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Hear how he clears the point o' faith,
Wi' rattlin and wi' thumpin! 
Now meekly calm, now wild in wrath,
He's stampin, an' he's jumpin! 

By

Robert Burns
The Holy Fair
Since it’s publication in 1786, the Holy fair has been acclaimed as one of the great satirical pieces of Robert Burns.

He is said to have taken inspiration from an earlier Scottish poet, Robert Ferguson whom he greatly admired.  Ferguson had produced two compositions, the ‘Hallow Fair’, and ‘Leith Races’, included in which was an imaginary being called ‘Mirth’, so in the same way Burns is conducted around the Holy Fair by ‘Fun’.

In the west of Scotland before and during the time of Burns these fairs or annual ‘preach-ins’, were held in connection with the communion service; sometimes within the church itself, or in the fields surrounding it to accommodate the large crowds.  Historians tell us that people came from miles around to hear the various ministers and ‘pious laymen’ preach their sermons which ranged from the hell-fire and brimstone type to the more evenly tempered.

The scene depicts a ‘bunch o’ wabster lads’ from Kilmarnock out for a days drinking and merriment and where better to ‘catch the moments as they fly’, than at Mauchlines Holy Fair!

It is there they meet up with Racer Jess, the daughter of Poosie Nansie, and one or two hizzies of ‘doubtful reputation’.
So within this ‘sacred assembly’ there is an odd concoction of religion, drinking, sleeping, swearing and of course courting, with people of all ages and descriptions taking part.  It is indeed a truly absurd mixture of the serious and the comical, which at times borders on farce, with Robert Burns in his own inimitable way capturing it all.
The producer has skillfully interspersed the Holy Fair with additional poems and songs, with the intention of involving the audience.  The narrator however probably has the main role in the proceedings, but it’s success lies in the cast becoming totally involved whether it be in the singing of the songs, or listening to the poem itself and acting it out accordingly.
The Holy Fair
Scene opens with the men’s chorus singing two verses from:
The Kirk’s Alarm
Orthodox! orthodox, who believe in John Knox, 
Let me sound an alarm to your conscience: 
A heretic blast has been blown in the West, 
"That what is no sense must be nonsense," 
Orthodox! That what is no sense must be nonsense. 

Calvin's sons! Calvin's sons, seize your spiritual guns, 
Ammunition you never can need; 
Your hearts are the stuff will be powder enough, 
And your skulls are a storehouse o' lead, 
Calvin's sons! Your skulls are a storehouse o' lead. 


One man now enters and walks across the floor
Narrator begins:

Upon a simmer Sunday morn 
When Nature's face is fair, 
I walked forth to view the corn, 
An' snuff the caller air. 
The rising sun owre Galston muirs 
Wi' glorious light was glintin; 
The hares were hirplin down the furrs, 
The lav'rocks they were chantin 
Fu' sweet that day. 

As lightsomely I glowr'd abroad, 
To see a scene sae gay, 
Three hizzies, early at the road, 
Cam skelpin up the way. 
Twa had manteeles o" dolefu' black, 
But ane wi' lyart lining; 
The third, that gaed a wee a-back, 
Was in the fashion shining 
Fu' gay that day. 
The twa appear'd like sisters twin, 
In feature, form, an' claes; 
Their visage wither'd, lang an' thin, 
An' sour as only slaes: 
The third cam up, hap-stap-an'-lowp, 
As light as ony lambie, 
An' wi'a curchie low did stoop, 
As soon as e'er she saw he, 
Fu' kind that day. 

Wi' bonnet aff, quoth I, "Sweet lass, 
I think ye seem to ken me; 
I'm sure I've seen that bonie face 
But yet I canna name ye." 
Quo' she, an' laughin as she spak, 
An' taks me by the han's, 
"Ye, for my sake, hae gien the feck 
Of a' the ten comman's 
A screed some day." 

"My name is Fun-your cronie dear, 
The nearest friend ye hae; 
An' this is Superstitution here, 
An' that's Hypocrisy. 
I'm gaun to Mauchline Holy Fair, 
To spend an hour in daffin: 
Gin ye'll go there, yon runkl'd pair, 
We will get famous laughin 
At them this day." 

