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Appreciation


My mother Jenny had a fascinating relationship with Mary Queen of Scots and it was my privilege to watch that play out over the last three decades and more of her life. Especially so as the Preface to the original 1988 edition includes my brother Tom’s and my first mentions in print. I well remember visiting the mound at Fotheringhay and Westminster Abbey at the time – and being disappointed that I was too small to see Mary’s tomb properly! Mum had also featured in a Timewatch episode about Mary in 1987 commemorating the 400th anniversary of her execution, and came at it from a very different perspective from the other talking heads, including Gordon Donaldson and Antonia Fraser. That was when she made a comment that became stock-in-trade in the family – ‘Darnley was . . . a weed!’


Mum’s view of Mary was certainly both controversial and outspoken and, as Anna Groundwater highlights in her Foreword to this new edition, she sparked off an at times vociferous debate, the dynamics of which continue to this day. Despite her grumbling, I think she found that stimulating and sometimes even enjoyable, and so she could not really let it go. It also reached widely beyond academia: as an example of that, my copy of the 1988 edition contains a positive review of the book by Ruth Rendell, which perhaps inevitably focuses on the ‘did she / didn’t she’ mystery around Darnley and the Casket Letters.


As with Mum’s wider work to challenge the misconceptions about Scotland in the early modern era, it was her remarkable rethink of Scotland’s nobility in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries which allowed her to reassess Mary’s performance as a ruler, and come to her ultimate conclusion of Mary’s failure. That conclusion, while eliciting some fierce criticism, made her a welcome and lively addition to many articles, programmes and interviews. In common with all of Mum’s work, these were never dull or ambiguous in terms of the views she expressed. I can still hear those ringing words ‘tedious creature!’; yet when we went to visit the new statue of Mary at Linlithgow in late 2015, both my brother and I were surprised at the calmness of Mum’s reaction, although she did mutter, ‘well who else’s heart would it be!’ I think Anna captures the complex dynamic of Mum’s opinions: it wasn’t personal, she didn’t dislike Mary per se, but she did think the romantic–tragic mythmaking made for very poor history. And that it was a waste of time when there was so much better history to study.


So Mum’s approach to Mary was also very much rooted in her wider approach to historical study. Those who were taught by her will recognise that no-nonsense and forceful expression of views throughout the volume, but as always written in an engaging and approachable way. My brothers and I were lucky enough to have ready access to that no-nonsense approach, as were her many friends, colleagues and students over the years. This interaction not least led to the remarkable and deeply touching reaction at the time of her death, in which that relationship with Mary was one of the oft-repeated elements. Mum’s posthumous appearance on the BBC and Pioneer Productions programme Bloody Queens gave her an excellent opportunity to put her message across one more time in person, as the republication of A Study in Failure now does in print.


The family are immensely grateful to Hugh Andrew, Mairi Sutherland and Tom Johnstone at Birlinn, and Anna Groundwater at the University of Edinburgh (where Mum happily spent the last years of her working life), for making the republication of Mary Queen of Scots: A Study in Failure possible. We hope that it continues to spark interest and debate as it has done since its original publication. As Anna makes very apparent, things have moved on in the thirty years since, and will continue to do so. Mum would be pleased with that. It is very heartening that there are so many themes and issues still to explore in the coming years. With that in mind, my brothers, Andrew and Tom, and I are very pleased to dedicate this new edition to Mum’s memory.


Luke Wormald





Foreword


Jenny and Mary, A Complicated Relationship


The first publication of Jenny Wormald’s Mary, Queen of Scots: A Study in Failure in 1988 was greeted by howls of outrage, and some more considered opinion. Both of which (I suspect) would have been received by the author with gleeful joy. Any outrage was a measure of the emotive nature of response to Mary’s misfortunes that have dogged understanding of her reign. One only has to read customer reviews of the book on Amazon to see the intensely personal and empathetic identification of readers with Mary’s fate that precludes disinterested judgement; more scholarly criticism too has occasionally succumbed to a tinge of the sentimental. But such reaction was also probably what Jenny was hoping for in stimulating, reinvigorating and redefining the terms of the debate.


The book was published as part of a ‘Monarchs and Monarchies’ series, of which Dr David Starkey was Series Editor, and was thus subject to that series’ expectations of content and format (significantly, no footnotes). Its writing was done amidst a welter of books, dramatizations and speeches to commemorate the 400th anniversary of Mary’s execution. From the first pages, Wormald spells out her objectives. This was not to be a personal biography: instead the focus was to be on Mary’s actions as monarch, as queen, during her personal reign, 1561 to 1567. As such, Wormald did not set out to write ‘a definitive study of the reign’, but to ‘open up the lines of enquiry sketched out here’, to encourage debate, and thus a more ‘objective assessment’ of Mary’s monarchical abilities (p. 12). It is important to remember this, in terms of what Wormald was trying to achieve here. To some extent the book can be seen as an extended opinion piece – ‘a polemical book-length essay’, as The Telegraph called it – and it needs to be read in that spirit.


Crucially, Wormald intended ‘a study of Mary as queen rather than a woman of great misfortune’ (p. 11). She puts Mary the monarch centre stage, not Mary the drama queen, ‘the pantomime villainess or fairy queen’ (p. 10). Wormald then locates that stage within its longer-term Stewart contexts (for they most certainly did not begin and end with Mary), and its wider geographical European setting. What was happening in Scotland was not just ‘a little local Scottish drama’ but part of an era of revolution and reformation – ‘Scotland was only one of eight countries . . . which experienced upheaval and revolt.’ Against that background, the book was to be ‘about Mary as a mid sixteenth-century monarch’ (p. 11). In particular, Wormald wanted to address the entire personal rule, rescuing the then ‘neglected’ first four years. The reign needed also to be situated within an analysis and understanding of the ‘nature of Scottish monarchy’, with Mary as one in a long line of Stewart kings. This was ‘a question not answered by the superficial assumptions about the impossible Scottish nobility’ (p. 12) usually found in books about Mary, many of them by Tudor or English historians with little understanding or knowledge of the different forms of Stewart Scottish government.


