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This is an example of what is sometimes called a ‘post-colonial’ map, used (in English) to help modern Anglophones see geography in a way that brings them closer to the point of view of others. In this case, the map represents a Gaelic-centric view of the southern Scottish kingdom and ‘Middle Britain’ as it might have been seen among Clann Chrínáin as a whole in the eleventh century.
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Prologue


From 1058 to 1093, Máel Coluim was the ruler of a small-to-medium sized polity on the margins of western Christendom, centred on the Tay basin in northern Great Britain. The realm was known as Alba by its inhabitants, more familiar to most readers as ‘Scotland’, its name in Old English and Old Norse. As king, Máel Coluim lasted three and a half decades, a not inconsiderable feat of survival, indeed a reign that exceeded those of all his predecessors with the sole exception of the early tenth-century Causantín mac Áeda (died 952). Given Máel Coluim’s limited dynastic credentials and the turbulent politics of his century, the achievement is remarkable. More impressive still, he was able to defeat his immediate rivals, Clann Ruaidrí, and bequeath a legacy that would see his own male-line descendants rule continuously from the 1090s until the 1280s, an era often regarded as the most formative in the coming together of Scotland in its recognisable ‘modern’ form, with mainland territory stretching from the Irish Sea to Caithness.


During the formative thirteenth century, as the kingship strengthened and as legal enactments became more important to the ideology of governance, Máel Coluim came to be regarded as a great law maker and as founder of the established political order.1 Despite the failure of his dynasty in the 1280s, that reputation would persist, and in the sixteenth century the historians Hector Boece and George Buchanan presented him as the semi-mythical architect of the country’s ‘feudal’ order, the king who created surnames and peerage titles and introduced from England, France and Hungary many of the country’s dominant families. In the two centuries or so after the enactment of the Union (1707), he evolved into a zealous reformer who sought to Anglicise and (thus) modernise his realm – though for the more ‘Romantic’ he was also a warlike and conservative ‘Celt’ barely civilised despite the best efforts of his ‘Saxon’ wife. Among historians and the wider public of the present era, he has perhaps become best known for his role in the downfall of Macbeth, today undoubtedly Scotland’s most famous king, and as the Scottish ruler who married St Margaret and harassed the Normans.


After his death in 1093, one writer declared that ‘Woman has not borne . . . a king of greater power over Alba’,2 words that perhaps reflect the sentiments of Scots who had lived during Máel Coluim’s reign and who had experienced the effects of his policies. Walter Scott described him as a ‘brave and wise Prince’ dedicated to warfare, especially against the Normans, and although ‘sometimes beaten in these wars . . . was more frequently successful’. A more recent historical novelist, Nigel Tranter, described Máel Coluim’s reign as ‘extraordinary’ as well as ‘significant and most formative for Scotland’. On the other hand, Tranter added that the king was ‘something of a boor, bloodthirsty and without statesmanlike qualities’, and Scott himself also felt it necessary to state that Máel Coluim was ‘without education’.3 Scott and Tranter’s views here may have been influenced by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century ethnic stereotypes about Scottish Gaels, but the same sentiment can be traced ultimately to the early twelfth-century Anglo-Latin Life of Margaret where the husband of Margaret is depicted as an illiterate but good-hearted warrior–prince anxious to support the efforts of his wife to remedy some of the unorthodox practices of the Scottish Church, and to the English annals of the same period where the king’s regular invasions feature prominently.


Almost every broad work of Scottish history in the last few centuries would have described Máel Coluim’s reign as a revolutionary one, a turning point in the history of Scotland. Máel Coluim more than any other Scottish king was aggressive towards his neighbours, and also successful; indeed no other Scottish king, except his son David I, can plausibly be credited with more political success. Yet Máel Coluim’s place in the Scottish past has become relatively marginal. The modern visitor will struggle to find statues or commemorations to the king outside the residences of nobles and royalty, or outside Dunfermline. Perhaps part of the explanation is Máel Coluim’s reputation as the architect of feudalism and the prototypical Enlightened Highland chief, the hero of great landlords and ‘improvers’: one way or another most present-day Scots are the descendants of dislocated peasants at one time personally ruined by that type of ‘heroism’. Even in the profession of historical scholarship, his reign is associated with an era of Scottish history that to many is strange and exotic, far removed chronologically and culturally from the beloved eras of the Makars or the Covenanters, a time of ‘unpronounceable names’ and ‘no sources’, pre-dating ‘real Scottish history’ and therefore not worth studying.4 Interest and affection for the era are both low, it seems; only a couple of history departments in Scotland employ historians devoted to the period before 1100, despite the massive expansion in the resources of higher education over the last decades. As things stand, Máel Coluim III’s reign is probably better understood by medievalists outwith Scotland with a focus on the eleventh century than by the most visible historians of the Scottish nation – the latter being almost always modernists, among whom the semi-mythical figure depicted by Boece and Buchanan obstinately endures.5


SOURCES


Evidence is far from abundant when it comes to studying any part of the eleventh century, but claims that early Scottish history is particularly poorly served by documentary survival are often exaggerated. The territory of the modern country, even pre-1100, does quite well compared with large areas of Europe of the same period, including Scandinavia and most of Eastern Europe. While it is true that there are few native historical writings before the mid thirteenth century, the country lies next to some of the best-documented regions of Europe. For much of the same period, Ireland, with which the Scottish kingdom shared close ties in terms of culture, language and personal networks, and England, with which Máel Coluim III had multiple high-profile interactions, are two of the most well-endowed regions of western Eurasia in terms of sources. Aspects of Máel Coluim’s reign are recorded in documents from multiple parts of Europe, including Scotland itself, Ireland, Wales, England, France, Germany and Scandinavia. While the quality is often questionable, these sources exist, and thus scholarly interest is justified. With textual sources, as with archaeology, the problem is the lack of dedicated eleventh-century-focused scholarship, not the sources themselves.6


Perhaps the most important type of textual source is the chronicle tradition today called ‘annals’. As the name suggests, in this type of text events are entered into a manuscript on a year-by-year basis (hence historians write ‘under year x’ or sub anno, abbreviated s.a.). But, unlike a narrative chronicle, the entry, or series of entries, for each year tends to occur separately and usually there is little or no effort to create any explicit logical links from year to year, or even among separate notices of a single year. The surviving annals that concern us were created or revised in church complexes and reflect the interests and sociopolitical networks of high-ranking monks and clerics. The best thing about annals is that individual entries often appear to be written almost contemporarily with the events they document, but they are certainly not without complications. One problem is the regular lack of meaningful context – a particular problem in the Irish annals, which are heavy on short ‘obits’ (obituaries) but often say nothing about how, where or why a notable person died. Another is that annals may survive only in later compilations and copies, themselves the outcome of multiple stages of revision. ‘Forged’ annals and late ‘interpolations’ are not quite the serious issue that some readers might imagine and would usually be very easy to detect. A bigger worry is the possibility of revisions that occur within a few decades of an annal’s creation, as copies are dispersed from monastery to monastery, selectively rephrased, deleted or complemented according to the inclinations and interests of different ecclesiastical scribes.


Annals of relevance to the historian of Máel Coluim III come from all over Western Europe but, as we would expect, Ireland and England provide the vast majority.7 By the early tenth century the Irish chronicles comprised two traditions, the so-called ‘northern’ (e.g. Annals of Ulster and the Annals of Loch Cé) and the ‘Clonmacnoise’ traditions (e.g. Annals of Tigernach, Chronicum Scotorum and the Hiberno-English Annals of Clonmacnoise).8 It would be ideal if these two traditions kept themselves distinct and offered truly independent testimony, but unfortunately there is evidence that, in our period, matters of Scottish interest entered both traditions from similar sources.9 Beyond those two main traditions, for the eleventh century in particular, the annals and annalistic notes in the Chronicon of the Rhineland-based Irish monk Marianus Scotus are perhaps just as important, especially as one of the contributors may have been another Irishman active in Scotland up until 1072.10


From England we have the so-called Anglo-Saxon Chronicle with its five principal Old English ‘variants’ labelled by sigla A, B, C, D and E. Of these, C, D and E cover the era of Máel Coluim’s reign, with MS C terminating its coverage in 1066 at the battle of Stamford Bridge, and MS D (with one exception) in 1079. The three texts contain identical or very similar eleventh-century source material, and indeed the coverage of D and E overlaps until the 1070s. Although the source common to ‘DE’ appears to be contemporary with Máel Coluim, the variants have been subject to revisions that may date to as late as the mid twelfth century, when MS E finally terminates. Sadly for scholars of Máel Coluim III, later revisers appear to have been interested in the Scottish royal family and interfered enough to sow confusion about the chronology of Máel Coluim’s marriage to Margaret; indeed MS D ends with an isolated entry about the death of Áengus of Moray in 1130, hinting perhaps at David I’s reign as the point of interference.11


Another variant of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle tradition is the set of annals referred to today as Chronicon ex Chronicis or the ‘Chronicle of John of Worcester’. Chronicon ex Chronicis was partly modelled on the Chronicon of Marianus Scotus but is substantially larger, using a lost variant of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for most of its England-related content. For our purposes, in Máel Coluim’s reign Chronicon ex Chronicis is essentially a Latin translation of something very similar to ‘DE’. Indeed, Chronicon ex Chronicis often appears to be superior in integrity to the vernacular annals and may reflect the common source better than either Anglo-Saxon Chronicle MS D or MS E. In the first half of the twelfth century, a copy of Chronicon ex Chronicis was brought to Durham and revised for local purposes. Two principal variants of this Durham version of Chronicon ex Chronicis are Historia Regum and the equivalent part of Roger of Howden’s Chronica (sometimes called Historia post Bedam) – though there are other notable, derivative variants, including the Chronicle of Melrose.12 Among the revisions made to Chronicon ex Chronicis are a series of ‘interpolations’ made by a reviser, after 1124, relating to Northumbrian affairs. The most significant of these for our purposes concern Máel Coluim’s military interventions in England, but almost as important are the interpolations relating to his contemporary Gospatric and the other rulers of Bamburgh. Some of the most problematic readings of events in Máel Coluim’s life have arisen as a result of these interpolations, and thus some of the most drastic historiographic departures offered by this book hinge on different interpretations here.


