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  The essence of tartan – and tartanry – is an absence of certainty. The very design of tartan embodies constant dynamic tension between the clarity, even rigidity, of its grid and the literally endless potential for colour and variety contained within, and visually threatening to break, the lock of that grid. Its impact visually has been compared to that of a flower garden. In 1723, the author of A Journey through Scotland described women’s wearing it ‘in the Middle of a Church, on a Sunday, look[ing] like a Parterre de Fleurs’.[1] A key element in this metaphor is that the flowers are not strewn wildly: they are contained, growing within, but also out of, a formal garden. Tartan embeds carefree design carefully, a celebration both of the vitality of nature and of the interaction of human intellect, aesthetics and dynamic growth. In a bon mot, John Laver has presented a parallel contemporary view. A senior academic, settled in Scotland for many years, he had planned to wear morning dress to his daughter’s wedding. She persuaded him he should wear a kilt like the younger men. Afterwards he commented, ‘I’m glad I did or I would have looked like a penguin in a flower garden’. The vitality, even vibrancy, of tartan – the ways its interaction of potential and rigorous vigour separate it from the frozen world of the penguin – are summed up by the designer and weaver Annie Stewart:


  
    Tartan is an ordered way of introducing a riot of colour in a very restrained manner because the design in the warp is the same as the design in the weft. The true colour that is created by the crossing of the warp with the weft is strong, but easier to look at because of the grid design. It remains organic instead of psychedelic even when vivid colours are used.[2]

  


  This volume seeks to explore the warp, weft and variety – organic or not – of tartan and tartanry. The first four chapters, by Hugh Cheape, Murray Pittock, Trevor Royle and Michael Newton, provide a warp. They focus on the history of tartan, addressing various ways in which at different times and in different places it has been mythologised and seeking to bring sense to what has sometimes been a fraught discourse. Later chapters offer a weft, a variety of cultural perspectives that explore attitudes and usages with regard to tartan and the ways in which its use has led to varieties of ‘tartanry’. What is true of both tartan and tartanry, however, is that they are polysemic and multivalent, embodying meanings that cannot be contained in any single discourse. And so the ‘weft’ chapters of this volume address them in relation to heritage, mythopoeia and history, popular culture, popular theatre, literature and cultural translation, film, comedy, rock and pop music, sport and ‘high’ culture.
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  The etymological history of ‘tartan’ offers an interesting frame of meaning. The Dictionary of the Scots Language (DSL) derives the term from Old French tiretaine, ‘a sort of cloth half wool, half some other yarn; stuff of which the weft is wool and the warp linen or cotton’. This origin would identify it as the form of cloth now called linsey-woolsey. The earliest DSL entries, indeed, could suggest that it still meant simply a form of cloth: from 1532–3, ‘Ane uthir tartane galcoit gevin to the king be the Maister Forbes’ and from 1538, ‘For iij elnis of heland tertane to be hois to the kingis grace’. By 1561, however, an entry from Dundee suggests that colour is implied by ‘tartan’, not just a form of cloth, while the matter is entirely clear in an entry from 1616–33: ‘warm stuff of divers colours which they call tartane’. The emphasis on diversity – indeed hybridity – can be found, if the origin is in fact French, in the Breton use of tiretaine for cider made half of apples and half of pears. The complexity of the word, however, extends to debate as to its actual origin. Alan Burford has made a case for Gaelic origin, linking it with the Gaelic for ‘across’, ‘tarsainn’.[3] The problem with a Franco-Scots derivation is that it would suggest a Lowland origin for tartan, for which evidence is lacking, though Richard Grange suggests, perhaps boldly, that ‘It seems that tartan – and the tartan plaid – originated in the Lowland districts and its popularity spread to the Highlands’.[4] Meanwhile, for a Gaelic derivation from ‘tarsainn’ the problem is that the Gaelic word used historically is ‘breacan’, derived from ‘breac’, meaning ‘speckled’ or ‘spotted’. This complexity is compounded when James D. Scarlett suggests tartan design originates in Pictish society,[5] an ethnological speculation beyond possibility of proof. Whatever its derivation, one theme the etymology of the word foregrounds is that of hybridity or crossing, even contrariness. Meantime, the related word ‘plaid’ seems also to emerge as a Scots term in the sixteenth century, firstly for cloth or a garment – a shawl for women or mantle for men – and its weave, and very quickly applied to its colouring. The Gaelic ‘plaide’ (‘blanket’) the DSL suggests is derived from Scots, though the journey may be in the opposite direction. Tartan’s linguistic roots are intercultural and elusive, but intriguingly so.


  What is striking is that such an intriguing aspect of Scottish culture should at various times and in various ways have attracted the levels of hostility that it has, both from non-Scots and Scots. Sometimes the hostility has been based in political and military conflict. Daniel Defoe in his Memoirs of a Cavalier (1720), supposedly ‘Written threescore years ago by an English gentleman’, illustrates the typecasting of both the Highlander of the War of the Three Kingdoms and his dress as beyond the exotic:


  
    I confess the soldiers made a very uncouth figure, especially the Highlanders: the oddness and barbarity of their garb and arms seems to have something in it remarkable […] their doublet, breeches and stockings, of a stuff they called plaid, striped across red and yellow, with short cloaks of the same. These fellows looked when drawn out like a regiment of Merry-Andrews ready for Bartholomew fair.[6]

  


  The vocabulary here is of course coloured by hostility to the invading army of 1639. Key words like ‘uncouth’, ‘odd’ and ‘barbarity’ typify Highland dress as somehow outré, beyond civilisation, when, of course, it was an element in the Celtic civilisation of Scotland that was, and is, a source of art of considerable cultivation. The later-invented shibboleth, referred to by Ian Maitland Hume, that the kilt should not be worn south of the Highland line is, in a sense, another version of an attempt to corral the dress into some form of reservation for the eccentric. The very word ‘barbarity’, of course, arises from the ancient Greeks’ fear of and contempt for those great civilisations around them that did not speak Greek and so were beyond ‘civilisation’, at least so far as the Greeks, with their own special barbarisms, were concerned. Trevor Royle in his chapter (see p. 56) refers to such perceptions, or rather typecasting, of the ‘other’ continuing when the Highland regiments were established:


  
    With the ‘barbaric’ allure of their uniforms Highland soldiers became an instantly recognised and widely feared element of the British Army and their service in Africa, India and North America helped to consolidate Britain’s growing mercantile empire.

