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PREFACE


The reign of James VI, one of the longest and most important in Scottish history, still lacks full, systematic or authoritative treatment. This book is intended to go some way towards remedying that need.


The idea for the book arose among a group of historians at the University of Edinburgh in the mid-1990s, and it has been extended to include a number of scholars from elsewhere. It has come to fruition against a background of steadily growing literature on various aspects of the period, notably religion, political ideas and historiography. The first chapter serves several purposes: to survey some of that literature; to set the other chapters in context; and to indicate where further research is required. Those wishing an introduction to the politics of the reign might prefer to begin with Chapter 2.


Assistance with illustrations was kindly supplied by Ian Campbell, Hugh Cheape, Richard Emerson, Richard Fawcett, Miles Glendinning, David Henrie, E., N. and K. MacKechnie, Graeme MacMorran, Rosalind Marshall, Andrew Newby, Norman Reid, John Slorach, Michael Spearman, Margaret Stewart, Diane Watters, the staffs of Edinburgh University Library, the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland, the National Monuments Record of Scotland, the National Library of Scotland, St Andrews University Library, the Scottish National Portrait Gallery, and the Stewartry Museum, Kirkcudbright. Thanks are also due to George Mudie for his drawing of the map of the Borders. We are grateful to our publishers, John and Val Tuckwell, for their consistent interest and encouragement.


Julian Goodare


Michael Lynch


 


Edinburgh, February 1999
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James VI: Universal King?


Julian Goodare and Michael Lynch


In June 1580, the young King James, just turned fourteen, went on progress through Fife and Angus. It had been planned that he would visit the royal burgh of Aberdeen, but his itinerary was unexpectedly changed. The provost, bailies and whole council of the burgh, on hearing the news, frantically rode south, through the night, to intercept him at Dunnottar. He would, they hoped in a long and elegant speech, prove as beneficent a king as King Robert of blessed memory—Robert Bruce, who had made extensive grants to Aberdeen 250 years earlier.1 One more story of Aberdonians on the make is not likely to change the course of Scottish history, but this episode does illustrate the expectations that were heaped upon the young king after the earl of Morton’s eight frustrating years in power. Aberdeen had recently escaped a £20,000 fine for having supported the wrong side in the civil wars of 1568–73. Were these expectations of the young king unrealistic? In a sense, they were bound to be. When Morton’s Douglas kin and clients were thrown off the gravy train, there would be a large number of vacancies, but not enough to satisfy the pent-up thirst for good government which had built up during the 1570s. Good government, both nobles and Aberdonians would agree, meant place and preferment.


In another sense, these expectations were quite realistic. James, at fourteen, might well have been expected to begin his personal rule. The young James IV, when he had succeeded in 1488, had been sixteen, as had James V in 1528, when he escaped from Falkland to act out the familiar script of a Stewart king in a hurry. But the tour of the north-east in June 1580 was not the first but the third entry of the young James VI into politics, and it would not be the last. James had taken over the nominal reins of government on 12 March 1578, when the regency had come to an end with Morton’s resignation.2 In another view, his public entry into politics had come in October 1579, with a formal state entry into Edinburgh.3


It is, however, difficult to be categorical about when his minority ended and personal rule began. In the accounts of many textbooks, the king entered politics in November 1585, with the overthrow of the earl of Arran. The king’s apprenticeship had been seriously interrupted by his ten-month captivity by the Ruthven regime, which began in August 1582. The court, which had bustled with activity since the king’s departure from his schoolroom in Stirling Castle and his formal entry into the capital in the autumn of 1579, was reported to be ‘very quiet and small’ during the Ruthven period. Yet the early months of 1582, prior to the coup, had seen a sharp increase in the appearances of James at meetings of the privy council.1 When James escaped from his captors in June 1583, one might have expected him to emulate his grandfather in 1528 by also seizing the reins of power. Indeed the proclamation issued at Perth shortly after James’s dramatic escape insisted that, having attained his seventeenth year, he intended to assume personal control of government and to rule impartially over all ‘his nobilitie and gude subjectis’.2 There were few other signs, however, of a ‘king in a hurry’. The bird which had flown from its cage, to use the poet-king’s own metaphor, continued to spend more time on the pleasures of the court than the business of government. Perhaps his most significant achievement up to 1585, as Rod Lyall suggests, was his debut as an author, for in 1584 he had published a small quarto volume, Essays of a Prentise in the Diuine Arte of Poesie.3


It is surprising that the criteria which have so clinically been applied by late medieval historians to debate the success and failure of previous Stewart kings have generally evaded the early career of James VI. Why did it take so long for him to enter politics? By November 1585 he was almost twenty years of age. What effect did this late entry into the political arena—for even James III had embarked on his personal reign by the time he was eighteen—have on Scottish politics? And how far do these considerations square with James VI’s reputation as an immensely successful king of Scots by the time he acceded to the English throne? By 1603, James had been over seventeen years in power. Should historians not be entitled to expect a large measure of order and stability after such a long period? The equivalent point in the reign of James IV is 1513, when after fifteen years in power (as Norman Macdougall has argued) he had fully restored the confidence of the nobility in the crown. By 1542, just fourteen years into his personal reign, James V, despite sharply rising expenditure, had raised crown finances to a state of health not enjoyed by James VI before the 1610s. James would, arguably, have been a striking failure—of the dimensions of Robert II—if he had not managed by 1603 to restore the status of the crown.1


I


Reigns, like centuries, are capricious things for historians. Dealing as we do in periods of time, we cannot do without them, but they can obstruct our understanding of historical developments more detached from high politics. We assume, often rightly, that a monarch’s personal views and attitudes will have a political impact, but does this always justify tearing off a fragment from history’s seamless robe and treating it as a tidy, complete and homogeneous entity—a ‘reign’?


This book deals with topics for which the concept of a reign is relevant, because the king was involved in them personally. Sometimes he occupies centre stage, as with the chapters on the writings of this most literary of kings (Rod Lyall, Grant Simpson, Jenny Wormald). Sometimes the focus is on his political relationships—with the earl of Huntly (Ruth Grant), with his queen (Maureen Meikle), with the more distant and powerful English queen (Julian Goodare), with the general assembly of the church (Alan MacDonald), or with regions of his kingdom (Michael Lynch, Sharon Adams). Sometimes he is one figure among many, as in the chapter on court architecture (Aonghus MacKechnie). Clearly there could be no court architecture without a court, and no court without a king, but the central characters in this chapter are the royal masters of works; one of them, Sir Robert Drummond of Carnock, drew up plans for a new west quarter at Stirling Castle, overlooking formal parks and gardens, in the unlikely circumstances of the last weeks of the Ruthven regime in 1583.2 These and other chapters provide a number of ways of looking at James’s long reign, but the one thing they do not show is a ‘reign’ that was a tidy, complete and homogeneous entity. Rather it was something multifarious and sometimes ambiguous. This ambiguity is particularly clear from his early career: when is a personal reign not a personal reign?


