
1 
 

 
Scott’s Shorter Poems: Versatility in an Edinburgh and European Poet 

 

A talk given on Thursday 14th May 2018 at 7:00pm by Professor Peter Garside to members of The 

Edinburgh Sir Walter Scott Club in Edinburgh at The New Club, Edinburgh. 
 

The present paper stems from work in preparation of The Edinburgh Edition of Walter Scott’s Poetry 

[EEWSP], under the general editorship of Alison Lumsden, the first volume of which (containing Marmion) 

has recently been published.1  Naturally the lion’s share of the planned ten volumes will be taken up by the 

large narrative poems, hugely popular in Scott’s day, and unlike the novels directly acknowledged by him 

as the author. Whereas editing procedure can in many ways follow the Edinburgh Edition of the Waverley 

Novels [EEWN], completed in 30 volumes in 2012, several new problems have been thrown up. One is the 

relatively ‘social’ nature of the large poems, with Scott as the named author actively responding to friends 

and correspondents in making changes to later editions; another lies in his habit of continually revising or 

adding Notes, muddying the waters somewhat compared with the ‘initial creative impulse’ cut-off point 

applied in EEWN. Neither of these problems however seriously complicate the volume of Scott’s Shorter 

Poems, edited by myself with Gillian Hughes,2 and which is due to appear next year as the second in the 

Edition. However, the diverse nature of its contents, deriving from song books, personal albums, letters, 

book inscriptions, and a variety of other sources, does present a number of individual issues, with each 

item potentially claiming its own special editorial treatment. The extent of textual evidence is also 

inconsistent: in some cases we have no manuscript, in others only the manuscript. Another conundrum 

might also seem to lie in the question of what constitutes a ‘shorter’ poem (we deliberately avoided the 

more pejorative ‘minor’). Here at the upper margin there proved to be little difficulty, the demarcation 

between book-length items and shorter pieces being relatively clear. At the lower margin more care was 

needed, notably in the case of the kind of impromptu doggerel verse that Scott was inclined to dash off 

while otherwise occupied. In this case the ruling has been to exclude fragmentary items where 

interspersed (say) in a letter rather standing individually apart. These pieces however will feature in 

another volume largely devoted to original verse by Scott in the Waverley Novels. 

 The main foundations of any such project of course lie in the researching and seeking out of all 

available materials. A natural starting-point for us here was the collected Poetical Works of Scott’s own 

day, commencing in 1820 and ending with the slightly posthumous 1833-34 twelve-volume set edited by 

his son-in-law, J. G. Lockhart (the fullest but not always the most reliable). Following on from this a number 

of fresh items such as juvenile pieces appeared in Lockhart’s Life of Scott (1837-38), most of which were 

duly added to later collections, such as the one-volume edition published by Robert Cadell in 1841. The last 

collected volume to be produced in modern times (rather remarkably) is J. Logie Robertson’s Poetical 

Works of Sir Walter Scott (1904), much reissued from the same plates by Oxford University Press but never 

replaced. Claimed new poems by Scott have subsequently appeared in individual articles, most notably W. 

M. Parker’s ‘Sir Walter Scott: Thirteen New Poems?’ in 1949,3 though in this case four of those included are 

problematic or not his. Nonetheless there is nothing to beat a first-hand trawl for materials through all 

known research libraries and archives, a process facilitated by internet searching, and at which Gillian 

Hughes excels. As a whole, we have managed to garner 134 shorter poems for the volume, 48 of which do 

not appear in Logie Robertson, and eight of which have never previously appeared in print. At the same 

time, reasons are given for the rejection of over twenty poems previously attributed to Scott, which 
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research has shown are the work of another author and/or a different period, or where insufficient 

evidence has been found to verify Scott’s involvement. 

 With the main materials in place, the question of ordering arises. At the start two options 

presented themselves: Thematic or Chronological, both of which were tried out experimentally. In the case 

of Thematic some generic types, such as Songs, Theatrical Addresses, and Gaelic imitations, at first sight 

seemed firm enough, but on further inspection proved porous. Further unsettling is the presence of some 

23 cases where Scott is to some degree translating from a foreign original, excluding Gaelic imitations, 

these including 14 German cases and six French (for a fuller listing see present Appendix: ‘Shorter Poetry: 

Source Languages and Related Texts’). While a field such ‘German Translations’ might appear inviting, this 

among other things would risk entangling two different dimensions, the generic and (for want of a better 

word) linguistic, so that items definable by the first could get isolated in the second. Chronological 

organisation also brings with it special problems, such as where there is an unusually long gap between 

composition and publication, or when Scott at a later date writes an addition to a former piece. All in all, 

however, these seemed surmountable, with the application of a bit of editorial nous now and then, and 

generally we have followed the procedure of ordering by date of composition. Surveyed this way, and 

complicating the common assumption that Scott shifted irreversibly from poetry to prose fiction with the 

publication of Waverley in 1814, over 40 per cent (55) of the constituent 134 items can be seen to have 

been written after that date, this excluding of course all the original poetry that went into the Waverley 

novels themselves. 