  


  Defoe’s passage also includes a reading of the tartan as the patching of the costume of Merry-Andrews: buffoons or harlequins. A deal of recent resentment of tartan and tartanry has been focused on such twentieth-century comedic personae as those of Harry Lauder. Even a perceptive critic like Cairns Craig could at one time observe


  
    No Scottish writer could have brought myth and history together, as Yeats did […] Such a conjunction was made impossible because the tartan myth was a myth of historical redundancy, and being redundant its images declined (as Yeats said the ancient gods of Ireland had declined to leprechauns) from the noble stature of Ossian and Scott’s Jacobites to the parodic red-nosed, kilted, drunken, mean Scotsmen of music hall comedy and picture postcard jokes.[7]


    In fact, as Paul Maloney, Margaret Munro and David Goldie in their chapters make clear, what is here presented as a degringolade is arguably more positive and certainly more complex. As Jonathan Faiers has pointed out, reflecting – presumably unconsciously – Defoe’s earlier text with regard to the comedic and subversive, not to say threatening and potentially anarchic, influence of the tartan, an impact extending beyond Scottish artists:

  


  
    The great ‘turns’ of the nineteenth- and twentieth-century music halls, entertainers noted for their tartan costumes – for example Harry Lauder, Dan Leno, Marie Lloyd, or clowns such as Coco – donned their tartans as a masquerade that would allow them to become the transgressive characters beloved by their audiences. Their swaggering tartan costumes invested their performances with the spirit of rebellious and subversive clowning that can be traced back to the figure of Harlequin, British nineteenth-century pantomime’s translation of Arlecchino from the original commedia dell’arte.[8]

  


  Sample B heading


  Paul Maloney has pointed out to the present author that staged tartan in kilt, trews, bunnet, frock-coat and other items, seen often by some critics as demeaning, can equally – or perhaps even more – be seen as celebratory, joyously conspiratorial with the audience and full of ebullient life.[9]


  At particular periods, of course, the significance of tartan on stage has carried specific, and dangerous, meanings. John Jackson, the actor, playwright and, later, theatre manager, managing the Theatre Royal Edinburgh from 1781 to 1791 and launching the Glasgow Theatre Royal in 1782, had an early success playing the title role in John Home’s Douglas in Edinburgh in 1762. As a result David Garrick invited him to join his Drury Lane company. Jackson tells of bringing his costume south, including Highland dress and appropriate weaponry, seeking to repeat his Edinburgh triumph in 1763. This was not, however, possible. Writing in 1793, Jackson explains


  
    Lord Bute’s administration […] was become so unpleasing to the multitude, that anything, confessedly Scotch, awakened the embers of dissension, and fed the flame of party. Mr. Garrick Balmorality therefore put a direct negative […] for even to have performed the play of Douglas would have been hazardous, and to have exhibited the Highland dress upon the stage, imprudence in the extreme. Could I have supposed at that period, that I should live to see the tartan plaid universally worn in the politest circles, and its colours the predominating fashion among all ranks of people in the metropolis?[10]

  


  During the Disarming Act’s currency, of course, Jackson’s wearing of Highland dress, which is clearly from context intended as, at the least, including tartan plaid, would not have been illegal in London, but two implications are clear. One is that it had been worn with apparent impunity in 1762 on the Scottish stage, where it would have been strictly illegal, so perhaps paralleling the ways in which, in another artform, portraiture in tartan of society figures appears to have gone on with impunity. The other is that tartan was identified in 1763 not just with the Highlands, but the ‘Scotch’ as a whole, so that it could become a subject of general Scotophobia. This accords with the earlier general identification of tartan and Scottishness referred to in several chapters and demonstrated by the 1675 depiction of John Lacy in a tartan costume to portray the title character, Sauny the Scot, in his own 1667 play (see p. 95). It also appears, at least on the basis of Jackson’s contemporary evidence, that, furth of Scotland, well before the 1822 royal visit and half a century before Balmorality’s development, tartan was seen as widely acceptable and fashionable in British high society. Murray Pittock, for example, notes that ‘in 1789 the future George IV wore tartan at a masquerade ball’.[11]


  Tartan and certain aspects of tartanry have been and can still be a threat, at the very least, to critical convention and amour propre and often an element in direct challenge to established and even establishment values. It could also, as Murray Pittock argues in his chapter, be seen as embodying alternative traditions to those of the dominant hegemony. That it did so was, of course, a central reason for its prohibition in the 1746 Disarming Act. Tartan had, and retains within its polysemy, a capacity to bear meaning beyond many other sartorial designs. Domhnall Uilleam Stiùbhart recognises that, while the nexus of tartan and plaid might – indeed in the nature of things must – evolve, that evolution maintains and foregrounds the potential for tartan to represent an alterity that supports the unbuttoned, emotionally spirited and carnivalesque:


  
    by the late seventeenth century the plaid was increasingly becoming a male garment in the Gàidhealtachd, as women abandoned the traditional female plaid of earasaid in favour of contemporary Lowland fashions. In addition, the tartan, that clothing of brawn, vigour, and spectacular display par excellence, was more and more being compared to and distinguished from garments of ‘renunciation’ worn in the south, namely the black hat and cloak worn by Presbyterian ministers and, on a wider British stage, the rise of that most emblematic whig garment, the sober three-piece suit.[12]

  


  Of course such potential for alterity carried a cost. One aspect of that cost was the recurrent process of stigmatisation, which in some critical discourses still continues. Another is that of appropriation by the forces that regarded the tartan as ‘other’. The dimension of tartanry called ‘Balmorality’ is a clear case, following on from the 1822 royal visit, of the winner apparently taking over the loser’s tokens. In fact, of course, two things underlie that royal visit and the later development of Balmorality. One is the process by which tartanisation of public events and personae represents an attempt at reconciliation after conflict. This is hardly a shameful process and arguably a necessary one for the future of any body politic. The second is the way in which the appropriation of tartan iconography, within the context of the dominance of Scottish cultural tropes throughout the Western world after the impact of Ossian and Walter Scott, asserts the complex of values appropriation was intended to suppress. Victoria did not bring about tartan’s revival in Scotland. As John Telfer Dunbar points out, there was, as part of 1820s and 1830s Romantic Gothic revival, a continuing interest in tartan, including the Eglinton tournament of 1839,[13] which flowed into the spectacular 1842 welcome given to Victoria and Albert at Taymouth Castle. Their Balmorality can be seen as an enthusiastic endorsement of and response to this. In short, it is an open question whether George IV in a kilt and Victoria and Albert at Balmoral are appropriating and subverting a set of values, or whether they are being appropriated and subverted. Certainly one of the strong strands of Scottish nationalism in the nineteenth century expressed itself in a form of unionism that demanded the defence and assertion of Scottish rights and institutions. And arguably that process led eventually to the possibility – because sufficient specifically Scottish civic structures survived and were active – of the re-establishment of the Scottish Parliament in 1999. David McCrone makes such a case passim in Understanding Scotland (2001).[14] Such structures were energised, even embodied, by a variety of tartan identity tokens, and Ian Maitland Hume’s reporting in his chapter of aspects of his ethnological research highlights the interaction of such tokens with individuals’ internalised sense of identity. Indeed, as Michael Newton shows, the importance of such internalised tokens of identity for an expatriate community cannot be overestimated. However domestic Scots may regard the resort to tartan and its symbols by expatriates, they have no more right than any other home community with a large diaspora to pass judgement on what their expatriate cousins evolve in response to their own diasporic needs. The international dynamism of tartan and tartanry is not to be restrained by attempts by the home community to police an iconography that is, whatever its roots and however Scottish-focused, international. Indeed, one of the debates with Michael Newton in preparing this volume was whether the word ‘tartanry’ could rightly be used of North American experience or whether another word showing respect for expatriate developments such as ‘tartanism’ might not better be used. In the end that debate remains, so far as this volume is concerned, open-ended.
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  All of this is not to romanticise the ways in which the evolution and, to an extent, social standardisation of tartan in the nineteenth century proceeded. A glorification and idealisation of tartan could be used to blink at the treatment of the Highlands and Highlanders. As Neal Ascherson observes,


