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PREFACE





No stone ever had so wonderful a history.


William Burges, in Giles Gilbert Scott, Gleanings from Westminster Abbey (1863)





The Stone of Destiny is unique by any standards. Few artefacts, not even the Elgin Marbles/Parthenon Frieze, have generated as much interest, controversy and passion over such a prolonged period.


The Stone, also known as the Stone of Scone and the Coronation Stone, occupies an exceptional place in British history. It is internationally famous as the sacred stone on which successive English and, after the union of the English and Scottish crowns in 1603, British monarchs have been crowned. This symbolic role stretches across the centuries from the coronation of Edward II in 1308 until, most recently, the coronation of King Charles II in 2023. The Stone, however, is of considerably greater antiquity than this and is at least as well known as the most ancient, emotive and enigmatic symbol of Scottish nationhood.


In a Scottish context, the Stone’s significance is derived both from its symbolic function and its fate. In keeping with ancient practice, Scotland’s early kings were inaugurated by being seated, not crowned, on the Stone at the ancient royal centre of Scone, near Perth. Before this, Scone was possibly an important royal site of the Picts, an early medieval people occupying what is now north-eastern Scotland and who were absorbed by the Scots by c.900 to form Alba, the forerunner of the medieval kingdom of the Scots. The last Scottish kings to have been installed on the Stone at Scone were Alexander III, in 1249, and John Balliol, in 1292. Detailed information about their inauguration ceremonies survives. However, in 1296, during the bitter and protracted First Scottish War of Independence, the Stone was seized by Edward I of England, the ‘Hammer of the Scots’, taken to London and installed beneath the seat of the specially constructed Coronation Chair in Westminster Abbey. For the next 700 years, except for one brief interlude in 1950–51, when it was removed by Scottish nationalists, the Stone remained at Westminster.


The Stone’s already eventful history took a dramatic turn in 1996 when the then Prime Minister, John Major, announced that the Stone was to be returned to Scotland. Amidst huge publicity on both sides of the Anglo-Scottish border, the Stone left Westminster Abbey, crossed the River Tweed into Scotland at Coldstream, and arrived with full pomp and ceremony at its new resting place in Edinburgh Castle on St Andrew’s Day, 30 November 1996. The Stone’s repatriation marked the end of a 700-year-long chapter of Scottish history and represented an extraordinary homecoming for one of the most famous symbols of Scottish nationhood. However, while crowds lined Edinburgh’s Royal Mile to welcome the Stone back to Scotland, many Scots were either deeply sceptical or openly scornful of the significance of the Stone’s restoration, the government’s motives and even the Stone’s authenticity. Why should an ostensibly unremarkable block of sandstone have such a long and auspicious royal past and yet still provoke popular passions and controversy?


Around the Stone’s long and colourful royal history – Scottish, English and British – has accumulated an extensive body of mythology. Many of these myths are of considerable antiquity themselves, while others are more recent or are still emerging. The earliest myths focus on the Stone’s origins. These relate how the Stone was either the Pharaoh’s Stone or Jacob’s Pillow and how it was brought from Egypt or Palestine to Scotland, via Spain and Ireland. According to mythology, the Stone was then moved from Ireland to the west coast of Scotland before arriving at Scone. More recent, but persistent and widely held, myths concern the authenticity of the Stone itself. These maintain that the Stone now in Perth Museum is not just a fake – Edward I having taken the wrong stone in 1296 – but may even be a ‘double fake’, with the Stone removed from Westminster Abbey in 1950 having been replaced with a copy. It is on this debate that recent studies of the Stone have concentrated. Although these myths are integral to the Stone’s mystique, as well as to its contemporary cultural significance, they have tended to divert attention from the Stone’s wider historical importance and earlier symbolism.


The Stone’s early history is obscure, masked by a thick veneer of mythology that purports to account for its origins. Indeed, there are no reliable historical references to the Stone before the inauguration of Alexander III in 1249. Myths have filled the vacuum. This book attempts to unravel the complex and sometimes emotive webs of myth and history surrounding the Stone. However, it does not attempt to chip away this concretion of myths merely to discard them. Rather, distinguishing between historical fact and fiction is an important step in exploring the significance of the Stone in its various historical and cultural contexts, as a Scottish (and perhaps originally Pictish) royal inauguration stone, English war trophy, relic of English and British royal heritage, and symbol of Scottish nationhood. A wide range of evidence is employed to elucidate these different aspects of the Stone.


Scotland’s Stone of Destiny begins by considering the various names by which the Stone has been known and the prophecy from which its most widely used name is derived. Chapter 2 looks at the myths surrounding the Stone and their function, particularly during the First Scottish War of Independence, as well as the modern myths which the Stone continues to inspire. The Stone itself is examined in Chapter 3, including its appearance, features and geology. This is followed by a discussion of the Stone’s possible earlier functions, concluding with a new interpretation of the Stone’s original use and the source of its status as a sacred relic and symbol of Scottish kingship. The various claims concerning the Stone’s disputed authenticity are reviewed in Chapter 4, concluding that the Stone installed in Edinburgh Castle in 1996 is the same as that seized by Edward I at Scone in 1296.


