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To Nicola Sturgeon 
First Minister of Scotland

‘We princes are set as it were upon stages, in the sight and view of all the world. The least spot is soon spied in our garments, a blemish quickly noted in our doings.’

Elizabeth I, Queen of England, to Parliament, 1586
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A Note on the Use of Terms

1. Names: To avoid the complication of the many Marys who appear all Marys, apart from Mary, Queen of Scots, are referred to with both their first names and surnames. French characters are given the French spelling of their names. James Stewart and Robert Dudley are referred to as Moray and Leicester respectively after they became earls.

2. Stewart or Stuart: The French spelling of ‘Stuart’ was adopted by Mary in the sixteenth century and was retained by the royal Stuarts thereafter.

3. Yardage: In the sixteenth century, the length of fabric was measured in ells. The lengths differed from country to country. A Scottish ell was 37”, an English ell 45”, a French ell 54” and a Flemish ell 27”. In England, the term ‘yard’ was also used.

4. Translations: I have taken the liberty of modernising many of the quotes and loosely translating others. Punctuation has also sometimes been emended to make better sense for today’s reader.

5. Calendar: The Gregorian Calendar was introduced into Britain in 1750. Until then, the year start was 25 March. For reasons of clarity, I have followed our contemporary calendar when assigning years.

6. Money: 5 Scots pounds was equivalent to one English pound in the mid-sixteenth century. Any conversion of expenditure offers an indication of their worth today rather than an exact equivalent.




Cast of Characters

Scotland

Mary, Queen of Scots (1542–1587)

James IV (1473–1513), King of Scotland, Mary’s grandfather

James V (1512–1542), King of Scotland, Mary’s father

Marie de Guise (1515–1560), Queen of Scotland, Mary’s mother

Mary Beaton (1543–1598, Mary’s Lady-in-Waiting

Mary Seton (1542–1615), Mary’s Lady-in-Waiting

Mary Fleming (1542–1581), Mary’s Lady-in-Waiting

Mary Livingston (1541–1579), Mary’s Lady-in-Waiting

Thomas Randolph (1523–1590), Elizabeth I’s English ambassador in Scotland

James Stewart, 1st Earl of Moray (c.1531–1570), Mary’s half-brother by her father, James V, and his mistress, Margaret Erskine

Margaret Erskine (1515–1572), Moray’s mother and mistress of Mary’s father, James V

Henry Stewart, Lord Darnley (1545–1567), Mary’s second husband

Mathew Stuart, 4th Earl of Lennox (1516–1571), Darnley’s father

David Rizzio (c.1553–1566), Mary’s private secretary in Scotland

George Buchanan (1506–1582), Scottish Latin and humanist scholar

Lord Bothwell (c.1534–1578), Scotland’s Lord High Admiral and Mary’s third husband

John Knox (1514–1572), spiritual leader of the Scottish Reformation

Sir James Melville of Halhill (1535–1617), Scottish diplomat and memoir writer

Jean Stewart (1530–1588), Mary’s half-sister by her father, James V, and Elizabeth Bethune

Agnes Keith (c.1540–1603), Scottish noblewoman, wife of James Stewart, 1st Earl of Moray

England

Henry VII (1457–1509), King of England

Henry VIII (1491–1547), King of England

Catherine of Aragon (1485–1563), first wife of Henry VIII

Mary Tudor (1516–1558), Queen of England, daughter of Henry VIII and his first wife Catherine of Aragon and third wife of Phillip II of Spain

Edward VI (1537–1553), son of Henry VIII and his third wife, Jane Seymour

Margaret Tudor (1489–1541), Henry VIII’s sister, queen consort of Scotland by marriage to Mary’s grandfather, James IV

Anne Boleyn (c.1501–1536), second wife of Henry VIII and mother of Elizabeth I

Elizabeth I (1533–1603), Queen of England, daughter of Henry VIII and his second wife, Anne Boleyn

Robert Dudley, 1st Earl of Leicester (1532–1588), English statesman, Elizabeth I’s favourite

Margaret Douglas, Countess of Lennox (1515–1578), daughter of Margaret Tudor by her second marriage and mother of Lord Darnley

Sir William Cecil (1520–1598), Chief Advisor to Elizabeth I

Nicholas Throckmorton (1515–1571), English diplomat and politician

Sir Francis Knollys (c.1511–1596), English statesman, Mary’s first custodian in England during her captivity

Thomas Howard, 4th Duke of Norfolk (1536–1572), English nobleman and politician, one of Mary’s suitors in England

Sir William Drury (1527–1579), English statesman and one of Mary’s later custodians in England

George Talbot, 6th Earl of Shrewsbury (c.1522–1590), English magnate and Mary’s custodian in England for 15 years

Bess of Hardwick (c.1527–1608), Countess of Shrewsbury, the Earl of Shrewsbury’s second wife

Arbella Stuart (1575–1615), granddaughter of Bess of Hardwick

Francis Walsingham (c.1532–1590), Secretary of State of England, known as Elizabeth I’s spymaster

Anthony Babington (1561–1586), English gentleman involved in a plot to overthrow Elizabeth I and rescue Mary

Amias Paulet (1532–1588), English diplomat and Mary’s last custodian in England

Gilbert Clifford (1560–1590), English Catholic spy employed by Francis Walsingham

John Leslie, Bishop of Ross (1527–1596), Mary’s Scottish ambassador in England at the end of her reign

James VI of Scotland and James I of England (1566–1625), and the son of Mary, Queen of Scots and Lord Darnley

France

François I (1494–1547), King of France

Henri II (1519 –1559), King of France

Catherine de’ Medici (1519–1589), wife of Henri II and Queen Consort, then Regent, of France

François II (1544–1560), son of Henri II and Catherine de’ Medici, Dauphin, then King of France, Mary’s first husband

Diane de Poitiers (1500–1566), Henri II’s mistress

Elisabeth de Valois (1545–1568), daughter of Henri II and Catherine de’ Medici, second wife of Philip II of Spain

Anne of Brittany (1461–1522), Duchess of Brittany, queen consort of France to Louis XI and Charles VIII

Spain

Charles V (1500–1558), Holy Roman Emperor and Archduke of Austria

Philip II (1527–1598), King of Spain, King of Portugal, King of Naples and Sicily

