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Note on the Text


Spelling and orthography have changed since the sixteenth century. John Knox, for example, referred to ‘duck’ when he meant ‘duke’. Here modern punctuation and capitalisation are provided, and the language updated, so as to make sense to the reader today. Some specific Scots words – for example, ‘thole’, ‘policies’ – will also be found. But the quotations keep to the original language as much as possible, especially in Mary’s letters.


The New Year is assumed to begin on 1 January, and not on 25 March (Lady Day, the Feast of The Annunciation) and dates are given accordingly.


Any errors are the fault of the author, for which he begs indulgence.




Prologue


For over 200 years an enormous smoky, black, bitumen-based oil painting has hung in the Guildhall at the heart of the old City of London. This dark canvas depicts the murder of David Rizzio in gory Gothic detail. It shows Patrick, Lord Ruthven, wasted with cancer and cased in body armour, holding back the anguished figure of Mary Queen of Scots, as his henchmen ready themselves to stab their prey to death.


Since the picture was first hung in 1793, statesmen, aldermen, monarchs and national heroes, when enjoying the City’s hospitality, have lifted their eyes from the turtle soup and liverymen’s fare to ponder this work by John Opie. Only two generations ago the Soviet Foreign Minister, Mr Gromyko, cracked a rare joke when he saw the painting, after the then British Prime Minister, Sir Alec Douglas Home, had told him that he was descended from Rizzio’s murderers. It must have reminded him of life back home under Marshal Stalin.


This is the story of the victim in that picture.


David Rizzio was Italian. He arrived in Edinburgh in December 1561, where he rose to an influential position at the cosmopolitan Renaissance court of Queen Mary. He became her secretary, her chief minister, so that for a brief moment they ruled the country together, much to the irritation of the English government.


His ascendancy was at its zenith between the autumn of 1565 and the spring of 1566. An intelligent and personable adventurer, he offered a programme of religious toleration at home and friendship with the leading powers abroad. Ill-wishers said that the Queen became his mistress. It was also rumoured that he was to be appointed Lord Chancellor and be given a large estate south of Edinburgh. He certainly lived as a rich man in the style of a great Florentine prince like Cosimo de’ Medici.


Yet his regime could not last. The Queen and her minister had made too many powerful enemies. His sense of fun and love of music may have helped him charm his way to the top. But he was too exotic for prim bourgeois Edinburgh, and sadly his quips and jokes failed to work on the newly Protestant Scots, who were just grimly concerned for the security of their religion. Soon the militant Protestants and disaffected barons combined together to revolt against his rule.


On the evening of 9 March 1566 the storm broke. A party of malcontents, led by Ruthven and backed up by at least eighty of his Douglas clansmen, forced their way into the palace of Holyroodhouse, overcame the protests of the gatekeepers and brutally slaughtered the Italian secretary while he was sitting at supper with the Queen. ‘Sauvez moi madame, sauvez ma vie! Justizia, Justizia’ was his pathetic cry just before he met his end, in his strange mixture of French and Italian.


The attack took place with the acquiescence and in the presence of Mary’s jealous, but hopelessly inadequate, husband, Henry Stewart, the Lord Darnley. The conspirators then proceeded to hold her captive. This was an atrocity performed for a political purpose but dressed up as a crime passionel. It was also an act of masculine aggression against a defenceless female, symbolised by the grey steel of Ruthven’s dagger pressed to Mary’s womb as she tried to shield her terrified retainer. She was then six months pregnant by Darnley, or, as some said, by Rizzio, and the risk of miscarriage was high. The impact of his death that cold spring night still resonates. It is at least arguable that, if he had been given more time to consolidate his power and if Mary had shown some of the hard-headed realism of ‘her Cousin and Good sister’, Queen Elizabeth of England, Scotland might today still be an independent state of nominal Catholic faith.


This book explains why Rizzio so enraged the Scots lords that they planned his murder with such zest. It points to the complicity of Elizabeth and her leading ministers in the conspiracy to do away with him, and it tells why the Reformed congregations around Europe exulted when they heard of the killing, since with him died the possibility of religious counter-reformation.


But much of his life is still a mystery. He was killed in his prime, before he could pen any justification for his work. There are few papers and little surviving correspondence to illuminate his real personality and policies, which must all be pieced together from what shadowy evidence is available.


