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‘Set against the backdrop of one of the most turbulent periods in Scottish history, this is the story of forbidden but enduring love, of the strength of the female spirit in a world dominated by men, and above all of an extraordinary woman far ahead of her time. It held me captive from the first page to the last. Utterly breathtaking’

TRACY BORMAN

‘A really thrilling discovery – a sixteenth-century woman writing, and she’s a professional clerk, and she’s a poet, and she’s writing love letters to another woman and she’s Scots. This is a real extension of our knowledge of women of the period, engagingly told’

PHILIPPA GREGORY

‘With My Own Hand is a necessary act of queer historical reclamation. In recovering Marie Maitland from the margins of manuscript culture, Ashley Douglas does more than reconstruct a life: she demonstrates that women’s same-sex desire was part of the lived and articulated reality of the early modern world. At a time when the legitimacy of queer lives is again contested in public discourse, this return to a sixteenth-century woman who loved women feels not antiquarian but urgent. The power of the book lies in its archival seriousness, in its patient reading of documents, contexts and silences, and in its refusal to allow women’s desire to be footnoted or euphemised out of history. This is not simply biography; it is the restoration of a lineage. Douglas reminds us that queer history survives not by accident, but because someone chooses to look for it. An important and timely contribution to the history of women who loved women’

CHRISTOPHER STEPHENS, author of The Light of Day

‘Absolutely mesmerising, Douglas’s meticulously detailed research reveals a fascinating story that’s been lost for centuries’

	SARA SHERIDAN, activist and author

‘Engaging, evocative, enthralling: Ashley Douglas shines a light on a part of Scotland’s history – and a fascinating Scotswoman – too often overlooked or not even written in’

STEVEN VEERAPEN, author of The Wisest Fool:

The Lavish Life of James VI and I

‘Though a work of non-fiction, this is a teasing and tantalising historical drama, beautifully written by Douglas’

	SASS MACDONALD

‘Beautifully written and meticulously researched, With My Own Hand immerses the reader in Marie Maitland’s sixteenth-century world from the very first page. By reconstructing Marie’s exceptional life through in-depth and careful analysis of a range of legal and literary records housed in archives across Scotland and the UK, Douglas challenges dominant narratives that have rendered stories like Marie’s invisible and forgotten for centuries. What emerges is an utterly fascinating account of a sixteenth-century woman who loved other women, and who bravely defied the limits placed upon her within the patriarchal world of early modern Scotland for much of her adult life. Thanks to Douglas’ passion and ingenuity, Marie Maitland will no doubt be restored among the great historical figures who shaped early modern Scottish history’

DR REBECCA MASON, expert in early modern

Scottish women’s legal history

‘The joy of this book, for me, is its vivid evocation of a secret love story – a love story between women in the sixteenth century. It has all the drama and complexity of the best romances. Ashley Douglas has created a clear and accessible narrative that takes us right into the thoughts and feelings of Marie Maitland, allowing us to see and experience as she did, over a gap of hundreds of years. The academic rigour with which Ashley Douglas has researched her story clearly establishes a truth too often obscured by the ignorance and biases of earlier historians. Women have always loved other women, romantically and sexually. Queer love has been part of human history as long as humans have existed. But centuries of homophobic assumptions mean that truth is still disputed. Ashley Douglas uses original source material, without speculation, to demonstrate a love that cannot, now, be denied or argued out of existence. By the end we feel certain that this is only the tip of an iceberg of untold historical love stories that might be found if others looked with the same energy and meticulous care’

	RONA MUNRO, playwright

‘A remarkable exploration of a little-known, sixteenth-century manuscript which reveals the secret life of Marie Maitland who inserted, amongst the poems of her father, her own verses as erotic and sensual declarations of her illicit gay love. Using the manuscript as her map, Ashley Douglas leads us through the social and political upheavals of a Reformation Scotland to tell the story of a defiant and independent woman who insisted on having a voice’

CLARE HUNTER, author of Threads of Life and Embroidering Her Truth
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With my own hand




PREFACE

To your self maid ane immortall name

[image: ]

In 1586, in Scotland, a remarkable woman named Marie Maitland put the finishing touches to a manuscript she had been labouring over for years.