 More broadly, this running order offers an unprecedented view of the various stages that Scott 

went through in his poetic development. Considering that we are going eventually to examine his last 

known poem, it’s worth looking briefly at Scott’s very first, itself a translation: 

 

In awful ruins Ætna thunders nigh, 

And sends in pitchy whirlwinds to the sky 

Black clouds of smoke, which, still as they aspire, 

From their dark sides there bursts the glowing fire; 

At other times huge balls of fire are toss’d, 

That lick the stars, and in the smoke are lost: 

Sometimes the mount, with vast convulsions torn, 

Emits huge rocks, which instantly are borne 

With loud explosions to the starry skies, 

The stones made liquid as the huge mass flies, 

Then back again with greater weight recoils, 

While Ætna thundering from the bottom boils. 

 

Written as an exercise while Scott aged about 11 was a student under Dr Alexander Adam at the High 

School in Edinburgh, this according Lockhart had been preserved by his mother with the heading ‘My 

Walter’s first Lines, 1782’.4 The translated passage occurs in Virgil’s Aeneid with Aeneas and his Trojan 

companions spending a fearful night near Mount Etna. The relevant eight lines of Latin pentameter in the 

original are rendered with some efficiency in the twelve lines of decasyllabic couplets in Scott’s version, 

how much owing to Dr Adam’s prompting is anyone’s guess. In its use of heroic couplets, Scott’s approach 

parallels John Dryden in his classic English Augustan 1697 version of the Aeneid, though Dryden’s 

translation is somewhat freer than his own. It might also be worth considering the imaginative recreation 

of a foreign location here, if only in view of things to come later. 

 Scott’s next two poems (‘On a Thunderstorm’ and ‘On the Setting Sun’), likewise juvenile exercises, 

both feed on the devotional literature of a Presbyterian upbringing, with one adult observer reportedly 
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suggesting that they had been lifted from an evangelical magazine. The next cache of poems, some twelve 

in all, stemming from his youthful courtship of an unidentified Jessie from Kelso, exploits a familiar Scots 

vein (‘Lassie can ye love me weel?’, etc.), with seduction progressively the underlying aim, and becoming 

more complex as the relationship stalled and soured.5 Another body of verse surrounds his subsequent and 

ultimately unsuccessful courtship of the socially more elevated Williamina Belsches, much of this 

preserved in a Notebook titled ‘Adversaria’, commenced in 1792 and now held at Abbotsford, and which 

employs a number of styles, not unlike those common in polite periodical literature of the time. During the 

Jessie phase Scott had also come into contact with more antique forms of English verse, helping enhance 

his courtly addresses, some of which seem to have been recycled post-Williamina in other directions. For 

whatever reason none of his poetry appears to have been addressed to his eventual wife, the French-born 

Charlotte Carpentier whom he first met in 1797 at the Cumbrian Spa resort of Gilsland—his one known 

poem written while staying there, ‘With Flowers from a Roman Wall’, evidently having been meant for 

another lady. Charlotte however was soon to prove assiduous in transcribing Scott’s verse in booklets for 

potential sponsors. But without further stimulus one doubts whether he would have progressed much 

further into the public sphere. 

 It is here where the input of German literature proved so essential. This is not to deny Scott’s 

preceding acquaintance with other modern foreign languages, with which he immediately felt more at 

home than the classics. In his fragmentary ‘Ashestiel’ Autobiography begun in 1808 he describes how circa 

1786 he had taken Italian lessons to facilitate reading of authors such as Dante, Boiardo and Pulci, having 

previously ‘extended my knowledge of the French language from the same principle of romantic research’, 

this learn-as-you-read kind of activity being sourced from ‘the stores of old French and Italian books’ in 

James Sibbald’s circulating library in the Parliament Square.6 Lockhart in his Life of Scott describes a 

notebook inscribed 1792 containing among other things Norse verse and ‘an Italian canzonet’, this 

concluding ‘with a fourth section, headed German, but left blank’.7 And in many ways German did 

represent a tabula rasa for Scott at the onset. Some 40 years on he recalled how, inspired by Henry 

Mackenzie’s 1788 lecture to the Royal Society of Edinburgh on German drama, he and a handful of friends 

had found a tutor to teach them the language, though disappointed by his choice of Gessner’s pious Death 

of Abel as a text, when really they wanted to get at the liberating Sturm und Drang excitements of Goethe 

and Schiller.8 The tight intellectual relationships in Edinburgh certainly helped in providing a fertile 

breeding ground. Scott even argued an affinity between German and Lowland Scots as an inducement. 