The Queen escaped the assassins and took shelter with her ally and future lover, James, Earl of Bothwell, in his castle by the coast. Soon she was able to return to her capital in triumph and plot her revenge. She sent an express messenger to her old friend and spiritual adviser, James Beaton, the absentee Archbishop of Glasgow, who was away in exile in Paris, with a detailed account of the murder.


Rizzio was an attractive older man with a masterful personality, and perhaps became something of a father figure to Mary. Were they really lovers, or maybe he was gay? She certainly liked his company, and found his conversation witty and charming, while his sunny Latin jokes and pleasantries reminded her of happy childhood days by the Loire. And political business often brought them together. His position as her secretary required constant close contact, which inevitably gave rise to yet more gossip and speculation.


In council he argued his case forcibly, and his views counted. A vivid description exists of him debating policy there in his deep and eloquent bass voice. He argued with Mary like a spouse, and, it was reported, ‘sometimes he reproved her more sharply than her own husband would do’.1 If true, this was a fault on his part, which sensible prime ministers in later ages have wisely avoided. It is hard to imagine Disraeli addressing Queen Victoria like a hectoring husband.


The rumour that Mary took him as her lover was, of course, sensational. It did no good to her reputation then, and maybe still damages it today. It soon spread like wildfire throughout the Protestant community, who enjoyed exaggerating the reputation of ‘the Scottish Queen’ for sexual promiscuity, and whose behaviour could be contrasted with her chaste cousin, Elizabeth, ‘the Virgin Queen’. The reports soon reached the English ambassador in Edinburgh, and lost nothing in the telling. As early as October he had alluded to the reasons for Mary’s new hostility to her older brother, which was because ‘he understandeth some such secret part (not to be named for reverence sake) that standeth not well with her honour, which he so much detesteth being her brother’.2




ONE


Mary’s Glittering Court


She was brocht up in joyusitie . . .


(John Knox, 1561)


The early life of Mary Queen of Scots is well chronicled. Ascending the Scots throne at the age of six days on the death of her father, James V, she was sent to the French court as a child of 5 to escape English attention, and there she grew up among the lovely châteaux built by the Valois kings along the banks of the River Loire. Her sheltered upbringing was very different from that of her cousin, Princess Elizabeth of England.


The infant queen spent many happy hours with her mother’s family; educated with all the privileges of a princess of France; the little girl was then betrothed to François, the Dauphin of France, and the heir to his father, King Henri II. She was to be yet another link in the chain of the auld alliance forged between France and Scotland on the anvil of English aggression. And the wedding in April 1558 when she was aged 15 was an outward celebration of the traditional alliance.1


But the untimely death of the young King François II in 1560 forced Mary to accept the invitation of the revolutionary Protestant regime, which was governing Scotland in her name, to come home in the summer of 1561.
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Fully to understand the special place of David Rizzio in Mary’s story, we must look back a little into her early life.


Mary was born on 8 December 1542, the only legitimate child and heiress to the King of Scots, James V. Her mother was French, a daughter of the noble and influential family of Guise. She had many illegitimate half-brothers and sisters, of whom the most interesting, and influential, was Lord James Stewart.


Queen Mary of England had died lamenting the loss of her stronghold at Calais to a French army, which was commanded by Mary Stewart’s formidable uncle, the Duc de Guise. When they learnt of her death on 17 November 1558, the Dauphin and Dauphiness, Mary and François, put in their own claim to the English throne, and were also persuaded by the King of France, Henri II, to insert the royal arms of England within their own quarterings in heraldic assertion of their rights to that crown.


Mary Stewart’s claim to the English Crown came from her descent, in the female line, from Henry VII, since she was his great-granddaughter, by her grandmother Margaret Tudor. The lure of this inheritance, as the legitimate offspring of the marriage between the thistle and the rose, was to be a guiding star for most of her life. Her earlier ministers, Lord James Stewart and William Maitland, were always pressing for her to be accepted as heiress to the English throne in default of legitimate issue to Elizabeth. The prospect of English acres, and English gold, was bound to hold a certain appeal to needy Scots lords. For the moment Mary was well content for her agents to argue her cause in London as they saw fit. And Elizabeth, in turn, was only too glad to procrastinate. She claimed to need legal advice on Mary’s claim, and said that ‘she had ordered some of the best lawyers in England diligently to search out who had the best right, and she heartily wished it might be found to be her good sister, rather than any other’.2


But Mary’s child husband, by now François II, was frail and sickly, and in consequence it may very well be that he was insufficiently mature to consummate their marriage. Whether this was so or not, his sudden death on 6 December 1560 made her person available for yet another dynastic marriage. The marriage of a ruling prince was always of concern in the politics of Renaissance Europe, and her fate was no different.


