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Author’s Note

It has become accepted practice to refer to King James’s wife as ‘Anna’ of Denmark, in recognition of both her own preferred spelling of the name and the style which she used herself in diplomatic and private correspondence – and so I have stuck with this name throughout. ‘Anna’ was also the name which her friends and servants used (her Italian secretary, the scholar John Florio, for example, dedicated his 1611 Italian-English dictionary to her under the title Queen Anna’s New World of Words). To James, she was always his affectionate ‘Annie’. In older studies, her name is given as the anglicised ‘Anne’.

Esmé, a favourite who James raised to the dukedom of Lennox, traditionally has his surname spelled in the Scottish style: ‘Stewart’. However, I’ve used the French ‘Stuart’ for him and his family (and all Stuart/Stewarts of the royal line) so as to separate them from those Stewarts further from the throne. I’ve also referred to Esmé by his Christian name throughout, despite his elevation to the Lennox title, for the sake of consistency and to differentiate him from Regent Lennox (James’s grandfather) and Esmé’s son (the 2nd Duke of Lennox). Otherwise, I refer to individuals by their new titles whenever titles changed (for example, Robert Carr is referred to as ‘Carr’ until, chronologically, he is elevated to the viscountcy of Rochester, after which he is ‘Rochester’, etc.).

Finally, I’m extremely grateful to the historians Julian Goodare, Kenneth Fincham, Michael Pearce, Leanda de Lisle, and Robert Stedall for providing insightful commentary on early drafts of the text. Any errors are, of course, my own.
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Introduction:
Triumphus Jacobi

Hidden away in England’s National Portrait Gallery is a nineteenth-century engraving titled James I and His Royal Progeny. It depicts James, looking somewhat like a deflated Father Christmas, wearing his imperial crown and bearing his sceptre in his right hand. To his right sits his wife, the willowy Anna of Denmark. Before and around them is ranged their sprawling family: their sons, King Charles I and Henry, Prince of Wales; their daughters, Elizabeth, Queen of Bohemia, and the little Princesses Mary and Sophia; their grandsons, Princes Frederick Henry, Charles, Maurice, Rupert, and Louis; and their granddaughter, Princess Louise. The engraving is modelled on William de Passe’s grandly titled 1623 work, Triumphus Jacobi Regis Augustaeq, commissioned by James himself.1 But these artworks were, and are, fantasies.

If you look a little closer at either, the oddities will catch your eye. Queen Anna, for example, is resting her hand on a skull – that favourite early modern symbol of death. Princesses Mary and Sophia, too – diminutive figures who look more like shrunken little women than children – each rest their elbows on skulls. As ever in the period’s paintings and portraiture, death lurks everywhere.

The reasons are obvious. By the time the original image was created, plenty of its sitters were already long dead. Anna of Denmark had died in 1619; Henry, Prince of Wales in 1612; Mary had died at two years old in 1607; and Sophia had not lived long after her birth in 1606. Further, although the increasingly sentimental king became fond of having other people’s little children caper about his feet in his dotage, he never, in fact, laid eyes on any of the grandchildren posed around him in the imperious images. The engravings are therefore akin to the great dynastic portraits of Henry VIII, created during and after the 1540s; they convey images of stable, fruitful dynasties which are belied by the often short, frequently sad lives of the individual family members depicted. The intention behind James’s commission, particularly, was to press his credentials, influence, and success as a European leader and dynast.

These were the perceptions of James VI and I which the king himself wished to pass into the history books: a family man, a patriarch, and the father and grandfather of sovereigns who would dominate Europe. He was well equipped with the material trappings and the imperious attitude required of ‘majesty’. What he lacked (amongst Presbyterians in Scotland and, occasionally, amongst the emerging body of cynical satirists in England) was majesty’s most crucial component: ‘common’ folk consistently willing to buy into the concept. James certainly venerated his own status, and he loved the glamour, glitz, and authority that it bestowed; however, he wanted these things on his terms rather than the public’s. He was a man consistently eager to prove his worth as a beacon of stability and peace: a man for whom the provision of a settled and secure royal family was a central plank in his bid to unite the crown of Scotland with that of England following the near forty-five-year reign of the childless Queen Elizabeth.

Yet James the family man is hardly what springs to most people’s minds when they imagine the first Scottish King of England.

Casual readers of history will likely have a remarkably vivid image of James VI and I. They will be able to describe a slobbering, slovenly oddball, loping around his privy chambers, wearing heavily padded doublets out of fear of an assassin’s blade, and forever pawing lasciviously at a bevy of handsomer, younger men. This is the picture – the frustratingly enduring picture – attributed to the courtier Sir Anthony Weldon:


[James] was of a middle-stature, more corpulent through his clothes than in his body, yet fat enough, his clothes ever being large and easy, the doublets quilted for stiletto proof, his breeches in great pleats and full stuffed. He was naturally of a timorous disposition, which was the reason of his quilted doublets: his eyes large, ever rolling after any stranger [who] came in his presence, insomuch, as many for shame have left the room, as being out of countenance. His beard [was] very thin, his tongue too large for his mouth, [which] made him drink very uncomely, as if eating his drink, which came out of the cup of each side of his mouth. His skin was as soft as taffeta sarsenet, which felt so, because he never washed his hands, only rubbed his finger ends slightly with the wet end of a napkin. His legs [were] very weak, having had (as was thought) some foul play in his youth, or rather before he was born, that he was not able to stand at seven years of age, this weakness made him ever leaning on other men’s shoulders, his walk was ever circular, his fingers in that walk ever fiddling about his codpiece.2



As notorious is Weldon’s claim that the king had earned the unenviable sobriquet of ‘the wisest fool in Christendom . . . wise in small things but a fool in weighty affairs’.3 So influential have these sketches been that they have even – along with James’s medical reports – constituted modern-day diagnoses of his health, from the debunked theory that he suffered porphyria (a rare type of blood disorder) to recent suggestions that he had Asperger’s syndrome and Lesch-Nyhan disease (a genetic deficiency which can cause behavioural abnormalities).4 As interesting as these ideas are, the problem is that the accuracy of the original descriptions is in doubt; James’s lavish lifestyle, as will be seen, is probably sufficient to account for the collapse of his physical health in his final years.