  
    As the nineteenth century passed, ‘Highlandism’ took a firm grip on Scottish identity. Tartan and bagpipes became national symbols as the Scots proclaimed, in effect, that ‘we are all aboriginals now’. [Patrick] Sellar’s dismissive radicalism went out of fashion. And yet there are those today who look at the crofting counties, those communities which have been confirmed in the tenure of what is so often the worst land, and wonder if they are not looking at ‘Indian’ or Aboriginal reservations under another name. As long as the rich soils of Scotland remain a speculator’s free-fire zone while the barrens [sic] are reserved for one specific community, the ghost of Patrick Sellar will never be laid.[15]

  


  As the present author observes in his chapter, the development of aspects of nineteenth-century tartanry went hand in hand with the pan-European response to industrialisation and Improvement, the fad for Kitsch, sentimental response to deeply painful experience, that provided Scotland with the Kailyard. But even with this much-derided phenomenon we have to be careful. The use of such sloganised categories can distract even the clearest minds from seeing what is to be seen. Cairns Craig wrote in 1982


  
    What Kailyard did was to turn the language of Lowland Scots into a medium necessarily identified with a couthy, domestic, sentimental world. After Kailyard it becomes impossible to give expression to a vernacular working class environment in Scotland without provoking those connotations.[16]

  


  This was written after – to consider drama alone – a twentieth century that had seen such centrally important texts in ‘the language of Lowland Scots’ as Joe Corrie’s ln Time o Strife (1927), Ena Lamont Stewart’s Men Should Weep (1947) and John Byrne’s The Slab Boys (1978). All these plays and many others, especially in the 1970s theatrical revival, ‘give expression to a vernacular working class environment’ and do so ‘without provoking’ in any sense ‘a couthy, domestic, sentimental world’. We should not blink at the negative uses of tartan, tartanry and such related phenomena as Kailyard, but equally we should not let their negative potential distort our vision.


  Certainly ‘tartan’ has at different times become, not always in a complimentary fashion, associated with particular cultural and literary themes. Nineteenth-century National Drama, arising in significant part out of adaptations of Scott’s novels, created a popular drama that explored Scottish historical themes. CRJ, writing in the Glasgow Herald in 1907, calls such drama ‘tartan’ and argues for a different approach:


  
    […] there is a very flourishing and distinct modern national life in Scotland, and […] this life so far has had almost no expression in literature of the better sort or in the drama. The stirring times of the past have their splendid and ever-increasing monument of dramatic literature […] We do not, as someone has well said, want ‘tartan’ plays at the present moment. We want plays as true and national, though not necessarily as sordid and bitter, as Mr Douglas’s [sic] novel ‘The House with the Green Shutters’. We want modern life of Scotland, particularly I believe middle class town life […] above all, the family life of Scotland with its endless jar and revolt, discomfort and affection, should yield abundance of dramatic fruitfulness.[17]

  


  It is, then, no new thing to see tartan as backward-looking, but, as this volume shows, this is not a necessary, but rather a contingent function. Tartan’s polysemy means that it has enormous potential for flexibility in use and meaning.


  The point about the discourse of tartan and tartanry is that it is not easily or simply defined. When Colin McArthur tries to do this, he produces a caricature, assimilating ‘Tartanry’ and ‘Kailyard’ into one linked phenomenon when they are quite distinct:


  
    The Tartanry/Kailyard ensemble permits and foregrounds only certain types of flora, fauna and humankind, the privileged icons being thistles, heather, stags, highland cattle, Scotch terriers, tartaned figures (often with military connotations) and a handful of historical figures of whom Burns and Scott are pre-eminent.[18]

  


  In McArthur’s Scotch Reels collection of essays, John Caughie observed in 1982


  
    It is precisely the regressiveness of the frozen discourses of Tartanry and Kailyard that they provide just such a reservoir of Scottish ‘characters’, Scottish ‘attitudes’ and Scottish ‘views’ which can be drawn upon to give the ‘flavour of Scotland’, a petrified culture with a misty, mythic, and above all, static past.[19]

  


  In fact, these discourses, as is shown by their continually developing and widespread presence – not to mention the range in topic and period of chapters in this volume – are far from frozen, rather being dynamic. As David McCrone, Angela Morris and Richard Kiely observed in 1995


  
    A considerable literature has grown up to debunk heritage, to show that much of it is a modern fabrication with dubious commercial and political rationales. Being able to show that heritage is not ‘authentic’, that it is not ‘real’, however, is not the point. If we take the Scottish example of tartanry, the interesting issue is not why much of it is a ‘forgery’, but why it continues to have such cultural power. That is the point which critics like Hugh Trevor-Roper (1984) [1983] miss. As his fellow historians Raphael Samuel and Paul Thompson show, myths are no mere archaic relics but potent forces in everyday life. Myths are constantly reworked to make sense of memories and lives (Samuel and Thompson, 1990).[20]

  


  Such an argument accords with the late Richard Prentice’s concept in heritage tourism of ‘endearment’. By this, he meant the ways in which memories, souvenirs and photographs become tokens by which tourists engage personally with the experience of visiting a site and authenticate their own experience of the act of visiting. In several ways Prentice’s concept of ‘endearment’ applies to experiences outlined in Ian Maitland Hume’s chapter. Balmorality As Craig Beveridge and Ronald Turnbull remark in a passage David Goldie also addresses:


  
    meanings are never passively consumed, but always subject to selection and adjustment to other discourses […] response to tartanry is not uncritical assimilation, but a complex negotiation dependent on the beliefs and values which are bound up with these other concerns.[21]
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  Indeed, the attacks on tartan and tartanry, particularly in the 1970s and 1980s, deny this complex negotiation and can even be said in their overstated hostility to have inhibited, and even stifled, for a time the potential for fruitful examination of that intellectual and symbolic complexity. Andrew Marr observes, ‘Indeed, the deconstruction of the tartan cult is in danger of itself becoming a cult’.[22] In context, it is clear Marr uses ‘deconstruction’ in the sense of ‘demolition’, or at least ‘an attempted demolition’, while in fact what is required and what this volume in its modest way attempts is a critical deconstruction in order to enhance understanding. A failure to seek to understand constructively the various – and fluid – natures of tartan and tartanry is a roadblock to fully exploring many aspects of contemporary Scottish culture. For the sake of progressive discussion, therefore, it is essential that sensible, measured analysis and discussion both of tartan as a historical and cultural phenomenon and of the varied nature of tartanry, positive as well as potentially negative, be undertaken without adopting reductive, restrictive and, therefore, false definitions.