This terrible personal disaster meant that there was now no place for her in France. She was forced to return to her native land, to become ‘une reine française en Écosse’.3 She did, however, keep her royal title as a dowager Queen of France, and was a very rich one at that. Already an heiress of Scotland, under the terms of her marriage settlement she was entitled to a life interest in the revenues of the duchy of Touraine in Poitou, which amounted to 60,000 livres a year. This French income, although sometimes erratic in payment, was to be a huge support for the rest of her life.
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The Reformation had come to Scotland by the time Mary Queen of Scots landed in Leith out of an early sea mist on the morning of 19 August 1561. But she found the Protestant triumph was not quite as complete as the religious extremists might have hoped. Most of the Highlands and Lowlands still revelled in their unstable and tribal ways, while such central control as there was over the various wild and disparate regions that made up her realm was in the hands of her half-brother Lord James Stewart, and his Protestant faction.


Lord James acquired the earldom of Moray within the year, and was to be referred to as Moray from then on.4 As a character he was clever, ambitious both for himself and for his gospel; he may well have been right when he thought that he was better qualified to sit on the throne than his legitimate sister.


If he did aspire to the throne of his Stewart fathers, he grew up nonetheless knowing that it would never be his, since, in the expressive Italian of the day, he was bastardo.5 King James V left many illegitimate children, but Moray, now aged 30, was the best of the flock, an intelligent man very much in his prime. The great Protestant Reformer John Knox held him in high opinion, and thought him a ‘man whom all the Godly did most reverence’.


Moray was Mary’s elder half-brother by eleven years; born in 1531, he was at least two years older than his rival Rizzio. The difficulty was his birth. His mother, Lady Margaret Erskine Douglas, was already married to Robert Douglas of Lochleven at the time of his conception. Lady Margaret was herself a daughter of the Earl of Mar, and took pride in her status as one of the many mistresses of the King. James openly acknowledged the boy, and arranged for him to be granted the revenues of the Priory at St Andrews when only a child of 7. He also petitioned Rome for authority to dispense with the illegitimacy, which might otherwise bar his son’s appointment to any more church livings. Lord James, for he took his father’s names and was granted the honours of a younger son of a Scots earl, was sent to university at St Andrews. When old enough to fight he served bravely in various border skirmishes against the auld enemie in the summer of 1557. By then he appeared to be in every respect a loyal subject to the Queen Regent, Mary of Guise.


But by now he had experienced a religious conversion. All the evidence suggests that his faith was sincere. It was this driving force, combined with his semi-royal status, that gave him such authority over the Protestant militants, who under the banner of their faith had risen in rebellion against Mary of Guise. From now on he worked in coalition with William Maitland of Lethington to argue that the country must follow a Protestant, and therefore a pro-English policy.


Despite his handicap, it is hard to avoid the conclusion he aimed to fill the vacuum left by the death of the Regent, Mary of Guise. For the moment his policy appeared to be to rule in the name of his younger sister, whether she was around or not, just as the Duke of Northumberland had hoped to rule England with his daughter-in-law, Lady Jane Grey, on the throne as a puppet. He would help her keep the Crown, but only on the condition that she acted, like a Japanese Mikado, as the figurehead for his grouping of Reformers and sympathisers. Since so many of her supporters disagreed, a battle for supremacy became inevitable.


Indeed, at first he appeared to be a dutiful subject to his sister. It was Moray who went to France to invite her home in the spring of 1561, it was Moray who kept the door against the mob at the riot during her first mass, and it was Moray who supplied the strategic skills that led to the downfall of the Gordons in 1562. It was no accident that he then acquired vast lands and estates in the Gordon country by way of reward for his part in the victory, which also brought him ennoblement in his own right as Earl of Moray.


The chief of the Gordons, George, the Earl of Huntly, was one of Moray’s staunchest opponents, and Knox was not alone when he discerned the threat he represented. Ensconced in his heartlands deep within his mountain fastness, Huntly had led the opposition to the pro-English policy of Moray’s council. He was something of a gambler, and played for high stakes. In the summer of 1561 he tried to persuade Mary to sail direct from Calais and disembark in Aberdeen. There he would muster 20,000 men, so that together they would drive the Protestants into the sea and restore the old faith.