Scholarly activity at twelfth-century Durham accounts for a sizeable portion of the other most detailed evidence. One of the sources for the above interpolations seems to have been Libellus de exordio, a history of the Church of St Cuthbert of Durham and its predecessors. Its author, likely Symeon of Durham, was almost certainly a French or Continental migrant who arrived in northern England under Bishop William de St Calais after 1080, but he was able to draw upon fairly reliable oral accounts of important eleventh-century events, some of which relate to the affairs of Máel Coluim III.13 Other noteworthy Durham sources include the earlier Annales Lindisfarnenses et Dunelmenses, seemingly also the work of Symeon; Historia de Sancto Cuthberto, which although anonymous was finalised close to Symeon’s time and of which the earliest manuscript was written in what appears to be his hand; and De miraculis et translationibus Sancti Cuthberti, another anonymous text of the early twelfth century.14 On occasion, sources produced at Durham but now lost have also influenced certain accounts elsewhere, like the descriptions of the downfall of Walcher given by Chronicon ex Chronicis and William of Malmesbury.15 Each of these texts and traditions may sometimes shine light on distinct topics, reflecting their different goals and interests, but they were all produced in a similar milieu and cannot be treated as independent accounts.


The book also utilises broader traditions of historical writing from the period. The most valuable is perhaps the Norman chronicle provided by William of Poitiers’ Gesta Guillelmi, and subsequently by Orderic Vitalis. William lived and worked during Máel Coluim’s lifetime, and chronicled William the Conqueror’s military campaigns, including his expeditions into northern England. Although the only known manuscript text of Gesta Guillelmi cuts William of Poitier’s account off abruptly in 1067, the remainder of the work is included, at least selectively, in the work of his continuator Orderic Vitalis, who appears to indicate that William’s original account ended in the 1070s.16 The Shropshire-born, Norman-educated Orderic himself, using other (and sometimes unknown) sources, provides substantial information in his own right, particularly significant in regard to Duke Robert Curthose’s activities and to the Norman peace treaties concluded with Máel Coluim.17 Other useful narrative chronicles of the Anglo-Norman era include the work of William of Malmesbury, which although largely based on known annalistic traditions also drew upon distinct, otherwise unknown written and oral traditions. Late Anglo-Latin works like this can offer potential insight due to the connections of their authors and source material, and in that regard the writings of Henry of Huntingdon, Reginald of Durham and Aelred of Rievaulx are also potentially useful.


Of great value is the Saxony-based writer Adam of Bremen, who like William of Poitiers wrote during Máel Coluim’s lifetime and who is our best guide for northern and Scandinavian matters. For those matters, Icelandic sagas offer another body of historical evidence, but late and much less reliable. The most important such text for our book, the Orkneyinga Saga, was written in thirteenth-century Iceland, perhaps using a slightly earlier thirteenth-century source. On chronological grounds its value is relatively low, but like other Icelandic texts it offers a window on distinctively Scandinavian and northern traditions, including the potential preservation of earlier, oral traditions. The famous ‘skaldic’ poetry often ‘reproduced’ within prose sagas can be isolated and evaluated separately from the main text. With Máel Coluim’s reign the relevant tradition is referred to as the þorfinnsdrápa, ‘Thorfinn’s poem’, attributed to one Arnórr jarlaskáld, but the saga also provides separate information from other sources of unknown provenance – for instance, it is the only source to name the mother of Máel Coluim’s eldest son Donnchad.18


Last but not least, we are also able to draw on a number of accounts written in Scotland itself. The most important overall is what we might call the ‘Scoto-Latin chronicle’ tradition. This originated in early Scottish king-lists, a distinctively Scoto-Pictish form of historical record in this era. Rather than write annals, pre-1100 Scottish churches appear to have preferred lists of kings, and these traditions were used as the basis of later chronicles like the surviving tenth-century Chronicle of the Kings of Alba. A large number of Scottish king-lists survive, today best known (like the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle variants) by modern sigla. Extant lists seem to descend from an ancestor-list available in the reign of Máel Coluim IV (d. 1165), but with a core relating to the descendants of Cinaed mac Ailpín in existence by the reign of Donnchad mac Crínáin (r. 1034–40); this core itself may come from the tenth century, a source similar to that used by Chronicle of the Kings of Alba.19 Among this wider group of sources we might include the verse chronicle (Skene’s Cronicon Elegiacum) used to supplement the Anglo-Latin annals in the Chronicle of Melrose, and the fifteenth-century chronicles of Andrew Wyntoun, prior of Loch Leven, and Walter Bower, abbot of Inchcolm.20 This sister tradition of metrical chronicling is first attested in the twelfth century in the vernacular Prophecy of Berchán, which perhaps could also be counted as part of the body of ‘early’ Scottish evidence, along with the tradition of ‘charters’ and pseudo-charters associated with the Scottish monasteries of Deer and St Serf’s Inch, Loch Leven.


The Scottish king-lists contributed to what would in the later Middle Ages emerge as the standard tradition of Scoto-Latin chronicle writing. The latter appears to start with the late fourteenth-century chronicle by John of Fordun, but recent research has shown that Fordun’s work was built from a thirteenth-century chronicle written at St Andrews that carried Scottish history from its beginnings up to the time of Máel Coluim III. This was supplemented by other sources, including the fruits of a Scoto-English Latin chronicle kept at Dunfermline that had been devoted to the deeds of Máel Coluim’s descendants and their English royal ancestry.21 Fordun’s work in turn was continued by Walter Bower in the fifteenth century, and subsequently in the sixteenth century by the likes of Hector Boece and George Buchanan.


CHALLENGES


Recent decades have seen an upsurge in research that allows greater understanding of Máel Coluim’s reign, research without which this book would have been impossible. If this book had been written prior to the 1980s, it would probably have been dominated by summaries of the words of Fordun, Bower, Boece and other pre-1600 Latin chronicles as well as Icelandic saga accounts, casually supplemented with points raised by the Life of Margaret and perhaps the best-known detail in a few more contemporary English or Irish chronicles. Since then historiographic methodologies have become more professional and, dare I say, ‘scientific’. Today, historical reconstructions are based primarily, when possible, on sources that are contemporary or near contemporary. Early evidence should always take priority in a modern reconstruction – even, indeed especially, when the result is surprising. Sometimes the best evidence happens to be transmitted through later sources, but it is not always possible to isolate. Interpretation is not just guesswork, however, and early sources can often be identified with relative confidence based on style, unusual information or accurate but non-obvious synchronisms. Even early texts can be problematic, though, and ecclesiastical documents are often very tendentious in regard to their own self-interest, so detail that is incidental is valued more highly than late or rationalised narrative. For Scottish history, the new approach is best exemplified by the monographs of James E. Fraser and Alex Woolf in the New Edinburgh History of Scotland series, both of which arose from a body of more specialised research by a wider range of scholars, including David Dumville, Thomas Owen Clancy and Dauvit Broun.22


A significant professional challenge is to understand Máel Coluim III and his reign in its own terms. It is one of the central aims of the book, but the goal runs against an entrenched tendency to read this part of ‘early’ Scottish history in extremely teleological terms. Historians who have done this have also, even into the twenty-first century, tended to pursue diachronic analyses of the medieval Scottish kingdom that are completely inimical to understanding it synchronically, emphasising topics like ‘race’, language and territorial expansion in the ‘birth’ or ‘forging’ of the nation, without any detailed discussion or even (in a few cases) knowledge of the era. The historians writing such descriptions imagine ‘Scotland’ not as any dynamic past polity, but as a fixed pan-historical entity defined by its current geographical borders, either ‘unified’ or ‘yet to be unified’. Even the greatest twentieth-century historian of medieval Scotland once declared that:




The starting-point of any evaluation of the Anglo-Norman Era in Scottish history must be the proposition that the medieval kingdom of Scotland consisted of an amalgam, still imperfectly understood, of elements which, for convenience, may be called pre-Celtic and Celtic, i.e. Pictish, Brittonic, and northern Irish; Anglo-Saxon; Scandinavian . . . and Frankish or French.23





Such descriptions of the Scottish kingdom were routine until relatively recently, due to the idiosyncratic but established obsessions of Scottish historical scholars (see Chapter 18 below), though today would be read as little more than essentialist historical racialism that even in the 1980s had long outlived its usefulness for historical analysis;24 indeed, in this case even the bare detail is factually misleading.25


In later chapters we will seek to understand Máel Coluim’s legacy over a wider period, but the core focus is to improve our understanding of the eleventh century in its own terms, and therefore I will prioritise use of terminology that reflects the realities of that period. The people of Máel Coluim’s realm did not regard themselves as ‘pre-Celtic’ or in any of the terms used by Barrow above. Between c.900 and c.1250 ‘Scotland’ referred only to land north of the Forth.26 Far from being some primordial ooze waiting to be fashioned into a ‘proper’ country, the Scots were a real contemporary political grouping; by the middle of the thirteenth century they were also a reasonably mature (if admittedly changing) polity three and a half centuries old, older, for instance, than the United States is today. As far as understanding the politics of Máel Coluim’s era, ideological and political developments that happened after 1250 have no legitimate claim to relevance. Although the territory that happens to make up modern Scotland was in the eleventh century ‘multicultural’, that diversity was largely confined to regions that were beyond the Scottish realm’s frontier, the regions beyond the Forth and the Oykel and in the Norse-speaking islands. The Scottish polity itself, as far as we can tell, was no more multicultural than any similar insular polity like Gwynedd or Leinster.