Quoth I, "Wi' a' my heart, I'll do't; 
I'll get my Sunday's sark on, 
An' meet you on the holy spot; 
Faith, we'se hae fine remarkin!" 
All sing:

Comin’ thro’ the rye

Gin a body meet a body, comin’ thro’ the rye,

Gin a body kiss a body, need a body cry?

Ilka laddie has his lassie, nane they say hae I

But a’ the lassies smile at me,
When comin’ thro’ the rye.

Gin a body meet a body, comin’ frae the toon,

Gin a body kiss a body, need a body froon,

Ilka laddie has his lassie, nane they say hae I

But a’ the lassies smile at me,
When comin’ thro’ the rye.

Narrator
Then he gaed hame at crowdie-time, 
An' soon I made me ready; 
For roads were clad, frae side to side, 
Wi' mony a weary body,
In droves that day. 

Here farmers gash, in ridin graith, 
Gaed hoddin by their cotters; 
There swankies young, in braw braid-claith, 
Are springing owre the gutters. 
The lasses, skelpin barefit, thrang, 
In silks an' scarlets glitter; 
Wi' sweet-milk cheese, in mony a whang, 
An' farls, bak'd wi' butter,
Fu' crump that day. 

‘Black Bonnett’ takes up his position at the Kirk entrance

When by the plate we set our nose 
Weel heaped up wi' ha'pence, 
A greedy glowr black-bonnet throws, 
An' we maun draw our tippence. 
Then in we go to see the show: 
On ev'ry side they're gath'rin; 
Some carrying dails, some chairs an' stools, 
An' some are busy bleth'rin
Right loud that day. 

Here stands a shed to fend the show'rs, 
An' screen our countra gentry; 
There Racer Jess, an' twa-three whores, 
Are blinkin at the entry. 
Here sits a raw o' tittlin jads, 
Wi' heaving breast an' bare neck; 
An' there a batch o' wabster lads, 
Blackguarding frae Kilmarnock, 
For fun this day. 

Narrator:

Here, some are thinkin’ on their sins, 
An' some upo' their claes; 
Ane curses feet that fyl'd his shins, 
Anither sighs an' prays: 
Prayer under the Pressure of Violent Anguish


O Thou Great Being!  What Thou art

Surpasses me to know;
Yet sure I am, that known to Thee,

Are all Thy works below.

Thy creature here before Thee stands,

All wretched and distrest;
Yet sure those ills that wring my soul,

Obey Thy high behest.

Sure Thou, Almighty canst not act,

From cruelty or wrath!
O free my weary eyes from tears,

Or close them fast in death!
But, if I must afflicted be,

To suit some wise design,

Then man my soul with firm resolves,

To bear and not repine!
Narrator
On this hand sits a chosen swatch, 
Wi' screwed-up, grace-proud faces; 
On that a set o' chaps, at watch, 
Thrang winkin on the lasses 
To chairs that day. 

Whistle, and I’ll come to you my lad.

(Women sing verses, company join in choruses.)

Chorus.
O Whistle, an' I'll come to ye, my lad, 
O whistle, an' I'll come to ye, my lad, 
Tho' father an' mother an' a' should gae mad, 
O whistle, an' I'll come to ye, my lad. 

But warily tent when ye come to court me, 
And come nae unless the back-yett be a-jee; 
Syne up the back-stile, and let naebody see, 
And come as ye were na comin' to me, 
And come as ye were na comin' to me. 

Chorus.

At kirk, or at market, whene'er ye meet me, 
Gang by me as tho' that ye car'd na a flie; 
But steal me a blink o' your bonie black e'e, 
Yet look as ye were na lookin' to me, 
Yet look as ye were na lookin' to me. 

Chorus.

Narrator

O happy is that man an’ blest
Nae wonder that it pride him! 
Whase ain dear lass, that he likes best, 
Comes clinkin down beside him! 
Wi' arms repos'd on the chair back, 
He sweetly does compose him; 
Which, by degrees, slips round her neck, 
An's loof upon her bosom, 
Unkenn’d that day. 