‘Huntly says the Queen has only to give the word, and he will have mass celebrated all over the kingdom in spite of the heretics’ was how the Duke of Savoy’s ambassador, de Moretto, described his conceits to the Spanish ambassador, Quadra, when they met after his return from the Scots court.6 But such optimism was misplaced in the light of Moray’s ambitions to the contrary. And sometimes, when down in Edinburgh, Huntly would even condescend to attend Knox’s sermons, where he would show his irritation with the preacher by pulling his bonnet down over his eyes, picking at his nails and muttering ‘when these knaves have railed their fill, then they will hold their peace’.7
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The return of the Queen meant there were now many new excitements and opportunities in Edinburgh, and not only at court. Despite the grumbles and protests of the radical reformers, Mary was determined to keep her private Roman Catholic clerical establishment, which was one of the terms guaranteed by Moray to the Protestant Lords in the agreement for her homecoming from France.


So as a result the traditional Catholic offices could once more be heard in the old abbey church by the palace at Holyrood, even though the Protestant minister at St Giles, John Knox, continued to rail at ‘Baal’s bleating priests’, as he called the clergy who had returned with the Queen.8 All Saints’ Day, 1 November 1561, saw a near riot when the royal mass was celebrated with special ceremony. Knox complained about it bitterly. With the other Protestant ministers, he protested vehemently to the Privy Council and demanded public celebration of the mass be stopped in accordance with the laws enacted by the Reformation Parliament only the year before, but which Mary steadfastly refused to approve.
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Just as electric storms trigger displays of northern lights in high latitudes, the brief intervention of David Rizzio into the early councils of Mary served only to illuminate the limits of her power. An immigrant Italian from Piedmont, Rizzio was to end his days as her first minister, dedicated to the ideal of an independent Scotland, in communion with Catholic Europe.


Many years later Mary wrote a long letter to Cosimo de’ Medici, the Grand Duke of Tuscany, in which she set down all she knew about her ‘special servant’, as she fondly called David Rizzio. He was born about 1533, in the small village of Pancalieri, some twenty miles south of Turin, in the duchy of Savoy.


The wealthy republic of Venice, on the other side of the Italian peninsula from Savoy (Piedmont), was reputed to run the best diplomatic service in Europe. Venetian laws said that, while an ambassador must always be a patrician, his secretary might come from inferior stock – that is, from the upper plebeian class. This echoed the Rizzio family background. The Rizzios seem to have originated from the cultured Piedmontese bourgeoisie, and were a product of the prosperous local economy, with a tradition of working in the service of the state. Indeed, a generation earlier, one Giovanni Angelo Rizzio, or Riccio, as the name was sometimes spelt, served as first secretary to Francesco Sforza, the Duke of Milan, and this Giovanni corresponded on more than one occasion about King Henry VIII’s ‘great matter’, the divorce from his queen, Catherine of Aragon.9


David Rizzio’s father taught music and was careful with his savings. We know nothing about his mother. The immediate family included a younger brother, Joseph. His father was sensible enough to see the benefits of a good humanist education, and happy to invest in the future of his children. He encouraged his boy, David, to take up music, and probably sent him on to study at one of the great north Italian universities, Bologna, Ferrara, Padua or Siena. Padua seems the most likely, as it was not too far from Venice. The university already had links with Savoy, and it may be relevant that a Piedmontese ‘nation’ had been set up there in 1534 to look after the Savoyard students. Using family connections, the older Rizzio then found a place for his son at the court of his sovereign, the Duke of Savoy, which rotated between Chambery and Nice, since Turin itself was under French occupation. To spend time in the household of a great ruler was itself an education, and to be at an Italian ducal court was no bad vantage point to learn the ways of the world and see the arrangements made to comfort and entertain a Renaissance prince.


Suitably polished from his time at court, and well bolstered by his classical learning, the musical youth next came to the attention of the church authorities as a potential candidate for the priesthood. He knew his Latin and was schooled in the humanities. He had a voice and could sing the mass. However, his personal faith was never deep enough to press him forward to take the final vows. Instead he found a patron on this earth. The young man had caught the interest of the Archbishop of Turin, Cardinal Caesar Usdimo, who recognised his promise and took him under his wing.


