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Wild and Majestic: Romantic Visions of Scotland

Symbols of Scotland

These images and objects tell us immediately how a culture 
came into being in Scotland that was rooted in the traditional 
culture of the Highlands. But these ‘roots’ are still a matter  
of contention. How deep do they really go? Do they derive 
from an ancient culture that was truly Gaelic? Or was this 
culture created in the Romantic era?

We see weaponry, tartans, a painting and a bagpipe. To an 
extent each item is a new creation: the new tourist view 
over Loch Katrine in about 1815; sword designed in the 
18th century; a dress sense growing out of army uniforms in 
the years when Highland dress and tartan was proscribed; 
and a Highland bagpipe in a new style created about 1790. 
Certainly, the impact of recent fashions was clear to see.  
But Gaels would still recognise that each piece, to a greater  
or lesser extent, formed part of their heritage.

1 Wild and Majestic: Romantic Visions of Scotland
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Wild and Majestic: Romantic Visions of Scotland

In the wake of the Jacobites

The British government had their reason to pass laws against 
Highland dress after Culloden. The Jacobites who had risen 
against the government were fully kitted out in it. But tartan 
was part of an ancient culture, the inheritance of all Gaels. 
Splendid tartans and accoutrements are seen in these two 
portraits from 1714, of William Cumming, Piper to the Laird 
of Grant, and of Alastair Grant Mor, the Grant Champion. 
Both held prominent positions in a Highland clan, which was 
opposed to the Jacobite cause.

2 The Piper and Champion to the Laird of Grant



Scotland after Culloden

Under the wing of the army

When a long series of wars against France began in the 
second half of the 18th century, many young Gaels enlisted. 
They were growing used to travelling the world, and since 
opportunities for gainful employment were drying up, some 
at least were willing to take the king’s shilling. Soldiering also 
gave them the chance to wear their traditional clothing,  
the tartan that was still permitted for Highland soldiers of  
the British Empire.

3 Recruitment



A romantic vision of Scotland

The romantic view

Gaels with an interest in traditional verse knew about the 
heroic Fingalian ballads that lay behind the ‘poetry of Ossian’ 
that James Macpherson created in English. Among the Gaelic 
manuscripts that Macpherson acquired on his research trips 
to the north was the Red Book of Clanranald, a collection of 
historical writing and poetry in honour of Clan Donald.  
The Red Book had been compiled by the classical Gaelic bard 
Neil MacMhuirich in the early 18th century. MacMhuirich 
drew both upon his own memory of events, and upon the  
rich legacy of his family, renowned bards and historians ever 
since the ancestor of the dynasty, Muireadhach Ó Dálaigh, 
‘the Scot’, came over from Ireland in the early 13th century. 

4 The Ossian controversy



A romantic vision of Scotland

Put the kettle on

During the 18th century a fashionable new drug spread to the 
Highlands from towns and cities: tea. Along with the special 
rituals connected with it, porcelain teaware came into use.  
Tea may have appealed to the gentry, but church ministers 
were not so keen. In their view, tea-drinking was an addiction, 
a waste of time, money, and health. When Samuel Johnson 
and James Boswell were on their Highland journey in 1773, 
they noted the teacups and courtesy of the gentry circle in 
Raasay where they were the guests of John MacLeod, chief of 
the MacLeods of the island.

5 James Boswell and Samuel Johnson



A romantic vision of Scotland

I prefer the noble plaid

Tartan had become famous as the costume of the Gaels  
– and as an emblem of the British government’s deadliest 
foes. But within a short time contempt and hatred turned to 
esteem and praise. All of Scotland took to the proud plaid.  
In the wake of this transformation, a new club was founded  
in the capital: the Highland Society of London. Its main 
purpose was to improve economic life in the Highlands, 
but another aim was to classify the colours and patterns of 
Highland tartans. This was the book in which the Highland 
Society recorded old setts of tartans, in the belief that they 
had come down to them through the generations.

6 Collecting tartan 



A romantic vision of Scotland

The well of heritage

The members of the Highland Society of London set up 
committees to research the language, literature and music  
of the Highlands. They thought that there were special 
qualities in traditional Gaelic heritage which they could use 
to renew their own culture. They involved themselves in the 
controversy over the authenticity of Macpherson’s Ossianic 
epics. One of the committees collected vocabulary for a great 
scholarly dictionary of Gaelic, published in 1828 under the 
title Dictionarium Scoto-Celticum.

