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Evidence and artefact: utility for 
protohistory and archaeology in 
Thomas the Rhymer legends

Hugh Cheape

Abstract

An historical figure of the 13th century, Thomas the Rhymer, is recorded as poet 
and prophet but rarely merits mention in Scottish historical studies. This essay 
argues for the importance of the Rhymer as liminal figure for Scottish history 
and prehistory, as much for broader insights offered by him than for history of 
the individual. The Rhymer is commemorated in song and story, and is linked to 
the supernatural from where his gift of prophecy is said to derive. Markers in the 
landscape, especially in the Scottish Borders, may be ‘memorates’ serving present 
needs rather than original evidence, and prophecy may be indicative of cultural 
and political resource rather than individual cult. The extraordinary longevity 
of the Rhymer story is demonstrated by evidence in Scottish Gaelic in the 20th 
century showing how tradition shifted in response to circumstances or realpolitik. 
The subject has been developed in the research domain of a national museum with 
ready access to both historical and archaeological material and the benefit of a 
measure of independence from the constraining boundaries of academic disciplines 
and institutions.

Keywords: Prophecy, liminality, memorates, Thomas the Rhymer

Personae

I offer this topic to David as an eclectic but informed mix of sources that I believe 
will appeal. As longstanding colleagues, I always enjoyed our conversations which 
customarily ranged across disciplines in ways that I believe reflected the intellectual 
inheritance of the National Museum.

Thomas the Rhymer was, in brief and as far as we now know, a 13th-
century Border landowner and a poet attributed with the power of prophecy. 
His reputation long outlasted him, telling us about attitudes to prophecy and 
its supposed efficacy, a phenomenon that is prominent from this time until the 
17th century when the ‘scientific’ exploration of prophecy began (Cohn 1970; 
Hunter 2001). Consideration of this intriguing aspect of the human make-up has 
tended to be kept firmly outside mainstream Scottish history, the material rarely 
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to be considered as a source and the written evidence to be confined, even firmly 
relegated, to literature. Even as ‘literature’, doubts remain over textual integrity 
and dating of the Rhymer’s surviving compositions, and they seem not to merit 
attention even in Scottish literature’s recent scholarly treatments. (See McDiarmid 
1989, 29.)

Thomas the Rhymer might be said to demonstrate ‘liminality’, both so far as an 
historical persona can be established and also in the consideration and treatment of 
his literary compositions. In the context of conventional scholarship and sustained 
separation of disciplines, Thomas the Rhymer seems to be marginal or invisible 
on the cusp of history and prehistory or times beyond documentation. In the field 
of folklore or its notional forerunner of ‘popular antiquities’, he was raised to cult 
status and his utterances reworked and conflated. What we know of Thomas the 
Rhymer offers particular insights into popular belief in Medieval Scotland and 
may suggest hypotheses for the understanding of past lives in prehistoric Scotland.

There are historical sources to substantiate Thomas the Rhymer as a real person. 
These records were collected into the introduction and notes to Scott’s Minstrelsy 
of the Scottish Border to demonstrate that Thomas was a historical character (Scott 
1803, 251). Thomas Finlayson Henderson brought such information that was 
known up to date in a four-volume edition of the Minstrelsy (Henderson 1932, IV, 
79-137). It is suggested that he was born about 1225 at Earlston in Berwickshire, 
‘Erceldoune’ being an earlier form of the name and appearing as appellative in 
the form ‘Thomas of Erceldoune’. He died about 1297, making him a venerable 
72. The sobriquet ‘Rhymer’ may be a surname like Rimor or Rimmer, though 
he was said to have had the surname ‘Learmont’ (Scott 1803, 262; Scott 1819,  
vii–viii; Chambers 1870, 212). The name ‘Rimor’ appears elsewhere in the record 
and might have had significance per se as denoting membership of a family of 
hereditary chroniclers, poets or rhymer minstrels, as a class of high status (G F 
Black 1946, 707). As witnessing a charter in the Melrose Chartulary, he may have 
been a scholarly man in his own right as well as belonging to the medieval learned 
orders. Other details behind a figure such as Thomas the Rhymer do not figure 
in the historical discourse but have a relevance for history and proto-history. This 
was a ‘multicultural’ region at the time with a possible complexity of languages. 
Boundary areas may have been socially and culturally, even linguistically, turbulent 
with languages in varying stages of advance or decay. Thomas the Rhymer may 
have been a speaker of Anglian or Scots, Norman-French, Cumbric or Welsh, and 
Gaelic; the Gaels had gained the Borders Kingdom of Strathclyde in 1018 and 
Gaelic speech was still current in Thomas’ day.