We can thus treat his early career, from 1578 to 1585 or even 1587, as a kind of apprenticeship. After the downfall of the earl of Arran in 1585 there was no single predominant figure in the government apart from the king, but that is no evidence in itself that James had grasped the helm of the ship of state. There are different ways by which this might be measured. It has been pointed out that James regularly attended meetings of his privy council over the course of his personal reign: he averaged twenty-two sederunts a year between 1585 and 1603.3 Yet this conceals as much as it reveals. James did not pay the same attention to the detail of council business in the second half of the 1580s as he did in the mid- and later 1590s; between late 1585 and the autumn of 1592 he attended seventy out of 160 meetings of the privy council—an average of ten a year. But between 1592 and 1603 his attendance record improved almost threefold: he turned up on 314 occasions—some thirty per year.1 A comparison has been drawn between the personal reigns of James and his mother, to the latter’s detriment. Yet James’s attendance in the early years of his personal reign was not appreciably greater than Mary’s; hard work and personal commitment to the detail of the business of governing was auspicious only in the years after James’s prolonged visit to Denmark in 1589–90. The real difference in the period up to 1589 was the vastly greater amount of business transacted by the privy council—as much as a thirty-fold increase—rather than the attendance of the king.2


Probably it was at the very end of 1586 that James began to take distinctly personal initiatives in politics, with the crisis caused by his mother’s imminent execution. He had to decide in December whether to threaten to break the recently-concluded English league if Mary were put to death; the fateful decision not to do so was taken under all sorts of pressures, but it was in a real sense his own.3 After the axe had fallen, his reproachful letter to Queen Elizabeth was, as Grant Simpson shows, very much his own work.4 James struck a more positive note in the spring of 1587. In March, the king, accompanied by the earl of Angus, headed a judicial raid to the south-west to counteract the conspiracies of the Catholic Lord Maxwell since his mother’s death.


Two months later, James personally stage-managed a ‘love-feast’ for his feuding nobles in the streets of Edinburgh—later remembered as ‘the gratest worke, and happiest game that the king had played in all his rainge heithertills’.5 After what must have been an acrimonious convention of estates, he made feuding nobles walk hand in hand up the High Street of Edinburgh as a symbol of their reconciliation. It was the sixteenth-century equivalent of the political photo opportunity, and was reported as a ‘triwmph’ as far away as Easter Ross.6 The love-feast forecast the end of noble feuding but did it signify King James’s peace? In one sense, it did. The king had already acted promptly and firmly to quash a Maxwell rebellion in the south-west and would do so again in 1588.1 When the north-eastern Catholic earls rose in rebellion in 1589, the king led an army to Aberdeenshire, forcing them to surrender at the Bridge of Dee. For contemporaries, it must have enhanced the image (however implausible with hindsight) of James as a warrior king.2 Much of this, of course, reflected a king who was ever conscious of image and publicity. Yet his actions between late 1586 and 1589 placed James more clearly than before above the family-based factions that had dominated so much of his minority, and helped to make him what he had sought to become on his escape from the Ruthven Raiders in 1583—a ‘universal king’.3


II


The balance sheet of success and failure during the personal reign has yet to be fully compiled. There are a surprisingly large number of black holes in it, in which even the basic configurations of politics remain unclear, and perhaps the largest of these is that between 1603 and 1625.4 Two early examples of such holes are 1580–2 and 1582–3, when closer scrutiny begins to cast doubt on received notions of politics. The leading figure at court between early 1580 and August 1582 was the king’s cousin Esmé Stewart, a convert from Catholicism; it was during the Esmé Stewart period that parliament set up a commission (1581) to improve ministers’ stipends—a harbinger of the augmentation commissions of the 1590s and later—and it was in this period that the first covenant was subscribed, on its knees, by the whole court.5 Yet the Esmé Stewart regime went down in the later, presbyterian canon of history as hostile to the kirk. It was replaced in August 1582 by the Ruthven regime, in a coup hailed by the general assembly as an ‘act of reformation’, yet that regime—which, as Gordon Donaldson pointed out, had a remarkable number of trimmers, timeservers and even ex-Marians within it—did little if anything for the kirk.6


Still, the Ruthven lords would have been unlikely to do what their successor, the earl of Arran, did in 1584 when he had parliament pass the confrontational ‘Black Acts’ against the ‘new erected societie of ministers’—the thirteen model presbyteries set up by the general assembly in 1581.7 This soon led to a crisis, not with the parliament itself or the formal, legal protests made by some ministers at the time, but in its aftermath—the enforced ‘subscription’ by individual clergy of a letter composed by Archbishop Adamson condemning the radical ministers who fled into exile in England. The exiles were few, about a score in all, encompassing university masters and students as well as ministers and generally drawn from Fife and Lothian; the protesters against subscription were many but, despite intellectual manoeuvrings such as agreeing to the Black Acts only in so far as they were ‘agreeable to God’s Word’, the episode clearly demonstrated who had the whip hand in a crisis between church and state. The crown, it needs to be remembered, was the paymaster. For most clergy, and especially those north of the Tay, outside the hot-house areas of radical presbyterian strength, fear of loss of stipends was enough. For the more resolute who were called before the privy council, the threat of imprisonment or banishment to the ‘dark corners of the land’, such as Aberdeenshire or Inverness-shire, usually sufficed.1 The experience of 1584–5 presaged the pressure which the crown would bring to bear on general assemblies in the period after 1606; and it also presaged the splits within the clergy which would afflict the church as a result.


The next generally acknowledged step in the history of James VI’s relations with the church was the so-called ‘Golden Act’ of 1592, which granted presbyterianism a legal basis but also asserted the right of crown and parliament to intervene in the affairs of the church, as it had done in 1584–5; as time would show, the right extended to calling of meetings of general assemblies. Too much of the agenda for this part of the reign, however, is still dictated by the massive but highly selective compilations of the presbyterian party in the church—notably the extended party pamphlets of David Calderwood and James Melville—which might best be summed up as ‘1596 and all that’.2 The issues here need to be separated out. Although it has been argued that James did not turn to the device of bishops to control the kirk until he was stripped of all other options—in 1600 rather than 1596 or 1597,3 there is contemporary evidence, from as early as 1593, that James had already set his sights on restoring bishops.4 Indeed, James had first tried (unsuccessfully) to persuade a leading churchman (Robert Pont) to become a bishop in 1587.1 On the other hand, the notion, cultivated by successive generations of presbyterian historians since Calderwood, that the kirk was wrenched from its perfected status by damaging royal interference which began in 1596 has already been seriously questioned and no longer bears detailed scrutiny.2 The ‘Golden Act’ of 1592 is another example of such a half-remembered history.


There can be little doubt, however, that the riot of 17 December 1596 did mark a turning-point in the relationship between king and church. For James, who had in 1590 tried to have the church agree to restrict itself to private rather than public criticism of the court or himself, the riot confirmed his existing suspicions of the subversive potential within presbyterianism and accelerated his self-appointed role as a new godly Constantine, presiding with a heavy hand over the kirk. The prominent ministers, who had been becoming uneasy since about 1592 about their increasingly difficult relationship with their godly prince, were suddenly confronted with a dilemma. Those who held to their principles, insisting on a strict separation of the ‘two kingdoms’, would increasingly find themselves labelled as subversives. Those who tried to adapt to the new, harder-line royal initiatives, which included active ‘management’ of general assemblies, would find themselves being dragged further into compromise than they could have imagined in 1597. They would also be vilified as trimmers by their radical colleagues. It is argued by Alan MacDonald that outright breakdown in this increasingly strained set of relationships did not come until after 1602 but was clearly visible by 1606, by which time no general assembly had met for four years.3


