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Introduction

In the first three decades of the 20th century, the author, editor and activist Ruaraidh Erskine
of Mar (1869-1960) ran seven Scottish magazines. This essay provides the first detailed
assessment of their visual dimension and of the collaborations between writers and artists that

they enabled.

Erskine, born Stuart Richard Erskine into an aristocratic family in Brighton, came to build a
new identity based on personal choices: he learnt Gaelic and adopted it as his main medium
of literary expression; he chose the name Ruaraidh Arascain is Mhairr (Ruaraidh Erskine of
Mar) to reflect that revivalist commitment and to stress his familial links to Scotland; he

became involved in Scottish nationalist politics; and he also converted to Catholicism.

His first journalistic venture, The Whirlwind (1890-91), co-founded and co-edited with the
author and journalist Herbert Vivian (1865-1940), featured illustrations by Walter Sickert
(1860-1942), Sydney Starr (1857-1925) and other artists, and reproductions of artworks by
James McNeill Whistler (1834-1903) supplied by Sickert and Starr. The contact with
Whistler was mostly due to Herbert Vivian, who was the driving force behind The Whirlwind
and continued to publish it on his own after a rift with Erskine.! The interest in the visual side
of running a periodical nonetheless lasted beyond The Whirlwind and is evident in Erskine’s
later Scottish ventures and consistent with his personal preoccupation with art, design and

architecture.

Between 1901 and 1930, Erskine founded seven Scottish magazines which promoted, with

changing focus and different core agendas, Gaelic literature and Scottish political and cultural
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autonomy. Erskine’s commitment to high aesthetic and production values and to distinct
visual branding of the periodicals is evident even in the cheapest ones. Across his publishing
activities, he used a set of decorative ornaments based on Celtic art that appeared on covers
and front pages and as content dividers. These ornaments were never attributed, which
contrasts with Erskine’s habitual conscientiousness in providing information about the
authorship and provenance of both new and reproduced artworks. The set might therefore

have been supplied by one of the publishers or purchased by Erskine for personal use.

Guth na Bliadhna

The most influential periodical Erskine set up was the quarterly Guth na Bliadhna (The Voice
of the Year), published between 1904 and 1925. It was carefully designed and paid attention
to layout and typesetting. In 1906, for instance, Erskine announced to readers: ‘with the next
number of this Review, which begins a new volume, the space between the various articles
will be increased. It is thought that this small change will add to the appearance of the
Periodical.’? The list of illustrations in Guth na Bliadhna is quite short: an unattributed
picture of St Columba, published in a special issue dedicated to the saint (Spring 1905); a
drawing for Erskine’s series about Scottish national dress by ‘A. Shaw’; maps, diagrams and
illustrated adverts. In its last years, the quarterly reproduced some of the original illustrations
first featured in Erskine’s Gaelic annual An Rosarnach, to accompany short articles on the

same topics. These are discussed below in detail.

Apart from the obvious regard for visual culture in terms of the design and production, the
interest was also reflected in the essays Erskine published in the quarterly, such as the series
on Celtic arts and material culture, including a contribution by the architect John Honeyman
(Summer 1905) and a substantial amount of content that appeared under initials or
pseudonyms and is yet to be attributed. These articles testify to the effort to provide Scottish
nationalism with a linguistic and cultural agenda, and that Scottish culture was envisaged in a

broad manner, encompassing not only literature and music but also art.

An Rosarnach

The most lavish among Erskine’s periodicals was the annual An Rosarnach (The Rose

Garden), which appeared four times: 1917, 1918, 1921 and 1930. An all-Gaelic publication, it



focused on publishing essays and new literature in Gaelic. Its design suggests inspiration by
fin-de-siécle little magazines such as Patrick Geddes’s The Evergreen, for which John
Duncan (1866-1945) acted as art editor and other contributors included Robert Burns (1869-
1941), Helen Hay (1867-1955), and Nellie Baxter (1874-1952).3 So far, no proof has emerged
of direct contact between Duncan and Erskine, but both were part of the same networks.
Duncan was spending time in Eriskay where he made the acquaintance of Allan MacDonald
(Ailean Domhnallach, 1859-1905), local priest, folklore collector, and an innovative Gaelic
poet, who contributed a poem and several folklore pieces to the early issues of Guth na
Bliadhna. Duncan painted MacDonald, and a reproduction of his Eriskay Funeral with
Father Allan (1905), made from a privately owned copy (as the whereabouts of the original
remain unknown), is included in Ronald Black’s edition of MacDonald’s works FEilein na h-
Oige (2002). Another visitor to Eriskay was Archibald Campbell (Gilleasbuig Caimbeul,
1850-1921), a Jesuit priest and native Gaelic speaker from Lochaber who was an important
influence on Erskine and an early contributor to his magazines. Duncan was interested in
both Celtic and Christian motifs, which would have appealed to Erskine, and was apparently

