








Life is like an onion: you peel it off one layer at a time,

and sometimes you weep.
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Carl Sandburg, writer

David Hopes describes how stripping off layers
of paint may reveal more than just the fine
detail of a statue.

the layers

Standing alone in a corner of a museum storeroom in Alloway is a small statue of Robert Burns:
highly dramatised, unquestionably romantic, instantly recognisable, the sculpture is one of a large
number cloned in the 19th century from the Nasmyth portrait of Burns to represent one of
Scotland's most revered writers. Over the past century the statue has been painted and repainted to
freshen-up its plaster curves, resulting in a heavy accumulation of paint on the surface. A once
smartly dressed thirty-something poet, book and pencil in hand, has become embalmed in layers

of lovingly-applied gloss, each coat burying more of the difficult detail. This statue of Burns has

become an amorphous Everyman whose form survives but whose finer points have become

smoothed-over and simplified. An icon has become anonymous.

Visualisation of Robert Burns Birthplace Museum,
due to open in Alloway in Summer 2010

surprise to discover that the

Stripping back Burns and reinterpreting
the poet's birthplace is the latest challenge
faced by the National Trust for Scotland,
which took ownership of Burns Cottage
and Museum, Burns Monument, and the
Tam o' Shanter Experience visitor centre in
November of last year. The opportunity to
build a new museum and reinterpret nine
Burns-related sites dispersed across the
village was afforded by 2009 being the
250th anniversary of the poet's birth, even
if the project to deliver change will not be
complete until next year.

However, the real driver for the
redevelopment of Burns heritage in
Alloway, the place of the poet's birth just
south of Ayr, was the condition of 5,500
artefacts which have been painstakingly
assembled in Alloway since the early 19th
century. Described as 'Scotland's literary
crown jewels', the world's most significant
collection of manuscripts, books, art, and
memorabilia relating to the life, work and
legacy of Burns was in danger of physical
disintegration until the recent involvement
of the Trust. Moreover, the true colour

of the poet's life and the richness of his
work was buried beneath decades of tired
interpretation. The potential of this
amazing collection to reflect the brilliance
of Burns in and around the poet's
birthplace is formidable, but it is not
without its challenges.

One of those challenges is the nature
of the collection. It should come as no

museum collection is largely
paper-based - over 3,500 books and 311
manuscripts in the poet's hand represent
the fruits of Burns's literary outpourings.
They reaffirm that it is because of his way
with words that we have rated Burns and
collected so much in his name. Although
these manuscripts and books are hugely
important, filling a museum with them
and asking the visitor to appreciate their
individual value would be interpretive
suicide. Aesthetically, there is a sameness
to many of the manuscripts and unlocking
their meaning requires effort on the part of
the visitor. Some manuscripts are hard to
read, and the use of Scots in many of the
poems and songs can be off-putting.

Another challenge is that Burns himself,
the subject matter for the new museum,

is so complex yet seemingly so well known.
Reinterpreting such a complicated, iconic
figure whilst negotiating a course through
a minefield of myths and decades of
cultish attachment is a tricky business.
Catering for those who know nothing
about Burns as well as satisfying the avid
Burnsian is also a tough balancing act.

In an attempt to overcome these barriers,
the new museum - Robert Burns
Birthplace Museum (RBBM) - will be
selective in its use of manuscripts and
books, creating displays from items across
the collection to make the museum more
visually interesting. We have looked to the
collection to develop interpretive themes

and key messages; at RBBM interpretation
will be thematic rather than chronological,
a deliberate departure from the way Burns
is interpreted elsewhere. Hands-on
interactives will work alongside interpretive
panels and object labels to provide a
multi-layered approach to communicating
the story of the poet's life and work.

Audio points and performance will be used
wherever possible to convey the vibrancy
of Burns's language and to aid an
understanding of, and appreciation for,
Lowland Scots. Alloway was a place of
beginnings for Robert Burns: it is where his
life began and where we hope the visitor
will be inspired to begin a journey of
discovering more about the poet.

And what about the unfortunate statue

of Burns? Over the next six to twelve
months the layers of old paint will be
removed, allowing a fresh new look under
the surface. What will be revealed from
the chrysalis of paint will be a figure which
will hopefully intrigue, inspire and inform.
Burns may yet be reborn in Alloway.

Robert Burns Birthplace Museum is
scheduled to open to the public in the
summer of 2010. For more information,
visit the NTS website.

David Hopes is Project Curator at the NTS
Burns Cottage Museum.
dhopes@nts.org.uk
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The cradle

Since Burns's death in 1796, his birthplace
in Alloway - '‘Burns Cottage' - has
welcomed millions of visitors from all over
the world. One may safely assume that the
majority of these visitors are drawn here
by their interest in the life and works of the
iconic 'ploughman poet’, but Burns did not
write any of his poems or songs in this
cottage, nor did he do any ploughing there.
Burns left Alloway when he was just seven
years old. Here lies the dilemma for
birthplace interpretation - should the
guiding principle be the real significance
of the place; or a broader perspective that
will satisfy more popular interests?