7 Preserving Gaelic culture



A romantic vision of Scotland

Victory and good fortune

The Highlands gradually came under the influence of the 
major agricultural transformations associated with the 
European Enlightenment, then sweeping across the entire 
country. The Highland Society of London and its sister 
organisation in Edinburgh initiated competitions to encourage 
the adoption of agricultural improvement techniques far and 
wide. They offered prizes for experimenting with new farming 
methods. This Islay man won a generous sum for a new type 
of harrow suitable for Hebridean landscapes.

8 Agricultural improvement



A romantic vision of Scotland

The lads in the kilt

Highland regiments won high fame in the wars of the  
time. In the wake of the British Empire, tartan came to  
be celebrated as emblematic of the British Army itself.  
Bards declared that soldiers from the Land of the Mountains 
would triumph over the enemy in every battle.

Hurry forward, Gaels, against them, 
And they will make them take flight as usual, 
That noble, virtuous race.

As a symbol of how clan regiments stood for the cause  
of empire, the Highland Society of London awarded a  
silver medal to the heroes who had stood at the front of 
battle. The bard Alexander Mackinnon of Morar composed 
a song on landing in Egypt in 1801, one still current in oral 
tradition today.

9 Celebrating the 42nd Highlanders



A romantic vision of Scotland

The king’s shilling

There were financial and social advantages in joining  
the army, and plenty of Highland regiments were raised  
in the second half of the 18th century. But pressure and 
coerian from landlords and families also played a part. 
According to local memory, Colonel John Cameron of 
Fassiefern ‘pressed’ the youth of Lochaber into the  
92nd Regiment, the Gordon Highlanders, infuriating  
the people of the district. The Colonel was killed at the  
Battle of Quatre Bras shortly before Waterloo in 1815,  
and a stately monument was raised to the hero at the  
local parish church. But it is said that it was one of his own 
soldiers who fired the fatal shot, the Colonel having been 
cursed by a widow who lost her only son to the army.  
Cameron said to an officer at his side: ‘That wasn’t my  
enemy who did that.’ The other man replied: ‘You should 
know it wasn’t your friend who did it!’.

10 Colonel John Cameron of Fassiefern



A romantic vision of Scotland

Patterns without end

So long as the great conflicts lasted, there was a demand 
for tartan. Textile companies and weavers were awarded 
contracts for making tartan for Highland regiments. Before 
the end of the 18th century, then, a considerable industry 
had been established. Among soldiers and the general public 
there was a huge demand for tartan, with people choosing 
what they fancied from army uniforms. Subsequently, people 
began to search for specific patterns representing individual 
clan history – or at least a history created by imaginative 
authors! In 1812 a correspondent wrote astutely to the textile 
company of Wilsons of Bannockburn that ‘fashion will follow 
the soldiers’.

11 Wilsons of Bannockburn



Royal favour

Backing from the crown

In the years following Culloden, the wheel of fortune turned 
again. Contemptuous views against Highlanders began to 
soften. King George III came to the throne at the same time 
as the publication of the Ossianic epics, and he was well aware 
of how many Gaels filled his regiments in Britain’s imperial 
wars. In this portrait we see a Gaelic-speaking officer from 
Atholl in Highland uniform, the same man who made a gift of 
accoutrements for the Royal family in 1789 that pleased  
them greatly.

12 Highlanders at court



Royal favour

Zealous in the cause of the Gaels

Here are accoutrements for Highland dress presented to  
King George III’s son, Prince Augustus Frederick. They are  
a fine example of how views about Gaels were changing  
at the time. The title of Duke of Sussex was bestowed  
upon Augustus by his father, at the same time as the title  
Earl of Inverness. The Duke took a notion to a daughter  
of John Murray, the Earl of Dunmore, and they married  
in 1793. It may be that Augustus’ interest in Gaelic  
matters came from his father-in-law. At the time of the  
Jacobite Rebellion, the Earl of Dunmore had been a servant 
lad to Prince Charles Edward Stuart. In a famous portrait  
from 1765, he is seen splendidly attired in the kilt. You see  
also a letter sent from London on behalf of the Duke, 
interested in the new Highland fashion, to the weaving 
company of Wilsons of Bannockburn, asking about their 
pattern of Inverness tartan.

13 Prince Augustus Frederick, Duke of Sussex  
and Earl of Inverness



Royal favour

An author above the rest

In the heyday of the Romantic movement, the famous  
writer Sir Walter Scott exercised a powerful influence on  
the culture and image of Scotland. In poems such as  
The Lady of the Lake and also in many novels, Scott drew 
strongly on the history and tradition of the Gaels, a trait 
earning him the nickname of the ‘Wizard of the North’.  
When the Royal visit to Scotland was organised in 1822,  
he was chosen as its organiser-manager, and as  
Master of Ceremonies.

