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IAIN BEAVAN

Chapbooks, Cheap Print, Burns, and Tannahill 
in the Nineteenth Century

Abstract
Much research work has been committed to establishing the literary and 
textual history, evolution and cultural background of Burns’s texts, and many 
sustained studies and editions now stand as landmarks of scholarly endeavour. 
This paper proposes that there is an important sociological and economic 
element of the book history of the posthumous writings of Burns and to a 
lesser extent, Tannahill, that has yet to receive its deserved attention. The 
essay addresses the question as to how the compositions of Burns and (other 
poets) became available to those of limited income, particularly during the 
first third of the nineteenth century. This availability is elucidated and traced 
through their appearances in a major form of popular print in Britain – the 
chapbook. Quite how the chapbook printers addressed matters of authorship 
are considered, as are the problems associated with the publication of variant 
titles and textual content of the Scottish poets’ works. The ambiguities and 
challenges caused by the very song titles adopted by the printers are delin-
eated: some material that may appear to have been by Burns is not his work 
at all. The falling away of the chapbook form from (roughly) the 1830s, and 
the absorption of Burns’s work into the ‘cheap reprint’ movement from the 
mid-nineteenth century is outlined. 

One of the most frequently occurring forms of print in which Robert Burns appeared 
– certainly until the 1830s – was the chapbook, yet this fact, with its attendant 
cultural implications, has received relatively little attention. There is, however, 
sufficient published research on nineteenth-century print culture, bibliography 
and textual studies, to enable an attempt at an outline view of Burns in cheap print 
over that period. 

This essay considers some issues surrounding the ways in which Burns, and by 
extension, his poetic and song writing contemporaries, were treated by Scottish, 
and, more broadly, British chapbook printers over the nineteenth century. Whilst 
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no definitive analyses are attempted, a series of intentionally naïve, straightforward 
observations are put forward to suggest ways of approaching a cluster of related 
problems. 

Burns was familiar with chapbooks and their contents – unsurprisingly so, given 
that he lived through several decades of their greatest production, roughly 1770–1830 
– and, conversely, the printers of such material quickly absorbed elements of the 
poet’s work.1 Whilst scholars have largely – though by no means exclusively – been 
used to thinking about Burns and his reception in terms of his early, formative, 
large-scale publications, or his contributions to major musical works, recent research 
is beginning to shine a light on Burns’s appearance in more modest forms of print.

We can regard the chapbook as an embodiment, textually and materially, of 
elements of the culture of the common people. ‘Common people’ is a protean term, 
but it can reasonably be assumed to have included those (and their family circles) 
who laboured on the land, in manufacturing, and in households. It should be  
said, however, that chapbooks were not read exclusively by those of the common 
people who were literate, as there is evidence that some members of the educated 
and professional classes, and children and adolescents bought and read them. 

Chapbooks, by virtue of their price, commonly one penny or three half-pence, 
and their major method of distribution by travelling hawkers were, in distribu-
tional and financial terms the most accessible form of printed material available 
to the common people. We should bear in mind that during the earlier decades of  
the nineteenth century, Scotland was a predominately rural nation, with only thirty 
per cent of its population living in towns and cities, and that itinerant chapmen 
therefore performed a vital commercial function.2 

The assertion that eighteenth-century chapbooks constituted ‘by far the most 
common form of printed matter throughout provincial England’ is indisputably 
correct; and the same is undoubtedly true of Scotland.3 There is no suggestion 
that Burns wrote specifically for chapbooks, yet many of his compositions were 
incorporated in precisely that publication form. The significance of this glar-
ingly obvious fact should not be underestimated. It means that a major point of 
contact with the songs of Burns, and the appropriation of these compositions 
into wider popular culture was not through the ‘regular’ book trade, but through 
modest and inexpensive forms of print. The subscription price of a copy of the 
Kilmarnock edition was 3s., with the full retail charge apparently 5s.: either way, 
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beyond the pockets of many. Chapbook printers evidently sifted through Burns’s 
already published material, and, far from indiscriminately, chose songs for inclusion 
that they believed would meet with approbation amongst the majority of their  
readers.4 Overall, what quickly becomes a fundamental question is which of  
Burns’s songs were selected by chapbook printers to engage with popular taste.  
(This is not at all to say that his appeal was limited to the working classes.)5