The Stone’s association with Scone is explored in Chapter 5, beginning with the evidence for Scone’s status as a major Pictish and early Scottish royal centre. This continues with the Stone’s role in the inauguration of Scottish kings there, including a detailed examination of Alexander III’s installation in 1249. The Stone’s symbolic function is discussed with reference to accounts of similar stones and rituals elsewhere, and the cosmological symbolism of the Stone, the Moot Hill and Scone are analysed for the first time. Chapter 5 concludes with a discussion of Scone after the Stone’s removal. Beginning with the Stone’s seizure by Edward I in 1296, Chapter 6 covers the Stone’s new symbolic role and location as the Coronation Stone upon which successive English and British monarchs have been crowned in Westminster Abbey. The myths and literary appearances which the Stone’s long presence in Westminster Abbey have generated are also reviewed. Chapter 7 concerns various attempts to retrieve the Stone, from unsuccessful negotiations in the 1320s to its celebrated ‘theft’ from Westminster Abbey by Scottish students in 1950 and its official return to Scotland in 1996. This chapter concludes with an assessment of the Stone’s significance in a Scotland with a renewed sense of nationhood and, for the first time since 1707, its own parliament. The final chapter brings the long history of the Stone up to date by covering events since its return to Scotland.


AUTHOR’S NOTE



Unless otherwise stated: the Stone is the Stone of Destiny; all dates are AD; for kings, all date ranges given are regnal; for places, old (pre-1975) county names are given.


PREFACE TO THIS EDITION



It is now twenty-five years since this book first appeared. The Stone of Destiny has continued to stimulate a wide range of interest over this time. The past couple of years have been particularly eventful ones for the Stone, including new controversies, the Stone’s relocation to a new home and, in particular, performing its ancient role in the coronation of a new monarch for the first time in seventy years. In addition, the Stone, Coronation Chair and Scone itself have all been the focus of new research, undertaken by leading experts in their fields. All of these developments are of interest in their own right and, in combination, made it clear that a new edition of this book was required. The text as a whole has been revised and I have taken the opportunity to add a new concluding chapter to bring the story of the Stone up to date and a new section to the bibliography to include references to the latest research.


Nick Aitchison
2025
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THE NAME AND PROPHECY OF THE STONE





The element of uncertainty seems to enter into nearly everything that is connected with this stone.


W.H. Stacpoole, The Coronation Regalia (1902)





The Stone of Destiny has been known by many names over the centuries. Also referred to widely as the Coronation Stone and the Stone of Scone, the uncertainty and controversy surrounding the Stone even extend to its name. This chapter looks at the origins and evolution of the Stone’s various names, their mythological associations and historical significance. It also considers the prophecy which is intimately associated with the Stone and gives the Stone the name by which it is now most commonly known: the Stone of Destiny.


MEDIEVAL AND MODERN NAMES



Whatever name or names the Stone of Destiny was referred to before it was seized by Edward I in 1296 are probably lost. The earliest surviving sources concerning the Stone do not predate the Stone’s removal from Scone, although they may draw on earlier traditions. The only possible exception, and what is widely thought to be the earliest surviving reference to the Stone, is in the Gaelic poem The Birth of Áedán mac Gabráin of c.1060, which refers to ‘the most powerful (or ‘very famous’) eastern stone’. However, there is no evidence to identify this with the Stone of Destiny, while the poem’s references to kings on the Forth indicates that these stones are unrelated.


Over the centuries since it was taken to Westminster, the Stone has been known by various names, ranging in popularity and longevity and providing an insight into the Stone’s changing cultural and historical significance. In the earliest explicit reference to the Stone by name, the exotic ‘Pharaoh’s Stone’ (lapidem Pharaonis), appears in Liber Extravagans (‘Supplementary Book’, or Chronicon Rythmicum), dating to sometime between 1296 and 1306 (probably 1304–06). This name reflects the Stone’s mythical origins, that it was brought to Scotland from Egypt by Scota, daughter of pharaoh.


Most medieval sources, however, refer to the Stone not by name, but descriptively. One of the earliest surviving references, in Baldred Bisset’s Processus (1301), describes the Stone confusingly as the ‘royal seat of marble’ (sedile regiae [i.e. regale] marmorium). This, in its many variant forms, is how the Stone was usually referred to throughout the Middle Ages. This attests the influence of mythology and the derivative nature of many references to the Stone, as well as a persistent confusion between the Stone and the throne in which it may have been set. Other references to the Stone’s form emphasise its perceived size. It is ‘a large stone’ (una petra magna) in Edward I’s Wardrobe Accounts (royal inventories) for 1303–04.