German texts were hard to procure, but Scott had useful personal contacts, notably Harriet Brühl, the 

daughter of the Saxon ambassador to the court of Saint James, who in 1795 had married his kinsman Scott 

of Harden. In personal terms his first attempts at composition coincided with the turning-point in his 

relationship with Williamina Belsches, providing an outlet for pent-up sexual energies in a boisterous 

turning up of literary fresh ground. 

 The resulting output of translations, conducted intuitively, veering between transliteration and 

adaptation, and sometimes involving schoolboy howlers, was phenomenal, and even now is only being 

fully gauged. Between 1796 and 1798 Scott translated at least six German plays, these including August 

Wilhelm Iffland’s Die Mündel (The Wards), the basis of a splendid re-enactment orchestrated by Michael 

Wood in Edinburgh just recently.9 One further spur here was the possibility of recognition through the 

wider phenomenon of Germanism in England, as stimulated by M. G. (‘Monk’) Lewis and others, and 

where dramatists such as Kotzebue had become all the rage at the theatre. Scott’s own ‘House of Aspen’, 

loosely based on a play by Leonhard Wächter, under his pseudonym of Veit Weber, narrowly missed 

staging at Drury Lane. His 1798 translation of Goethe’s Gӧ tz von Berlichingen did however manage to 

become his first book-length publication, when with Lewis’s assistance it was brought out by the London 

bookseller James Bell in March 1799. Earlier in May 1798, as Wood notes, he had also proposed to Cadell & 
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Davies a twelve-volume annotated ‘compendium of the Chef d oeuvres of the German Stage’, which if 

realised would have involved some 36 plays.10 

 The Shorter Poems volume contains nine items directly relating to this phase (see Appendix, nos 3-

11). ‘William and Helen’ and ‘The Chase’, both based on poems by Gottfried Augustus Bürger, were 

published together in Edinburgh in 1796. Another Bürger-based poem. ‘The Triumph of Constancy’, 

however survives only as a booklet presentation to Harriet Scott of Harden; while two translations from 

Goethe, ‘Lamentation of the Wife of Asan-Aga’ and ‘The Mermaid’, both failed to get beyond manuscript 

form. ‘The Erl-King’, again based on Goethe, found an outlet in the Kelso-printed Apology for Tales of 

Terror (1799); while ‘Frederick and Alice’, from a play with songs (Singspiel) by Goethe, did actually make it 

into M. G. Lewis’s Tales of Wonder (1801). The song ‘Rhine-Wein Lied’, inserted in ‘The House of Aspen’, is 

based on the final two stanzas of a song by another German writer, Matthias Claudius. One previously 

unidentified item from ‘Adversaria’, the martial ‘Which of Us Shall Join the Forces?’, represents a kind of 

hybrid, commencing as a loose translation of an Estonian folk song translated by Goethe and anthologised 

in Johann Gottfried von Herder’s Volkslieder (1778-79), but then taking off in a different direction.  

 While the example now chosen for fuller discussion in one sense has only the most tangential 

connection with a German source-text, it illustrates amply the strength of Scott’s commitment at this 

juncture. In particular terms ‘The Rouze of the Royal Edinburgh Light Dragoons’ (no. 24) relates to Scott’s 

joining of a volunteer cavalry force at a time of threatened French invasion in 1797. Hitherto this was 

mainly known through its printing as a ‘War-Song’ in the third volume of Scott’s Minstrelsy of the Scottish 

Border (1803). However we have been able to locate a rare and possibly unique copy of the original song 

sheet in the Inglis collection in the National Library of Scotland, which, with the music and minus the 

Minstrelsy’s editorial clutter, allows a fuller sense of the song’s original German inspiration.11 The use of 

the term Rouze in the original is itself an indication, deriving from the German rouse signifying ‘to awaken, 

get up, put in motion’, and in military terms representing a signal (typically by bugle) that it is time to get 

out. The music provided on the song sheet in its basic melody matches that accompanying the 

Abscheidslied (Farewell Song) by the German poet and composer Christian Friedrich Daniel Schubart (1739-

91). The first of Zwei Kaplieder (Two Cape Songs), this had been written and set to music by Schubart a few 

weeks before the departure of a battalion of German mercenaries to Cape Town in February 1787 in the 

service of the Dutch East India Company. Consisting of twelve verses, with a similar rhyme scheme of 

abccb, its first two lines, ‘Auf, auf! ihr Brüder und seid stark/ der Abschiedstag ist da!’ (On on! Brethren, be 

strong,/ The departure day is here), lead immediately into Scott’s own rousing opening: 

 

To Horse! To Horse! The Standard flies! 