  Jonathan Faiers observes ‘Apparently simple in construction, tartan is also capable of staggering complexity; it is multivalent and dichotomous’ and, he goes on, globally consumed.[23] He is here making a point that applies not just to the material, but to the wide range of discourses that tartan inspires and with which it engages. Just as ‘contradictory elements merged to make tartan a uniquely resilient textile’[24] so the contradictory elements of the discourses of tartan and tartanry and the interactions of the two create resilient discourses which the chapters in this volume can only begin to address. These discourses may lie in the apparently superficial area of the implications of clothes themselves: whether in cultural transmission as the ‘[p]laid shirts of cowboys lead to US working class usage’[25] from the workwear of Scottish expatriate drovers – in some versions of history singing Burns’s ‘Green Grow the Rashes O’ and becoming ‘gringoes’ to their Mexican auditors – to the working-class personae of late-twentieth-century American rock musicians and the remarkable creative working kilt products to be found on the utilikilts website,[26] or in modern high fashion:


  
    Talking about fashion and not mentioning tartan is like talking about fine dining and not bringing up wine. The fabric is an eclectic essential in high fashion, and Jean Paul Gaultier would agree.[27]

  


  Beyond such international fashion-focused examples, however, the issues discourses of tartan and tartanry raise for Scottish culture, the interaction of history and myth and any concept of what is ‘Scottish’ proliferate and will remain unfrozen and lively for many years to come. The chapters in this volume seek to continue and develop this lively, unresolvable, flourishing and colourful debate.
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  Gheibhte breacain charnaid (‘Scarlet tartans would be got…’): the Re-invention of Tradition


  Hugh Cheape


  The words of the poet Duncan Bàn Macintyre, in his ‘Òran don Bhriogais’ (‘Song to the Breeks’) in response to the ‘Disclothing Act’ of 1746, offer a robust message that tartan and Highland dress were firmly embedded in the attitude and aesthetic of Gaelic culture. Having served in the government’s Argyll Militia in the recent Jacobite War, his song was borne along on an iterating note of outrage and betrayal of the Gael and of the clans who had supported the Whig cause (see below).[1] With the recent disavowal of kilts and tartan as components of the ‘invention of tradition’ and in a late-twentieth-century ambivalence of Scots towards them, a ‘prehistory’ of tartan within Gaelic culture, such as we see in songs such as this, has been lost to sight and omitted from accounts of tartan and Highland dress. In terms of the material culture of dress and textiles, the historiography has been narrow and reductionist, seeking definitions of ever-receding ‘origins’ and bolstering defences against the assaults of detractors. Without exception, accounts of the history of tartan have largely ignored the voice of the devisers and wearers of tartan.[2]


  The ‘success’ of tartan since the turn of the nineteenth century has perhaps lessened imperatives to draw on esoteric evidence, but the evidence is there and adds significantly to the fuller picture. As a putative ‘badge’ of Scotland, widely recognised, and symbolic of nationhood, tartan’s role has extended beyond the Highland dress of a post-Romantic era with its formalities of different styles to Celtic couture fashion and upholstery and decor fabric.[3] This equation may be problematical but yet it is topical as issues of nationalism and ethnicity are being aired. As an indicator of belonging, now to the larger entity of nation but also to the smaller community of kin and clan, these associations have led to an emphasis on, or more recently a fixation and obsession with, tartan as a badge or uniform of clanship. In the twentieth century, the kilt’s role as garment for ceremonial and ritual use came to dominate attitudes to it. It was not fashionable for everyday wear except for a few die-hard patriots, the Royal Family or Anglo-Scots gentry, though it was worn by boys, particularly for semi-formal occasions like church-going or within school uniform codes, and of course by Scottish Boy Scouts. Now there is a new enthusiasm in Scotland for the national dress and the kilt has enjoyed a renaissance as style item. There is even a postmodern trend in kilt-wear instigated with 1970s and 1980s punk styles; we see the kilt worn with chunky socks, boots, white T-shirt and black jacket – the look is masculine with a hint of menace.
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  The origins of tartan have been much debated and have attracted speculation in recent literature. Controversy has confused a nation. In its least critical form, an unquestioned assumption held that tartan was a form of ancient and autochthonous dress, in other words, for example, the dress of the Picts and Scots. Those antiquarians and historians who took an interest in the subject could see the Highland dress ubiquitously in their fieldwork and researches. In The Highlanders of Scotland, for example, published in 1837, we have an early instance of this; the Celticist William Forbes Skene (1809–92) concluded


  
    the sculptured monuments which bear evidence of the existence of the Highland garb […] afford complete proof of its having been the ordinary dress of a considerable part of the northern population from the earliest period of their history. There is thus distinct evidence for the remote antiquity of this dress.[4]

  


  Such perceptions were never seriously questioned and became part of the litany of popular Scottish history or a wistful mythology of Scottish identity. In a classic of this genre, The Clans, Septs and Regiments of the Scottish Highlands (1908), the author concludes firmly and in terms which defy contradiction, but which have served to cloak too much of Scottish material culture: ‘The origin of the Highland garb in its primitive state is lost in the mists of antiquity’.[5] This had become a comforting element in the history of a nation which had clearly suffered acculturation and attrition, and whose mists had been known to swallow much since the supposed disappearance of the Ninth Legion beyond the Roman Frontier in North Britain early in the second century AD. Indeed, claims based on such a collective conviction or myopia can be interpreted as part of what might be termed a primordial view of Scottish ethnicity in which individual and collective ethnic identity is more or less fixed and unchanging and may be defined by a list of characteristics deemed essential. But this particular touchstone of national identity has come to be denounced as national self-delusion or bespoke history, supplied by or for Scots in exile either in the cities of England or overseas. The author of the article ‘Nations and their Past’ in The Economist (21 December 1996) listed ‘the things the Scots hold most Balmorality dear: the kilt, bagpipes, clan tartans’ as an example of ‘self-delusion serving to fortify national cohesion’. He concluded briskly: ‘[…] the whole concept of a distinctive Highland culture and tradition is a retrospective invention’.[6]
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  This essay quoted extensively and, by now, typically the distinguished Oxford academic Professor Hugh Trevor-Roper, whose nippy deliveries on Scottish historical topics have frequently irritated Scottish academics, partly because, whatever their Ascherson reliability, Scottish history from the pen of an ‘Oxbridge’ academic seemed to be preferred to anything home-brewed. Far from being challenged for its lack of depth and scholarly shortcomings, the tendency has been for Scottish academics to treat it with resignation or contempt (and say nothing in response) and the Scottish nation to cringe before the dismissive pen. Debate on tartan and Highland dress had been reopened in the face of a potent ‘invention of tradition’ thesis relating cultural phenomena such as national costume in the case of Scotland to Victorian romanticism and a love affair with the Highlands. In his contribution to the debate, Trevor-Roper delivered a smug coup de grâce to soi-disant Scottish national pride with the story that the kilt was ‘invented’ by an Englishman.[7] Such a debate has tended to be circular, without adding much more than value judgement to our knowledge of Highland dress. The resulting controversies in the face of this dominant paradigm have mischievously obscured simple human and historical realities like the dynamics of fashion, ancient and modern, and a liking for colour and pattern. The uses of colour and pattern in weaving cloth may be as old as civilisation itself, however defined, and is widespread throughout the world, but Scotland has made this art her own and re-exported it in its own unique style to the rest of the world.[8]


  Tartan may be, on the one hand, a dress fabric highly distinctive in style, design and colour – what is generally termed ‘plaid’ in North America – or on the other, a design with patterns in multicoloured checks used today in many forms. Arguably the word ‘tartan’ for pattern and design is older than its meaning of fabric.[9] Patterns and colours may not always conform to the conventions that have emerged over the last two centuries. The worldwide demand for tartans, however, usually overrides constraints imposed by supposed rules and regulations governing what is and is not tartan and what is perceived as permissible in Highland dress. Nonetheless, uniform styles and conformity in dress conventions have emerged since the late nineteenth century and have been encoded in books and tailors’ patterns; strict observance is expected and in some circles has become a touchstone of Scottishness. The perpetuation of such views, relatively recently formed, is a self-assumed role of guardians of Scottish ‘ethnicity’.[10]