Other medieval references to the Stone are either descriptive or by name, but tend not to be very informative. It was, in the Life of Edward II (Vita Edwardi Secundi, c.1329), simply the ‘stone of famous memory’ (lapis … celebris memorie), suggesting that it was so well known that it did not need to be referred to by name. Several sources stress the Stone’s royal associations. In both Latin and Norman French, then spoken at the English royal court, it was the ‘Royal Stone’: lapidem regalem in William of Rishanger’s Chronica et Annales (c.1327), petram regalem in the Life of Edward II and la pere real in Scalacronica (1355–63). ‘Royal Stone’ enjoyed a revival in 1950–51, its shorter form lending itself to newspaper headlines reporting the Stone’s removal from Westminster Abbey (66).


The Stone’s Scottishness was perceived to be another defining characteristic. In several English sources it is simply the ‘Stone of Scotland’: petra Scoci[a]e in Edward I’s Wardrobe Accounts for 1299–1300 and La Piere d’Escoce in the song of the same name (c.1307). The Annals of Henry IV combine the Stone’s royal associations with its provenance: ‘the stone which is called the regal stone of the kingdom of Scotland’ (lapidem, qui dicitur ‘Regale regni Scotiae’). The Stone is specifically associated with Scone: the ‘kinges sette of Scone’ in Langtoft’s Chronicle and, in the Chronicle of Lanercost for 1327, the ‘Stone of Scone’ (Lapidem de Scone), ‘upon which the Kings of Scotland used to be set at their coronation at Scone’. The Stone takes this name from the inauguration place of the Scottish kings, where it was seized by Edward I in 1296.


‘Stone of Scone’ is the oldest recorded and, arguably, the most historically authentic of the Stone’s current names. Indeed, the Stone’s strong historical association with Scone has prompted modern claims that ‘Stone of Scone’ is its ‘correct’ name, although it is over 700 years since the Stone was there. But, despite its antiquity, ‘Stone of Scone’ was revived as a name only in the mid-nineteenth century. Nevertheless, this was the Stone’s preferred name in Scotland throughout much of the twentieth century, emphasising the Stone’s significance to the Scots. Until the Stone’s return to Scotland in 1996, ‘Stone of Scone’ or ‘Stane o Scuin’ in Scots, Clach Sgàin in Gaelic was, to many Scots, a defiant reminder of the injustice (real or perceived) of the Stone’s continued absence from both its historic location of Scone and Scotland. But ‘Stone of Scone’ (pronounced skoon) also has extensive academic and official approval and was used in the royal warrant authorising the Stone’s restoration.


In England, the Stone was widely known as Jacob’s Stone or Pillow from the late-sixteenth century. This reflects the myth, first recorded by Rishanger, that Jacob used this stone as a pillow when he dreamt of angels ascending to heaven. But some writers were sceptical. William Camden’s Reges, Reginae, Nobiles (1600) referred to ‘the Stone of Jacob (Saxo Iacobi), as they call it’, while in 1719 John Toland noted that the Stone ‘tis now by the vulgar call’d JACOB-STONE, as if this had been JACOB’S pillow at Bethel’. But the name’s popular appeal, and the myth that inspired it, ensured its survival into the 1950s.


Throughout the twentieth century, the Stone was widely known, particularly in England, as the ‘Coronation Stone’, from the central role it has played in the coronations of firstly English, and subsequently British, monarchs. ‘Coronation Stone’ carries very different ideological associations from the ‘Stone of Scone’, stressing the Stone’s seemingly permanent presence in Westminster Abbey, the setting of those royal rituals, and its physical dislocation from Scone and the Scots. ‘Coronation Stone’, therefore, was less popular in Scotland, where its use was restricted largely to formal or official use; although William Skene’s 1869 study was titled The Coronation Stone, the name appears in the text only twice.


[image: ]


1 The ‘Sacred Scone of Scotland’. As illustrated by John Reynolds in W.C. Sellar and R.J. Yeatman’s 1066 and All That: a Memorable History of England (1930)








Attempts to reconcile the Stone’s varied historical associations have resulted in several unconvincing hybrid names, including the ‘Coronation Stone of Scotland’, ‘Scottish Coronation Stone’ and ‘Coronation Stone of Destiny’. And, in a comic departure from tradition, the Stone is memorably referred to as the ‘Sacred Scone of Scotland’ in W.C. Sellar and R.J. Yeatman’s 1066 and All That (1930) (1). In a recent development, Sally Foster acknowledges the importance of both the main naming traditions by using a hybrid name, ‘the Stone of Scone/Destiny.


THE PROPHECY



Some of the Stone’s most popular names have been derived from the prophecy associated with it. Although the Stone is now most widely known as the ‘Stone of Destiny’, this is an obscure and yet relatively recent name, in use only since the mid-nineteenth century. Inspired by mythology, this name reflects the extent to which these sources have dominated the Stone’s popular perception. The origin of the name requires explanation.


