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The Gemmell Statues Collection was kindly 
gifted to the former Eastwood District 
Council in 1995 by Mary Picken on behalf 
of the late Grace Picken. The collection was 
cleaned and restored by Olga Marzantowicz 
of Lapis Conservation in 2017, thanks to 
funding from the Heritage Lottery Fund. The 
statues are now on permanent display in the 
Carswell Centre, Eaglesham. Very little is 
known about William Gemmell and his statues 
but this leaflet provides some information 
which has been collected over time.

William Gemmell and 
his statues
William Gemmell (1814 – 1891) was a joiner 
living in the village of Eaglesham which was 
at that time a thriving village with a cotton 
mill and many shops and businesses.  

In his spare time, William sculpted and though 
his work shows great skill, it is believed he was 
self-taught. He spent three years from 1842 to 
1845 creating a group of life-size stone statues 
representing the family circle described in Robert 
Burns’s poem The Cottar’s Saturday Night. These 
fifteen statues were exhibited widely in the West 
of Scotland from 1845 and then in London during 
1848 and 1849 and received much critical acclaim.  
It was while on exhibition in London that they 
were purchased by an unknown party and it is 
not known if these statues are still in existence 
or on public display elsewhere.

  
The last known reference to William Gemmell 
practising his art is in the form of an account 
rendered by James Murdoch of Ayr on 5th 
November 1850 for the supply of stone. Shortly 
afterwards, in his mid-forties, William married 
Agnes Stevens, after which there is no evidence 
of him having produced any more sculptures.

The six statues on display in the Carswell Centre 
appear to be the only statues remaining from 
William’s collection. These statues became family 
heirlooms and were handed down to William’s 
descendants who upheld the tradition of allowing 
visitors to view them. The late Miss Grace Picken 
who gifted the statues to the former Eastwood 
District Council was keen to ensure the statues 
continued to be on public display. They were 
exhibited in Statue House in Eaglesham until 
they were moved to the Carswell Centre.

Robert Burns and 
Highland Mary

Robert Burns met Mary 
Campbell in 1786, shortly 

after his enforced 
separation from Jean 
Armour. Their relationship 
was brief and intense.  
The two lovers would 
meet on the banks of the 
river Ayr. It is thought 
that during one of these 
meetings Robert gave 
Mary a bible which 

suggests he was making 
a solemn oath, possibly 

even a pledge of marriage.  

Mary and Robert parted to make arrangements 
to emigrate to Jamaica. It is believed Robert 
postponed his plans.  Unfortunately Mary died 
in childbirth, possibly induced by typhus.  

Mary Campbell was born in 1763, the daughter of 
Archibald and Agnes Campbell.  She worked first 
as a nursemaid in the home of Gavin Hamilton, a 
lawyer from Mauchline and then a dairymaid at 
Coilsfield, near Mauchline.  Burns wrote several 
pieces of work about Mary including the Higland 
Lassie, O (c.1786), Thou Lingering Star (1789),  
Will Ye Go to the Indies, My Mary (1792) and 
Highland Mary (1792).   

William Hall
William Hall (1798 - 1888) was 
Eaglesham’s well-known blacksmith 
and many local stories survive 
which paint him as a colourful 
character. A man of great strength, 
he took part in lifting and throwing 
competitions at local fairs and is 
depicted in the statue throwing a 
shot put. He gained a reputation as 
a great practical joker, in one story 
nailing the brim of a customer’s 
hat to a bench and then causing 
such an alarm that when the startled man snatched 
up his hat, he left part of it fixed there. By contrast, 
he was also skilled in the preparation of herbal 
remedies for the treatment of minor ailments. 

The statue is reputed to have been based on the 
measurements taken from Hall when he was in his 
late forties. In 1832, Hall was also the subject of 
an oil painting by John Kelso Hunter from nearby 
Jackton.
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The Blind Fiddler
This statue is reputed of Alexander 
McDonald or ‘Blind Alick’.  By day he 
was a strolling fiddler and vocalist in 
Glasgow but his living was earned in 
the evenings when his services were 
in great demand at social events.  
He was paid eight pennies for the 
first two hours and a penny a reel 
thereafter.  

Itinerant blind fiddlers were common 
characters in the 19th century Britain and were 
depicted in several works of art, including an 
etching from 1849 by Walter Geikie which is in 
held in the British Museum. The etching has 
many similarities to this statue.   

Along with the statue of Burns, the Blind Fiddler 
was exhibited on Glasgow Green in July 1849 
during the Glasgow Fair.  Gemmell’s display 
was said to be ‘well attended’*

Glasgow Herald, 13 July 1849.

Hawkie
Hawkie, whose real name was 
William Cameron, was born in 1784 
in St. Ninian’s, near Stirling and was 
crippled in one leg after a childhood 
accident. Cameron was apprenticed 
as a tailor but discovering a talent for 
public speaking he took up a life of 
itinerancy, eventually moving to Glasgow. 

Hawkie captivated audiences in the street with his 
storytelling and sold chapbooks, penny dreadfuls 
and printed ballads. He was fascinated by public 
executions, possibly because he also made his 
living from selling ‘True Confessions’ of 
condemned prisoners. 

Hawkie is thought to have been a guest of William 
Gemmell at Pillar House for six weeks during which 
time the model for the statue was produced. He 
died in 1851, in the Old Town Hospital, Clyde 
Street, Glasgow.

Mother and Children
Sadly nothing is known about 
the subject of this poignant 
sculpture. It is thought 
that this is a gypsy woman 
mourning over her dying 
child. In Gemmell’s time 
Highland Travellers were 
known to move from village 
to village across Scotland, 
finding seasonal employment 
on local farms.   

The Laughing Boy
Little is known about this statue but 
it is likely that he was sculpted from 
life. In 1915, in a newspaper article 
written about the statues, Wallace 
Fairweather from Newton Mearns 
states “Mr Gemmell was no slipshod 
artist for he brought Hawkie and 
his other victims from the slums of 
Glasgow to remain as his guests 
in the fresher atmosphere and less 
noisesome surroundings of the village 
while he delineated their features 
with a chisel” Another article labels 
this statue ‘The Briggate Youth’, perhaps 
giving a hint of his origins.    

The Gemmell Statues Collection was kindly gifted 
to the former Eastwood District Council in 1995 by 
Mary Picken on behalf of the late Grace Picken. The 
Collection was cleaned and restored in 2017 with 
thanks to funding from the Heritage Lottery Fund.  
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