The modern and lasting fame of Thomas the Rhymer – as prophecy went out 
of fashion or was outlawed by the church – seems to derive from the ballad of 
this name in Scott’s influential Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border which perhaps 
conclusively transformed previous oral tradition into literary artefact, at least for 
the anglophone world. The ‘Ballad of Thomas the Rhymer’ derives from a number 
of versions collected in the Scottish Borders and elsewhere in the early 19th century 
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and emerged as a composite text in a process of restoring what Scott believed to 
have been the original language. The ballad, as a form of song that tells a story, has 
also been the domain of ‘ballad scholarship’ that vigorously debates ‘origins’ and 
the evolution of the ballad form (Buchan 1997). The Ballad of Thomas the Rhymer 
is set in the Borders and an undeniable part of its mystique is that Thomas the 
Rhymer lies sleeping in the Eildons which in turn form a door to the world of the 
supernatural. The appeal of this was also transformed for modern generations in 
the imagery of Thomas the Rhymer and the Queen of Elphane by Kate Greenaway 
(1846-1901), children’s books illustrator.

How the Ballad emerged or was composed, varied and survived in oral tradition 
and for how long is a matter of speculation and part of the debate of ballad 
scholarship. Inter alia the debate, which started with the premise of the separation 
between oral tradition and literacy, wrestles with the ambiguities of ‘oral tradition’ 
or ‘folk literature’ and a probable reality of the word of mouth traditions of a 
largely literate society (Crawford 1979; see also Lyle 2007, 10). Scott seemed to 
use written versions and named one of his sources as ‘a copy, obtained from a lady, 
residing not far from Ercildoun’, and another as Mrs Brown of Falkland whose 
own collection of ballads continues to be a matter of research (Scott 1803, 268). 
Mrs Brown (1747-1810), or Anna Gordon, was the daughter of the Professor 
of Humanity at King’s College, Aberdeen, and has added the ingredients of the 
literary and the creative to the ‘traditional’ song debate (Buchan 1997, 62-73). The 
Edinburgh printer and publisher, Robert Chambers, with a family background in 
the Borders, claimed a prevalence of belief in Thomas throughout Scotland in the 
early 19th century and the ready quoting of his prophecies in rhyme. Chambers, 
with the more worldly savvy of the journalist, commented that the Rhymer’s 
name had added a useful cachet: ‘During the fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, to fabricate a prophecy in the name of Thomas the Rhymer appears to 
have been found a good stroke of policy on many occasions’ (Chambers 1870, 
212).

Ballads, or in other words song-poems or narratives in song, were enthusiastically 
collected from the 18th century onward, one of the first significant markers of 
the genre being Bishop Thomas Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry of 1765 
which had inspired the young Walter Scott (Crawford 1987, 123). The modern 
study of ballads began with the Harvard scholar Francis James Child (1825-96), 
who re-collected and classified each item in The English and Scottish Popular 
Ballads (1857), which appeared in a new five-volume edition between 1882 and 
1898 (Child 1898). He looked for ‘traditional’ versions of ballads and discounted 
(even rashly dismissed) the agency of printed sources such as broadside ballads 
and chapbooks. His canonical collection included a version named as ‘Thomas 
Rhymer’ under ‘Number 37’. This has given a system of classification so that the 
Ballad is generally cited as ‘Child 37’ and the ‘Child Ballads’ remain vital works of 
reference. This is the text as printed by Scott in the Minstrelsy and the scene is set 
for the twenty-stanza song:
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True Thomas lay on Huntlie bank,
A ferlie he spied wi his e’e,
And there he saw a lady bright,
Coming down by the Eildon tree.1