Although the Stone of Destiny is a modern name, its origins lie in a medieval prophecy that is central to the Stone’s mythology from the earliest recorded appearance of the tradition. Liber Extravagans attributes the prophecy to Milo, mythical king of the Scots in Spain. Giving the Stone to Simon Brecc, his favoured son, on Simon’s departure for Ireland:




Milo prophesied to his son, who, on being strengthened


when he received this Stone, began to rejoice,


that his descendants would reign wherever he placed it.





A version of this prophecy was known in England around the same time. La Piere d’Escoce relates how Moses prophesied to the Scots, before they left Egypt with the Stone, that ‘Whoever will possess this stone / Shall be the conqueror of a very far-off land’. This, and Rishanger’s version of the Stone’s mythical origins, expresses the prophecy’s political significance from a specifically English perspective. The prophecy did not retain the same meaning throughout the Middle Ages, but was either modified to suit specific political circumstances, or perceived differently according to its context.


That the prophecy was invested with political significance is apparent from the occasions on which it was recited. When the Scots demanded the Stone’s return in 1324, they claimed that ‘Moses had prophesied that whoever bore that stone with him should bring broad lands under the yoke of his lordship’, according to the Life of Edward II. Referring to the coronation of David II in 1331, the Chronicles of Melsa state that the Stone was brought to Scotland because ‘Moses … prophesied [that] a prince who would acquire many islands would sit upon that throne’. But, seeking to exonerate Edward I from any blame for seizing a symbol that Moses had linked specifically with the fortunes of the Scots, the chronicler pointedly added: ‘But this Prince David himself was not the one of whom the prophecy was made; nor did he deserve to sit upon this stone’.


Although the prophecy is integral to the Stone’s mythology, its origins are obscure. The prophecy appears to originate in early Scottish mythology and perhaps originally referred to the assimilation of the Picts, the indigenous inhabitants of what is now north-eastern Scotland, by the Scots c. 900. The tradition of the Scots migrating with the Stone that symbolised their kingship, from Ireland to Argyll and then to Scone, may have been one strategy the Scots deployed in an attempt to legitimise the extension of their power over the Picts.


Alternatively, the prophecy may have been inspired by the Stone’s seizure in 1296. While Edward’s possession of the Stone symbolised English overlordship of Scotland, the Scots may have responded with their own counter-propaganda, prophesying that Scottish kings would rule wherever the Stone was kept. With the Stone now in Westminster, the spiritual seat of the English monarchy, the prophecy may be interpreted as making a Scottish claim on the kingdom of England itself. Indeed, the prophecy may have been invested with political significance in more than one historical context; the Stone’s removal from Scone may have given an already ancient prophecy a new lease of life. Regardless of its origins, the prophecy clearly carried a potent political message.


The prophecy’s most detailed version is in John of Fordun’s Chronicle of the Scottish People. Although compiled in the 1370s, Fordun’s account of the Scots’ mythical origins was based on sources which were already in existence by 1301. Fordun relates how Simon Brec raised the Stone from the sea off the Irish coast:




So he accepted this stone as a precious gift bestowed on him by the gods and as a sure omen that he would be king. And, beside himself with excessive joy, he gave solemn thanks to his gods with such great fervour, as if they had handed both the kingdom and the crown over to him unconditionally. He also recited there a prophecy about it from his gods … that in future, in whatsoever kingdom or lordship they found the stone after it had been forcibly removed from them through the power of their enemies, the prophets bade them regard it as certain that they and their descendants would reign thereafter in that same place.





Underlining the prophecy’s political nature, the reference to the Stone’s removal by force was presumably prompted by the actions of Edward I, giving the prophecy added relevance in a new historical context.


Fordun then summarised the prophecy in an unattributed leonine couplet:




this has been expressed in prophetic verse as follows:


If destiny deceives not, the Scots will reign ’tis said


In that same place where the stone has been laid.


(Ni fallat fatum, Scoti quocumque locatum


Invenient lapidem, regnare tenentur ibidem.)


And this, according to the claims of popular opinion up to the present day, is shown to have been true on many occasions in the early wanderings of the Scots. For they themselves regained by force this stone that had been seized by their enemies, both Spanish chieftains and the native Irish, together with their territories as in the prophecy given above.





Fordun’s versions of the prophecy had an enduring influence on the Stone’s mythology and symbolism. Both the prophecy and couplet were incorporated in successive Scottish chronicles, although their forms vary widely as a result of poetic licence. Andrew of Wyntoun’s Orygynale Cronykil, composed between 1408 and 1424 (probably 1420–24), contains the earliest extant translation of the prophetic couplet into Scots. This refers to the Stone’s ‘werdis’ (weird), its fate or destiny:






	Now I wil the worde rahers


	Now will I the word rehearse







	As I fynde of that stane in wersse:


	As I find of that Stone in verse:







	‘Bot gif that werdis failzeande be,


	‘But if that destiny false be,







	Qwhar euir that stane ze segit se,


	Wherever that Stone sitting you see,







	Thar sal the Scottis be regnande,


	There shall the Scots be regnant







	And lordis hail our all that lande’.