planning to learn Gaelic.*

An Rosarnach was designed as a luxury item: Celtic motifs in red or gold embellished the
cover and the spine, it was printed on thick paper, and letterpress printing was used for some
of the ornaments. Apart from a decorative title page, each issue featured elaborate content
dividers, page borders and initials. The annual was published by Alexander MacLaren & Son
in Glasgow. The first three volumes were printed by Milne, Tannahill, and Methven in Perth,

and the last one by George Findlay in Dundee.

In advertisements, Erskine presented An Rosarnach as ‘leabhar maiseach le dealbhan snasail’
(a handsome book with beautiful pictures), and it indeed included full-page black-and-white
illustrations printed on glossy paper. To accompany essays on history and literature, it
employed reproductions of older artworks, such as anonymous portraits of James II, Rob Roy
and Robert Burns, duly attributed reproductions of living artists’ work, including a painting
of Charles Edward Stuart’s escape to Benbecula by George Ogilvy Reid (1851-1928) with the
title Am Prionnsa-fuadain (The Fugitive Prince). In this respect, An Rosarnach adopted a
practice followed by similar publications of the time, most notably 7The Celtic Annual
produced in Dundee, which featured chiefly reproductions of artworks selected from local

museums and galleries.’



In addition, An Rosarnach appealed to readers by original illustrations by contemporary
artists, accompanying new works of Gaelic literature and essays. On a dedicated list of
visuals which followed on a separate page after the main list of contents, the artists were
credited with the Gaelic forms of their names: Stewart Carmichael as ‘Stiubhard Mac Gille-
Mhicheil’ (nine illustrations), Andrew Scott Rankin as ‘A. Sgott Mac Fhraing’ (seven
illustrations), Hugh Munro as ‘Aodh Mac an Rothaich’ (two illustrations) and Haldane
MacFall as ‘Halldane Mac Phail’ (one illustration).

An Rosarnach did not feature any editorial notes or introductions. No related archive has
been recovered, the whereabouts of the original artworks are not known, and commentaries
on the illustrations must therefore rely solely on the reproductions and on contextual
information. The artworks were reproduced in black and white, which complicates a detailed
assessment of the techniques involved, but most give the impression of pen and pencil
drawings, lithographs or watercolours. As some of the illustrations are dated and accompany
new works of Gaelic literature, it indicates they were commissioned, rather than selected
from an existing portfolio. It also suggests that some the artists may have had a command of
Gaelic and were able to access the texts, otherwise they would have to be provided with a

working translation or a very detailed brief from Erskine or the writers themselves.

Andrew Scott Rankin

In the case of Andrew Scott Rankin (1868-1942), the explanation is clear: as David M.
Robertson has established, he was a fluent Gaelic speaker brought up in Aberfeldy,
Perthshire, a strongly Gaelic-speaking area at the time, and he later served as President of the
Pitlochry branch of An Comunn Gaidhealach (The Highland Association).® Scott Rankin was
a prolific illustrator and postcard artist, specialising in animals, Highland landscapes and
genre scenes. He was most prominently involved in the first issue of An Rosarnach (1917).7
The volume opens with his illustration Jeanne D’Arc, a’ Mhaighdean Orleanach (Joan of
Arc, the Maid of Orleans), accompanying an essay by Angus Henderson (Aonghas
MacEanraig). The portrait (Fig.1), most likely a watercolour, stands out among Scott
Rankin’s contributions by detail and quality of execution. It is also a powerful statement
about the outlook and priorities of the new periodical, highlighting the dedication to promote

Catholicism as part of Scottish identity and to accentuate Scotland’s interconnectedness with



Continental Europe.® The illustration was later reprinted in Guth na Bliadhna (Winter 1924)

alongside a short unattributed article on Joan of Arc, most likely written by Erskine himself.