Prophecy

As a prophet figure, Thomas the Rhymer seems to come to the fore in his 
own lifetime with his reported prediction of the death of Alexander III on 19 
March 1286, an event ushering in a long period of destructive confrontation 
with England. This fundamental change is inferred in John Barbour’s The Brus, 
compiled in the 1370s, which represents a view that the years before the death 
of Alexander III were a ‘golden age’, couched in a style of writing suggesting that 
he drew on established tradition and contemporary belief. From the moment of 
Edward I’s invasion in 1296, Scotland was a country at war through the 14th and 
15th centuries. The kings of England from Edward I to Henry IV laid claim to 
rule Scotland and every English king in this period led armies into Scotland. This 
sense of continuing catastrophe was exacerbated by civil war and continuing local 
warfare in a period in which millenarianism flourished and bodies of millenarian 
belief can be identified throughout Europe (Cohn 1970, 282). Prophecy could 
be a device by which the individual or the group consoled, fortified and asserted 
themselves in times of crisis when confronted by the threat or reality of oppression. 
The future was considered to be knowable and fiction supplied a need or could be 
used for social and political ends. Prophecy was a cultural resource in an uncertain 
world. For the historian’s retrospect, prophecy holds a mirror to this past and a 
world picture of those living at the time, preserving their memories and stories, 
their passions, traumas and preoccupations and forms of what might be described 
as spiritual belief.

The death of the king in 1286 was an event reported in terms of signs and 
portents and a warning that the Day of Judgement was at hand. This sort of 
prophecy falls into a pattern of ‘tokens of cataclysm’ familiar in the medieval 
period. Prophecies would typically include a list of signs that would precede the 
Day of Judgement, varying between death-dealing disasters and Christ’s Second 
Coming as eschatology of poetic power in the Book of Revelations (Cowan 2009, 
6-11). The succession of Robert the Bruce to the kingship in 1306 came out of 
the inter-regnum and Edward I’s adjudication of the ‘Great Cause’ of succession to 
the Crown of Scotland. Thomas the Rhymer’s prophecies were used in the Bruce 
cause and drew the opposition of the rival Comyns. John Comyn, Earl of Buchan, 
called him a liar following the Red Comyn’s murder by Bruce in the Greyfriars 
in Dumfries, and a reference to Thomas in John Barbour’s The Brus in the 1370s 
points to Thomas having prophesied the coming of a king (Duncan 1997, 82). 

1 The ‘Child Ballads’ are still at the centre of the canon of traditional music and latter-day recordings 
of Child 37 have been part of the folk music revival of the second half of the 20th century. Popular 
examples are by Ewan MacColl, Silly Wizard and Steeleye Span, and their versions from a live 
recording made in Leeds in 1974 and by Maddy Prior in a ‘comeback’ and the Quest Tour of 2006 
are available on the web; see www.youtube.com/watch?v=fo3VxbJOR14 Steeleye Span:Thomas the 
Rhymer (accessed 22.02.16).
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Other well-known Rhymer prophecies were the defeat of James IV at Flodden in 
1513, the defeat of Mary Queen of Scots at Pinkie in 1567, and the Union of the 
Crowns in 1603 (Geddie 1920, 8-22).