Courtiers and other prominent cultural figures

Pierre de Ronsard (1524–1585), French poet

François Clouet (1510–1572), miniaturist and painter

Conrad Gesner (1516–1565), Swiss physician, naturalist, bibliographer and philologist

Isabella d’Este (1474–1539), Marchioness of Mantua

Christine de Pizan (1364–?), Italian poet and author at the French court

Nicholas Hilliard (1547–1619), goldsmith and portrait miniaturist

Agnes Strickland (1796–1874), English historical writer and poet

Sir Walter Scott (1771–1832), Scottish historical novelist, poet, playwright and historian




INTRODUCTION 

‘One of the most perfect creatures’

The Lake of Menteith, which lies near Stirling in Scotland, is romantically – if erroneously – claimed to be the only lake in Scotland. I always approach it with a small frisson of discovery because it is ever changing. An alteration of light or seasonal difference can vary its mood dramatically, shifting it from benign to ominous, beguiling to cautionary. From spring through to late autumn, fishermen are out on the glossy water, spooling in trout from their long, dark boats like puppets silhouetted in a shadow play.

The lake hugs history within its depths. On its far horizon lies the tree-fringed island of Inchmahome, where Augustine monks built a sanctuary nine centuries ago. Eight times a day for hundreds of years, the monks prayed for the salvation of our souls, and something of their devotion has seeped into the ruined stone of their prayer places – the chapel, chapter house and cloisters – and settled in the soil. Inchmahome has a pervasive tranquillity that lingers in the air like a blessing. Within its gloom lies the thirteenth century tombstone of Walter Stewart and his wife, ancestors of Mary, Queen of Scots. They lie forever entwined in a stone embrace as a rare memorial to medieval love.

I went to the island once with my eight-year-old son Jamie. We trailed our fingers over the rough bark of age-old Spanish chestnut trees, one with a trunk so immense that my son could curl up in its hollow like a tree sprite. The bluebells were out in azure drifts, spread over the sacred ground like prayer mats. As Jamie went in search of red squirrels, I sat with our sandwiches near the boxwood bower that Mary, Queen of Scots is said to have planted as a child, trying to catch a whisper of the young queen.

I was at primary school when I first heard of Mary, Queen of Scots. Each spring, when the dandelions appeared, we would hunt them out in the playground and take turns to snap their flowers from their stems. Whoever had possession of the dandelion held it tight below its yellow bloom and administered a forceful flick in the direction of its petals to dislodge and scatter them. As spring turned to summer, those dandelions that had escaped our first wave of destruction now had their gossamer seed heads similarly despatched with a lungful of breath. The child who achieved total decapitation was the champion. This wanton disregard for floral survival was accompanied by the collective shouting of the game’s battle cry: Mary, Queen of Scots had her head chopped off, her head chopped off, Mary, Queen of Scots had her head chopped off on a cold and frosty morning. We had no idea who Mary, Queen of Scots was. She was accepted into our litany of imaginary characters who peopled our childhood as readily as Wee Willie Winkie and Skinny Malinky Long Legs. We did not know that she really had existed, or that she once had been our queen.

In those days, at the end of the 1950s, Scotland’s history was barely taught in its schools. It was an aside, subsumed into a British narrative in which the glory of the Empire and the nature of the Commonwealth were the dominant themes. Scottish children gleaned what fragments of their heritage they could from poetry and songs, from an occasional illustration in an encyclopaedia, or a painting in a museum. Most of what we knew were just names – William Wallace, Robert the Bruce, Bonnie Prince Charlie, David Livingstone – but rarely a story, hardly a history. And it was a past that seemed peopled solely by men. All we knew of Mary was that she had had her head chopped off.

When I was ten years old, however, this gap in our knowledge was unexpectedly filled. Our tweed-skirted teacher was suddenly taken ill, and into her shoes stepped a temporary trainee in a toss of curls and pretty frocks. For two weeks we experienced a joyous reprieve from the surly sarcasm that was usually meted out. The trainee announced that we were to abandon rote learning in favour of a creative project that would involve research and design. We were to make a wall collage of the history of Scotland. Most thrillingly for me, the collage was to be made out of fabric. Already schooled by my mother in basic sewing and rudimentary embroidery, the idea of crafting a large sewn artwork was exhilarating. We were each allotted a person, place, or event from Scotland’s past centuries to study and illustrate in cloth. I was given Mary.

The main source of historical study in the school library was Ladybird Books’ Adventure from History series. Disappointingly, there was no volume dedicated to Mary, but I found her in one devoted to Queen Elizabeth I of England. Being ten, to me Mary’s story read like a fairy tale without a happy ever after: a young and beautiful queen who loses not just one but three husbands, and is left defenceless and alone. When I learned of her escape from the clutches of her disloyal nobles, I cheered her on. When I discovered she had been abandoned by the English queen, Elizabeth, I was dismayed. Her end in imprisonment and execution was distressing. The illustrations of a gracious Mary in a sumptuous gown of black and gold greeting her nobility, of a feisty Mary galloping over moorland on a black stallion, and of Mary – still gorgeous in green – surrounded by armed guards, served only to kindle my captivation.

I folded black velvet over a cardboard silhouette of my queen with care and stitched a narrow band of gold tinsel around her hem. I pleated a paper doily into a ruff of pretend lace and made folds of white net to fashion a veil. My mother unearthed some tiny golden beads to adorn Mary’s headdress and sacrificed a gold chain to serve as a necklace. When everything was sewn in place Mary, Queen of Scots was stuck down with a liberal dollop of PVA glue, between the heap of dead soldiers slain at the Battle of Flodden in 1513, and a posy of roses and thistles that symbolised the 1603 Union of the Crowns when Scotland and England began to share the same sovereign. The finished collage stretched along one whole wall of our classroom. When our usual teacher made her uncelebrated return and reclaimed her draconian rule, we resumed our droned recitations of catechism and multiplication tables. But the collage remained, bearing witness to our creative efforts to reimagine Scotland’s past. It encouraged my interest in Scottish history, and in Mary. She remained, somehow, in my care.