Now a' the congregation o'er 
Is silent expectation; 
For Moodie speels the holy door, 
Wi' tidings o' damnation: 
Should Hornie, as in ancient days, 
'Mang sons o' God present him, 
The vera sight o' Moodie's face, 
To 's ain het hame had sent him 
Wi' fright that day. 

Moodie speaks –

 ‘Ye sinners gathered here today,
Bow low yer head in shame,

And listen to these words I say,

Take them in TRUTH, not in vain,

The Lord yer ugly sins have seen,

And He will call yer’ judgement.

Repentance will not yer souls clean

Or save you from his vengeance!

Let no man here deny his guilt,

Confess yer’ sins, pray for forgiveness,

The Lord will lead you from the darkness,

Into the light of day,

For I warn ye’ all

If ye be not repentant and alter yer ways

Ye shall surely end up in HELL!’


Narrator

Hear how he clears the point o' faith 
Wi' rattlin and wi' thumpin! 
Now meekly calm, now wild in wrath, 
He's stampin, an' he's jumpin! 
His lengthen'd chin, his turned-up snout, 
His eldritch squeel an' gestures, 
O how they fire the heart devout, 
Like cantharidian plaisters 
On sic a day! 

Crowd sing to Moodie-

Singet Sawnie! singet Sawnie,
Are ye huirdin the penny, 
Unconscious what evils await? 
With a jump, yell, and howl, alarm ev'ry soul, 
For the foul thief is just at your gate. 
Singet Sawnie!
For the foul thief is just at your gate.
He is then chased out!

Narrator

But hark! the tent has chang'd its voice, 
There's peace an' rest nae langer; 
For a' the real judges rise, 
They canna sit for anger, 
Smith opens out his cauld harangues, 
On practice and on morals; 
An' aff the godly pour in thrangs, 
To gie the jars an' barrels 
A lift that day. 

Smith speaks-
‘Bretheren,

If you would save your soul:

Put LETCHERY behind you,

Put FORNICATION behind you,

Put WOMAN behind you!

For WOMAN is the root of all EVIL.

Did not our Lord Jesus Christ give us two commandments?

Firstly, you should love the Lord thy God,

And secondly, you should love thy FELLOW MAN’. 


Smith stays in the pulpit

Narrator-

What signifies his barren shine, 
Of moral powers an' reason? 
His English style, an' gesture fine 
Are a' clean out o' season. 
Like Socrates or Antonine, 
Or some auld pagan heathen, 
The moral man he does define, 
But ne'er a word o' faith in 
That's right that day. 

Crowd now sing to Smith-

Irvine Side! Irvine Side, wi' your turkey-cock pride 
Of manhood but sma' is your share: 
Ye've the figure, 'tis true, ev'n your foes will allow, 
And your friends they dare grant you nae mair, 
Irvine Side! And your friends they dare grant you nae mair.
He is then chased out!

Narrator-

In guid time comes an antidote 
Against sic poison'd nostrum; 
For Peebles, frae the water-fit, 
Ascends the holy rostrum: 

Peebles speaks-
‘Sinners, the day of judgement is at hand,

And on that day, your lives will be placed in the balance.

Only a few will be spared.  Will you be among them?

I tell you now:

All those who ignore the teachings of the KIRK,

And not hear the word of God, will spend eternity
In the bowels of HELL!’
Crowd sing to ‘Rev’ Peebles-

Poet Willie! poet Willie, gie the Doctor a volley, 
Wi' your "Liberty's Chain" and your wit; 
O'er Pegasus' side ye ne'er laid a stride, 
Ye but smelt, man, the place where he shit. 
Poet Willie!
Ye but smelt man, the place where he shit!

He too is chased out! 

Narrator-
See, up he's got, the word o' God, 
An' meek an' mim has view'd it, 
While Common-sense has taen the road, 
An' aff, an' up the Cowgate 
Fast, fast that day. 

Whole company sing:-

The De’il’s Awa’ Wi’ The Exciseman
The deil cam fiddlin' thro' the town, 
And danc'd awa wi' th' Exciseman, 
And ilka wife cries, "Auld Mahoun, 
I wish you luck o' the prize, man." 