Wormald’s wishes for debate were fulfilled. Debate is certainly what the book prompted. Review titles encapsulated this furore, including Maurice Lee’s ‘The Daughter of Debate: Mary Queen of Scots after 400 years’, and ‘A New Case for the Prosecution’, Michael Lynch’s rebuttal of Wormald’s interpretations of the evidence. Several critics highlighted the ‘prosecutorial’ character of her argument, ‘relentlessly pressed’ (Maurice Lee). Much cited was Wormald’s pithily phrased, and thus memorable, condemnation of Mary’s abilities, found unconvincing by some – her repeated use of words such as ‘lamentable’ and ‘ludicrous’. Where were the extenuating personal and contextual circumstances? What about the more admirable aspects of her reign? For Lynch and others, this was all too black and white.


Wormald certainly leaves us in no doubt as to her opinion of Mary’s abilities as ruler. That’s partly what makes this book as refreshing to read now as it was then. There’s no cloying romanticism here. From the start, her central criticism is clear: Mary provides us with ‘the unique spectacle of an adult reigning monarch who did not want to reign’ (p. 13). Throughout the text Mary is repeatedly portrayed as a ‘queen reluctant to rule’ (p. 108). The fundamental reason for this, Wormald thinks, was Mary’s ‘indifference, even a degree of antagonism’ to Scotland. ‘For Mary, Scotland was a poor relation of France’ ranking ‘only third in her interests as queen’ (p. 37) behind England, and her first husband’s kingdom, France. This was fatal since the ‘Scottish kingdom’s pride in itself had been largely invested in the monarchy. By dissipating this investment she made her first, and her greatest political error’ (p. 38).


Instead of concentrating on fulfilling her duties as monarch, and ruling Scotland properly, Mary’s overriding ambitions were personal: that is, to succeed (the still young, but unmarried and childless) Elizabeth I as English queen, at the same time as putting ‘marriage before monarchy’ (p. 107). The problems she ran into were not simply the result of her gender, and Wormald passes over, in a way that would not be possible now, the impact of being a female ruler in a patriarchal society: her ‘success or failure was a matter not of sex, but of personality and political intelligence. Rulers who let their hearts rule their heads tended to court disaster, be they male or female . . . It is therefore Mary the political animal, not Mary the female of the species, which has to be assessed’ (p. 36), Mary the monarch not Mary the female monarch. Problematically, for Mary, Wormald concludes that she was ‘of little wit and no judgement’, and that she ‘never stopped at one mistake where two were possible’ (pp. xx, 136). Mary failed too, says Wormald, in her duties as a Catholic monarch in a kingdom in which the Protestant reformers had only recently overthrown the Catholic Church. A damning summation of the case for the prosecution, in which you can hear Wormald’s own sometimes acerbic tones ringing from the page.


Black and white indeed. But arguably, the case had to be stated in such strong words to enable Wormald to reframe the debate away from the previous equally polarized focus on Mary the person, innocent victim, Catholic martyr or guilty adulteress, and the two big mysteries – the questions over Mary’s implication in Darnley’s murder, and the authenticity of the Casket Letters. This would free up Wormald to evaluate Mary’s abilities as a ruler, rather than her personal morality, innocence or guilt; and to do it within the terms of the reign’s specifically Scottish context and recent historiography.


That historiography was built partly on Wormald’s own huge contribution to the 1970s and 1980s reimagining of how medieval and early modern Scottish government, and Stewart personal monarchy, worked – a contribution succinctly outlined in Steve Boardman’s and Julian Goodare’s introduction to the festschrift published for Jenny’s seventieth birthday (Kings, Lords and Men in Scotland and Britain, 1300–1625: Essays in Honour of Jenny Wormald). For Wormald, it was important not to assess Mary in terms of what could be expected of an English monarch acting within Tudor systems of government, but instead within an understanding of Scottish social structures, the co-operation that Scottish kings could usually (though not always) expect from their nobles, and a general acceptance of Stewart dynastic rights to the monarchy. Crucially this was to avoid the notion that Scottish government was somehow less effective than English government because it lacked that kingdom’s bureaucratic development. Instead Wormald was to argue that if Mary had understood how to rule in the way her Stewart forebears had, and her son James was to, there was nothing inherently to stop her ruling effectively. Mary was to be evaluated on her ability to use personal relationships, and kinship networks within a decentralized kingdom, to effect her will. If she failed in this, it was her own failure, and not merely that of disruptive nobles. For Wormald, however, Mary disastrously involved herself in factional politics, instead of rising above them to secure her authority. Mary allowed her monarchy to get too personal.


This argument is pursued through the introductory chapter, which crisply outlines the development of, and problems with, an often partisan historiography of Mary’s reign. From the moment of her forced abdication, it was in someone’s political or religious interests to legitimize or castigate her deposition, and ultimately her execution. But whereas ‘[v]iolence, sexual scandal and murder’ (p. 6) had been seized on by her detractors in the later 1500s to condemn her actions as ruler, these aspects of her life now became the principal focus of her biographers, in particular her guilt or innocence, rather than just how good she was at being a queen. Chapter 2 lays the foundation for Wormald’s argument in the strengths and record of Stewart government from 1424 against which Mary is to be measured. The next two chapters delineate the diplomatic and political upheavals, wars and growing Protestantism of her minority to show what she will have to deal with on assuming her personal reign. A crucial chapter then follows looking at Mary’s performance in government over the first few years of what Wormald calls relative ‘normality’ after her ‘reluctant’ return to Scotland in 1561 (p. 11). She notes the lengthy gap between the death of Mary’s mother, the regent Marie de Guise, in June 1560, the rebellious Reformation parliament of August 1560, and Mary’s arrival at Leith in August 1561. Chapter 6 deals principally with the years of crisis, 1565 to 1567, the disastrous marriages, the murders, the confrontation with an outraged nobility at Carberry Hill, and her eventual deposition. A final brief chapter considers her flight to England, the subsequent lengthy incarceration, and her involvement in plots to restore her to the Scottish throne and to take over Elizabeth’s. Given that Wormald’s opinion is made clear throughout, there is a necessarily concise conclusion: ‘Mary was a tragic figure . . . because she was one of the rare – strangely rare – cases of someone born to supreme power who was wholly unable to cope with its responsibilities’ (p. 199).