In the histories and biographies of Mary, written during her lifetime and in the centuries following her death, she is generally cast as just one of many characters in the historical pageant. It is other personalities who drive her narrative. Mary appears as neither a catalyst nor a heroine, but a victim of circumstances and her own poor judgement. Her drama lies in loss: of the queen she once was, of the monarch she might have been. Her elusiveness owes much to the bias of her contemporary biographers and historians – exclusively men – who documented and assessed the events of her reign and captivity through a masculine prism, one largely filtered through an oppositional Protestant perspective. At best, they deemed Mary a naïve, hapless ruler who nourished her own downfall through inexperience, royal conceit and female frailty. But to accept this as the truth is simplistic.

Mary lived in exciting times and reigned in a period of accelerating social, political, cultural and religious change. She was shaped by the sophisticated culture of the late Renaissance and influenced by those other women rulers – a surprising number of them in the sixteenth century – who exercised power and fostered credibility for female authority. In a world dominated by male ambition, they were at the vanguard of a new assertion of female capability. And they expressed their confidence and agency through alternative media. These were women who registered their intelligence, knowledge, values and importance through material culture as designers, collectors, consumers and creators. While staying within the confines of acceptable female culture – fashion, hospitality, diplomacy, needlework and motherhood – they amplified their influence and repositioned themselves, if not centre stage, then at least as key players in political stagecraft.

Mary, like her English counterpart, Queen Elizabeth I of England, was young, vigorous and ambitious, not only for herself as a monarch and the kingdom she ruled over, but also for the dynasty that formed her. She was also, at times, reckless, manipulative and headstrong. While her decisions were purposeful, they could also be misguided, their effectiveness further blighted by betrayal. That she pursued her own style of governance is undeniable, and she harnessed the potency of textiles to emphasise her female presence and nurture her network of support. When captivity muted her voice, Mary ensured that her unedited testimony prevailed, preserving it in her embroidery.

Exploring Mary through the fabric of her life – the textiles she inherited, displayed, gifted, and embroidered – is revelatory. Nuanced and propagandist, the material world of Mary, Queen of Scots has been largely disregarded as a source of archival evidence by historians. But within it lies a tangible and intimate insight into the experiences and emotions of the Scottish Queen.

Mary became Queen of Scotland in December 1542, when she was just six days old. Her father, James V, had died a week after her birth and three weeks after the English victory over the Scots at the Battle of Solway Moss. It had been less than 30 years since the tragic Battle of Flodden in 1513, when Scotland had been ignominiously trounced by England. That battle’s grievous death toll had claimed over 10,000 Scots and saw the flower of Scottish nobility and its king slain. Solway Moss was meant to be the site of Scotland’s triumph: a shrugging off of English aggression and a defiant deflection of the pressure from the English king, Henry VIII, to turn Catholic Scotland Protestant and force it to relinquish its long alliance with France. The Scots had hoped that the Battle of Solway Moss would secure their country’s independence from England once and for all. But, once again, Scotland was defeated.

Illness had prevented James V from leading his troops. When told of the outcome, he had despaired. Although the death toll was low and the casualties few, over 1,000 Scots were taken prisoner. There were tales of dishonour and desertion. The news of a new-born daughter brought James little comfort. He was still mourning the loss of his two young sons, who had died within hours of each other the previous year. Mary’s birth foreshadowed the end of the Stewart line. With no sons to continue his name, the survival of the Stewart dynasty and its 200 years of sovereignty was in jeopardy. It is said that it was in political sorrow that James V turned his face to the wall and gave up the will to live.

Born when the realm was grieving for the loss of its king and robbed of its hoped-for victory over the English, Mary was crowned on the anniversary of the Battle of Flodden. Her early years were fraught with danger. Henry VIII continued his bully-boy tactics to make Scotland bend to his will, and now the Scottish child-queen was a new pawn in his political schemes. The English king became fixated on forcing a marriage between Mary and his son and heir, Edward. Initially Scotland appeared to bend to Henry’s will and, in July 1543, signed a treaty agreeing to the marriage. It was a strategic capitulation, designed to placate Henry, ward off further English aggression, and play for time. When, later that year, the treaty was revoked by the Scottish Parliament, Henry grew impatient. A period that became known as the ‘Rough Wooing’ ensued: a strategy of sustained English aggression that ultimately proved overwhelming. In April 1544, Henry issued the command that his troops were to:


Put all to fire and sword, burn Edinburgh town, so razed and defaced when you have sacked and gotten what you can of it, as there may remain forever a perpetual memory of the vengeance of God lighted upon them for their falsehood and disloyalty … burn and subvert it and all the rest, putting man, woman and child to fire and sword, without exception … and extend like extremities and destructions to all towns and villages … sparing no creature alive within the same.1



Henry died in 1547, but England still pursued the marriage. On 10 September of that year, the Scottish and English armies faced each other once more. The brutality of the Battle of Pinkie Cleugh was designed to coerce Scotland into submission. Chroniclers penned reports of the earth scarred with the fallen, of limbless bodies and cloven heads, of the injured lying half dead in fields, bereft of survivors to give them succour. Thousands of Scots died. Another thousand, some said two, were taken prisoner. Civilians, too, were butchered or abused as a triumphant English army took vengeance on the villages and towns it marched through, plundering, looting and leaving homes to burn. But still the Scots refused to accede.

With England threatening Mary’s abduction, there was no choice but to rush the young queen to safety, and it was at Inchmahome that refuge was sought. The four-year-old Mary was ferried across its lake with her small entourage hushed in fear. Scotland lay behind them in a daze of ruination and death. At Inchmahome, Mary found respite, a retreat from terror. And maybe that is what I catch each time I pass the lake, not the murmur of this fickle physical place, but something much more elusive, the undertow of Mary, the child-queen.

As English insurgence continued, Mary was moved to the stronghold of Stirling Castle and then, when English forces advanced too close for comfort, she was taken to the fortress at Dumbarton. There her fate was debated. In July 1548, the decision was taken to sign a treaty with the French and, in return for military assistance, send Mary to France as the prospective bride of its Dauphin, the three-year-old François, the eldest son of Henri II and his Italian wife Catherine de’ Medici. The new treaty reinforced the age-old alliance between the two kingdoms, one that had persisted since the thirteenth century. For Henri, the treaty held political allure. He had ambitions to rule over England and secure an empire equal to that of his rival, Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor. And Mary, through her grandmother Margaret Tudor, held a legitimate claim to the English throne. To some in Scotland, however, it seemed that this new treaty with France supplanted the danger of English rule with the reality of French control.