Cardinal Usdimo came from one of Savoy’s leading families, the Cibos. Among the Cibo cousins were the Solartos. This family link gave Rizzio his opportunity. Western Europe then enjoyed a rare moment of peace, and once again travel was possible. Robertino Solarto, the Marquis de Moretto, who headed the house of Cibo, lived near the Rizzios, and in the summer of 1561, Emmanuel Philibert, the Duke of Savoy, chose him to head the mission he was sending to distant Scotland.


The return of the Queen of Scots to her capital had aroused European interest, which was why the Duke of Savoy, no mean general himself, decided to send an experienced agent to assess matters. Not much news about events in this remote northern land trickled back to Italy, though the Grand Duke of Tuscany did own a modern, and rather inaccurate, map of the British Isles by Egnacio Danti, which hung on the walls of the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence.


De Moretto was a veteran diplomat. In time he was to become Savoy’s expert on Scotland and would revisit Edinburgh again. The ostensible object of this mission was to persuade the Queen of Scots to be represented at the long-running conference on the reform of the worldwide Catholic Church, which was about to reconvene at Trent. He also brought secret instructions to encourage the young Queen to accept the Spanish candidate, Alfonso d’Este, the Duke of Ferrara, as her next husband, for it was inconceivable she either wanted, or would be allowed, to stay long unmarried. The question of her choice of husband was to be the critical issue for the rest of Rizzio’s life.
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And so David Rizzio, ambitious, personable, well educated and intelligent, arrived in Edinburgh early in the month of December 1561. He was about 28 years old. Someone, probably Cardinal Usdimo himself, suggested that de Moretto take him along as an attaché or secretary in his entourage. With no call to the church, and keen for a more adventurous life than his father’s, he leapt at the prospect of the northern pilgrimage. Italian family ties are strong, and de Moretto was happy to have one of the cardinal’s protégés with him on the long journey.


By contemporary standards the embassy of Emmanuel Philibert, Duke of Savoy, to the court of Mary Queen of Scots was quite a modest affair. We do not know the precise numbers involved, but the Duke’s ambassador would certainly have travelled with numerous attendants, including a train of cooks, grooms, muleteers, musicians, postilions and other domestic servants.


Their odyssey took them two to three months. To start with they rode slowly across France to Paris, crossed the Channel and continued on post horses up through the midlands of England. It was then about seven days’ riding along the muddy and rain-sodden Great North Road, up through small market towns such as Royston and Grantham, until they reached the newly strengthened border fortress at Berwick-upon-Tweed. From there another two short winter days along the coastal paths past the castles at Dunbar and Tantallon brought them to the city gates of Edinburgh.


A letter to Cardinal Borromeo back in Rome gives a rare glimpse of their progress and confirms they passed through London on the way, where they were made much of by the Spanish ambassador, Don Alvaro de la Quadra.10 It was a busy time for diplomats, as the French minister to Scotland was also in town. Both envoys, with their entourages, were granted the honour of an audience with Queen Elizabeth. For good reasons of his own, her secretary, Sir William Cecil, wished the Frenchman to get to Edinburgh first, so did his best to delay de Moretto’s departure: ‘The Queen of England . . . kept Morretta here some days ago after the other left, so the latter should arrive, and settle his business first.’11


The Spanish ambassador lived at Durham House, in its sprawling grounds near the Strand, between the River Thames and what is today Charing Cross railway station. He did not find it very comfortable and often complained that the house was ‘so damp, and close to the water’.12 Old-fashioned the house might have been, but this had advantages: ‘through its being a thoroughfare, it offers great facilities for the secret admission of many different persons.’13
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The population of Edinburgh was then between twelve and fifteen thousand, and accommodation was under pressure that winter. The return of court life, the demands of the Queen’s retainers and the arrival of all the foreign envoys with their staffs meant that such lodgings as were available were expensive and uncomfortable. The English ambassador, for one, was always complaining about the cost of his accommodation.


Mary gave the Duke of Savoy’s representative a warm welcome. To start with, de Moretto was put up in the rooms at Holyroodhouse usually used by her half-brother, Lord Robert Stewart, but he was soon invited to share more comfortable quarters with her retainer, George, Lord Seton, at his property outside town.14 But there was no space for Rizzio beside his master. Money was short. He was poor and hungry in these early days, and was forced to seek shelter for the night elsewhere, bedding down under his cloak on a pile of boxes and old chests, somewhere in the nether regions of the old abbey at Holyrood.