 The Bugles sound the call! 

 

Schubart’s Kriegslied (Battle Song) enjoyed considerable popularity as a military march, and must have 

been familiar to Scott and associates by the late 1790s; in fact, there is evidence of the song and words 

being introduced to Scott by his friend James Skene, recently returned from Germany, when the two were 

quartered at Musselburgh near Edinburgh in the summer of 1798.12 

 Some of the political content in Scott’s version is also worth noting. In the third stanza reference is 

made to the reduction of European countries to the status of client states by revolutionary France aided by 

Napoleon’s military successes: in particular, the forming of the Batavian republic after the occupation of 

Holland, the seizure of art treasures in the Papal States, and the overrunning of Switzerland by French 

troops and proclamation of a Helvetic republic.  

 

Tho tamely crouch to Gallia’s frown, 

 Dull Holland’s tardy train, 
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Their ravish’d toys tho Romans mourn, 

Tho gallant Switzers vainly spurn, 

 And foaming gnaw the chain: 

 

The penultimate stanza (‘Then farewell home, and farewell friends/ Adieu each tender tie’) alludes to the 

corps’ stated willingness in its Regulations, which were drafted by Scott, ‘to march to any part of Great 

Britain’;13 though in the event they did little more than career up and down Musselburgh sands, with 

Scott’s lameness consigning him mainly to the role of Quartermaster. With our own perceptions perhaps 

still coloured by recollection of two world wars, it would be easy to underestimate the extent to which for 

Scott culturally and politically Germany stands for the forces of liberty and national expression. 

 Scott continued to follow events in Europe avidly during the long Napoleonic wars, much of his 

information it would seem coming from newspapers. It was a newspaper report by his own account that 

triggered his song ‘The British Light Dragoons’ (no. 26), celebrating a cavalry engagement in the Peninsular 

War in which British cavalry had gained a momentary success (this incidentally set to a tune, ‘The Bold 

Dragoon’, where the refrain ‘Whack row de row’ has a more libidinous meaning!). His interest reached a 

fever pitch during 1813-14 when, after the failure of Napoleon’s Russian campaign, the allied forces, 

including Austria, Prussia, and the liberated Rhineland states moved westwards against France. Writing to 

Joanna Baillie on 10 December 1813, Scott expresses ‘a strong temptation to go to the continent this 

Christmas’ though fearing this might prove impractical: 

 

But not withstanding my earnest desire to see the allied armies cross the Rhine which I suppose 

must be one of the grandest military spectacles in the world, I should like to know that the roads 

were tolerably secure and the means of getting forward attainable. In spring however if no 

unfortunate change takes place I trust to visit the camp of the Allies and see all the power pomp 

and circumstance of war which I have so often imagined and sometimes attempted to embody in 

verse.14 

 

Interestingly, when Scott subsequently wrote up at length the events of this period in a ‘History of Europe, 

1814’ for the Edinburgh Annual Register, it is the prospect of a revival of a national spirit amongst the 

fragmented and recently oppressed Rhineland states that most excites him: 

 

That of the Germans, in particular, broke forth in the most striking manner, when, in pursuit of the 

retreating enemy, they first came in sight of the broad and magnificent current of the Rhine. The 

name of that noble river has something sacred to a German: it mingles in the popular songs of his 

country, and it occurs in every page of his national history.15 

 

 Prior to his return to Edinburgh early in May 1814 for the summer legal term (bringing the 

unfinished Waverley with him) Scott had responded with increasing delight to news of the Duke of 

Wellington’s victory at Toulouse ending the Peninsular war, the Allies’ occupation of Paris, and the 

abdication of that great ‘Disturber of Europe’16 Napoleon. A record of his feelings at this time is provided 

by two original songs that he composed for the first dinner of the Pitt Club of Scotland, as held in the 

Assembly Rooms in Edinburgh on Saturday, 28 May (just two days before the signing of the Treaty of 

Paris). A large number of Pitt Clubs had sprouted up in 1813-14, encouraged by the mounting allied 

successes, which were viewed by Tory supporters as vindicating the measures taken by William Pitt the 

Younger during earlier days in the war with France. The first stanza of the first song invokes a popular story 

about Pitt folding the map in near despair: 
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O Dread was the time, and more dreadful the omen, 

 When the brave on Marengo lay slaughtered in vain, 

And, beholding broad Europe bowed down by her foemen, 

 PITT closed in his anguish the map of her reign! 