Less well known is that the slobbering, codpiece-fiddling king came from a narrative which elsewhere offers him a measure of praise, and that the author (whoever it truly was) was certainly prejudiced against James and his court. The vicious description therefore seems more an attempt at snide humour than a realistic determination to capture James’s likeness – and, further, it simply became part of a general anti-royalist campaign in the conflict-driven years of the mid-1600s.5

What is often ignored by those who reuse the text’s image is that the king spoke well and often, albeit he began dogmatically insisting that his native Scots – which was being anglicised and diluted by some writers – was the same language as English (the differences probably accounting for problems English contemporaries had understanding him, without requiring the supposed overly large tongue, which is not mentioned in any other sources). Indeed, he grasped every opportunity for public speaking that presented itself. A highly literate student of rhetoric and poetry, he spoke frequently, studding his speeches with fine phraseology. If anything, he was too fond of the sound of his own voice and certainly never learned the maxim ‘less is more’. Consequently, his propensity to show off and drown his hearers in his knowledge of any and every given subject was apt to result in their polite exasperation (or boredom) rather than in delight at his smooth tongue. A dribbling fool who could barely speak he was not; a garrulous, imperious know-it-all he could be.

As for his overstuffed doublets and suspicious fears – these were eminently sensible given the violence of the period. In dress, James had to appease (often Puritanical) critics whilst retaining the politics of display. His solution was to dress soberly as a rule (with a concession to exquisite jewels) and on state occasions to indulge in displays of diamond-encrusted splendour which would have put Henry VIII to shame. Indeed, it is no surprise that the image of Bluff King Hal, fond of earthy humour, made its way onto the stage in James’s reign, as it was the Scottish king who – when it suited him – cultivated an image of bluff bonhomie.

Forgotten, too, is that medical opinion of the time, as exemplified by Thomas Moulton’s influential This is the myrrour or glasse of health, held that bathing was a dangerous means of opening the pores to infection, and hand washing with cloths was a recommended alternative. The idea often recounted – and drawn from the satirical text attributed to Weldon – is that James was filthy and smelly; in truth, the king would have had the best laundresses available to refresh his linens and keep him clean and pleasant-smelling. Bathing in medicinal waters, indeed, was an activity reserved for sufferers of various illnesses (amongst those who could afford to own baths or travel to respectable ones). The joke in the satire, which has been long misconstrued, was not that James was dirty, but that he was a cowardly man who was too frightened to rigorously wash even when, in his later years, his failing health invited the practice. The more serious consequence – and the period encouraged readers to make connections and correspondences – was this: if the king had no regard for his health and well-being, what hope for the nations he and his dynasty embodied? As satires do, the narrative exaggerates the practice of careful, selective washing – standard amongst the upper classes of the period – into the humorous and grotesque.

Familiar to those conversant with stories of James, too, is the idea of his addiction to hunting, which is accurate; he was devoted to the sport. However, the popular image of him gleefully dipping his hands and feet in the blood of his kills, which is often presented as an idiosyncrasy, is neither novel nor unique. The ritualistic practice of ‘first blood’ (dipping hands and smearing faces with the blood of slaughtered prey), gruesome though it is, far predates the king and was popular amongst hunters. As for him eventually dipping his feet in carcasses, this was amongst the less bizarre remedies recommended for sufferers of what was ascribed to gout, which James endured increasingly in his last decade. On the face of it, Weldon’s attempt at making something sinister of the king’s engagement in these rituals was a crude effort at reviving xenophobic myths about Scotsmen being barbarous, blood-drinking brutes.

Others might link the king inextricably with the image of a hectoring, lecturing schoolmaster, puffed up with self-importance, firing off tedious, precedent-heavy, classically inspired treatises to the royal printers, warning against the dangers of tobacco and trumpeting the divine right of kings. This is, admittedly, a fairly accurate image – although it should be noted that a scholar-king was a genuine boon in the context of early modern Europe (the young Henry VIII, for example, is still lauded as a magnificent Renaissance prince because of his early intellectual endeavours). Still, it is only a partial picture. An incorrigible know-it-all James was, but this was of a piece with one of the predominant aspects of his character: the desire, which remained with him until his death, to give, to teach, to instruct – always in the style of a firm but loving father.

Problematic, too, was that James was unfortunate enough to live and reign during a period – in both his kingdoms – which coincided with a flowering of scurrilous lampoons and railing verses. In Scotland, the king was fair game for censure by those who held that monarchs were subjects to a theocratic Kirk and thus acceptable objects of attack, and by those secular-minded classicists who looked to the ancient world for their gubernatorial models. In England, despite a raft of laws designed to silence negative public opinion – occasionally through brutal means – the genie had escaped the bottle: the arrival of a Scottish king and his entourage proved too irresistible a subject for dissidents and malcontents to avoid lampooning. By virtue of his nationality, James was unable to harness the English nationalism with which propagandists had fuelled the images of Henry VIII and Elizabeth I – and as a proponent of a single Great Britain, he had no wish that they should. Thus, the king has, historically, suffered a reputation governed by the pens of his enemies.

The fact that cultural representations of James – who remains far less popular amongst dramatists and novelists than his mother, Mary Queen of Scots, or cousin, Elizabeth – tend to fixate on the more prurient image of the king has likely not helped matters. One finds the rough-mannered, bow-legged, witch-hunting fool, complete with that apparently irresistible codpiece-fiddling, in innumerable novels, and played – with wonderful abandon – by Bill Paterson in 1978’s inventive Will Shakespeare. Always, the bluff, tempestuous, foul-mouthed Scottish king is presented as a counterpoint to the respected, domineering Queen Elizabeth. In this way, modern treatments, particularly fictional ones, have tended to ape a phenomenon apparent in the early seventeenth century: then, as now, a misty-eyed nostalgia for the old queen (well attested in Michael Dobson and Nicola J. Watson’s 2002 work, England’s Elizabeth: An Afterlife in Fame and Fantasy) and her era arose, and a collective amnesia fell over the facts that she (unlike James) had suffered noble rebellions, had sworn like a sailor, and had, according to Bishop Goodman, left England ‘weary of an old woman’s government’.6 One can only wonder how novelists and popular historians would treat Good Queen Bess had the writings of her critics or even those of her godson – who wrote an unflattering account of the elderly Elizabeth wandering the halls of her palaces, carelessly dressed, in mortal terror and thrusting a rusty sword into arrases – been allowed to colour the image even of her earlier years. Yet this is the case with James; hostile accounts of him in the last few years of his reign have come to form the root of nearly all cultural and popular depictions, despite the laudable efforts of academics and authors such as Jenny Wormald, Caroline Bingham, Robert Stedall, Alan Stewart, and Julian Goodare to re -assess his reigns.