printing chapbook garlands

Whilst chapbooks were given over to a number of different genres, the largest group 
undoubtedly comprised song collections (garlands). Surveys so far published on 
different chapbook collections, suggest that garlands made up at least fifty per cent 
of the total output.6 One considerable problem with chapbooks that researchers 
face is that only a minority are actually dated, but late-eighteenth-century titles 
containing material by Burns can be identified with reasonable certainly as ema-
nating, not just from Glasgow, but also from Edinburgh, Belfast, Newcastle upon 
Tyne, and possibly Falkirk, Stirling and Kilmarnock. But it was during the first three 
decades of the nineteenth century that the greatest number of chapbooks containing  
material upon which Burns had worked, was published. Currently, somewhat  
over three hundred separate titles appearing in the period 1801–1830 have been 
provisionally identified – from which date there was a marked reduction in numbers.7 
It has to be said, though, that even the apparent simple act of provisional identifi-
cation is attended with difficulties, in that the rigours of scholarship are changing  
the overall composition of the corpus of Burns material, so that what may have 
once been associated with the poet no longer can be.8 Further investigations will 
undoubtedly see that overall number increase, but so far the patterns and percentages  
have scarcely changed with each addition of new data. And whilst it is true that 
chapbook production involving Burns (and Tannahill) was predominately Scottish, 
such was not entirely the case. The greatest overall output for ‘Burns’ chapbooks 
over the period 1801–1880s came from Glasgow and the Clyde, at twenty-eight per 
cent, followed by Stirling and Falkirk (combined) at twenty-three per cent, and 
then Edinburgh at seventeen per cent. South-west Scotland produced some eleven 
per cent of the relevant titles, marginally exceeded by north-east England (centred 
very much on Newcastle upon Tyne) at twelve per cent.9 
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Frustratingly a significant percentage of the chapbooks that emanated from both 
Edinburgh and Glasgow carried a commonly encountered form of vague imprint: 
‘printed for the booksellers in town and country’. In the early 1800s only one name 
in Edinburgh appears with any regularity: in roughly the first twenty years of the 
nineteenth century, John Morren produced a figure close to 160 chapbooks from 
his press in the Cowgate, Edinburgh, of which perhaps a dozen may currently be 
identified as carrying songs associated with Burns. The printing presses of two 
Glasgow firms, James and Matthew Robertson (brothers), and Robert Hutchison, 
published over thirty chapbook editions (or reissues) containing Burns (combined 
totals) ; though again, very many carried no specific name within their imprints.10 In 
the 1840s and 1850s, Francis Orr & Sons, major printers, stationers and wholesalers 
in Glasgow included Burns in their chapbook series, the volumes of which are said 
(almost certainly accurately) to have been run off from stereotype plates prepared by 
John Neilson in Paisley. We can also allocate about thirty-five chapbooks containing 
Burns material to the press of Thomas Johnston in Falkirk, who had taken over his 
father-in-law’s printing firm in 1797, and who had clearly aimed to make chapbook 
production a ‘principal part of his business’.11

Burns, and to a lesser degree, Tannahill, were also quickly incorporated into the 
stock of the chapbook printers in north-east England.12 The porous geopolitical 
border, and coastal shipping routes go some way towards explaining the significant 
contribution of that region’s printers to the overall supply of chapbook material in 
Scotland; and there was a substantial trade in the opposite direction. More broadly, 
the flourishing Literary and Philosophical Society of Newcastle may have helped 
in establishing an interest in, and appreciation of, Burns amongst the educated and 
professional groups in that region. His work was being printed in the North-East 
by the 1790s, with a relatively early appearance of ‘Tam o’ Shanter’ (Burns was 
credited with the piece) in the January 1792 issue of The Alnwick Magazine: or 
Northumberland Intelligencer, Comprehending the History and Polite Literature of 
the Present Enlightened Æra. (The verbose subtitle of John Catnach’s serial says 
much about the anticipated readership.) Many chapbooks, ballads and slip-songs 
followed, first from Margaret Angus, then from the press of John Marshall and, to 
a lesser extent from John Mitchell, and some of the broadside ballad material ema-
nating from the press of George Walker in Durham suggests that Burns remained 
a steady source up to at least the 1850s.13 From the 1780s until his death in 1800, 
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James Maxwell, ‘poet in Paisley’ and occasional pamphlet seller, turned, with few 
exceptions, to a local printer, John Neilson snr, to undertake the production of his 
short essays and poetical effusions. The piece for which Maxwell is best known 
(if not notorious) is his 1788 Animadversions on Some Poets and Poetasters of the 
Present Age, Especially R—B, and John L—K …, in which he launched a splendidly 
virulent attack on the perceived immorality and ungodliness of Burns, describing 
him as a ‘champion for Satan’.14 Maxwell undoubtedly spoke from a position of 
religious principle, but he did not live to appreciate the extent to which his views 
failed to find favour, or quite how widely Burns’s writings spread through the groups 
and classes of British nineteenth-century society. Moreover, there are some mildly 
ironic elements to the facts that a year after Maxwell’s death, John Neilson snr began 
presswork for a small format, two-volume edition of Burns’ Poems, for Robert Smith, 
a Paisley bookseller, who clearly sensed the opportunity of sales and profit. Smith, 
however, had transgressed. In 1802 the House of Lords, on appeal, agreed that a 
proportion of the literary material of Robert Burns ‘the celebrated Scottish poet’ (the 
phrase attributed to the Lord Chancellor) remained in copyright, thus accordingly  
found in favour of the appellants, the major London bookseller/publishers, Cadell 
and Davies, and William Creech of Edinburgh (copyright holders) and upheld 
an interdict against Smith, who had ‘pirated parts of these works’ and whose fine, 
initially imposed by the Scottish courts, was confirmed.15 The same year in which 
he was printing off copies of Smith’s ‘piracy’, Neilson published a chapbook edition 
of Aloway Kirk; or, Tam o’ Shanter, but, unlike Maxwell’s compositions (the costs 
and sales of which, to judge by the imprint’s wording, fell to the author) the printer 
was prepared to carry financial responsibility for both physical production and 
subsequent distribution. Burns’s poem, in other words, was seen by Neilson in 
commercial terms as constituting a good opportunity for profit. 