Subsequently, Wormald continued that level of criticism in answers to journalists on yet more cinematic treatments of the passion and drama of Mary’s life. Playing to the press, she used typical phrases such as ‘tedious creature’ or noted her ‘baleful legacy’; in 1997, as three films loomed, she said ‘I can’t understand why anyone would want to make a film about such an overrated woman . . . She didn’t have much of a head to begin with’ (The Sunday Times, 21 December 1997); and in 2013, ‘Those of us today [who regard] Mary Queen of Scots as a distinctly tedious pain in the neck can only groan at yet another romantic outburst’ (Sunday Herald, 4 August 2013). In response to the suggestion by an MSP in 2008 that Mary’s remains be transported from Westminster Abbey to Falkland Palace, Wormald reiterated her opinions on Mary’s merits, noting that she was ‘much keener on becoming queen of England than she ever was of being queen of Scotland. It seems appropriate to leave her alone’ (The Times, 13 October 2008). Wormald maintained her position on Mary until the last, appearing in BBC 2’s Bloody Queen, posthumously broadcast in February 2016. Talking about James’ relationship with Mary, she thought ‘the last thing he wanted was a discredited mother back – messing things up and getting in the way’, but ended in grudging approval of the manner of Mary’s death: ‘In a sense, it’s a terribly fitting kind of end, because like so much of Mary Queen of Scots’ life, it’s theatrical. And very good theatre this time.’


The vehemence of Jenny’s characterization and denunciation of the unfortunate queen in interviews or later writings seems to me stimulated by her impatience, not only with Mary herself (though undoubtedly she was deeply irritated by her), but also with a sentimentalized Scottish fascination with failure, something that she addressed with Tom Devine in their co-edited Oxford Handbook to Modern Scottish History (2012). They attacked the ‘passion for romance, invented or quasi-real . . . in the obsession with that lamentable figure, Mary, Queen of Scots’ in which ‘the equally lamentable Bonnie Prince Charlie runs her a close second’. The problem with this is that it means too many ‘Scottish historians have spent proportionately too much time on a minor issue, at the expense of infinitely more important and interesting ones’ (Oxford Handbook, p. 12). Elsewhere she has said ‘I can’t really particularly explain her [Mary’s] fascination except that the Scots seem to quite like terrific failures provided they are romantic, like Bonnie Prince Charlie. The real Mary cuts a very poor figure’ (The Scotsman, 21 August 1997). And she’s not without support in this view: as Rosemary Goring wrote in 2012, ‘I suspect the attraction of Mary and the Young Pretender goes deeper than we’d like to think. Their popularity can’t be explained simply by a lack of interest in more recent or subtle events. Their turbulent, in many ways pitiful lives create a magnetic spell that seems unbreakable. Scots, it would appear, love heroic failure . . . Self-pity, schadenfreude and a need for entertainment may explain the enduring fascination with Mary Stuart and her ilk.’ Noting scholars like Wormald who ‘seek out fresh facts and new insights to jolt history out of its rut’, she wished ‘If only they could have the same effect on a nation that should be awarded a first-class degree in sentimentality’ (The Herald, 27 September 2012). Wormald would no doubt have agreed.


Her principal aim here was to get away from an overly partisan or romanticized historiography of Mary that privileged a personal engagement with the subject over a more objective assessment of her abilities as a ruler. For Wormald, ‘The business of the historian is not to love or to hate Mary Stuart, to judge her as a saint or a criminal, but to ask about the success or failure of her rule’ (p. 10) – and not to focus debate solely on her involvement or otherwise with Darnley’s murder, or the reality of her relationship with Bothwell. Wormald recognized that contemporarily people liked Mary – but, as she said elsewhere, that is not the benchmark that Mary as ruler should be measured against, either then or now. Interviewed in The Scotsman in 1997, Wormald observed that Mary ‘was probably a nice woman, she might have been a good companion to take out to dinner, and there are records of her personal charm, but as a queen, her lack of interest in her country is quite staggering by any standards. The trouble is that most stories of her don’t tell that’ (The Scotsman, 21 August 1997). And in her review of John Guy’s biography of Mary, Wormald recognized that Mary ‘was no doubt nice to know, for some people and for some of the time’ but asked ‘does that rescue her as a ruler?’ (The Evening Standard, 19 January 2004). Some of her critics have perhaps missed this point: they have taken overly personal exception to her criticism of Mary. It was not that Jenny didn’t like Mary: it was just that what she found is ‘someone neither “bad” nor “mad”, but simply very sad’ (p. xx).


So why, if Wormald found Mary so lamentable, is the book being republished now, especially given the plethora of subsequent biographies, including some by esteemed scholars (of which more in the Afterword)? Partly this is because public interest in Mary, Queen of Scots, remains as fervent as ever – for instance, at least three treatments of her life are planned for the Edinburgh Festival this summer (2017). More significantly in scholarly terms, however, in the years since 1988 there has been no new biography of Mary by a Scottish History specialist, except for Julian Goodare’s excellent Oxford Dictionary of National Biography entry. Given Wormald’s strictures about the necessity of placing Mary’s reign within the revised historiography of the Stewart monarchy in Scotland, this concern remains important and somewhat unfulfilled. The vitality of what she has to say about Mary’s reign, in relation to those specifically Scottish and Stewart contexts, remains as refreshing and significant as ever. Whether you disagree with or endorse her conclusions, no one could write it like Jenny. Where other biographies have necessarily had to run the gamut of the ‘did she / didn’t she’ school, Wormald’s provocative opinion piece continues to refocus attention on Mary the monarch, and to stimulate debate.


The opportunity for republication arises out of a gap for Mary on the bookshelf of Birlinn’s ‘Stewart Dynasty in Scotland’ series. The original text is reproduced here in its unfootnoted glorious entirety, with this Foreword, an Additional Bibliography, and an Afterword in which subsequent work on Mary is considered, and lines for further research suggested. It had been previously republished in paperback in 2001, with an inexplicably erroneous rear cover blurb, and lurid subtitle, Politics, Passion and a Kingdom Lost. Here the original subtitle is restored. Where necessary, errors highlighted by Michael Lynch in the hardback, not addressed in 2001, have now been corrected.