The other artworks are much more resemblant of Scott Rankin’s standard production. Two
accompany the story ‘Bean a’ Bhocsa Bhuidhe’ (The Woman of the Yellow Box) by John
MacCormick (Iain MacCormaig), and three others represent scenes from the traditional tale
‘Nighean Righ-fo-Thuinn’ (‘The Daughter of King Under-Waves’). When a version of the
same tale appeared in D.A. Mackenzie’s Wonder Tales from Scottish Myth & Legend,
likewise published in 1917, it was illustrated by John Duncan. In contrast with Duncan’s
elegant, stylised figures and characteristic focus on ornament and decoration, Rankin’s three
illustrations are much more immediate and humorous, and come close to the visual style of

contemporary children’s books.

The last illustration by Scott Rankin appeared in An Rosarnach (1918) and is based on
‘Meirleach-nan-Slad’: ‘A’ Dol gu Margadh’ (The Thief of the Plunders: Going to the Market),
an account of a Perthshire livestock thief by James MacDiarmid (Seumas MacDhiarmaid), a
scholar and folklore specialist from Killin. Given the Perthshire connection, it is likely Scott

Rankin had an interest in the topic and knew MacDiarmid personally from Gaelic initiatives.

Hugh Munro

The versatile painter, illustrator and art critic Hugh Munro (1873-1939) was born in
Glasgow.’ He provided two drawings for An Rosarnach (1917). One is based on a retelling of
the legend ‘Uamh an Oir’ (The Cave of Gold) by Donald Sinclair (Domhnall Mac na
Ceardaich) and depicts the piper emerging from the cave, watched over by Virgin Mary with
baby Jesus on her arm (Fig.2). The other drawing, Sealg nan Damh Donna (Hunt of the
Brown Stags) for the essay ‘Cuairt anns an Fhrith’ (An Excursion in the Deer Park), by Neil
Shaw (Niall MacGilleSheathanaich). Munro also illustrated the book edition of An t-Ogha
Mor (The Great Grandson) by Angus Robertson (Aonghas MacDhonnchaidh), one of the two
earliest Gaelic novels, extracts from which were originally published in Erskine’s monthly
magazine An Sgeulaiche (The Storyteller).!® As all these works were only available in Gaelic
when Munro illustrated them, it seems likely he had a command of the language. Munro was
involved in the same circles as Robertson, wrote an introduction to the English edition of 4n

t-Ogha Mor, supplied four sketches for his collection of English essays Children of the Fore-



World (1933) and is acknowledged in the author’s opening note as a close friend.!! In his
capacity of an art critic, Munro contributed the essay ‘Some Aspects of the Celt in James

McNeill Whistler’ to Erskine’s quarterly The Scottish Review (Winter 1916).

Stewart Carmichael

The most important artist involved in An Rosarnach and in other ventures connected to
Erskine and his networks was Stewart Carmichael (1867-1950).!> Born and brought up in
Dundee and influenced by John Duncan, Carmichael painted portraits, allegorical and
symbolical scenes, subjects from Scottish history and historical architecture. All these strands
are demonstrated in his contributions to Erskine’s periodicals, which were lithographs. These
are clearly dated and feature the year as part of Carmichael’s characteristic ‘SC’ signature. As
the dates correspond with the year of publication of the given volume, it indicates they were
commissioned and suggests regular communication between Erskine and Carmichael.
Carmichael’s possible command of Gaelic has not been proven, but his illustrations
accompanied mostly new and untranslated works of Gaelic literature, and, as Matthew Jarron
notes, he was deeply interested in Highland music and history and Gaelic poetry.'* In an
essay dedicated to Carmichael, C.M. Grieve (Hugh MacDiarmid) remarked that he was
‘equally at home in Gaelic and in Braid Scots’ and that ‘the traditional disjunction between,

even antipathy of, the two [...] does not exist for him’.!*

Carmichael first contributed to An Rosarnach (1918), which used his Buaidh! (Victory!), a
drawing of a triumphant kilted warrior, as the opening image. Three other drawings appeared
in the issue, Eideard Brus, Ard-righ nan Eireannach (Edward Bruce, High King of Ireland)
for an essay by Hector MacDougall (Eachann MacDhughaill), An Sean Mhaighstir-sgoil (The
Old Schoolmaster) to accompany a memoir by Donald Macphie (Domhnall Mac-a-Phi) and
Cead Deireannach nam Beann (Last Leave-Taking of the Bens) illustrating the song ‘Tir nam

Beann’ by Donald MacRae (Domhnall MacRath).