Far less well known than the unhygienic, cowardly caricature is the fair-haired, venturous young king who risked his life on stormy seas to claim his young bride, and who barged into the Old Bishop’s Palace in Oslo, still booted and spurred, to steal a kiss. Unfamiliar, too, will likely be the youthful sovereign who rode north with his army to subdue his Scottish rebels, all traces of that infamous cowardice apparently subdued. Yet this is the king who waits to be discovered in the voluminous letters, papers, contemporary histories, and poetry on which our understanding of the period rests. This is the romantic, loving, often emotionally needy monarch obscured by the cartoonish figure who has cut such an enduring – and awkward – dash through the pages of history.

In truth, James’s was a colourful, elusive character, hampered in the main by an almost bottomless capacity for hypocrisy. One finds him, for example, issuing dire warnings against the ostensible vice of ‘sodomy’ and can set them against a note written by his last male favourite, which dates one sexual encounter to 1615 (although it should be noted that locating two people in bed does not tell us precisely what acts they undertook there). We find numerous accounts of him using bad language despite his injunctions against profanity. We can juxtapose his warnings to hold wives ‘at the oeconomicke rule of the house’ against both his and Queen Anna’s lavish spending and occasional, quixotic attempts at economy (which were about as efficacious as applying a course of leeches to a dagger wound).7 A champion of marriage and chastity – at least outwardly – the king has been accepted by modern scholars as having been actively bisexual, with a strong preference for men. The phrase ‘do as I say, not as I do’ might well have been coined for King James.

How, then, to make sense of such a character? The answer lies in what was his overriding goal: his quest to fashion himself as a wise and loving patriarch. Love – in various forms – came into James’s life four times, each time having significant political ramifications. His first love, his polished and sophisticated cousin Esmé Stuart, 1st Duke of Lennox, was undoubtedly the most significant in shaping the king’s character. Unpopular amongst the extreme Calvinist fraternity in Scotland (despite his conversion), Esmé did not set the pattern for James’s future lovers but did give the young king a model to aspire to. Throughout the rest of his life, the ageing James attempted to fashion himself in Esmé’s mould: an older man who lavished affection and attentions on younger ones. In a curious echo of Elizabeth I, who had been preyed upon by the ambitious Thomas Seymour at thirteen, the thirteen-year-old boy-king found himself groomed (to borrow the modern term) by a man in his late thirties. James, however, would in time assume the role of the loving elder himself, not so much giving his heart away as hurling it with great force at those he fell for.

However, it is important not to become too blinded by twenty-first-century attitudes towards sex and interpersonal relationships. The existence of same-sex activities in the period is not in doubt – though, as Michael B. Young has noted in his seminal King James and the History of Homosexuality, scholars have shied away from exploring the king’s homosexual relationships in depth (or, worse, they have drawn a veil over them, even in recent years). Certainly, the term ‘homosexual’ did not yet exist; but those practices we would now call homosexual and bisexual certainly did, and they played a key role in the perceptions of James’s ostensibly ‘effeminate’ penchant for peace and the often-sneering condemnations of the licentiousness and lewdness of the Jacobean court. So too did the king’s sexual tastes prove to require amelioration, not least in his desire to display himself as a fruitful father and sovereign. This he was quite prepared to do, even if his romantic and emotional needs proved far more dependent on males.

Anna of Denmark, his wife, represented a watershed, as the king embarked wholeheartedly on a self-fashioning exercise, eager to portray himself on the continental stage as an ardent, courtly wooer. Like James, she has suffered from a historically poor reputation, too often being presented as callow and vacuous, over-fond of dancing and entertainments and far too intellectually lightweight to hold her bookish husband’s attention. Even in modern accounts, one finds her variously disregarded as ‘petulant and sulky . . . of limited intellect and natural indolence’; even, indeed, ‘vacuous and shallow’.8 The opposite, ironically, is the case. It is likely that the king was genuinely stirred by passion for the gamine fifteen-year-old princess – though that cooled rapidly when he realised that the strong-willed girl was not the empty vessel for his lessons which he had expected and desired. The problem, for James, was that his wife was altogether too fond of her own opinions and ideas, too independently minded, for an autocratic spouse to master. Still, he had sufficient emotional maturity to allow his disappointment and dashed hopes of lasting passion to develop into a deep, mutually felt affection. If Queen Anna failed to maintain her husband’s passion, she never lost his goodwill, and the two continued producing children until, curiously enough, the year before he next fell in love.

More infamous was his next great lover, the fresh-faced Robert Carr (or Kerr, in Scots), with whom one of the king’s favoured May-to-December romances sprang up. In an echo of Henry VIII’s sudden desire for Anne Boleyn, James gradually, over the course of several years, raised up his younger lover only to drop him – thankfully without the use of a Calais swordsman. Yet, during their romance, the king attempted, as always, to educate and instruct Carr, desirous as ever of finding someone to fit the dual role of lover and child. For his part, however, Carr proved himself unable to be what his king demanded: a provider of constant, loving, familial attention. With his passion having cooled, it is unsurprising that James was receptive to a likelier prospect.

In his last love, the king had more success. The athletic George Villiers, who was deliberately dangled before James – when he was weary of Carr’s increasing stroppiness – proved to be exactly what the lovelorn monarch had always sought: a young and attractive receptacle for learning and a willing bedfellow combined. Their sexual relationship did not last long, as the king rapidly gained weight and lost teeth, but this final relationship brought him closest to finding the emotional outlet that had eluded him throughout his life. Yet so too did it help sow the seeds for James’s son’s downfall, as rumours – which should be considered in their context – persisted that his final lover, acting in concert with the future Charles I, had poisoned him.

Unlike other monarchs, the discussion of whose private lives has expended much ink, James’s has tended to be brushed over, treated obliquely, or recognised but deemed largely irrelevant to his rule and public actions. He is, however, entirely the wrong monarch for a strictly political assessment. His style of government was inherently personal, and so often based on affections or idiosyncratic dislikes. Further, his gender allowed him to govern in that way without attracting quite the opprobrium – or as many false rumours – which his female predecessors in both Scotland and England had endured. A king did not face the same level of avid interest – investigation of bedsheets for evidence of sex or pregnancy – as a queen. Despite his life being lived largely publicly, James was able to fill his bedchamber with trusted men and indulge himself accordingly with a degree of licence not afforded female sovereigns. This he did. But not everyone in his life – be it wife, mistress, bedchamber attendant, or favourite – excited in him the same interest.