In August 1548, the five-year-old Mary left her mother, Marie de Guise, and Scotland for France. She was accompanied by a quartet of childhood friends, the four Marys: Mary Beaton, Mary Fleming, Mary Livingston and Mary Seton. Of similar age to Mary, these little girls carried their own stories of loss. The grandfathers of Mary Seton and Mary Livingston had died at Flodden. Mary Livingston’s father was one of those taken prisoner at the Battle of Solway Moss. The Battle of Pinkie Cleugh had claimed Mary Livingston’s brother, Mary Fleming’s father and two of her brothers-in-law. Theirs was a bond that went deeper than that forged in childhood play: the children shared the sorrow of family tragedy. They understood vulnerability. While sad to leave their homeland and families, they must have felt a small thrill in the excitement of escape.

Their voyage was perilous. The small fleet of galleys sent by Henri II to ensure Mary’s safety had to navigate a circuitous route to thwart England’s boast of interception. Forced into stormier waters, Mary’s entourage cowered below deck, nauseous with sea sickness, but it seems that Mary savoured the adventure. She was to be found cheerfully surveying the swell of the sea and eagerly scanning the horizon of her future. She arrived to a France at the height of its Renaissance glory. A French courtier, writing to Marie de Guise about Mary at the time, says that she was ‘One of the most perfect creatures that was ever seen, and such that from that young age, and wonderful and praiseworthy beginnings, she has given so great an expectation of her that it is not possible to hope for more from any princess on earth’.2

Mary had left a Scotland scarred and demoralised by war. To keep her safe, her early childhood had been experienced behind the grim walls of fortressed castles. In France she was to find a court which delighted in conviviality and trumpeted its prosperity through material extravagance – a court which epitomised Renaissance ambition. The Renaissance (literally meaning ‘rebirth’), that metamorphosis from medieval to early modern society, began in the fourteenth century and was to continue over the next three hundred years. It was not a sudden flowering of cultural innovation, but a slow and measured evolution which, over time, spawned widespread social, political, and economic change. Cities were established, trade routes expanded, new and exotic territories explored and claimed. These developments, coupled with vigorous artistic and scientific advancement, encouraged a different perspective of peoples’ place in their widening world. There was a growing fascination with how this burgeoning curiosity and vitality could be expressed, captured and immortalised for generations to come. Those who could afford it became avid collectors of classical antiques, of exotic and exquisite artefacts, in an eager embrace of the potential of cultural heritage. Patronage of the arts and artisans increased, and the elite invested more heavily in material wealth. Architecture and portraits, personalised artefacts and textiles became more consciously embedded with individual and national narratives, valued not just as expressions of present selves but also as material biographies for future appraisal.

People were on the move: preachers, musicians, merchants and mercenaries were all seeking out opportunistic adventure. Increased mobility generated a heady intermingling of ideas and nationalities that coalesced across borders and nurtured invigorating cross-cultural exchanges and connections. And mobility was not simply geographical. A wealthier and upwardly mobile middle class – merchants, lawyers, bankers – was snapping at the heels of a hitherto unassailable elite, competing with it for court positions, privileges and power. More ominously, the sixteenth century was when the spark of religious disaffection began to flame with the rise of fervent Protestantism. Its acceleration threatened the overthrow of the old order of papal and royal control. With the advent of print and advances in literacy, opinions and debate that diverged from crown and state were circulated more widely. Traditional social boundaries were in danger of becoming blurred, settled hierarchies unmoored. The social and cultural shifts engendered by the Renaissance heralded a heightened preoccupation with appearance: the outward show. They led to a more considered and expansive display of self, along with a deeper sensitivity to, and a greater awareness of, otherness. The objects the elite – and those aspiring to it – possessed, the environment they inhabited, the people they surrounded themselves with and the clothes they wore became declarations of not just who they were but who they wanted to be and how they wished to be regarded. A new humanist sensibility saw a greater emphasis placed on eloquence as a marker of civilised expression, in things as well as people. It encouraged finesse. As the Renaissance ripened, the chivalric traditions of medieval times fused with humanist principles to foster an elaboration of ritual, ceremony and etiquette. The qualities of the mind, body and soul were seen as reflections of each other and their visual harmony became desirable as evidence of personal and cultural progress. The appearance of conduct manuals – Baldassare Castiglione’s Il Cortegiano (The Courtier) in 1528, Sir Thomas Elyot’s The Boke Named the Governor in 1531, and Il Galateo, Overo de’ Costumi (Galateo: Rules of Polite Behaviour) by Giovanni della Casa in 1558 – coupled with the 1530 publication of the humanist proselytiser Desiderius Erasmus’s De Civiliatae Morum Puerilium (On Civility in Children), a treatise on children’s moral and social education, shaped increased refinement of behaviour and thought within European courts.

Expanding trade and interaction with other cultures increased consumption of a greater volume and wider range of luxury goods. This led to a deeper appreciation of artisanal skill. Material culture was perceived as the medium through which people could most clearly articulate their inner selves and outer status. European monarchies appropriated its potency with zeal. It was no idle impetus that led Charles VIII of France, in the late fifteenth century, to bring back from his Italian campaign a goldsmith, alabaster worker, marquetry specialist, tailor and embroiderer.3 He recognised in them a new sophistication of material design. These were craftsmen who could project majesty. They could transmit emotions and thought through a visual rhetoric, evoke sensuality and desire, and manifest learning, lineage and ambition through intricate imagery, symbolic meaning and material texture. Until recent decades, predominantly male historians have concentrated on the transformative impact of the Renaissance on art and architecture. But it was as readily realised through its crafts, and key among them were textiles. Textiles not only played a significant role in economic expansion but also translated exploration, colonisation and innovation into a visible manifestation of progress. In sixteenth-century Europe, textiles had commercial, cultural and political currency. It was textiles that most potently harboured the spirit of the age.

