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Introduction



In January 1986 the annual Conference of Scottish Medieval Historical Research was on the theme of Alexander III, to commemorate the 700th anniversary of his death. Three of the papers from that conference, with the addition of several more commissioned for the purpose, were published in 1990, in a volume entitled Scotland in the Reign of Alexander III. The essays served both to illuminate aspects of the history of Scotland in that period and to highlight the fact that the lack of a coherent study of the reign remained a significant lacuna in the historiography of medieval Scotland. For long recognised as a reign of major importance, it was remarkable that no serious published treatment of Alexander III had been undertaken. This book aims to fill that glaring omission.


Since 1990, both understanding and interpretation of the period have been immeasurably improved by the labours of a multitude of historians, many of whom appear in the Bibliography and Acknowledgements to this book. As a result, my own ideas about the reign and its significance have changed markedly since I first wrote about it in the 1980s, and this is far from the book I might have written then.


In my original essay on the historiography of the reign I overconfidently stated that ‘the primary importance of Alexander’s reign lies in its position at a watershed of Scotland’s history; a grasp of the true nature of this settled period is of vital importance to our understanding of the full significance of what followed’. In Chapter 10, I now dispute that statement. The view of the kingdom on the brink of calamity is certainly valuable, but the reign has much more to offer. Now, the key point must be that Alexander III lived at the end of a long period in which Scotland’s government and society underwent profound change. That process of change has been studied in great depth, but it is perhaps only in the last few years that its true nature has been recognised, as sources which were previously underused, or misunderstood, have been mined to add further understanding to the picture created through the meticulous analysis of documentary record undertaken by such champions of Scottish medieval studies as the late Professors Geoffrey Barrow and Archie Duncan. What Alexander’s reign can tell us is therefore fundamental to the nature of Scottish kingship, government and society; certainly, it offers us a useful portrait of the kingdom in a stable and prosperous condition before the decline which followed dynastic crisis at the end of the thirteenth century, but, more importantly, it provides a window on the character of Scottish kingship and society which allows us to reinterpret the events not only of this reign, but also of other periods, both before and after.


This is not, and could not be, a biography. Rather, it is a deliberately monarchocentric study of kingship as revealed by the conduct of one reign. It is not possible to understand the fruits of twelfth- and thirteenth-century development-without a grasp of the foundations upon which it was built. Therefore, in the context of an analysis of the young king’s inauguration and what it reveals about the kingship to which he was inducted, the book retreats in time, to begin the story of Alexander III before the Romans invaded Britain. Its first chapter is an attempt to understand the societal traditions out of which Scottish kingship grew. This is followed by a brief portrait of the kingdom as it existed in the mid thirteenth century. The narrative of the reign which occupies the central portion of the book diverges in many respects from the hitherto accepted view. It has emerged from the revised understanding of the societal model gained from the analysis provided in Chapter 1. The nature of the Scottish kingship and its interdependence with the aristocratic community is a consistently binding theme. The final two chapters attempt to analyse the extent to which Alexander achieved the ideals of medieval kingship, to discern at least a little about the man himself and his personal environment, and to discuss the historiography of the reign in an effort to understand why it has achieved its long-held reputation and to what extent that reputation is deserved. The historiographical material covers some of the same ground as the essay written for the 1990 volume but is different both in emphasis and in conclusion. The whole work is a blend of synthesis and original research. The Bibliography is selective, and, although the manuscripts of many of the primary sources have been consulted, they are usually cited in both Bibliography and footnotes in the printed or online forms in which they are most readily accessible.


From the survey of the evolution of kingship which opens the present study, a model of authority emerges which retains powerful elements of election and consensuality, with the king as primus inter pares. A very considerable weight of evidence is lent to this model by Alice Taylor’s seminal work on The Shape of the State in Medieval Scotland, published in 2016, and by other recent research (as yet unpublished) on the political culture of governance in the fifteenth century.1 Both assert that the relationship between crown and aristocracy in government was one of non-oppositional cooperation, and that they acted for the common good, sharing the principles and values which led them to do so. A firm grasp of this fundamentally consensual nature of Scottish government and society is key to understanding the narrative of Scottish history, arguably until the present day.


One of the greatest impacts of this view of Scottish government is in the contrast which it offers with the society of our southern neighbour. Rooted in conquest, the English monarchical system, and the society that developed under it, was different from that in Scotland. For centuries, however, there have been strong historiographical currents leading towards the categorisation of England as ‘core’ and Scotland as ‘periphery’, with societal, governmental and cultural development inexorably travelling in a northward direction. It is an issue which has been exacerbated, particularly in the medieval period, by the relative paucity of native Scottish primary sources and a consequent reliance by Scottish historians on English material. In fact, although it cannot reasonably be disputed that there was extensive borrowing of English and Continental ideas and practices, it is not accurate to regard this as a process of anglicisation, since it is clearly demonstrable that the borrowings were assimilated within existing structures to enhance and yet maintain a distinctive governmental discourse. Part of the drive towards clear identification of Scotland as a kingdom distinct from England in the thirteenth century was supported by those very lords who, having interests in both realms, might have been expected to take the opposite standpoint; their stance was adopted because they wished to avoid in Scotland difficulties being experienced in the crown–aristocracy relationship under the English monarchy.2


Having identified the distinctive Scottish model through synthesis of the important work of many historians of the past half century and more, a new narrative can be constructed which reveals, for instance, that the long-recognised politico-dynastic factionalism of Alexander III’s minority is a fiction, and that far from being destructively self-serving and inherently opposed to royal power, the thirteenth-century aristocracy of Scotland – a multinational coterie, which was nonetheless coherent in its actions – consistently worked with the crown in the interest of good governance. It is a view which transforms aspects of the reign of Alexander III and may yet prove also to alter our view of the difficult years which followed.


The reign of Alexander III followed a long period which effected a transformation of law, government and society, forging a coherent medieval kingdom out of a patchwork of territorial lordships. As the kingdom gradually emerged, so did an idea of what it meant to be Scottish. The governmental structures which evolved and the national identity which they enabled were to be crucial to the survival of Scotland through the wars of the fourteenth century and have remained a vital element in the deep-seated affinities which have maintained a distinctive Scottish society until the present day. My concluding contention is therefore that Alexander III’s reign marks a high-point in Scottish medieval kingship.





__________


 


1 Taylor, Shape of the State; Claire Hawes, ‘Community and Public Authority in Later Fifteenth-century Scotland’ (unpublished PhD thesis, University of St Andrews, 2015).


2 See Dauvit Broun, ‘Britain and the Beginning of Scotland’, Journal of the British Academy,


3 (2015), pp. 107–37, at pp. 115–16, where he develops the idea raised by David Carpenter, ‘Scottish Royal Government in the Thirteenth Century from an English Perspective’, in Matthew Hammond (ed.), New Perspectives on Medieval Scotland, 1093–1286 (Woodbridge, 2013), pp. 117–59: ‘we may wonder whether the perception that, when it came to the demands of the crown, it was far better to be Scottish than to be English, was one of the forces driving the development of a separate Scottish identity in the thirteenth century’ (p. 117).









CHAPTER 1


Roots of a Kingship


On the west coast of Scotland, just off Oban, lies the island of Kerrera, a tranquil seasonal retreat with a small settled community. Flitting back in time to early July 1249, a scene of startling contrast greets us. In the sheltered waters of the Firth of Lorne lies a fleet of low-gunwaled, high-stemmed, square-rigged galleys, descendants of the once-feared Viking longship. A seaborne army of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of men, from lowly peasants to wealthy noblemen, has been mustered from near and far with the intent of enforcing royal authority. At their head is none other than the king of Scotland himself, Alexander II.1


The campaign had required careful long-term planning. Despite the uncertain health of the king, who had been given papal dispensation to be less stringent than was normal with his Lenten diet, plans were actioned, doubtless under the assumption that he would be sufficiently recovered.2 Quite to the contrary, on Kerrera, with his forces poised for action, on Thursday 8 July at the age of only 50 and in the thirty-fifth year of his reign, Alexander succumbed to a fever and died.3




Shield of the church, giver of peace to his people, guide to the wretched,
a king upright, strict, wise, prudent, honest,
a pious king, a brave king, a most virtuous king, a wealthy king;
he was himself the second of this name (that is Alexander).
He was himself king for three times ten and five years.
The island called Kerrera has carried this man off.
His spirit seeks the heights as it joins the heavenly bodies,
But Melrose retains his buried bones.4





Without delay, a select few of the nobles who had accompanied him on the expedition crossed to the mainland and rode hard with the news to the widowed queen and her household, likely in either Dunfermline or Scone, and to those in the aristocratic community who held governmental responsibility.