Around his celebrated great loves – and during the course of them – James had an array of flirtations, affairs, and minor passions, differing in romantic and sexual intensity. He could be found smothering dead-end companions in kisses before marrying them off when they failed to meet his expectations, and he wrote erotically charged poetry to both women and men (long before the mysterious Fair Youth was a glint in William Shakespeare’s eye). Yet he has not gone down in history as a monarch driven by either passion or inordinate lusts. Nor was he. Rather, he was governed always by a curious obsession with living out a fantasy of family life, with himself at the head. Indeed, this obsession was so all-consuming that it crossed from his interpersonal relationships into his political rhetoric; one finds him, for example, championing his chimeric dream of uniting England and Scotland by stating, ‘What God hath conioyned then, let no man separate. I am the Husband, and all the whole Isle is my lawfull Wife; I am the Head, and it is my Body . . . I hope therefore no man will be so vnreasonable as to thinke that I that am a Christian King vnder the Gospel, should be a Polygamist and husband to two wiues; that I being the Head, should haue a diuided and monstrous Body.’9

His vision of union never came to be (even the 1707 Treaty of Union between England and Scotland fell short of uniting, as James had wished, the two nations’ Churches and laws), but nevertheless, throughout his life, the king fell back on familial imagery as a crutch for both his ideological and dynastic goals. In his personal life, he routinely cast himself as the father and mentor to his wife, and in a similar role to the young men who became his lovers. Indeed, to Villiers, whom he elevated to the dukedom of Buckingham, he would – uncomfortably – address his letters to ‘my sweet child and wife’ and sign off ‘your dear dad and husband’.10 This often-hopeless search for a mutually loving sense of family, in both his private and public lives, is perhaps what makes James so endearing; he had a sentimental streak as wide as the Thames and, notwithstanding his arranged marriage and the tepid but genuine affection he came to share with his wife, he was seldom malicious, even to those lovers he cast off. The power of his personality and image – both in terms of praise and satire – ensured his reign became an era: the Jacobean period was one of spectacle and splendour, artistic development and religious balance, domestic peace and royal decadence, and rollicking, railing satire.

In considering King James’s colourful life, it is thus possible to see the first British monarch’s reign in a new light. The king’s passion for building himself a loving family was the driving force in his creation of a public persona, the pursuit of his monarchical agenda, and the selection of the men and women who warmed his pillows.


1

Baptism of Fire

If there is one thing all can agree on about Mary Queen of Scots, it was that the glamorous, French-educated sovereign knew how to put on a show. And that, during the chilly December of 1566, was exactly what she intended to do.

The occasion was the baptism of her son and heir, Charles James Stuart, whom she expected to succeed her as James VI of Scotland and, if she had her way, James I of England, assuming her own claim to the English Crown was duly recognised. As he was the putative heir to both British nations, it was important that the world should be aware of the baptism. Accordingly, the invitations had gone out the previous August: to England, France, Savoy; the black velvet gowns (black being a particularly expensive colour) had been ordered to outfit the prince’s nurses; a cradle had been especially carved and covered in a cloth-of-silver blanket; and, less charmingly, £12,000 Scots had been chiselled out of the Scottish people.1 As it had under earlier Renaissance monarchs, such as James IV and James V, a little bit of continental flair was coming to Scotland.

Stirling Castle, perched on its craggy rock overlooking the royal burgh of Stirling, was the venue. Accordingly, the night sky above the town came to life with the novel spectacle of fireworks. Below, the baby prince was carried to the courtyard’s chapel by the French ambassador, who walked through an avenue of Scottish barons and was followed by the country’s Catholic noblemen, bearing the accoutrements of baptism. Soldiers were clad in ‘Moorish’ costumes, the better to entertain the visiting dignitaries as they laid siege to a mock castle. A banquet – then a term denoting rich sweets and drinks – was given in the hammerbeam-roofed Great Hall, which rocked with music and pulsed with torchlight. Latin verses composed by the leading humanist George Buchanan were sung, followed by Italian songs and masques. The festivities carried on over three days, from the 17th to 19th, in a blaze of bonfires, fireworks, hunts, and cannon blasts. The ambassadors were suitably impressed and eager to play their part, distributing their gifts of a solid gold baptismal font (from England, but too small to baptise a six-month-old), jewelled fans, and earrings for the prince’s mother.

This frenzy of revelry was, however, an example of the beleaguered Queen of Scots protesting too much – an attempt to paint a little gold leaf over the deepening cracks within the political nation. Conspicuous by his non-appearance was the baby’s father, Henry, uncrowned King of Scots – more often known by his lesser title of Lord Darnley. Though provided with a suit of cloth-of-gold, the supposed king remained immured in his chambers at the castle, preferring not to face the contempt of foreign ambassadors, who were all too aware of the division between him and his wife and sovereign. Most irritating of all was that Elizabeth of England, sovereign of the country in which he had been born and raised, had expressly forbidden her ambassador, the 2nd Earl of Bedford, from acknowledging him at all.

This suited Queen Mary. Legends have abounded over the centuries about her whirlwind romance with Darnley, and they have rather tended to obscure what really went on in 1565. Then, the Englishman had been given leave by Elizabeth to leave his homeland to travel north, where Mary intended to rehabilitate his troublesome father, the exiled Matthew Stuart, 4th Earl of Lennox. This had suited both sovereigns, as well as the earl. Mary, having been widowed when her first husband, the French king, Francis II, died, was actively seeking a husband on the continent. Lennox had Scottish royal blood and his ambitious wife was descended, like his cousin the Scottish queen, from the elder sister of Henry VIII; thus, their son had a good claim to both the thrones of England and Scotland. This Queen Mary knew. Elizabeth knew it too, and it seems likely that she hoped to throw a spanner in Mary’s marital plans by letting the handsome Darnley intrude on her life. What the English queen did not expect, however, was that her Scottish cousin would realise that marriage with the Infante of Spain, Don Carlos, was a dead letter, and that she might instead woo the hapless Darnley. In doing so, Mary could bring under her own aegis a presumptive (and presumptuous) heir to Scotland and a rival for the English succession. Darnley, who was only a teenager, and one inflated with a grandiose sense of self-importance by his parents, could hardly believe his luck. When the chance of a crown was dangled before him – and a beautiful, willowy, and willing bride offering it – he leapt at it, and the pair had been wed on 29 July 1565, in the teeth of a panicked Elizabeth’s commands that he cease his sudden relationship and return to England.