This republication comes eighteen months or so after Jenny’s untimely death in December 2015. Some wonderful obituaries have reminded us of her formidable body of work, and the seismic impact she had on the reframing of the historiography of medieval and early modern Scotland, and its monarchs. One by Professor Dauvit Broun in The Herald observed that Jenny ‘was the most original Scottish historian of the last century, giving the subject an international profile in a way that would previously have been regarded as inherently impossible’. Noting her early work on bonds of manrent, he said ‘Wormald’s genius was to see the potential of this material to speak to wider historical concerns about the nature of political culture and society . . . and to articulate this in ways which engaged not only with other historians with no knowledge of Scottish history, but with other disciplines too’. ‘[H]er work was grounded both on her understanding of the documents themselves and their local context, and on her imagination in seeing what this could mean more broadly.’ Jenny, as Felicity Heal recalled in The Guardian, ‘challenged the parochialism of many earlier accounts of the rule of the Stuart kings’, and placed Scotland, ‘and the writing of its history, in the European mainstream’. For a fuller appreciation of Jenny’s enormous intellectual contribution to Scottish and British history, read Boardman’s and Goodare’s introduction to their edited festschrift. As these editors observe, Jenny ‘launched an often brutally witty iconoclastic assault on hoary misconceptions about the medieval and early modern kingdom and left a landscape littered with the battered remains of old prejudices and muddled thinking in her wake’. You can then marvel at the five pages of her listed publications with which that book ends.


Many have also written of Jenny’s vibrant, humorous and endlessly interested passion for debate, captured so marvellously by Jamie Reid-Baxter in the Innes Review. In Felicity Heal’s words, she ‘honed a natural pleasure in argument into a passionate commitment to debating, usually carried from the lecture theatre into the bar, where late-night sessions often morphed from discussing history to denouncing the iniquities of Thatcherism’. Her boundless questioning of the historiographical status quo will be missed. As Dauvit Broun concluded, ‘It is difficult to imagine that there will ever be a brighter light in Scottish history, shining with as much originality, passion and unstoppable intellectual and personal courage.’ Republishing the book now gives us the chance to remember and celebrate Jenny at her forthright best, allowing her own inimitable voice to ring again from its pages.


Anna Groundwater





Preface to the 1991 Edition


1987 was a wonderful year for the fans of Mary Queen of Scots. It may seem a little odd to idolize a tragic heroine by celebrating the 400th centenary of her execution – where was the mourning? – but celebrate they did, in lavish style. Indeed, modern and sixteenth-century politics came together in a remarkable fashion when the then Secretary of State for Scotland, Malcolm Rifkind, took time off from the coming general election to involve himself in the general Mariolatry; he went off to Edinburgh Castle on the anniversary of the execution itself, 8 February, to drink ‘Mary Queen of Scots champagne’ and present a book on Mary’s travels to a representative from France, with a speech full of grace, some history and much legend. As it happens, 1987 was the ninth centenary of the death of William the Conqueror, by any standards a far greater ruler with an infinitely more lasting legacy. The Prince of Wales made some very graceful remarks about the relative importance of himself and the Bayeux Tapestry when visiting it with the Princess of Wales. But there was no sign of the English Home Secretary broaching William the Conqueror Calvados in the White Tower. It is, indeed, frankly inconceivable that any centenary of any English ruler would be so swamped with the tours, plays, conferences, exhibitions, books, pamphlets, newspaper articles, radio and television programmes, which were such a prolific feature of the Marian centenary – mainly in Scotland, but, even more extraordinarily, in England as well. From the Mass said in the parish church of Fotheringhay on 7 February right through to the Edinburgh – or perhaps more accurately Marian – Festival and beyond, Marian memorials and Marian games and circuses were so much the order of the day that the writing of this book was done in a state of constant perplexity; sitting, as it were, in the peace of my study, contemplating the reality, while the howls of enthusiasm for the legend thundered outside, was a very puzzling experience.


This is not a book about that legend, which has far less to do with the historical Mary than with the particular tendency of the Scots to follow the lead given by Sir Walter Scott and turn their history into tartan romance, making folk-heroes of failures and thugs, be they Mary Queen of Scots, Rob Roy or Bonnie Prince Charlie. No amount of scholarly history – and at present Scottish history (as opposed to myth) is in a very flourishing state – will ever combat it completely. That is the frustration of being a historian of Scotland, aware that the reality which was the kingdom of Scotland is so much more fascinating than the romantics could ever make it. Mary is not just part of that problem, but compounds it; for it has not been unknown for normally sober historians to lose their scholarly heads when in her presence. It is a baleful legacy. It is fair to add that not every historian who, like myself, is trying to break through the legendary fog which envelops her and reach the historical reality will agree with the interpretation offered here; but the important point is that the effort should be made, and the arguments about her shifted from the bedroom at Holyrood or Dunbar to the world of sixteenth-century politics, which is where she belongs. And if this produces differing views, then the achievement will have been considerable: at last, Mary Queen of Scots will be subject to scholarly scrutiny and debate – just like other historical personalities. My contribution is a book which portrays a monarch of little wit and no judgement, to paraphrase Elizabeth’s description of Thomas Seymour, a ruler whose life was marked by irresponsibility and failure on a scale unparalleled in her own day. There is, therefore, virtually no point of contact between the Mary of 1587 and the Mary of 1987, however much fun the latter has given participants in the celebrations. Writing a book about the queen who reigned in Scotland between 1561 and 1567 has not been ‘fun’. For while the Mary who died in 1587 was evidently ‘dangerous to know’, what I have found is someone neither ‘bad’ nor ‘mad’, but simply very sad.


The writing of this book was accompanied not just by the distractions of these celebrations, but by the very considerable help given by generous friends and scholars. First, although I did not actually impose the text on them, I owe a real debt to Dr Simon Adams and Dr Norman Macdougall, for general discussions of the subject and for their comments and suggestions on a lecture I gave on Mary which was the genesis of the book. And I hope that Professor Maurice Lee Jr will not object to my saying here how much I have benefitted from his masterly study of James, earl of Moray. Dr Keith Brown, who has himself made a notable contribution to the Marian debate, was the victim of my urgent request for instant reading and advice, and I am extremely grateful for his generous and reassuring response. Dr David Starkey’s suggestions about the structure of the book were very valuable. I also thank the members of the extended kin-group who did so much to make the writing of this book possible: Penny Thorne and Jutta Massholder, whose tolerant good humour and delightful ability to keep the family calm, ensured the necessary peace to work; and Angela Galbraith, for her wryly cheerful acceptance of the fact that her historical knowledge and position as family friend has for the third time (and, for my sake, I hope not the last) meant that she has been called on for advice and assistance, once again to my great benefit. It has not, of course, been all a female effort: my sons Tom and Luke may regret that they were old enough to do such things as keeping an exhausted author supplied with tea and coffee, but I do not.