Modern historians often employ non-English words Scotia or Alba to help maintain the difference between ‘Scotland’ of the present and of the pre-c.1250 understanding of the polity. The problem here is that today, as in the eleventh century, these terms have meanings that are identical across the different languages, and one could justifiably be accused of confusing and distorting the past by introducing such a contrived distinction; and also, perhaps, doing a disservice to present-day Gaelic speakers, for whom Alba is very much the name for the modern country. At the same time, Scotland is hardly the only polity in history to have expanded its territory. We do not, for instance, distinguish the USA in 1790 from that of 1890 with different names, or even Portugal in 1150 from post-Reconquista Portugal in 1250. That is not to say, however, that the matter is simple, and there are advantages to the distinction for historians concentrating on longer periods that are not relevant to a book specifically on the eleventh century. We will by default use terms like ‘Scottish kingdom’ for the realm as contemporaries understood it, and hopefully the terminology and context will make it consistently clear which ‘Scotland’ is meant.27


There have been great leaps forward in understanding his era, but so far no biography of Máel Coluim III. As far as I am aware, this book is the first of its kind. By contrast Máel Coluim III’s wife in the last few decades has found herself the object of multiple biographies and scholarly studies, including Catherine Keene’s impressive Saint Margaret, Queen of the Scots: A Life in Perspective, perhaps the most accomplished study of any member of the Scottish royal family prior to Robert Bruce.28 Even Máel Coluim’s vanquished predecessor has been subject to two recent biographies by historians of Scotland, despite the fact that his reign is much more poorly documented than Máel Coluim’s.29 As far as recent writing is concerned, the most detailed engagement with the interpretational issues relating to Máel Coluim’s reign can be found in writings by Archie Duncan and, for the early part at least, Alex Woolf.30 Influential and valuable, though brief, narrative accounts have also been offered in recent decades by William Kapelle, Richard Oram and Alasdair Ross.31


Almost all of the widely held beliefs about Máel Coluim are the product of the nine and a quarter centuries that have followed his death, and hardly any of them are the result of any scholarly examination of evidence: stories like the ‘Forfar parliament’ and Mairead nam Mallachd (see Chapters 17 and 18) explained elements of the present day in mythic terms, disengaged from the endeavour of professional historical research. But, in some ways, this makes any new study of Máel Coluim III a little easier. Many new ideas and interpretations will be offered in this book, but since no more than a handful of scholars have actually worked in this area there is no meaningful ‘consensus’ that can be overturned. There is no extensive body of research devoted to his reign that needs to be deconstructed in depth, and no ‘schools’ of scholars with reputations linked to the conclusions of outdated methodologies, no coterie of entrenched conservatives likely to bray indignantly about ‘dastardly revisionism’ whenever some piece of eighteenth-century speculation is scrutinised. Instead, the historian is relatively free to look at the sources in depth and reach conclusions based on what the evidence seems to suggest.


Nonetheless, limited documentary evidence is a major factor in the shape and focus of this book. The book is a contribution to changing scholarship and is not intended to be the last word on anything. While it is often possible to reconstruct historical events with confidence, safe conclusions about deeper matters, politics and political objectives can be more difficult to reach. Even in modern life, reliably interpreting the actions of even the most visible powerful people can be close to impossible, with their decisions almost always taken in secret and their aims intentionally concealed in silence or else disguised by self-interested representations: ‘press statements’ and other manipulative ‘public relations’ acts are designed to build support or limit opposition. The ordinary educated person is always capable of reaching his or her own conclusions separately, based on ‘rationality’ (how does a decision serve the ‘rational’ interests of the actors), history (past actions) and other ‘heuristic’ tools, but is still constrained by limited knowledge. Should a modern commentator stray too far from the ‘PR’, their efforts are likely to be labelled ‘conspiracy theory’ – a stigmatising term used in a way that conflates routine speculative analysis of the powerful with a few famous ridiculously speculative or overly complex theories (relating to, say, global politics or government secrecy about alien UFOs). As a result, sustained and informed public debate about high politics in modern democracies is almost entirely in practice confined to learned journals, or otherwise out of reach of most citizens.


Medieval people operated under even more restrictions, and much of the commentary about high politics offered by writers in the Middle Ages consists either of the ‘official line’ or the banal ‘conspiracy theory’ or something in between, reflecting the author’s own creativity or what circulated in the halls, households, marketplaces and monasteries of the era. When analysing primary sources, therefore, our priority is to isolate whatever ‘facts’ our author is able to reproduce separately from any interpretation. For instance, when we learn of a particular invasion carried out by Máel Coluim, we need to concentrate on the detail; the author’s belief about the goals of the invasion might be worth considering for some purposes, but cannot possess similar value (except perhaps when we have reason to believe it does reflect the ‘official line’). We should also ask ‘how’ our author might come to hold a piece of information.


Here, the reader must note the limits even of this approach. The historian’s best guess is often far from being a certainty. Even when one interpretation is clearly superior to all others based on surviving evidence, that does not mean that the interpretation is more likely than not. And even when one can be 80% ‘certain’ that one interpretation is correct and that, therefore, another is also likely to be correct, stringing such ‘certainties’ together can only produce interpretations that become less and less reliable until a resulting conclusion becomes ‘less likely than not’.32 This book is a ‘biography’ in a broad sense, in that it concentrates on the life and reign of one human being, but source constraints and other interpretive issues limit the scope of ‘biographical’ insight that is possible. Throughout I have tried to maintain a balance between distilling interpretational issues and sketching the developing picture of his reign. Unfortunately, no central narrative is possible, though the book will focus on the king’s key challenges, the quest for security and political legitimacy. Readers should definitely not expect a free-flowing, blow-by-blow narration of our king’s life and reign. A book like that would be fiction – conceivably perhaps what Americans call ‘creative non-fiction’, though the ‘creativity’ would still involve disguising key historical problems and, in essence, misleading the reader.



SCOPE


The book begins by setting Máel Coluim III’s kingdom in context, providing an overview of the Scottish kingdom but also showing that there is much more to the area of northern Britain covered by the term ‘Scotland’ today than just that kingdom (introduction). We look at the old established dynasty, and the origins of its downfall, which set the scene for the competition between two ‘new’ dynastic forces, Clann Ruaidrí in the north and Máel Coluim’s own family (Chapter 1). We consider the origins and makeup of his family and the politics that explain the rise and fall of his father Donnchad I (Chapters 2 and 3). We then turn to the reign of Macbeth, the various theories about Máel Coluim’s location during that time as well as the circumstances of his own coup in 1058 (Chapter 4). In the subsequent two chapters (5 and 6) we try to get a sense of Máel Coluim’s experience as ruler, sketching an overview of the life of an eleventh-century Scottish king, the position of kingship, its various responsibilities and the institutions of governance that held the realm together. We will then turn to our king’s various interventions in English affairs, including his attempts to assist the rebellion of Earl Tostig and to benefit from the resistance of the English to the Norman Conquest, risks that paid off with rewards that compensated for his limited dynastic legitimacy (Chapters 7 to 11). After evaluating the circumstances of Máel Coluim’s death (Chapter 12), we try to reconstruct his activity in the west and north (Chapter 13) and look at the evidence for his conquest of Lothian (Chapter 14), before considering how non-military activities centred on the Scottish court and a golden age of literary activity might also have boosted our king’s credibility (Chapters 15 and 16). We end by considering the king’s reputation, medieval and modern (Chapters 17 to 20).


NOTES FOR READERS


I have followed most modern professional conventions in regard to Anglo-Saxon, Norse and Celtic forenames, using recognisable standard forms of names based on early medieval forms. I make a few exceptions where the difference between these and the ‘popular form’ today is fairly minor or where I believe the ‘medieval form’ might produce difficulties, as with royal names like Godred (rather than Guðrøðr), Cnut (rather than Knútr) and Macbeth (rather than Macbethad).


With regard to the referencing, in primary texts editorial ‘book’ divisions are presented as lower case roman numbers i, ii, etc.; generally modern volume numbers are presented as small capitals i, ii, etc. I have used p. and pp. as well as s.a. and s.aa. only when necessary to avoid confusion. I have sometimes silently modified translations for precision of analysis or for editorial consistency.





__________________
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Introduction



Scotland and Its Neighbours in the Early Eleventh Century


GEOGRAPHY


Máel Coluim III, familiar to many by his anglicised nickname ‘Malcolm Canmore’, was the son of the Scottish king Donnchad I, son of Crínán, sometime abbot of Dunkeld. Máel Coluim was born in one of the first four decades of the eleventh century. It is a reasonable presumption, but not certain, that he was born in the Scottish kingdom. Today, the territory of Scotland encompasses the northern third of the island of Great Britain and roughly one quarter of the larger archipelago that also includes Ireland and thousands of smaller islands. In the early eleventh century, Scotland’s present extent provided territory for at least seven independent or semi-independent realms, including the Scottish kingdom itself, based in the eastern and central part of the present country, but also a variety of other independent and semi-independent peoples.


The north and north-west was Norse country. The most famous rulers of ‘Norse Scotland’ were the ‘kings of the Isles’, who drew support from major Hebridean islands like Skye and Islay. There were also the earls based in Orkney, whose territory may have included present-day Caithness and Sutherland as well as Orkney and Shetland. South of the Forth lay ‘Middle Britain’, a collection of English-, Gaelic- and British-speaking political communities running from the Forth into what is now northern England. The most famous would probably be the Anglo-Saxon ‘earldom’ of Bamburgh and the British kingdom of Strathclyde, but there were other, lesser known polities: for instance, there was a kingship based in Na Renna, Englished as ‘the Rhins’, probably very similar in extent to what later became Wigtownshire; then there was the Gall-Goídil (‘Norse Gaels’), a people living further north on the Firth of Clyde, probably based largely in what later became Ayrshire. There were also regions like the Lennox, Tweeddale and Westmorland that appear to have had a strong political identity but where there is not enough surviving information to declare with any confidence that they hosted separate kingships (or did not).