Cloth was a currency in its own right. Deposit banks, as we know them today, did not exist until the second half of the seventeenth century. Instead, the rich safeguarded their wealth in other ways. The value of luxury textiles and their embellishments made them a viable alternative to coinage. They could be sold, exchanged, pawned or act as surety against loans. Henry VIII spent nearly as much on cloth as he did on his artillery: it was a guaranteed source of material affluence and monetary defence.4 In a century assailed by economic volatility and sudden fluctuations in the supply of imported goods, fabric could lie undisturbed by political, financial or social turbulence. It retained its value. Fabric was also an appreciable payment-in-kind. Servants and officials were remunerated not only in money, but in cloth and clothing, the monetary worth of both often exceeding what household members received in wages. Livery’s distinctive colours and design branded its wearer with the mark of royal protection and privilege. Gifts of other clothing and textiles indicated a monarch’s favour and demonstrated their largesse. Given the volume of textiles that circulated within a court and the expenditure such transactions incurred, courts maintained their own workshops and permanent teams of wardrobe staff.

As people’s appetite for luxury, variety and novelty grew, and with it a greater demand for accessories and adornments, the commercial trade in textiles flourished. Merchant adventurers grew rich by monopolising the latest dyestuffs and supplying the newest fabrics. An extravagance of cloth migrated across borders. Silk cloth and cotton came to Europe from China and India, silk thread from Spain, embroidered carpets from Turkey, tapestries from Flanders. From Italy came the finest textiles: gold brocade from Florence, silk velvet from Venice, damasks from Genoa. And skilled textile artisans sought lucrative opportunities in other countries. When they relocated, they brought their knowledge with them, enabling more innovative techniques of textile production to be replicated elsewhere.

Sixteenth-century Scotland, however, had neither the climate, the terrain nor the infrastructure to enjoy the profitable expansion of those textile trades experienced elsewhere in Europe. It was hampered by hazardous topography, a scattered population and poor transport links. Largely agricultural, with four-fifths of its people toiling on a reluctant land, Scotland could only produce the most basic of products. Poor harvests were frequent. Famine was common. With its long, dark winters curtailing the number of productive hours available for manufacture, most crafted goods were functional rather than decorative. Innovative native artisanal skill was rare. With the increasing demand for luxury goods unsatisfied by the domestic market, such goods had to be imported. What Scotland could export – rough wool, hides, salted fish, coal – was of low value. Its most profitable export was its fighting men.

Moreover, Scotland’s population was small compared to that of other European countries – by the sixteenth century a mere 700,000, compared to France’s 4 million and more.5 It had, nevertheless, managed to maintain a politically strategic position on the European stage. Its geographic proximity to England made it a useful ally to foreign powers contemplating an invasion of England, and the Stewart monarchy’s potential to inherit the English throne increased its political appeal. But its reputation was that of a remote, insular and barbaric kingdom. In 1529, the Papal nuncio described Scotland as ‘the arse end of the world’.6 Even thirty years later, when Mary had returned to Scotland, remoteness was still an issue. In 1561, the Scottish politician William Maitland of Lethington sent a plaintive letter to Sir William Cecil, Elizabeth I’s chief advisor, lamenting: ‘We are here in a corner of the world, separated from the society of men, and so do not know what others are doing abroad’.7

Socially, Scotland had evolved as a partisan culture characterised by division of clans, customs and language. What nobility there was tended to stay close to home, only visiting the court for essential business. Although they would adopt the sartorial finery and manners expected of their status for such visits, it was a finesse discarded when they left the city walls. Homes were built to withstand harsh winds and persistent rain. Even the grandest houses and castles were designed as robust defences braced for attack. Nevertheless, sixteenth-century Scotland cherished cultural aspirations. The Renaissance ambitions of Mary’s grandfather and father, James IV, and V, were inspired by Scotland’s close relationship with France. Exposure to its cosmopolitan court and its material grandeur led to emulation. Both Scottish kings embarked on expansive projects to make of their palaces and castles Renaissance dreamscapes of glory. The castle at Stirling was extended to accommodate spacious royal apartments and a great hall of a scale to rival any of those found in Europe. A lion roared in its menagerie and swans swam in the surrounding waters. Other palaces were also enlarged and provided with the charm of gilded carvings, elaborate fountains and painted glass windows.

These Scottish kings were bent on cultural progress. In their courts, African drummers and French astrologers mingled with German musicians and Italian singers. In 1505 James IV granted a charter to establish a Royal College of Surgeons, the first in Britain. Two years later, he authorised the creation of Scotland’s first printing press. He and his son, James V, were spurred on by the desire to realise political cohesion in Scotland. Both were intent on fostering a more emphatic expression of national identity: one that respected tradition but embraced innovation. They introduced chivalric and humanist ideals to the culture of the Scottish court mounting tournaments, commissioning poetry and plays and dressing their palace interiors in tapestries and luxurious textiles. They also exploited Scotland’s natural resources as best they could, excavating coal, gold and pearls. Progress, however, was hindered by the volatility of international politics. The relationship with England remained uneasy and at times became adversarial. The alliance with France was at best mercurial. Throughout the sixteenth century, Scotland remained politically vulnerable.

Scottish independence had been fiercely guarded through the centuries. The Wars of Scottish Independence (1296–1328 and 1332–1357) had inculcated a Scottish sensibility, some might say an over-sensitivity, to Scotland’s right to maintain its separate cultural and political identity and not see it dominated by England, or other European realms. Through subsequent centuries, independence became ingrained in the Scottish psyche, enshrined in a letter, now known as the Declaration of Arbroath, which in 1320 was sent to the Pope by fifty Scottish nobles on behalf of the Scottish people:


for as long as a hundred of us remain alive, never will we under any condition be subjected to the lordship of England. It is in truth not for glory, nor riches, nor honours that we are fighting, but for freedom alone, which no honest man gives up but with life itself.8



It was the Stewart monarchy that inherited the rallying cry. While James IV and James V had managed to stall England’s predatory ambition, it was a danger that persisted, despite James IV’s marriage to Margaret Tudor, the sister of Henry VIII. These Stewart kings were vested in the values of their ancestors: a belief in Scotland’s worth and distinctiveness, a determination that the kingdom would neither be absorbed nor overlooked by others. Mary inherited the challenge of protecting Scotland’s place on the European stage as an independent country. She became fixated on the idea of Queen Elizabeth I of England naming her – Mary – as her successor: a crown passed from female monarch to female sovereign and a kingdom protected by its queen from insurgence or domination.