The well-known late-eighteenth-century poetry collections of the Glasgow  
firms of Brash & Reid, and John Murdoch, volumes of both of which included  
material by Burns, may, hesitantly be regarded as chapbooks, though with reserva-
tions related, first, to the publishers’ intentions as to how they would be published 
both individually and as collected volumes, and, second, their layout, use of orna-
ment and overall mise-en-page.16 They were far from the only publishers of Burns’s 
compositions at roughly that time to produce them in a small format, uniform style. 
In Edinburgh the relatively newly established printing house of Thomas Oliver 
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(later, Oliver & Boyd) published Burns in a variety of formats that included not 
only a two-volume edition of his Poems, 1801, and that same year, an eight-page Holy 
Willie’s Prayer. Two years later (1803) there appeared from the Edinburgh press The 
Cotter’s Saturday Night in sixteen pages. Then, five years later in 1808, Oliver & Boyd 
appear to have been particularly busy with Burns-related publications, including The 
Cabinet of the Scottish Muses and The Caledonian Tea-table Miscellany, both over 
two hundred pages, the latter with a frontispiece of the poet (the only given form 
of identity of any contributor within the text); Tam o’ Shanter in twelve pages and 
the Jolly Beggars in twenty-four. Whilst there is no known evidence that Oliver & 
Boyd planned any explicit series, many of the poetry volumes that they produced in 
that first decade of the nineteenth century do show a marked uniformity in overall 
layout17 though a major difference lies in the fact that Oliver (and Boyd) seem not 
to have repackaged their poetry volumes as a composite volume. 

Slightly longer volumes of selections of Burns also appeared in the first years of 
the nineteenth century. The forty-eight page collection, The Robin: a Collection 
of Scots Songs, Chiefly from Burns, printed in Paisley for George Caldwell (acting 
as bookseller) in 1810 is typical. Caldwell (as publisher) did not produce the first 
edition of Tannahill’s Soldier’s Return in book form, but he was the first to produce 
it unaccompanied with any other text. Its relatively late appearance (undated but 
1828–1831) in a twenty-four page pamphlet, with specially executed frontispiece 
and title-page vignette, is similar in appearance to the poetry pamphlets of Oliver 
& Boyd, and Stewart & Meikle, and sold for 3d. Altogether these editions stand 
as examples of the way the Scottish printing and publishing trades were producing 
Burns in a variety of formats and consequentially assessing the extent of the market 
for his material amongst the purchasing public. 

knowing – and naming? 

Given that Burns and his poetic contemporaries were only irregularly named in 
chapbook song collections, one very basic question to arise is whether the nineteenth-
century chapbook printers actually knew whose material they were publishing. 
There appears to have been something approaching a general – though definitely 
not absolute – difference in approach by printers towards the inclusion of a song or 
poem within a chapbook miscellany (wherein the creators of the individual different 
pieces remained largely unnamed) that contrasts with other printed texts bearing 
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titles of the form, ‘The Poems of X’, or ‘The Collected Works of Y’ at the very core 
of which has always lain an ‘author function’, a major purpose of which has been to 
identify the writings with (a) particular individual(s). This preceding formulation 
ought immediately be greatly qualified with Burns in view, in that he must so often 
be regarded as a modifier, adaptor, editor, and transmitter of a song version as much 
as a creator ab initio. But the general point remains substantially the same: an edition 
of the collected works of Burns, and one that says so on the title page, is making a 
statement about a particular relationship between the person named and, on the other 
hand, that person’s ideas and concepts and their verbal expressions as embodied in 
the text. The establishment of a Burns corpus, and his intellectual contribution to, 
and engagement with the texts within it, remains the subject of active and intense 
research. But chapbooks present a subtly different, though closely related problem, 
in that the individual relationship between immediate creator and subsequent text 
is frequently not given at all. Burns had died in 1796, Tannahill in 1810, so decisions 
made over the nineteenth century not to record this relationship was not the authors’, 
but fell to the printers and publishers. No new Burns compositions are known to 
have been published by the nineteenth-century chapbook printers: what they relied 
upon was what had already appeared in popular song and what was presented as 
established Burns texts in earlier printed works – though subsequent scholarship has 
shown many of the assertions of authentic Burns material to have been misplaced. 