Two final thanks. One is a new debt. I write the preface to the paperback edition of my book with warm appreciation of the person making it possible. I first met Juliet Gardiner when I turned up in the offices of History Today when she was its editor. That meeting began a relationship between editor and author which I have always not only valued but also enjoyed; and it is therefore a particular pleasure for me that it is she who is publishing this edition. And above all I thank Patrick Wormald for – as always – the historical and stylistic perceptions which have been so invaluable to me, and for his patience with the particular aspect of the Year of the Queen which intruded itself onto him. Both make it wholly appropriate that I dedicate this book to him.


Jenny Wormald


December 1990
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CHAPTER ONE



Legend or History?


1587–1987


Mary Queen of Scots was born in the palace of Linlithgow on 7 or 8 December 1542. It is perhaps appropriate that even the date of the birth of a personality who still eludes us despite the myriad of books written about her is uncertain. She herself claimed the 8th, the feast of the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary, and in this, if in nothing else, that most powerful of Protestant reformers, John Knox, agreed with her, while one of her staunchest supporters, the Catholic John Leslie, bishop of Ross, believed it was the earlier date. It does not much matter. Far more important was the fact that this baby girl, born two weeks after the defeat of a Scottish army by the English at Solway Moss, and at a time when her remarkable father James V was lying burnt out at the age of thirty in his glorious hunting-lodge at Falkland, was to be within a week of her birth queen of the Scots. James’s comment, when the news of her birth was brought to him, that ‘it cam wi’ a lass and it will gang wi’ a lass’ (a reference to the way in which the house of Stewart had come to the throne, through the marriage of Walter the Steward to Robert Bruce’s daughter Marjorie) may be apocryphal and was, as it turned out, inaccurate; the ‘lass’ who was to bring Stewart rule to an end was not Queen Mary, but Queen Anne in 1714. But it may still be significant of at least part of contemporary reaction to Mary. For James’s saying was first recorded by John Knox, in the version ‘The devil go with it! It will end as it began: it came from a woman; and it will end in a woman’. This was in the mid 1560s, when Mary was still in power, so that it reads like Knox’s wishful thinking rather than anything else; and it was then recast into the famous phrase by the Protestant chronicler Robert Lindsay of Pitscottie, writing in the 1570s, by which time the representative of the house of Stewart was the child James VI, and the lass had long gone – into English captivity.


Thus the words supposedly uttered by a despairing king, just before he turned his face to the wall to die, are an immediate symbol of the reaction of very many of those on whom Mary Queen of Scots was to make an impact, in her lifetime and thereafter. And there was nothing apocryphal about what her undutiful son was to say, half a century later, in his book Basilikon Doron, when he wrote of how his grandfather had been punished by God for his immorality, for his infant sons had predeceased him, and he died ‘leaving a double curse behind him to the land, both a Woman of sex, and a new borne babe of age to reign over them’. In the late 1520s and 1530s, Henry VIII had embarked on a spectacular, even murderous matrimonial career in an attempt to save his kingdom from the first part of that curse. For the Scots, Mary embodied both. From the very beginning of her own spectacular career, therefore, even before her own personality could make its distinctive mark, she was a person to create doubts, and even fear.


Four centuries later, doubts have not been dispelled. This is scarcely because she has been neglected. ‘Daughter of debate’ Elizabeth called her; and mother of a remarkably impassioned series of debates she subsequently became. Did she, or did she not, murder her second husband, Henry Stewart, lord Darnley? Was she the author of the Casket Letters, those letters which totally implicated her in the murder, or were they forgeries? Was she raped by James Hepburn, earl of Bothwell, and forced to marry him, or did she connive at her own abduction? It may seem a little curious that these are the problems which have exercised the minds of so many of the writers on Mary Queen of Scots above all else. They relate to a brief two-year crisis period in her forty-four year life; and although they are by no means irrelevant to her political role, the approach to them has had such a predominantly personal – one might almost say tabloid – quality that the historiographical Mary is immediately marked out from all other historical monarchs, Scottish or otherwise.


Yet these questions have sustained a massive publishing industry, briefly and for good political and confessional reasons in the late sixteenth century, and then almost without interruption from the mid eighteenth. As the subject of historical studies, and the heroine of romantic fiction, Mary Queen of Scots has a massive lead over all other earthly Maries, only the Virgin scoring more heavily – as even the most cursory glance at the British Library Catalogue of Printed Books makes clear. Thus in the 1962 Catalogue, the Virgin Mary has 150 pages devoted to her; Mary Queen of Scots 455 books; the English queen Mary Tudor – ‘Bloody Mary’ – 73. And that other central figure in a great murder mystery, Richard III, has the pathetic total of 38. Nevertheless, I. B. Cowan could publish a book in 1971 justifiably entitled The Enigma of Mary Stuart. For much of what has been written about her does not elucidate; rather, it creates a barrier between us and the historical ruler of mid sixteenth-century Scotland.


The prolific contemporary literature about Mary, which has been extensively and effectively reviewed by J. E. Phillips, Images of a Queen, was all understandable enough. For her earlier years, there are the famous Ronsard poems extolling her charm and beauty, along with those in similar vein by the man who was to become her most vicious detractor, the great Scottish scholar George Buchanan – exactly the kind of thing which would naturally be written about an attractive young queen. Her later career, from the time of her marriage to Darnley in the summer of 1565, inevitably gave rise to writing of a very different and much more partisan nature. The heights were to be reached with her execution in 1587, when accusers and defenders rushed into print, producing works with titles like ‘An excellent dyttye made as a generall rejoycinge for the cuttinge of the Scottishe queene’, or ‘Marie Stewarde late Quene of Scotland hath defiled her owne bodie with many adulteries . . .’, compared with ‘The Martyrdom of the Queen of Scotland . . .’ or ‘L’Histoire et Martyre de la Royne D’Escosse’. The attackers had far better titles than the supporters; but the scope for emotive, impassioned language was the same for both sides.