A member of an influential family, the Maitlands of Lethington, Marie’s sense of achievement must have been tinged with sadness as she dipped her quill into the ink, ready to apply the last strokes. Her illustrious father, Scottish statesman Sir Richard Maitland, whose poetry made up many of the manuscript’s pages, had only recently died, and his funeral was still fresh in her heart.

At least she’d ensured him the peace of mind of knowing that his verse had been preserved for posterity, Marie might have comforted herself, as she inscribed her name onto the title page – not just once, but twice, in two different ornamental scripts. She was, after all, the manuscript’s creator, and she wanted that to be known.

What’s more, it was not only her father’s poetry that she had diligently recorded within its pages.

Far from it.

Within the leaves of her manuscript, Marie had also concealed a whole host of poems written not just by herself but by the women around her. Astonishingly, among this female-authored verse is some of the earliest known lesbian love poetry in Europe since Sappho of Lesbos. The celebrated ancient Greek poet had lived in the seventh century BCE and immortalised her love for other women in her work, giving us the very words ‘sapphic’ and ‘lesbian’ that we still use to describe women who love women today.

If Marie emerges from sixteenth-century Scotland as an early successor to Sappho, the world’s original lesbian, on the one hand, her life also predates that of Anne Lister, the world’s first modern lesbian, on the other.

Anne’s unparalleled diaries have, in recent years, secured her rightful place in history. It was in 1821, in an uncomprehending England, that Anne committed to paper her disarmingly bold declaration that ‘I love, & only love, the fairer sex & thus beloved by them in turn, my heart revolts from any other love than theirs.’1

But it was more than two hundred years earlier, and in the yet more hostile climate of the aftermath of the morally suffocating Scottish Reformation of 1560, that Marie Maitland poured out her heart in verse: declaiming, inspired by her love for another woman, that ‘thair is mair [more] constancy in our sex, than ever among men has been’.a

Like Anne, centuries later, Marie’s bravery of spirit was not restricted to the page: it defined the way she interacted with the world around her, in public, as well as the contents of the poetry she wrote, in private.

As much a feminist as a sapphic icon, Marie broke free of the strictures that should have restrained her and lived a unique life for a woman of her time. For decades, she eschewed the standard path of marriage and childbearing, instead pursuing a rich education and wielding substantial social and financial agency, which she used to further her own interests, as well as those of the other women in her life.

We know from Marie’s poetry that as a woman of both the European Renaissance and the Scottish Reformation, she found inspiration in the classics, as well as her Bible: in the devotion embodied by the biblical figures of Ruth and Naomi in the Old Testament, the epic love story of Achilles and Patroclus, heroes of the Trojan War, and, of course, the poetry of Sappho.

She would, I think, love the idea that people today might now find the same sort of inspiration and symbolism in her own story, through this, the first book ever written about her. Marie’s poetry, and her story, have certainly had a profound impact on me.

*

‘You wield me wholly at your will and ravish my affection,’ declared Marie to her female lover in one of her poems, in a line on par with the most erotically charged of Sappho’s lyrics – one which still pulsates with sensuality, more than four hundred years on.

Later in the same poem, the forty-ninth in her manuscript, Marie stated unequivocally her desire to marry this woman that she so loved. Their love, she claimed, was ‘mair [more] holy and religious’ than any other. One of the hallmarks of the newly reformed Scotland in which Marie lived was its Calvinist emphasis on the authority of the word of the Bible. In this poem, Marie – momentously – prays in aid of that very scriptural unassailability to validate her sapphic love; ‘as the scripture sayis [says]’, she wrote. If only they could ‘with joyfull hairt [heart]’ honour their love through the bond of marriage, Marie continued, they would no longer be the two ‘unhappie women’ that they were, forced apart by the accident of their shared gender, in their sixteenth-century world.