Meanwhile on Kerrera, over the ensuing days the fleet was dispersed and the operation abandoned, most ships and men returning homewards. A more measured and sombre progress began, carrying the late king’s body towards its final resting place, a burial site which he had previously identified as the great Cistercian abbey of Melrose in the Scottish borders.5 In the thirteenth century, Kerrera was remote from lowland Scotland. The journey – over 150 miles at walking pace, or a voyage by sea to Ayr or Dumbarton followed by a further 100 miles overland – would certainly have taken more than a week, lengthened by the pauses demanded by vigils to pray for the deceased.6 The fleet-footed messengers to the royal court carried out their business more expeditiously. In an impressive feat of organisation, suggesting that the earlier illness of the king had been serious enough to prompt forward planning, within only five days of Alexander’s death, arrangements had been completed for the inauguration of his successor. On Tuesday 13 July, before his father had been laid to rest, the young Prince Alexander, a boy still shy of his eighth birthday, became king in a ceremony held at the traditional venue of Scone near Perth. The inauguration rituals duly performed, the royal party proceeded to Melrose for the interment of the king’s father. Pause may have been arranged en route for a separate heart burial at Dunfermline.7


The precise chronology of death, inauguration and funeral is uncertain, since Gesta Annalia claims that Alexander II’s funeral took place on 8 July.8 This is undoubtedly an error, since he was alive on Kerrera on that day, although probably on his deathbed, when he made a grant to the bishopric of Argyll.9 That Alexander III’s regnal year began between 1 and 11 July also supports the probability that the Melrose chronicler was correct in giving the date of death as 8 July.10 It is inconceivable, given the distances involved, that both the funeral and the inauguration of Alexander III could have taken place by 13 July, and the funeral must therefore have taken place some days later. This accords with usual practice, so far as can be told. William I, for example, died (at Stirling) on 4 December 1214, and was buried in Arbroath abbey on 10 December. Alexander II, William’s son and heir, had already been inaugurated, at Scone, on the day following his father’s death.11 Scone is roughly 40 miles from Stirling (by modern roads), a not inconsiderable journey in the thirteenth century, and the successful holding of the inauguration ceremony (at which we are told at least seven earls and a bishop were present) only a day later, even despite the fact that the king’s death was not unexpected, signifies both striking communication and organisation, and a very considerable sense of urgency. There was a practical reason for this: even although it had been increasingly customary for at least a century, the system of primogeniture, by which the eldest son of a deceased king would be assumed to succeed his father, may still have had its challengers. The immediate inauguration of the new king (which included elements of at least nominal election and popular acclamation) therefore reduced the opportunity for any rival to stake a claim to the kingship. There is no evidence of any competition for the throne in 1249 – Alexander’s dynasty was apparently secure – but as recently as the late 1220s it had been subject to challenge.12 There was, however, a further reason to hold the inauguration before the funeral of the last king, which had more to do with the theoretical basis of kingly rule. If a king was laid to rest before the inauguration of his successor, then there would be a theoretical lapse in the rule of the kingdom, during which there would be no authority; no one could wield the abstract ruling authority known, apparently synonymously, as the regia dignitas (dignity of the realm) or corona (the crown).13 That the king had to be inaugurated even when still a child indicates that, although the community of the nobility could govern on his behalf until he was capable of personal rule, there was as yet no effective sense that the king’s person was separate from his office: without an inaugurated ruler, government could not continue.14


The funerary processes following a king’s death also reveal attitudes to the concept of kingship itself. Unlike the English monarchy (which, between the Norman Conquest and the reign of Henry III had no recognised ‘traditional’ royal burial place), the Scottish kings generally followed an established custom. Before 1097 many of them seem to have been buried on Iona, although it is not known when that custom was established, or with certainty when it ceased. Thereafter most chose Dunfermline, beginning with Máel Coluim III and his second queen, Margaret (who was canonised in 1250), and continuing with the whole of the succeeding dynasty until 1371, other than William, who chose to be buried at Arbroath abbey (which he himself had founded), Alexander II and John Balliol (who died overseas in 1314, having lost the throne almost 20 years earlier).15 The succession of kings who used Dunfermline as their mausoleum were those who were descended from Máel Coluim III and Margaret; in later times some of them even asserted that the royal couple were the original founders of their dynasty, ignoring earlier generations.16 The choice of Dunfermline abbey had doubtless to do with the self-identification of these kings with their saintly royal ancestor Margaret, which bolstered both their sense of dynastic right and their pretensions to the increasingly influential European model of Christian kingship.17 After an initial struggle with the offspring of Máel Coluim and his first wife, Ingibjorg, daughter of Earl Thorfinn of Orkney (a struggle which was to be reprised several times during the reigns of William and Alexander II), the ‘Margaretsons’ prevailed, and their close association with Dunfermline (whose first Benedictine monks had been brought there by Margaret herself) therefore had obvious politico-dynastic advantages.


So why did Alexander II break with tradition and choose Melrose? It is certain that he did not lack his family’s reverence for his great-great grandmother: it was during his reign that the Scots initiated the diplomatic campaign at the papal curia to achieve her canonisation and began the building of a new sanctuary at Dunfermline to house her relics, perhaps in response to Henry III’s extensive rebuilding of Westminster abbey to accommodate the remains both of himself and of his own sainted predecessor, Edward the Confessor.18 That fact makes the choice of anywhere other than Dunfermline for Alexander’s own sepulchre all the more surprising. The selection of a king’s burial place, however, was not a matter of whimsy; it was a decision of great significance and symbolism. It may not be irrelevant that almost 40 years later Alexander II’s queen, Marie de Coucy, would also opt for burial in a Cistercian house (Newbattle, a daughter house of Melrose), possibly indicating a pious preference by the couple for the more austere, penitential character of the Cistercian order.19


More lay behind his choice, however. It must be remembered that Scotland in the mid thirteenth century was still a kingdom in the process of formation: it was not the coherent political or national unit which some historians have depicted. Lothian – the area south of the Forth and to the north of the present-day border with England – had for a couple of centuries recognised the authority of the kings of Scots; that is not to say, however, that there were not still significant cultural differences between Lothian and other areas ruled by them. Previously part of the kingdom of Northumbria, Lothian was predominantly English-speaking and reflected English social custom more closely than it did the predominantly Gaelic society of the greater part of Scotland north of the Forth. There is good reason to believe, based on evidence from the great medieval chronicle written in Melrose abbey itself, that people in that area, while acknowledging that they lived within the Scottish kingdom, nonetheless identified themselves as English. Within the reigns of Alexander II and his son, however, changes in attitude can be discerned in the chronicle which point to a closer association with the kingdom of Scotland; it seems too that innovations in legal practice and the increasing definition of law within the area ruled by the king should be taken as suggestive of a trend towards cohesion, leading to a sense of collective identity throughout the kingdom.20 In the pages of the Melrose chronicle, therefore, ‘it is finally possible to see how allegiance to the king of Scots might make Englishmen become Scottish’. It has been suggested that the favour shown to the abbey by Alexander II in both life and death might have encouraged this trend.21 Alexander had been a visitor to Melrose not infrequently, observing religious feasts there on more than one occasion, which may have been both part of a royal itinerary that was ‘perhaps designed to enhance royal authority and sacrality’, and ‘a potential strategy for managing Anglo-Scottish relations in the face of inherited and recurrent territorial tensions’.22 In January 1216 Alexander II had received the homage and fealty of the barons of Yorkshire who were then in rebellion against King John, in the chapter-house of Melrose.23 Alexander II’s wish to be buried at Melrose abbey can be seen as making a point that the southern areas of the kingdom were becoming unquestionably an integral part of the kingdom of the Scots. Melrose in this period was ‘at the heart of the spiritual, political and economic world of south-eastern Scotland . . . and beyond’,24 a fact which gave his choice an unmistakeably political dimension.


By the time Alexander II had been laid to rest at Melrose, his son had already been made king of this developing kingdom. Alexander III’s is the first Scottish royal inauguration of which a near-contemporary description has survived. An account written probably in the 1260s tell us that:




The earls, namely lord Máel Coluim, earl of Fife, and lord Máel Ísu, earl of Stathearn, and many other nobles, led Alexander, soon to be king, to a cross standing in the cemetery at the east part of the church, whom they placed in the royal seat adorned with silk cloths woven in gold; the bishop of St Andrews and other assistants with him consecrated [Alexander] as king, as was proper. Also, while the king was sitting on the royal seat, earls and other nobles on bended knee spread their garments under his feet. And behold, after they one by one were finished, a certain highland Scot, kneeling suddenly before the throne, greeted the king in the mother tongue, bowing his head, saying Bennachd Dé, rí Albanach, Alexanndar mac Alexanndair meic Uilleim meic Énri meic David, and by proclaiming in this way read the genealogy of the kings of Scots to the end.25





To this text can be cautiously added further details provided by other, not quite so contemporary, writers who have used and expanded it. It is likely, for example, that an oath was sworn, in which the king promised to defend the church and the people through just rule, to make good laws and to continue to use the existing ones until his death.26


In addition, important visual evidence is found in two seals. Firstly, the seal made in 1249/50 to authenticate the acts of the young king shows him seated, a sceptre in his left hand and with a sword held in his right hand, lying across his knees.27 (The great seals used by most Scottish kings, including the adult Alexander III, show them with the sword held upright in their right hand.28) The medieval seal of Scone abbey, perhaps in use as early as the 1250s, shows the sceptre (which might possibly have been a golden rose gifted to King William by Pope Lucius III in 118229) in the king’s right hand, his left hand holding the cord that fastens his royal mantle, which appears to have been placed around him by two prelates, and the sword and shield held by nobles standing to the sides.30 Both seals show the young king wearing a crown, a striking image, since Scottish kings were not formally crowned and anointed, a rite which was in the gift of the papacy, and was not granted to Scotland until 1329. The imagery, however, may be more than formulaic, and might be regarded as evidence that some sort of encrowning also took place.31


The young prince was thus made king in a ceremony which gave him the symbolic trappings of sovereignty: having first been acclaimed as the true heir, he was seated on the ‘royal chair’, understood to be a throne constructed to hold the ancient, so-called Stone of Destiny; he received the sword to defend the church and people, the sceptre, crown and mantle (perhaps emblazoned with the royal coat of arms) as symbols of royal authority; his genealogy was publicly read in order to assert his status within the lineage of Scottish kings; and he swore to uphold the duties of his kingship. A mixture of secular and religious, traditional and modern, this was a ceremony which underlined the king’s responsibilities to, and authority stemming from, both the secular community and the church.