The range of answers to the question posed above, in practical terms, vary only 
in degrees of certainty. It could be argued that there were instances wherein some 
chapbook printers neither knew nor cared whence their material emanated. A 
reasonable example of this might be the relationship between the ballad printers 
of Seven Dials in London and the individuals who kept them stocked with the 
latest songs from the streets.18 But, of course, such a model does not fit the present 
context, if for no other reason than various editions of the collected works of both 
Burns and Tannahill had already widely appeared in print. Editions of the collected 
works of Burns had appeared in a number of British cities from 1787 (as in the case 
of Edinburgh). It would therefore be difficult to see how the chapbook trade in the 
metropolis – or other cities and towns for that matter – could possibly have been 
unaware of the identity of the creative input or source of some of the songs they 
included. A good example is that of Tannahill’s Soldier’s Return […] with Other Poems  
and Songs (Paisley: Stephen Young, 1807). It was effectively the first sustained collec-
tion of Tannahill’s works and included ‘Mine Ain Dear Somebody’, and ‘The Braes o’ 
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Gleniffer’. Those same songs appeared in the chapbook, Mary’s Dream. To which are 
added, Mine Ain Dear Somebody, The Braes of Gleniffer […] printed in 1812 by John 
Neilson, one of Paisley’s established printers.19 Not only did Neilson work in Paisley, 
where Tannahill was resident from 1802 until his death in 1810, but he was part-printer 
of The Paisley Repository, which had accepted some of the poet’s contributions. More 
broadly, Tannahill was an important and frequent figure in the local literary and 
social circles, members of whom were almost certainly acquainted with Neilson. 

But the most compelling argument that the chapbook publishers knew exactly 
what and whose work they were printing resides in the fact that they had previously 
published collected editions of Burns and Tannahill.20 Examples abound. Margaret 
Angus & Son of Newcastle upon Tyne produced an edition of Burns’s Poetical 
Works in 1802, and the firm, under her son George produced chapbooks containing 
Burns’s material (and in which the poet remained unnamed) decades later. In the 
same city, John Marshall also printed an edition of Burns’s Poetical Works (1814) and 
Prose Works (1816), and later published chapbook garlands containing unattributed 
pieces of his work. William Davison and John Catnach in partnership also printed 
an edition of Burns’s Poetical Works in Alnwick in 1807/08. Decades later, John’s 
son, James (previously apprenticed to his father) produced anonymous slip-songs 
and ballads (e.g. ‘Scots Wha’ Hae Wi’ Wallace bled’, ‘Poor But Honest Sodger’21) 
from Monmouth Court in Seven Dials, London. 

chapbook garlands: some relevant features

Garlands offered few verbal cues, or contextual clues as to how the text within 
should be regarded or performed, as many paratextual (strictly, perhaps, mostly 
peritextual) elements found in other published books are missing.22 The majority 
of chapbooks carried a title-page woodcut that may have tried to link the songs’ 
themes with a relevant image (e.g. an illustration containing Cupid if the volume 
were of love songs), but just as frequently the most noticeable feature of the cut 
was that it was not actively discordant with the verbal text.23 No introduction or 
biographical details were offered, and no musical notation was supplied, though 
infrequently a tune was named.24 Typographical hierarchies on the title-page, a 
usual feature of books printed and published by the ‘regular’ trade, were often 
ignored or unexpected. Within the main body of the text, the songs themselves were 
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separated typographically by their titles, or perhaps by a line of decorative pieces: 
no explanation or editorial note was supplied, a glossary extremely infrequently, 
and no real rationale offered for the inclusion of a particular song other than the 
chosen collection consisted of ‘new’, ‘excellent’, ‘popular’ or ‘favourite’ material.25

Purely hypothetically, if the adjectives ‘popular’ or ‘favourite’ were strictly accu-
rate, then this may suggest a subsidiary explanation as to why chapbook printers 
did not name those responsible for the songs or song versions included, as such 
designations could imply that readers and purchasers were already familiar with the 
material. This, unfortunately, merely generates another question, for if chapbooks 
provided song material that resonated with the tastes of those from the working 
and middling classes, but did not name the song writers, then, within the realm of 
print at least, what were the other sources (beyond chapbooks and other forms of 
street literature) through which the readers got to know who was responsible for 
the works? That said, we cannot ignore the likelihood of Burns’s poems having  
been transmitted orally via previously published texts. 