The following issue, An Rosarnach (1921), featured two illustrations by Carmichael. Mac
Bheatha (Fig.3), for Hector MacDougall’s essay ‘Mac Bheatha is Crun Albann’ (Macbeth and
the Scottish Crown), was later re-used as a frontispiece for Erskine’s book-length study Mac
Beth (1930), with the note that it was made ‘from the oil painting by Stewart Carmichael in

the possession of the Hon. R. Erskine of Marr’. The wording of the note is ambiguous, but it



would suggest that Erskine owned an oil painting by Carmichael, on which the drawing was
based and which has not survived or has not been recovered yet. Carmichael’s second
contribution to the volume is a drawing accompanying account of supernatural features of
Fife, ‘An Saoghal Eile ann a Rioghachd Fiobh’ (The Otherworld in the Kingdom of Fife), by
Lachlan MacBean (Lachlann MacBheathain), and Carmichael chose the haunted tower of the
St Andrews Cathedral as his theme.

The final volume of the annual (1930) again featured an opening illustration by Carmichael,
responding to Donald Sinclair’s essay ‘Cogais Naiseanta: Aigne nan Gaidheal’ (National
Consciousness: The Spirit of the Gaels). The drawing (Fig.4) shows a young warrior carrying
a pole with a Saltire flag, with the motto *’S I Ghaidhlig a Thug Buaidh, ’s Cha T¢id a Gloir
air Chall’ (Gaelic Prevailed, and Her Glory Will Not Be Lost). The symbolic figure is notably
similar to one that appears in the painting Anima Celtica (1932, Dundee Art Galleries &
Museums). Carmichael also supplied an illustration to the essay on Virgil by Neil Ross (Niall

Ros) and for Hector MacDougall’s supernatural story ‘Sgeul Neonach’ (A Strange Tale).

Carmichael’s cooperation with Erskine went beyond the magazines. In March 1923, The
Scottish Chapbook, edited by Grieve, with whom Erskine kept in close contact for decades,
published Erskine’s one-act Symbolist play Fo Chromadh an Taighe (Under the Roof of the
House)."> Additionally, Grieve was planning to republish the play in a separate form, with a
frontispiece by Carmichael. As J.T.D. Hall notes, Carmichael’s frontispiece was later
reproduced in Grieve’s The Scottish Nation (4 December 1923), which, unlike the booklet, is

still extant.'®

Carmichael also provided the cover design and an illustration for the children’s play Long
nan Og (The Ship of Youth, 1927) by Donald Sinclair, which Erskine published through
Comunn Litreachais na h-Albann (The Society of Scottish Letters). Sinclair was one of
Erskine’s most prolific contributors and a personal friend of C.M. Grieve. The illustration,
depicting of a kilted boy encountering a mermaid (Fig.5), is strongly resemblant of
Carmichael’s The Monk’s Desire (1899, University of Dundee Museums).!” A more tangential
link to Erskine and his circles is suggested by Carmichael’s 1923 portrait of the artist and
political activist Wendy Wood, which is held by National Galleries Scotland. Wood was a

Gaelic learner and corresponded with Erskine’s close friend Charles Loch. '8



Haldane MacFall

Haldane MacFall (1860-1928) was a British Army officer, author, artist and art critic. In
comparison with the other three artists, he seems to be the least involved in the broader
networks around Erskine and only provided one illustration.'” The watercolour Mairi, Ban-
righinn nan Albannach (Mary, Queen of Scots), an elaborate portrait in the form of a
miniature set in a decorative metal frame, topped with a crown and with an inlaid pearl at the
bottom, which gives the impression of being drawn from an existing historical object (Fig.6).
It first appeared in An Rosarnach (1921), where it is neither signed nor dated, and it
accompanies the essay ‘An Deidh Langside is Roimhe’ (After Langside and Before) by
‘Q.E.D.’, most likely Erskine himself, given his long-standing interest in Mary. It was
reprinted in Guth na Bliadhna (Spring 1924), accompanying a short unattributed article
‘Mairi Stiubhart’ (Mary Stuart), clearly written by Erskine himself, in which he states that the

portrait is MacFall’s original work.

Photographs and Reproductions

Apart from the original artworks, An Rosarnach (1930) included the etching Gorse in Bloom
by Joseph Kirkpatrick, with the permission of the Abbey Gallery in London, to accompany a
poem from the manuscript of Allan MacDonald. Two more reproductions of Kirkpatrick’s
etchings, The Gate of the West and Ploughing the Field, with Gaelic captions, were used to
illustrate John MacCormick’s novella ‘Musamull’. It is unclear why Erskine chose to include
three rather generic etchings by a popular English artist and went to the trouble of securing
permissions, rather than commissioning three more drawings by Stewart Carmichael who was

still actively involved.