At face value, it might seem that the rite of seating on the stone and the presentation of a Gaelic genealogy were symbolic of an ancient Celtic heritage, and that the part played by the ecclesiastics, which closely reflected the rôle of the church in the mainstream European ceremonies of royal anointing and coronation, were elements which had been introduced more recently to reflect the current state of the monarchy. Such a simplistic interpretation, however, would obscure the complexity of the medieval monarchy.


Considering firstly the mythological status which has been achieved by the Stone of Destiny: it has been heralded as a relic from the ancient Dál Riatan past, used for the inauguration of the kings there before their fabled takeover of the Pictish kingdom in the ninth century. In fact, it is a sandstone block which was quarried in the Scone area, and so is very unlikely to have been used – for inauguration purposes, at least – anywhere other than at Scone itself.32 It would seem to be comparable to other stone seats or chairs used for inauguration purposes in what might broadly be termed Germanic kingship rituals elsewhere in Europe. One of these, the duke’s throne of Carinthia (Austria) is formed from the base of a Roman column.33 It has been suggested that the Stone of Destiny might similarly originally have been used in the construction of a Roman fort; perhaps that of Bertha, which lay close by, at the junction of the Tay and the Almond, or that of the more major, but more distant fort of Carpow, which was near to the important Pictish religious site of Abernethy.34 That it might subsequently also have been used as part of an ecclesiastical building would have given it an aura both of antiquity and of religious veneration when eventually repurposed for its ceremonial rôle.


The stone used at Scone is highly unlikely to have been used in Dál Riatan ceremony. One important inaugural site of Dál Riatan kings was probably at Dunadd in Argyll, where there remains a surviving symbol of ritual – a footprint carved into the rock, a well-attested key element of early Celtic kingship ceremonies, perhaps symbolising the connection of the king to the territory itself, and/or the continuity of the royal line. As the new king stood in the rock footprint, he followed in the footsteps of his predecessors.35 Dunaverty boasts a similar inaugural relic; earlier kings in the Gaelic west had their own distinctive inaugural traditions, which did not include a seat of the type used at Scone. It has been convincingly demonstrated that the legends surrounding the Dál Riatan origin of the Stone of Scone date from the thirteenth century, part of a conscious effort to create a sense of ‘an impressively deep past’ for the Scottish kingdom.36 There is no direct evidence earlier than the thirteenth century for the use of the stone for Scottish royal inaugurations, but that it was by then an object of sufficient reputation to be worthy of the creation of a fictional past must indicate that it had already been in use for some considerable time.


Ceremonial use of the stone may have been an innovation of the ninth or tenth century, when the southern kingdom of the Picts was pre-eminent among the semi-autonomous provinces which were by then beginning collectively to self-identify as ‘Alba’.37 The earliest reference to Scone as a royal site of Alba comes from a late tenth-century source known as the Chronicle of the Kings of Alba, which describes a law-giving assembly which took place in 906 ‘on the Hill of Faith close to the royal civitas of Scone’.38 Scone, close to the centre of the kingdom of Alba (and also close to what may well have been an earlier assembly and inauguration place, at the impressive hill-top fort of Moncrieff Hill to the south-east), was an obvious choice for a site of royal assembly. Its topography also closely reflects that of other inauguration sites. Govan, for example, sits opposite the confluence of the Clyde and the Kelvin, whereas Scone is opposite the confluence of the Tay and the Almond; both assembly mounds (although Govan’s is no longer extant) were close to important early church sites (although that is an assumption, rather than proven fact, in the case of Scone), with royal estates on the opposite side of the river. Govan seems to have become the centre of the British kingdom of Strathclyde in the late ninth or early tenth century, when Dumbarton was destroyed by a Viking siege, and it seems logical to suggest that both Govan and Scone ‘are products of the Viking Age and were constructed to celebrate the authority of dynasties that remade themselves in the aftermath of disruptive onslaughts’.39 The landscape of Scone, with a flat-topped hill built atop a natural terrace sitting above the Tay, and at the time offering clear views of much of the surrounding territory, is analogous to Govan, to Dunadd, and to several other Irish and European inauguration sites. Another feature of the landscape which fits a pattern of developing kingship ritual of the period is the concentration of earlier, prehistoric, monuments close to Scone.40


The second element of the inauguration ceremony to be considered is the proclamation of the king’s genealogy. The near-contemporary description of the inauguration quoted above states that the genealogy was proclaimed in ‘the mother tongue’ (materna lingua) by a ‘highland Scot’ (Scotus montanus).41 The portrayal of both the man and his language deliberately set him and the rôle he plays apart from the perceived norm of thirteenth-century lowland-based kingship, and from a ceremony conducted primarily, one assumes, in Latin. This setting apart, along with the subject of his oration – the lineage of the king – has led to the long-held historiographical assumption that the recitation of genealogy was merely an ancient custom, a backward-looking element of the ceremony which lingered within a ritual designed more to reflect contemporary ideas of European kingship.42


Like the Stone of Destiny, however, historiographical tradition has woven a shroud of mythology around the ‘highland Scot’ and his rôle in the ceremony. The ‘highland Scot’ was in fact the king’s fili, or official poet, a hereditary official of the king, a position which was alive and well in the mid thirteenth century; further, he had hastened to the ceremony not from a remote highland glen, but from his considerable estates on the border between Fife and Perthshire, in the heartland of the thirteenth-century kingdom. In earlier society, the king’s poet was a high-status position: he would be of a high social standing, but also recognised for his knowledge – ‘at the apex of the learned orders’.43 One of the traditional duties of the fili was indeed to maintain the king’s pedigree, which was, as it had been for centuries, one of the necessary qualifications for the right to the kingship. The description of the poet as Scotus montanus was not intended to indicate rusticity, but was merely an indication that he was a Gaelic-speaker: that he read (legebat) the pedigree provides certainty about his literacy, and thus status. This was understood in his own time and later: the illustrator who drew him in the fifteenth-century manuscript of Walter Bower’s Scotichronicon depicted him with a sword, a signal of nobility.44 Equally, the account of his ‘sudden’ (subito) appearance does not imply that his part was spontaneous or unrehearsed: this was a part which was deeply entrenched within the model of kingship used by the (Irish) kin-based society. It is more likely that subito reflects an unsurprising degree of theatricality in the ceremony, and it may not be too fanciful to imagine that the source text quoted above, which provides our earliest version of events, was written by an eyewitness. In Irish tradition, the poet would also have composed and delivered an inaugural ode accompanied by a harpist (who might be an otherwise unidentified figure on the Scone abbey seal). Additionally, the sceptre (which Alexander is shown to be holding in the images on the Scone abbey seal, on all three of his surviving royal seal designs, and in the later Bower illustration) might typically have been presented to him by the fili, who thereby had a rôle in the ceremony completely integral to the bestowal of kingship. It was a rôle which was fully in accord with a much older, more traditional kingship ritual, but also with current symbolism. His duty was both to prove the king’s right to rule and to represent the gathered community in the process of making good that right. Alexander had been enthroned by the nobles and invested by the ecclesiastics, ‘but it was not until the poet presented him with the sceptre of kingship that Alexander actually became king’.45


That the inauguration of the king depended so heavily on traditions which may have been several centuries old does not imply, however, that the ceremony was either immutable or entirely ancient. There is sufficient evidence to be persuasive of the fact, for example, that the ceremony did not take place – as is usually assumed, and as was presumably the case in earlier times – on the ‘Moot Hill’, but rather by a cross which stood in the cemetery outside the east end of the abbey church. If the English chronicler Walter of Guisborough is to be believed, the next inauguration, that of John Balliol in 1292, took place inside the church rather than in the open air.46 Another element which it has been suggested was an innovation in 1249 was the strewing of the garments (presumably, cloaks) of the nobility at the new king’s feet – a further non-traditional practice, with biblical precedent, which stressed Alexander’s God-given right to rule. The ceremony was ‘too important an opportunity to miss for making a dramatic statement about the kingship’.47 This may have been particularly true when the king being installed was a minor, whose grip on power may therefore have been insecure.