Not the fate of broad Europe could bend his brave spirit 

 To accept for his country the safety of shame; 

O then in her triumph remember his merit, 

 And hallow the goblet that flows to his name. 

 

Now more commonly associated with the battle Austerlitz in 1805, just prior to Pitt’s death, Scott here as 

elsewhere places the anecdote in the aftermath of the battle of Marengo in 1800, at which the Austrians 

suffered huge losses leading to their suspending operations in Italy, greatly strengthening Napoleon’s 

position as First Consul. Maps themselves seem to have acquired great significance for Scott in this 

context: reportedly he had one in his carriage expressly for following the campaigns. This aspect is also 

apparent in the second song, ‘For A’ That an’ A’ That’, more popular on the night, though slower to enter 

the Scott canon. In following the words and tune of the Burns song now famous for its line ‘A Man’s a Man 

for A’ That’, Scott might be accused of having created here something of a jingoistic parody. But in his own 

worldview the new song is all about the restoration of liberty, as expressed in stanzas two and three in 

terms of organic national emblems. In the second stanza the shamrock, rose, and thistle thus represent the 

home nations, now once more in alliance with France, with the royalist fleur-de-lis being specified again in 

the last line in recognition of Scotland’s harbouring of the exiled Bourbons after the Revolution. 

 

We’ll twine her in a friendly knot 

 With England’s Rose and a’ that, 

The Shamrock shall not be forgot, 

 For Wellington made bra’ that. 

The Thistle, though her leaf be rude, 

 Yet faith we’ll no misca’ that; 

She shelter’d in her solitude 

 The Fleur-de-lis for a’ that! 

 

These are mirrored with equivalent symbols for the main allies in the following stanza, the use of hemp for 

Russia carrying a special connotation in view of the Royal Navy’s dependency on it as a raw material for 

rope during the war.  

 

The Austrian Vine, the Prussian Pine, 

 (For Blucher’s sake hurra’ that!) 

The Spanish Olive too shall join, 

 And bloom in Peace for a’ that. 

Stout Russia’s Hemp, so surely twined, 

 Around our wreath we’ll draw that, 

And he that would the cord unbind 

 Shall have it for his gra-vat. 

 

 Russia in turn was given fuller attention in another song by Scott, ‘Verses Composed on the 

Occasion’ (no. 29), for a dinner given in honour of the visit of the Grand Duke Nicholas to Edinburgh in 

1816, though its wording is mainly in tribute to his elder brother, Czar Alexander I:17 
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God protect brave ALEXANDER! 
 Heaven defend the noble Czar! 
Mighty Russia’s high Commander, 
 First in Europe’s banded war. 
For the realms he did deliver 
 From the Tyrant overthrown, 
Thou, of every good the Giver, 
 Grant him long to bless his own. 

 

 

The choice of the tune, though not decided on by Scott, is also indicative, this having been composed by 

Haydn in 1797 as a setting to German lyrics by Lorenz Leopold Haschka in praise of Francis II, Emperor of 

the Holy Roman Empire and later of Austria—the same music now serves for the national anthem of 

Germany. 

 In his 1995 Life of Walter Scott John Sutherland claims that Scott’s vision was inhibited by 

provincialism, this showing up for example in his narrative poem The Vision of Don Roderick (1811), set in 

Spain where he had never been. And more recently Eileen Dunlop has suggested that Scott circa 1819 (‘the 

long war with France [having] prevented him from being European in culture’) shifted from a Scottish to a 

British perspective, as reflected in a chain of English fictions such as Ivanhoe and Kenilworth.18 Leaving 

aside for a moment whether it’s necessary to have visited a place to write about it, the emphasis here still 

seems unfair on a number of counts. Certainly Scott acted with relish presented with the first realistic 

opportunity to travel abroad in his life, on the opening up of the Continent after Napoleon’s final defeat in 

1815. As did a number of other travellers, Scott wrote up a record of his trip to Belgium and France in 

Paul’s Letters to his Kinsfolk (1816), offering among other things a fairly astute account of the French 

political situation in the process. When visiting Waterloo he was presented with a muddy and bloodstained 

manuscript booklet found on the field of battle, presumably belonging to a French soldier killed there, and 

which is still kept at Abbotsford. From this Scott extracted three songs (nos 19-21) which are given in 

translated form and the original French in Paul’s Letters, the words and music of first of which, ‘Romance 

of Dunois’, as Scott subsequently found out, had been composed by Hortense de Beauharnais, step-

daughter to Napoleon and the wife of his brother Louis Bonaparte, who had been appointed King of 

Holland by Napoleon in 1806. 