  The fundamental simplicity of tartan suggests in fact an ancient origin and a long pedigree. It is a colourful and flamboyant fabric whose design is achieved by weaving yarn in sequences of colour in warp and weft to produce stripes and checks. While the effect is often complex, the technique is simple. Different coloured yarns are woven in plain twill to produce a check of colours and blends, in other words two colours of threads produce a three-colour combination. In detail, the dyed yarns are counted into bands of different widths when the weaver sets up the threads on the warp and this is described as the ‘thread count’. The same sequence of yarns in colours and widths is then woven in the weft to achieve a check of regular pattern. The thread counts of the different coloured yarns act as a key to the patterns or ‘setts’ which today make up the hundreds of named clan and family tartans as well as the corpus of institutional, civic and regional tartans.[11]
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  As a form of ‘national dress’ in kilt or plaid, tartan is assumed to be ‘traditional’, as we have seen, originating in a distant past and invented by remote ancestors. Scots have assumed that it was the traditional dress of indigenous peoples, in this case – depending on your loyalties – the Picts of the North-East or the Gaels of the Highlands and Islands. But the art of weaving is ancient and universal and the uses of checks and stripes in patterning cloth was known in prehistory and must be almost as ancient as the art of weaving itself. Simple decorative weaving was known in all early cultures. A piece of fabric excavated from an Iron Age site at Falkirk, for example, and dated to the third century AD, shows a simple check achieved with self-coloured yarns. It is referred to as the ‘Falkirk tartan’ and is in the collections of the National Museums of Scotland. It incorporates natural wools from primitive breeds of domesticated sheep in darker and lighter colours that have been separated out in spinning into yarn and woven together in regular patterns. In this instance two shades of self-coloured wool woven in simple twill produce a check of two colours and an intermediate shade.[12] The use of undyed wool was common in weaving in both the Lowlands and the Highlands and the principle survived in Scottish tradition in the so-called ‘maud’ or ‘Shepherd’s plaid’ of blacks and browns on a light ground which came to be adopted retrospectively as a Lowland check not linked to any clan. Significantly, in view of Sir Walter Scott’s interests, it was also adopted for the Scott tartan in the early nineteenth century, as an emblem for one of the most prominent Border families.


  The quintessential image of a Scottish national dress and identity is that of the male kilted Highlander, a stereotypical and anachronistic figure adopted in the early nineteenth century in the full flood of European Romanticism. The iconography is simple and recognisable, but it masks a complex of issues. In the hands of skilful ‘artists’ such as Sir Walter Scott, this figure was the embodiment of what was seen as a primitive civilisation lying remotely to the north and west of Scotland’s Highland line. At the time – and since – there was an evident paradox in that the kilted Highlander in the eighteenth century, despite earlier associations discussed in the next chapter by Murray Pittock, came to be equated with Jacobitism and opposition to the prevailing status quo of government and Hanoverian kingship. This was recognised by Prince Charles Edward Stuart when he landed in the West Highlands in 1745 and led a tartan-clad army south. Equally it was recognised by a vengeful government which outlawed tartan throughout Scotland in a Disarming Act which remained law until 1782.


  The Disarming Act, or ‘Disclothing Act’, was passed through Parliament in 1746 and came into force in August 1747. It was one of a series of legislative measures designed to force the assimilation of Scotland into the greater Britain following the Battle of Culloden. The effects of the Act have been much debated by historians. According to its title, ‘An Act for the more effectual Disarming of the Highlands in Scotland, and for more effectual securing the Peace of the said Highlands, and for restraining the use of the Highland dress, &c’, the purpose is self-evident. Tartan and Highland dress, bracketed with weapons, had come to be regarded as an outward and visible manifestation of Jacobitism and continuing loyalty to the Stuart dynasty in exile and, so, political treachery and lawlessness. The ownership and carrying of weapons were expressly forbidden only north of the Highland Line, whereas tartan was proscribed throughout Scotland, save for military personnel serving King George. The application of the law was undiscriminating. Yet a visual paradox exists in a number of portraits of mainly Highland gentry painted in tartan and Highland dress in the 1750s and 1760s, such as MacDonalds of Sleat and Campbells of Lochlane and Ardmaddie. These overtly vaunt loyalty to a society whose core values of Highland and Gaelic identity seemed to transcend a narrower political agenda. Earlier, William Mosman’s outstanding and intriguing portrait of ‘John Campbell of the Bank’ was actually painted as soon after Culloden and the Act as 1749, while Allan Ramsay portrays the Earl of Wemyss in tartan trews and plaid with his wife soon after their marriage in 1745, perhaps in 1747 or 1748. Evidently, tartan was meaningful and, outside such élite groups, some of them supporters of the Hanoverian settlement, the Act was a Ascherson drastic measure and its penalties severe. Collective memory of this post-Culloden phase has reinforced anti-English feeling in Scotland, but, of course, a large part of the government army at Culloden comprised Scots. The repression was not of Scotland by England per se, but of one section of Scottish society by another, allied with Hanoverian England. Further, a careful reading of contemporary events shows that the draconian legislation and ‘army of occupation’ were the response to a conviction that the ‘Rebellion’ was going to re-erupt and that guerrilla warfare would continue indefinitely.[13] The British government, therefore, reacted brutally to the ongoing threat of Jacobitism as they perceived it. Indeed, recent scholars have interpreted this as a campaign of genocide against the Gaels.[14] Another reading, however, may see it as a civil conflict of Whig Gael against Jacobite, related to the imminent ‘improvement’ about to generate significant economic change in the Highland economy, including the eighteenth-century first phase of clearances.
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  Whatever the politico-economic implications, however, the legislation against Highland dress and its application were deeply resented by many in Scotland and by most, if not all, Highlanders. The Gaelic poet Alexander MacDonald – Alasdair Mac Mhaighstir Alasdair – the best-known propagandist for Gaelic culture in the Jacobite cause, composed his rousing song, ‘Am Breacan Uallach’, celebrating the tartan plaid in about 1750. The picture given in the twenty-five stanzas and chorus is significant for how Highland dress was perceived within Gaelic culture; it was fìor chulaidh an t-saighdeir (‘the true dress of the soldier’), the dress of the hunter, the appropriate dress for church, weddings and public occasions, the proper dress for travelling away from home, and carried a note of masculine and high social status. The song opens


  


  
    B’ fheàrr leam breacan uallach

    Mu m’ ghuaillibh ’s a chur fo m’ achlais,

    Na ge do gheibhinn còta

    De ’n chlò as feàrr thig a Sasunn.


    Mo laochan fèin an t-èididh

    A dh’ fheumadh an crios ga ghlasadh:

    Cuaicheineachadh èilidh,

    Dèis èirigh gu dol air astar.


    (‘Better is the proud plaid

    Around my shoulder and put under my arm,

    Better than though I would get a coat

    Of the best cloth that comes from England.