It is possible to mount a limited defence of James’s religious policies. In 1590, immediately after his return from Denmark with his new bride, James addressed the general assembly, promising to give his full support to the ‘sincerest church’ in the world, weed out papistry and give the ministers a pay rise. The assembly erupted into fifteen minutes of rapturous applause. Despite generations of history thirled to the notion of a divide between the ‘two kingdoms’ of church and state, in practice the kirk was never so united as when it felt able to act in concert with the crown in pushing forward the goal of a godly society, particularly in the areas of clerical stipends, ecclesiastical discipline, provision for basic education and the pursuit of papistry—or so it must have seemed to most contemporaries up to about 1602. For the strength of the radical presbyterian element within the kirk ebbed and flowed, not least because it was divided within itself on major questions. On the issue of representation in parliament, there were sharp disputes; even Andrew Melville and his nephew James disagreed.1 Such internal wranglings help explain why James was able to achieve—or to get away with—so much so long. Yet James, too, missed an opportunity. As is argued elsewhere in this volume, he achieved a working compromise with his fractious nobility in and after 1598.2 There was no such compromise with the church. Here, as Alan MacDonald emphasises, James insisted that he wielded both swords, civil and ecclesiastical. It was an interpretation of the two kingdoms which was as radical and uncompromising as that of his most vocal critics within the ministry. It ultimately had the effect of creating a culture of opposition to the crown, intimately linked with a complex of Protestant fears. By the late 1610s and 1620s this operated on a number of different levels—including the threat posed to international Calvinism by a European war of religion as well as a suspected hidden, ecclesiastical agenda within James’s notion of Great Britain.3


Amidst such complexities, it is tempting to turn to clashes of personality to shed light on them. The sound bite that most remember is the confrontation at Falkland in August 1596, when Andrew Melville tugged the king’s sleeve to remind him that he was but ‘God’s sillie vassal’. A ‘no surrender’ view of the history of the kirk would later be built upon the phrase. But the real circumstances are forgotten. Andrew Melville broke in on a meeting the king was having with a group of leading ministers, the latest in a series of informal gatherings which had begun in 1594. These meetings would, James hoped, form the basis for an ecclesiastical council, which might act as a counter-balance to the ‘privy conference’ in which leading radicals had arranged the business of the general assembly since the late 1570s. Melville burst in so dramatically because he had not been invited.


The real Andrew Melville, one of the most shadowy figures in James’s reign, has still to be fully identified—the defender of the integrity of the kirk; the Latin court poet of the 1590s writing sonnets to the king, plus 200 verses which he delivered at Queen Anna’s coronation in 1590;4 or the beleaguered rector of the university of St Andrews, armed with a white spear (his staff of office), besieged in his lair in St Mary’s College in 1588, 1590 and 1593 by rival academics, students, lairds and the local crowd.5 It is well known that St Andrews often does not like its principals but Melville took unpopularity to new depths. His own presbytery of St Andrews survived intact only by the device of creating a new body, at Cupar, as a refuge for his opponents. The standard Melvillian vote in the general assembly numbered little more than fifty-five.1 As well as the systematic pressure exerted on general assemblies by James VI and his ministers, it is possible to argue that ‘Melvillianism’ collapsed in the first decade of the seventeenth century because of a failure of leadership—of Melville himself. The intransigence of the king was matched by Melville’s high-profile and often histrionic stance. Both positions—of a king persuaded of his godliness and a preacher convinced of his own righteousness—were, ultimately, counter-productive. The result, visible by 1606, was a serious (and perhaps avoidable) fissure between the state and a significant part of the church. The presbyterian movement’s recovery in the 1610s and 1620s was built on two sets of foundations—a mythology of loss and exile and the determined posture adopted by James himself.


III


Too many accounts of the reign have accepted—or reacted against—the view that 1596 saw the onset of hostilities between church and state, to the point where the struggle between the ‘two kingdoms’ has coloured almost all else. What should be the real agenda for the history of the 1590s? One item on it would be royal finance. In January 1596 the king had appointed the Octavians, eight exchequer commissioners, to reform his finances. The Edinburgh riot in December 1596 (when they were denounced as crypto-Catholics) and manoeuvres by courtiers (who disliked their cuts in royal spending) forced them to offer their resignation in January 1597. This may have been politically prudent, but it was financially disastrous. James’s final years in Scotland degenerated into an embarrassing struggle to make ends meet, with court ceremony pruned drastically.2 If finance were added to the criteria for assessing James’s reign, would judgements of him be so favourable?3


It could well be argued that James blundered from one economic crisis to another, although rising exports were slowly leading the Scottish economy out of recession.4 In 1582, his government privatised the collection of customs, handing the task over to the convention of royal burghs. The experiment was abandoned in 1587. Yet by then, burghs had been forced to resort to novel forms of direct taxation to compensate for a shortfall in revenue from customs. In Edinburgh, moneylenders and younger sons of merchants were brought into the tax net for the first time, and craftsmen, now assessed individually rather than corporately, paid more. This widening of taxation continued for the rest of the reign. The government also turned—despite the warnings from history of the notorious ‘black money’ of James III and the unpopularity of Morton’s profiteering from the mint in the late 1570s—to wholesale debasement of the coinage in 1583; by 1596 this had brought in some £100,000 worth of profits. It resorted to massive taxation in the 1590s, on a scale which far exceeded that of James V, despite warnings from that reign and the regency of Mary of Guise, heavily underlined by George Buchanan in his History published in 1582, about the political effects of high taxation.1 So prices rose ever more steeply and the exchange rate tumbled, as a direct result of debasement of the coinage.2 Thomas Craig, writing around 1603, warned that high taxation often led to rebellion. He cited the Dutch revolt, but he may have intended his message to apply closer to home.3


The political crisis of the reign may have been over by the end of 1594,4 but the economic and fiscal crisis intensified throughout the 1590s. James’s own finances were shored up by a humiliating English subsidy.5 The nobility learned to accept an ever more demanding taxation system, as long as its effects were offset by patronage. Yet patronage required attendance at court. As a result, the 1590s were years when new figures began to haunt Scottish politics—the tax collector, credit broker6 and political lobbyist.7 We seem in the personal reign of James VI to be caught halfway—between traditional institutions of government and novel habits of governing.


Many of the black holes in our knowledge of the reign have been filled by black and white interpretations. These include the periods 1585–9 and 1593–6, which, in one view, represent the rise and reconfiguration of a Stewart absolutism that was initially master-minded by John Maitland of Thirlestane, James’s influential chancellor from 1587. According to it, the ‘eclipse’ of Maitland, who became a ‘political liability’ in 1592, meant that it was the king who inherited his chancellor’s ‘system’.1 Yet the very unpopularity of Maitland by 1592 made it unlikely that he would hand on an untainted inheritance. For much of the 1590s it is difficult to work on the premise that a single personality, even that of James VI, ‘managed’ politics. This was a period when each of the king’s ‘two bodies’—court and government—was taking on a multiple and often self-contradictory personality. These are years where it is still often difficult to describe how politics worked, what the balance between church and state was, or how much the king himself was at the controlling centre of politics. The standard measurements of late medieval kingship no longer give satisfactory answers. It is rather like leafing through the pages of Basilicon Doron; the impression that one gets on one page is confounded on the next. The adage of medieval historians that ‘laissez-faire monarchy’ entails a king who regulates rather than rules no longer seems enough. Are there times in these periods when there is a king in office but not in power? Scottish society was in these years caught up in an erratic, bewildering process of change, made more difficult to comprehend because it was cast against the backcloth of a very real social crisis that deepened as the 1590s went on.