Some commentators are reluctant to accept that the inauguration ceremony included any formal bestowal of the crown on the new king. As was noted above, the Scottish kings were not yet crowned and anointed according to what were by then the norms of European kingship. To that extent, it is therefore right to rely on terminology which does not carry any such implication – inauguration, rather than coronation.48 There is evidence, however, that the Scottish kings from Edgar (1097–1107) onwards did possess crowns; both David I and Máel Coluim IV are shown wearing them in the remarkable decorated initial from the 1159 charter confirming the possessions of Kelso abbey.49 It is possible that the initial is artistically formulaic in its portrayal of the two kings,50 but there are nonetheless aspects of it which are strikingly similar to the consistent portrayal of thirteenth-century Scottish kings and the regalia on their seals. (For example, the fact that the younger king holds his sword flat across his knees is reflective of the ‘minority seal’ of Alexander III, which will be discussed below.) Perhaps most significantly, previous studies of the inauguration have been heavily reliant on the evidential accuracy of the Scone abbey seal: in common with all of the great seals used in the reigns of Alexander II and III, it clearly shows the king wearing a crown. If the Scone abbey seal is to be regarded as a reliable source for some aspects of the ceremony, then it must also be assumed to present firm evidence that by the end of the inauguration ceremony the young king had a crown on his head.51 How it got there, of course, is open to question. It is possible that he placed it there himself.52 If he had been crowned by one of the clerics, this would certainly have been noted in the textual description of the ceremony, as it would have given the event a more ecclesiastical bearing than seems to have been intended and would have been at best controversial, since ecclesiastical coronation was closely associated with the as yet unauthorised rite of unction. A formal request for this rite had been made during the reign of Alexander II, however, and the assumption of a crown during the ceremony, whether it was bestowed on the king by his own hand or by one of the nobility, must be seen as a signal of the pretensions of the monarchy. Even if the portrayal of the crowned Alexander III, David, Máel Coluim IV and the other kings was purely formulaic, which must be doubted, it is still indicative that the Scottish kings regarded themselves as kings equal in status to other monarchs. That does not imply, however, that all the traditions of their monarchy, and the nature of their relationship to their nobility and the populace in general, was identical to the monarchies of, for instance, England or France. There was more than one monarchical model, and it is important to understand the nature and development of the Scottish monarchy in order accurately to interpret not only the inauguration ritual, but the course of the reign itself. The Scots kings undoubtedly wished to be counted unambiguously as kings, peers with their European counterparts, but the fact that their inauguration ritual remained ‘strikingly different compared with what was increasingly the norm in Latin Christendom’53 must indicate that they had an equal desire to maintain the distinctive nature and traditions of their kingship.


The kingship to which the child Alexander was initiated in 1249 was one which had developed out of a rich blend of traditions. The significance of the symbolism of the inauguration ceremony, and of its impact on the interpretation of the events of the reign, can only be fully understood through examination of the roots of that kingship, and of the forces that had shaped it and the kingdom over which it claimed authority, across many centuries. Much excellent work has been undertaken recently on the early history of the land we now know as Scotland, and what follows is necessarily only a very brief synthesis of the opinions of many experts on the periods in question, which aims to provide a simplified narrative overview of the complex shifts in power-balance, events and movements which led to the formation of the kingdom.54


Well before the Roman invasion of southern Britain, in what now tends to be regarded as the periphery of Europe, but which, through seaborne migration, maritime trade and cultural exchange, was not in fact isolated from the rest of the Continent, a common language (with many dialects) developed. ‘Where people brought goods to exchange, the necessary spoken exchanges were perhaps conducted in a variety of Indo-European dialects out of which grew the earliest stratum of the Celtic language.’55 By the time of the Roman invasion, the northern mainland of Britain was inhabited by a number of tribal groupings, all speaking variants of the Celtic language, who were later identified by the Roman occupiers (and gradually began to self-identify) in a generic sense as Picti, probably a pejorative term indicating all of the barbaric ‘others’ beyond the rule of the empire. The Scotti were another group, probably seafaring tribes from Ireland and the Western Isles, who would have had extensive contact with the western side of the mainland. The sea was no barrier; rather, it was a means of communication and fostered cultural cohesion. These peoples were not necessarily always hostile to the Romans; they would certainly have traded and at times worked with, and for, the Roman military and civilian presence, and undoubtedly assimilated some of the cultural customs of the Romans, such as alphabet and writing. At other times, as is specifically reported by Roman writers, they were hostile and played their part in exerting the general pressure which gradually forced the Roman retreat by the early fifth century AD. In the ensuing sub-Roman period, northern Briton was occupied by peoples with several cultural ethnic (rather than racial) identifications, who ruled the territories under their control through a series of small, even local, lordships which were maintained through warrior force. In the west, the Gaels (as we describe them from their Q-Celtic language, Gaelic, to distinguish them from their Pictish neighbours, who spoke a dialect of P-Celtic British which was perhaps less Latinised than more southerly variants) were similarly organised in small ‘kingship’ units, controlled by ruling kindreds who, in time, developed ‘genealogical fictions’ in order to ‘give ancestral legitimacy to new political realities’.56 These genealogies, the production of which became so integral a part of the kin-based ruling society of the west, and which provide much of our extant documentary evidence for the early Middle Ages, have given a perhaps misleading impression of concerted migration and settlement by long-standing ruling families. There is indeed evidence of some early migration from Ireland into the western fringes of the British mainland, but the development, out of a number of loosely related polities, of a political unit in the Scottish islands and western seaboard identifying itself as Dál Riata, is a later development.57 The genealogies, however, are undoubtedly evidence of the connection through language and interest, if not through actual kinship, of polities in Ireland and western Scotland and the isles. The idea of ancient and unchanging kingdoms which were internally united through ethnicity, language or culture cannot be sustained: political, ethnic and cultural identities fluctuated over time.


Throughout several centuries, however, it is evident that a degree of stability in kingdoms was achieved.58 There is archaeological evidence of a level of long-distance trading activity in the west which suggests that ‘the northern kingdoms were economically more advanced and integrated by 700 than others further south’, which may have been ‘a contributing factor to the early development of the unified Scottish dynastic state in the ninth century’.59 In particular, by the beginning of the eighth century AD, the Pictish kingdom of Fortriu, based on the Moray coast, had been able to extend its power, with some degree of consistency, over most of central and eastern Scotland to the north of the Forth (and including the northern isles); this area was sufficiently under the domination of one ruler for the title of Pictland (or Pictavia) to be appropriate. It was divided into provinces ‘roughly corresponding in size to medieval earldoms or modern counties’,60 the rulers of which may, in some cases, have been sub-kings who recognised a greater authority wielded by the kings of Fortriu (and whose positions would in time become known as the ‘great stewards’, or the mormaír, of later kings of Pictland and Alba), or may perhaps have been self-promoted warrior chieftains more in the Scandinavian style. A view which sees Pictavia as ‘a loose hegemony centred on a northern kingdom’ is consistent with the complex place-name evidence.61 This Pictish hegemony may also have extended over the more northerly parts of the west coast and islands too, although there is little evidence for who lived there before the late eighth century. By the mid eighth century, Pictland also held sway over the Gaelic kings of Dál Riata, based in Argyll and holding power over parts of the western seaboard and the islands. Far from the Picts having been wiped out by the encroaching Dál Riatan Scots, as used to be believed, it seems instead that the Dál Riatan kings were in fact ‘sub-kings in a Pictish dominion which stretched from coast to coast’.62 Cinaed mac Ailpín, often hailed as the Scottish conqueror of the Picts in the mid ninth century, was described in the notice of his death given in the Annals of Ulster (one of the key contemporary sources for the period) sub anno (s.a.) 858 as ‘King of the Picts’; it seems likely that, as a sub-king in Dál Riata, and surely related to the Pictish ruling kindred, he had made good a claim to the kingship. His brother Domnall, who succeeded him, was similarly described on his death in 862.63 Occasional Dál Riatan counter-offensives also took place, as when, in 768, there was a significant attack on Fortriu.64


Notwithstanding, there was a marked shift of cultural and linguistic dominance through the eastward movement of Gaelic-speaking people, and particularly through the spread of the Columban church. The influence of a literate Gaelic monastic clergy would have been felt far beyond the cloister, through their pastoral efforts and their usefulness to rulers as a body of educated administrators; and the existing network of Columban monasteries (which had been being established since the seventh century throughout large parts of Pictland) would have provided ‘an in situ support system for the advancement of Gaelic kingship as well as Gaelic culture’.65 Lay settlement would also have impacted on social and economic relationships. In addition, to the south there was another large kingdom (primarily Anglian), Bernicia, occupying most of what we would now call Lothian, Northumbria, Galloway and much of Cumberland, and which periodically exercised some degree of hegemony over the British kingdom of Strathclyde. Pictland may therefore have been under similar cultural, religious and political pressure from the south.