The exact territory of the Scottish kingdom in the early eleventh century is a matter of uncertainty. A poet, who may have worked at the eleventh-century court, perhaps projecting his own era onto the past, thought that the ancient kingdom’s borders had stretched o crich Chat co Foircu, ‘From the borderland of Cat to the Fords of Frew’.1 Another poet of the era thought that the ancient kingdom’s land had gone as far south ‘the conspicuous rinn of Fothudán’ (go rinn fiadhnach Fotudáin). Fothudán appears to be the Scottish cognate of the more familiar Welsh Gododdin, but Rinn Fotudáin, ‘point’, ‘promontory’ or ‘peak’ of Fothudán, cannot itself be identified with any precision.2 Some of the other places are more familiar. Cat underlies the place-name ‘Caithness’ and probably ‘Shetland’ (islands known as Innsi Cat, ‘islands of the Cat people’, in Old Irish), as well as the medieval and modern Gaelic names for Sutherland (Cat and Cataibh). Hence crich Chat, ‘borderland of Cat’, is either the region north of the Dornoch Firth or the Dornoch Firth itself.3 ‘Frew’ refers to a fordable stretch of the Forth a little upriver from modern Stirling. The Fords of Frew seem to have been the lowest fording point of the Forth that armies in the medieval era were prepared to use throughout the year, and as a result a well-established southwards boundary of the Viking-Age Scottish kingdom.4 Máel Coluim’s tenth-century ancestor Cinaed mac Maíl Choluim is said by a contemporary chronicle to have erected defensive structures on these fords following a large scale invasion of Anglo-Saxon territory – presumably in expectation of a punitive expedition from the ruler of Bamburgh.5 In later centuries a stone bridge would be erected over the river at Stirling. In the middle of that stood a stone crucifix that bore the message ‘This cross separates the English from the remote Scots’ designed to be read by those making the passage.6


As the reality of the Scottish kingdom’s boundaries was probably contested in the eleventh century, assertions about historical geography in that period must be understood as contemporary political statements. For that reason, ‘Scotland’ and the area ruled by the Scottish king were not necessarily the same.7 Sources from the eleventh century, as well as from the twelfth, are reasonably clear that the Forth was the southern boundary of ‘Scotland’ as they understood the concept. The Forth was an unambiguous frontier, and could be used for defensive advantage on occasion. As a frontier zone its population was probably ‘artificially’ low, but the Firth of Forth and the boggy wetlands of the lower river offered genuine protection to the Scots. To the west of the river’s tidal limit at Stirling, lack of ambiguity about the frontier was underlined by a large forest that covered much of eastern Lennox, Menteith and Clackmannanshire, perhaps the real ‘Caledonian forest’. The forest separated the people of the Clyde and Tay basins, and the legacy of the forest is indicated by the place-name gart given by Gaelic speakers to assarts (i.e. woodland or bogland or other ‘waste’ clear or otherwise transformed for arable farming).8


An early thirteenth-century tract known as De situ Albanie (‘On the situation of Scotland’) depicted Scotland in the ‘figure of a man’: his ‘legs’ were the Tay and Spey, the ‘two principal rivers of Scotland’; these were imagined as descending from his body, the Mounth; the ‘mountains and wastes of Argyll’ were his arms; his head, seemingly, Kintyre. On his right side (latus dextere) lay the provinces of Mar, Buchan, Moray and Ross; the other provinces, i.e. Angus, the Mearns, Atholl, Gowrie, Strathearn and Menteith, were [presumably] on his left.9 This imaginative way of describing the country played on puns like ‘Cenn Tíre’, ‘head of the land’ (i.e. Kintyre), but we also see echoes of much older, idealised political geography.10 Almost all the provinces named in De situ Albanie were governed by local sub-rulers called mormaír, mormaers.11 As far as we can tell, there were never as few as seven mormaers; nonetheless, the geography and mythology of the text capture some of the most important internal political and geographical features of the twelfth-century, and indeed the eleventh-century, Scottish kingdom.


De situ Albanie is undoubtedly correct in naming the Mounth as one of the kingdom’s most significant geographical features. Approaching the North Sea in the region of the Mearns (i.e. Kincardineshire) this massif, more familiar today as ‘the Grampians’, divides eastern Scotland into two halves. In the Middle Ages, these two halves of Scotland were connected by one major route passing through Cairn o’ Mount, as well as other more minor routes further west, many of which were too circuitous or treacherous to be preferred by most travelling kings or armies (for instance, routes like that followed by the modern A9 connecting Atholl/Perthshire with Badenoch/Inverness-shire). In the tenth and eleventh centuries the Mounth may have separated the two primary factions of the kingdom, the two royal lines who shared the Scottish kingship.12 In the early Middle Ages the Mounth had divided the ‘northern Picts’ of the Moray Firth from the ‘southern Picts’ of the Tay basin.13 It would remain significant throughout the Middle Ages and, indeed, it was even used by King Edward I of England, to demarcate the spheres covered by the Plantagenet monarch’s newly imposed justices.14


In the twelfth century, as for most of the polity’s medieval lifespan, the heart of the Scottish realm lay in the Tay basin to the south of the Mounth. It was this region that provided Máel Coluim III’s core powerbase, with the Moray Firth region beyond the Mounth dominated by his family’s rivals, Clann Ruaidrí. The area conferred demographic and geographical advantages, strengths that were probably key to the supremacy that Máel Coluim and his heirs came to enjoy. Although the Tay itself is little more than half the length of the Thames and Severn, it is the greatest river in Britain by discharge as well as the longest river in what is now Scotland.15 The river drains an area of roughly 2,400 square miles, 6,200 km2, most of it encompassed by (what would later become) Perthshire, the most populous sheriffdom in pre-Industrial Scotland.16 It included power centres like Dunkeld and Forteviot as well as the kingdom’s principal centre, its ‘capital’ and inauguration centre, Scone. However, the area extends naturally into adjacent areas of (what today could be described as) the ‘Scottish east midlands’, south-eastwards into Fife and north-eastwards into Angus and Kincardineshire, as far as the Mounth.17


North of the Mounth lay the other ‘half’ of the Scottish kingdom, another stretch of territory extending from the fertile lands of Easter Ross through what would become the (now former) sheriffdoms or counties of Ross, Cromarty, Inverness, Nairn, Elgin, Banff and Aberdeen. The south side of the region was dominated by the kingdom’s second great river, the Spey. Most of the area was also densely populated in pre-Industrial times when Aberdeenshire, which included the provinces of Mar, Buchan, Garioch and Formartine, was Scotland’s second most populous county, and when Ross had more than three times the population of Dunbartonshire.18 Several ancient Pictish polities had been based in the region, including the most successful Pictish realm of all, Fortriu.19 Scottish lands north of the Mounth at one time or the other included important secular power centres like Forres, but also significant ecclesiastical sites like Mortlach and Rosemarkie. Much of the Moray Firth zone had been overrun by Norsemen, probably in the later ninth century, and it is up for debate what if anything prior to the eleventh century the Scottish kings, or any Scottish mormaers for that matter, controlled north of the Beauly Firth.20


During Máel Coluim’s own lifetime the area north of the Mounth began to supply a base for a separate kingship dominated by Clann Ruaidrí.21 By the twelfth century this separate kingship had lost control of eastern regions like Buchan and Mar. Owing to this development, in the twelfth century the Spey itself came to be seen as a boundary; partly dividing what would later become the sheriffdoms of Elgin and Nairn from Aberdeen and Banff, the separatist region of Greater ‘Moray’ from the rump of the Scottish kingdom under the power of Máel Coluim’s progeny through David I.22 In the tenth century, however, the region’s principal political centre, Forres, appears to have been one prominent base for Scottish kings. It was there, for instance, that Dub mac Maíl Choluim met his end in 967, killed, according to the Annals of Ulster, by ‘the Scots themselves’ (do marbad la h-Albanchu fein).23 The region also supplied Máel Coluim III’s immediate predecessors, Macbeth and Lulach.


ALBA


Among its own inhabitants, the Scottish kingdom was known as Alba, to this day the name for Scotland among speakers of Irish and Scottish Gaelic. Alba is a very ancient word. It appears to be derived from an early Celtic word for the island of Great Britain (a word that also produced ‘Albion’). Literary evidence shows that prior to the tenth century Alba was still used in Irish to refer to the whole island. It is only from about 900 that its meaning as ‘north Britain’ or ‘Britain north of the Forth’ becomes the dominant one.24 In 700, that same region had been divided into two ethno-political groups whom Latin writers designated Picti (the ‘Picts’) and the Scoti (‘Irish’), separated from each other by the Argyll mountains and Druim Alban (‘the Spine of Britain’): the Picts in the east, the Scoti in the west.25 By the seventh century the Scoti of Britain appear to have been organised under an association of a kinship polities (cenéla; sg. cenél) known as Dál Riata (Dalriada).




THE PICTS


By convention, historians use the term ‘Picts’ to refer to peoples living north of the Forth between c.300 and c.900. While modern academic trends tend to concentrate on trying to demonstrate how ‘European’ or ‘Roman’ the Picts were, aspects of surviving ‘Pictish’ culture continue to defy us. One of their most visible legacies is a large repertoire of symbols and symbol-combinations, many of which (like the ‘Pictish beast’ and ‘crescent and v-rod’) have no obvious meaning. These symbols have survived on stone monuments, in caves and on metalwork, but the scale of their distribution and the obvious familiarity of the symbols to the people of the region suggest their principal medium of display was perishable organic material, or at least something more economically accessible than stonework sculpture. Symbols may have been displayed, for instance, on shields and clothing, or in tattoos. It is even possible that the name Picti (‘Painted Folk’), given to them by the Romans c.300, may be a reference to the tattoos in which these symbols were first commonly displayed.