Chorus-The deil's awa, the deil's awa, 
The deil's awa wi' the Exciseman, 
He's danc'd awa, he's danc'd awa, 
He's danc'd awa wi' the Exciseman. 

We'll mak our maut, and we'll brew our drink, 
We'll laugh, sing, and rejoice, man, 
And mony braw thanks to the meikle black deil, 
That danc'd awa wi' th' Exciseman. 

Chorus 

There's threesome reels, there's foursome reels, 
There's hornpipes and strathspeys, man, 
But the ae best dance ere came to the land 
Was-the deil's awa wi' the Exciseman. 

Chorus
Narrator-

Jim Steven’s neist, the guard relieves,

An’ Orthodoxy raibles,

Tho’ in his heart he wee believes,

An’ thinks it auld wives fables:
Stevens goes into the pulpit

Stevens speaks-
The man in life wherever placed

Hath happiness in store,

Who walks not in the wicked’s way,

Nor learns their guilty lore.

But he whose blossom bind in guilt,

Shall to the ground be cast,

And like the rootless stubble tossed,

Before the sweeping blast!

For why?  That God the good adore,

Hath given them peace and rest,

But hath decreed that wicked man

Shall ne’er be truly blest.

After his sermon, Steven comes in among the crowd.
Narrator-

But faith! the birkie wants a manse, 
So, cannilie he hums them; 
Altho' his carnal wit an' sense 
Like hafflins-wise o'ercomes him 
At times that day. 

Man steps forward and recites ‘The Calf’ to Jim Steven

The Calf
To the Rev Mr James Steven, on his text
And ye shall go forth, and grow up as calves of the stall.’ – Mal. iv. 2.

Right, Sir! your text I'll prove it true, 
Tho' heretics may laugh; 
For instance, there's yourself just now, 
God knows, an unco calf. 

And should some patron be so kind, 
As bless you wi' a kirk, 
I doubt na, sir but then we'll find, 
Ye're still as great a stirk. 

But, if the lover's raptur'd hour, 
Shall ever be your lot, 
Forbid it, ev'ry heavenly Power, 
You e'er should be a stot! 

Tho' when some kind connubial dear 
Your but-and-ben adorns, 
The like has been that you may wear 
A noble head of horns. 

And, in your lug, most reverend James, 
To hear you roar and rowt, 
Few men o' sense will doubt your claims 
To rank amang the nowt. 

And when ye're number'd wi' the dead, 
Below a grassy hillock, 
With justice they may mark your head- 
"Here lies a famous bullock!"
Jim Steven now leaves with the crowd laughing at him

Narrator-

Now, butt an' ben, the change-house fills, 
Wi' yill-caup commentators; 
Here 's cryin out for bakes and gills, 
An' there the pint-stowp clatters; 
While thick an' thrang, an' loud an' lang, 
Wi' logic an' wi' scripture, 
They raise a din, that in the end 
Is like to breed a rupture 
O' wrath that day. 

Man from the crowd sings the following song.  All join in the choruses.

Go Fetch To Me A Pint O’ Wine

Chorus- Go, fetch to me a pint o' wine,

And fill it in a silver tassie;

That I may drink before I go,

A service to my bonnie lassie.

The boat rocks at the pier o' Leith;

Fu' loud the wind blaws frae the Ferry;

The ship rides by the Berwick-law,

And I maun leave my bonnie Mary.

Chorus
The trumpets sound, the banners fly,

The glittering spears are ranked ready:

The shouts o' war are heard afar,

The battle closes deep and bloody;

It's not the roar o' sea or shore,

Wad mak me langer wish to tarry!

Nor shouts o' war that's heard afar-

It's leaving thee, my bonnie Mary!
Chorus
A few of the company are now becoming the ‘worse for wear’ with the drink.  Man steps forward and recites:
Leeze me on drink! it gies us mair 
Than either school or college; 
It kindles wit, it waukens lear, 
It pangs us fou o' knowledge: 
Be't whisky-gill or penny wheep, 
Or ony stronger potion, 
It never fails, or drinkin deep, 
To kittle up our notion, 
By night or day. 