Different concepts of kingship and rule developed out of the infusion of Gaelic and sub-Roman Christian culture into Pictish society, reducing the notion of rule through warrior power, and introducing the idea that the primary rôle of the king was to keep peace, using violence only where necessary to preserve justice or to safeguard the church and people. This shift in emphasis within the kingship from the eighth century is strikingly illustrated by two remarkable artistic achievements. The intricate and magnificent imagery of the St Andrews Sarcophagus, made probably in the first half of the ninth century, is replete with kingly and religious symbolism: the killing of the lion by the youthful David (mirrored by other Pictish art depicting Daniel and Jonah, who were also delivered by divine intervention from wild animals), an elaborate hunting scene, a cross and allegorical animals. It is a monument full of kingly and Christian symbolism for its royal patron. This is Christian art, in a Pictish social and artistic milieu. It is clear, too, that the extraordinary art of the Picts places them in a context of mutual cultural exchange: the artistic and other associations with Pictland are spread widely in Britain and Continental Europe. Pictish society was ‘aware of, and fired by, all the cultural stimuli that came with their membership of European Christendom’.66 The image of King David appears again on an elaborately carved cross from Dupplin, only a short distance away from the Pictish royal centre of Forteviot (and now displayed in the church at Dunning). It also depicts a king, probably Constantin son of Wrguist (c.789–820), with ranks of foot soldiers. Its imagery, like the St Andrews Sarcophagus in that it similarly lacks the traditional Pictish artistic symbols, emphasises a new model of kingship which is more authoritarian – ‘a strengthening and formalization of royal authority’ – and certainly a closer relationship between the Christian church and the kingship than was previously identifiable.67 Even the name Constantin, borne by several kings of this period, carried unmistakeable reference to the wider Christian world.


The introduction of such overtly Christian elements into the rôle of the ruler would have changed the nature of inauguration ceremonies, as the notion that the king ruled through God’s will (as opposed to rule primarily through the will, or election, of the people) took root. Ancient traditions do not disappear completely, however: Christianisation was a slow process, and it involved exchange and mutual assimilation of beliefs, customs and cultural traditions. Elements of elective kingship, and of right through lineage (and therefore a continuing importance of the proclamation of the royal genealogy) remained, but within a view of kingship in which the justice which the king was bound to pursue was rooted increasingly in theological rather than in either legal or military terms.


There was a further power-shift of tectonic proportions when, beginning at the end of the eighth century, successive waves of devastating attack and invasive settlement were inflicted on the islands and shores of Scotland by the Vikings. Their predations on the west were first noted in a serious attack on the Hebrides and, specifically, Iona in 794–95, and within several decades they had effectively taken hold of the northern and western islands and were in a position to extract tribute from the inhabitants of neighbouring lands. They did not restrict their activities to the western fringe; they also exerted huge pressure on Pictland, from both east and west, and the earliest raids on British soil, in Northumbria in 793 and 794, should probably be seen as an attempt at invasion. The mistaken, or at best partial, Hollywood view of Viking longships appearing suddenly to pillage and plunder, and then disappearing over the horizon as swiftly as they had arrived, obscures the deep and long-lasting cultural and political effects which the Vikings had on the development of Scotland, and indeed the whole of Britain. There is evidence that in parts there was a sustained policy of what would now be termed ‘ethnic cleansing’; in Islay, for instance, place-name, linguistic and archaeological evidence suggests that the local population may have been entirely displaced: the island seems to have suffered ‘the physical suppression of native culture through the killing, clearance or enslavement of the native population’.68 It is certain that throughout much of the Hebrides and western seaboard there was large-scale settlement by Norse-speaking communities which seem to have achieved a fair degree of political stability. Uniquely among Scandinavian settlement areas, the Scottish islands came to be controlled by the developing Norwegian monarchy: ‘the northern and western coasts of Scotland were a part of the Scandinavian world’, effectively colonies from which war was waged against the neighbouring territories, and it is quite conceivable that (as in England) there was an ambition of overall conquest.69 It is not impossible, although evidence is scant, that diplomatic deals were struck through which the Pictish kingdom at times achieved protection in return either for tribute or for allowing settlement in some areas. Throughout the early decades of the ninth century the Viking pressure continued, with violent operations increasingly being launched from bases in Ireland and the Western Isles. In 839, the Vikings inflicted a catastrophic defeat on the Picts in which the king of the Picts, Wen, son of Onuist died alongside Áed, king of Dál Riata; that Áed had been present, fighting a Pictish battle, suggests a continuing dominance of Pictland over the western kingdom. This defeat seems to have brought about the fall of the northern Pictish dynasty and a southerly shift in the balance of power in Pictland.70 Certainly, as king of the Picts, Cinaed mac Ailpín (who died at Forteviot, not far from Perth) seems to have had his territorial base in the southern part of the kingdom. The Norse pressure continued, however: in the late 840s there were further attacks on the Hebrides, which prompted the removal of Columba’s relics to Dunkeld for safekeeping; in the same period there were vicious attacks on Cinaed’s heartland in the upper reaches of the Tay; the destruction of Dumbarton in 870 has already been noted; and around 875 there was another decisive defeat at the hands of a Viking force at Dollar. To the south, Northumbria became effectively an Anglo-Danish kingdom in the second half of the ninth century.71 In this period, under intense pressure both from the west and the south, the Pictish kingdom must have been close to total collapse. Dunkeld, due to the southward shift of Pictish power, was already a royal and ecclesiastical centre, but it is surely significant that in 878 the relics of Columba, which had been moved there from Iona barely 30 years earlier, now found refuge in Kells.72


By the end of the ninth century, contemporary writers in Latin and English had more or less stopped referring to Pictland; the Annals of Ulster last referred to the people as Picti in 875, after which they became the ‘men of Alba’,73 all of which gave rise to the old historiographical tradition, which goes back to the twelfth century, that the Scots had overrun Pictland and obliterated it.74 The truth, although challenging to unravel due to the paucity of sources, seems to have been both more complicated and more subtle. It is now doubted that there was, in reality, an early takeover of the Pictish kingdom by the Scots, to found a new Scottish kingdom; that is a notion which is generally now ascribed to the thirteenth century as a part of ‘the narrative that was being fashioned to reflect the emerging idea of Scotland as a sovereign kingdom’.75 The Pictish and Scottish kingdoms having been dynastically linked by the ninth century, and the Gaelic language gradually gaining precedence over the Pictish, it is better to think of Pictland as having been ‘reimagined’ rather than destroyed: its ruling elite ‘had created for themselves a new narrative accounting for the origins of their power, portraying the kingdom’s identity in a new way, stressing a Gaelic dimension to their identity’.76 Alba and Pictland were effectively different ways of expressing the concept of the same kingdom – that part of Britain which lay to the north of the Forth, which was seen as a separate territory, even as an island, separated from the rest of Britain by the penetrating tentacles of the North Sea and the Atlantic at the Forth–Clyde line. The genealogies of the kings of the tenth and eleventh centuries were extended to offer ‘the lustre of antiquity which the kingship required as an expression of its legitimacy’ – ‘a means for expressing the kingship’s royal credentials and for establishing its status in relation to other kingships’.77 The name which was exclusively used to describe the kingdom, Alba, represented this fusion of peoples and cultures; Alba did not refer to a single people, either Pictish or Gaelic, but to a political unit, a bounded (although admittedly still fluctuating) territorial area in which the ethnic identities of its inhabitants became subsidiary to the polity itself.78 It is additionally important that Alba was a name which had previously described the whole of the pre-Roman British island; it thus stressed the fundamentally British nature of the kingdom (in a way similar to that in which the self-adoption of the term Picti had earlier identified various peoples as British, non-Roman); but Alba was a Gaelic word, certainly reflecting the fact that the Pictish language was by then waning, but, more importantly, proclaiming that the face which the kingdom now presented to the world was a redefined, Gaelicised but nonetheless British identity.79


It is well known that external threat can be a catalyst for political and cultural cohesion, and the constant pressure from the Norse on the relatively disparate elements of Dál Riata and Pictland for well over a century, from the 790s until the gradual dissipation of Norse power during the tenth century, was probably one of the factors which encouraged the creation of what might be recognised as a single kingdom out of the various petty kingdoms of earlier times, with a developing system of ‘sub-royal regional power’ wielded on behalf of the kings by mormaír.80 In 903, the kingdom of Alba was able to inflict defeat on a significant Viking incursion, perhaps an indication of its growing cohesion and power.81 It could hardly yet claim to be a culturally, linguistically or politically coherent unit, and was riven with dynastic instability throughout the tenth and eleventh centuries; neither was it yet territorially equivalent to Scotland of the thirteenth century: it may have been in the first quarter of the eleventh century that the kings of Alba finally could claim to rule over Lothian, and another 50 years before the same could be said for Strathclyde. Nonetheless, the Alba which emerged from the cauldron of the Viking Age in the tenth century had more in common with the medieval notion of the kingdom of the Scots than it had with the patchwork of warrior-led territories of sub-Roman Britain.