By the last decades of the sixteenth century, ‘laissez-faire monarchy’ is no longer an appropriate term. It was coined to describe the political practice of the earlier Stewart kings: a combination of goodwill towards co-operative leading nobles, intense personal ferocity towards noble dissidence, and genial indifference to most of what the nobles got up to in their own localities.2 A small indication of the breakdown of the model comes in the fact that James VI did not spend his time travelling round his kingdom in the manner of all his Stewart predecessors except James III. That king, who had shut himself away in Edinburgh, had suffered politically as a result. As late as the 1560s, Mary had virtually governed from the saddle, as she worked hard to make personal contact with local magnates from Inverness to Inveraray and Whithorn. But James VI did not need to; when in the saddle, he was not working but enjoying himself hunting. By 1591 he had already denuded the royal forests around Falkland of deer.3 He governed less in person, and more through institutions. Through these institutions, the localities came to him, or (both before and after 1603) to his privy council in Edinburgh. They included, by 1610, both disaffected Border families1 and previously troublesome Highland chiefs.2


As they did so, they produced a more active central government. James’s parliaments passed far more legislation than ever before. The business of his privy council—a body that had not even existed before 1545—expanded hugely in the 1580s and 1590s. The college of justice, founded in 1532, likewise had more to do, and its judges were more involved in government. Lobbying judges or law officers became regular by the 1580s.3 The permanent exchequer, a creation of the 1580s and 1590s, reorganised the royal finances. Justice ayres, however, which had brought criminal justice to the localities, died away, to be replaced by ad hoc commissions of justiciary, in which a journey to Edinburgh was necessary for each trial. As for the most crucial component of ‘laissez-faire monarchy’—an absence of taxation—it disappeared in the 1580s and 1590s, as taxes rocketed. The reign of James VI is decisively marked off from those of his predecessors by the growth of the state.


James was not indifferent to the localities; quite the reverse. But the policies of his government were recasting the relationship between them and the centre. James wanted to revoke, or at least undermine, the heritable jurisdictions that underpinned nobles’ local power. He had lairds admitted to parliament in 1587 to inform him of local grievances. His preferred approach to the feuds of the nobility was not to aid those nobles who were his friends in their private wars, but to stamp out feuding altogether.


This brings us to the question of noble dissidence. The model of ‘laissez-faire monarchy’ is one in which the crown faced occasional local revolts by dissatisfied magnates, but was usually able to crack down successfully, with the help of other magnates—thus showing that there was no conflict between crown and the nobles as a class. This pattern, common in the fifteenth century, was repeated as late as 1562 when the fourth earl of Huntly rebelled and was defeated at Corrichie. Only three years later, his son was restored to the earldom.


The political turbulence of the years 1578–85 largely follows this traditional model, but once James was no longer a child to be used as a political football, it ceased, The two prominent noble dissidents of the 1590s were Francis, fifth earl of Bothwell, and George, sixth earl of Huntly.4 Bothwell, a Stewart in pursuit of what he probably saw as his rightful place in the sun, tried nostalgically to recreate the tradition of noble autonomy that had led to the hanging of James III’s advisers by the nobles at Lauder in 1482. It is conventional to suggest that the king was stronger after 1603 because he could no longer be kidnapped. But the futility of kidnapping an adult monarch was proved by Bothwell as early as 1593: having got James in his power, he had to let him go again. After a disruptive but ultimately futile career as an outlaw, Bothwell was finally exiled in 1595.


Huntly’s career as a dissident also fails to fit the traditional pattern. Both he and James, as Ruth Grant emphasises, often took up ambiguous stances.1 Although a traditional magnate (and one of much greater power than Bothwell), Huntly was also right up to date in his political practice, for his international scheming resembled the populist machinations of the contemporary Catholic League in France—machinations that would soon lead to such a conspicuous noble reaction against the League and in favour of Henry IV. Catholicism was no longer a popular cause in Scotland outside Huntly’s native north-east, but there we find him using the latest propaganda techniques in 1596 to bid for support for an anti-English policy.2 However, Huntly too failed, and owed his survival less to his own power than to James’s need to stand well with English Catholics in order to bolster his hopes of the succession to Elizabeth. Although James was indulgent of Huntly’s Catholicism, for he was married to a close kinswoman of the king, his court was often as critical of Huntly as the general assembly was.3


Perhaps we should conclude that the much-criticised suggestion that James VI was ‘the last and greatest exponent of the old style of Scottish kingship’4 never rested on much more solid evidence than his personal friendship with Huntly. A different perspective on James’s relations with the nobility is suggested by the career of another of his personal friends: John, second earl of Mar (‘Jock o’ the Slates’), with whom the king had been educated at Stirling. Mar was ruthlessly assertive in his youth, taking part in both the Ruthven Raid (1582) and the abortive Stirling Raid (1584). But although his reputation as a severe Protestant was as durable as Huntly’s as a Catholic, Mar thereafter kept away from subversion, and in 1594 received the ultimate accolade of the king’s trust: the custody of the infant Prince Henry. As Maureen Meikle shows, Mar retained the prince even though the queen threw such political weight as she possessed behind every effort to shake his grip.1 He was a union commissioner in 1604, although the Scottish parliament’s trust in him was apparently less than the king’s.2 He was even prepared to become a bureaucrat, holding the post of treasurer from 1616 to 1630. Mar was not always happy at the direction of royal policy—he opposed the Act anent Feuding that curtailed private violence in 1598—but he knew how to obey. In him, unlike Huntly, we see a man who was a crown servant first and a regional magnate second.


IV


The royal court has been little considered in terms of its role in politics or of the relationship between the king’s two ‘bodies’—his household or chamber and his council. Courtly culture, by contrast, has received much attention. The monuments to history left by the work of the Castalian Band, with the young king cast as Apollo, patron of the arts, are well known.3 Equally familiar, but only recently analysed, are the châteaux of the Scottish Renaissance, which demonstrate what is often difficult to prove by other means—both the ‘trickle-down’ effect of court style and the role of nobles, old and new, as cultural patrons. Formal dining rooms and elaborate gardens, as Aonghus MacKechnie shows, both testify to the spread of the cult of honour.4


Interpretations of the culture of the court often rest on received notions of how it operated as a political instrument. The internal dynamics of a volatile and highly competitive political forum, however, remain to be closely analysed. That culture, focused on recently elevated peers or members of the royal household as well as those who claimed to be the ‘ancient blude’ of the nobility, was more demanding of kingship and less tolerant of deviation from the norms of aristocratic courtliness. The stigmatisation of the Highlands as a barbarian culture has a provenance which goes back at least to the 1520s, and the work of John Mair, if not before.5 It was a commonplace by the 1590s, when James VI wrote his well-known passage in Basilicon Doron about the lack of ‘civilitie’ of the Highlands and the Isles. The Edinburgh poet and dramatist, John Burel, in his Passage of the Pilgremes (1590–1), dedicated to the second duke of Lennox, depicted a Calvinist Pilgrim forced to wander among barbarous cannibals, who did not know God and whose behaviour, as a result, could partly be excused by ‘blindness and ignorance’.1 By contrast, the better-known jibe often ascribed, perhaps loosely, to the court poet, Alexander Montgomerie—‘How the first Helandman of God was maid/ Of ane horss turd, in Argyll, as is said’—may not be quite what it seems.2 The meaning, or potential double meaning, depends on the unresolved date of its composition; it may have been directed specifically at the Campbells, with their characteristic dual pose as royal courtiers and west Highland patronage barons. During much of James’s reign there was either a minor as head of the house of Argyll, or suspicion at court of Campbell aggrandizement.3 The poet may have been satirising this, rather than Highland society as a whole.