Whilst the imprint could include the printer’s name and address (sometimes 
including details of the stock of material available from his or her shop) more often 
than not no such information would be given, other than a place of publication 
and a statement, helpful only in the most generalised way, as to its availability 
from, e.g. ‘the Company of Flying Stationers’.26 Finally, the title’s opening phrase, 
e.g. ‘New songs’ almost invariably introduced a subordinate list that included the 
various components (songs) printed within, e.g. Four Excellent New Songs, called, 
The Knight & Shepherd’s Daughter. The Spinning-wheel. Corn-riggs are Bonny. 
Carle & the King Come (Falkirk: T. Johnston, c. 1810–1825). This immediately 
introduces some complex and well-worked theoretical issues, as to what exactly was 
conceived of as ‘the’ text. But it is potentially also a significant matter, in that it may 
contribute towards an understanding as to why Burns, Tannahill, and others were 
not systematically named as creatively responsible individuals within chapbooks. 

Whilst these observations are undoubtedly laboured, they cumulatively dem-
onstrate the considerable lack of adornment and guidance that usually accom-
panied the songs in these chapbooks.27 Some of the songs may indeed have 
been new, though the inclusion of that description functioned, in the case of 
chapbooks at least, equally as a marketing ploy.28 However, what may have made  
the individual chapbook new (what made it textually unique) was the particular 
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combination of songs.29 This could be pressed further, in that it may be argued  
that the level of creative responsibility associated with a particular song was subsumed 
more generally under the creation of the garland. But there is yet a further step: as 
already mentioned, many chapbook printers did not even include their own names 
on the various imprints. In these instances it is as though no element of the complex 
relationships that might otherwise be recognised as existing between an author 
(here the term is used broadly), a created text and the printer or publisher of that 
text was expected to hold, and in such unconstrained chapbook song collections, 
any appropriation and indeed sense of ownership of the text was surrendered to 
readers and performers of the material. 

performance

Some chapbooks emphasise performance – both where and by whom. The printed 
songs might have been new and in vogue – equally they may have been well estab-
lished, but what the publishers were appealing to was topicality, and for some, a 
reminder of shared experience. References back to such performances (expressed as 
‘as sung by’ or similar) are found more frequently in English, rather than Scottish 
chapbooks, though the reason probably reflects the greater number of pleasure 
gardens and entertainment venues in the metropolis. The Muses Magazine […] a 
Choice Collection of Songs, Sung at Vauxhall, Ranelah, [sic] the Theatres and All 
Genteel Places of Public Amusement, printed and published in eight pages by John 
Evans, Smithfield, London, c. 1795 stands as a good example.30 In Newcastle, 
Margaret Angus & Son’s Garland of New Songs, containing 1. The Frog in the Cock’d 
Hat. 2. A Sailor’s Delight […] named both the singers and place of performance  
[c. 1800]:31 seemingly (p. 4), ‘A Sailor’s Delight’ was performed by ‘Mr Rose at 
Astley’s’. Most explicit references to oral performance are relatively late amongst 
Scottish chapbooks.32 Mid-century chapbooks ‘printed for the booksellers’ and 
published in Glasgow demonstrate the point. The Sea Songster: a Choice Selection of 
Songs, Duets, and Glees, Sung at the Different Places of Public Amusement undated but 
from the 1840s, gives no indication of authorship (though it does include a number 
of Tannahill’s compositions). However, The Scottish Minstrel […] as Sung by Wilson, 
Templeton, &c. first to sixth series, 1850–51 each twenty-four pages (evidently initially 
sold separately but subsequently to be bound up as a single volume), did give authors’ 
names, including both Burns and Tannahill, but relegated them to the main text.33 
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conventions, theories, orthodoxies

A set of widely accepted genre conventions might also go some way towards explain-
ing why the ‘author function’ was infrequently recognised in garlands (though not 
chapbooks per se). As has been recently summarised, ‘genre also dictated anonym-
ity […] poems in miscellanies or magazines were anonymous or pseudonymous’.34 
As Burns and Tannahill were both published posthumously in nineteenth-cen-
tury chapbooks, questions of stigma associated with commerce and the printing  
trade were largely inapplicable, and any concerns regarding legal liability either 
on their part or that of the printer would have markedly decreased as the century 
progressed. But some connotations of anonymity (that anonymity indicated either 
unknown or vague authorship) start to converge with eighteenth-century concepts 
of popular song. 