It is clear, then, that the kingdom which would over another two or three centuries develop into the kingdom of the Scots, and its kingship, were the products of long periods of conflict, assimilation and fusion between a range of peoples and cultures. This raises the question of whose tradition is meant when a ‘traditional element’ of the kingship, or any of its associated rituals, is discussed. It is easy to say that the roots of the medieval Scottish kingship lay in the Gaelic society of Ireland and the west; but that is to swallow unquestioned the propaganda of the kings of Alba and, further, ignores the possibility that the Gaelic tradition itself may be a cultural amalgam, created over centuries. Equally, to ascribe later Scottish tradition to the Picts would be to ignore the major influence of both Norse and Gaelic societies. Further impact from more southerly Britons and the Angles of Bernicia/Northumbria cannot be ignored either. There is no single ethnic tradition into which the Scottish or any other kingship type can be packaged: it is a continuously evolving entity. However, by looking at other examples of ritual and rulership, it is possible to identify similarities between the Scottish and other monarchies, which might offer clues to the primary influences which shaped the Scottish polity.


The impact of Christian notions of rule, and the effect they had on the nature of kingship from the fifth or sixth centuries onwards, a process which went hand in hand with the increasing spread of Gaelic culture into Pictland, has been mentioned above. But, as is made clear by what is known of the inauguration ceremonies, some older customs retained their position, and their meaning, within the kingship rituals. The use of an inauguration mound, for example, has clear parallels with the earlier Irish/Gaelic custom, but is a feature too of Scandinavian kingship. The mound at Scone, in use as a place of law-giving from at least the early tenth century, is strongly reminiscent of the thing-sites of the Scandinavian world, at which popular assemblies took place, where kings might be elected and proclaimed, and at which on a regular basis law was made (not, in earlier times, generally a royal function), promulgated and enacted. There is firm evidence of the Hebrides, for instance, sending representatives to the thing assemblies on the Isle of Man during the west’s Scandinavian era, and place names from Dingwall in the north to Tinwald in the south indicate widespread and pervasive influence of Scandinavian settlers on customs and governing practices. The Council of the Isles which continued to meet at Finlaggan for centuries thereafter is testimony to how thoroughly such customs permeate a society.82 A dozen potential thing-sites have recently been identified in the areas of Scotland under Scandinavian occupation (excluding Orkney and Shetland, which were not yet part of Scotland in the thirteenth century).83 The existence of Scandinavian custom in those areas is certainly in evidence; however, the sites often reveal the reuse of existing monuments, especially mounds, indicating that similar custom was already prevalent in those areas. If this was the case in Scandinavian areas, it is likely also to have been the case elsewhere in Scotland where clues provided by Scandinavian place names would be lacking. The identification of early inauguration mounds both in western Scotland and in Ireland, and the mounds at Scone (Pictish) and Govan (British), for example, as well as the likelihood that Moncreiff Hill and Rhynie in Aberdeenshire had fulfilled similar assembly functions in the earlier southern and northern Pictish kingdoms, suggests that some at least of the Scandinavian cultural impositions may not have been as foreign as has been imagined. Dingwall is a particularly interesting example: the place name makes it clear that it was a Norse assembly site; the archaeological evidence, however, seems to suggest that the mound itself is a creation of the eleventh or twelfth century, when Scottish control of that area was being affirmed. If Scottish authority chose to assert control over the area by maintaining continuity through the assimilation of the Norse assembly into its own practice,84 it is reasonable to envisage that a similar consideration might earlier have influenced the Norse invaders’ own choice of sites.


The assembly is a feature of societies in which authority was based initially on localised control by chieftains who gained dominance through might, and who maintained that dominance through the agreement of the ruled. Broadly, this is the pattern of Germanic kingship described by Tacitus, writing in the late first or early second century AD, who described a society in which kings were chosen by the people for their inherited characteristics of leadership as well as their warlike prowess, and whose power was circumscribed by the people, who decided on significant issues as a ‘nation’, through discussion at assemblies at which all, of any status, might be heard.85 Several families might achieve dominance at various times, and power would shift between them; the gradual concentration of power within one or several families would be consolidated over time, but the principle of common assent remained and became, in at least a formulaic way, a feature of those monarchies. It was certainly from this model that the Scandinavian monarchies eventually emerged. Since they were late to be Christianised (and thus to receive the overlay of Christian rulership ideals) and have left a rich secular literature as evidence, it is easy to recognise the developmental process.86 The principle of election remained an element of Germanic kingship for many centuries: as late as 924, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle claimed that Athelstan was elected king of Mercia, and even in the 1130s the canon of the cathedral of Roskilde who write the Chronicon Roskildense seems to have accepted that there was a consensual rôle for the political elite in the justification of kingship.87 If it had ever been real, the influence of the general populace (or of that portion regarded as worthy) declined; even Tacitus acknowledged that power lay in the hands of a small group of powerful men close to the king.88 Such a model of rule was in some senses akin to an aristocracy in the true Aristotelian sense of the word: authority wielded by a group, rather than by an individual, encapsulating an element of consent – a notion deeply embedded in classical tradition.


The idea of elected monarchy is rarely found in Christian writings, since it contradicted the Christian view that secular power was bestowed by God. There is no doubt, however, that it remained, at least in theory, an important element in some kingship traditions, surviving in the acclamations which became an important part of coronation ceremonies in many kingdoms. In Scandinavian tradition there is little emphasis on genealogy or lineage until the later Middle Ages, when Christian ideals (which stressed the importance of genealogy through the descent of all humans from Adam and Eve) infused the kingship, and when political circumstances made it expedient for the kings to use genealogical arguments to prove their independence from German kings and emperors.89 In Celtic-speaking societies, however, which undoubtedly shared the elective principle, it seems that there was also a long-standing and powerful tradition of genealogy as an ‘ideological weapon verifying that the king was gifted to bring luck and victory to his people’, a ‘certificate of ability to perform good leadership’.90 As noted above, genealogy became a fundamental part of the identification of the families and individuals who could achieve the status of potential rulership. The genealogical tradition in kingship can certainly be traced to the early days of Christianity and may indeed have been a feature of leadership in pre-Christian times.91 Rule in these Celtic-speaking societies, therefore, was based on several factors, which included a dynastic qualification, personal ability to lead (both physical and mental) and, of course, the extent to which the individual was able to control the territory of the kingdom. This last was intricately connected with the group of supporters on whom the king depended. In Scandinavian tradition, it was the hird, the close companions or retinue of the chieftain or king. The comitatus of a king in Britain was an equivalent group: the supporters who remained primarily in the king’s company, who fought with him when necessary, and performed services in return for protection and favour, thereby increasing wealth and standing in their own locale and beyond. From this basis grew a social and military aristocracy, and a governing community.92


The kingship to which the child Alexander was initiated on 13 July 1249 was thus one which had developed out of a rich blend of traditions. The traditional elements of the ceremony can be seen as deriving from the Gaelic roots of the kingship; but these and other aspects of the kingship might also reflect Scandinavian, Pictish, British or Anglian heritage. The assumption that tradition necessarily means Gaelic is no longer sustainable, if the strongly Irish identity of the kings and their descent is recognised as largely an invention of the tenth century, and if the society of medieval Scotland can be shown to have developed through assimilation and confluence of several ethnic, political and cultural streams. Two elements are particularly clear. Firstly, this kingship placed considerable importance on lineage, influenced by either the Gaelic, kin-based society of the west and/or the British-Pictish background. Secondly, the part played by the church was very limited. Although the church clearly had been influential since at least the sixth century, and probably earlier, and although Christian moral concepts had increasingly infused the outlook and principles of the monarchy throughout several centuries, ecclesiastical influence remained of secondary importance, outweighed by an older political structure which had its roots in the pre-Christian war-band model most familiar from Scandinavian practice. That it was the aristocracy (including the fili) who undertook the most fundamental elements of the kingmaking ritual, pushing the ecclesiastical components into the background, emphasises the point: this was a ceremony in which the thirteenth-century Scottish equivalent of the hird proclaimed and acclaimed their choice of king at an assembly of the people – or at least of those who claimed to represent them.93


The secularity of Scottish kingship should not be overstated: it would be wrong to say that the Christian model of monarchy was irrelevant. The kings of Dál Riata, Pictland, Alba and Scotland, since the days of Columba and perhaps earlier, had been Christian kings in the sense that they recognised their clear duty to protect, uphold and promote the church and the faith, and to uphold justice within a Christian framework. The dynastic legacy of Máel Coluim III and St Margaret was overtly Christian. When asked to give homage to Edward I of England for his kingdom in 1278, Alexander III himself would retort that he held his kingdom of no one but God and owed homage for it to God alone.94 The general style which the kings adopted in their public instruments was, until the 1170s, simply rex Scottorum; from then on, it was more commonly Dei gratia rex Scottorum.95 On their seals, however, from the early twelfth century they used the style Deo rectore rex Scottorum – ‘King of Scots under God’s guidance’, rather than ‘by God’s grace’.96