The whole company now join in the singing of:

No Churchman am I

Chorus

No churchman am I for to rail and to write, 
No statesman nor soldier to plot or to fight, 
No sly man of business contriving a snare, 
For a big-belly'd bottle's the whole of my care. 

The peer I don't envy, I give him his bow; 
I scorn not the peasant, though ever so low; 
But a club of good fellows, like those that are here, 
And a bottle like this, are my glory and care. 

Chorus


Here passes the squire on his brother-his horse; 
There centum per centum, the cit with his purse; 
But see you the Crown how it waves in the air? 
There a big-belly'd bottle still eases my care. 

Chorus
The wife of my bosom, alas! she did die; 
for sweet consolation to church I did fly; 
I found that old Solomon proved it fair, 
That a big-belly'd bottle's a cure for all care. 

Chorus

I once was persuaded a venture to make; 
A letter inform'd me that all was to wreck; 
But the pursy old landlord just waddl'd upstairs, 
With a glorious bottle that ended my cares. 

Chorus
Narrator-

The lads an' lasses, blythely bent 
To mind baith saul an' body, 
Sit round the table, weel content, 
An' steer about the toddy: 

On this ane's dress, an' that ane's leuk, 
They're makin observations; 
While some are cozie i' the neuk, 
An' forming assignations 
To meet some day. 

But now the Lord's ain trumpet touts, 
Till a' the hills are rairin, 
And echoes back return the shouts; 
Black Russell is na sparin: 
His piercin words, like Highlan' swords, 
Divide the joints an' marrow; 
His talk o' Hell, whare devils dwell, 
Our vera "sauls does harrow" 
Wi' fright that day! 

‘Black’ Russell speaks-
‘God save these wretches from damnation
And from the fate that awaits them,

A vast unbottomed unboundless pit

Filled fu’ o’ lowin’ brimstone!

Whose ragin flame and scorchin heat

Wad melt the hardest whin-stane

Spare them nae day!’

He stays on rostrum
Narrator-
The half-asleep start up wi' fear, 
An' think they hear it roarin; 
When presently it does appear, 
'Twas but some neibor snorin 
Asleep that day. 
Crowd now sing to ‘Black’ Russell:

Rumble John! rumble John, mount the steps with a groan, 
Cry the book is with heresy cramm'd; 
Then out wi' your ladle, deal brimstone like aidle, 
And roar ev'ry note of the damn'd. 

There are shouts of ‘Get out!’ and ‘Be off wi’ ye’ 
Narrator-

'Twad be owre lang a tale to tell, 
How mony stories past; 
An' how they crouded to the yill, 
When they were a' dismist; 
How drink gaed round, in cogs an' caups, 
Amang the furms an' benches; 
An' cheese an' bread, frae women's laps, 
Was dealt about in lunches 
An' dawds that day. 


In comes a gawsie, gash guidwife, 
An' sits down by the fire, 
Syne draws her kebbuck an' her knife; 
The lasses they are shyer: 
The auld guidmen, about the grace 
Frae side to side they bother; 
Till some ane by his bonnet lays, 
An' gies them't like a tether, 
Fu' lang that day. 
Green Grow The Rashes

Soloists should sing the verses here, and the company joins in choruses

There's nought but care on ev'ry han', 
In ev'ry hour that passes, O: 
What signifies the life o' man, 
An' 'twere na for the lasses, O. 

Chorus

Green grow the rashes, O; 
Green grow the rashes, O; 
The sweetest hours that e'er I spend, 
Are spent amang the lasses, O. 

The war'ly race may riches chase, 
An' riches still may fly them, O; 
An' tho' at last they catch them fast, 
Their hearts can ne'er enjoy them, O. 

Chorus 

But gie me a cannie hour at e'en, 
My arms about my dearie, O; 
An' war'ly cares, an' war'ly men, 
May a' gae tapsalteerie, O! 
 
Chorus 

For you sae douce, ye sneer at this; 
Ye're nought but senseless asses, O: 
The wisest man the warl' e'er saw, 
He dearly lov'd the lasses, O. 
 