	And lords whole over all that land’.








The prophecy’s political significance is evident in Blind Harry’s (fl. 1470–92) metrical life of Sir William Wallace:


Quhar that stayne is Scottis suld mastir be.
God ches the tyme Margretis ayr till see!
Where this stone is Scots shall masters be.
God choose the time Margaret’s heir to see!


St Margaret, queen of Malcolm III (1057–93), was the ancestress of both the Scottish and English royal lines, through her sons and daughters respectively. Harry overtly expresses the Stone’s symbolic and nationalistic significance. By taking the Stone on which the Scottish kings were inaugurated, Edward had unwittingly initiated a chain of predestined events. This had already led to the descendants of Scottish kings holding the English crown and would, on the prophecy’s fulfilment, deliver the English crown to Scottish kings.


Quoting Fordun’s prophetic couplet, Hector Boece’s Scotorum Historiae (1527) claimed that ‘after long ages (as the thing itself indicates) this inscription was carved upon the Stone’. The translation of Boece’s History into Scots resulted in the wider dissemination of the Stone’s mythology and prophecy. The prose translation by John Bellenden, Croniklis of the Scots (1531), related how Gathelus, king of the Scots in Spain:




sittand in his chiar of merbill, within his ciete of Brigance, governit his pepill, in justice. This chiar of merbill had sic weird, that it made every land, quhair it wes found, native to Scottis; as thir versis schawis:


‘The Scottis sall bruke that realme as native ground,


Gif weirdes faill nocht, quhair evir this chiar is found’.


Throw quhilkis happnit, that the said chiar of merbill wes eftir brocht out of Spayne in Ireland; and out of Ireland in thay partis of Albion, quhilk wer callit eftir Scotland. In this chiar all kingis of Scotland war ay crownit.


(sitting in his chair of marble within his city of Brigance, governed his people in justice. This chair of marble had such a prophecy, that it made every land where it was found, native to the Scots, as this verse shows:


‘The Scots shall hold that realm as native ground,


If fates fail not, wherever this chair is found’.


Through which happened, that the said chair of marble was later brought out of Spain into Ireland; and out of Ireland into those parts of Albion, which were later called Scotland. In this chair all kings of Scotland were always crowned.)





The verse translation, William Stewart’s Buik of the Croniclis of Scotland (c.1535), describes the greeting Fergus, the mythical first king of the Scots of Scotland, received on arriving in Scotland with the Stone:




Than lord and lord, and bald barroun and knycht,


And all the laif with ane loud voce on hicht,


‘Fergus’, tha said, ‘and his successioun,


In heretage sall euer bruke this croun’.


Syne war all suorne to keip that leill and trew;


For moir effect, in greit lettres of grew,


Grauit this thing intill ane mekill stane,


Weill gilt with gold as it suld neuir be gane.


(Then lord and lord, and bold baron and knight,


And all the rest with one loud voice on high,


‘Fergus’, they said, ‘and his succession,


In heritage shall ever hold this crown’.


Then all were sworn to keep that loyal and true;


For more effect, in great letters of Greek,


Engraved this thing onto a large stone,


Well gilded with gold as it should never be gone.)





Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland (1577) introduced medieval Scottish traditions to an English audience for the first time, stimulating interest in the Stone and its prophecy. Philemon Holland’s translation of William Camden’s Britannia (1610) gave the earliest English rendition of the prophecy:




Except old fawes be vaine,


And wits of wisards blind:


The Scots in place must raigne:


Where they this stone shall finde.





But perhaps the best known translation of Fordun’s prophetic couplet is by Sir Walter Scott, in his History of Scotland (1830):




Unless the fates are faithless found,


And prophets’ voice be vain,


Where’er this monument is found


The Scottish race shall reign.





Regardless of its origins, form and precise translation, the prophecy has long been intimately associated with the Stone.


THE STONE OF DESTINY



The Stone of Destiny, as the Stone is now most popularly known, owes its name to the prophecy or destiny associated with it. But although the prophecy was in existence at the start of the fourteenth century, the name did not appear until the late-sixteenth. Its development may be traced from Boece’s History. Employing ‘fatal’ in its now archaic sense of ‘fateful’ or ‘destiny’, Boece referred to the ‘fatal stone in the form of a throne’ (lapis cathedrae instar fatalis), which Bellenden’s translation rendered as ‘fatale chiar’. Drawing on Bellenden’s account, Holinshed’s Chronicles referred to the prophecy as a ‘destiny’: ‘This stone … having such a fatal destinie, as the Scottes say, following it, that wheresoever it should be founde, there shoulde the Scottish men raigne and have the supreme governance’.