By the thirteenth century, the Scots were one of just a handful of European monarchies which did not anoint and formally crown their kings. Under Alexander II, as noted above, a formal petition for unction and coronation was lodged with the papacy, probably for the first time. This was a tardy request, however: the Norwegian monarchy, for instance, very much more recently Christianised, had successfully petitioned for these rites in the mid twelfth century. Even in Sweden, where the rites seem to have carried less significance, kings were crowned and anointed from 1210.97 The Scottish approach to the papacy in 1220 may be seen in the context of increasing political pressure on Alexander II from England in relation to the status of his crown, and of long-standing ecclesiastical claims on the part of the English church to control of the ecclesia Scoticana.98 There is little doubt that the Scottish kings would have welcomed the elevation of St Andrews to an archdiocese, with unction and coronation being carried out by a Scottish archbishop, a clear signal of regnal independence and status. The increase in status of the church in relation to the kingship, however, raised different issues. The serious disputes, for example, between the Norwegian church and crown from as early as the mid twelfth century were symptomatic of the church exerting itself in a polity which was relatively recently Christianised, and in which the two worldviews of secular and religious kingship clashed.99 Conflict between secular and ecclesiastical jurisdiction would also be a feature of Scotland in the early years of Alexander III’s reign. While the position of the church in relation to the kingship might provide assistance in bolstering the status of the kingdom and its rulers, the fundamental outlook of the monarchy was not one which demanded the overt symbolism of Christian kingship; as in Sweden, it seems that the monarchy remained primarily secular, kings gaining and exerting their authority through the will and support of the people (or at least the elite among them). It may have been the case that even as late as the reign of Alexander III the issue of unction and coronation was not theoretically important to the Scots, but was pursued as a potentially convenient weapon in the kingdom’s struggle for status in relation to England. It was politically expedient to pay lip-service to the more commonly held monarchical ideals, but not of crucial importance to the kingship itself. It is not certain, either, that there was a widespread belief elsewhere that the lack of unction and coronation implied inferior status. As will be demonstrated below, there is good reason to believe that Henry III understood and respected the model of Scottish kingship which his young son-in-law had inherited, and examples such as the kingdom of Castile, which consciously rejected such symbolism, do not add weight to the idea that kings who were not subject to formal ecclesiastical coronation were generally deemed to represent an impoverished regnal tradition.100 Such notions were wheeled out from time to time in pursuit of political advantage, but there seems to have been a general recognition that this was different, rather than lesser, kingship.


The nature of Scottish monarchy is not without analogue elsewhere Europe. Perhaps the most striking parallel is with Castile where, as in the case of Alexander III in Scotland, there was dubiety about who might knight a prince about to be enthroned.101 The problem was solved in Castile by the ingenious solution of having him knighted by the mechanical arm of a statue of St James.102 (The act of knighting was seen to place the new knight under obligation and service to the one who knighted him, an obvious problem for a king in terms of his status both within and outwith his kingdom.) In 1332, Alfonso XI of Castile placed the crown on his own head, rather than being crowned, as in most European ceremonies, by a senior bishop or archbishop.103 As in Scotland, the crown existed as a symbol of status. It was worn, and the kings were depicted with it, but it did not carry the religious significance of the crowns of England or France. The Castilian kings ‘consciously rejected the traditional emblems of power and authority in use elsewhere in the medieval West’, and while they believed that their kingship was God-given, they did not believe it to be sacred.104 For instance, they are said to have been dismissive of the belief (strongly held in France and England) that kings had the power to heal, another element of kingship which appears to have been absent in the Scottish model.105


The Castilian kings came from the tradition of Germanic kingship in which their predecessors, Visigothic kings, had been ‘elected and acclaimed by the assembly of all free men’.106 As early as the late sixth century they adopted the trappings of Christian kingship, but nonetheless, demonstrating their ‘ambivalent and, at times, quite practical approach to institutionalized religion’,107 they also retained elements of election and rejected strict dynastic succession, a policy which led to disruptive instability, and a reputation for deposition and regicide. As would be explicitly stated in early fourteenth-century Scotland, there was a clear principle that unjust, tyrannical kings could be removed from office. In essence, any pretensions held by the Castilian rulers towards a more fully fledged concept of dynastic or theocratic kingship were limited by the law and custom of the kingdom, and the elective principle lingered well into the later medieval period in tandem with an inevitable growth in the acceptance of primogenitive succession. The history of this area, with migration and conquest by Muslim invaders in the early eighth century, long-standing regional conflict and later revival of Visigothic ritual and tradition, has echoes in ninth- to eleventh-century Scotland. In both cases, a fiercely protected national identity was to arise. By the thirteenth century it is possible to see in the Castilian monarchy, as well as a retention of a strongly physical and martial character of leadership, a deliberate abandonment of some of the features of Christian kingship, such as coronation and anointing, and a conscious re-a doption of earlier customs, secular ceremonials and symbols, some of which were rooted in much older Germanic practice. There was thus a strong principle of contractual and consensual rule, which was clearly in evidence in extant medieval law codes, and which was as important as customs of lineage and notions of divine legitimacy. The elective principle was symbolised in the inauguration ceremony by the lifting of the new king on a shield – a ritual presentation of the newly elected monarch to the assembled people. It is not impossible that an analogous ritual had been performed at Scottish inaugurations before the innovation (perhaps for the first time in 1249) of the more biblically precedented cloak-laying. Both, however, are to be seen as forms of public acclamation and acceptance. It may not be irrelevant, either, that in pre-Roman times the area which later became Castile was populated mainly by Q-Celtic-speaking tribes.108


The kingdoms of both Scotland and Castile were forged out of conquest, reconquest, territorial extension and cultural assimilation. Both kingships exercised symbolism, ritual and custom which described a model of authority which was a ‘response to the dynamics of a frontier society’.109 Even if there was an element of deliberate archaicism in the Scottish ceremonies (as seems to have been the case with the exaggeration of the longevity of the Stone of Destiny’s use in royal inauguration) in order to offer a validating antiquity to the kingship in an era of changing political relationships, it is clear that this was the model which the Scottish kings wished to promote as their own. The conduct and rhetoric of their rule, as is made clear by the reign of Alexander III, affirms the underlying principles of their monarchy.


The contention that Scotland’s monarchy developed out of an elective and consensual model is given added force by recent research relating to the character of Scottish government as it had developed by the mid thirteenth century. It has been persuasively argued that the nature of the changes which were wrought in Scottish government and administration during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries has been misinterpreted.110 There has been a prevailing view that royal power and aristocratic power are ‘structurally opposed’ to each other: the monarch could not gain power without curbing noble power, leading to competition and conflict. This model does not describe the Scottish experience. As government and royal control developed, an existing framework of aristocratic authority was used: ‘aristocratic power was, in the Scottish case, constitutive of state power, rather than structurally separate from it’.111 While changes in land tenure made noble power more territorially based, with consequential development of administrative and judicial practice, there was nonetheless a continuity in the nature of the relationship between the monarchy and its lay aristocracy, and the model of rule which developed was one in which ‘the heavy presence of non-royal elite power was not inimical to the emergence of relatively intensive public institutions of government’.112 As well as innovations, there were continuities with previous centuries in the manner of exercising royal authority: specific examples are the importance of assemblies in the legitimisation of royal power, and the use of local aristocratic power to exercise judicial and administrative royal functions. The thirteenth-century Scottish monarchy was thus in some ways limited, both conceptually and institutionally; the authority of the monarch was circumscribed. It is argued that the limitation was consistent with a ‘structural inheritance’ from the eleventh century.113


If the ‘structural inheritance’ can be identified as an eleventh-century form, it had its roots in much earlier practice, and must emanate, eventually, from the model of early kingship described above. The central rôle of the aristocracy in the model of Scottish government is a retained aspect of the power base of the much earlier warrior-chiefs of the British, Pictish, Gaelic and Scandinavian societies from which the Scottish monarchy developed.114 It was more than simply consensus, however: aristocratic authority was ‘the key basis on which royal institutional government rested’.115 It follows, therefore, that the part played in government by the Scottish nobles was not imposed on them by the king; neither was it a new ideology of rule introduced during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. It was a responsibility which was recognised to be a function of aristocratic status, inherited from their predecessors and ancestors. Collaborative rule by king and aristocracy was a long-standing and integral element of the culture of Scottish kingship.