The Picts had their own political divisions, and it is possible that ‘Pictish’ identity was never embraced for any length of time outside the elite of Fortriu.26 The period between 685 and 800 saw the people of Fortriu, the Verturians, gain dominance over ‘southern Picts’ and Dalriadan Scoti; however, the same era (or at least the period before c.900) seems to have witnessed the spread to dominance of the Irish or Gaelic language and associated cultural norms.27 In the ninth century, the core of Fortriu fell under Norse occupation, and by the end of the tenth century the elite north of the Forth had discarded ‘Pictishness’ in favour of an ‘Irish’ or Dalriadan identity.28 In the tenth century the people of the Pictish realm’s rump, at least the upper and middle class, probably claimed Dalriadan origin and regarded themselves not as Verturians, Fortriu people, nor as Cruithni (Picts), but as Albanaig (Scots); in broader terms, they also came to think of themselves as Goídil, ‘Gaels’.29


By convention, the Scottish kingdom was founded in the middle of the ninth century by a certain Cinaed son of Alpín, ‘Kenneth MacAlpin’ (d. 858). The Cinaed of traditional Scottish history is an Argyll Gael, who founded the kingdom of Scotland after a bloody conquest of his people’s ancient Pictish enemies, a story that has been around for nearly a millennium. It is an appealing and ‘tellable’ way of accounting for the long-term rise of Scottishness at the expense of Pictishness, at least to an audience looking back without any detailed knowledge of the period. But it is generally rejected by modern historians, who tend to think it is a better reflection of historical memory from the eleventh century than ‘real history’ from the ninth. No bloody conquest is attested in any contemporary source, and the ninth-century sources we do have are more difficult to understand if we try to account for it. In contemporary Irish annals, for instance, the Latin title rex Pictorum (‘king of the Picts’) is used not only for Cinaed himself, but for Cinaed’s two sons Causantín (d. 876) and Áed (d. 878).30 It is only from the reign of Cinaed’s grandson Domnall mac Causantín that the title ‘king of the Picts’ ceases. Irish annals, from this point, always use rí Alban (‘king of Alba’) up to the end of their interest in the kingdom, in the Stuart era.31 The change from rex Pictorum to rí Alban is undoubtedly significant in the long term, but any shorter-term significance for this change in style may be more apparent than real. For instance, this terminological crossover coincides with a switch from Latin to the vernacular.32


Despite great scepticism about the conquest story, historians have not been able to offer an alternative that commands a high degree of confidence. Above all, it is still unclear why the Irish term for Britain, Alba, came to be used to refer exclusively to Britain north of the Forth and to the major Gaelic polity based there. Various theories and suggestions have, however, been presented. One suggestion is that in the Early Middle Ages Irish-speakers had come to use Alba as short-hand for the part of Britain that spoke Irish or was ruled by Irish-speakers – the region north of the Forth by the tenth century but Dál Riata earlier.33 Another theory is that Alba came to be the Irish name for the ‘empire’ created by the leaders of Fortriu after the battle of Dún Nechtáin in 685. This dominion was called Pictavia (‘Pictland’) in Latin. In Welsh and Irish, the two Insular Celtic languages with relevant evidence, the words used for the Picts, Prydyn and Cruithni, are both derived from a term meaning ‘British people’. The people of Fortriu and Pictavia spoke a variety or varieties of Insular Celtic, and so it is not unreasonable to think that these terms reflect a Pictish endonym that stressed Britishness (as opposed, perhaps, to Irishness or the ‘Romano-Britishness’ embraced by the ‘Welsh’). If Picts were ‘Britons’, then surely ‘Pictland’ could be ‘Britain’, Alba?34 Yet another idea is that the Dalriadan ruling elite of Pictland in the ninth century wished to integrate Pictish and Irish traditions. Foreshadowing the coming together of Scotland and England centuries later, the name ‘Britain’ (i.e. Alba) emerged as the preferred nomenclature for the new polity because it was not ethnically exclusive and therefore amenable to both Dalriadans and Picts.35


An increasing emphasis on ‘dynastic kingship’ may provide yet another explanation for the disappearance of Pictish identity. With the monopolisation of the old Pictish kingship by one family, the descendants of Cinaed mac Ailpín, these monopolists would have sought to stress the formerly exclusive mythologies and traditions of their own agnatic line at the expense of earlier commonly held Pictish beliefs.36 Another, related, solution might be Irishparallelism. In a century where the high-kingship of Ireland was a rising institution, the pressure to make analogies would have been a natural side-effect of northern Britain’s increasingly Hibernicised cultural outlook; but it would also have been encouraged by the fact that Cinaed mac Ailpín’s daughter, Máel Muire, married two high-kings of Ireland, Áed Findliath (d. 879) and Flann Sinna (d. 916), and mothered another, Niall Glúndub (d. 919), who together successively held the high-kingship of Ireland for four decades.37 Cinaed’s family in northern Britain would have sought to exploit their sustained link with the second most powerful rulers in the Insular World. Perhaps, then, the prestige and resources gained from this connection contributed to the family’s emergence as the dominant dynasty in northern Britain.38 The matter is an ongoing historical problem.39


SCOTLAND


Alba was the kingdom’s ‘endonym’ or ‘autonym’, the name its inhabitants used. Although words derived from Alba enjoyed ill-fated spells of use in medieval French and English (e.g. ‘Albany’), the kingdom’s main exonym would come from the Latin Scotus/Scoti terminology, as borrowed and reused by Germanic speakers: the familiar Scotland. Evidence from the A version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, probably produced at Winchester in Wessex, indicates that at some point between 891 and 920 members of the West Saxon elite began using the terms Scotland and Scottas to refer to the land and people of Alba. Hitherto, the chronicle had used these terms to refer to the land and people of Ireland, with the term Peohtas (‘Picts’) last used in 875.40 Like the switch from rex Pictorum to Gaelic rí Alban in Irish annals, it is very difficult to say with certainty why the change took place. An obvious and economical explanation is that both changes simply mirror internal developments in Alba, the abandonment of ‘Pictish’ in favour of Dalriadan identity. Alex Woolf has argued that Scotland had been the Northumbrian vernacular word for Dál Riata since at least the eighth century.41 It may be significant that the chronicle’s coverage of the relevant years demonstrates influence of Northumbrian terminology.42


The West Saxon kingdom was increasingly exposed to a wider range of outside influences in the late ninth and early tenth centuries. So it is also worth noting that in the ninth century Scandinavians replaced Frisians as the major middle men connecting England with the rest of Europe, meaning that English terms for foreign peoples and territories (probably only known among a small number of aristocrats and merchants in the first place) could have been transformed very suddenly: established Frisian vocabulary giving way to Norse vocabulary.43 It would be as if all television coverage of football in Scotland or England today suddenly came to be provided by North Americans, and the word for the sport suddenly appeared to change to ‘soccer’. Northern England was thickly settled with Scandinavians, with their most important trading centre at York in Northumbria and with strong merchant links to Ireland. A Hiberno-Norse preference for Írland over Scotland (where the former enjoyed a more straightforward relationship with the island’s Irish name, Ériu) may have been enough to cause broader terminological instability and allow Scotland to replace *Peohtland as the name for ‘Britain north of the Forth’, not just in England but over the entire Germanic-speaking world.


In Latin the Germanic word Scotland corresponded to Scotia, with derivations thereof in Latin-modelled Romance vernaculars, giving, for example, Italian Scozia and French Écosse. In the Early Middle Ages the Latin term Scotia had meant ‘Ireland’, even among the Latinists of Dál Riata. Adomnán’s Life of Columba, for instance, written on Iona at the end of the seventh century, described a voyage between Ireland and the west coast of Scotland as de Scotia ad Brittanniam, ‘from Ireland to Britain’.44 Scotia was used in that way in widely read texts like Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae, and its ‘Irish’ meaning became well established in the course of the Early Middle Ages.45 Continental writers still regularly used the term Scotia to refer to ‘Ireland’ in the eleventh century,46 but by this same century Scoti-based terminology also came to be applied to the people of Alba by Continental writers such as the author of the biography of Cathróe of Metz, as well as Ralph Glaber and Marianus Scotus (an Irishman based in Germany).47


Scotia in its new usage was effectively an Ecclesiastical Latin calque or reflex of Germanic and Romance vernaculars, and it was probably the extensive usage of those vernaculars that restricted the appearance of the older ‘Irish’ meaning largely to old writings. The new usage was likely not, as sometimes claimed, the result of a high-brow claim by Scottish kings to rule all Scoti, understood as ‘Gaels’. As far as we know, changing use of Scot-derived terminology went largely unnoticed in Scotland until Máel Coluim III’s own day.48 Few ordinary Scots would ever have encountered the Germanic or Latin terminology, and the only surviving contemporary native chronicle uses the term Albania to refer to its country in Latin; this text, known today as the Chronicle of the Kings of Alba, seems to understand the term Scotus as a translation of the vernacular Goídel, ‘Gael’, rather than ‘Alba person’, Albanach. Alba and Scotia do not marry in the familiar way until the twelfth century when the Scottish kings brought French, English and Anglo-Norman literati into their kingdom and when the ‘northern Britain’ usage of the word gained preference in the papal chancellery.


WORLD’S EDGE


The only contemporary text from tenth-century Scotland, the Chronicle of the Kings of Alba, was written in Latin. It was not the kind of Latin that Julius Caesar or Cicero would have written, nor even perhaps the sort that would have won admiration from the famous historians who, in the same language, narrated tenth-century affairs in France, England and Germany; men like Flodoard of Reims (d. 966), Byrhtferth of Ramsey (d. c.1020), or Thietmar of Merseburg (d. 1018). Nonetheless, the Chronicle of the Kings of Alba is still recognisably Latin. We have no precise figures, but much of the land in Scotland around 1000 was held by religious corporations who possessed their own livestock and slaves and drew income from communities of commoners and aristocrats – mostly in the form of rents, tithes and alms. The revenue provided a living for the various monastic and clerical office-holders of the kingdom, but it also allowed them to teach the Latin language and to produce and purchase Latin texts. The ability to do all that was essential if the Scottish Church and its office-holders were to meet the expectations of wider society: to supervise or carry out essential pastoral care; to interact with the Christian otherworld through prayer, song and ritual; and to dispense spiritual wisdom.