The prevailing orthodoxy in the latter part of the eighteenth century regarded 
the essence of popular songs, especially those that already passed into widespread 
circulation as part of a cultural tradition that saw such material as having a ‘com-
munal authorship’.35 With authorship comes ownership and responsibility, and 
altogether this concept is entirely consistent with – indeed almost descriptive of – that  
feature of individual anonymity strongly associated with published chapbook  
songs. As Blackie asserted in his essay of the 1889, ‘The Scottish songs are not 
the songs of Ramsay, or Burns […] but the songs of the Scottish people, of whom 
Ramsay, and Burns, and a host of others, were merely spokesmen for the nonce’; 
and continued, in exaggerated terms, ‘the simplest glance at any of our collec-
tions of popular Scottish songs will show that […] the Ayrshire singer stands out 
naturally […] not a few of the individual members of that tuneful band are in  
no wise inferior to their leader’, and ‘His (i.e. Burns’s) national poetry […] is a  
heritage of which every loyal-hearted Scot ought to be proud’. The telling phrase  
above, is, of course, ‘national poetry’.36 

Although occurrences were irregular, Burns’s name – and that of other poets of 
the period – did appear in some chapbook song miscellanies. Thomas Johnston’s 
printing of The New Pease Strae. To Which is Added, The Minister’s Maid […] and 
Whistle and I’ll Come t’Ye, names Burns as a composer on the title-page. Similarly, 
John Morren’s edition of The Wandering Shepherdess; or, The Betrayed Damsel   
[c. 1800], includes, p. 8, ‘Cauld Caledonia – By Burns’.37 These (and similar) instances 
of attribution may suggest something deeper, namely that even the early-nineteenth-
century chapbook printers recognised the exceptional nature of the work of some 
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individuals, that their status was not just a selling point, and merely silently including 
their compositions in chapbook song miscellanies was insufficient and inappropriate. 

chapbooks beyond the song miscellany

The texts of some of Burns’s longer compositions constituted chapbooks in them-
selves, but what is noticeable about them all is that they both appeared and disap-
peared in that form quite early. Neither The Calf nor An Address to the Deil are so 
far known to have appeared in chapbook form in the nineteenth century. Indeed, 
the only two of Burns’s longer poems to have survived in chapbook form into that 
century in more than a few isolated editions are Tam o’ Shanter and The Cotter’s 
Saturday Night – the latter being published throughout Britain – and in Anglicised 
versions where deemed necessary. The reason as to why these sustained poems should 
have been largely deserted is probably ultimately related to a growing recognition 
that they were simply not suitable for the favourite – and eminently saleable – short, 
collected song format to which the chapbook printers were wedded. 

Whilst it was very common for a Burns (or Tannahill) song to appear just once in 
a chapbook,38 many were also given over entirely to a selection of the works of one or 
other poet, and in these cases the collection or selection was attributed to a creative 
agency: the ‘author function’ was operative. The chapbook printers churned out 
many versions of Burns’s songs, under a variety of titles, incorporating such qualifying 
terms as ‘choice’, ‘celebrated’ and, ‘favourite’. It started early in the century, and ended 
late. John and Peter Wilson (the first-named, the printer of the Kilmarnock edition 
of 1786) published their sixteen-page chapbook of Burns’ Celebrated Songs in Ayr in 
1803. Charles Randall in Stirling turned his hand to The Auld Farmer’s Salutation 
to his Auld Mare Maggy […] to which is added An Address to a Scotch Haggis […] by 
Robert Burns in 1806. Thomas Duncan of Glasgow managed to squeeze a lot into 
sixteen pages with his edition of Seventeen Songs by Robert Burns in 1809, and so it 
continued, both sides of the border – The Ayrshire Bard’s Songster: Being a Choice 
Collection was brought out by John Marshall in Newcastle sometime after 1810. In 
the 1850s, Victorian Glasgow was treated to a twenty-four page Cream of Burns’ 
Songs and a slightly longer Cream of Tannahill’s Songs both from the press of James 
Lindsay, better known as a printer of slip-songs, and later yet, in the 1880s or a little 
thereafter, an Aberdeen press ran off the Gems of Scottish Song, Chiefly by Robert 
Burns, and a similar Gems of Tannahill’s Songs, both twenty-four pages.
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different and variant texts 

Chapbook printers’ texts throw up a variety of problems, very familiar to scholars 
of Burns and popular song. Even a cursory examination of some of the variants can 
draw attention to the existence of two confluent traditions: in publishing terms, 
that of the cheap, mass market, and that of the more studious editions, concerned 
with the niceties of the presented text.39

Little can be assumed: texts that might unwarily be thought to be Burns’s are 
frequently not. ‘Up in the morning early’ appears in chapbooks, but it is often not 
that song authoritatively recognised as substantially Burns’s (Kinsley 200). The 
Kilmarnock-printed, c. 1815–20, Three Songs: Up in the Morning Early […], offers a 
markedly different song, though to the same overall theme. And Charles Randall’s 
1806 printing, The Chapter of Kings and Admirals: to which are added, Up in the 
Morning Early […] differs both from the ‘official’ Burns and the Kilmarnock offering. 