 Scott and his companions then moved on to Paris, where Scott was particularly taken by the 

diversity on display: ‘Imagine all the soldiers of all the nations of Europe holding a carnaval [sic] in so large 

a metropolis … Walking home at night I have been challenged by a dozen centinels in half the languages of 

Europe.’19 Many of the occupying forces were billeted in the Champs Elysée: ‘Paris is one great camp, 

consisting of soldiers of almost all nations’.20 Near the end of his stay there, in September 1815, Scott took 

an excursion with Lady Alvanley and her two daughters to Malmaison, famous for its association with the 

Empress Josephine, then on to St Cloud, the occasion giving rise to the poem of that name: 

 

Soft spread the southern Summer night 

 Her veil of darksome blue; 

Ten thousand stars combined to light 

 The terrace of Saint Cloud. 

 

The evening breezes gently sigh’d, 

 Like breath of lover true, 
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Bewailing the deserted pride 

 And wreck of sweet Saint Cloud. 

 

The drum’s deep roll was heard afar, 

 The bugle wildly blew 

Good night to Hulan and Hussar, 

 That garrison Saint Cloud. 

 

The startled Naiads from the shade 

 With broken urns withdrew, 

And silenced was that proud cascade, 

 The glory of Saint Cloud. 

 

We sate upon its steps of stone, 

 Nor could its silence rue, 

When waked, to music of our own, 

 The echoes of Saint Cloud. 

 

Slow Seine might hear each lovely note 

 Fall light as summer-dew, 

While through the moonless air they float, 

 Prolong’d from fair Saint Cloud. 

 

And sure a melody more sweet 

 His waters never knew, 

Though Music’s self was wont to meet 

 With princes at Saint Cloud. 

 

Nor then, with more delighted ear, 

 The circle round her drew, 

Than ours, when gather’d round to hear 

 Our songstress at Saint Cloud. 

 

Few happy hours poor mortals pass,-- 

 Then give those hours their due, 

And rank among the foremost class 

 Our evenings at Saint Cloud. 

 

For Scott this location would have been filled with historical reverberations. It was from the palace at St 

Cloud that Napoleon staged the coup d’état which led to the overthrow of the French Directory in 1799. 

Before the Revolution it had served as a main royal residence, traditionally associated with the cadet 

Orléans family, and was given by Louis XVI as a gift to Marie Antoinette, who supposedly had an input into 

the design of the gardens. Most recently, as observed by Scott in Paul’s Letters, it had been briefly 

occupied as a defensive position by French forces after the defeat at Waterloo, prior to the capitulation 

marked by the Convention of St Cloud, signed there on 3 July 1815. Affording panoramic views of the Seine 

and Paris, the park was renowned for its artificial cascade, with water tumbling down towards the river 

through formal parterres. Most immediately the poem—which, though original, has some of the romance 
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qualities of the French songs found at Waterloo—concerns a song sung by one by one of the Alvanley 

daughters, the sounds of which drift over the landscape mingling with while transcending the martial 

noises below. The atmosphere is evoked strongly in the third stanza, in which ‘Hulan and Hussar’ refers to 

light cavalry troops from central Europe, and where the final rhyme (as in all other stanzas) is witness to 

Scott’s correct pronunciation of ‘Saint Cloud’. Clearly this represented a highly significant moment for 

Scott, something which helps elevate the quality of the poem itself. On a second trip to France in 1826 he 

recorded in his Journal another visit to St Cloud, which ‘besides i[t]’s unequalld views, is rich in 

remembrances’.21 And in a reported conversation with the Bohemian musician Ignaz Moscheles in 1828 he 

returns to the peculiar sonic effects involved: 

 

Sir Walter chanced to allude to the effects of the various martial sounds which reached his ears, 

when the evening watch was set of the Allied troops in Paris, after the battle of Waterloo. Seated 

on a small eminence near the village of St Cloud, amidst the calm of a French summer’s night, he 

described the mingling sounds, in the distance, of the instruments of almost all the nations in the 

world, rising in strange and wild harmony around, as producing an effect upon him such as he 

should never forget.22 

 

 Scott’s engagement with European languages never ceased, and individual instances of later 

exercises in translation from the German, French, and also Spanish will be found in the Appendix. Nor did 

his urge to travel in mainland Europe diminish, as his 1826 escapade to Paris indicates; though in practice 

he was mostly obliged to live vicariously through his sons, Walter a cavalry officer and Charles a diplomat, 

on both of whom he impressed the importance of acquiring fluency in modern languages. A letter to 