Yet Mary Queen of Scots was no lovelorn girl. With Darnley safely married to her, she moved to clip his wings before they could flutter. As the queen’s partisan, Lord Herries, was later to report, ‘[Darnley] had done some things and signed papers without the knowledge of the Queen . . . she thought although she had made her husband a partner in the government, she had not given the power absolutely in his hands . . . [her] spirit would not quit [relinquish] any of her authority . . . And then, lest the King should be persuaded to pass gifts or any such thing privately, by himself, she appointed all things in that kind should be sealed with a seal.’2

Mary, it seems, had married a stud horse who would allow her to retain the Stuart name, and who might be usefully and publicly subordinated as a dynastic rival. She had not married, and nor did she want a superior partner in government. To Darnley’s credit, he did manage to perform his primary function: his wife’s pregnancy was apparent by the end of the year, with the baby born in Edinburgh Castle on 19 June 1566. A thin membrane about his head, supposedly, augured well; it was variously interpreted as offering protection from fairies, promising good luck, and indicating an ability to travel quickly. Soon enough, the English envoy, Henry Killigrew, was reporting that the child was ‘well-proportioned and like to prove a goodly prince’.3

It is not clear when Darnley realised he had been had, and that he was unlikely either to be taken seriously as a monarch or granted that peculiarly Scottish prize, the Crown Matrimonial (which would enable him to rule in his own right). At first, all the signs that the callow and easily-led youth would be a king in more than name had been good: he had been given the title – albeit by his wife’s proclamation rather than by the Scottish parliament – and his image and name had appeared on coinage. But realise he did, and that realisation provoked a simmering fury. Worse, it acted as an invitation to malcontents who resented their queen’s reliance on foreign, Catholic servants – chiefly on the upstart Savoyard musician, David Riccio. The details of the horrific result are well known enough to hardly require rehearsal: Darnley involved himself with a group of plotters who intruded on the heavily pregnant queen’s private apartments at the Palace of Holyroodhouse, dragged Riccio away from her, and stabbed him to death. Although Mary rallied and – to assure the world of her unborn child’s legitimacy – embraced her treacherous husband back into the fold, the marriage was effectively over. What followed, and what resulted in Darnley sulking in his rooms at Stirling Castle during James’s baptism, was a hollow pretence, characterised by mutual suspicion and endless scheming for possession of the infant. It was such scheming, indeed, that had led Mary in September 1566 to place their son first under the ‘government’ of the Countess of Moray, and the following March under the custodianship of John Erskine, Earl of Mar, in both cases behind Stirling’s thick walls. Mar, for his trouble, had his keepership of the castle made hereditary – an act which would have consequences for James and his own wife’s relationship.

If the marital breakdown of the royal couple was not enough to add an unpleasant undertone to the glitzy celebrations of the prince’s baptism, the religious and wider political divisions were worse. Mary was, of course, a committed Catholic. But the Scotland to which she had returned in August 1561, following her time in France, had been effectively taken over by a Protestant cabal calling themselves the Lords of the Congregation: a group which included her illegitimate half-brother, James Stuart, later Earl of Moray. These men had risen in rebellion in the late 1550s, their pockets weighted – though not as much as they would have liked – with English gold, against Mary’s mother and regent, Marie of Guise. Marie’s subsequent mistake had been to assume that Scottish nationalism was simply antipathy towards the English, and that any moves to counter aggression from the southern kingdom would win Scottish hearts. In response to her English-funded rebels, she had therefore flooded Scotland with French soldiers and installed trusted Frenchmen in government – an act which certainly helped her anti-English and anti-Protestant narrative, but which indicated to a significant number of Scots that their country would become a French satellite (a prospect as alarming as English domination). A state of conflict ensued, fought between the rebels – who could claim to stand against Francophilia – and the regency government, which looked increasingly likely to sell Scotland’s independence to the French Crown in return for armed support. Broken in health if not spirit, the Regent Marie had died in 1560, allowing the Lords of the Congregation to crown their coup with a parliament of dubious legality, with which they changed the course of Scottish history by outlawing the mass and making Scotland, like England, a Protestant nation. The country had become, like much of Europe, a battleground for competing faiths.

Mary, throughout her personal rule, had effectively balanced religious factions, delegitimating Protestant and Catholic zealots by insisting, for the most part, only on her private right to hear the mass and her intention not to interfere with the Protestant settlement passed in her absence.4 At the baptismal feast, she was careful to ensure that she was seen seated between the Catholic French ambassador, the Count of Brienne, and the Protestant English Earl of Bedford. We would nowadays call this tolerance. However, tolerance was then a dirty word, especially in religious affairs; it was, from either side, a concession to heresy. It could not last, and it could certainly never be a long-standing policy. Sooner or later, any monarch would have to nail their colours to the mast.

The crunch came, ironically, in what ought to have been Mary’s moment of dynastic triumph: James’s baptismal ceremony. Beneath the glitter of feasting and festivities, tensions were apparent. The 4th Earl of Bothwell, a committed Protestant though high in the queen’s favour, refused to enter the chapel. Likewise, Bedford could not countenance going inside for the religious ritual. The queen, it seemed, had been forced to show the hand she had held to her chest: as soon as the question of baptising the future King of Scots arose, the issue of which faith she would choose for him followed. The superintendent of Lothian, John Spottiswoode, was in no doubt about the Kirk’s demands; he conveyed the General Assembly’s request to the new mother that she baptise her son according to Protestant rites. Naturally, Mary could not, in conscience – or in the context of her European credentials – do otherwise than have her son inducted into the Catholic faith.

This flouting of the Kirk’s wishes, of course, was unacceptable to the still powerful bloc of Protestants who stood near the throne. So too was it distasteful to the mercantile and urban classes who formed the backbone of the newly established Scottish faith. What their monarch had done was to announce her long-term plan for her country: Scotland should return to the spiritual jurisdiction of the papacy, if not in her lifetime then in her son’s. Even before the ceremony, rumours were being circulated that she intended James be betrothed to a daughter of Philip II of Spain: then Europe’s richest and most militant Catholic power. She had, therefore, to go, and go quickly – before the child who had been the cynosure of the celebrations at Stirling in December 1566 could grow into a faithful son of Rome.