Many visitor attractions in Britain look at
the lives of famous figures from the past.
Interpretation has in many cases played

a role in humanising these sites, bringing
them to life with stories of how these
people lived and worked. Birthplaces fall
into this category, but few limit their
interpretation to the birth and childhood
of their celebrities. In Stratford-upon-Avon,
the houses owned by the Shakespeare
Birthplace Trust welcomed 688,000 visitors
in 2007. One of them is believed to be the
birthplace of the bard, and is also where he
lived as a newly-wed adult. Interpretation
here can therefore focus on both the child
and the man who is probably of more
interest to most visitors. Sir Winston
Churchill was born in Blenheim Palace, but
that is unlikely to be the motivation behind
the 374,021 visits made in 2008. Instead,
the temporary exhibitions at Blenheim on
the subject of Churchill choose to interpret
his life.

Two other birthplaces that were not homes
for the famous adults who started their

There is always one moment in childhood when the door

opens and lets in the future.
Graham Greene, writer

of 1nSp]

lives there are the Charles Dickens'
Birthplace Museum in Portsmouth and

J. M. Barrie's Birthplace in Kirriemuir,
Angus. In both, interpretation explores

the aspects of the writers' childhood that
inspired them, revealing direct links
between early life and later work. We learn
that J. M. Barrie lost his elder brother when
he was six years old: this is believed to
have inspired the concept of Peter Pan, the
boy who never grew up. Dickens, we are
told, only spent the first three years of his
life in Portsmouth, but returned there to
research his novel, Nicholas Nickleby.
Similarly, at Wordsworth House in
Cockermouth, Cumbria, we learn that the
poet was inspired by the landscape of his
birthplace, although he left when he was
13 years old.

This is the most honest approach
birthplace interpretation can take - he/she
wasn't the person you know here but
he/she became the person you know
because of here - and this will be our
approach in the re-interpretation of
Burns's birthplace in Alloway. Visitors will
be encouraged to learn about the seeds of
inspiration that shaped both the man and
the poet.

Honesty may be the best policy in
birthplace interpretation. But none of the
birthplaces that focus solely on the birth
and childhood of their subject attract as
many visitors as those that have the life
story to tell: J. M. Barrie's Birthplace and
the Charles Dickens' Birthplace Museum
saw fewer than 4,600 visitors each in

2008-9; Wordsworth House around 27,000.

Compare those figures with about 70,000
visitors to Dove Cottage, where

Burns Cottage

Wordsworth lived and wrote with
Coleridge and his sister Dorothy; and
85,000 at the Bront€ Parsonage in
Haworth. Factors such as property size,
location or different levels of fame may
play a part, but is it also something to do
with the fact that the famous people we
know never lived or wrote in the places
where they were born? Alloway attracts
around 270,000 visitors a year, but only 10
per cent visit the cottage where Burns was
born. The other 90 per cent visit the wider
site, which relates to Burns's famous poem
Tam o' Shanter and includes the Tam o'
Shanter Experience with its popular café
and shop. If Burns hadn't returned to the
landscape of his childhood as a setting for
one of his most popular poems, would all
those people visit Alloway today?

Perhaps the guiding principle for birthplace
interpretation has to be the overall mission
for the attraction. A site that interprets
only a famous person's birth and early life
can stick closely to the integrity of the
place. In doing so, it may well be a hidden
gem. But if the aim is for a busy, profit-
making visitor attraction, it needs to offer
something more than the ‘cradle of
inspiration’ in its most literal sense.

Mary Hudson is an Interpretation
Project Manager with the
National Trust for Scotland.
mhudson@nts.org.uk
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A dram
0,

Robert Burns is the national
mascot for this 'Year of
Homecoming. But what

would the great man have
thought of being the centre
of so much attention?
Michael Glen tuned in

to his spirit...

aiblins - perhaps
breenge - drive out
by-ornar - extraordinary
chiels - lads

houlet - owl

loosome --lovable
nappy - strong drink
swippert - nimble
wame - stomach

When taverns stert tae stowe wi folk,
An warkers thraw aff labour's yoke,
As simmer days are waxin lang,

An couthie chiels brak intae sang;
Amang them aw are sonsie faces,
Brent-new income frae furrin places,
Ilk ane, sae blithely, takin turns

Tae heist a toast tae Robert Burns.

This truth fand honest Rab dumfounert,
An aiblins juist a bittock scunnert,
At sic a stushie noo he'd perished,

E'en though his warks were unco cherished.

He thocht o Jean, his loosome wife,
Left lane tae thole the waefu strife
0 takin tent o hoose an hame,

An greetin bairns wi empie wame.

Bit then he gauped, though nane could see,
Fur his was immortalitie.

The nation's bard was happ't in awe,

An on his mou the wirds: /t's braw

Tae be a leegen here on Earth,

Wi folk frae aw aroon its girth

Hame-comin fur a salutation

Tae Scotia's makar's reputation.