In very broad terms, Latin’s status as a religious language was a legacy of the Roman Empire. After the fifth century, when Roman imperial power had retreated from western Europe, the vast majority of the old Western Empire consisted of Latin-speakers living under military protectorates organised by peoples of Germanic speech: Visigoths in Spain, Ostrogoths and Lombards in northern Italy, Burgundians in south-eastern Gaul, for instance; the most powerful of all the Germanic protectorates were the Franks of the middle Rhine region, who came to rule north-eastern Gaul and, for a brief period around 800, much of western Europe. Under these regimes many aspects of Western Roman society were enthusiastically embraced and reworked into new patterns. Substantial parts of Roman institutional and bureaucratic culture, including that of the Late Antique Church, continued healthily and, with them, the ‘educated’, high Latin culture of the old Roman landowner elite. Despite some early translations of biblical texts into Germanic (e.g. Ulfilas’ Gothic Bible), Christianised Franks and other Germanic peoples, including the early Anglo-Saxons, accepted Latin as the sacred language of their own Christian institutions. However, the sacred language was not the ‘vulgar’ Latina or Romana of the peasants in Lombard Italy or Frankish-run Gaul, but the fossilised literary language of the old Empire preserved by the schools and churches.49


In the Viking Age, the vast majority of people in ‘Western Christendom’ spoke dialects descended from ‘vulgar’ Latin, today called Romance (ancestral to French, Catalan, Italian, Castilian, Portuguese, etc), or a form of Germanic (ancestral to High German, Dutch, English, Danish, etc). Even c.1000 there was a high degree of mutual comprehensibility within both the Romance and the Germanic zones.50 Scotland, along with Wales, Brittany, Ireland and the Basque-speaking lands in Aquitaine and northern-eastern Spain were among the few exceptions to this in ‘Western Christendom’ – though the soon to be integrated Hungarian and Slav lands would lead to more diversity. Linguistic and cultural peripherality presented dangers that would be realised for all these peoples in the twelfth century, in the face of military and cultural expansion from the territories of the old Frankish ‘empire’.51


There were also opportunities. Religious figures in the Early Middle Ages, particularly monks, were professional outsiders. The ‘holy man’ of the Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages gained his charisma and authority from his ability to stand aloof and beyond material and political desires of mainstream society. Like journalists and scientists (and the institutions that legitimise their authority) today, they gained credibility not only from their power and knowledge but also by distancing themselves from the grasp of ‘vested interests’. They were expected to connect with God and divorce themselves from any stake in the worldly affairs familiar to everyone else, something key to their ability to deliver reliable services in matters both spiritual and indeed secular. As part of the theatre of ‘objectivity’, the holy man adopted a life of poverty and retreated to remote locations such as the desert or, in northern Britain, small islands.52 On the Continent, the extra-exotic nature of Irish holy men in the Early Middle Ages undoubtedly boosted their otherworldly charisma, perhaps one of the factors that explain why so many consistently managed to gain followers and patrons in Continental Europe, founding many major churches in France, Germany and Italy.53 Men from the Scottish kingdom could also earn careers on the Continent. One was a certain Cathróe, who in the 940s migrated from Dunkeld and became abbot of a monastery at Metz in Lotharingia.54


Christianity tied Scotland to the Continent in other ways. To carry out Christian rituals correctly, Scots needed to obtain wine as well as oil, and perhaps incense. Wine was also highly sought by aristocrats for gift-giving and feasting. The medieval wine trade was an extraordinary phenomenon. As an illustration, 103,000 barrels of wine left Plantagenet-run Bordeaux in 1308/9, representing about 85 million litres or 18.7 million imperial gallons of wine (apparently enough to fill thirty-four Olympic-sized swimming pools). One learned commentator has estimated that on an annual basis more wine passed between France and England in the Middle Ages than in the twentieth century!55 The size of the eleventh-century economy was not on par with the early fourteenth, but it was going in that direction. Finds of pottery originating in the Mediterranean and Gaul seem to allow us to monitor trade in wine or oil in northern Britain in the Early Middle Ages and, as a result, to document political and economic power that was needed to attract imports in the first place. Ironically, perhaps, given the spirit of New Testament declarations regarding the ‘meek’ and poor, the need for wine and other Christian necessities like oil, incense, dyes, etc, almost certainly provided one of the main motivations for warfare and the slave trade.


Although Scotland probably exported certain exotic goods, such as pearls, in small quantities, northern Britain had very little to offer in the kind of quantity necessary to sustain high volume trade with the Mediterranean.56 The early days of Iona in the seventh century coincide with the clustering of such wares in western Scotland but also with the reign of the Dál Riata king Áedán mac Gabráin, who spent his career carrying out slave-gathering attacks on places as far afield as Orkney and Lothian.57 From around ad 300 wooden casks, rather than ceramic amphorae, were used to transport wine, and so unfortunately, by the eighth century or so, trade of commercial agricultural products becomes much less visible archaeologically.58 In the eleventh century, wine probably came to Scotland from the Rhineland via traders from Frisia or the English Danelaw, or from the west of France via Dublin and Irish Sea traders. The tenth-century Scottish king Ildulb mac Maíl Choluim appears to have been named after a saint in Lorraine. It is not too far-fetched to see such cultural exchange as a side-effect of economic bonds created by the wine trade.59


Travel exchanges with the Continent were encouraged by Christianity. Pilgrimage to Rome was probably an aspiration of many aristocrats in northern Britain in the tenth and eleventh centuries. Máel Coluim III’s predecessor Macbeth carried out such a pilgrimage in 1050, where he ‘scattered coin like seed to the poor’.60 A king of Strathclyde is said to have died on pilgrimage, at Rome, in 975.61 The Chronicle of the Kings of Alba recorded similar pilgrimages by Scots named Leot and Sluagadach, men of unspecified title but presumably members of the elite of south-eastern Alba known to everyone who lived during the times of the king Cuilén mac Ilduilb (d. 971).62 Any Scot travelling to Rome would have travelled through a number of intermediate lands, including potentially (but not necessarily) England, France and the ‘German Empire’, whose expansion into Italy made pilgrimage routes safer. On such travels potentates and aristocrats from northern Britain would have been able to make connections with families of equivalent or higher status, potentially opening up diplomatic opportunities such as marriage or recruitment of household warriors and clerics. The thirteenth-century Orkneyinga Saga related how a twelfth-century earl of Orkney, on his way to Spain, was served wine by Ermengarde, heiress of Narbonne, for whom he recited verse. Icelandic sagas are full of such encounters, almost all of which are fictions but which nonetheless probably give a good flavour for the sort of things that were expected to go on.63


Just as Latin and Christianity connected northern Britain with much of the western part of Continental Europe, so the Norse connected it with an even wider world. Sometime around 1130, the Scottish king David I, youngest son of Máel Coluim III, sent a letter to Suger, abbot of St Denis. Alongside the letter David gifted the abbey, burial place of France’s kings, a set of decorated narwhal tusks. From an animal that could only have been hunted in the Arctic Sea beyond Iceland, the strange and exotic nature of such tusks would later give credence to stories about unicorns.64 Adam of Bremen tells us that Adalbert, archbishop of Hamburg and responsible for the spiritual affairs of Scandinavia, sent a certain John to be bishop of Orkney, noting matter-of-factly that John had been ordained in Scotland.65 Another John, nicknamed ‘the Scot’, was martyred by the Slavic pagan Abodrites, having been sent among them as missionary–bishop by the same Adalbert.66


Norsemen and their language linked a series of trading communities that stretched from Greenland to the Middle East. Besides York, and perhaps Carlisle, Whithorn and Corbridge, there were (as far as we know) no true urban sites in northern Britain in the eleventh century. However, some of the most important Norse trading towns were very close – indeed the Scottish kingdom was closer to major urban centres than large parts of pre-Christian Norway. Moreover, in the eleventh century most of the coastland of what is now western and northern Scotland, as well as its many islands, was Norse in culture and language. Trade with the Celtic-speaking interior was probably a routine part of life there; and, indeed, some of these Norse communities were probably forced, at least on occasion, to pay tribute and acknowledge the domination of Scottish kings or mormaers. Scottish kings like Máel Coluim III, if they chose, had relatively easy access to the trading links and cultural assets of the Norse world.


EUROPE AND SOUTHUMBRIA


The Scottish kingdom may have been marginal in Christendom but it was still very much part of it. Christian Europe in the early eleventh century contained hundreds of independent or semi-independent potentates, but was dominated by a handful of major monarchs. In the east was the so-called ‘Byzantine Empire’ or ‘Byzantium’, modern names for what was, in reality, the medieval Roman Empire. Centred on Constantinople (modern Istanbul), capital of the Empire since the fourth century and still probably the Christian world’s largest and wealthiest city, its prestige, riches and administrative technology put it at the head of Christendom.67 However, it had surrendered its former dominance of the Mediterranean to the Islamic world, which encompassed northern Africa, the Levant, southern Spain and Sicily, and was now confined to the sea’s north-eastern corner. Over Byzantium’s northern frontier were the Empire’s various immediate European neighbours, mostly Slavic- and Vlach-speaking peoples and principalities; over the Danube and across the hinterland of the Black Sea lay Ugric- and Turkic-speaking nomadic people, and beyond them the settled land of ‘Rus’, a group of cities and tribes under the overlordship of the Christian, Norse–Slavic Rurikid dynasty.


In Western Europe, the most important realm was the ‘German kingdom’, an assortment of large formerly independent ‘duchies’ ruled over by a single king, having been collected together under the hegemony of the Franks in preceding centuries. The old Frankish ‘empire’ had split up in the ninth century, opening the way for the separate development of a largely Romance-speaking western, ‘French’ realm; and the eastern, predominantly Germanic, ‘German’ realm: the basis for France and Germany. The German kingdom retained a large portion of the military heartland of the pre-ninth-century Frankish kingdom, but in the tenth century came to be dominated by the Saxons, the northern people who had been conquered and Christianised by the Frankish ruler Charlemagne (r. 768–814). The Saxon ‘Ottonian’ kings became the leading rulers of Western Europe, and engaged in an ambitious attempt to emulate the Roman/Byzantine Empire, by adopting imperial titles, interfering in Italian politics and expanding aggressively into Eastern Europe. The western, French part, by 1000 had a separate kingship, with kings drawn from the rising Capetian dynasty. This geo-political unit had the demographic and military potential to be an equal to the German realm, but it was much more decentralised and its kings often had difficulties exercising power outside the Greater Paris region. Besides the Capetian king, the French realm was home to a large number of powerful ‘regional’ rulers, notable among them being the dukes of the Normans and the counts of the Flemings, both of whom would play a role in Scottish affairs from the reign of Máel Coluim III onwards.