The years that followed the king’s second entry into politics in 1579 have acquired the reputation of a confused jumble of noble rivalries. They should also be seen as marking a serious attempt to establish a court and royal household, which had far-reaching implications for the future. A good deal of the cult of kingship which marked the 1590s can already be detected, especially in the eighteen months immediately following Morton’s fall in December 1580. Montgomerie, in his poem The Navigatioun, not only hailed ‘so sapient a ying and godly king’, but a ‘Solomon’ who was ‘the chosen vessel of the Lord’.4 Here was Montgomerie, at an early stage in both the personal reign and his own career, bidding for the status of ‘moral authority for the Scottish reader’.5 Much of the familiar imagery from later in the reign first emerged at the entry of 1579.


The new royal court quickly proved to be outrageously expensive, enforcing a resort both to ‘benevolences’ and to higher levels of taxation.6 Early in 1582, when wine suppliers to the royal household threatened to withhold supply because of unpaid bills, an official raid on the warehouses of merchants in east coast burghs was sanctioned; payment was promised, twelve months in arrears.7 The setting up of the royal guard, even after it was halved in size in June 1581, was another sign of the times. By April 1582, most of its members were still unpaid, £2,000 being outstanding, and it took two further years of hapless trawling around the entrails of the king’s finances to find satisfaction. An attempted permanent settlement of 1584 was never fully implemented. Between 1586 and 1590, most of the guard’s funding may have come from the English subsidy.1


The hunt for payment became a familiar task for the king’s servants as well as his creditors. Mounting debts and the unbridled expenditure of the new court produced a deficit of £45,000 by the spring of 1582, when the treasurer and the collector general of the thirds of benefices, in a desperate attempt to bridge the gap between expenditure and income, had their debts suspended. There were many motives involved in the Ruthven Raid in August 1582, when a group of the king’s councillors seized the young king. They claimed to be acting in the same spirit as the Lords of the Congregation who had first pushed through the Reformation in 1559–60. And it has been argued that there are parallels between the Ruthven Raid and the Riccio murder of 1566: both were Protestant, Douglas-inspired protests against undesirable influences on the monarch.2 Exasperation with a profligate royal household should be added to the manifold motives of the raiders. They included two key financial officials—the earl of Gowrie, treasurer, and Adam Erskine, commendator of Cambuskenneth, collector general of thirds.3 There is another parallel here: with the Octavians’ attempt, in 1596, to restrain the unbridled spending of king and household. For their pains, they were branded as papist conspirators. The point is that the Ruthven episode, like the Riccio murder and indeed the Octavians, concerned many issues besides religion. The Ruthven administration attempted to tighten up procedures in exchequer and council to control household expenditure. That effort barely survived its fall in June 1583.4 By the 1590s, the royal household far exceeded that in previous reigns.


There were other pointers to the future shape of court politics. The unstable Lennox-Arran coalition had split by the end of 1581 into two factions, with different sections of the privy council meeting separately, at Holyrood and Dalkeith. The motives were mixed, the position complex and the split was patched up quickly, when Arran agreed to demit office as captain of the royal guard.5 One of the key issues was access to the king, making this dispute a forerunner of the much more extensive divide between chamber and council which would mark Maitland’s years in power (1585–95). The king’s relationship with Arran was never as close as that with Lennox. In a sense, the arrangement was a simple one: Lennox controlled the household whereas Arran’s main sphere of influence was in the privy council. There were already in 1581–2 hints of a clash of cultures—of chamber and council. In October 1581, there was a violent dispute between Arran and Sir John Seton, who had recently been appointed master of horse, over precedence in the riding of parliament. Precedence would prove to be one of the most frequent sources of friction in James’s reign—an inevitable reflection of the inflation of honours and the obsession of nobles, old and new, with status. Seton’s office guaranteed riding at the king’s left hand on state occasions, with the chamberlain (Lennox) on the king’s right.1 For Lennox and Seton, both with experience of other Renaissance courts, the issue was one of protocol; for Arran, a recently ennobled upstart, it was one of power. A further pointer to Arran’s weakness came during the split at the end of 1581: Lennox was at Dalkeith with the king whereas Arran remained at Holyrood, closeted with future Ruthven conspirators.2 Scottish kingship still remained intensely personal, but the nature of access to the king was changing, and disputes over access would dog the years until 1603.


Impressions of the years between 1585 and the arrival and coronation of James’s queen, Anna of Denmark, in May 1590 are curiously mixed. It is a period conventionally seen in terms of the ‘reassertion of kingship’, one of warmer relations between the crown and the kirk, and the golden age of the Castalian Band. There is, at best, only a measure of truth in each of these generalisations. In 1585 James had promised a restoration of the old ways, with proper place being given to the ‘old blood’ of the nobility,3 but there was recurrent discontent amongst his nobles. Rumours of changes at court reached a climax with the king’s return from Denmark in 1590. A series of initiatives—involving the royal household, patronage and the general assembly—were taken shortly after the coronation and formal entry of Anna, in May. His intervention in the affairs of the church, it now seems clear, can be traced to this period—although many of the ministers found the prospect more palatable than they did later.4 And James himself, ‘prince of poets’, was by 1588, as both Rod Lyall and Jenny Wormald emphasise, already shaping a new career in prose, with a particular focus in theology, demonology and political theory; it was in this year that he wrote his first biblical commentary, on Revelation.5


If much of this suggests an accessible king, court ceremony indicates new refinements. From 1585, the ‘riding’ of parliament—its opening and closing procession—was increasingly formalised, culminating in the ‘red’ parliament of 1606. In 1587, parliament passed an act insisting that those who took part in the riding should do so ‘on horseback decently with foot mantles’; new colours were assigned to each of the estates. The Honours of Scotland—the crown, sceptre and sword of state—were borne in the procession by the leading figures in the king’s household and council, to signify the union of the king’s ‘two bodies’. At the end of the 1587 parliament, according to a French observer, all the nobility present knelt before the king, who had just reached his ‘perfect age, of twenty-one, in an act of ritual obedience, followed by the other estates in turn.1 A Scottish version of the devil of keeping state was emerging.2


This inflation of honours gathered pace, especially after 1598, which can be pinpointed as the vital turning-point for the king’s relations with his nobles, when the signal was given that previous restrictions on patronage would be lifted.3 It came during the crown’s own period of financial crisis and retrenchment. In total, James created two dukes, two marquises, twenty-seven earls, six viscounts and twenty-nine lords during his reign; it was just as well that peerage titles were cheap. One effect of this new stress on ceremony was a vogue for family histories and elaborate armorials, such as the Seton Armorial of 1591 and Lindsay Secundus of c.1598, for both new and old nobility.4 Another consequence was frequent disputes over precedence, protocol and access. Keeping state, however, was as much a part of this paradoxical personal reign as personal kingship. The mistake is to imagine that it was missing because it did not follow English practice.5 New, formal images were being created for James and his nobles to set them apart, both from each other and from the other estates. Protocol was putting Renaissance-style kingship and aristocracy on pedestals. In turn, in their redesigned tower houses, nobles were distancing themselves from tenants and lesser kin; formal galleries were built to display family memorabilia and mock battlements constructed, not for defence but as viewing terraces over their landed possessions.1