    My own little hero is the garb

    That would require the belt to fix it on;

    Putting the kilts into pleats,

    After rising to go on a journey.’)[15]

  


  


  The proscription of Highland dress was felt universally. The poet Duncan Bàn Macintyre (1724–1812) fought on the government side in the Jacobite war of 1745 but his ‘Song to the Breeks’ composed against the Disarming Act was omitted from the early printed editions of his work because of its anti-English language and anti-Hanoverian political sympathies. He described even the loyal Gaels as dishonoured and enslaved, and the English-style Lowland dress as unnatural, humiliating, uncouth and hideous. The tone is bitter against George II (whom the poet gratuitously exiles to Hanover), the London government and those in Scotland who supported them, such as the Campbells, and he builds a case on the betrayal of those who had joined Duke William whose only reward was to suffer the humiliating taking away of their very clothing. His conclusion was that the Act would turn the country Jacobite:


  


  
    ’S nam bitheamaid uile dìleas

    Do ’n rìgh bha toirt cuiridh dhuinn,

    Chan fhaicte sinn gu dìlinn

    A’ strìocadh do ’n chulaidh seo.


    […]


    Nan tigeadh oirnne Teàrlach

    ’S gun éireamaid ’na champa,

    Gheibhte breacain chàrnaid

    ’S bhiodh àird air na gunnachan.


    (‘And if we would all be loyal

    To the king who was appealing to us,

    We would not be seen till Doomsday

    Submitting to this garment.


    […]


    If Charles were to come over to us,

    And we would rise up to take the field with him,

    Scarlet tartans would be got

    And the guns would be taken up.’)[16]

  


  


  The physical and psychological damage wreaked by the ’45 crippled Gaelic society and arguably may never have been made good. The policing of the Disclothing Act became Balmorality desultory in the 1750s and rehabilitation of the Gael suddenly became an expediency. Prime Minister William Pitt reversed the government policy of a generation when he began to recruit Highlanders – in his histrionic words ‘a hardy and intrepid race of men’ – for the burgeoning empire and to fight France in North America. Between 1757 and 1761, nine regiments were raised, more in the American War of Independence, and in 1793–4 alone, eight line regiments and a number of fencible regiments were raised in the Highlands to meet the threat from France. Basing the organisation of these military echelons on the big clans, even if the clan system was by the later eighteenth century much eroded, ensured much of their success and helped to build esprit de corps. It also gave birth to the stereotype figure of national identity. With this recent history, the mood of the moment was for a fierce and romantic figure deriving from a primitive civilisation of simple but marked virtues. The Gaelic narrative-poem epic of ‘Ossian’ displayed such virtues and revealed a native classical tradition to the outside world. James Macpherson, whether translator or creator, published his Fragments of Ancient Poetry collected in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland and translated from the Gaelic or Erse Language in 1760. Its success was instant. The feats of arms of kilted and tartan-uniformed Highland soldiers in the late-eighteenth-century wars of emerging empire consolidated the image of the warrior hero in tartan, although the reputation was out of all proportion to the numbers involved.[17]
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  This period saw the emergence of the clan tartans as we know them today and of the transformation of Highland dress from ‘uniform’ into ‘costume’. The concept was already beginning to take form in a contemporary concern for Highland and Gaelic culture. The stated purpose of the Highland Societies of London and Scotland, founded respectively in 1778 and 1784, included research into and recovery of Highland ‘Language, Literature, Music and Manners’, all of which were deemed to be in crisis or on the verge of extinction. The first public gesture of the Highland Society of London was to sponsor the repeal of the Disarming Act and the legal reinstatement of tartan. The uniform clothing of the Highland regiments and their close association through patronage or command with the leading families led to questions on the designs and authenticity of tartans. The London Highland Society instigated research into clan and family tartans and in 1815 wrote to the chieftains and heads of families asking them to ‘furnish as much of the tartan of their clans as will serve to show the patterns’. In his letter to one chieftain, for example, the celebrated (or notorious) Macdonell of Glengarry, the Secretary wrote


  
    The Highland Society of London instructed me to apply to the Chiefs of the different Clans and request them to transmit to me as much of their respective Tartans as would be sufficient to show the Pattern and to authenticate each by attaching a card having on it the impression of their respective Coat of Arms. I have to beg that you will be so obliging as to forward me about a yard of the real Glengarry Tartan – authenticated in the manner mentioned. No time is to be lost as I am sorry to say that all the Ceann Cinnidh [Chieftains] do not feel by much the Highland Spirit by which you are animated and in a few years it is to be feared that the distinguishing Tartans of some clans will not be known.[18]

  


  The defining moment came with the celebrated visit of George IV to Edinburgh in 1822 when, stage-managed by Sir Walter Scott, the clans came to town and the capital decked itself in tartan. Even the portly figure of the Hanoverian monarch was forced into a kilt. Not surprisingly, many took exception to this ‘plaided panorama’ and an Edinburgh citizen spoke for many when he said with disgust: ‘Sir Walter Scott has ridiculously made us appear to be a nation of Highlanders, and the bagpipe and the tartan are the order of the day’.[19] An increasing variety of patterns or ‘setts’ came to be woven, sometimes in minutely differentiated versions, and adopted as dress and badge by families and clans who each gave their name to a particular ‘sett’. It was fashionable to discover a Highland pedigree and a tartan as badges of clanship. Most clan tartans which are woven and recognised as such today are the inventions of astute manufacturers in the nineteenth century, skilled in the marketing ploy of product differentiation, and of writers who emerged, such as the ‘Sobieski Stuart’ brothers, providing antique pedigree and historical explanation of named patterns as demand increased especially in the 1820s and 1830s. Writers composed histories of tartan and Highland dress for an expectant readership, and artists produced versions of medieval or early Highland dress suggesting origins in a simple untailored garment draped around the body, kilted and belted at the waist.


  Scott’s first Jacobite novel was published in 1814; the myth had been born before the real mythmakers arrived. The two self-styled ‘Sobieski Stuarts’, John and Charles Allen, arrived in London from the Continent in 1816, began to visit Scotland and settled in the Highlands in 1826 in a rustic palace made available to them by Fraser of Lovat on Eilean Aigas in the River Beauly. The brothers revealed that they were descended from the exiled Stuart monarchy and the rumour freely circulated that their father was an illegitimate son of Bonnie Prince Charlie.[20] They published two remarkable and sumptuous works, Vestiarium Scoticum (1842) and The Costume of the Clans (1845). The first of these purported to be based on a sixteenth-century manuscript discovered by them in the library of the Scots College at Douai in north-east France, together with an inferior copy of 1721 and another manuscript version of the first discovered in the Monastery of St Augustine in Cadiz. The manuscripts were already the subject of controversy before their publication in 1842, but the contemporary demand for tartans swamped the tide of accusation and refutation over their authenticity. These precise details of all the old clan tartans as provided by the Sobieski Stuarts were consumed enthusiastically and, though undoubtedly fake, accepted on face value. This important episode is still the stuff of controversy and certainly in the second half of the twentieth century was considered to have debased the notion of tartan as national symbol and the tradition of ancient origin.[21] The ‘invention of tradition’, by-product of European Romanticism it was said, is now recognised as the dynamic which led to the creation and proliferation of the ‘setts’ of the tartans and the concept of tartan as clan badge or uniform.