Chorus 

Auld Nature swears, the lovely dears 
Her noblest work she classes, O: 
Her prentice han' she try'd on man, 
An' then she made the lasses, O. 

Chorus 

Narrator-
Waesucks! for him that gets nae lass, 
Or lasses that hae naething! 
Sma' need has he to say a grace, 
Or melvie his braw claithing! 
O wives, be mindfu' ance yoursel' 
How bonie lads ye wanted; 
An' dinna for a kebbuck-heel 
Let lasses be affronted 
On sic a day! 

Now Clinkumbell, wi' rattlin tow, 
Begins to jow an' croon; 
Some swagger hame the best they dow, 
Some wait the afternoon. 
At slaps the billies halt a blink, 
Till lasses strip their shoon: 
Wi' faith an' hope, an' love an' drink, 
They're a' in famous tune 
For crack that day. 

The Rigs O’ Barley

(All join in choruses)
It was upon a Lammas night, 
When corn rigs are bonnie O, 
Beneath the moon's unclouded light, 
I held awa to Annie O; 
The time flew by, wi' tentless heed, 
Till, 'tween the late and early O, 
Wi' sma' persuasion she agreed 
To see me thro' the barley O. 

Chorus:-Corn rigs, an' barley rigs,
An' corn rigs are bonnie O: 
I'll ne'er forget that happy night,
Amang the rigs wi' Annie O. 

The sky was blue, the wind was still, 
The moon was shining clearly O; 
I set her down, wi' right good will, 
Amang the rigs o' barley O: 
I ken't her heart was a' my ain; 
I lov'd her most sincerely O; 
I kiss'd her owre and owre again, 
Amang the rigs o' barley O. 
Corn rigs, an' barley rigs, &c. 

Chorus

I lock'd her in my fond embrace; 
Her heart was beating rarely O: 
My blessings on that happy place, 
Amang the rigs o' barley O! 
But by the moon and stars so bright, 
That shone that hour so clearly O! 
She aye shall bless that happy night 
Amang the rigs o' barley O. 
Corn rigs, an' barley rigs, &c. 

Chorus


I hae been blythe wi' comrades dear; 
I hae been merry drinking O; 
I hae been joyfu' gath'rin gear; 
I hae been happy thinking O: 
But a' the pleasures e'er I saw, 
Tho' three times doubl'd fairly O, 
That happy night was worth them a', 
Amang the rigs o' barley O. 

Chorus

Narrator-

How mony hearts this day converts 
O' sinners and o' lasses! 
Their hearts o' stane, gin night, are gane 
As saft as ony flesh is: 
There's some are fou o' love divine; 
There's some are fou o' brandy; 
An' mony jobs that day begin, 
May end in houghmagandie 
Some ither day. 
A Man's A Man For A' That

Is there for honest Poverty

That hings his head, an' a' that;

The coward slave-we pass him by,

We dare be poor for a' that!

For a' that, an' a' that.

Our toils obscure an' a' that,

The rank is but the guinea's stamp,

The Man's the gowd for a' that.

Then let us pray that come it may,

(As come it will for a' that,)

That Sense and Worth, o'er a' the earth,

Shall bear the gree, an' a' that.

For a' that, an' a' that,

It's coming yet for a' that,

That Man to Man, the world o'er,

Shall brothers be for a' that.

‘Fun’ speaks





Young man speaks





Here ‘Fun’ gives a little skip or a hop.





Three women take the floor, two with black wigs (Superstition and Hypocrisy), with ‘Fun’ a little way behind.





Young man again





Young man again





Man tries to slip past





Crowd cheer!





Racer Jess (looking for business) approaches one of the men.  They are seen going off together.





Man swears as he is tripped up





Minister Moodie steps into pulpit.  Congregation appear frightened.





Smith ascends the rostrum.  He looks the ‘effeminate’ type.  Crowd ridicules him.





The crowd tremble with fear as Russell mounts the rostrum.





Bread, cheese and wine can be handed out here.





Act out accordingly.





‘Clinkumbell’ is now quite drunk!