In Britain itself, one ethnic group dominated most of the island in the early eleventh century, the ‘Anglo-Saxons’ or ‘English’. Four major (and several more ‘minor’) kingdoms had made up the Anglo-Saxon political world before the tenth century, but by the eleventh century most of the English-speaking world had fallen under the sway of a single dynasty descended from Ecgberht (d. 839), king of Wessex (i.e. Hampshire, Berkshire, Wiltshire, Dorset, Somerset and Devon) and Kent. The development had come about, in part, because of invading Scandinavians. Between 865 and 880 a ‘Great Army’ of thousands of Norse-speaking freebooters had devastated the island and undermined many of the established dynasties; East Anglia, Mercia and Northumbria were either conquered by the Norsemen or reduced to territorial rumps. The key development, however, was that the West Saxon king Alfred ‘the Great’ was able to resist the invaders and to establish a protectorate over the western ‘rump’ of Mercia, converting it into a soon-to-beabsorbed vassal state. Alfred’s descendants, Edward ‘the Elder’, Æthelstan, Edmund and Eadred, were consequently able to continue the ‘unification of England’: the Danelaw or ‘Danish England’, a region that included the Five Boroughs (Lincoln, Stamford, Derby, Nottingham and Leicester), as well as East Anglia and the southern parts of Northumbria, fell to them later in the century.


Although not in its final form until after the Norman Conquest, the tenth century thus saw the emergence of the unitary English kingdom, recognisable as such by its name and extent. Under Edgar ‘the Peacemaker’ and Æthelred ‘the Unready’ England’s administration became as sophisticated as anything in Western Europe. Outside Yorkshire and East Anglia, and south of the Mersey, the country was divided into a system of provinces centred on fortified market towns, the ‘shire system’ still reasonably familiar today. To help govern these shires the king was able to delegate significant amounts of power and authority to a handful of regional governors, known as ‘ealdormen’, and to a small group of bishops; and under them all, with varying degrees of consistency and zeal, thousands of local reeves and priests were prepared, in theory if not in practice, to monitor and intervene in local affairs in the name of their ruler.68 Success made the kingdom an attractive target for new groups, and unfortunately for its people and most of its elite the realm was conquered by the kings of Denmark in the 1010s.


THE NORTHERN ENGLISH


The kings of England liked to think of themselves as overlords of all Britain, and in the tenth century rulers from the outlying realms of Wales, Strathclyde, Bamburgh and even Scotland were periodically in attendance at their court.69 Contrary to what we might expect, however, Scotland was probably not viewed as their most important northern neighbour. The territory directly controlled by England’s king was actually still relatively remote from Scotland, even in the first half of the eleventh century. Although the West Saxons ruled southern Northumbria from 954, they rarely spent time in their northern and eastern territories and relied on local good will and fear for their continued overlord-ship. By about 963 responsibilities for West-Saxon-ruled Northumbrian territory had been delegated to an ealdorman, a vice-regal governor.70 This ealdorman or ‘earl’ of Northumbria also came to be responsible for managing the English king’s limited relations with northern peoples of the island, including the Scots and the various polities between them, in the land of ‘Middle Britain’. By the 1040s and 1050s it was probably the northern ealdorman, not the king of Scotland, who was the most powerful figure in northern Britain.


Before falling victim to the ‘Great Army’, the kingdom of Northumbria had stretched from the Firth of Forth to the Humber and Peak district. Subsequently, the south of the kingdom, including its ecclesiastical capital York, came to form part of the ‘Danelaw’ and, by extension, the wider Scandinavian world. At the same time, a large region encompassing the north and north-east of the kingdom, a significant portion of which would later end up controlled by Scotland, retained independence; and in the early tenth century a certain Eadwulf of Bamburgh, ‘king of the Northern English’, was significant enough to be recorded in both West Saxon and Irish sources.71 Eadwulf’s power and status appear to have been passed to his sons, and what little evidence we have indicates that for the remainder of the tenth century Eadwulf’s dynasty, the Eadwulfings, ruled over an independent or semi-independent realm able to engage with its Celticspeaking and Norse neighbours from a position of relative equality.72 The principal seat of the Eadwulfing ‘Northern English’ polity was the formidable semi-insular fortress of Bamburgh, from which they dominated most of the Tweed basin and surrounding territory from the Forth as far south as either the Tyne or the Tees.73


The land of the ‘Northern English’ is the main known target for Scottish aggression in the tenth century. Cinaed mac Maíl Choluim’s invasions in the 970s or 980s appear to have been glowing successes, but judging by Cinaed’s subsequent ‘fortification of the Fords of Frew’ on the Forth, the Northern English retained their ability to retaliate.74 Cinaed’s son Máel Coluim attempted to emulate these adventures and in the process, in 1006, the year after his accession, suffered a serious defeat at their hands, one devastating enough to be recorded in Irish sources.75 If modern historiographic attempts to make the best of Anglo-Norman legendary material are reliable, Máel Coluim initially advanced unopposed, with the land’s elderly ruler, Waltheof, having shut himself up in Bamburgh; but things changed with the interventions of Waltheof’s son Uhtred.76 According to the text in question, De obsessione Dunelmi or ‘On the Siege of Durham’, King Æthelred arranged for the victorious Uhtred to marry his own daughter and conferred on him governorship of southern Northumbria. The tale may be unhistorical, but contemporary sources do show that Uhtred did indeed serve as the English king’s northern ealdorman. Thus, the Eadwulfings appear to have achieved, at least for a time, the temporary reunification of eastern Northumbria. The development must have been menacing to the Scots and their other neighbours, especially in the aftermath of 1006. In the event, however, the next military encounter between the Scots and Northern English was a decisive Scottish victory, the battle of Carham, possibly fought in 1018.77 Moreover, Uhtred’s entanglements in affairs south of the Tyne got him killed at the hands of a certain Thurbrand the Hold, a local leader possibly associated with Holderness in the East Riding of Yorkshire.78 Uhtred was not the last independent ruler of Bamburgh, but he may have been the last to be seen as the principal foreign opponent of the Scottish king; in that role, the ‘earls’ of Bamburgh came to be replaced by ealdormen to the south, men who between 1018 and 1055, because of the Danish conquest, were Scandinavians, including the famous Earl Siward who would defeat Máel Coluim III’s predecessor Macbeth in 1054.


THE NORTHERN BRITONS


To the immediate west of the Northern English were the Britons. Historians of the Middle Ages follow medieval usage and refer to speakers of Welsh and other ‘Brittonic’ languages as Britons, a source of endless confusion among modern undergraduate students (especially North Americans who often understand it as a synonym for the English!). In addition to the Welsh, Britons include speakers of Cornish (south-western England) and Breton (north-western France), still very similar forms of speech in 1000. Another major group of Britons lay to the immediate south of Scotland, in the political community usually known today as ‘Strathclyde’ or ‘the Cumbrians’. Until the end of the twentieth century, historians of the Scottish Viking Age tended to see Strathclyde as a virtual extension of the Scottish kingdom, ruled either by a branch of the Scottish royal family or used as an appanage for Scottish royal sons. This vision of Viking Age Strathclyde was the creation of John of Fordun, or rather the thirteenth-century Scoto-Latin chronicle he used as a source, but in the later twentieth century, as historiographic methodologies became more sophisticated, historians began to reject Fordun’s picture, and to look at earlier sources with more interest and care. Today, the orthodox view is that Strathclyde continued under its own rulers until at least 1018, and probably beyond.79


The name ‘Strathclyde’ was, famously, ‘resurrected’ for a new Scottish council region in the Local Government Act of 1973. The term means ‘strath of the Clyde’, where ‘strath’ is a broad valley (as opposed, for instance, to a narrower one called a ‘glen’). When English became a dominant language in the former British realm, something that seems to have taken place in the two centuries after the 1150s, the term was calqued as ‘Clydesdale’, which has just about survived to this day as an alternative name in English and Scots for the former sheriffdom and county of Lanark. Today Lanarkshire and surrounding territory are the most densely populated parts of Scotland. Although that was not the case prior to the Industrial Revolution, nonetheless Clydesdale and the Clyde basin constituted one of the most significant power bases in northern Britain. The valley was large, relatively populous and particularly wealthy in pastureland; the muscle and wealth provided by the population of the main valley was supported by several important tributary straths and glens like Avondale and Douglasdale. In the eleventh century it was surrounded by mountain, moorland and large stretches of forest and was not a place that could be occupied easily, which probably explains why it survived so long as a bastion of Britishness despite being surrounded by expanding Anglo-Saxon and Gaelic peoples. The Scottish kings only permanently subdued the region in the twelfth century by franchising out much of its land to imported Flemish and Anglo-French mercenaries and knights and granting the region’s new elite large amounts of autonomy.80 When the Plantagenets of England tried to take control of the whole Scottish kingdom in the decades around 1300, the region proved a major source of their undoing and aroused the formidable Douglas clan, descendants of Flemish mercenaries who subsequently used the region to build their own little empire across much of southern Scotland.81


The emergence of Strathclyde as a kingdom first becomes clear in 872, when its ruler Arthgal is styled in Irish annals, ‘king of the Britons of Strathclyde’ (rex Britanorum Sratha Cluade).82 This people was important enough in the same period to be recognised in the south of England, where the late-ninth- and early-tenth-century West Saxons and Mercians called them the ‘Strathclyde Welsh’ (Stræcledwalas and Strecled Wealas).83 The Wales-based Annales Cambriae version A referred to Strat Clut as the region devastated by the king of England in 945.84 More than half a century later, a certain Eugenius Calvus (‘Ewen’ or ‘Owen the Bald’), who fought with Máel Coluim II at the battle of Carham about 1018 is described by a Latin annal from northern England as rex Clutinensium, king of the Clutienses or ‘Clyde-folk’.85 The same people might have been described as Cludwys in British,86 terminology mirrored by Bretnaig Chluada in Irish.87