  The counter-argument, which has not yet been effectively articulated, is that tartan is certainly ancient in some form or another and intimately associated with historical Highland dress rather than merely a latter-day notion of it.[22] In the medieval period, surviving written accounts introduce a distinction between the respective peoples and cultures of Lowland and Highland Scotland. Distinctiveness, distinctions and resultant tensions within Scottish society began to be obscured in the nineteenth century and Scott succeeded for his readership in creating an apparent homogeneity to demarcate and strengthen the distinctiveness of Scottish society in comparison with England. If we detect this syndrome in his Highland novels, we should also see his essential Highlander cast as the honoured but powerless figure in a timeless past rather than the active political agent of recent history or the victim of the Clearances. But distinctions are first particularly evident in the fourteenth-century John of Fordoun’s ‘History of Scotland’ when he introduces the concept with ‘the manners and customs of the Scots vary with the diversity of their speech’. This is taken up in greater detail in The History of Greater Britain, published in Latin in Paris in 1521 by the scholar and university teacher John Mair:


  
    Further, just as among the Scots we find two distinct tongues, so we likewise find two different ways of life and conduct. For some are born in the forests and mountains of the north, and these we call men of the high land, but the others men of the low land […] The Irish tongue is in use among the former, the English tongue among the latter. One half of Scotland speaks Irish, and all these as well as the Islanders we reckon to belong to the Wild Scots. In dress, in the manner of their outward life, for example, these come behind the householding Scots – yet they are not less, but rather much more prompt to fight; and this both because they dwell more towards the north and because, born as they are in the mountains, and dwellers in forests, their very nature is more combative […] From the mid-leg to the foot the men of the high land go uncovered; their dress is, for an over-garment, a loose plaid and a shirt saffron-dyed.[23]

  


  Early writers begin to describe the plaid in this way and generally refer to the Highlanders as going bare-legged. Some such references go back to the twelfth century, for example descriptions of Scots on the First Crusade and the better known and curious account of the Norse king Magnus Barelegs.[24] This indication of a distinctive culture, clearly associating the Gaelic Scots with the people of Ireland, is also an indication of a distinctive history in which tartan later played such a distinguished part.
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  Some of the origins of the reputation for combativeness Mair identifies can be sought in the Lordship of the Isles in which Clan Donald achieved the status of a virtually independent kingdom within Scotland by about 1400. The Lordship, undoubtedly a cultured principality, was suppressed by the kings of Scots in the late fifteenth century. The consequent destabilisation and fragmentation of Highland society led to the rise of the ‘clans’ and competition for power and territory. This critical process, recognised within Gaelic tradition by the label Linn nan Creach (‘the Age of Raids’), lends emphasis to the reiteration by chroniclers and historians of the fierce hostility of Highlanders. The success and reputation of individual clans would not necessarily depend on royal favour and the legitimate occupation of land by feudal charter but rather on force of arms, vigorous leadership, and dependence on and loyalty to the chieftain and his kin.


  By the sixteenth century in the wider context of Renaissance Europe, changing dress sense made brighter and variegated fabrics more typical. Tartan was Gaelic Scotland’s version of Renaissance fashion. A heightened dress sense in contemporary Europe led to brightly coloured fabrics being used and elaborately draped and kilted round the body. This was fashionable Renaissance man as Highland chieftain, as John Michael Wright’s later 1683 portrait of Lord Mungo Murray so vividly demonstrates. The precursor of today’s kilt was the ‘belted plaid’, a generous length of tartan arranged in folds round the body and gathered at the waist and shoulder with belt and brooch.[25] Though a male pose dominates the iconography of Highland dress, Gaelic culture preserves a female version in the subtly coloured earasaid, or plaid form.[26] To dress dramatically in an untailored garment was a particular art form beloved of all Highlanders and celebrated in poetry and song. To praise a man’s and woman’s appearance and dress (and therefore dress sense) of brightly coloured tartan was a natural device in conventional panegyric.[27] The language and literature of Gaelic is clear and explicit about the role of tartan in the people’s dress. Tartan was developed and considerably elaborated in this period of crisis and creativity which also saw the ‘invention’ of Highland dress in tartan more or less as we still have it today. Colour was a strong marker of dress sense, as a typical seventeenth-century song reference to Highland troops in the War of the Three Kingdoms makes clear:


  


  
    Luchd nan còtaichean sgàrlaid, chit’ an dearsadh là grèine.

    Luchd nan còtaichean gearra, dha maith da ’n tig fèileadh.

    Luchd nan osanan ballach, ’s nan gartanan gle-dhearg.


    (‘Company of the scarlet coats, to be seen gleaming on a day of sunshine.

    Men of the short coats, the plaid becomes them well.

    Men of the tartan hose, and of the bright red garters.’)[28]

  


  


  Tartan’s emergence as such an overt phenomenon in European terms was due to political dynamic, though its role and reputation were equally cultural. In the course of the seventeenth century, the Highlands and Highlanders were drawn firmly into national politics, particularly in the War of the Three Kingdoms and the Montrose Wars of the 1640s, and in the 1650s when a Gaelic-speaking force was defeated as far south as the Battle of Worcester. The dramatic, though intermittent, success of the Gaels demonstrated at the least that they were a potent enough force to overturn a ruling regime. Still in the north and west Highlands both a political and military system and an ideology survived – and vigorously – the dismantling of the Lordship of the Isles.


  Highland troops also fought on the Continent, especially in the Thirty Years War, where they were particularly noticed and singled out for their dress and for their fearsome effectiveness. This national and international role and reputation is reflected in a distinctive, confident, assertive – often forceful – culture which seems to emerge in the seventeenth century. It is still evident to us today in the form of the poetry and song of the period, and also in the instrumental music, particularly in the pìobaireachd (‘piping’) which evolved and flourished dramatically at the same time, in the genre now described as ceòl mòr (‘great music’). Such Balmorality patterns of fundamental changes do not often occur in a vacuum, and the emergence of pìobaireachd, which tends to be described in terms of an isolated phenomenon, was a symptom of contemporary changes such as the strategic and tactical need for more troops on the field of battle and bigger armies (such as the remarkable forces rapidly assembled by the Marquis of Montrose and Alasdair Mac Colla). Fighting could no longer be the preserve of a social élite, which anachronistically it had continued to be in Gaelic Scotland, outliving its tradition in chivalric Europe. The warrior aristocracy that had traditionally responded to the incitement to battle of the bardic poet and the harp, or clarsàch, were no longer adequate for contemporary warfare. The louder high-pitched bagpipe came in the seventeenth century to provide the incitement to battle – the brosnachadh.[29]


  Highland dress was certainly a material culture manifestation of these political and cultural changes and in effect represents the Highland and Gaelic version of European Renaissance or late-Renaissance dress styles. Conspicuous consumption ensured that the smartest cloth was the most expensive, and the most expensive would usually be imported tartans in bright shades of red, since red was also the most difficult colour to establish or ‘fix’ evenly over lengths of fabric. Exotic dyes like cochineal were certainly preferred to quieter or more ‘muted’ colours obtained from local vegetable dyestuffs. Evidence, especially from the eighteenth century, suggests that Highlands and Islands weavers would buy commercial insect dyes such as cochineal in preference to locally available plant dyestuffs. The conventional praise of the various shades of red tartan in Gaelic song chimes too with early portraiture in which red kilts and plaids predominate.[30] Significantly too, Highland dress began to be articulated within Gaelic culture as a touchstone of loyalty to traditional values. Anyone seen to be moving away from these, like Highland leaders who were being lured into espousal of Lowland and English politics, would be roundly criticised. The powerful spokesman for the Gaelic and Royalist cause in the Civil Wars, John MacDonald of Keppoch – known to Scottish tradition as Iain Lom – complained of the frequent absences in the 1660s of the Glengarry chieftain, Lord MacDonald of Aros, through his visits to the Restoration court in London. This seduction became evident in his adopted dress:


  


  
    Gur fada leam an Sasann thu,

    ’S a bhith ’gad chreach le spòrs.