14 Sir Walter Scott and the royal visit



Royal favour

The scholar of Garth

David Stewart, the Laird of Garth, was a leading Gaelic 
scholar. He wrote Sketches of the Highlanders of Scotland 
after being invited to compile the history of the Black Watch. 
Having served for almost 30 years in the Black Watch and 
other regiments, Stewart was closely familiar with the way 
of life of Gaels in the British Army. In his work, the romantic 
image of the ‘lads of the kilt’ was polished and enhanced. 
Stewart of Garth himself was chosen as organiser together 
with Scott for the Royal visit of 1822.

15 General David Stewart of Garth



Royal favour

The Chief of Glengarry

Alasdair Ranaldson MacDonell, the chief of Glengarry or, 
according to his patronymic, ‘Son of Alexander’s Son’,  
cut an eccentric figure. As a friend and patron of Gaelic 
culture, he honoured his ancestry. But at the same time,  
he was one of a number of Highland landlords notorious for 
supporting clearances, removing tenantry of the districts of 
Knoydart and Glengarry away across the ocean, bringing 
in their place sheep and Lowland shepherds. He had a gift 
for demonstrating contempt for others, picking a quarrel on 
the slightest pretext. Yet in spite of everything, he earned 
a reputation as a Gael par excellence. He supported the 
blind bard, Allan MacDougall, he established The Society for 
True Gaels, and he took a prominent part in the parading in 
Edinburgh in 1822.

16 Macdonell of Glengarry



Royal favour

The King on his travels

In August 1822 an extraordinary pageant took place in 
Edinburgh and its surroundings. King George IV came from 
London in a tartan suit and received a huge welcome from 
the people of Scotland, many of whom were decked in tartan 
themselves. The townsfolk, and many other Lowlanders too, 
had begun to take an interest in Highland dress. They even 
hankered after tartans for their own families. Scottish weavers 
busied themselves making patterns and colours to sell.  
Their aim was a tartan extravaganza, an extraordinary event 
celebrating Highland dress as the symbol of Scotland.

17 Kilt suit worn by William Blackhall



Royal favour

Reconciliation

It’s perhaps surprising that so many Scots took to  
Highland dress, the more so given the deep-rooted rivalry 
between Lowlander and Highlander stretching back to the 
Middle Ages. Why would Lowlanders, so long unsympathetic 
to their fearsome neighbours to the north and west, come to 
adopt Highland dress as a badge for the entire kingdom?  
We know that King George IV’s visit in 1822 helped to  
set off traditional Gaelic culture in the best light possible.  
But changes were afoot anyway, in politics and culture,  
with the spread of new notions of the Highlands as a special, 
inspiring country.

18 Court suit worn by William Boswell



Royal favour

Women’s fashion

Women took to tartan just as men did. Women once had a 
kind of Highland dress of their own, a large plaid known as the 
arisaid, but this went out of fashion early in the 18th century. 
A century later, Scottish women were using the colours and 
patterns of tartan in outfits that were at the very height of 
fashion, marking themselves out from women in the rest of 
Britain and Europe.

19 Tartan fashion



A tour of Scotland

Tourism

Before the Romantic era, the look of the ‘Land of the 
Mountains’ did not inspire outsiders. Travellers from  
elsewhere often declared how much they loathed and feared 
the rugged Highlands. We know, however, this was not the 
case for the Gaels who inhabited the country! But little by 
little new perceptions came to the fore: in the words of the 
poet Lord Byron, the Highlands were ‘wild and majestic’. 
Following the publication of the Ossianic epics, the Highlands 
were increasingly attractive to artists. In turn, painters created 
images of the region that fascinated the public. At least one 
of the artists, Horatio MacCulloch, was well aware of the 
effect of the Clearances. His images of lonely wildernesses 
and mist-covered mountains embody a land from which 
people had been rudely expelled.

20 Glencoe under a Dark Cloud



A tour of Scotland

A glorious lustre

This style of jewellery caught the attention of the public in 
the 19th century; small white stones of quartz found high 
up on the Cairngorm mountains. Fashion and demand grew 
for ‘jewels’ from the rocks. At one time they were treated 
as charms, protecting their wearers in battle or in fever-bed. 
Healing powers were also attributed to crystals: healers would 
give a sick person a drink of water in which the crystal had 
been dipped, or else would rub it on wounds or infected skin.