One of the most remarkable examples occurs in the set of poems known as de Jezebelis, collected and contributed to by an exiled Catholic Scots lawyer and philosopher, Adam Blackwood, one of Mary’s earliest and most strenuous defenders. Jezebel, therefore, was Elizabeth of England, that she-wolf, monster of vice and cruelty, sprung of vicious and degenerate stock, for she was born of the incestuous relationship between Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, who was not only his wife but also his illegitimate daughter. But the Jezebel poems went far beyond vilification of Elizabeth. The majority were written to arouse French opinion, and to push the French king, Henri III, into revenge. One depicts Mary’s first husband, Francis II, three times rushing to welcome her in heaven, and three times finding that he can only embrace a headless body, so that he curses his people; whereupon the poet exhorts them to forget their own troubles, and unite to destroy England and send its queen to a dreadful death. France failed to respond. But another European country, Spain, did seek to conquer England, in 1588; and it was encouraged by the dramatic ‘Address to the Captains and Men on the Armada’, which promised the sailors the aid of the saints of England, John Fisher, Thomas More and Edmund Campion, and above all ‘The blessed and innocent Mary queen of Scotland, who, still fresh from her sacrifice, bears copious and abounding witness to the cruelty and impiety of this Elizabeth and directs her shafts against her.’ And the future pope Urban VIII could write of Mary as the queen who died without honour due; yet the shadows of night were her funeral robes, the stars her tapers. It was all very stirring.


What is immediately notable, however, is that Mary’s own subjects, the Scots – that is, those in Scotland left to deal with the crisis created by her deposition in 1567 and flight to England in 1568, rather than Catholic exiles like Blackwood and the bishop of Ross, on whom there were no restraints – had the good sense to keep as quiet as possible. Initially, of course, those who drove her out had to justify their actions to Elizabeth and prevent the English queen making any serious attempt to restore her sister of Scotland; and they used that scholar of European distinction, George Buchanan, as their apologist, thus enabling the grave and learned humanist to display a remarkable talent for writing, as it were, copy for the Sun in the style of The Times, in his sensational Ane detectioun of the doinges of Marie quene of Scottes. But generally the arena for attack or defence was in England and Europe. Thus Mary had already passed into legend. But it was legend on a European scale. Her contemporaries were well aware – sometimes all too uncomfortably aware – that she was, in her life and in her death, a figure of European significance. No one in the sixteenth century made the mistake which was to become such a feature of later writings about her, of seeing her crimes or her innocence as a little domestic matter, locking her into a Scottish bedroom debate in which, as far as the outside world was concerned, only Elizabeth had an interest beyond the fleeting and casual.


The move from the international and political to the insular and personal was interrupted by something of a lull in the seventeenth century. The accession of Mary’s Protestant son James VI to the English throne naturally cooled anti-Marian passion. James constructed magnificent tombs for the two protagonists, Mary and Elizabeth, in Westminster Abbey; and the more-or-less ‘official’ account by William Camden in his Annals (1615) emphasized Mary’s evil fortunes rather than her evil character. Up in the north, there was the occasional extreme Protestant rumble about the evils of that character; but in general, the Britain of the seventeenth century was absorbed by more immediate concerns. Even the hysterical anti-Catholicism stirred up by Titus Oates, inventor of the so-called Popish Plot of 1681, produced only a minor squall. But almost immediately thereafter the basis for modern Mariography was created.


The end of the seventeenth and early eighteenth century saw the publication of Buchanan’s works (just after one of them, his treatise on Scottish political theory, De Iure Regni apud Scotos, had enjoyed the distinction of being burned, with Hobbes’ Leviathan, by the University of Oxford in 1683); to begin with, it was works particularly dealing with Mary, the Detectioun and the History of Scotland, which were published, and then in 1715 came Thomas Ruddiman’s Opera Omnia Georgii Buchanani. There was also the publication of various other sources relating to Mary, such as the Collections relating to Mary Queen of Scots by James Anderson (1727–8); and the first critical edition of John Knox’s History of the Reformation in Scotland (1732). And then in the mid eighteenth century the storm broke, when in 1754 the antiquary and historian William Goodall published An examination of the letters said to be written by Mary Queen of Scots to James earl of Bothwell; shewing by intrinsick and extrinsick evidence that they are forgeries.


But the new interest had a significant twist. Violence, sexual scandal and murder had of course been seized on by Mary’s sixteenth-century detractors as admirable means of blackening the character of a major political figure – particularly a female political figure. But what in the sixteenth century had been a highly convenient part of a wider whole, a matter of partisanship for immediate political and religious reasons, now took on an objective life of its own. The historical ruler, who might or might not have made disastrous political mistakes, gave way to the woman who might or might not have written the Casket Letters; and scholars plunged into the absorbing task of deciding whether letters whose originals had not been seen since 1584, and whose texts had been translated from French into Scots and then back into French, were forgeries or not.


Scholarly ink, mixed with scholarly gall, was poured forth upon this fascinating and wholly insoluble mystery. Goodall’s own parti pris title showed clearly where he stood; and he inspired almost immediate counterblasts. Those great figures of the Enlightenment, William Robertson and David Hume, both argued for Mary’s guilt of adultery (with Bothwell) and murder (of Darnley), on the grounds that the Casket Letters were genuine, in their histories of Scotland and England respectively which they published in 1759; and they in turn were attacked a year later by William Tytler, in his Historical and Critical Enquiry into the evidence against Mary Queen of Scots. The complaint of the contemporary historian David lord Hailes that ‘the Marian controversy has already become too angry and too voluminous’ was prophetic. The hurricane would never blow itself out; and at its eye was a figure already taking on the lineaments of a familiar enough twentieth-century ‘type’, the male-dominated, passion-ridden female so well-known to the readers of the novels of Barbara Cartland.