There are many other examples. Scholars have recognised that the precedent 
for Burns’s ‘Auld Rob Morris’ (Kinsley 393) was the dialogue version that appeared 
in Ramsay’s Tea-table Miscellany. Similarly, Burns’s ‘Song, to the tune, “Corn Rigs 
are Bonie” ’ (Kinsley 8) shares its effective title with a different song from an older 
generation in Ramsay’s ‘My Patie is a Lover Gay’, in his Gentle Shepherd of 1725. 
Moreover, in neither case was the older song immediately supplanted in chapbook 
texts by Burns’s adaptations. The Flowers of the Forest […] to which are added, Auld 
Rob Morris […] (Glasgow: Printed by J. and M. Robertson, Saltmarket, 1804) 
recorded Ramsay’s version. And again, ‘The Corn Rigs are Bonny’ appeared in  
both Ramsay’s and Burns’s versions, into the 1820s. It is as though the ‘original’ song 
was so deeply embedded in popular culture, that some chapbook printers preferred 
to rely on that version. 

The reverse of the generalised ‘same title / different text’ state of affairs can also 
be found very frequently. Burns’s ‘Here’s a Health to Them That’s Awa’ (Kinsley 
391) is known to appear in chapbook form as ‘Hurrah for the Bonnets of Blue’  
(e.g. Seven Excellent Songs […] The Year That’s Awa […] (Newton-Stewart: J. M’Nairn, 
c. 1830), and, more particularly, appears to have been a broadside and slip-song 
favourite under the alternative title right into the Victorian period. ‘Robert Bruce’s 
March to Bannockburn’ (Kinsley 425) often appears, predictably enough, in chap-
books as ‘Bruce’s Address’ and in slip-songs as ‘Scots Wha Hae Wi’ Wallace Bled’.40 

Variations in text were common, and in some instances long-lived, often reflect-
ing a popular acceptance and agreement as to what constituted Burns’s work, in 
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contrast to more carefully edited publications. ‘When Wild War’s Deadly Blast 
was Blawn’ (Kinsley 406) was called, almost invariably, by chapbook printers as 
‘The Soldier’s (or Sodger’s) Return’ is known to have had the third and fourth lines 
replaced – to Burns’s ineffectual objections – by George Thomson for his production 
of A Select Collection of Original Scottish Airs. Whilst editorially sensitive editions 
print Burns’s intentions, ‘Wi’ mony a sweet babe fatherless, / And mony a widow 
mourning’, popular print most often offered the ‘Thomson’ variant, ‘And eyes  
again with pleasure beam’d, / That had been blear’d with mourning’.41

It comes as no surprise that the punctuation adopted by chapbook printers can 
differ greatly from ‘authorised’ versions, but it is a feature that is perhaps worth notic-
ing, as it may subtly change meaning. Line 23 of ‘O Poortith Cauld’ (Kinsley 398) 
has, ‘The silly bogles, Wealth and State’ whilst the Kilmarnock chapbook, Four Songs 
[…] O Poortith Cauld offers, ‘The silly bogle’s wealth and state’. The foreshortening 
of songs was also a regular feature, undoubtedly due in part to the need to squeeze 
text into the desired number of pages, but occasionally a song was lengthened. ‘The 
Widow’s Lament’ as published in Said a Smile to a Tear […] (Stirling, J. Fraser & Co.,  
c. 1816–1820) deviates from Kinsley 590 in the last verse, and then adds a further two. 
Whilst the end result may be textually totally unimportant, it raises the question 
as to what the ordinary reader may have thought counted as the ‘real’ version – if 
such a slippery phrase was even appropriate.42 

