can easily supply

one.”
*



Mrs Robert Arkwright 

(nee Frances Kemble) 

as St Cecilia (c 1810)

“…the voce del petto  

always affects me and 

Mrs. A[rkwright]  has it in 

perfection.

I have received as much 

pleasure from that lady’s 

music as sound could ever 

give me.” (1828)



The nature of Scott’s musicality

*



*

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ufOQmmV8cCo



Reading Scott through 

music enriches our 

understanding of 

Scott’s own cultural 

engagement. 

Scott himself was 

steeped in music and 

well able to carry a tune 

in his head. 

The nature of Scott’s musicality