Eventually, Marie has to concede that, as two women, they can never really be wed to one another. However, even after that admission, she maintains that ‘nocht but deid [nothing but death]’ will ever truly ‘divorce’ them; that, in their hearts, it will always be as if they were bound by the vows of marriage.

On one level, Marie’s staggering statement of love for another woman in this poem is impassioned and defiant. She even appeals to her bible in justification. Ultimately, though, Marie admits defeat to their reality. She sets out her fervent wish to be wed to the woman she loves, and why such love is righteous and holy, yet ends her poem with the acknowledgement that it can never happen; that, despite the depth of their mutual devotion, ‘friendship’ is the only real option available to them.

However heartbroken it left them, however unfair it felt, Marie and her lover had no choice but to concede that, in their world, marriage between two women was simply impossible.

*

In 2017, in Scotland, I had the singular joy of exchanging vows with the woman I love. Hearts full, tears streaming down at least my face (my now wife, Eilidh, managed to maintain better composure), we pledged to love each other, to the exclusion of all others, as long as we both shall live. We did so lawfully, in the eyes of the state, and in front of our friends and family – something that Marie could scarcely have conceived of.

Truth be told, we could hardly believe it in 2017. Equal marriage had been legal in Scotland for only three years when we married. At the time of writing, it has been legal for only around a decade; some still vocally oppose it. As a gay woman, I can’t help but be conscious of the fact that my right to be married, to live my life with the same equality, dignity and safety as others, is never a given. And if things remain challenging in twenty-first-century Scotland, how much worse the situation was for Marie and her lover in their time.

Marie’s world was that of Mary, Queen of Scots and radical reformer John Knox, among the most famous, or infamous, figures in Scottish history. Her life coincided with the cultural revitalisation and embracing of the classics of the Renaissance, but she also lived through the transformational counterforce of the Reformation, when Scotland abandoned the old Church for one of the most extreme and austere forms of the new.

Marie thus fell in love with a woman, and penned her love poetry, in a punishingly Protestant Scotland, fizzing with all the zeal of the newly converted. It was a time and place where women were viewed as inferior to men in all ways, and where same-sex relations – ‘sodomy’ – whether between men or women, was one of the worst transgressions imaginable, societally condemned and formally penalised.

And yet, here was a woman with the strength of character and unshakeable sense of self to maintain her conviction that her love for another woman was just as valid as – even superior to – any other. Here was a woman who lived hundreds of years ago, but who walked the same haar-drenched streets of Edinburgh that I do today, in the shadows of the same ancient volcanic hulk of Arthur’s Seat – and who, like me, loved another woman so much she wanted to formalise it in marriage.

Only one copy of the manuscript that Marie created exists in the entire world. The first time I held it in my hands, I opened it to the middle pages and placed my left hand where its forty-ninth poem begins. My wedding ring, symbolising my marriage to another woman, touched the words on the page, ink etched onto paper by a woman who, some four hundred years ago, would have given anything for the right I now had.

If only Marie could know how far we have come.

*

Women who love women (whatever they might or might not have called themselves) have always been here. Sappho, in the seventh century BCE, was one such example. Marie Maitland, in the sixteenth century, was another. Anne Lister, in the nineteenth century, another still. They will not have been alone: they are simply rare examples of women of the past who were both capable of leaving a record of themselves and chose to do so. For much of our history, each of those conditions has represented a massive hurdle.

In Marie’s world of sixteenth-century Scotland, most women (and, indeed, men) could not read or write. Meanwhile, elite women with sufficient socio-economic privilege to enjoy literacy, as part of a fashionable Renaissance education, were expected to restrict their creative activities to the penning of demure, devotional poetry, to know their place as the intellectual subordinates of men, and as humble Christian servants.

They definitely weren’t meant to exalt lesbian love in verse.

Through the moral clampdown that followed the Reformation, the people of Scotland found their private lives policed like never before, with zealous neighbours breathing down their necks and rabid Church authorities eager to weed out and punish any and all kinds of ‘immoral’, ‘illicit’ and ‘deviant’ behaviours – which, it was implied, had been allowed to flourish under the old Church.