Yet at this point yet another analytical and textual complication may appear. If 
we assume (correctly) that Burns’s writings and textual contributions can be tied 
down as authoritative and final (merely for sake of argument, when first published) 
then what are we to say of subsequent appearances in cheap print that deviate from 
the established version? Burns’s creative contributions were picked up by chapbook 
printers who, later, over decades, incorporated further modifications (e.g. different 
wording, more or fewer verses). If that is so, then the assessment as to the level of 
Burns’s input to the evolved song (within the chapbook) may change on review.43 

afterword

Given that over three-quarters of the nineteenth-century chapbooks containing 
Burns’s compositions were printed by the end of the 1820s, and, more generally, the 
overall production of such material began to decline from the 1830s we have two 
linked questions to consider. Was there a continuing demand for Burns in cheap print; 
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and how was it met? The first element is easily answered: even amongst the chap-
books of the latter decades of the nineteenth century, Burns (and to a lesser extent, 
Tannahill) were still included. By the mid-nineteenth century a clearly discernible 
urban working-class culture had emerged in Britain. Chapbooks formed an integral 
part of this culture, but they did not have as dominant a role as they had in earlier 
decades. Chapbook printers had faced a number of external pressures, mostly negative, 
e.g. moral disapproval of the subject matter, other more informative, relevant, and 
entertaining forms of cheap print. Production of chapbooks from roughly the 1840s 
continued at a lower output: they improved typographically, paper quality became 
somewhat better, and the texts printed became more variable and some reflected 
the virtues of Victorian domesticity and respectability.44 The chapbook garland, of 
the form, ‘popular/new songs’ had diminished greatly. The lengthy series of penny 
chapbooks produced for Francis Orr & Sons of Glasgow included a Life of Robert 
Burns (along with similar titles for other distinguished individuals), an edition of 
Burns’s songs, and a five-volume mini-series simply entitled The Song-book, which 
included some of the poet’s compositions. Orr’s series, it must be said, also embraced 
an edition of Ali Baba, the story of Robin Hood, a chilling little Gothic number, 
The Iron Shroud, and a pictorial Bible. These mid-century Glasgow chapbooks  
were available for sale in town and country not just through the traditional channels 
of travelling hawkers, but also via established booksellers.45 Such, then, was one 
specific cheap-print context in which Burns appeared, mid-century. 46

The slip-songs and broadsides for sale in the streets of mid-century Britain, regu-
larly included both poets, and continued to exhibit the erratic naming of contributors 
in a way similar to chapbooks.47 Like chapbooks, Tannahill’s ‘Jessie the Flower o’ 
Dunblane’, ‘The Braes o’ Balquither’ and ‘The Braes o’ Gleniffer’ were favourites with 
the printers, with slip-song and broadside versions appearing throughout Britain, 
including London (some editions almost inevitably by John Pitts), Manchester, 
the North-West and the North-East. So well-known were some of the songs that 
T(homas?) Weightman of York printed a slip entitled, Answer to ‘Jessie the Flower o’ 
Dumblain’ and similarly editions of The Answer to Burn’s [sic] Lovely Jean appeared 
from Thomas Birt (yet one more of the Seven Dials printing firms), and presses in 
Birmingham and Newcastle. In about 1850, George Walker jnr printed a number of 
broadsides incorporating material of both Burns and Tannahill, occasionally naming 
and including an oval half-portrait image of the former. What is perhaps useful to 
note here, are the facts that, generally, north-east England sustained its interest in 
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Burns, and also, more particularly, that George Walker not only distributed some 
of his broadsides as far as Manchester,48 but may have had some of his stock actually 
printed in Glasgow – though it is equally possible that the reverse was the case.49 

Burns was also carried along in the ‘cheap book’ movement in Britain, especially 
from the 1850s. With the progressive lowering of production and material costs, and 
a greatly enlarged reading public, a proportion of whom had a little more disposable 
income, we find editions of Burns stretching from his Complete Works in two volumes, 
quarto, with seventy-five plates at 50s. from the London house of George Virtue  
c. 1840, through to a number of editions at 1s, the prices of all of which were undercut 
by John Dicks who is recorded as having published Burns’s poetical works at 6d.50 
Cumulative print runs of Burns in cheap publications were reportedly very large: 
William Milner (eventually Milner & Co.) of Halifax and London had produced 
over 183,000 copies of Burns by 1895, of which the firm had sold 100,000 copies by 
1869.51 In the 1870s, Milner & Co.’s ‘Poetical Series’ offered relatively smart editions 
of Burns (gilt, and with bevelled boards) at 3s. 6d., but much more to the pocket 
of the ordinary purchaser was the 1s. printing in the publisher’s all but ubiquitous 
‘Cottage Library: instructive and entertaining series’.52 

In summary, it would be fair to say that there is considerable research still to be 
undertaken on the publication and reception of Burns and his contemporaries in 
chapbook form. The broadly analytical approach to Burns’s writings that has gener-
ated the publication of several major editions (starting with that by James Currie, 
and, most recently, the Oxford edition of the Scots Musical Museum) is minutely 
mapped, and underpins much scholarship and research. But there is a broader and 
more extensive field – with its intrinsic cultural, socio-political, and economic 
aspects – yet to be charted and that is the appearance, reception and availability of 
Burns and his poetic legacy in cheap, popular print. 
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