The Scottish royal dynasty of the thirteenth century was merely one of a number of families able to trace their roots (fictitiously and/or genuinely) far back into Alba or earlier times. The earls of Fife and Strathearn, key functionaries in the inauguration ceremony, probably represented branches of the same family, and may themselves have had royal ancestors.116 They are symbolic of the fact that in a very real sense the Scottish kings and aristocracy constituted a centuries-old governing community. The king was not apart from the nobility of the kingdom: he was one of them, and when the fili read the royal lineage at the inauguration ceremony, it was not in order to proclaim the distinctiveness or separateness of this man from the others; it was not to declare that he was above them, or different from them. Quite the reverse: it was to make the public declaration that, being one of them, and that being acknowledged (in earlier times, chosen) by them, he was fit to be their king. By the inauguration ceremony at Scone, the boy Alexander was made king, truly primus inter pares, the first among equals. It is a contention which is supported by a recent study of the nature of Scotland’s political community in the reign of Alexander II, based primarily on analysis of the witness lists of royal charters, which demonstrates that the Scottish court society was ‘more politically inclusive’ than its more elitist English counterpart.117


The fundamental nature of the Scottish kingship is key to understanding and interpreting the reign of Alexander III, as is the fact that it represents an essential point of contrast with the English monarchy. Scottish historiography has failed to address this adequately. Much of the seminal work of the last 50 years, examining the development of Scottish government and society throughout the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, depicts the introduction of ‘feudal’ landholding patterns and the migration of new, Anglo-Norman families into Scotland as part of a process of anglicising modernisation, promoted by the kings themselves (influenced by their southern rôle-models), in order to increase their power at the expense of the native aristocracy.118 It is important to note, however, that there was far more social and familial continuity in this period than has sometimes been suggested. There has been a largely unquestioned view that the supposedly core European governmental models of England and France would overwhelm supposedly peripheral states such as Scotland, leading to their adoption of what is assumed to be a more advanced, dominant political culture. It is a central conclusion of Alice Taylor’s work discussed above, however, that the territorialisation (rather than feudalisation) of the Scottish aristocracy did not undermine the essential continuity of Scottish governmental tradition. The Scots did borrow and copy English governmental methods, institutions and procedures, but they adapted them to local circumstances, rather than attempting to recreate them on a smaller scale.119


The marked contrast between the English and Scottish monarchies in the thirteenth century was rooted in the Norman Conquest, which imposed on England a model of kingship which was a pre-eminent example of the Continental, Christian monarchy, replete with religious symbolism. Since 1066 England had thus been ruled by a dynasty which had gained, and retained, power by force of arms over native elites. To retain its authority the monarchy had to continue to be above and separate from the aristocratic class, in marked contrast to the Scottish tradition. Without the conquest, the Anglo-Saxon traditions of rule in England may have remained stronger, and the contrast with Scotland been less stark. Failure to recognise the deep-rooted consensual nature of Scottish society and government has had profound consequences for the course of history. Examples might be cited of Edward I’s abortive attempts to control Scotland in the 1290s, and even of the abysmal failure of the Thatcher government’s attempt to introduce the Poll Tax to Scotland in the late 1980s. There is a traditional Scottish saying, ‘I kent his faither’ (‘I knew his father’), often misunderstood, and misused, as a mocking put-down of someone who has achieved some sort of celebrity. Its true nature is as a mirror to that primus inter pares concept which is so clearly identifiable in the medieval monarchy; it is not personally demeaning – on the contrary, it means ‘he is one of us’. Unlike in England, where the dominance of the incoming dynasty rendered the old idea of election no more than ‘a relic of a distant past’,120 the Scottish king was permitted to rule because he was ‘one of us’.


The foregoing discussion of the roots of Scottish kingship has shown that to depict the difference between the English and Scottish monarchies as a simple counterpoint of the Christian conquest model versus the secular consensual model would be grossly over-simplistic. The English monarchy is of course as complex in its origins and nature as the Scottish, and the long-standing Christian ethos of the Scottish monarchy has already been emphasised. Nonetheless, there was a fundamental difference in attitude and approach of the two monarchies. Understanding that fact is a prerequisite for understanding the course of events in this or any other reign, and for appreciating that the overwhelming influence of the English social and monarchical model in much past historiography has led to misinterpretation of events, relationships and personal motivations in Scottish history, especially in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The Scottish aristocracy have frequently been portrayed as selfishly and without principle jockeying for power, fighting for their own personal seat at the table. If instead the Scottish nobles are seen as motivated by a responsibility to take part and fulfil their duty to govern with, rather than against, the king, then their actions take on a new light, and many aspects of Scotland’s history become more comprehensible.


In 1992, G.W.S. Barrow published an essay entitled ‘Kingship in Medieval England and Scotland’.121 Despite his rôle as a champion of Scottish feudalism, and of the significant influence of English government on the Scottish experience, he argued that the Scottish medieval kingship still displayed traces of the ‘common [western European] heritage of non-scriptural and non-classical kingship which came down from their barbarian ancestors, whether Celtic, Germanic, Slavonic or Hungarian (Magyar) . . .’.122 He also discussed the impact on the English monarchy of the Norman Conquest, and contrasted it with the ‘kin-based unity, a peculiar characteristic which the Scots monarchy, as long as it endured, was never to lose’.123 Along the way he did refer to the likelihood that the Scots kings ‘often imitated’ the ruling practices of the English, but nonetheless his basic thesis, that the Scottish monarchy was, both in its tradition and its practice, different from the English, demonstrates that the basic contention of this chapter, which has been developed out of much more detailed recent work by a new generation of scholars, is not entirely radical. Indeed, Barrow’s 1992 essay was a republication of a work which first appeared in a German journal a decade earlier, itself a slightly abbreviated version of a seminar or conference paper he had prepared at least a year or two previously.124 That a figure of Barrow’s eminence raised these ideas almost 40 years ago, and that nonetheless they still seem new, is testimony to the overwhelming influence and long endurance of an Anglocentric historiography of medieval Scotland. It is a tradition which goes back to the fourteenth century at least. Scotland’s relative paucity of native historical writing in this period has created an inevitable reliance on the much more plentiful English sources, especially the splendid narrative histories of the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries. On these firm foundations has been built an historiographical edifice which has proven hard to shake. It is a key objective of this book to reinterpret the events of the reign of Alexander III through an approach which is rooted in a different understanding of the nature of Scottish kingship and government, and in so doing to reveal the true importance of a period which lies at the end of two centuries or more of rapid and fundamental political, social and economic development, and which, conversely, heralds an oncoming period of political, social and economic catastrophe.


Returning to the ceremony at which the young prince became King Alexander III, its significance takes on a new light. Although there is some reasonably detailed information, there is still much that is unknown. Elements of the ceremony are undoubtedly unrecorded, though of importance to those who attended either as participants or as observers. Despite the persuasive case for innovation within the ceremony, it seems nonetheless that the view of a ritual which was fundamentally rooted in the ancient, and secular, traditions of the monarchy is well founded.125 The assumption that many of those traditions were wholly Irish, and Gaelic, might now be tempered by the newer understanding of the deliberate fostering of the Irish identity by the kings of Alba. Part of the motivation behind that propagandist message was the fact that the kingship traditions of Alba owed as much to its Pictish/British/Scandinavian heritage, making the appeal to Irish ancestry more important in order to create a clear distinction between the Scottish (Alban) kingship and its English (British) counterparts. By the thirteenth century, however, it was the non-Irish, secular elements of the Scottish monarchy which made it more functionally distinctive from the mainstream Christian monarchy of England than did the elements brought to it by the Gaelic model. In that respect, the identification of the reinstatement of Pictish rulers within Scottish king-lists during the thirteenth century is indeed indicative of a developing view of the kingdom as a territory containing inhabitants who accepted subjection to a single royal authority, rather than as a dynastic possession.


The same requirement to differentiate Scotland from England can be seen in the emphasis placed by some sources on Máel Coluim and Margaret as dynastic founders, which demonstrated not only that the descendants of the sons of Margaret (rather than of Ingibjorg) were the rightful kings, but also that the Scottish kingship represented a clear dynastic succession from the pre-conquest English ruling family. The assemblage of works known as the ‘Dunfermline compilation’, dating from within the reign of Alexander III, goes to great lengths to portray the Scottish kings as descendants of Margaret and, through her, of King Alfred, and thereby of monarchs who had been anointed and crowned. These works may have been written specifically in the context of Scottish requests for unction and coronation.126 The same emphasis is found in the ‘Scottish poem’ of the Liber Extravagans, from the early fourteenth century.127 Together, they further signal the rising notion of Scotland as a national entity which required to assert its antiquity as a kingdom (and thus confer its kings with a status) independent of the post-conquest English regime.


Whatever the significance placed on the use of the Stone of Destiny, on the bestowal of royal insignia, on the religious affirmation of Alexander’s kingship by the ecclesiastics or on the strewing of garments at the new king’s feet, the evidence available to us suggests that the key symbolic kingmaking element of the inauguration ceremony was indeed the part played by the fili; he did not merely proclaim Alexander’s dynastic qualification to rule, but in doing so he also affirmed the status of the monarchy itself as inheriting an ancient right and tradition, and, further, he put forward the more modern assertion of territorial kingship. What has sometimes from an Anglocentric viewpoint been seen as an archaic ritual was in fact the climax of a ceremony which presented a powerful public expression of the self-image and identity of a nation-state, full of significance for the present and future of the kingdom. In 1249 Alexander III’s genealogy was still portrayed as Irish; but the re-inclusion of Pictish lineage within king-lists of this period also establishes a sense of forward momentum in the concept of the kingdom. As the idea of a territorial political unit emerged, the ethnic or cultural origins of the people who lived and were ruled within it became less significant. The Scots effectively became the people of Scotland, who lived under the authority of a national, multiethnic royal tradition stretching back into a distant past. This was the kingship to which Alexander III was initiated on 13 July 1249.
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