    B’fheàrr leam còt’ is breacan ort

    Na pasbhin chur air cleoc;

    Is tu bhith falbh gu h-aigeannach

    An triubhas chadaidh clò.


    (‘You seem to be too long in England,

    Being ruined by gaming.

    I would prefer you in a short coat and plaid

    Than in the cloak which fastens;

    And that you should march vigorously

    In trews made of tartan cloth.’)[31]

  


  


  If tartans were being abandoned by some of the leaders at home, what of its fortunes on the wider stage? The late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries saw a remarkable national political and cultural role for tartan. Following the death of Charles II and the accession of James VII and II, the Roman Catholic monarch was challenged in Scotland by the Protestant Earl of Argyll. He arrived in Scotland from the Netherlands in 1685, was swiftly defeated and captured at Inchinnan in June, just after the parallel arrival of Monmouth in Dorset, and executed. This challenge had been briskly crushed by the Crown using the Highland clans. The Stuart dynasty therefore almost inadvertently lined up with an anti-Campbell cause in the Highlands, encouraging those clans that had been loyal to the Crown in the 1640s and 1650s to believe they still had a national, or even international, role to play. Though perhaps only briefly, a cult of tartanry flourished in the Stuart Court. The kenspeckle Ewan Cameron of Lochiel was entertained at Court, patronised as a ‘tame savage’ and personally branded by James VII as the ‘King of Thieves’. The Stuarts came to recognise, with finally catastrophic consequences, that the clans were prepared to fight and to die for them.[32]


  Sample A heading


  The success of the Gaels and of Gaelic culture was further reinforced by a rationalising of feudal superiorities after the Argyll Rebellion. Then the Earl of Argyll’s forfeiture led to Campbell feudal privileges being reallocated, a move which tended to reinforce the claims to power and territory of many clan chiefs. This late triumph of ‘feudalism’ in the seventeenth-century Highlands is something of a paradox of Scottish history and goes some way to explaining the much-quoted and picturesque examples, such as The Grameid of 1691, of clan armies being assembled and paraded for expeditions. It also goes some way to explaining the creation of Jacobitism as a military and strategic force, and must be significant in terms of the post-1745 legislation aimed particularly at dismantling and destroying Highland feudalism.[33]


  Though Gaelic culture was so successful, as we are claiming, and the fashion for tartan spread, there were serious setbacks. With the Revolution of 1688–9, James VII and II was dethroned and exiled. William of Orange had no loyalties or affections towards the Highland chiefs. The vengeful Earls of Argyll were restored. An immediate outcome was the suppression of Highland support for the Stuarts and the consequent 1692 Massacre of Glencoe. It is an ironic truth, however, that fashion will adopt the uniforms of revolution and rebellion. It is a significant and extraordinary fact that when Queen Anne created her Sovereign’s Bodyguard in 1713, they were dressed in an elaborate and remarkable tartan uniform.[34] At the same time, as Murray Pittock’s chapter makes clear, tartan was undoubtedly a uniform of Jacobitism and also of the so-called ‘Jacobite’ political party which emerged after the Union of the Parliaments in 1707. Its purpose and sentiments were clearly strongly anti-Union and, for the most part, anti-English. Meantime, a number of contemporary portraits show that tartan had been adopted as fashionable outfitting by many Lowland grandees. It became fashion wear as a political statement, clearly a well-known phenomenon in any age, and some writers particularly refer to women in the towns as wearing tartan as anti-Union Balmorality, pro-Stuart fashion.[35]


  A significant concept then articulated in Gaelic poetry and song seems to give one version of this putative political allegiance or cause, and to unite all Scotland against England. It was a traditional belief, clearly intensified by the Union of 1707, that there could be a national uprising in Scotland against the ‘Auld Enemie’ in a Gaelic guise – a sort of pan-Celtic revival embracing all Scotland. Such a belief seems to emerge from the thirteenth-century prophecies of Thomas the Rhymer and, though a literary phenomenon from our point of view, its survival (for example, in Gaelic) was much more vigorous and popular than might be realised or given credit for. The Jacobite cause provided a new focus for this belief and tartan had given it an easily identifiable uniform – in effect a uniform of nationhood or nationality. A Gaelic propaganda song of 1715 expresses this concept so well in contemporary terms:


  


  
    Is i seo an aimsir an dearbhar an tairgneach dhuinn,

    Is bras meanmnach Fir Alban fo an armaibh air thùs.

    An uair a dh’éireas gach treun laoch ’n éideadh glan ùr,

    Le rùn feirge agus gairge gu seirbhis a’ Chrùin.


    (‘This is the time when the Prophecy will be proved for us,

    The Men of Scotland are keen and spirited under arms and at the forefront of battle.

    When every brave hero will rise in his splendid new uniform,

    In a mood of anger and fierceness for the service of the Crown.’)[36]

  


  


  The denouement of this political movement and its outward and visible badge was the ‘tartan army’ of the ’45 and the systematic attack on Gaelic culture by the government following the suppression of the Rebellion. Highland separateness, so confident and assertive as we have seen, had become a major threat to the government as established under the new Hanoverian monarchy.
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  In conclusion, clearly it would be unreliable to insist on tartan as a – or the – mark of Scottish identity. This element of history, like many others, goes to show that, though ethnic identity can be reliably investigated in anthropological discourse, it must be contingent and changeable rather than fixed and scriptural, emerging from or within particular social circumstances and chronologies. The modern denunciation and disavowal of tartan mischievously draws a veil across, and therefore effectively denies, an up-to-date view of certain vital strands in Scottish history and material culture, and particularly this Renaissance rhetoric of textile. Certainly in this context, pace Professors Hugh Trevor-Roper and Eric Hobsbawm (the scholarly perpetrators of the ‘invention of tradition’ thesis), invented traditions constitute an obstacle to an understanding of the past. To categorise tartan and Highland dress as a folk or peasant costume invented in the Romantic era is, however, to lose the historical resonances and significance of tartan as social, economic, cultural and political statements. These were in particularly full vigour from about 1600 until the 1740s, and their potential power cruelly and dramatically confirmed in the perceived need for the attack on Highland culture of 1747–82. Even in this twilight period, the Gaelic poet Duncan Bàn Macintyre, quoted above, could still refer in the late eighteenth century to Highland dress as Suaicheantas na h-Alba – ‘the Badge of Scotland’.
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