Whatever the motivation, it was not the only innovation in the last volume, as it also included
nature photographs reproduced with the permission of Deeside Field Club, formed in 1920 to
visit local places of importance and interest and gather financial support to restore historical
sites. The photographs originally appeared in the club magazine, published by Aberdeen
University Press.?’ Since Erskine was indeed living in Aberdeenshire and using Aberdeen
University Press for Guth na Bliadhna, and the activities of the club would have appealed to
his own interests, it is not surprising that he would choose suitable photographs and seek

permission to reproduce them. Using amateur landscape photographs alongside bespoke



artworks and elaborate Celtic decorations indicates an interest in new media and
technologies, and the readiness to come up with new features and concepts even in the final
stages is typical of Erskine’s magazines. It would have been interesting to observe the ratio of
reproductions, commissioned new works and photographs, had An Rosarnach continued after
1930, but it proved to be the last volume and also Erskine’s last venture in the realm of

periodical press.

Further Developments

Erskine’s magazines constitute an important chapter in the history of Scottish and especially
Gaelic periodical press and its intersections with the Scottish art scene. They stand out by
their commitment to high standards of production and visual presentation, which their
followers did not match — and likely did not seek to accomplish. The short-lived anthology
Alba (1948), which appeared only once and featured writing in Gaelic, English and Scots,
represents a transition between Erskine’s periodicals and later developments. It featured a
decorative Celtic cover designed by George Bain (1881-1968) and employed small
ornaments throughout, reminiscent of Erskine’s practices, but interspersed with photographs
of people and scenes from crofting life. Bain also contributed the essay ‘Scotland’s Neglected
Art Heritage’, demonstrating that art was considered an underdeveloped dimension of the

national revival to which A/ba sought to draw more attention.

When the quarterly Gairm, the most important Gaelic literary magazine of the second half of
the 20th century, started to appear in 1952, 22 years after the last volume of An Rosarnach
and 27 years after the last issue of Guth na Bliadhna, it was part of a different publishing
environment, and while it upheld high standards in terms of typesetting and created a
recognisable visual identity playing with the motif of the cockerel, it did not seek to align
itself with contemporary art scene. It featured some original artworks, most importantly by
Fearghas MacFhionnlaigh, but it chiefly relied on cartoons for humour and political edge and
on photographs for a current feel and immediacy, and prioritised financial accessibility to a
wide audience over creating a luxury item for the aesthete reader. Within the realm of Gaelic
publishing in Scotland, the artistic ambitions of An Rosarnach, a Gaelic periodical presented

as a luxury book object, remain uncontested.
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Fig.1. Andrew Scott Rankin, Jeanne D ’Arc, a’ Mhaighdean Orleanach (Joan of Arc, the Maid
of Orleans), likely a watercolour, reprinted in An Rosarnach, Vol.1, 1917, opening image,
page not numbered; photo Petra Johana Poncarova.

Jeanne d'Arc: A’'Mhaighdean Orleanach



Fig.2. Hugh Munro, ‘Na h-asgaill, tha Leanabh, aig am bheil ball oir 'na Laimh’ (‘On Her
Breast an Infant with a Golden Sphere in His Hand’), likely a pencil drawing, reprinted in 4An
Rosarnach, Vol.1, 1917, p.168; photo Petra Johana Poncarova.




Fig.3. Stewart Carmichael, Mac Bheatha (Macbeth), lithograph, reprinted in An Rosarnach,

Vol.3, 1921, p.1; photo Petra Johana Poncarova.
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Fig.4. Stewart Carmichael, Ceann-Dealbh (Opening Image), lithograph, reprinted in A4n
Rosarnach, Vol.4, 1930, opening image, p.1; photo Petra Johana Poncarova.
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Fig.5. Stewart Carmichael, Long nan Og (The Ship of Youth), lithograph, Edinburgh 1927;

photo Petra Johana Poncarova.
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Fig.6. Haldane MacFall, Mairi, Ban-righinn nan Albannach (Mary, Queen of Scots), likely a
watercolour, reprinted in Guth na Bliadhna, Vol.3, 1921, p.108; photo Petra Johana
Poncarova.

Mairi, Ban-righinn nan Albannach.



