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MASONIC EDUCATION

ROBERT BURNS
YOU ALREADY KNOW THIS BROTHER

ROBERT BURNS  •  1759-1796
Poet, songwriter, and Freemason

What is an eighteenth-century Scottish poet doing in a Masonic magazine in
Winston-Salem, North Carolina? What does Robert Burns have to do with the
price of tea in China?

At first glance, perhaps not very much.

Burns was born in Scotland in 1759, the son of a farmer. He died in 1796, long before Winston
Lodge No. 167 - or Winston-Salem itself - existed. Yet there is a fair chance that you already
know Robert Burns. You simply may not know that you know him.

Every New Year's Eve, when people join hands and sing Auld Lang Syne, Burns is there. The
song had older folk roots, but Burns collected, adapted and extended the words associated
with it. And if you have ever spoken of the best-laid plans of mice and men, Burns is there
again. John Steinbeck took the title Of Mice and Men from Burns's 1785 poem To a Mouse.

THE MOUSE
The famous phrase is only the doorway. Burns was plowing a field when his
plough destroyed a mouse's nest. Instead of treating the incident as insignificant,
he imagined the event from the animal's point of view.

The mouse had prepared for winter. It had gathered what it needed. It had built
itself a home. Then one pass of something vastly more powerful destroyed the
whole thing.

Burns writes:

"I'm truly sorry man's dominion
Has broken Nature's social union"

Burns does not just pity it. He recognizes another living creature whose small
world has collided with human power. Later he calls the mouse his earth-born
companion and fellow mortal.

Then comes the phrase that survived him:

"The best-laid schemes o' mice an' men
Gang aft agley"

In plain English: The best-laid plans of mice and men often go awry.

The mouse planned for winter. Burns himself made plans. We make plans. Yet
none of us commands the whole field. Burns then goes one step further: the
mouse suffers in the present; man remembers yesterday and worries about
tomorrow.

For a Mason, there is something familiar in that movement of thought: humility
before certainty, restraint in the exercise of power, sympathy with another
creature, and an honest examination of ourselves.

Not bad for what one ruined mouse's nest can make a man think about.

THE MAN IS THE GOLD
Ten years later, Burns put another question before his readers: What is a man
actually worth? Not his title. Not his coat. Not his money. Not the number of
people who bow when he enters a room. The man himself.

In A Man's a Man for a' That, Burns writes:

"The rank is but the guinea's stamp;
The man's the gowd for a' that."

A guinea was a gold coin. Burns's image is wonderfully simple:

Rank is just the stamp impressed upon the coin. The man himself is the gold.

A title may tell society where to place a man. It does not tell us what is inside him.
Wealth, ribbons and social standing may distinguish one man from another in
the eyes of the world, but they cannot manufacture integrity.

Toward the end of the poem comes the great hope:

"That man to man the warld o'er
Shall brithers be for a' that."

That little Scots phrase - for a' that - matters. It does not mean because of all that.
It means something closer to despite all that: notwithstanding the ranks,
possessions, titles and artificial distinctions society places between us.

So the thought is: Man to man, the world over, shall yet be brothers - despite all
that divides them.

AND YES - HE WAS A MASON
Burns was not merely a poet whose words happen to sound Masonic. He was a
Freemason. His Masonic journey began on July 4, 1781, when he was initiated in
Lodge St. David, Tarbolton. He remained deeply involved in the Craft and was
serving as Senior Warden of Lodge St. Andrew in Dumfries near the end of his
life.

His Masonic relationships became part of the network through which the young
poet found readers, patrons and entry into Scottish literary society. That does
not mean every noble thought Burns wrote should be stamped with a Square
and Compasses. Burns was Burns before he became a convenient Masonic
illustration.

But Freemasonry was genuinely part of his world. The University of Glasgow's
Centre for Robert Burns Studies is now supporting a dedicated scholarly project
examining Burns and Freemasonry, including his Masonic networks and the
relationship between Masonic ideas and works such as A Man's a Man for a'
That.

SO WHY BURNS? WHY HERE?
More than two centuries after his death, Robert Burns turns up in The Trowel
in Winston-Salem - not because we needed a famous dead Mason to fill a page,
but because the questions he asked have not gone anywhere.

What is a man worth? What does rank really mean? What do we owe the
vulnerable when we possess greater power? How much control do we really have
over the plans we so confidently make?

Can we look beyond station, occupation and title and recognize the man
himself? And can man to man, the world over, despite all that divides us, still
learn to be brothers?

Perhaps that is what Robert Burns has to do with the price of tea in China.
Quite a bit, as it turns out.

EXPLORE BURNS
A few good doors into the man and his work

READ THE MAN HIMSELF
To a Mouse • A Man's a Man for a' That • Auld Lang Syne
Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect.

MANUSCRIPTS & MASONRY
Major manuscripts: National Library of Scotland. Current Burns/Freemasonry research: University of
Glasgow Centre for Robert Burns Studies.

BROTHERLY LOVE   •   RELIEF   •   TRUTH

EXPLORE BURNS

Read the poems. See the manuscripts.
Follow the Masonic scholarship.

https://poets.org/poem/mouse
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/18388/pg18388-images.html
https://www.nls.uk/collections/stories/literature-and-poetry/robert-burns-and-his-history-of-myself/
https://www.nls.uk/collections/stories/literature-and-poetry/robert-burns-and-his-history-of-myself/
https://www.gla.ac.uk/schools/critical/research/researchcentresandnetworks/robertburnsstudies/graduatestudies/thescottishmasonicscholarship/
https://www.gla.ac.uk/schools/critical/research/researchcentresandnetworks/robertburnsstudies/graduatestudies/thescottishmasonicscholarship/