Women, in their moral weakness, were viewed as particularly susceptible to the sins of the flesh, and ‘sodomy’ was abhorrent, conflated with witchcraft and the demonic. In these circumstances, the overwhelming majority of women who loved other women in Marie’s time were either unable or unwilling to leave us any trace of their lives in writing.

Demonisation by Church and state leads, for the most part, to self-preserving self-censorship. Combined with widespread illiteracy, this means that much of the limited evidence for the existence of people who loved those of the same gender from this era takes the form of criminal and condemnatory records, written by others.

But these very same sobering realities make Marie’s poetry, as a positive record of a woman’s love for another, in that woman’s own hand, from the Scotland of more than four hundred years ago, something of exceptional rarity and preciousness.

Against all the odds, Marie was both able and brave enough to write it in the first place; and, against all the odds, it has survived to this day.

*

These days, the manuscript that Marie created is known as the Maitland Quarto, based on its petite, quarter-sized (‘quarto’) pages and its connection to her historically important Maitland family, the men of which dominated in royal administration and politics.

Her father, Sir Richard, was a statesman, judge, poet, historian and Keeper of the Privy Seal (that is, he was responsible for the seal used to authorise important state documents) under Mary, Queen of Scots. Her eldest brother, William, served as Secretary of State to the same queen; another sibling, John, would be raised to the position of Chancellor at the court of her son, King James VI (later also James I of England).

We know that the manuscript was written by Marie, because she wanted it to be known. She left no end of unmissable signs among its pages, not least that she emblazoned her name on its title page – twice, for good measure – or that several of its poems explicitly refer to her as the manuscript’s creator.

At its most fundamental, the manuscript is a collection of ninety-five poems in historical Scots, still the language of the Scot­tish kingdom in Marie’s time. The script, meanwhile, varies between the Scottish ‘secretary hand’ of the era and the new ‘Roman’ or ‘italic’ form of handwriting of the time.

Secretary hand was generally the preserve of men, as it was a technical skill for professions (such as legal clerks) that only they could practise. Its fast-flowing, joined-up letters and contraction-heavy nature was about speed and efficiency of writing. Italic, meanwhile, was more aesthetic, associated with the humanist educational project of the Renaissance, and was commonly taught to women.b

A scribal showboater, Marie flits seamlessly between these two scripts throughout the manuscript. She records its poems in a combination of both, adorned with a range of calligraphic flourishes and decorative elements.

Finalised in 1586, the year that Sir Richard Maitland died, the manuscript opens with a poem extolling his achievements and closes with a series of poems lamenting his recent passing. In between, the bulk of the poems in the manuscript itself are by Marie’s father: it is the most comprehensive and pristine compilation of his poetry that we have today.

Marie also included a selection of poems attributed to other important men and court poets connected to the family, reflecting her father’s status and legacy. These include one by King James VI himself, and several by his right-hand man, Marie’s influential politician brother, John.

But only on the surface is this manuscript a literary commemoration of Marie’s father, a celebration of Sir Richard and his male compatriots. Look just a little bit closer and this manuscript emerges – dazzlingly, unmistakably – as a precious primary record of the lives and loves of women, created by a woman.

For nestled among the pages of poetry attributed to the male great and good of sixteenth-century Scotland are around thirty technically ‘anonymous’ poems – many of which can safely be attributed to women.

There was little reason for men of the time not to attach their name to their work, or to limit its circulation; indeed, Marie diligently attributes much of the poetry that she recorded in her manuscript to the male pen that first produced it. What’s more, the men whose verse is preserved in her manuscript also had wider reputations as poets, their work appearing in other sources.

By contrast, many of the ‘anonymous’ poems appear uniquely in this one, female-authored manuscript. And some are obviously by, or about, Marie.

Many are female or gender-neutral in voice and treat female themes from female perspectives: from sadness at an unwanted arranged marriage to appeals to classical goddesses. Three of the manuscript’s poems chart the soul-shattering love story of Marie and another woman – and, even though it played out almost half a millennium ago, the emotional force of that story remains palpable to this day.