The Stone was soon referred to by the ‘destiny’ associated with it. It is the ‘Chyre of Destinie’ in James Dalrymple’s Historie of Scotland (1596), translated from Jhone Leslie’s De Origine, Moribus et Rebus Gestis Scotorum (1578), which explains that ‘in this chyre, quhilke our cuntrey people called of Destenie, all our Scottis kings … used to be crouned’. A marginal note added that ‘The marmor [marble] chyre is the Scottis chyre of destinie or gude luck’. The ‘Chair of Destiny’ is synonymous with the ‘Stone of Destiny’; in accordance with mythological convention, the Historie of Scotland describes a ‘marmore stane in [the] forme of a chyre’.


‘Chair of Destiny’ did not catch on as a name and the Stone continued to be known in Scotland as the ‘fatal stone’ and ‘fatal chair’. Although sometimes descriptive, they were also proper names: the ‘Fatal Stone’ and ‘Fatal Chair’. These names were used widely until c.1870, after which they declined, although W. Douglas Simpson was still using them as late as 1958.


There was also some scepticism about the validity of ‘Fatal Stone’ as a name; John Toland (1709) refers to ‘the FATAL STONE so call’d’. Attesting confusion, many commentators referred to the Stone by more than one name. For example, reporting Queen Victoria’s coronation in 1837, the Sun referred to the Stone ‘commonly called Jacob’s, or the fatal Marble’. Some nineteenth-century names, such as Saxum fatale ‘fatal Stone’, are deliberate archaisms, while the ‘famous stone’ recalls medieval references. Increased interest in the Stone during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries occurred before a widely accepted name for it had emerged, when there was still a tendency to refer to the Stone descriptively. It was often described then as the ‘palladium’ of the Scots; the Stone was believed to have protective qualities, safeguarding the destiny of the Scottish people.


As ‘Fatal Stone’ became increasingly archaic and obscure, related but more readily understandable names, including ‘fated stone’, ‘fateful stone’ and ‘Stone of Fate’, appeared from the 1830s. These names conveyed more overtly the perceived significance of ‘the stone on which the fate of Scotland might be said to hang’, as Joseph Hunter explained in 1856. From there, it was only a small step to ‘Stone of Destiny’.


But the emergence of ‘Stone of Destiny’ as a name was influenced by a confusion with another stone. Medieval chronicles relating how the Stone was kept at Tara in Ireland before being brought to Scotland led to its identification with the Lia Fáil (Irish, ‘Stone of Destiny’) at Tara, Co. Meath. According to early Irish mythology, the Lia Fáil screamed when the rightful king of Tara stood on it and is traditionally, but questionably, identified with a stone that still stands at Tara (colour plate 1). This confusion resulted in the Scottish stone also being referred to as the Lia Fáil, as it still is occasionally, and, more rarely, as the ‘Stone of Destiny’, as in Dr Ferdinando Warner’s The History of Ireland (1763). Although the Stone of Destiny and Lia Fáil are separate stones, their confusion was influential in the mid-nineteenth century adoption of the name ‘Stone of Destiny’ for the Stone then in Westminster Abbey.


Although not used continuously, two of the Stone’s commonest names are of considerable antiquity. The earliest reference to the Stone of Scone is in 1327. And although ‘Stone of Destiny’, the name now most widely associated with the Stone, has been in general use only since the mid-nineteenth century, ‘Chair of Destiny’ dates from 1596. The origins of this name are much older, lying in the prophecy that has been associated with the Stone since at least 1296–1306. ‘Stone of Destiny’ is now so well established and widely accepted as a name that to abandon it would not only be pointless and confusing, but would also deny the significance of the prophecy which has been intimately associated with the Stone throughout its recorded history.
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MYTHICAL ORIGINS





Respecting the real history of this talisman, it is now in vain to inquire.


John MacCulloch, A Description of the Western Isles of Scotland (1819)





The origins of the Stone of Destiny are shrouded in myth. The best known form of this myth was summarised by Thomas Pennant, the antiquarian, naturalist and traveller, writing of his Scottish tour in 1772:




In the church of this abbey [Scone] was preserved the famous chair, whose bottom was the fatal stone, the palladium of the Scottish monarchy; the stone, which had first served Jacob for his pillow, was afterwards transported into Spain, where it was used as a seat of justice by Gethalus, contemporary with Moses. It afterwards found its way to Dunstaff[n]age in Argyleshire, continued there as the coronation chair till the reign of Kenneth II [Cináed mac Ailpín], who to secure his empire removed it to Scone. Here it remained, and in it every Scottish monarch was inaugurated till the year 1296, when Edward I, to the mortification of North-Britain, translated it to Westminster Abbey; and with it, according to ancient prophecy, the empire of Scotland.





This brief account encompasses the myth’s essential elements: the Stone’s origins, travels and significance, and the prophecy associated with it. Whether it is believed or not, this myth remains essentially unchanged to this day and is repeated in countless popular histories.