Edinburgh was then something of a diplomatic cockpit. There was much European excitement about the young Queen of Scots, which meant that there were now at least three ministers accredited to her court – from the Queen of England, the King of France and the Duke of Savoy respectively. Indeed a fourth, from Portugal, had only just been and gone. Inevitably there was a certain amount of jockeying for position between them. The Savoyard de Moretto got on reasonably well with de Foix, the French envoy, but this was not the case with the English minister, Thomas Randolph. Randolph and de Moretto had very different instructions and saw through each other’s aims soon enough.


They met once on the sandy seaside links outside Edinburgh’s port of Leith, where, after a certain amount of polite fencing between them, they chatted away as they admired Mary and her ladies play a winter game, ‘running at the ring’. The Italian was diplomatic in his comments about the Queen and her countrymen. He declined to say why he was in Edinburgh, beyond that he was there to congratulate the Queen on her safe return from France and to give her official intimation that her aunt, the Duchess of Savoy, was with child.


David Rizzio’s expensive education and his time at a ducal court meant that he was well qualified to serve as the political eyes and ears of his master once they were installed in Scotland. Most chancelleries, in Tudor times as today, held intelligence officers whose job was to file confidential reports back to their home governments. Thomas Randolph, the English ambassador to the court of Mary Queen of Scots, whose papers are such a key source for his life, was particularly skilled in this craft.15


Rizzio’s enemies later asserted that he was a priest, a Spanish spy or at the very least an agent of the Pope, though there is no precise corroboration this was ever so. However, since Piedmont, or Savoy, was firmly allied to Philip II and in the Spanish camp, the conjecture is not wholly unfounded. There is, however, no conclusive proof that he was anything more than an adventurous individual keen to try his luck in a foreign land.


When a secret mission from the Pope finally arrived in 1562 – that is, six months after that from Savoy – it was led by a Jesuit priest, Father Nicholas de Gouda. He had a difficult sea crossing in a small fishing boat out of Antwerp in the Spanish Netherlands, and was uncomfortably disguised, to confuse the suspicious Fife fishermen, as a Scottish gentleman in court dress, complete with sword, boots and hat, so to some extent Protestant fears about Catholic spies were understandable.


Overall, de Moretto’s embassy was not a great success, though he did glean much useful information on local conditions, all duly reported back to the Spanish authorities. He left Edinburgh before the spring broke, but failed to persuade Mary to accept the Spanish candidate for her hand, or to send an envoy to the Council convened to discuss reforms to the Catholic Church, which William Maitland, her secretary, thought inappropriate. Her government was now strongly Protestant, and at this stage she had little say in such policy decisions.


The Queen enjoyed de Moretto’s company, especially the news he brought from France, and was sorry see him go. Although she declined to take the princeling from Ferrara as a husband, she sent the Italian minister away with the gift of a fine gold chain, which cost her Treasury £300, and gave him an extra parting present of three valuable horses as well.16
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In many ways Scotland was then, as it still is today, a foreign land by comparison to England. Even the domestic architecture looked different. Over the border the half-timbered buildings of the south gave way to the grey stone town houses of the merchants, the sturdy towers of the nobility and the straw hovels of the peasants. The latest continental building fashions could also be seen at the royal palaces of Stirling, Holyrood and Falkland, all embellished by the skilled craftsmen sent from France on the orders of King James V and his Queen, Mary of Guise; so to some extent the Italian party felt themselves more at home here, in the lowlands of Scotland, than they had in damp and dirty London by its River Thames.


Edinburgh itself was an old, insanitary, medieval town, clinging to the crest and side of an ancient volcanic hill. The tall town residences of the barons and leading tradesmen adorned the High Street and Canongate, which ran down the Royal Mile from the castle to the old Augustinian abbey buildings at Holyrood, where the monarch kept her court.


Whatever the city’s defects, there were many in the Piedmontese party who found its atmosphere more congenial than anything back in northern Italy. David Rizzio was one such, and he decided to stay on. The light might not be as bright as in Nice, the town’s wynds and closes were doubtless a little insalubrious, and the weather was certainly colder, but life here in the Scots capital offered better opportunities than anything available by the shores of the Mediterranean.