The Clyde-folk and their associates were also known by grander names. The Northumbrian English referred to the Strathclyde people as Cumbere (or Cumere), ‘Cumbrians’. King Edmund’s devastation of Strat Clut recorded in 945 by the Annales Cambriae is also recorded in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, but here the Northumbrian term Cumere is used instead of West Saxon Stræcledwalas.88 They are also frequently called ‘Britons’, usually something like Bretones or Britanni in Latin. That terminology is preferred by the only surviving tenth-century Scottish chronicle;89 and it mirrors the vernacular Bretain and Brethnaig, which also appears in Irish sources such as the obit of Domnall m. Eogain, ri Bretan (‘Dyfnwal son of Owain, king of the Britons’).90 In Irish annals the people are also referred to as the ‘Northern Britons’. One of the successors (and possibly the son of) Domnall m. Eogain, Máel Coluim son of Dyfnwal, is styled ri Bretan Tuaiscirt (‘king of the Northern Britons’), in his obit of 997.91 A Viking-Age text on female saints quotes a Gaelic poem about a certain Dustricc, ‘daughter of Trust king of the Northern Britons’ (Dustric ingen Truist rig Bretan Tuascirt), a saint today lost in obscurity.92 Assertions of Strathclyde’s broader Cumbrian and British identity may be connected to a significant phase of territorial expansion. Many modern historians believe that the kingdom came to include not just Clydesdale, but surrounding regions like Tweeddale, Annandale and the area encompassed by the future English county of Cumberland; as well as other regions in ‘Middle Britain’, today northern England and southern Scotland.93



GALL-GOíDIL AND OTHERS


The Britons of Strathclyde and the Northern English of Bamburgh were only two political units that lay between the territory of the Scottish king and the territory governed by the ealdorman of northern England. Another significant political group, one that appears with a kingship for the first time in the early eleventh century, is the Gall-Goídil (sing. Gall-Goídel), sometimes called the ‘Galwegians’ or ‘Gallovidians’. In 1034, Irish annals note the death of a certain Suibne son of Cinaed, ‘king of the Gall-Goídil’.94 The region known today as Galloway, i.e. Wigtownshire and Kirkcudbrightshire, came to be named after this group; but in the eleventh century, the Gall-Goídel kingdom was probably still based in Ayrshire and the upper Firth of Clyde. The Gall-Goídel kingship likely did not encompass the Galloway area until the early twelfth century. In the Galloway area itself, eleventh-century records tell us of another kingdom, Na Renna (‘the Rhins’), based around Whithorn and Dunragit in Wigtownshire.95 A certain Echmarcach was described by Marianus Scotus as rex inna renn (‘king of the Rhins’) on his death in 1065, though at the peak of his career Echmarcach had controlled Dublin and Mann.96 Both Na Renna and the Gall-Goídil, at least by the eleventh century, appear to have been Gaelic-speaking groups, but with some Norse characteristics (the specifics of which are unknown to historians). These peoples, however, incorporated territory that had once been part of Northumbria and the Anglo-Saxon world. In the tenth century, the Ayrshire and Galloway coast was referred to in Irish as Airer Saxan, ‘shore of the English’.97 The place-name Turnberry (= ‘Thornbury’, ‘fortress surrounded by thorns’), capital of the later medieval province of Carrick, preserves the Old English dative ending, passed into modern English and Scots via Gaelic (where, after c.1150, ‘th’ was pronounced as ‘t’). The term Gall-Goídil itself meant ‘Norse Gaels’, indicating some sort of ‘dual’ identity, linguistic or cultural. Perhaps reflective of this identity is the Hunterston brooch, one of the most exquisite and intricately decorated artefacts to come from Scotland in the Early Middle Ages. The item was discovered in the nineteenth century at Hunterston in Cunningham, northern Ayrshire in the heart of Gall-Goídel territory.98 Etched upon it, probably between 800 and 1100, is the inscription ‘Máel Brigte owns this brooch’. The name here is Gaelic, ‘devotee of [St] Brigit’, but the inscription was carried out with Old Norse runes.


Prior to the emergence of Strathclyde in the 870s, the major British polity in the north was centred on the hill fort of Alt Clut, today Dumbarton Rock. The Viking Age Tripartite Life of Patrick has no problem imagining Ail Clúade, Dumbarton, as a residence for the rulers of the people it calls ‘Britons’ and ‘Britons of Strathclyde’, albeit in stories set in the past, in the time of St Patrick.99 Glosses of a similar era also describe Ail Clúade as part of the territory of the ‘Northern Britons’.100 It is not certain whether or not Dumbarton formed part of the tenth-century kingdom of Strathclyde, but by the twelfth century at the latest (and possibly by the end of the tenth) the surrounding area, the Lennox, had a separate identity. The name Lennox or Lemnacht (modern An Leamhnachd), is based on Leamhain, the Gaelic name for what are now in English the river Leven and Loch Lomond. The name is useful to the historian because it tells us quite specifically that the central power in this new polity was based on that stretch of water. In Gaelic nomenclature, the agricultural core of a tribe or petty kingdom was often referred to the territory’s magh or ‘plain’, and the term magh Leamhna, ‘plain of Leven’, is known today as the ‘Vale of Leven’. Lennox was, however, much bigger than the Vale of Leven. The rural deanery that would be incorporated into the diocese of Glasgow stretched from the mouth of the river Kelvin at Partick in (what is now) Glasgow, to the boundary of Argyll; the territory that fell under the first known mormaers of Lennox, who appear with that status only in the later twelfth century, was very similar.101 One major centre of what we now know as the medieval earldom of Lennox was Balloch, and indeed a thirteenth-century Irish poem written on behalf of the family of Lennox’s mormaers styled its patron ‘king of Balloch’.102


In literature from the twelfth century, it is clear that a number of other regions between the Forth and Yorkshire had distinct political identities. A text from the twelfth century remembered a petty king (regulus) named Meldredus, probably Gaelic Máel Doraid, who had ruled Tweeddale.103 Tweeddale is a relatively poor and sparsely populated area that, most likely, was at least partly British in speech in the eleventh century. Under Scottish governance in later centuries, it became the sheriffdom of Peebles, Peeblesshire. It is a reasonable presumption that Tweeddale was one of the subordinate provinces of Strathclyde, although that cannot be absolutely certain. North of Tweeddale is Lothian, which appears for the first time as a regional name in the late eleventh century. In the twelfth century, historical texts tended to portray it as an ancient independent or semi-independent kingdom.104 The term ‘Lothian’, however, tends to have a number of different meanings in the twelfth century, and prior to its use for various emerging twelfth-century administrative institutions it may have referred merely to the coastal region in the vicinity of Edinburgh.105 Traditionally it has been thought that part of this region, at least, came under Scottish rule in the tenth century. The evidence for that belief, however, is extremely weak. Indeed, it is perhaps just as likely that the region was another subordinate province of Strathclyde, or still formed part of the Bamburgh realm.106


Another distinct group from the former territory of Northumbria were the Westmoringas, the people who gave their name to the barony and the shire of Westmorland, the former excluding Kendal and Lonsdale.107 The obscure Westmoringas are mentioned in but a single contemporary source, a notice in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle informing us they were attacked by an earl, probably from Yorkshire, in the 960s.108 Communities like Westmorland and the Westmoringas likely existed across the region of ‘Middle Britain’, identities best preserved in the ‘provincial lordships’ and ‘rural deaneries’ of later centuries: Annandale, Eskdale, Glenken, Desnes, Allerdale and so forth (see map on p. xxxii). These regions are visible when extensive records begin in the twelfth century, and the identity of them is so strong that it is hard to believe they were new creations. In some cases, like Na Renna, ‘Clydesdale’ and, indeed, the Westmoringas, we know for certain they used the same name as older polities. Most of these regions were probably semi-autonomous units governed through regional assemblies and presided over by petty kings or earls or groups of nobles, perhaps paying tribute to larger neighbours like Bamburgh, Strathclyde, Scotland and Dublin.109




HOGBACKS OF ‘MIDDLE BRITAIN’


One of the most significant surviving contributions of ‘Middle Britain’ to the modern record is the distinctive ‘hogbacks’, sculpted stone monuments that curve in a way resembling the back of a pig. They tend to be found in the vicinity of churches and often depict some sort of house or hall structure; and as they also have a sarcophagus-like appearance, generally historians have believed that they commemorate dead individuals. Geographically, most hogbacks come from the region between the Forth–Clyde line and Yorkshire, but they also survive in neighbouring territory and can be found in the southern part of the Scottish kingdom, with one in Ireland. Contrary to what is often said about them they are not Scandinavian, at least not in geographical terms (none exists there). Although there does appear to be strong Scandinavian influence in the art and the high concentration in the Danelaw shows that the monuments were popular among Anglo-Scandinavians, some of the best examples have been found at Govan, at the lower end of Strathclyde.110





THE IRISH


One of the Scottish endonyms was Goídel, ‘Gael’, also the main endonym used by the Irish; in terms of this broad ethno-linguistic identity, the Scottish kingdom was just one of dozens of Gaelic-speaking polities lying beyond the old Roman province of Britannia. The process of Gaelicisation that reduced linguistic differences between western Dalriadans and eastern Picts evidently extended to other parts of northern Britain; or, at least, analogous processes had been at work. The Scottish kingdom’s Gaelic-speaking neighbours in Britain included the Gall-Goídil, Na Renna and the Lennox; Strathclyde may also have been increasingly Gaelicised by the eleventh century,111 and indeed by this time the language was familiar in other former Northumbrian regions further south.112 The spread of the language across ‘Middle Britain’ in the Viking Age probably had little to do with the Scottish kings, but it may have been one of their great opportunities.
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