William Skene, Historiographer Royal for Scotland and pioneering historian of Celtic Scotland, made the first attempt to distinguish between the Stone’s mythology and history. In 1869, Skene bemoaned that:




the legend of the Stone of Destiny … has taken such hold of the Scottish mind, that it is less easily dislodged from its place in the received history of the country; and there it still stands, in all its naked improbability, a solitary waif from the sea of myth and fable, with which modern criticism has hardly ventured to meddle, and which modern scepticism has not cared to question.





Little has changed since then. The myths surrounding the Stone are powerful and enduring, ingrained upon Scottish consciousness and famous around the world.


The Stone’s mythical origins are even more complex than Pennant indicated. Many versions of the myth exist and Pennant’s account combines elements from these into a composite ‘super myth’. In the absence of a documented early history for the Stone, mythology has filled the void. The frequent confusion of myth and history has profoundly influenced the popular perception of the Stone’s origins, obscuring the myths’ historical significance and the medieval perceptions they reflect. Mythology is central to understanding the Stone. This chapter examines the Stone’s mythical origins, tracing the evolution of the myth through a wide range of medieval sources before looking at the origins and function of the myths themselves. The chapter concludes by looking at the Stone’s modern mythology.


THE EVOLUTION OF THE MYTH



The Stone of Destiny features in an extensive body of medieval mythology concerning the origins of the Scots. Although none of these myths survive in texts that pre-date the Stone’s removal from Scone in 1296, Professor Dauvit Broun has shown that the Scottish origin myths in some fourteenth- and fifteenth-century chronicles are closely based on versions belonging to 1292–1306. This attests the existence of a developed body of mythology concerning the Stone at the time it was removed from Scone. And, indicating that these myths may be considerably earlier, they are ultimately derived from a common source, an origin myth with an appended king list.


The earliest surviving mythological reference to the Stone is in Baldred Bisset’s Processus (1301):




The daughter of Pharaoh, king of Egypt, landed in Ireland with an armed force and a very large fleet of ships. Then, after taking on board some Irishmen, she sailed to Scotland, carrying with her the royal seat … She conquered and overthrew the Picts, and took over that kingdom. And from this Scota the Scots and Scotland take their name; hence the verse: ‘The whole of Scotland is named after the woman Scota’.





Bisset’s account of Scottish origins is a model of conciseness. Other versions are more detailed, but their narratives are fragmented, with missing and/or duplicated episodes. This attests their piecemeal construction from earlier sources and the existence of several textual versions of the myth at the start of the fourteenth century.
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2 Scotland, showing places associated with the mythical travels of the Stone of Destiny. Nick Aitchison








Scalacronica (‘Ladder Chronicle’) was compiled by Sir Thomas Grey of Heton from sources he had access to while imprisoned by the Scots in Edinburgh Castle in 1355–57 and completed in 1362. But the passage concerning the Stone quotes from a text which can be dated to 1292–1304:




In which Isle [Ireland] afterwards arrived Symond Bret, the youngest son of the king of Spain, who brought with him a stone, on which the kings of Spain were accustomed to be crowned, which his father gave him as a token that he was made king of it, as the one whom he loved most of his children. This Symond became king of the country of Ireland … who placed the foresaid stone in the most sovereign beautiful place of the country, called to this day the Royal Place.





The abridged nature of this account is apparent from its claim that the Stone was then moved directly from Ireland to Scone: ‘Fergus brought out of Ireland the royal stone … and placed it where is now the Abbey of Scone’.


Liber Extravagans includes the details, omitted by Scalacronica, of the Stone’s transfer from Ireland to Scotland; ‘a bold warrior called Fergus brought the Stone to Argyll’:




He was the first to rule the Scots, because he brought the Stone.


The Scots decreed to set up this Stone as the throne of kings,


but only of their own kings, not alien kings.


As Scone bears witness, that Stone was until then placed there.





This may reflect the tradition that the kingdom of the Scots – in the form of the kingdom of Dál Riata, traditionally founded by Irish migrants in the fifth century – originated in Argyll (2). Reflecting alternative accounts of the Stone’s origins, Liber Extravagans also refers to the Stone as the ‘Pharaoh’s Stone’ (lapidem Pharaonis) and the ‘anchor of life’ (anchora vite).


John of Fordun, probably a chantry priest in Aberdeen Cathedral, compiled his Chronicle of the Scottish People (Chronica Gentis Scotorum) sometime between 1371 and 1377. Fordun collected source material ‘in the meadow of Britain and among the oracles of Ireland, through cities and towns, through universities and colleges, through churches and monasteries, talking with historians and visiting chronographers’, according to the ‘Book of Cupar Angus’ version of Walter Bower’s Scotichronicon. Fordun encountered problems with constructing a continuous historical narrative from diverse and sometimes contradictory sources, usually cited only as ‘a chronicle’ or ‘another chronicle’. Fordun’s practice of lifting passages directly from these sources is responsible for the disjointed nature of his Chronicle. But Fordun was a diligent researcher and his Chronicle preserves accounts of the Stone’s origins that were in existence by 1301 and have not survived elsewhere.