Even in this era of psycho-history, it is impossible to think of any other historical character of note whose public persona has been so submerged, and private morality so relentlessly pursued with such ruthless subjectivity on the part of those who have written about her. Titles like Mary Stuart, Queen and Woman by June Meade (pseudonym, 1933), or A Tribute to the Memory of Mary Queen of Scots: being an attempt to relate simply and truly the history of her life by J. B. and E. M. Rose (1868), do not obviously suggest serious historical study, but are rather part of a long series of more popular works on Mary, in which Jean Plaidy and Madeleine Bingham are among the most recent exponents; and there is a certain charm about the publication, in 1793, of a work by one J. F. Gaum, Marie Stuart und Marie Antoinette in der Underwelt. Zwo Koniginnen uber ihre Schicksale in der Oberwelt. Eine Unterredung. But it was surely more than a matter of stylistic fashion which prompted the Jesuit scholar Fr J. H. Pollen to preface his very useful collection of sources for the Babington Plot of 1586, designed to kill Elizabeth, published in 1922, with statements such as ‘The interest attaching to Queen Mary’s wonderful personality is so great, that when she is taken away, all else seems to fade into insignificance.’


The personal engagement encapsulated here is not, after all, wholly different from the introduction to that much more objective modern study, the justly acclaimed biography of Mary by Lady Antonia Fraser; for Lady Antonia describes how ‘being possessed since childhood by a passion for the subject of Mary Queen of Scots, I wished to test for myself the truth or falsehood of the many legends which surround her’. The legends, of course, are primarily associated with the period from the Darnley marriage to the flight to England, 1565–8; and the next high point of drama came with her involvement in the Babington Plot and her execution in 1587. The balance of Lady Antonia’s very long and extremely well-researched book reflects this exactly; she devotes 75 pages to the period of Mary’s personal rule from 1561–5, compared to 137 for the years 1565–8 and 81 for 1586–7. In the course of her book, she gives us by far the most detailed and interesting portrait of Mary ever written, free from the excesses of adulation or attack which characterize so much of the writing about her. But as she was writing a personal biography, she inevitably concentrated on Mary at a very personal level, so that her book is rather familiar ground well trod by its author than a foray into new territory.


Lady Antonia’s biography is the most substantial example of what may be regarded as the new and sober school of historians of Mary Queen of Scots. Professors Gordon Donaldson and I. B. Cowan have both tried to assess her as a character of history rather than drama, going further than Lady Antonia in considering her political role. Yet the drama and the dramatic personality still insistently break through. The new school is drawn as irresistibly as its predecessors to the great central mystery about Mary, her involvement in the murder of Darnley. That debate – and therefore the debate over the Casket Letters – is still very much alive. The most recent sustained attempt to resolve it, made by a Newcastle doctor, M. H. Armstrong Davison, is also the most recent example of the inexplicable difficulty of avoiding the temptation to become an advocate for the prosecution or defence of Mary Queen of Scots. Dr Armstrong Davison, captivated by the legend like so many others, began on the prosecution side, convinced by what he called the ‘orthodox belief that Mary was a wanton and a murderess’. Ten years of study persuaded him that she was no such thing. If he did not go quite so far as Eric Linklater in believing that what Mary was doing down at Kirk o’ Field during the last days of Darnley’s life in February 1567 was indulging a ‘womanly zeal for nursing’, he certainly had no doubt of her innocence.


Yet in this book is a sub-theme which immediately raises a highly promising – and unexplored – line of enquiry; for the author remembered that he was a doctor, and added an appendix on Mary’s medical history. Like Lady Antonia, he therefore drew attention to a very important fact about Mary. Wanton and murderess she may or may not have been. But hysteric she was, subject to the fatal political weakness of collapsing in time of trouble. The significance of this was not appreciated. So obsessed was he with Mary’s charm and the Casket Letters, that it did not occur to him to ask the much more prosaic but crucially important question: what effect did it have on her kingdom, in this age of religious and political upheaval and trauma, to be saddled with a ruler who shut herself off from reality whenever reality became difficult?


There is one honourable exception to the problems of Marian historiography surveyed here. In 1983, Gordon Donaldson published his fascinating All The Queen’s Men. This prosopo-graphical study of Mary’s supporters and opponents certainly ‘broke the mould’, and indicated a way forward. But there is a long way to go. Professor Cowan rightly commented that


the enigma (of innocent martyr or adulterous murderess, the dual legend created in the sixteenth century) will persist until histories of the Queen of Scots no longer command attention. Historians will never agree to her character, and in these circumstances, it is perhaps inevitable that the picture of a romantic but ill-fated queen painted by Schiller and Swinburne, amongst others, is the one most likely to engage popular sympathy.


No doubt. But there is an important implication here, which deserves to be explored. Until now, the question of Mary’s personal behaviour has been all-important; what has mattered was to establish her guilt or innocence, as if that would be the end of the story. The Marian-centred approach has produced writing which ranges from the absurd and lurid to the scholarly and balanced – about Mary Queen of Scots. Though the last twenty years has seen a major step forward in our understanding of the Scottish Reformation and of Scottish society in the sixteenth century, there is still an extraordinary gulf between the personality and the reign of Mary Queen of Scots. Of course any early modern monarch’s personality was of fundamental importance, in Scotland or elsewhere, and to that extent seeking to understand Mary’s personality is an entirely legitimate and necessary exercise. But Cowan’s assertion shows all too clearly where the particular problem lies in the case of this ruler. Books about Mary the Woman – almost, one feels, Mary the little woman (if only metaphorically, given her physical size); books about her marriages, at the level of personal relationships; books about her Italian secretary Rizzio, Darnley and the Casket Letters; all these make her personality, whether good or evil, an end in itself. It is particularly ironic that a ruler in the age of Machiavelli should have caused such obsession with personal morality, or immorality – not least because her reign produced the first politician in the British Isles, her secretary William Maitland of Lethington, who was described as ‘machiavellian’.


What far too few historians have done is to treat this monarch as other monarchs are treated, and to ask what effect her sex and her personal relationships and actions had on her subjects and kingdom. The business of the historian is not to love or to hate Mary Stuart, to judge her as a saint or a criminal, but to ask about the success or failure of her rule. For example: it can be said at once – and briefly – that the probability that she was massively involved in the murder of Darnley is very strong. If she was not, then she must have been almost the only member of Edinburgh political society who managed to know nothing about it – and that in itself would be a comment on her political awareness. If she was, then it is for her God to judge her personal action – and for the historian to wonder whether this was not one of the most sensible political decisions she ever made.