Women were not meant to write such bold poetry, never mind explicitly attribute it to themselves, with the aim of wide circulation. In this context, Marie deftly exploited the means at her disposal to record her own poetry and that of some of the women around her. Surreptitiously but effectively, she slipped their work in, unsigned, among the pages of a manuscript compilation dominated by the poetry of men.

Perhaps never has Virginia Woolf’s observation that ‘Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing them, was often a woman’ rung quite so true than in the case of the ‘anonymous’ poems of Marie’s manuscript. Today, they are the literary legacy of a small community of sixteenth-century female poets, friends and even lovers, with Marie at its heart.

*

The Maitland Quarto may have long been perceived, and celebrated, as a manuscript of the poetry of Marie’s father and other men (the cover story has been almost too effective) – but it is, ultimately, her manuscript. And nowhere is her literary appropriation more clear than in its very first poem.

Unsigned, but written by Marie, it is headed: ‘Ane [A] Sonet to the Authour in Commendatioun of his Buik [Book]’.

So far, so – seemingly – straightforward: an apt title for an opening verse addressed to her father, the main ‘authour’ of the poems that follow, and a commendation of what is thus ‘his Buik’.

Or is it?

In the sonnet, Marie extols the achievements of their shared Maitland ancestors and gushes about how her father has done the family name proud. In its final lines, she writes that, even when he has departed this world for the next, his poetic legacy will keep his name alive. He has ‘with the pen the poetis pairt weill playit’, thereby ‘enlairgi[ng]’ his family’s ‘fame’ and ensuring himself ‘ane immortall name’.



	[ . . . ] with the pen the poetis pairt weill playit

	with the pen the poet’s part well played




	Whairby your lordship enlairgit has thair fame

	Whereby your lordship has enlarged their fame




	And to your self maid ane immortall name

	And to your self made an immortal name





On the surface of it, a fine and fitting introduction to the collection of her father’s poetry that she has created.

Except, in reality, this poem is not dedicated to her father at all.

Look carefully, and this poem is Marie dedicating the manuscript to herself. For those paying attention, ‘maid ane immortall’ is a near-perfect anagram of ‘marie maitland’.

to your self maid ane immortall name
to your self marie maitland name

To draw attention to the anagrammatic line, in case readers missed it the first time, someone – perhaps Marie herself, perhaps a woman close to her, in on the manuscript’s secrets – conspicuously copied out the words ‘maid ane immortall name’ again below.

And there are yet more clues that this poem (and, indeed, the whole manuscript) is really far more about Scotland’s sixteenth-century Sappho than it is about Sir Richard.

In a manuscript where most of the poems appear with no title at all, later on in its pages, Marie recorded a poem that is clearly about her (poem 85) with the standout title ‘To Your Self’, directly connecting it to this momentous, revelatory line in this sonnet, poem 1. Likely written in Marie’s honour by a woman who knew her, not only does poem 85 refer to Marie as the manuscript’s creator – she is described as writing ‘this buik’ – it also directly compares her to Sappho.

Some of the signs that Marie left are obvious, and some are more coded. But they all have the same aim: of making sure that later readers would know that this ‘buik’, although technically dedicated to her father, is Marie’s; and that the ‘immortal name’ she was concerned to make through it was not, ultimately, her father’s but her own.

*

Such an impressive manuscript can only have been the culmination of an extraordinary life, lived by a singular woman.

So who, really, was this Marie Maitland, who lived in a newly reformed Scotland, and combined her Protestant faith with an unapologetically passionate sapphic love? What conditions endowed Marie with the bravery or recklessness, or both, that led her to record her illicit love, her desire even to marry another woman, concealed behind only a flimsy cloak of anonymity?

A highly educated woman, who could write fluently in multiple scripts at a time when most could not write at all, what circumstances led Marie to compile a manuscript collection of her father’s poetry – and thus also to the opportunity of a lifetime to make her own immortal name?

In the pages that follow, we will trace Marie Maitland’s remarkable life for the first time, told in the context of her living present – her family and the turbulent decades and iconic figures of Scottish history that defined her.