In 1603, England and Scotland came under the joint sovereignty of James I and VI of England and Scotland, although they remained separate states. In 1707, with the Acts of Union, Scotland came under the governance of the United Kingdom Parliament dominated by English interests. Over subsequent centuries, Scotland has chafed at its subservience and the loss of its independence. Attempts have been made to break away from the union with three referendums on Scottish devolution and independence that took place in 1979, 1997 and 2014 respectively. While the 1997 referendum secured Scotland’s devolution and the restoration of its parliament – after a 300-year slumber – it did not realise full independence. The 2014 referendum was the closest the nation has come to that. But the ambition remained elusive when those who voted in favour of independence lost by a narrow margin. What they were recoiling against was disregard, an English government’s lack of empathy for, understanding of or interest in Scotland’s difference. The experiences and emotions of the past linger to influence the present day; the distrust and unease fuelled by the experiences of earlier centuries persist. It is political vulnerability that lies at the heart of Scotland’s history. The spirit of independence has never been extinguished. Its flame continues to be carried.




1

Birds, Flowers, Fruit and Other Embroidered Motifs

I have become strangely obsessed with the Accounts of the Lord High Treasurer of Scotland, 1463–1580. Its thirteen lookalike volumes are kept on a low shelf at the National Records Office of Scotland in Edinburgh. The library is a silent haven for serious researchers who sit hunched over thick tomes, scanning maps, peering at the small print of old newspapers and carefully turning the pages of large leather-bound books, searching for long-neglected clues into other peoples’ lives. In my quest for insight into Mary’s material world, it is the Treasurer’s accounts that give me hope. Luckily for me, learned antiquarians of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were similarly captivated. They took the trouble of transcribing the accounts from their original crammed flourish of cursive handwriting and seeing them through to publication. Despite having taken a course in palaeography (the study of old handwriting) and the turgid hours spent, magnifying glass in hand, trying to decipher idiosyncratic penning, the little knowledge I gained would have been lamentably inadequate to follow the minutiae of the expenditure of the Stewart monarchy. It is not only the handwriting that has to be conquered but the language, or rather languages, in which the accounts are recorded. There is Latin, Older Scots and, at times, a smattering of Old French. Spelling is erratic, and abbreviations self-styled to suit personal taste and strictures of time. So I have these nineteenth-century pedants to thank for saving me the torment.

The accounts are a version of today’s online purchase history. They track the day-to-day spending of Scotland’s monarchs and regents from the mid fifteenth century onwards. While there are gaps, both within the volumes themselves and in their transcription to print (stopping at 1580), the extant records contain a wealth of information, not only of expenditure, but also of royal proclamations and hurrying messengers. In them we can learn whose lands are in danger of being forfeited and who risks being outlawed unless they comply with whatever command they are trying to avoid. We can track court employees through their wages and receipt of livery, and gauge the intimacy of sovereign relationships through the gifts they bestowed on others. We can follow royal progresses through the realm in the travel expenses incurred. The entries relating to textiles are, at times, rewardingly detailed and, at others, frustratingly terse. Where fabric is involved, its colour is generally noted: ‘tawny [orange-brown], incarnate, violet’ as is its cost per ell, the number of ells ordered and the total amount spent. The place of origin, Paris black, Genoese silk, English blue, is sometimes identified and the specifics of the fabric purchased ‘camlet, serge, velvet, canvas’ are almost always documented.

During the coronavirus lockdown in 2021, when I no longer have access to the bound volumes in the Records Office, I order facsimile copies from India, and sit up in bed at night scanning the 600-plus pages that comprise each volume until the information they contain begins to invade my dreams. My husband suggests I return to lighter bedtime reading, a magazine perhaps, and I concede. But as I flick through glossy pages filled with celebrity glamour the accounts still haunt me. They have become my treasure maps.

The accounts for the months leading up to Mary’s departure for France in 1548, are informative. We can glean from them the turmoil and fear that beset Scotland in the years following the Battle of Pinkie Cleugh and Mary’s birth. Artillery is moved hither and thither as English troops gain a firmer foothold on Scottish soil. Gunpowder, pikes, spears and fighting men are commandeered and relocated. Of Mary, there is little evidence: no purchases of luxury cloth to furnish her wardrobe, no fees to a tailor to replenish it. With the Earl of Arran as Regent, it is his family that the treasury decks out in silks and velvets, his son and daughter who are dressed in sartorial finery to accompany the child-queen to France. There is, however, an entry for 2,000 Scots pounds to be sent as payment and reimbursement to the nobles safeguarding Mary at Dumbarton and, on 18 July 1548, another entry records that a herald was sent to Fife to call up mariners to serve in the galleys that ‘pass to France with the Queen’s Grace.’1

Mary arrived at the French court when it was at the height of its Renaissance brilliance. This was a court honed on chivalric and humanist ideals, inspired by Italian classical grandeur, its political ambitions manifested in monumental architecture, conspicuous material consumption and magnificent ceremonies. Mary encountered châteaux draped in cloth. Since interiors at that time were sparsely furnished, every surface was a potential site for textile propaganda. In the European courts of the sixteenth century, it was textiles that articulated power.

Investment in the material show of monarchical rivalry and prestige became more urgent and pronounced as the century unfolded. Nowhere were textile declarations of power more keenly expressed than in the French court of 1548, where Henri II had been newly crowned the previous year. This was a king who had spent his early years incarcerated as a captive of Charles V of Spain, sacrificed along with his brother as ransom for their father. For four years the brothers languished in a land of enmity, humiliated and malnourished. When the French envoy came to claim them, it is said he cried at these scarecrows of boys whose childhood had been robbed of emotional and material comfort. Little wonder, then, that on becoming king Henri surrounded himself with luxury. His armoury of fabricated majesty was a rejoinder to the author of his captivity and ignominy: his rival, Charles V.