Although the most recent writings on Mary have taken us away from the image of pantomime villainess or fairy queen, created in the sixteenth century and revived with such enthusiasm in the eighteenth and thereafter, and provided us instead with a human being of more believable proportions, nevertheless Mary still remains an infinitely more shadowy figure as queen of Scotland than her Stewart predecessors and successors. We know that she came to grief. We do not yet really know why. But we can be fairly confident, as a starting-point, that Rizzio, Darnley and Bothwell, chief actors in the drama of the last two years of her personal rule, are at best only a part of the explanation. In June 1561, just before the personal rule began, Elizabeth’s ambassador Nicholas Throckmorton warned her that ‘your realm is in no other case at this day, than all other realms of Christendom are’, by which he meant torn by religious controversy and conflict; in the twentieth century, J. H. Elliott was to characterize this period as the decade of revolution, when Scotland was only one of eight countries including France, Spain, the Netherlands and England which experienced upheaval and revolt. That takes us very far away from the little local Scottish drama; and it is in this context that Mary’s reign should be understood.


This book therefore is not just ‘another on Mary Queen of Scots’, in the sense of being another personal biography. Antonia Fraser’s admirable book has entirely filled that need. It is about Mary as a mid sixteenth-century monarch. That must mean a new balance. In her forty-four year life, Mary ruled for only six, so that we are faced with another thirty-eight years when she had virtually no role in her kingdom, being a minor and absentee ruler for the first nineteen, and a deposed queen for the second. A study of Mary as queen rather than as a woman of great misfortune and ultimate tragedy necessitates discussion of what was happening when the central figure of the monarch was off-stage, and especially before her debut, when the scene of her rule was set; the problems which her absence created, and the way in which others struggled to resolve them are as relevant as the short period of her personal reign. Moreover, when turning to that short period, the spotlight cannot be focused exclusively on the drama of the last two years. It must be deployed also on the hitherto comparatively neglected first four years of the reign, that brief part of her life which is the only one which can be considered in any way typical for a reigning monarch. In this period alone – the period of normality – do we have the chance to assess her abilities, or lack of them, as queen. Above all, it is essential to regard her not as sui generis, but as one of a line of Scottish monarchs.


This brings us to the question central to the understanding of Queen Mary: the nature of Scottish monarchy, and the factors which made the relationship between kings and their subjects successful or unsuccessful. It is a question not answered by the superficial assumptions about the impossible Scottish nobility found in so many of the books about Mary, in stage-plays such as Bolt’s Vivat Regina and in the celluloid romanticizing of Hollywood and Hal Wallis. This book will not provide a definitive study of the reign of Mary Queen of Scots; such a study lies far in the future, if it can ever be achieved at all. It seeks only to open up the lines of enquiry sketched out here; and it does so in the hope that by bringing them into the debate, it may contribute towards a fuller and more objective assessment of Mary’s reign – and Mary’s misfortunes.





CHAPTER TWO



The Queen’s Inheritance


1424–1542


On 4 April 1558, shortly before her marriage to the French dauphin, Mary Queen of Scots signed away her Scottish kingdom to France, in three secret agreements. First, she made a free gift of Scotland, and her claim to England, to the French king, should she die without issue; second, she put her country in pawn, for the money spent by France in defending it and educating her; and third, she negated in advance any agreement between her and the Scottish Estates which ran counter to her disposal of Scotland in the interests of France. Seven months later, when Mary Tudor died, her father-in-law Henri II had her proclaimed queen of England, Scotland and Ireland, and she began publicly to assume the royal arms of England. Young as she was, these might be considered the most revealing political acts of her life. They stand as a devastating comment on her view of Scotland, the one kingdom which was actually hers to govern. Yet their significance has been consistently played down. It is simply not enough to accept, almost as if it were an understandable and reasonable attitude, that Mary preferred to remain in France, and dream of the English throne, rather than return to Scotland. For much more was at stake than an individual’s choice of where she wanted to spend her life. The very year when Mary offered her kingdom to France saw the death of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, that colossal and most admired figure of the sixteenth century, who had achieved the impossible by holding together an inheritance which sprawled across Europe. The contrast with Mary Queen of Scots could not be more stark. In an age when personal monarchy was the motivating force of government, and kings were straining every nerve to increase their power and authority, she provides the unique spectacle of an adult reigning monarch who did not want to reign.


As it happened, the death of her husband after a brief period as king of France, and Mary’s failure to find a replacement in the royal houses of France or Spain, forced her back to Scotland. Most of the subsequent writing on Mary Queen of Scots has stressed the immense, even intolerable burden placed on the shoulders of this young and carefully nurtured girl, when at the age of eighteen she was driven from the civilized country of France, where she had lived since she was five, to the backward and lawless kingdom of Scotland. In the context of personal biography, this view may be legitimate enough. But it is not the whole story; and it is certainly not the correct starting-point. Reluctance and preconceived distrust of one’s subjects, such as Mary showed, are a quite abnormal approach to royal rule, and one which was bound to make its own abnormal impact on her country. The extent to which her attitude violated the traditions of her kingdom is therefore the critical question which underlies all the problems of her reign.


Effective rule of any kingdom necessarily depends on an understanding of its particular characteristics. And here Mary did have an obvious problem; what could she have learned about Scotland? When she did return to her kingdom, what she saw was, inevitably, very small-scale and impoverished compared to what she had known in France. What she undoubtedly failed to see was just how remarkable her Scottish kingdom was, both in its political life and in its perceptions of itself and other nations. This may not appear surprising; it was certainly a serious drawback for Mary as queen that her upbringing had given her only secondhand knowledge of her country.


She was one of two Stewart monarchs who had this experience, the other being James I (1406–37), who was an English prisoner for the first eighteen years of his reign. Both were naturally affected by what happened to them. But it was one thing for James I to have his ideas influenced by Scotland’s natural enemy, England. It was quite another for Mary to spend her childhood and adolescence in the most powerful and civilized country in Europe, which was also Scotland’s traditional ally, so that she might assume that what she learned there was not the product of hostile bias. And what she seems to have done was to listen too attentively and unquestioningly to ideas about Scottish barbarity and backwardness, and, crucially, Scottish lack of respect for their kings. She was not alone, of course, in making the unwarranted assumption that an unruly Scots noble was in some way a fundamentally different and far more dangerous animal than an unruly French, or English, one; generations of historians, up to modern times, have seriously distorted the history of Scotland by taking exactly that view. But what in the case of the academics has simply been misleading, for a reigning queen was to have profound and ultimately disastrous political consequences.
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