More than four centuries on, some aspects of her story are irretrievably lost to us and must be left to educated guesswork – but so much can be gleaned from what remains. Marie left behind a mountain of clues in her own manuscript. There are details and secrets preserved within its pages, steeped in classical legend and biblical scripture. And the poetic record is supplemented by authoritative primary documents relating to Marie and those around her, recorded in places such as the Register of Deeds of the Court of Session and the monarch’s Register of the Privy Seal.

Much is already known about the illustrious lives and careers of Marie’s father and brothers. By contrast, many of the records relating not just to Marie but to the other women in her story, I have only recently unearthed from the archives, as part of my original research into Marie’s life.

Building on all that we already know about the Maitland men, and combining formal records (many unseen for centuries) with poetic testimony throughout, we will get as close as we can to the woman who was Marie Maitland, Scotland’s sixteenth-century Sappho.




CHAPTER ONE

Who does not know the Maitland blood?
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	Quha dois not knaw the Maitland bluid

	Who does not know the 	 Maitland blood




	The best in all this land1

	The best in all this land





Marie Maitland was born around the late 1540s, most likely at her family’s stronghold of Lethington Castle. A stone’s throw from the ancient royal burgh of Haddington, it was also perilously close to the border (about a day’s ride) at a time when the still independent kingdoms of Scotland and England were frequently at war. Marie was the seventh and youngest child of Sir Richard Maitland of Lethington and Mariota Cranstoun.

Some years earlier, on 8 December 1542, another Marie had been born, one better known today as Mary, Queen of Scots. Mere days after her birth, on 14 December, Mary’s father, King James V, died at Falkland Palace. So it was that the Crown of Scotland passed to a six-day-old baby girl. Our Marie entered the world during the first years of the minority of this infant Queen, when Scotland was under the rule of Governor Arran – James Hamilton, 2nd Earl of Arran – next in line to the throne.

The family that Marie was born into was firmly of the landed elite, as their castle home suggests. Although not among the highest and mightiest of the titled nobility (the men were not yet earls or lords), the Maitlands were a well-established Lowland family, with property, power and royal connections. The presence of men with the French-descended ‘Mautelant’ name is attested to in Scottish charters from the 1200s onwards. The original ancestral lands of the Maitlands were those of Thirlestane, in Lauderdale, a bit further south. In the mid-1300s, they also acquired the lands of Lethington, in East Lothian, by royal charter. From this point onwards, the family generally styled themselves ‘of Lethington’.a By the time young Marie entered the world, generations of Maitlands had called Lethington Castle home. She would later write a poem praising its glory, as well as boasting of her Maitland blood as ‘the best in all this land’.

A few decades before Marie’s birth, in 1513, the fateful Battle of Flodden had taken place. A disaster for Scotland, many thousands died, including King James IV himself, in a devastating defeat at the hands of the English. Among the many men who perished alongside the king on the battlefield that day was Sir William Maitland of Lethington, Marie’s paternal grandfather. His teenage son, Richard, would have processed the news of his father’s death alongside the reality that, as his heir, he now carried responsibility for the family name and its furtherance.

The young man destined to become Marie’s father pursued a path typical for educated Scotsmen at the time, attending the University of St Andrews – established as Scotland’s first such centre of learning in 1413 – before making his way across the sea to Paris to pursue his studies further. When he returned to Scotland, learned and eager to serve his country, Richard embarked on what would be a long and illustrious career in service to Crown and state, with his name first appearing in the records in connection with the court of King James V (1513–42).

By contrast, and as is so often the case when it comes to women in history, we know next to nothing of the life of Marie’s mother, Mariota Cranstoun, before she married. Even when she does enter the historical record, we learn little other than the names of her father (Sir Thomas Cranstoun of Corsbie), her husband (Sir Richard Maitland of Lethington) and the surviving children that she bore (William, Elizabeth, Helen, Isobel, John, Thomas and Marie). Similarly, we know far more about the Maitland brothers than we do about Marie and her sisters.