Mary Queen of Scots’ downfall has long excited debate. It is sufficient to say here that the two deepest problems in Scottish politics apparent in 1566 – the disintegrating royal marriage and the religious divide – collided in a grisly spectacle. The queen, possibly as an attempted sweetener to those horrified by the Catholic flavour of her son’s baptism, pardoned some of those who had plotted with Darnley – and been denied by him – over the Riccio murder. Darnley, terrified that the fellow plotters he had thrown to the wolves were returning with vengeance on their minds, fled to his father’s estates near Glasgow, falling ill on the way. Mary, fully expecting that his plotting would intensify in his father’s ancestral lands, elected to entice him back to Edinburgh. There, his house was blown up in spectacular fashion, and he and his servant found smothered in the garden. This was shocking enough, but worse was to come. Mary then hastily wed the chief suspect, that Protestant 4th Earl of Bothwell who had refused to enter the chapel for the Catholic ceremony. Her reasons for doing so can only be speculated upon – a fact which has allowed romances and dastardly plots to be built around the pair. Mary’s claim was that she had been ravished and thus compelled to marry him. Probably, the shock and stress of events led to a bout of her recurrent depression (at times throughout her life she was to veer between energetic high spirits and periods of seclusion, tears, and vocal desires to commit suicide), and the opportunistic Bothwell took advantage by forcing his attentions upon her. What is undeniable is that a quiver of magnates encouraged the match (admittedly under duress from Bothwell), and that the subsequent Protestant marriage ceremony certainly looked likely to defang some of the opposition from men of that faith, which had been catalysed by the Catholic baptism of Prince James.

The marriage was, however, a gift to those powerful Protestants who had been alarmed by the prospect of a Catholic prince and who distrusted their coreligionist Bothwell as much as their Catholic queen. Already the battle lines were being drawn. As early as May 1567, only a month after the Bothwell marriage, the English soldier Sir William Drury was claiming that ‘at the Queen’s last being at Stirling the Prince being brought unto her she offered to kiss him, but he would not but put her away and did to his strength scratch her. She offered him an apple, but it would not be received of [by] him, and to a greyhound bitch having whelps was thrown, who eat it and she and her whelps died presently. A sugar loaf also for the Prince was brought at the same time, it is judged to be very evil compounded.’5

This was nonsense – it was a deliberate attempt to associate the queen with the sinister, the witchlike, and the unnatural. Further, it played on existing early modern tropes which associated a tendency to administer poisons (and sundry other stereotypically evil acts) with carnal lusts, in effect making Mary appear to have been retrospectively guilty of adultery with Bothwell. Naturally, the obvious response to a supposedly killer queen was for those men – predominantly Protestant men – to rise in arms against the monarch they distrusted and the disreputable Bothwell, whom they had no intention of deferring to as king.

Thus began the protracted deposition of Mary Queen of Scots. She became pregnant to Bothwell and, in the fracas which followed her marriage, she refused to give him up. The pair’s forces met the rebels at Carberry Hill in June 1567 and melted away under the oppressive heat. Bothwell fled to drum up support, leaving Mary to face disgrace and imprisonment (the claims of the rebels – that they intended only to dissociate her from her new husband – proving hollow). The queen was then placed in confinement at Lochleven, where her half-brother Moray helped compel her to sign a demission (that is, abdication) of her authority, notwithstanding the trauma of miscarriage which had laid her low. Under duress, she signed on 24 July 1567. When her ostensibly voluntary demission had been achieved, Moray was free to take up the reins of power. In preparation for just that, on the 29th, the infant prince was carried in his guardian Mar’s arms to the parish church at Stirling. There, in a sparsely attended ceremony given respectability only by its dedication to following ceremonial precedents, he was crowned, the oath being delivered by James Douglas, 4th Earl of Morton (a formidable schemer who had been up to his neck in both the Riccio and Darnley murders), and the sermon delivered by Protestant firebrand John Knox. Thereafter, Moray was installed as regent, and the quondam queen regnant was left to fulminate and plot in her imprisonment.

Early in May 1568, she effected her escape, capitalising on the considerable party of supporters she had won throughout her period of personal rule. However, after making a stand at the battle of Langside, her forces were routed, and she made the fateful decision to flee south, hoping to plead armed assistance from Elizabeth of England. That, of course, was not forthcoming; the English queen was quite willing to aid armed conflict in Scotland, but only if it was to England’s benefit. What Mary gained was not restitution north of the border, but a show inquiry into Darnley’s death, at which she was found neither guilty nor innocent, and a period of captivity with no end in sight.

Little of these celebrated events made their way into her young son’s head, however – or, at least, not at first. Yet, as Mary Stuart vocally and emphatically argued her case from England, those in Scotland who had driven her out immediately began the long and ugly process of blackening her name. Engaged in this ignominious exercise was George Buchanan, who had been quite cured of his fondness for the queen (and monarchy as it then stood in general). An avowed Lennox man who had converted to Calvinism, he would pen his infamous Ane Detectioun of the Duinges of Marie Quene of Scottes: a scarcely plausible book of slanders and lurid aspersions which cast the departed queen as a wicked, murderous figure, embodying every negative stereotype about women which the extremist misogyny of the period could muster. She was, in its colourful language, a ‘bludy woman and poysoning witch’, who had cuckolded her late husband with the man who would become her final one.6 The problem with – or the benefit of – these slanders, as with all slanders, was their plausibility, and the figure whose belief would be of paramount importance in the future was the little prince, who must be taught to detest and fear his mother and her religion. There was good reason for Buchanan to be assigned James’s tutor; as a deeply learned and ardent reformer, and a Lennox man (and thus affiliated to the late king), he, at least, had the motive and the polemical power to light and keep burning a flame of hatred against Mary Queen of Scots and Roman Catholicism. As she had been overthrown and imprisoned, it was open season for those who saw in demonising her a means of shaping and developing the character of the son she had left behind. Indeed, to justify her deposition and feed Scotland’s developing intellectual conversation about monarchy, it was necessary to paint Mary as a tyrannical criminal, deeply imbued with every perceived fault of her sex and every excess of wicked monarchs. The truth, from Buchanan’s perspective, was of less importance than promoting what he viewed as sound and godly political theory.

