
 

 

 
 

The Circumstances and Themes of The Antiquary 
By George Grant 

 
Following what had been the longest trip of his adult life, Walter Scott returned to 

his home at Abbotsford in late September 1815, and he immediately threw himself into 
furious activity. His visits to the capitals of Europe, the battlefield of Waterloo, and the 
primary literary centers of Christendom had profoundly inspired him.  The result was that 
the next year was one of the most wonderful and productive of his entire life. It saw the 
publication of three major works of fiction: Guy Mannering, The Antiquary, and the first 
series of Tales of My Landlord, in addition to Paul's Letters. In the same period Scott 
composed most of Harold the Dauntless, which proved to be his last long poem. Finally, 
he published a gaudeamus poem, The Held of Waterloo, which was dedicated to the 
Duchess of Wellington with profits going to the Waterloo relief and memorial 
subscription. In all, eight volumes appeared under Scott's name, his pseudonym, or his 
anonym, in that year alone. He was also in full flow as a journalist. In the October 1815 
issue of the Quarterly he published a long article that represented his most considered 
statement to date on the subject of Scotland and its place in European history. In the same 
journal at the same period he published his generous and perceptive review of Jane 
Austen's Emma, which survives to the present day in various anthologized forms as his 
best known piece of critical writing. Scott also wrote the entire history section of the 
Edinburgh Annual Register. 

 
But it wasn’t just inspiration that drove this astonishing outpouring. As was so 

often the case throughout his career, the whips of financial necessity were among the 
most compelling reasons why he drove himself to write ceaselessly in every spare 
moment he could snatch from his work in court and the social engagements that pressed 
increasingly upon him. He was buying land and improving Abbotsford all the time.  

 
Of course, he was able to produce so fluently because he had systematized his 

mode of composition and publication.  Around him there was a protective apparatus 
which not only brought his wares to market, but acted as a screen to his identity. John 
Ballantyne served as agent and his intermediary with the outside publishing world. James 
Ballantyne was Scott's editorial adviser and proof-reader. Sandy Ballantyne—a third 
brother in this publishing inner circle—copied out the manuscripts. The publisher, 
George Constable, only recently officially informed of the identity of the-author of the 
Waverley books, was a sworn co-conspirator. Scott had a council of privileged friends in 
the know, who advised him gratis—James Morritt, William Erskine, Louisa Stuart. He 
himself was the mysterious ghost at the center of the machine. If there was a fault, it was 
what Dickens diagnosed on reading Lockhart's Life in 1841, that Scott never left off. That 



 

 

is to say, he never learned how to space his works so that his art might mature and his 
price be driven up by scarcity. 

 
Scott mentioned first thoughts for The Antiquary in a letter to Morritt in 

December 1815: “I have only a very general sketch at present,” he wrote to his friend.  
“But when once I get my pen to the paper it will walk fast enough. I am sometimes 
tempted to leave it alone and try whether it wi1l not write as well without the assistance 
of my head as with it—a hopeful prospect for the reader.”  Composition of the new novel 
evidently started at some point just before this date, and proceeded very rapidly. The 
published work came out in early May 1816.  

 
The Antiquary is very much a middle-aged man's novel. The hero, Oldbuck, is a 

man whose loves and passions are all in the past. Events, surrounding the composition of 
the novel must have made Scott feel even, older than his forty-five years. In May 1816 
Major John Scott—his last surviving older brother—died. This left only Walter and 
Tom—exiled in Canada—out of the thirteen children his mother had borne. At eighty-
three, she herself was still alive and hale enough.  Scott took his brother's death with his 
usual stoicism about such things. In a letter to Morritt he observed that, “John 's death 
under all the circumstances cannot be termed a subject of deep affliction and although we 
were always on fraternal terms of mutual kindness and goodwill, yet our habits of life our 
taste for society and circles of friends were so totally different that there was less frequent 
intercourse than our connection and real liking to each other might have occasioned.”  
The Antiquary was published just after John’s death. “After a little pause of hesitation,” 
as Scott phrased it, the novel was a hit. It came to be Scott's favorite, and has always been 
among his best-loved tales.  