In the memoirs of a long-serving courtier, Sir James Melville of Halhill, there appears the fullest interpretation of the events of the personal reign in terms of the workings of the court. For Melville, much of the period between the king’s return from Denmark in 1590 and the death of Chancellor Maitland in 1595 could be explained as a conflict between council and chamber.2 Maitland’s plans to run council and chamber through the exchequer fell foul of the king’s cautious desire to have an all-inclusive council, which in turn alarmed his own chamber.3 The Danish expedition and subsequent coronation brought to a head a number of issues here. As a result, the early 1590s saw a clash of expectations between the king and his nobles. They expected ‘their auncient priveledges for their free accesse to the king’s person’, but the throng of suitors regularly induced the king to restrict access to his chamber and to limit the noble retinues at court. Such restrictions, even though they were mostly ineffectual, heightened the anxieties of the established nobility and frustrated the desire for status or display felt among others recently promoted in royal service. The scheme for a new royal guard in 1590 and the plans to limit earls and lords to six retainers and barons to a mere four in particular provoked fury amongst prominent courtiers; Bothwell, a kinsman ever conscious of his rights as a Stewart, and Lord Hamilton, James’s potential successor until the birth of Prince Henry in 1594, took great offence when denied entry to the king’s chamber. Hamilton spluttered angrily that ‘this newe order wold offende all men’.4 James and his privy council, on the other hand, became increasingly exasperated by the reluctance of such nobles to attend meetings of either parliament or privy council with any regularity. One solution to this dilemma was the quick fix of conventions, sub-parliamentary meetings consisting largely of the nobility and dealing with specific issues of vital concern to them as well as to the king’s government; they were common in the 1590s, as never before or after.5 The result was that governmental initiative lurched from one institution to another in this period.


Such was the prolixity of the royal propaganda machine that there are many images of James VI with which to conjure. Poets, dramatists, intellectuals and polemicists vied to capture the essence of the ‘universal king’ that James sought to be. The biblical images of the king, as young David and wise Solomon, were established early—in the royal entry of 1579.1 They were enduring. A frieze depicting the judgement of Solomon can still be seen in Culross Palace, a laird entrepreneur’s house built sometime between 1597 and 1611. More significantly, as Aonghus MacKechnie reveals, the building of a new Chapel Royal at Stirling, first used for the baptism of the king’s first-born son and heir in 1594, provided an opportunity, on an unrivalled scale, to celebrate in stone ‘Great Britain’s Solomon’. Replete with Biblical and classical imagery, the chapel, he argues, was constructed to the same proportions as Solomon’s Temple.2 And it was here in 1594, set high on a hill above both the burgh and the surrounding landscape, that James, in his new Jerusalem, paraded as a Knight of Malta in the tournament which preceded the royal baptism—a surrogate St George, fit to cast out the infidel.3 The conceit was both elaborate and breathtaking. Its impact, however, was probably greater on James himself than on the audience. His claims to divine right kingship, itemised in The Trew Law of Free Monarchies (1598), were already on display in symbolic form.


The image of a just king would not in itself induce the nobles to submit their rivalries and disputes to royal justice. The incidence of feuds showed little sign of slackening in the late 1580s, and that between Huntly and the ‘bonnie earl’ of Moray (1589–92) sometimes threatened to escalate into a full-scale civil war.4 Part of the problem lay in the age structure of the greater nobility, teeming with hot-headed youths: in 1592, eight of the twenty-four earls were under twenty-one years of age and a further seven were under thirty-five,5 The unburied corpses of Moray and the equally hotheaded Lord Maxwell (killed in battle with the Johnstones in December 1593), preserved for years by their families demanding royal justice against the killers, were awkward for a king who cultivated a reputation for justice.6 The seriousness of the crisis which confronted James in the early 1590s should not be underestimated. This may have been the one point in Scottish history before the mid-1640s when a war of religion threatened. Yet James survived, and the scope of his government markedly increased during this same decade.


A number of the letters edited by Grant Simpson illustrate the achievements of a ‘universal king’; some may also detect in them a fussy, intrusive personality.1 With other images, however, there is less room for doubt. James certainly cultivated a style of monarchy that went beyond the personal kingship familiar in earlier Stewart reigns. For centuries, kings of Scots had been patrons of the church as well as exploiters of it; James aspired to be its ‘nursing-father’, a role that was more personal, less rapacious but also more proprietorial than that of his Stewart predecessors. He also cultivated an image of imperial monarchy which went considerably beyond the aspirations of kings of Scots since James III had affected the closed imperial crown on his coinage. James VI was just as keen on such traditional imagery, and after 1590, he could emulate his grandfather by having a real lion in residence.2 James V had also cultivated the image of Hercules, with both club and lion.3 But James VI had a more efficient stick with which to beat—or, more often, to prod—dissident nobles, unruly borderers and allegedly barbarous Highland chiefs. It was the state. Beyond the imagery—of the Christian emperor, Constantine, as well as Solomon—there lies a key point. The formation of the Scottish state belongs to the personal reign of James VI. It would be tested, and generally found to work, after 1603, when James became an absentee monarch.


V


James’s Scottish reign after 1603 is conventionally described as a period of ‘government by pen’, picking up a phrase he used in 1607. This tends to give the impression that what is meant is the new system of royal government by correspondence from Westminster, rather than government by the king in person.4 What James actually said—in a speech to the English parliament in praise of Scotland—was:


This I must say for Scotland, and I may trewly vaunt it: here I sit and governe it with my pen, I write and it is done, and by a clearke of the councell I governe Scotland now, which others could not doe by the sword.5


James, in his chosen role of peacemaker, was thus ‘vaunting’ that he had made the pen mightier than the sword. He was not referring to government at a distance, but government by a bureaucracy. And the work of creating this bureaucracy was done just as much before 1603 as after it. When James went south in 1603, he left behind a fully-functional government that did not need a king’s daily attention to keep it running smoothly. The localities had already established links with his government in Edinburgh; these links continued and were strengthened. Only rarely did they come into direct contact with Westminster. The date 1603 is a useful dividing-line for some things, but it should not be used indiscriminately.


One of the reasons to be sceptical about 1603 as a turning-point is that James had been positioning himself as a future king of Britain even before then. Partly this was the inevitable consequence of his position as ruler of an English satellite state: he had to defer to Elizabeth’s wishes, and ensure that Scottish domestic and foreign policies fitted with English interests.1 But James did not just drift in Elizabeth’s wake; while in Scotland, he deliberately shaped his course to converge with England, with an eye on the future. He included advice on ruling multiple kingdoms in Basilicon Doron (1598).2 More tellingly, he was already grappling with English political theory, and developing his views of the English constitution. He argued that monarchs both in Scotland and in England owed their powers not to the people, but to a divinely-sanctioned right of conquest.3 This helped to justify a common approach to ruling both kingdoms. While the union of crowns took place only in 1603, James for a long time before had been doing his best to act as if it was in force.


One difference that 1603 did make was in the field of state finance. James lived well beyond his means in the 1590s. Inflation eroded his traditional revenues, and his expenditure escalated with the need to impress both his own nobility and the English political establishment. The result was a series of desperate expedients, most notoriously the bankruptcy engineered for him in January 1598 by exploiting the goldsmith and financier Thomas Foulis. This left Foulis with unpaid debts of £160,522, and a worthless IOU from the crown.4 There were also swarms of small debts, like the 2,000 merks James borrowed from the burgh of Aberdeen in 1589. James had been in Aberdeen with an army at the time, having just suppressed a rebellion raised by the earl of Huntly—always an expensive business.1 At Chancellor Maitland’s suggestion, the earl of Angus was persuaded to borrow 2,000 merks from the burgh on the king’s behalf. Evidently the earl had a better credit rating than the king. However, the king’s use of intermediaries like Angus or Foulis, together with his political power, enabled him to shelter from his creditors with impunity. The burgh spent the next twenty-three years trying to sue Angus and his heirs for repayment. As the king eventually admitted, ‘they wer by severall warrantis under our hand and signet, inhibited and dischairged the prosequutioun of the same, under the payne of horneing, wee acknowledging by these warrantis the debt to be properlie dew by us … and that therefore we oureselfis wold give order for satisfactioun thereof’. The ‘order for satisfactioun’ was finally issued in 1612. The court of session apparently ruled that the king and not Angus was the true debtor.2


Twenty-three years of unpaid debts seems a dismal return for the high expectations that Aberdeen had had of the young king in 1580. However, the point is that James did eventually pay his debts, or at least quite a few of them, once the cost of the court had been removed from the Scottish treasury. Many even of Foulis’s creditors received payment during the years when James held court in England. This new-found fiscal stability was more important than ‘absentee kingship, in changing the nature of politics after 1603.