Fordun’s Chronicle contains two contradictory versions of the myth. Presumably unable to decide between them, Fordun included both:




… there was a king of the Scots in Spain called Milo, who had several sons. Although he was not the oldest, nor the heir, yet he loved one of them, whose name was Simon Brecc, more than all the others. So his father sent him to Ireland with an army, and presented him with a marble throne of very ancient workmanship, carved by a careful craftsman, on which the kings of the Scottish people in Spain used to sit. So it was kept carefully in its own particular place, to be, as it were, an anchor. Now this Simon Brecc set out for the aforesaid island accompanied by a great crowd of people and, after subduing it under his rule, he reigned there for many years. He placed the aforesaid stone, that is, the throne, in a place in his kingdom of some height which was called Tara. For the future, this was to be his royal seat and the chief place in his kingdom, and there the kings descended from his line used to have their seat throughout many ages, adorned with the insignia of royalty.


One story is that Gaythelos took this seat with him from Egypt to Spain together with the other regalia; but others say that Simon Brecc let down anchors from his ship and secured them in the sea near the Irish coast. When he was forced by adverse winds to pull them up again from the stormy waves, he only just managed to do so with the utmost possible effort, and along with the anchors he raised from the depths of the sea and pulled into the ship a block of marble cut in the shape of a throne.





Tara, Co Meath, is Scalacronica’s ‘Royal Place’. Tara has strong royal associations, mythical and historical, as the seat and/or assembly place of the kingship of Tara and the high-kingship of Ireland (3). The Stone’s mythological association with Tara reflects this. If the Stone was kept in Ireland, Scottish chroniclers probably reasoned, Tara was the obvious location. But the Stone may also have been linked with Tara to enhance its royal associations and symbolic significance and, by association, the status of the Scottish kingship. This suggests the origin of this tradition before the Stone was seized in 1296.
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3 Tara, Co. Meath, from the air. These earthworks lie at the centre of an extensive prehistoric ritual complex and early medieval royal centre. According to mythology, the Stone of Destiny was kept here before being taken to Scotland. The stone pillar commonly known as the Lia Fáil formerly stood on the Mound of the Hostages, a Neolithic passage tomb (centre), but is now on the mound towards the upper left. Copyright: Cambridge University Committee for Aerial Photography








In contrast to its arrival in Ireland, Fordun’s description of how the Stone reached Scotland is uncharacteristically terse:




there came from Ireland a certain king called Fergus son of Feradach, who later brought to Scotland the royal throne carved out of marble, on which the Scots crowned their first king in Scotland.





Fordun’s account is also incomplete; he does not reveal where Fergus, ‘first king of Scots in the island’, kept the Stone in Scotland or explain how it reached Scone. Some manuscripts attribute this passage to the History of the Blessed Congall (Historia Beati Congalli). Congall may be St Comgall, who founded the monastery of Bangor, Co Down, in the sixth century. But, emphasising Fordun’s importance for preserving texts which have since been lost, this passage does not appear in the surviving Life of Comgall or any other source.


Andrew of Wyntoun was Prior of St Serf’s, an island monastic community in Loch Leven, Kinross-shire. Wyntoun’s Orygynale Cronykil, composed in metrical verse sometime between 1408 and 1424, derived its account of the Stone from the same common source as Scalacronica and Fordun’s Chronicle. Wyntoun relates how a king of Spain sent his son, Symon Brek, to Ireland:






	A gret stane the kynge than hade,


	A great stone the king then had,







	That for this kyngis set was made,


	That for this king’s seat was made,







	And haldyn was a gret iowalle


	And was holding a great jewel







	Withe in the kynrik of Spanzhe hail.


	Within the kingdom of Spain whole.







	This kynge bad this Symon ta


	This king bade this Symon to







	That stane and in til Irland ga,


	That stone and into Ireland go,







	And wyn that lande and occupy,


	And win that land and occupy,







	And halde that stane perpetually,


	And hold that stone perpetually,







	And mak it his seigis thar,


	And make it his throne there,







	As thai of Spanzhe did of it aire.


	As they of Spain did before.







	This Symon did than as the kynge


	This Symon then did as the king







	Fully gaf hym in biddynge,


	Fully gave him in bidding,







	And wan Irlande and chesit his plasse


	And won Ireland and chose his place







	Qwhar honest and mast likly was,


	Where honest and most likely was,







	Thar he made a gret cite,


	There he made a great city,







	And in it syne that stane gert he


	And in it then that stone took he







	Be haldyn and set for iowalle


	Beholden and set for a jewel







	And chartyr of that kynrik haile.


	And charter of that kingdom whole.







	Fergus Erchson fra hym syne


	Fergus, Erc’s son, from him then







	Down descendande ewyn be lyne
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