21 Fragments of the landscape



A tour of Scotland

Northerly pursuits

About the middle of the 19th century a new breed of landlord 
came to the Highlands, those who had made fortunes from 
industry, business and the British Empire. They bought estates 
from clan chiefs heavily encumbered with debt. Others came 
to take leases on land. The pastime enticing them north was 
hunting, an exclusive sport for the rich. Sporting estates were 
set up where the number of people inhabiting them fell as 
the number of game animals and birds increased. There was 
still employment to be had though, for gamekeepers and 
deer-stalkers. The ‘deer hunter in the deer-forest of the high 
mountains’ of Gaelic poetry, shouldering his slender gun,  
was still to be seen.

22 Sporting life



The Highland ideal

The tartan brothers

With the demand for everything Highland far and wide,  
the Jacobite story underwent a new twist when two brothers, 
John and Charles Sobieski Stuart, appeared in Scotland.  
They hinted that they were descendants of Prince Charles 
Edward Stuart, and plenty in Scotland were all too ready 
to believe them. The Sobieski Stuarts were given a warm 
welcome wherever they went. With tartan attracting so  
much interest at the time, the brothers undertook an  
intense research project into historical Highland costume. 
John Sobieski Stuart even learnt Gaelic and collected oral 
tradition throughout the country. The brothers published  
the traditions they had gathered in two hefty volumes.  
These books offered a new perspective on the history of 
tartan: in their pages are hitherto hidden fragments of 
precious information.

23 The Sobieski Stuarts



The Highland ideal

‘Our life in the Highlands’

During the 19th century travel to the Highlands grew steadily 
more convenient. By train and by steamer, tourists poured 
northwards to see a land that was beautiful, empty and 
desolate. Some were attracted not only by the magnificence 
of the landscape, but also by the notion that they could find 
there the remains of an ancient, heroic culture. Queen Victoria 
purchased Balmoral, an estate where Gaelic was then still 
spoken. Prince Albert carried out extensive improvements  
and designed a new castle, beloved by the British royal  
family. The love that Queen Victoria felt for the Highlands  
– a feeling clearly reciprocated by many of her Highland 
subjects – comes through clearly in her journal, published 
as Leaves from the Journal of our Life in the Highlands, and 
translated into Gaelic as Duilleagan à Leabhar Cunntas ar 
Beatha anns a’ Ghàidhealtachd.

24 Queen Victoria’s journal



The Highland ideal

The folk of Balmoral

Scores of servants were employed for Queen Victoria’s 
castle and estate. Some of them came north from royal 
establishments in England, especially those working in the 
castle such as butlers, chamber-maids, cooks and kitchen  
staff. Others had responsibilities outdoors, such as gardeners 
and grooms, and, further afield, gamekeepers, deer-stalkers 
and fishing ghillies. One name stands out from the rest:  
John Brown, born and brought up at Crathie in Braemar,  
a district where Gaelic was still widely spoken. Following the 
death of Prince Albert in 1861, the royal widow became very 
fond of Brown, a close relationship that occasioned much 
criticism and scandal. From then on he was always dressed  
in splendid Highland outfits such as this seen here. 

25 Balmoral people



The Highland ideal

Collecting and recording

People were not only interested in views of the Highlands, 
they were also entranced by the traditions of its people.  
In the latter half of the 19th century, many handsome books 
were published full of stories and poems from Gaelic oral 
tradition, accompanied by English translations. The four 
volumes of Popular Tales of the West Highlands, 1860–62 
are extremely important for Gaelic scholarship, full of tales 
collected by a team of Gaelic-speakers under the direction  
of the polymathic scholar John Francis Campbell of Islay,  
as well as essays about Ossian and tartan composed by 
Campbell himself. The two extraordinary volumes of  
Carmina Gadelica, 1900 are filled with prayers and blessings 
collected, edited, and at times rewritten by the Hebridean 
excise officer Alexander Carmichael. He also collected old 
objects on his travels, such as silver brooches and samples  
of tartan: a precious legacy for us today.

26 Alexander Carmichael



The Highland ideal

True Gaels

Following the harrowing times of the Clearances and the 
famine and violence suffered by their forebears, from the 
1870s onwards Gaels began to resist landlords in what 
became known as ‘the land struggle’ or ‘the Crofters’ War’. 
Gaelic cultural rights were also being asserted, especially 
in the cities. In 1881, under the direction of the architect, 
Charles N McIntyre North, The Society of True Gaels 
published a weighty book embellished with detailed drawings 
of costume, gear, accoutrements, musical instruments and 
weaponry, as well as shinty and other sports. In 1891,  
An Comunn Gàidhealach (The Gaelic Society) was founded, 
the association that still organises the principal cultural event 
of the Scottish Gaelic world, the Royal National Mòd.

27 Celtic revival