 
Jonathan Oldbuck, who dominates the action as the titular antiquary, is in large 

part a version of Scott himself, crossed with some external eccentricities drawn from the 
characters the author had known in the Border Country as a boy.  Like, Scott, Oldbuck 
began working life as a younger brother and an apprentice to an attorney.  Again like 
Scott, he fell in love with a noble young lady, who jilted him for a better connected and 
richer mate.  Monkbarns, like Scott, retreated into antiquarian pursuits for consolation. 
His father and elder brother died, as did Scott’s, leaving Oldbuck a modest competence to 
retire on.  Monkbarns is what Scott might have become had he not, on being jilted by his 
young love, thrown himself into life with his rebound marriage to Charlotte. The laird of 
Monkbarns—Monk's Barns is not incidentally, analogous to Abbot's Ford—is, as his 
name implies, an old buck in the same way that Lovel is both lovable and prone to fall in 
love. Oldbuck is a mine of queer erudition. By avocation a scholar-lawyer-laird, his 
energies discharge themselves with manic and self-deluding obsessiveness on minutiae. 
For Oldbuck the ditch at the Kaim of Kinprunes—on a meadow that he fortuitously 
owns—is a relic of Roman times, a fortification, and clear evidence that at this place, just 
outside Fairport, there occurred “the final conflict between Agricola and the 
Caledonians.”  He expatiates with great pedantry on the overwhelming evidence for his 
supposition: “Yes, my dear friend,”  he tells Lovel.  “From this stance it is probable—
nay, it is nearly certain—that Julius Agricola beheld what our Beaumont has so 
admirably described from this very Praetorium.”  At which point he is interrupted by 



 

 

Edie Ochiltree, the Gandalf-like mendicant, who has approached unnoticed and is 
listening to the two men talking—or one talking and the other politely listening: 
“Praetorian here, Praetorian there, I mind the bigging o't.”  That is, Edie remembers the 
ditch’s being dug about twenty years previously.  Monkbarns, of course, will not be 
convinced.  Who, then, knows more, the antiquarian scholar, or the region’s oldest and 
wisest inhabitant?  Scott's adolescent raids into the Borders aimed to gather exactly the 
kind of lore—in the form of trophies and ballads—that Monkbarns devotes his life to.  
Was Scott lampooning himself?  Was it really Rob Roy's gun hanging over his writing 
desk, at Abbotsford? 

 
For all that is admirable about his mind and exuberant rhetoric, just about anyone 

can recognize—as does Edie—that Oldbuck is a wholly impotent figure at the beginning 
of the story. He lives out of history and out of society. He has never fought a war, nor 
even acted in a major court case. When his sister Griselda wakes him to tell him the 
French are about to invade, he sternly commands, “Bring me my sword.”  “Which one?” 
his sister gamely asks, offering him “a Roman falchion of brass with the one hand, and 
with the other an Andrea Ferrara without a handle.”  Neither is the one he wants.  “Give 
me,” he demands, “the sword which my father wore in the Forty-Five—it hath no belt or 
baldrick—but we’ll make shift.”  His nephew comes on him in this shift, looking like a 
stage pirate, and tells him not be ridiculous, but to go to Fairport and act there as 
quartermaster—which of course was Scott's own role, with the Light Cavalry during the 
Napoleonic Wars.  And then, after all, the invasion turns out to be a false alarm.  History 
it seems is determined to pass Oldbuck by.  Heartbroken in early life when Eveline jilted 
him for Glenallan, Oldbuck has no wife and no child.  He is looked after by his comical 
sister, the faithful Grizel.  Oldbuck is the end of his family line. His heir is the buffoonish 
Hector—a Celt. 