Thomas the Rhymer has been credited with the authorship of ‘Sir Tristrem’, a 
metrical romance on Tristan and Iseult in Middle English belonging to the Arthurian 
Cycle. The story of Sir Tristrem belongs to the reign of Alexander III and the 
‘golden age’ before the death of the King in 1286. The text appears only in a 14th-
century copy or transcription, the ‘Auchinleck MS’, and its authorship is disputed. 
Scott printed the text first in 1804, attributing it with confidence to Thomas 
(see Scott 1819). The amount of detail, true or false or somewhere in between, 
enlarges our understanding of the role and character of prophecy in this period. 
It has points of comparison in the supernatural elements of Thomas’ relationship 
with the Queen of Elfland as told in the later ‘Romance of Thomas of Erceldoune’ 
edited by James Murray (Murray 1875). In the ‘Romance’, Thomas meets the 
Queen of the Fairies when hunting on the Eildons at Halloween and is abducted 
by her. He enters the ‘Otherworld’ under Eildon, a place in neither ‘Heaven’ nor 
‘Hell’ in which time does not exist. This locus characterises Halloween as a sort of 
crack in time when you can see into the future, and therefore a mortal who comes 
to inhabit the Otherworld will have knowledge of the future. The Queen of the 
Fairies offers Thomas the gift of the tongue that can never lie, hence his other name 
in the literature as ‘True Thomas’. Though Thomas entered Fairyland for a night, 
in reality his sojourn lasted years. Going into the Otherworld or Fairyland for years 
suggests, in other words, that he kept on disappearing; Thomas the Rhymer appears 
as a liminal figure. He returns after seven years bringing back the gift of second 
sight or prophecy. As a secular prophet, he earned the disapproval of the church, 
prominent in the nearby Cistercian Melrose Abbey, but he became a popular hero 
and cult figure. The widespread geographical distribution of prophecies evident to 
us now suggests journeys and places visited in Ayrshire, Annandale, the Eastern 
Borders and Berwickshire, East Lothian, Fife, Angus, Mearns, Aberdeenshire and 
Buchan, Moray and as far north as Cromarty. One specific reason for the spread 
of a cult can be seen in links with the Gordon family with origins in Berwickshire 
and subsequent rise to prominence in Buchan.

Genius loci

The Eildon Hills in Roxburghshire form a dominant feature of Scotland’s Central 
Borders country. Their name is Old Welsh or ‘Cumbric’. Their three tops are 
evoked in Trimontium, the Roman fort and complex of military remains spread 
over a site of nearly 150 hectares (Curle 1911; Hunter & Keppie 2012). The local 
strategic importance of this major series of military installations is memorised by 
the alignment of the modern A68 on Dere Street. A massive Iron Age fort and 
Roman watch-tower on Eildon Hill North rank it as a key late prehistoric site in 
northern Britain, and a hoard of bronze axeheads from the vicinity, comparable 
with Late Bronze Age finds from other sites, has prompted speculation about the 
significance of a possible scatter of ‘central places’ such as Eildon, Traprain Law, 
Arthur’s Seat, and other sites in the Forth and Tay valleys (O’Connor & Cowie 
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1985, 156-8).2 Material culture in the archaeology of these hilltops is enigmatic 
and suggestive of ritual but necessarily must remain outside the scope of this paper. 
Folklore and tradition might be adduced to enlarge our view of a landscape of 
inter-tribal gatherings, seasonal or yearly, though the concept of continuity is all 
too seductive and possibly fallacious (see for example Lyle 1969, 65-71). Parallels 
might be seen, however, in Lughnasa gatherings, typical on hilltop sites such as 
Ireland’s Croagh Phadraic every July (MacNeill 1962, 71-84).

The Eildons have a distinctive place in Scotland’s history, literature and 
folklore. They were the favourite view of Walter Scott. His viewpoint is recollected 
as ‘Scott’s View’ and here, it is said, the horses pulling his hearse stopped on their 
journey to his burial at Dryburgh Abbey. The ‘View’ is immortalised by painters 
such as Thomas Girtin (1800), James Ward (1807) and J M W Turner (1831). 
Scott had an obsessive enthusiasm for them, their landscape, stones, names, 
songs and ballads. Other figures associated with the Eildon Hills were Merlin and 
Michael Scott, the ‘Wizard’, as well as Thomas the Rhymer. These were figures 
who required an entrance to the ‘Otherworld’ where time did not exist. Merlin was 
a secular prophet popularised by Geoffrey of Monmouth in the 12th century in 
his Vita Merlini and Historia Regum Britanniae. Possible links between the Rhymer 
and the ‘pseudohistory’ genre of Geoffrey of Monmouth have still to be identified 
but this may point to the influence of Geoffrey of Monmouth on the Rhymer 
as collector and propagator in turn of the prophecies of Merlin. Michael Scott 
was a 13th-century academic tutor to the Prince Frederick of Germany, later the 
Emperor Frederick II (1220-50). Scott and subsequent writers perpetuated (or 
created) a tradition that the three tops of Eildon were ‘platforms of prophecy’ of 
the trio, Merlin, Michael Scott and Thomas the Rhymer. In The Lay of the Last 
Minstrel (Canto 2 Verse 13), Michael Scott is credited in Borders’ folklore with 
splitting the Eildons into three hills.