Sumptuous clothing was a glory for which monarchs and the elite sought protection and exclusivity in law. Sumptuary laws, originally designed to regulate trade, increasingly legislated on matters of dress to safeguard the stability of a hierarchical society. Such laws ensured that social supremacy was visibly reiterated through sartorial control. Access to luxury cloth, fine furs, embroidery, feathers and lace was prohibited to all but the highest echelons. In 1429 the Scottish Parliament commanded that:


No man shall wear clothes of silk, nor furs of pine martens … nor any other rich fur, except only knights and lords of 200 merks at least of yearly rent … And that no other person to wear embroidery nor pearl nor bullion.2



In 1516, in England, only sons of Knights of the Garter and those ranked above them were entitled to wear embroidered garments. And, ever conscious of his image and the need to project a unique and unassailable sovereignty, Henry VIII, in an Act of Parliament in 1533, prioritised his and his family’s prerogative to wear the colour purple or cloth of gold, decreeing that ‘no person or persons of whatever estate, dignity, degree or condition whatsoever they be … can use or wear in any manner their apparel or upon their horse, mule or other beast any silk of the colour purple, nor any cloth of gold tissue but only the King, the Queen, the King’s Mother, the King’s children, the King’s brethren and sisters and the King’s uncles and aunts’.3

Not content with the privileges that sumptuary laws protected, Henry offered a Florentine merchant-venturer bribes to guarantee the English king first choice of the latest fabrics the merchant imported.4 This was more than a lust for opulence. Henry desired to be viewed as a monarch not just of the present but of the future and, by association, England as a kingdom which was not just modern but progressive. Rich textiles signalled status, wealth, and prosperity, but innovative fabrics demonstrated vision. Through the sixteenth century, advances in weaving technology, textile design and the manipulation of cloth accelerated. It was an age of artisanal ingenuity, when a fascination with texture was both appreciated and exploited by those who had the need – and the means – to appropriate it as an expression of personal and political charisma. In his later years, when the seemingly indestructible Henry VIII grew old, obese, and plagued with infirmity, he resorted to increasingly gaudier splendour. Through it he hoped to sustain his sovereign appeal. In an era fraught with the uncertainty of monarchical and dynastic survival, what rulers had to perform was bravado. For European sovereigns – often ruling over cash-strapped courts, impoverished by war and monetary devaluation – the flaunting of luxurious textiles masked personal and political vulnerability. Textiles became more intensely propagandist. More pronounced use was made of heraldic and emblematic imagery. The fleur-de-lis of France, the Tudor rose of England, the thistle of Scotland were increasingly used as a chorused insistence of dynastic supremacy and national power.

A public show of wealth was required of a monarch. It served to reassure subjects of their country’s solvency – however fictional that was – and inform competitive kingdoms of a rival’s prosperity. The quality of accumulated textiles was recorded as meticulously as jewels in royal treasury accounts. It was the precise hue of a fabric and the place of its manufacture which signalled its financial worth. By the end of his reign Henry had accumulated over 50,000 lengths of precious cloth.5

For the coronation of Henry’s son, Edward VI, in 1547, over 6,000 yards of red fabric were distributed to his household staff and courtiers to fashion clothes for the celebration. A record was kept of their dispersal, charting the specifics of the quantity, quality and ‘redness’ of the cloth handed out to more than 1,000 recipients: to William St John, the Lord great master, thirty-eight ells of Italian crimson velvet; to Mr Haynes, Secretary, ten ells of crimson satin; to the apothecary, Mr Carleton, five ells of scarlet. The wood bearer, unnamed, received just three ells of red cloth. Crimson, scarlet and red were distinct not just in colour but as signifiers of social position. While kermes – a Mediterranean insect whose crushed body yielded the main ingredient of the colour scarlet – had been popular since the Middle Ages, in the sixteenth century it was supplanted by a dye harvested from cochineal insects of North and Central America. Spain’s conquest of the Aztec region in the first decades of that century had fostered the export of the cochineal dye to Europe. It produced a superior red, both in density and colour-fastness, becoming a staple of Italian luxury cloth production. Given that thousands of cochineal insects were required to yield just a few ounces of dye, merchants could justify its expense. Other reds were realised from more mundane sources – from the common perennial plant, madder, and from red onion skins – but they were duller in tone and quicker to fade. Such variance in colour carried a social code. It delineated status.6

Cloth in sixteenth-century Europe was also persuasive. After the disaster of Flodden, when Mary’s father, James V, had sought to strengthen Scotland’s alliance with France and better protect his realm from English trespass, he determined on a marriage with Madeleine, the eldest daughter of the French king. When François I demurred, citing his daughter’s frailty as the reason for his prevarication, James – with the approval of his government – embarked on a material offensive. He and a band of Scottish nobles descended on France with 19,000 Scots pounds in their pockets. The Scottish king set out on a spending spree that thrilled the chroniclers of the day, one gleefully reporting that James:


hath beggared all Scotland, as they say, ere he came out of it … Now being here ordering himself so foolishly, running up and down the streets of Paris with only a servant or two buying every trifle himself, believing that no man knows him, whereas every carter points to him with their finger, saying ‘La voila le Roy d’ Ecosse.7



James’s spending was not indiscriminate, however. He wanted his excessive consumption of the finest and most expensive goods to be noticed. Unable to afford the 2,000 tapestries Henry VIII was said to possess, the Scottish king trumped him with quality, using his discernment and the advice of his scouts to purchase the most fashionable and arresting of what contemporary design could offer. He not only bought tapestries, but also expensively embroidered cloths of state (the canopy and back cloth above and behind a throne), Persian carpets, velvet-covered chairs and 200 skins of costly fur. He purchased sixty lengths of cloth of gold, enough to drape an entire room in luminous majesty. In Paris, he invested in over 130 ells of Genoese velvet, Florentine silk damask and taffeta to furnish a travelling bed of state. It was this bed that was to be the backdrop to the nuptial negotiations James pursued during his three-week sojourn through the Loire valley with François I.8

James also summoned his tailor, Thomas Arthur, from Scotland to transform the Scottish king into a cosmopolitan monarch. A doublet and gown of crimson satin was fashioned with a riding cloak of Parisian velvet ablaze with one hundred 22-carat gold and lapis lazuli buttons. Another gown of cloth of gold was lined with crimson satin and embellished with 49,500 pearls. James’s investment in material flamboyance proved seductive: François I agreed to the Scottish king’s marriage with Madeleine.9

James recouped far more than he had spent in his marriage settlement. Madeleine’s generous dowry yielded a substantial cash dividend. Her movables, including textiles, represented a further assured store of wealth. Ships, artillery and other valuable gifts were bestowed on the Scottish king. Even more precious was the accolade James was afforded by François: a ceremonial entrée into Paris, a privilege usually only accorded to the Dauphin. While defeat at Flodden had brought demoralisation, James’s show of magnificence and the visibility of his appetite for material consumption had reassured the French king of Scotland’s ambition, and his support of James restored Scotland’s standing on the international stage.