Helpfully, for those who had seen Mary off – the new Regent Moray and his party – James can have had no real memory of his mother. This his custodians knew and were quite willing to take advantage of. In her absence, she could be whatever her son’s guardians wished her to be, and what they wished her to be was something verging on the demonic. As he was to grow up in Stirling Castle, with Annabella, Countess of Mar, as the only high-ranking female figure, and the earl his male protector, he could not, in fact, recall either of his parents. This was not in itself unusual, of course; frequently, royal children of the period were fostered out to their own households under the care of appropriately aristocratic guardians. What was certainly unusual, however, was that he would be utterly discouraged from the biblical commandment of honouring his parents. Family – those in charge of him hoped – would be something James understood to be dangerous, something he would fear and distrust, something that would keep him in awe and terror. If he absorbed these lessons, his governors could fashion him as they saw fit. The only question was whether or not the process of education – or indoctrination – against his mother, Catholicism, and France would take root.


2

Coming of Age

The schoolroom at Stirling Castle, located in the Prince’s Tower, reverberated each morning with the sonorous drone of Latin. The little king, who was alternately listener and speaker, was to remark in later life that his tutors had him speaking Latin before he could speak Scots. His days followed a pattern: Greek practised via the study of Isocrates and Plutarch in the morning; Latin after breakfast, studied through the reading of history; an afternoon dinner (his allowance for the day comprising two-and-a-half loaves of bread, three pints of ale, and two capons); and in the afternoon logic, rhetoric, writing, and perhaps a little arithmetic (with which the king struggled). During and following his mother’s deposition, he remained at Stirling, where he was judged largely free of the political crises which shook Scotland in the late 1560s and early 1570s, and where he could be brought up as the model king his keepers hoped to craft.

And crises there were. Mary Queen of Scots did not sit quietly in England, and she was far from content to live the life of a disgraced private noblewoman, rusticated under guard in various country estates. Rather, she insisted that her voluntary demission of sovereignty had been signed only under duress, and that she remained Scotland’s anointed monarch. Of course, this had little effect; in reality, she had left her supporters at home leaderless. The Regent Moray, meanwhile, had set himself the task of mopping up Marian resistance to his regime with his usual sangfroid, all in the name of the little boy who was then still in skirts. Yet not everyone was content to be ruled by the base-born uncle of the boy-king, not least the royal-blooded Hamilton family, whose leader, the Duke of Châtelherault, had once enjoyed the position of ‘second person’ in the realm, and who had thrown in his family’s lot with Mary after her escape from Lochleven. Moray, a calculating man but one apparently plagued with hubris, ignored warnings that a plot was afoot, and was fatally shot by a Hamilton assassin in Linlithgow. In England, Mary exulted at the death of the half-brother who had become her bitterest opponent, but in the long run his departure from the Scottish political scene was to do her little good.

Her infant son can have had no memory of the man he would later castigate as ‘that bastard who unnaturally rebelled’; James, ensconced in Stirling, had little contact with anyone save the Countess of Mar; his nurse, Helen Little (whom he would employ again for his own son, and yet, if his doctor is to be believed, would accuse of having been a drunkard); his group of ‘rockers’ (who attended his cradle); and the gentlemen of his household who ensured that the boy maintained something approaching regal state as he lay on black-fringed pillows under a macabre, black damask canopy. His mother’s existence, even in his infancy, was conspicuous by its absence; only an image of his grandfather, James V, hung on his bedchamber wall. In his childhood illnesses – smallpox and measles – he was without parental care and, as he later claimed, he had been unable to walk unsupported until he was six; he would have been carried in the arms of first his nurses and then his gentlemen of the household.

Curiously, as Mary’s own imprisonment in England was tightened (as a result of the 1569 Northern Rising, spearheaded by the Catholic Earls of Northumberland and Westmorland, which aimed to place her on Elizabeth’s throne), so too was her son’s custody. Moray’s replacement as regent was Mary’s former father-in-law, Darnley’s father, the 4th Earl of Lennox. This was welcome news to Elizabeth, as the anglophile Lennox was quite prepared to govern Scotland in full compliance with English policy, possibly even to a greater extent than his servile predecessor.

One of his primary goals was to ensure the security of his grandson, in whom his future as much as Scotland’s now lay: ‘[A]nd to the end that all confluence and multitude of people [are to] be restrictit and halden furth of the said Castell, thairfoir my Lord Regentis Grace, with avise of the saidis Lordis of Secreit Counsale, findis gude and concludis as of befoir that our said soverane lordis maist nobill persoun sail be nuresit [nursed, nourished] and brocht up within the said Castell under the custodie, cair and governante of the said Earl of Mar, and that his Hienes sail na wayes be transportit furth of the said Castell of Striviling to ony uther rowme within the realme or outwit.’1

The old boss was to be much the same as the new boss, as far as James was concerned. What differed, however, was that the growing boy was, by the time of Lennox’s accession to the regency, able to observe and form a relationship with Scotland’s new powerbroker. For all his faults, the earl was at least a doting family man, who had genuinely lamented the murder of his son at Kirk o’ Field. There is every reason to believe that his hopes and his somewhat misty-eyed affection descended on little James, who had the added attraction of a crown.

With the young king secure, the new regent set about finally bringing to an end the civil war which continued to be fought between the Queen’s Party (loyal Marians who sought the exiled queen’s restoration) and the King’s Party (those dedicated to keeping her out, in her son’s name). Here, Lennox had some success, in that he managed to oust the Hamiltons from their strategically useful base at Dumbarton on the River Clyde. This effectively cured the Hamiltons of their Marian support and allowed for their rehabilitation as loyal king’s men.

It was also under Lennox’s regency that the five-year-old James was allowed onto the public stage: the state opening of his first parliament, held on Tuesday 28 August 1571.2 To perform his duty, he was given a shabby ceremonial entry to Stirling, whose Tolbooth was to host the meeting. As the Honours of Scotland (the Crown Jewels) were then locked safely in Edinburgh Castle, still in Marian hands, a sword and sceptre made of gilded wood were carried in the procession: a material symbol of how far the monarchy had fallen since the days of James IV, when Pope Julius II had ranked Scottish kings ninth out of twenty-six potentates (behind England at seventh) in the European order of precedence. Swathed in his robes and perched on his throne under its canopy of estate in the makeshift Parliament Hall, James gave a rehearsed speech: ‘My lords, and ye, the true subjects who are convened here, as I understand, to minister justice; and because my age will not suffer me to exercise my charge myself, by reason of my youth, I have given power to my grandsire, as Regent and tutor [legal guardian] to me, and you to assist him therein, as you will answer to God and me thereafter.’3

Almost certainly, the words were written by Lennox himself, and designed to convey to the Scottish political nation the authority invested in him in right of his grandson. Famously, the king supposedly then looked up and, spotting a hole in the canopy over his head, asked where he was.4 On being told that he was in the Parliament House, he quipped, ‘Then there is a hole in this parliament.’ Whether apocryphal or not, the exchange has long since taken on the complexion of prophecy, rather than an illustration (like the gold-painted wooden Honours) of the general air of disrepair into which the Scottish monarchy had fallen in the post-Marian era.