Walter in May 1822 is one of several proposing long visits, which in his heart of hearts Scott must have 

known were impossible given the other claims on his time: ‘I am half minded if you remain in Berlin till next 

spring to come over myself for you—we might take three or four months on the continent and take a peep 

of Italy the Tyrol Switzerland & come back through France or by the Rhine.’23 The countries mentioned 

match those given preference in other such mooted trips (the Tyrol particularly interested as an epicentre 

of resistance to Napoleonic tyranny). When late in life, after several crippling strokes, it was decided that 

Scott should visit Naples for his health, a trip from Leith to Rotterdam and down the Rhine, then over the 

Alps, was first contemplated. In the event the government’s offer of a passage on HMS Barham allowed a 

sea voyage to Malta, then on to Naples. In the case of Naples, then part of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, 

this represented his first experience of an Italian-speaking country, Scott and his party arriving there late in 

December 1831, having passed a disappointingly unspectacular Mount Etna on the way. Naples at that 

point offered a microcosm of recent European history, yo-yoing between monarchism and revolutionary 

government from the formation a French-supported Neapolitan Republic in 1799 to the restoration of its 

Bourbon kings in 1816, the latter after a febrile attempt at Italian unification by Joachim Murat, Napoleon’s 

brother-in-law. Since then there had been an insurrection by the Carbonari in 1821 followed by an 

Austrian-backed reestablishment of royal authority. During his stay of several months, in spite of 

incapacity, Scott struggled to engage culturally with his environment, collecting Italian books to be sent 

back to Abbotsford, commissioning the transcription of a romance in the royal library, and seeking out 

cross-cultural parallels in local folklore. In an audience with the King communication was severely limited 

on both sides: a reminder that Scott’s capabilities with the written word didn’t necessarily extend to 

vernacular conversation. 

 In more immediate terms Naples had become an important hub in the pan-European diplomatic 

scene, a main terminus for those undertaking the Grand Tour, as well as having a sizeable foreign 

residential community, mostly aristocratic in character. This entailed a fairly seamless succession of balls 

(one with costumes based on the Waverley novels), concerts, amateur theatricals, and diplomatic 
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receptions, not all of which could be avoided by Scott. It was at one of these that he presumably met the 

Russian aristocratic lady whose request was to lead to his last known poem. Three versions of this are 

known to have survived, all of them apparently fragmentary and bearing witness to the extent to which 

Scott’s illness had impaired his scriptorial abilities. Scott also seems to have been uncertain as to who 

exactly he was addressing, with the name being rendered as ‘Wollenluss’ or ‘Wollenlief’ at different points, 

this perhaps resulting from his only having heard it spoken. The intended addressee of these verses 

however can be identified with some certainty as Princess Zenaide Wolkonsky, who in 1810 had married 

Prince Nikita Wolkonsky, an aide-de-camp to Czar Alexander I, subsequently settling in Italy in 1829, where 

her singing, acting, and conversational skills led to her becoming a popular hostess. Though he may have 

forgotten by this point, Scott had previously noted the diplomatic role played by her husband during the 

Franco-Russian war in his mammoth nine-volume Life of Napoleon Buonaparte, published in 1827. The text 

below is an edited version, based on one of the surviving manuscripts in the National Library of Scotland 

(MS 2208, f. 41), with conjectural emendations in the case of the most severe slippages: 

 

Lady, they say thy Native land 

 Unlike this clime of fruit and flowers 

Loves like the Minstrel’s northern strand 

 The sterner shore of nature’s powers 

Even Beauty’s powers of Empery 

 Grow feeble mid decaying bowers 

Until even you mayst set a task 

 Too heavy for the poet’s powers. 

 

Mortals in vain—so says the Text— 

 Seek grapes from briars, from thistles corn 

Say can fair Wolkonsky expect 

 Fruit from a withered Scottish thorn? 

Time once there was alas but now 

 That time returns not new again 

The shades upon the Dial cast  

 Proceed but pass not back again. 

 

Yet in this land of lengthened day 

 Where April wears the autumn’s hue 

Awakened by the genial ray 

 Thoughts of past visions strive to blow 

The blood grows warm the nerves expand 

 The stiffened fingers take the pen 

And 

 

Imaginatively juxtaposing Scottish and Russian native climes, the one known the other imagined, it 

poignantly contrasts the luxuriousness of the present shared setting with Scott’s own diminishing powers. 