Much is sometimes made of the idea of the royal court as a point of contact between governor and governed. It is possible to overlook the suggestion made below by Sharon Adams—that the localities were the primary places for such contact.3 ‘Localities’ were no different from the ‘centre’ with which they are sometimes contrasted; all physical places, even Edinburgh, were localities. Rural localities were largely governed by nobles and lairds who were also the local landlords; towns were governed by burgh councils. Nobles and lairds had to have connections at the centre—the royal court and privy council, which were institutions rather than physical places. Some nobles and lairds were courtiers and councillors in their own right, while those who were not had links through family or clientage with those who were.


Centralisation, therefore, was not a process that took place at the centre—at least not if the ‘centre’ is thought of as being Edinburgh. Rather it was a process of reorientation of ruling elites all over the country. The nobility in particular were both ‘central’ and ‘local’; they formed the link between central and local power. If they observed central standards, like current royal policy or statute law, in their own local courts, we can call this centralisation. If they did not, and this led to friction, this may appear as conflict between ‘centre’ and ‘localities’—but such conflict only ever occurred with some localities. The concept of ‘the localities’ is a treacherous one.


This subject is best pursued through an actual example. In Ayr, at the time when James VI and I was making his ‘government by pen’ speech, how did people experience being governed? Towns like Ayr were intensively governed by burgh councils composed largely of merchant oligarchies. Traditionally they were self-contained; but Ayr was now experiencing central government in a number of ways. One way was through the church. James VI’s government was reimposing bishops on the Scottish church after two decades of presbyterianism—and radical presbyterians in Ayr were organizing resistance. The burgh’s minister, John Welsh, a son-in-law of John Knox, was removed and exiled in 1606 in connection with this, but retained the support of the burgh council for some years; the council itself was purged by the crown in 1611.1


The state had military and administrative power that was more in evidence than before. In the summer of 1608, Ayr became the base for a military expedition to the Isles; the burgh council entertained the commanders and troops, while the burgesses had their ships requisitioned and their provisions subjected to compulsory purchase.2 As for administration, ‘government by pen’ increasingly involved the courts and the legal profession. Compared with fifty years previously, the Ayr council’s legal costs had increased about tenfold in real terms.3 Still, central government also offered benefits. When plague broke out in the town in 1606, the magistrates received authority from the privy council to enforce quarantine regulations. In the aftermath of the 1608 expedition to the Isles, Ayr also tried to cash in on its strategic location, lobbying the privy council for a subsidy for harbour repairs, Unfortunately this failed, and the burgh had to pay.4


As well as the concept of ‘centre and locality’, it is worth noting the related concept of ‘centre and periphery’.5 The latter could be characterised as one in which the localities (or places) that were firmly connected to the centre are contrasted with the localities (or places) that were not prepared to acknowledge central authority. To a ‘universal king’ like James, the existence of such peripheries was intolerable and he determined to bring the outlying regions of his realm within his power. He may have preferred the power of the pen to that of the sword, but peripheries like the Western Isles tended to experience the sharp end of kingship.


Policies for the Isles always had a British context, because of the proximity of the southern Scottish islands to Ulster. This British context was not just ‘1603 and all that’; Scottish and English policies had already converged in the 1590s.1 This was no doubt why, in early 1605, it must have seemed that the moment had come for a fully-integrated British effort to subdue the Isles. A proclamation was drafted in January:


Finding in the North and West lles of the North lles [sic] of Britayne and the contynent next adjacent thereunto, although no rebellion, yet the inhabitants thereof neyther living under the feare of God in sincerity of religion, nor yealding to us those rentes and commodityes which were in auncient tymes a greate parte of the patrimonie of our croune of Scotland: and the fertility of these Iles and commodity of fishing which the greate oceane yealdes in those partes alluterlie neglected and left to be enjoyed by straungers, to the greate hurte of so many people within our dominions which might be sett a-worke there and have large boundes to dwell in, no less profitable then any parte of the continent which is civillie possessed.


The thought of these potential riches in the hands of uncivilised clansmen, continued the proclamation, had inspired the king to ‘roote out of them all kind of barbarity’. All chiefs were to be summoned to produce their written titles to their land, to find surety for obedience to the law, and to pay royal rents. Those who failed to comply could expect ‘the force of our wrath and discontentment, to the utter extermination of them and their posterity out of our dominions and nothing but merciles fyre and sworde’. The surviving copy of this draft has contemporary annotations listing proposed commissioners for the Isles, Four ‘Englis commissioneris’ were listed, including Sir Wilfred Lawson and Edward Gray of Morpeth, who at the same time were appointed to a joint Anglo-Scottish Border commission under the great seals of England and Scotland.2 James apparently intended to give Englishmen responsibility for subduing the Isles, presumably feeling that the Scottish authorities could not achieve this on their own.


In the event, the proclamation was never issued. There was an expedition to the Isles in June, but it was a purely Scottish affair.3 English involvement returned in a different form after 1607, when the flight of the earls of Tyrone and Tyrconnell from Ulster removed the pressure on the English garrisons there. They thus became available for military action in the Isles; the result was Lord Ochiltree’s expedition of 1608, with support from English ships. Still, the expedition itself was under Scottish control.1 Nor was the military traffic in one direction only. Shortly before Ochiltree’s expedition, there had already been a Scottish force sent to Ulster in June 1608 to help suppress the uprising of Sir Cahir O’Dogherty there.2


Another remote region, Orkney and Shetland, experienced further aspects of government by pen. Unlike the Western Isles, the Northern Isles were not viewed with hostility by the Scottish establishment—they lacked the military power to rival the state. However, they were at first too remote for full integration into the Scottish polity, and retained their own Norse laws for a century and a half after they were first transferred from the Danish crown to Scotland (1468–9). Indeed, when the earldom of Orkney and lordship of Shetland were annexed to the crown in 1472, it had been enacted that they might form an apanage for a younger son of the king. In the later 1560s a private-enterprise apanage had been carved out by Robert Stewart, an illegitimate son of James V, who eventually became earl of Orkney.3 Robert’s son Patrick, the second earl, tried to consolidate his domains, but his grandiose and incompetent local despotism was no match for the state’s increasing sophistication. He lost favour at court in the 1590s by associating with Queen Anna’s intrigues against the earl of Mar. Enmeshed in debt and lawsuits, harassed by local opponents, Patrick found himself imprisoned for contempt of court in 1609. Goaded into promoting a rebellion, he was executed in 1615.4


One of the criticisms of the view of James as an old-style king is that it paid less attention to the period after 1603.5 In the later part of his reign, James became even less conciliatory. After the destruction of the wayward earl of Orkney, James kept the rich earldom in crown hands and used the lease of Orkney as patronage—preferring to offer it to someone with ‘noe relatione to onye great man’.6 Patrick’s brother and heir, though loyal, was fobbed off with a pension. And yet even this kind of aggression against traditional structures of local authority can be paralleled in the 1590s, with the attempt to colonise the Isle of Lewis by the Fife Adventurers. There were also thoughts in 1598 of a parallel colony, by Lothian landowners, in Skye.1


The downfall of a regional magnate, not through bloodfeud but through indebtedness, was something new. It would soon be repeated, with the enforced exile of the earl of Caithness in 1623.2 This was a period in which the ability to put cash on the table was beginning to count for more in politics than the capacity to resort to violence. Political violence was becoming a state monopoly.