Memorates

One or two objects which offer popular evidence of ancient lives are so-called 
‘Rhymer’s Stones’, the best known of which are at Earlston in the Borders and at 
Inverugie in Buchan. Objects such as stones or trees are markers in the landscape. 
They are points of reference with a meaning to people of different ages, or 
‘memorates’ as part of ‘community memory’. Memorates are part of a culture of 
memory, giving past events present meaning and amounting to something shared 
and unambiguous. The Earlston Rhymer’s Stone is known to be modern (or 19th-
century) and another Rhymer’s Stone, near Melrose, is said to mark the site of the 
‘Eildon Tree’ where Thomas trysted with the Fairy Queen. The ‘Tree’ is named 
in the Child Ballad and in the ‘Thomas of Erceldoune’ metrical romance and 
is therefore credibly referred to in the fourteenth century (Lyle 2007, 15-16). A 
stone beside the A6091 road is said to be on the site of the tree and the inscription 
describes it as the tree beneath which Thomas delivered his prophecies. The stone 

2 I am very grateful to my former colleague in National Museums Scotland, Trevor Cowie, for guidance 
on the archaeological exploration of the Eildons and on the hypothesis of ‘central places’.
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was erected by the Melrose Literary Society in 1929, moved in 1970 and moved 
again to allow cars to park more safely on a busy main road. Heritage becomes 
commodified and truth becomes relative under the imperative of road safety:

This stone marks the site of the Eildon Tree where legend says Thomas the Rhymer 
met the Queen of the Fairies and where he was inspired to utter the first notes of 
the Scottish Muse.3

The Inverugie Stone is in the parish of St Fergus, Aberdeenshire, from where 
Thomas the Rhymer made his prophecy about the forfeiture of Dunottar and the 
hereditary lands of the Keiths, Earls Marischal, whose lands stretched from the 
Moray Firth to the River North Esk in Angus. The Stone was removed and built 
into the church of St Fergus in 1763. The Inverugie lands were forfeited after 
the 1715 Rebellion, bought back and then finally sold in 1764. The approximate 
site of the former Stone is said to be recalled by a field name, ‘Tammas’ Stane’ 
(Eeles 1913, 470-88). Another example among several is the ‘Rhymer’s Hill’ in 
Morayshire, mentioned in connection with its erosion in the ‘Moray Floods’ of 
1829 (Barron 1880, 245).

The influence of Thomas the Rhymer on the intellectual and cultural landscape 
of Scotland is without doubt and we gain insights into how people saw themselves 
and the world around them. Identifying markers as ‘memorates’ and, in particular, 
drawing on Rhymer legends, we may understand more about public memory in 
history and how selective this may be in the face of adversity (see also Huyssen 
2003). With evidence in the landscape and in the literary canon, the Rhymer 
seems securely seated also in concepts of national identity. Apart from the sweetly 
romantic imagery of Kate Greenaway, another memorate of Thomas the Rhymer 
marks him as national icon. A late-19th-century representation of Thomas the 
Rhymer is to be seen in William Hole’s processional frieze in the Scottish National 
Portrait Gallery where Thomas is seen on the west balcony wall of the Ambulatory.