Interestingly, in the process Scott reverts to the biblical imagery that had marked some of his earliest 

juvenile poetry. ‘So says the Text’ in line 9 thus alludes Matthew 7.16: ‘Do men gather grapes of thorn, or 

figs of thistles?’ And the image of the Dial (line 15) recalls the Old Testament story, where the dying 

Hezekiah is given the choice of moving the sun dial backwards or forwards ten degrees, and chooses 

backwards on the grounds that it is relatively easy to move the shadow forwards but virtually impossible to 
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move time back. The last line with just ‘And’ could be seen as incomplete, though it might arguably be 

taken as more conscious mark of an inability to turn thoughts into words. 

 The record of Scott’s return is equally sad. Against advice, he insisted on the more arduous 

overland route, intent partly on meeting Goethe in Weimar, though when in Rome learning that he had 

died. With the support of his children Anne and Charles, the journey took in Innsbruck, where had long 

wished to see the tomb of Maximilian I, and a voyage up the Rhine, though there is little evidence that 

Scott was able to engage fully in either, this before eventually embarking from Rotterdam in a stupefied 

state. Lockhart’s story of a momentary invigoration as he approached the landscape at Abbotsford fits well 

with the Nativist view of Scott which has mostly predominated since. In attempting to counterbalance this I 

would like to conclude with a few general points concerning the centrality of Europe in his vision, taking as 

my main text the aforementioned Life of Napoleon, a quite phenomenal achievement in itself though it 

hardly gets a mention in most Scott criticism. 

 First off is the way that Scott frequently talks of Europe as an organic entity, sometimes personified 

almost as if having a life of its own. In this way offences against the Swiss did much ‘to raise the animosity 

of Europe in general against France’.24 And while Scott might have favoured hereditary monarchy as a 

model for the governance of individual states (albeit by no means the only possibility), Europe itself is 

depicted in terms strangely closer to republicanism. For instance in 1814 the Allies are shown as chiefly 

desiring of France that ‘she should remain within the limits of her ancient territory, a peaceful member of 

the European commonwealth’.25 Whereas Scott is prepared to acknowledge some advantages in 

Napoleon’s initial setting up of independent republics in Italy, freed from feudal restraints, in practice his 

military dominance is seen as gravitating increasingly towards the establishment of client states, having 

‘total dependence on the Great Nation’.26 Scott is especially hostile to Napoleon’s plan ‘to thrust Russia 

back upon her Asiatic dominions, and deprive her of her influence in European politics’, thereby reducing 

the Czar ‘to the rank of an Asiatic sovereign’.27 On the question of what constitutes a state within the 

European context one necessary attribute seems to be a unifying focal point for the people at large. Russia 

under the Czar is regarded as possessing a distinct ‘national character’,28 whereas Prussia in the earlier 

period is considered to have lost some of its cohesion through acquisition of alien territories such as 

Hanover. A more general revival of national spirit among Germans, however, is seen as the essential 

ingredient in the fightback of 1812-14: 

 

the mass of the people forgot that they were Hanoverians, Hessians, Saxons, or Prussians, to 

remember they were all Germans, and had one common cause in which to struggle … while a line 

of poetry could be recited from the works of Schiller or Goethe, down to the most ordinary stall 

ballad—inuendoes [sic], at once secret and stimulating, might be drawn from them, to serve as 

watch-words, or as war-cries.29  

 

One final element perhaps worth mentioning is the relative paucity of information on events outside 

Europe, apart from Napoleon’s Egyptian campaigns and of course his exile on St Helena. 

 Finally, and with a much trumpeting of Health Warnings, how if at all might any of this connect with 

current issues relating to Brexit? According to some recent commentators Brexiteers are more likely to 

identify with myths of resistance such as Boudica against the Romans, transferable to Farage against the 

Eurocrats, which would seem to position Scott with his evident admiration anti-Napoleonic guerrilla forces 

firmly in that camp. Scott’s dramatic rendition of Napoleon’s response to warnings from his minister 

Fouché against invading Russia seems especially to invite the equivalent of a present-day ‘Up Yours’ 

response: ‘There must be one universal European code, one court of appeal. The same money, the same 

weights and measures, the same laws, must have currency through Europe. I must make one nation out of 

all the European states, and Paris must be the capital of the world.’30 On the other hand, Scott strongly 
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resists any suggestion that Britain should disengage itself from the affairs of Europe. Napoleon’s proposal 

supposedly to Fox and the Whigs that an accommodation might be reached whereby Britain rules the sea 

and France the Continent receives short shrift. ‘She has no desire or interest to blot out other nations from 

the map of Europe, in order that no names should remain save those of Britain and France’.31 While time-

travelling exercises of this nature are inherently dangerous, I find it hard to believe that Scott would have 

felt happy withdrawing from a transnational European culture which formed part of his own makeup: one 

dissipated through imperialism later in the nineteenth century, and now perhaps in danger of being lost to 

us once more. 
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