Meanwhile, the state’s administrative requirements were growing—even in its most remote regions. The machinery enforcing its orders mostly consisted of regular institutions, but there were also ad hoc commissioners for various purposes. In the case of Orkney, the initial campaign to collect the disgraced earl’s rents for the crown in 1613 entailed the making of 2,400 copies of the official order and a nine-month tour of the islands by a sheriff depute.3 Such commissions were usually obtained at the royal court through a system of aristocratic clientage which was characteristic of the early modern absolutist state.4 The opening up of the Northern Isles to royal authority offered a fresh and enticing field to the projector; James Alexander obtained a patent concerning the islands in 1617. He may have been related to the courtier-poet Sir William Alexander of Menstrie, who had recently become master of requests. The patent empowered Alexander to enforce a new administrative order in the islands, and to collect the fines from offenders. This was an order obliging the inhabitants to clip their sheep rather than pulling the wool from them (‘rooing’), as rooing was held to be cruel to the sheep. This is another illustration of the establishment’s view of the islanders as ignorant yokels, who were somehow different from the menacing savages found in the Gaidhealtachd. The islanders complained that rooing was not cruel and was more effective for their breed of sheep; the patent, and the order against rooing, were cancelled in 1619.5


The authority of the state was now being exercised more actively over the church—much to the anger of those who objected to the episcopalian programme of the years after 1596. There had always been much local co-operation between religious and civil authorities, but disagreements were highlighted when people could not agree about the nature of authority. This is often discussed in terms of the ‘two kingdoms’ theory of religious authority—the separation (or alleged separation) of church and state. However, the theory was not just about this, but also about the overall nature of authority. It was agreed that all authority was ultimately divine. The point at dispute was whether terrestrial authority descended from the king to the people or ascended from the people who conferred legitimacy on the king. The descending theory, in the form of the divine right of kings, was one of King James’s favourite topics. The ascending theory, favoured by many of his opponents, could operate through either or both of two representative bodies: the general assembly of the church, or parliament. In the case of the former, it was facilitated by the commission of the general assembly, which until 1597 had been one of the main channels for conveying the kirk’s opposition to royal policy. After 1597, however, James began to use it to convey his wishes to the kirk.1 Increasingly, leading presbyterians appealed to parliamentary statutes. In 1606, for example, John Forbes listed:


in the 1st parliament [of James VI], acts 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, wherin at length is contained the substance of doctrine, and description of the trew kirk; in the 2d parl. act 2; and in the 3d parl. act 46, 47; in the 5th parl. act 1; in the 6th parl. act 1, 2; in the 7th parl. act 1; in the 11th parl. act 2; in the 12th parl. act 1; in the 13th parl. act 2; in the 14th parl. act 2; in the 15th parl. act 1.2


Silently omitted from this impressive-looking list were the Black Acts of 1584. It is true that some—those promoting episcopacy—had been repealed in 1592; but one of the most important—that establishing royal authority over the church—was still very much in force. Still, although Forbes objected to royal authority over the church, he clearly had no problem with parliamentary authority over the church. Possibly statutes always had a higher authority even than acts of the general assembly, even for devotees of the ‘two kingdoms’ theory. Whether or not he believed in two separate kingdoms, Forbes certainly believed in authority that arose from the people. But he was not in power: James’s bishops were.


This is why James might be also credited with two achievements which are, on the face of it, unlikely. It was not the radical presbyterians who first went out to confront papistry in the dark corners of the land, the north-east and south-west; it was his bishops. They included William Cowper, bishop of Galloway, who claimed to have planted ministers and kirks when he took over the diocese in 1612; John Spottiswoode, archbishop of Glasgow, who conducted a visitation of the wilds of Annandale in 1609; Andrew Knox, bishop of the Isles, who constructed a Protestant agenda for the Highland chiefs in the form of the so-called Statutes of Iona in 1609; and Patrick Forbes, bishop of Aberdeen from 1618 to 1635, who confronted the Catholic threat head-on and pushed through a thorough reform of King’s College, Aberdeen.1 This concerted episcopal programme did not come from high-flying Anglican bishops. Most of them had in their younger years been radicals, and often pupils of Andrew Melville. They deserve a better press.2


What of the parish ministers themselves? Since 1560 the kirk had had to struggle ineffectively with inadequate stipends. The First Book of Discipline was acknowledged by the general assembly to be out of date by 1563. In 1578, the Second Book of Discipline, sometimes described as a comprehensive programme of church government,3 shut its eyes to the problem of finance. The only solution, as the Melvillians knew but did not want to admit, lay with the state. James promised a solution in 1590, which explained his standing ovation. It was not achieved overnight and indeed, in 1590, could not have been. It took over forty years to implement fully, and was not complete by 1625. Yet James eventually kept his promise. The parliamentary augmentation commissioners in 1617–18, in particular, did more to raise the status of the parish ministry than all the posturings, protest votes and taking of notarial instruments by Melvillians. The result by the 1630s was not only an educated ministry but a reasonably well-paid one.4 It would take a well-paid ministry to revolt against James’s son in 1638.


‘Government by pen’ also meant correspondence, and this complemented public pronouncements as an area for royal image-making. The privy council wrote to James in 1611:


Quhen we remark this ever-running current of your majesteis bountifull munificence to this haill kingdome, we hald ourselffis happilie born in this aige, whenas the regiment of this impyre [i.e. ruling of this realm] is managed be your excellent majestie, the lyvelie architip of all princelie graceis and accomplissit perfectionis, raising up such onlie to markis of hyest honnour, alsweele in the generall serviceis of the weele publict as in the advancement to privat credite about your majesteis sacred persone, in whome the caracteir of vertew hes maid most vive impressioun. In regaird whairof this commounwelth, being bot one body, participating of lyffe and lustre derivat frome your majestie, the sole head and essence of the same, and thairfra conveyed to all the memberis thairof, bot in more peculiar maner to this House and Colledge of Justice, whairof your sacred self is the fader and fortres, the florrisheing whairof is inseparablie tyed with most strait linkis to the weele of this kingdome …5


They certainly wrote elaborate thank-you letters in those days. This one was to thank James for nominating a judge to the court of session—a matter that one might have thought routine. But James’s right to nominate the judges was not normally an absolute right of appointment, since his candidate had to be examined and confirmed by the existing judges.1 An absolute king, who could override the due procedures, had to be thanked for following them.


James’s own letters were often direct and to the point, though his later prose tended towards rambling prolixity.2 The council’s letter was evidently not written with concision in mind, but neither was it diffuse. It began with the kingdom as a whole, and then moved to the specifics of the court of session (‘this House and Colledge of Justice’), outlining the king’s relationship to both. A detailed exegesis of all its metaphors is impossible here, but elision of state and society is detectable in the presentation of the king as ‘sole head and essence’ of the commonwealth. Yet a distinction was also drawn between the ‘weele publict’ and ‘privat credite about your majesteis sacred persone’. The whole luxuriant growth was watered by the ‘ever-running current’ of the king’s ‘bountifull munificence’—which implied a need to maximise the taxes and other revenues from which the bounty flowed.
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