Bit pleesures are lik petals, brittle,

Wi man an aft-times scattert skittle,

Ane instant 'mang his billies prood,

The next a slap whaur he has stood.

Oor Rab kent weel that tae be vauntie,
Tae strunt aboot, be ower jauntie,

Wad dwang guid men tae ding him doon,
An breenge him frae Edina toon.

Bit tae oor tale. Rab's here as guest,
Tae handsel this by-ornar fest -
Twa hunnert years an fifty's passed
Syne he blew in on Janwar's blast.
Nae parlyment sat doon that day
Tae legislate that, come whit may,
Qor rantin, rovin Robin's date

Wad gar the warld tae celebrate.

The verra thing diverts him maist

Is gangin oot in furm o ghaist.

Tae tell the thrang amidst the nappy,
It's Rab the bogle keps them happy.
Frae howf tae howf, an ilk ale hoose,
His speerit rins, a swippert moose,
Jinkin and joukin shauchlin feet,
Doon the wynds, alang the street.

Frae moose tae houlet he chynges guise,
An flees aboot the gloamin skies.

He gies a skraich, unhaily, dauntin,

That minds admirers he's still hauntin.
Bit this is jest, tae be contrair -

He finds the adulation sair.

He whuspers in a lug: It's Rab.

Drink on, and he'll pick up the tab!

Michael Hamish Glen is jobbing wordsmith
at QuiteWrite, part of Touchstone Heritage
Management Consultants.
glentigstane@aol.com

This poem is based on Burns' well-known
humorous work Tam o'Shanter
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We are made wise not by the recollection of our past,
but by the responsibility for our future.
George Bernard Shaw, author

How long ago

Bob Powell ponders how living history
can be kept up to date.

What image does the word ‘museum’ conjure up in
your mind? Glass cases, serried rows of objects, books
on walls, dull colours, formality, quiet in the library
sense...? Those negative associations are, thankfully,
increasingly mythical. In contrast, | would suggest
that 'museum’ should conjure up people both past
and present: reflections of past lives, and enthusiastic
engagement with people of all ages and origins

from the present. Further, it should mean lively but
realistic interpretation; a place of inspiration to
explore, to engage with and to learn. To that end

a museum has a living interpretive function, perhaps
not the one commonly perceived, where the
collections or objects are only one of the many tools
that a museum has in its work of interpretation,
engagement, understanding and inspiration.

Particularly in the social sense, most museum objects echo work,

First hand exchanges between generations are a powerful
interpretive tool

IS the [ ast

creativity, manufacture, living, struggle, pleasure, recreation and
other strands of the daily grind. They all share the common factor
of human experience and therefore an obvious link with the user
or audience. An object in a glass case in iconic isolation may have
limited interest for some, but put that object in a lifelike context
that aids interpretation and stimulates the imagination and it goes
the extra mile, particularly when it is researched and presented in
an accurate, realistic and stimulating way. Interpreting people does
not necessarily have to involve the portrayal of an actual person,
but when linked to living interpretation it can provide a window
into a time, a way of life or lifestyle.

At the Highland Folk Museum, some of our most successful and
engaging interpretation is through the medium of real people.
Acknowledging the museum founder Dr. Isabel F. Grant's
recognition of the importance of nostalgia in interpretation, there
is much to be achieved from having interpreters with real life
knowledge, experiences and stories. Not only is there the benefit
of mutual reminiscence and exchange of experiences among
people of the same generation, a key part of the interpreter's
learning process, there is also the major benefit of first-hand
exchange between generations. The former undoubtedly enlivens
the visitor experience. The latter provides opportunities not just
to engage but hopefully to inspire new generations to take an
interest in the past and in real lives, skills and traditions, and
especially to become involved. We are facing a potential crisis in

some fields of interpretation as the last exponents of some crafts
and aspects of what were once deemed traditional ways of life are
dying out. What of the future if our young are not engaged with
their past and inspired to become involved in its understanding?

Of course, you then approach the question of relevance. Our older
staff, the current tradition bearers, happily interpret and engage
with people about our late 1930s farm, school and other features.
There is a commonality of nostalgia that reaches back into a
lifestyle that extended into the 1950s: it is why, to increase its
relevance to our visitors, our latest building is presented as it was
in the 1950s. But if our major success involves real people, and
living history and folk museums are about real people, when do
we progress further with structures, features and people who have
experienced the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s and beyond? If nostalgia,
tradition bearing and exchange is as important as our work
implies, we must remember that the parents of many of our young
visitors were born after 1990. An Orwellian 1984 is 25 years ago,
an increasingly distant past to our many and varied visitors. Life
did not stop with the Victorians, Edwardians or the pre-war era -
and neither should museums or living history.

Bob Powell is Curator of the Highland Folk Museum, Newtonmore.
Bob.Powell@highland.gov.uk


http://www.highlandfolk.com
mailto: bob.powell@highland.gov.uk