Thomas the idle wanderer

Thomas the Rhymer is named in Scottish Gaelic as Tòmas Reumhair or ‘Thomas 
the idle wanderer’, a sobriquet suiting a liminal figure or somebody who was prone 
to disappearing. He has a significant presence in the Gaelic world, a dimension 
of the subject which has tended to be ignored in the general discussion. Thomas 
the Rhymer had in fact a huge impact on the Gaelic consciousness, more so 
than other personae of a national pantheon such as Bruce and Wallace or other 
medieval figures. Curiously too, Thomas the Rhymer seems to have been seen as a 
Gael himself with a particular identity. From the point of view of Gaelic culture, 
Thomas was Scotland’s most famous and celebrated prophet, his high status as 
prophet deriving evidently from his visit to the Otherworld. He appears to have 
been displaced by the ‘Brahan Seer’ who does not figure extensively in the Gaelic 
oral tradition but who emerges paradoxically in the Gaelic and wider consciousness 
with the publication of Alexander Mackenzie’s The Prophecies of the Brahan Seer, 

3 The ‘Eildon Tree’ recalls other traditions of trees with magical powers and associations going back in 
time (Ross 1967, 40).
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first published in 1877 and, significantly, still in print (Mackenzie 1877). This 
offers a typical gathering of traditional lore, typical because it is so difficult to judge 
between history and artifice. It represents a version of Highland history encoded 
by a Victorian Highlander writing for an expectant English-speaking readership. 
Such writers have done their countrymen and Gaelic posterity no favours.

Information for Thomas the Rhymer in Gaelic is found in Rev John Gregorson 
Campbell’s Superstitions of the Highlands and Islands of Scotland of 1900. This is 
among the most important British or European folklore collections ever published, 
comparable to Alexander Carmichael’s Carmina Gadelica (Carmichael 1900) and to 
other compilations of the first generations of ‘folklorists’ and of ‘scientific folklore’ 
as a then international movement (R Black 2005, xix–xxi). In an interesting aside, 
it is notable that Campbell himself rejected the term ‘folklore’ in favour of the 
longer-established or familiar ‘antiquities’. For the minister, perhaps, ‘folklore’ had 
connotations of a modern triviality or of untruth:

The object of the writer has always been, in all matters affecting Celtic antiquities, 
to make whatever he deems worthy of preservation, as available and reliable 
to the reader as to himself, without addition, suppression or embellishment.  
(J G Campbell 1889, 50)

Gregorson Campbell was collecting between 1850 and 1874 and his 
representation of Thomas the Rhymer included the concepts that the Rhymer 
received the gift of prophecy from an Otherworld woman, that he was still in the 
Otherworld, and that he would in due course return. Of these motifs, the last was 
very much to the fore in the Highlands and in the Gaelic tradition, with Tòmas 
Reumhair seen as a messiah figure who at a certain time would reappear and save 
the Gaelic race. The concept of national redeemer can be seen in analogues such 
as Merlin’s Arthur and Wales’ Owain Glyndwr. This return from the dead was a 
messianic quality reinforced by tales of a posthumous birth, for example, as Mac 
na mnatha mairbh or ‘the dead woman’s son’ (J G Campbell 1900, 269). Similar 
concepts formed part of a version recorded in South Uist by the late John Lorne 
Campbell of Canna in 1938 (J L Campbell 1939, 10-11).

As Thomas the Rhymer lies sleeping in the Eildons according to Borders’ 
tradition, Gaelic tradition held that he was in Dumbuck Hill, near Dumbarton 
and in Tomnahurich – Tom na h-Iubhraich, ‘The Hill of the Yew Wood’. This is 
the site of Inverness’ municipal cemetery laid out in 1863. Thomas the Rhymer’s 
name is attached to the ecotype legend of the ‘sleeping warrior’ and he rests here in 
the hill together with his men-at-arms and his white horses awaiting an apocalyptic 
summons. Tomnahurich is the focus of an alternative tradition of the ‘sleeping 
warrior’ type, that it is Fionn or ‘Finn MacCumhail’ and his war-band who sleep 
there. At the moment of summons, Thomas the Rhymer would become mortal 
again and would fight a great battle on the Clyde (D Mackenzie 1914, 59-61; 
Matheson 1938, 130). This was an area associated with the former British kingdom 
and might have been perceived as a frontier. Gregorson Campbell recorded the 
rhymed prophecy:
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Nuair a thig Tòmas le chuid each
Bidh latha nan creach air Cluaidh
….
(When Thomas comes with his horses,
There will be a day of spoils on the Clyde,
Nine thousand good men will be slain
And a new king will be set on the throne) (J G Campbell 1900, 270)