Marie’s life story played out at a time when women were defined entirely in relation to the men they were connected to, by birth and then marriage. Prior to marriage, a woman’s social value was rooted in her virginity and her dowry. After marriage, fertility was the quality most valued, along with deference to her husband. This was a world of strict patriarchy and limiting gender roles, where the general expectation of those born female was simply to transfer from the household of their father to that of a husband, and then be in a near-constant state of pregnancy in order to produce as many offspring as possible. Tragically, many infants did not survive their first years, and so the pressure to continuously reproduce was acute. For elite families in particular, having legitimate heirs to inherit their wealth and titles, and to be strategically married into other elite families for political and financial gain, was paramount, and the expectation upon women of status to marry well and produce heirs was even greater.

Marie’s parents married in 1522, when Richard was twenty-six and Mariota likely around eighteen, the average age of first marriage for a woman of the social elite. By the time that Marie came along, they had been building a life together for several decades, and were already raising six children, three sons and three daughters. It is most unlikely, though, that Marie’s mother escaped the sad fate of so many women at this time – to also endure the sorrows of miscarriage, stillbirth and infant mortality; indeed, there are suggestions that she gave birth to at least four more children. A poem that Marie wrote in her adulthood, preserved in her manuscript, refers to her father having had ‘seven sonnis [sons]’. And, in a letter written in his old age, Marie’s father would himself reflect that ‘I have been the father of mony [many] sonnes’. Although we know of only three Maitland boys by name today – William, John and Thomas – it seems that four more had been born to Marie’s parents, but did not make it past their early years. This apparent loss is representative of the harsh reality of infant mortality, a heartbreakingly common occurrence at this time, the boys’ fleeting lives attested to now only in brief nameless reference in a poem and a letter. There may well also have been more daughters but there is no trace of them in the record – not even in Marie’s poem, which is focused on her father’s male – that is, his most meaningful – offspring.

Of the cast of six that Marie joined, her eldest sibling was her brother William. Likely born some time between 1525 and 1528, not too long after their parents’ marriage, it is natural to assume he was named after the grandfather who had fallen with James IV at Flodden. Following in his father’s footsteps, William matriculated at the University of St Andrews in 1540, before continuing his studies in Paris. By the time that his baby sister, Marie, was born, he would have been in his twenties, and already out making his way in the world.

Although precise years of birth are similarly difficult to give for Marie’s remaining siblings, especially her three sisters, we know that the two brothers who survived into adulthood were born much later than William. John’s year of birth can be narrowed down to around 1543, while that of Thomas (likely named after his maternal grandfather, Sir Thomas) is generally given as around 1545. The Maitland nursery that newborn Marie joined would certainly have been noisy and busy, though Marie’s mother, as a woman of the elite, would have had servants to help her care for her many children, including a wetnurse.

If Thomas and William were, as it seems, named in honour of male family members, Marie’s naming suggests more royal roots. The men of her family were closely associated with the courts of both Queen Regent Marie de Guise and her more famous royal daughter. Although best known in anglicised form as ‘Mary, Queen of Scots’ today, the Queen styled herself in her own lifetime as ‘Marie R’ (the R representing Regina, the Latin word for Queen). She was also commonly referred to as ‘Marie’ by her contemporaries, in both Scots and French. As well as a statesman and lawyer, Richard, our Marie’s father, was also a passionate poet and historian. One of his historical endeavours was to compile, in Scots, a ‘Tabill or Cathalog of the names of the kingis of Scotland, France and England’. On multiple occasions within it, he records the name of the royal ‘dochter to James the Fyft’ as ‘Marie’. He also penned a poem in her honour, predominantly in Scots, but the final line of which exclaims, in French: ‘Vive Marie, trenoble Royne d’Escos!’ Sir Richard’s youngest daughter was born just a few years after ‘Marie R’ and, it seems plausible, named in honour of the young Queen and in reflection of the Maitland family’s commitment to the Crown.b

Marriage between a man and a woman at this time was very rarely about romance or sexual attraction but an economic, religious and social requirement. A
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