François I had been right, however, to be concerned for his daughter’s wellbeing. Madeleine died just two months after she arrived in Scotland. James was genuinely grieved at her death, but he was equally devasted by the loss of what she personified: Scotland’s alliance with France. Her funeral was orchestrated to demonstrate not just James’s personal sorrow but Scotland’s tragedy. Mourners were summoned from throughout the kingdom and commanded to attend the funeral dressed in black: the first show of national mourning ever seen in the nation. However, as Madeleine’s black-shrouded funeral cortège wound its way through the Edinburgh streets, a messenger was already sailing fast to France to tell François of her death and to request another French bride. The young widow Marie de Guise was chosen, a member of one of the most powerful families in France. Married by proxy, just ten months after Madeleine’s death, Marie de Guise not only safeguarded the Franco-Scottish special relationship but – much to James’s satisfaction – brought with her yet another generous dowry. With his new riches, James further embellished his Scottish court with Renaissance grandeur. The advance of Stewart power was encapsulated in its manifestation of its new-found material wealth.

The textile materiality of sixteenth-century Europe went beyond an appreciation of the qualities inherent in any specific cloth. It was the cumulative effect that was telling. Textiles were not only to be seen, but also to be interpreted and experienced. Their audience was invited to decipher the meaning behind their arrangement as much as their patterns, symbols, and colours. In châteaux arrayed in embroidered cloth, textiles were a form of conversation.

In 2019, I went to France to visit the châteaux of Mary’s youth. And it was at the Château de Fontainebleau that I realised what visual joy French royal interiors must have fostered in her. In its ballroom, I felt that Mary was there, pulling at my sleeve, willing me to appreciate its artistry, wanting me to understand the dazzle of the material world that shaped her. The ballroom is radiant in texture and colour, autographed by Henri II and Catherine de’ Medici with their intertwined initials on its walls and ceiling. There is a panorama of exuberant frescoes that glint gold in the afternoon sun. They trap pleasure and desire, the thrill of the chase and the lust of the dance in a painted display of sensual energy. Mary was at the French court when its artists and artisans locked away their precious pigments and slid chisels back into their pouches. She and the Dauphin, soft soled in velvet slippers, would have baptised this floor with their dancing, turning to take each other’s hands as the melody of viols and tambours drifted from the minstrel gallery. In this room, Mary would have been an enchanted queen, twirling in the folds of her gown of gold, a gown which reflected the colours that played around her in the flickering candlelight.

There were few textiles left at Fontainebleau when I visited it. The drapes around its state beds offered little more than a dull brocade. Here and there, an isolated tapestry hung in an apology to grandeur. In the sixteenth century, this château and others would have flaunted a swathe of narrative tapestries: the stories of classical, biblical and allegorical heroes and heroines and their moral and martial victories, of Hercules and Samson, Esther and Diana. Floors were strewn with embroidered carpets, bed hangings stitched with intimate motifs that referenced dynastic history and personal sentiment. Among them would have been scattered other textiles as a tactile subtext: velvet cushions for benches, silk screens for commodes, damask tablecloths, book covers adorned with sewn monograms and emblems: motifs repeated on the chapel’s altar cloths and household linen.

It is impossible for us now to experience the visual intensity, the physical sensation, of Fontainebleau and other royal residencies of sixteenth-century France. Neither the exact hues, the quality and allure of the cloth, or its appearance under candlelight can be replicated.

These courtiers regarded the fabric of their world with keen discernment. They could absorb its multi-layered meanings instantly: reading colour, texture and content as we might read words on a page, with a practised eye. They understood the intention behind a classical or biblical allusion and could quickly appreciate the purpose encoded in sewn symbols. A woven Labours of Hercules, the mythical Greek hero and god, signified a monarch’s martial and moral strength. It also acted as a talisman. With Hercules associated with fertility, his woven presence was conducive to the begetting of heirs. Embroidered animals and plants appropriated nature’s power and the attributes of specific species: the industry of a bee, the courage of a lion, the defence of a thistle. The inclusion of an embroidery of a mirror would summon up the proverb ‘Know thyself’ and stitched scales would evoke the Roman proverb ‘Avoid injustice’. In anticipation of the presence of instructive textiles, visitors would accord them much more than a casual glance. Their close perusal could yield insight. Through them, a visitor might better gauge the personality, aspiration, even the mood of a monarch.

Henry VIII chose his tapestries with an agenda in mind. In the late 1520s when the English king was attempting to divorce his first wife, Catherine of Aragon – on the grounds that, as she had been his brother’s wife, his marriage to her was a transgression of God’s law – he commissioned a vast set of tapestries depicting the story of David. This biblical tale sees the adulterous David encountering God’s wrath. Henry’s display of it offered a visual argument to validate his pursuit of the divorce. In 1532, for a meeting with the French king Francois I, Henry draped his walls with tapestries which illustrated The Triumph of Scipio, an unvanquished Roman general and counsel. The backdrop was intended to identify Henry with Scipio: a leader of intellect and courage, of martial prowess and culture.10 Such textiles were arranged to mirror the purposeful interior architecture of palaces themselves. As visitors ventured further into the court’s interior and came closer to the royal apartments, the quality and content of the surrounding textiles changed. The finest and most intimate textiles were reserved for a monarch’s inner sanctum, to which only a privileged few had access.

In the heightened theatrics of Renaissance court life, light was a quintessential quality. Until the seventeenth century, glass windows were a novelty, a luxury only afforded by the very rich and then only installed in the finest of buildings. To produce glass of even translucency and thickness was challenging. Only those fragments which reached the required quality were selected from what was produced. They would be excised, paned in small sections and joined with narrow lead strips. Others might disguise their flaws with painted designs. In the French châteaux of Henri II, glass signalled innovation and wealth and, as a boast of extravagance, larger glass windows were installed. It must have been a revelation to have interiors bathed in daylight, to be able to scan
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