The prophecy of the last battle is a repeated element of Thomas the Rhymer 
traditions in Scottish Gaelic. The location of the last battle according to the 
‘Romance of Thomas of Erceldoune’ was a ‘Sandy Ford’, describing a ford in the 
river, a brae, a well, a stone and three oaks growing near the well. A ‘Sandyford’ on 
the Clyde, in the Glasgow district of Yorkhill, was on the river approximately where 
Queen’s Dock and Princes’ Dock were created in 1877 and 1897, obliterating the 
site.4

Thomas the Rhymer is introduced into songs of Montrose and the Civil Wars 
and then becomes identified with Jacobitism which itself became an important 
element in the cultural life of the Gael (A Mackenzie 1964, 28, 52, 212). The 
songs acted as propaganda piece and demonstrate the powerful and rhetorical 
function of verse and song in a society with an oral tradition (Watson 1932, 149). 
Dr John MacInnes has summarised the messianic view of Thomas the Rhymer and 
its psychological significance in Gaelic:

… the prophecy of Thomas the Rhymer, cited by a number of poets from the 
seventeenth century onwards, and still current in oral tradition, that one day 
the Gaels of Scotland will come into their own again. This formulation of the 
messianic hope of Gaelic nationalism, here firmly identified with Jacobitism, must 
have been already well-known before the Montrose Wars give it a new dynamic – 
Iain Lom refers to it casually as an established tradition. (MacInnes 2006, 315)

The formulation of a messianic hope for a pan-Gaelic nationalism, that the 
Gaels of Scotland would come into their own again, was sustained in different 
circumstances in the 19th century. Dr John MacLachlan of Rahoy (1804-74) 
was a physician in Morvern and North Argyll who published a book of songs in 
1869. He wrote compellingly about a devastated landscape, the iniquities of the 
Clearances and Thomas as prophet and messiah (Gillies 1880, 33-4; Meek 2003, 
50-4, 403-4). A complex of changes, particularly in the 19th century, was ascribed 
in the Gaelic psyche to the balance or harmony of former times being destroyed; 
significantly, the Gaelic term caochladh with its range of meanings from ‘change’ 
to ‘death’ was used for this trauma.5 Another cryptic prophecy ascribed to Thomas 
the Rhymer concerned the Highlands and the Clearances, inferring perhaps that 
this massive injustice couched in such banal terms could be reversed: ‘The jawbone 
of the sheep will put the plough on the hen roost’, or alternatively, ‘the teeth of the 

4 The last battle motif is used by Sileas MacDonald in 1715: Gu bheil Tomas ag ràdh ann a fhàistneachd 
…. (‘Thomas says in his prophecy that it is the Gaels who will win the victory, every brow shall sweat 
blood, fighting the battle at the River Clyde.’) (O Baoill 1972, 42-3)

5 It is difficult to find contemporary voices from within Gaelic culture to substantiate this but see 
Diarmad 1876, 298, under the pen-name used by D C Macpherson of the Advocates’ Library.
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sheep shall lay the plough on the shelf ’ (Cuiridh peirceall na caora an crann air an 
fharadh) (Nicolson 1951, 159; Chambers 1870, 220; Gillies 1880, 34).