 
Lovel is rather overshadowed by his friend.  Formally he is the lost heir, 

journeying towards the discovery of his own identity, and the eventual restoration of 
order and of property to its rightful owner.  Yet even as he ventures toward his destiny, 
there is a kind of emptiness at his core. A man without a name and without a past, he 
fights a duel on the question of whether or not he actually exists—Hector M'Intyre, his 
rival in love, has questioned the absence of an address on the letter of introduction which 
Lovel carries with him.  When he goes to ground with Edie—who has a uniform, a past, 
and, as he proudly asserts, a mendicant profession—Lovel becomes literally a non-
person. 

 
The Antiquary's first volume contains some of the best episodes Scott ever wrote 

in fiction: the fare-stage scene at Queensferry; the rescue from the flooded sands at 
Halket-head craigs—including the famous error in which Scott makes the sun sink below 
the horizon, on the east coast of Scotland; Lovel's terrific dream and its rational 
explanation; the scenes in the post-master's house at Fairport, in which a band of town 
gossips use the evidence of envelopes. to construct what is going on in their neighbors’ 
private lives with all the efficiency of professional spies.   

 



 

 

In the middle volume, the duel between Hector and Lovel may be factitious, but 
its bungling incompetence renders the scene pleasingly ironic—the crack~ shot misses 
while the unpracticed marksman, who desperately does not want to kill his man, 
accidentally hits his target. Oldbuck's puncturing dialogues with the warlike Hector, 
about the “phoca” seal and his heartless deflation of the young man's Highland 
pretensions are hilarious, and reflect on Scott's own odi et amo  mixture of fascination 
and amusement at his beloved country's Celtic heritage. It is in some sense himself he is 
laughing at—this was after all the Walter Scott who was always attended Highland 
Society meetings in chieftain's trews, and who went on to welcome his monarch in a 
Campbell tartan kilt and full clan regalia.   
 
The third volume moves apace with the brisk plotting typical of Scott’s conclusions.  The 
death at sea of Elspeth Mucklebackit's grandson leads—via death-bed confessions—into 
the gothic secret of the Glenallans. Scott's introduction of the incest motif was likely 
inspired by the scandals surrounding Lord Byron of which much ado had been made in 
recent days throughout the literary world. The revelation that Lovel was actually Neville 
ultimately explains some aspects of the plot in terms of plausible psychology.  Oldbuck's 
seemingly irrational love for the young stranger he met for the first time at Queensferry is 
explained by the hereditary resemblance to Eveline Neville, his tragic mother, whom both 
Oldbuck and the young Glenallan loved. 
 

The most remarkable aspect of the book is the sense of covenantalism that the 
entire community seems to evidence.  This is a remarkable society where water turns out 
to be thicker than blood—despite all the emphasis on hereditary privilege.  The prophetic 
figure of Edie, for instance, is remarkable for his willingness to contradict his betters in 
conversation on the one hand, but to serve them—typically without any thought of 
monetary reward and at the risk of his own skin—where their material interests are 
involved. His willingness to die to save Sir Arthur and Isabella from dr(owning is 
explained, rather unconvincingly, by his appreciation for the benevolence of the young 
lady: “I couldna bide to think o’ the dainty young leddy's peril, that has aye ben kind to 
ilka forlorn heart that cam near her.”  The foreshadowing of that scene is a kind of 
unexplained baptism, where the waters bring together men an women who despite natural 
resistances, ultimately need each other.  Similarly, Edie's assistance to Lovel after the 
duel is never really justified in rational terms—after all, harboring a murderer from 
justice is something  any reasonably prudent beggar would ordinarily avoid. Nor is his 
dedication to rescuing Sir Arthur from the duns explained. It seems that Edie never 
considers his own welfare where that of his beloved covenantal lairds is threatened.  The 
covenantal bonds of a common faith, a common land, and a common destiny create a 
remarkably alien worldview and a richly appealing society—one which Scott longed to 
see restored.  Thus, this, his manifesto. 