Lennox, veteran intriguer though he was, soon proved as unable as Moray had been to survive the prevailing tides of anarchy and jealousy which the deposition of Queen Mary had caused. On the night of 3 September, a raid was carried out on Stirling by disgruntled Hamilton followers, with the intent of kidnapping some of the King’s Party. Though they were beaten back by the Earl of Mar, who had taken his orders to up security in the town and castle seriously, they managed to shoot Lennox in the back. The dying regent was carried up into the castle before his death, where the grandson who had so recently announced to the world his faith in the old man could glimpse his last moments. The memory of Lennox’s death would remain very much in the boy’s mind and serve as a reminder throughout his life of the risks of violent affray.

James had been fond of his grandfather, and the old man had been the only genuine close family left to him in Scotland. Although his keeper, the Earl of Mar, was swiftly instituted as regent – again, with Elizabeth of England’s blessing, and useful in that it kept power visibly connected to the little king – James was, for the moment, left to the ministrations of the Erskines of Mar. In a more hands-on way, however, he was under the guidance of tutors who, now having him fully cut off from his family, could mould him as they saw fit.

*

The early modern period is not known for its leniency towards the concept of childhood. In addition to royal children often being packed off to their own households, noble children were frequently placed in the households of others (in order that they should learn how to serve graciously), whilst poor children were set to work as soon as they were capable. Even those of classes which benefitted from education faced extremely rigorous childhoods, with courses of academic study more akin to modern undergraduate courses.

Yet James’s education was unusual even by the standards of the day. It was, essentially, an educational experiment, engineered by George Buchanan, with the goal of building the ideal Protestant monarch (a process begun in earnest from at least 1570). On paper, Buchanan was the ideal tutor. He had, in his younger years, lectured in Latin at the College of Guienne (where he had taught the brilliant essayist Michel de Montaigne) and the University of Coimbra, and he was a committed Calvinist and former principal of St Leonard’s College, St Andrews. Accordingly, he was able to shape an unforgiving curriculum which not only gave James Latin but French, Greek, history, rhetoric, logic, and theology. The more experimental parts of his course were founded on religious instruction and theological study. Buchanan was, at heart, deeply suspicious of monarchy as it was then developing. Historically, Scotland had had a primus inter pares system, with the sovereign first amongst equals – or, at least, first amongst the heads of the great ruling families. The trend, as in many European countries, had – under James IV, James V, and Mary Queen of Scots – been to seek (with varying degrees of success) a more centralised authority founded on the primacy and divinity of the monarch. It had been the goal of all three previous monarchs, indeed, to raise the prestige and power of the Scottish Crown via visual splendour, ceremonial, and the forging of alliances, marital and otherwise, with the ruling powers of Europe.

This was all rather repellent to George Buchanan, who had travelled extensively on the continent and was thus a first-hand observer of both religious conflict and the caprices of foreign rulers and their governments. By the time he became James’s tutor at Stirling, he was a thoroughly tetchy, sharp-tongued, short-tempered old man, who appears to have sought to batter his student into accepting his ideas under the weight of his rhetoric, his experience, his authority, and – when these failed to make an impression – his fists.

The ideas he was developing were, as was soon apparent, that James was just James. His kingship, which the child had known from as early as he could remember as inextricably bound up with his identity, was, to Buchanan, a title conferred on him by the people, and which could thus be taken from him by the people. This was not in any way democratic in the modern sense; rather, Buchanan was developing a classically inspired theory of resistance to sovereigns: if a king (or queen regnant) proved themselves ungodly or tyrannical, they might be removed with force, for their own good as well as for the good of the commonwealth.

The problem from the young king’s perspective was two-fold. For one thing, Buchanan’s terse, sometimes violent pedagogical strategy served rather to undermine the content of his teachings; if anything, James would come to see absolutism as a refuge and a bulwark against the possibility of being deposed by godly fanatics. For another, the division between his tutor’s impassioned teachings and the reality of his kingship as it affected others around him was apparent. Annabella, the Countess of Mar, for example, once came upon a lesson during which Buchanan had been attempting – typically – to teach the king about the infamy of his family and the dangers of royal favourites, using the example of James III, whose minions had been hanged by rebellious subjects, in order to end their pernicious influence on sovereign and state. James, supposedly, had no taste for this particular historical example, and challenged his tutor, identifying himself with his long-dead namesake as one who would not stand being berated by a subject. Buchanan’s response was to beat the king’s backside, at which point the countess interjected, castigating the old man for assaulting the ‘Lord’s Anointed’. Buchanan, caustically, retorted, ‘Madam, I have whipt his arse: you may kiss it if you please.’ Evidently, the countess intended to keep James on a pedestal from which the tutor intended to knock him. It is little wonder that James came to prefer having his backside kissed by sycophants than whipped by formidable men, and even less that he came to associate his kingship with a right to divine protection than subject to resistance or even attack by those who had no respect for his title. Though he did write formal letters to Buchanan in Latin, addressing him as ‘pater’, or ‘father’, this was pure flannel – the stuff of convention.

The Countess of Mar has, historically, had a reputation as a redoubtable figure, thanks mainly to the remembrances of the courtier James Melville, who noted that she was ‘wise and sharp and kept the King in great awe’.5 The meaning of her keeping him in awe, however, is less clear than it might seem. Given James’s later approval of her – and the evidence of her defence of his status – it seems likely that the hallmarks of her character were deference and respectfulness: attitudes that, throughout his life, King James would appreciate. Keeping him in awe, essentially, meant that she treated him with heightened respect. He did, in fact, write to her in tones of respectful appreciation, using her familial nickname:


Lady Minny,

This is to show
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