Prophecy in print

Prophecies ascribed by tradition to Thomas the Rhymer were printed in 1603 by 
Robert Waldegrave of Edinburgh in The Whole Prophecie of Scotland, England, 
& Some Part of France, and Denmark. Marking the ascending of James VI to 
the English throne, the Whole Prophecie recalled the coming of a single king, a 
second Arthur, to unite all Britain. This was, of course, a form of state-sponsored 
prophecy. Naturally too there were many editions of The Whole Prophecie from 
1603 and it continued to be printed in chapbook form down to the beginning of 
the 19th century (Geddie 1920). It can be claimed that chapbook literature was the 
probable catalyst for the spread of stories and beliefs about Thomas the Rhymer 
and their dissemination in Gàidhealtachd culture. The medium was the message 
and easily crossed linguistic and cultural boundaries. The question of how he then 
becomes a Gael is more complex but doubtless the Rhymer answered a need.

Conclusions – the long view

Thomas the Rhymer prophecies have been narrated, analysed and explained by 
19th-century editors and packaged for a modern audience. They seem anodyne 
and even divorced from popular belief. Can we reconstruct a context for remote 
origins of this belief? A context might be a response to the dramatic imposition of 
order and authority in the form of the 12th-century church and the foundations 
of David I. The nearest manifestation of a new order to Earlston was Melrose, 
founded by the Cistercians about 1136-44 and colonised from Rievaulx. Other 
major foundations in the region were Kelso (Tironensian), Selkirk (Tironensian), 
Dryburgh (Premonstratensian), and Jedburgh (Augustinian). Symbols of authority 
were new, ‘foreign’ and pervasive. It may be difficult for us to appreciate fully 
these elements when the visual aesthetic presented by Historic Environment 
Scotland dominates our view. Was the new church disliked? Was it even hated 
and detested? Excavations at Melrose have revealed that the establishment was 
vast, with accommodation for 140 choir monks and 500 lay brethren. The 360-
foot west range is said to have been the longest in Europe (Cruden 1986). If an 
individual – and there must have been many nativi – chose to take a stance against 
this invasion, how might they undermine it? The secular prophet seems to offer an 
insight into disputatious and anarchic tendencies in us all. Another difficulty in 
the way of understanding is that belief would be more nuanced than opposites or 
a dichotomy between Christianity and Paganism (see, for example, Clarke 2007, 
19-39).

A study of a liminal topic such as Thomas the Rhymer may be more valuable for 
the questions it raises than the answers it provides. Such a topic, residing in a more 
liberal approach to historical studies, should be allowed to take conceptual risks 
or challenge conventional understanding. (See also Burke 2001, 11-12.) In the 
domain of material culture and museum studies, the boundaries set by disciplines 
and academic institutions may be more readily crossed and interaction between 
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archaeology and history more energetically espoused. With a figure who might be 
said to reside in proto-history, can lessons be drawn from Thomas the Rhymer for 
archaeology? Thomas the Rhymer tells us about belief and how people viewed and 
valued what they were saying, whether in fact they believed it or not. This is to 
enter the ‘dark places’. In terms of belief or ‘folk belief ’, we understand an often 
intense interest in prophecy, expressing hopes and fears and supplying a fiction 
when needed. The time element supplies a view of a putative future and it may lend 
corroboration to interpretations of monuments and megaliths also as views of the 
future. Discounting modern literature, the Rhymer phenomenon lasts more than 
six hundred years, from the 1280s to the 1930s, and produces an oral literature 
whose form and message changes according to variables such as ideology and issues 
of identity and ethnicity. Further analysis of the Rhymer material may suggest 
insights for Iron Age ‘ethnic constructions’. Objects such as trees and stones serve 
as points of reference and might be classified as the ‘folklore of sites and objects’. 
With a new interest in memory, in collective memory and ‘commemoration’, we 
are now tuned to ask what these mean to people. An intensive questioning of 
memory of course may tell us more about the present, and circumstances where 
markers and ‘memorates’ represent people giving an account of places and looking 
for explanations. Memorates offer a sense of purpose, synchronic perhaps as 
opposed to diachronic, and reflect the discovery of the past in the 19th century, 
a process possibly skewing or exaggerating popular belief or at least reminding us 
of phases of recall such as might be represented in the rehearsal of Thomas the 
Rhymer legend.
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