The country was enjoying a rare moment of peace, with a young and healthy sovereign enthroned under her cloth of state. Trade was good. After long regency, civil war, invasion and insurrection, all the glittering pleasures of court life and urban prosperity were once again on show, however much the Protestant preachers might grumble at the temptations that resulted. Since Mary was essentially French – half French by birth and wholly French by nurture – it is hardly surprising that numerous foreign immigrants, including many French, not a few Italians and even some English, worked away in her service.


Historians have long argued about the Queen of Scots’ vices and virtues. She herself was not a little passionate and occasionally naive in her judgements; so very unlike her more worldly-wise cousin, Elizabeth, Queen of England. In 1560 she was only 18 years old, and relatively immature, having been brought up as a virtual orphan within the bosom of her Guise relations and usually sheltered from the worst excesses of the Valois court. She was also very human, but still knew enough about her rival monarch to keep her end up in the regular diplomatic jousts they played together. So, when a little later, in June 1562, she received some correspondence from Elizabeth, she ostentatiously ‘put it in her bosom next her skin’, and then told the courier as she retrieved the letter, ‘if I could put it nearer my heart I would’.17


Her ways of thinking put John Knox quite at a loss. He was quite unable to comprehend her attitude, because ‘she was brocht up in joyusitie, so termed she her dancing, and other things thereto belonging’.18 Yet she had many strengths, not least the magical Stewart gift for inspiring loyalty to her person and her cause. Once under her spell, David Rizzio was to become her devoted servant.
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With the old Catholic faith restored at the heart of government, a choir was needed once again to sing the anthems required by the liturgical year. Scotland had its own long musical tradition. King James IV had built up the choir at the Chapel Royal, and Mary was keen to copy her grandfather’s accomplishments. Large choruses were required to make sure that the sometimes demanding polyphony settings could be heard to the full. The Sistine chapel in Rome, for example, held at least twenty-eight voices, while some of the larger English cathedrals may have had as many as thirty-four in the choir stalls. The regular repertoires of sacred music changed as the calendar demanded, and included such lovely motets as Thomas Tallis’s ‘Spem in alium’, Alessandro Striggio’s ‘Ecce beatam lucem’, or Scotland’s own Robert Carver’s Mass for Three Voices.


Just before the departure of the Savoyard minister, Rizzio heard through the usual court grapevine that there was a vacancy for a fourth bass voice in the newly re-established Chapel Royal choir. He moved fast and persuaded de Moretto to recommend him for the post, and, since the Queen’s Guise uncle, René d’Elbeuf, who stayed on as well to enjoy the excitements of an Edinburgh winter, also supported the envoy’s patronage, he got the job. But it seems he had to pay a little for the position. The chorister’s place was not particularly grand, but was an investment that soon showed its value, for it brought him directly to the Queen’s attention.


Envious gossip said later that Seigneur Davie, as the Scots grew to call him, spent most of his spare cash on that first and vital place in the choir, and, with the inflated rents demanded in the capital, was for some time after unable to afford to move on to better accommodation. His enemies remembered how in these first few weeks he still continued to sleep on the old chests in a back corner of the abbey to save a few bawbees. But it was not for long, as more comfortable lodgings were soon on their way.
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Rizzio was about to enjoy a significant change in status. Once he had decided to cast in his lot with the Scottish Queen, it was not long before he was well housed and fed. Luck and talent had brought him to Mary’s side. She appreciated his company, took him into her favour and began to give him tangible proofs of her affection. Like a troubadour of old, he possessed the ability to sing chansons in his deep attractive voice, organise court masques and choreograph entertainments. Mary, who was more than a little bullied by her elder brother Moray and bereft of parents, husband or lover at her side, recognised his talents and soon came to rely on him. She started to give him lavish presents, which were duly recorded by the dry accountancy of the Lord Treasurer of Scotland’s clerks.


A few tantalising pieces of information now begin to appear in the archives, particularly about his finances.19 They show how quickly he began to enjoy all the trappings of royal approval. Sometime in December 1562, that is only a year after he had reached Edinburgh, ‘David le Chantre’, as he was now called by courtier colleagues and menials alike, was given a very expensive present from the Queen. This was a set of eight sumptuous cloth hangings, or tapestries, taken from her stock of beautiful chattels, recently arrived from France; and there was also an extra bed coverlet. They were all designed to emphasise his importance. The Master of the Wardrobe, his friend and fellow varlet de chambre, Servais de Conde, made the arrangements. Rizzio used them in his chambers in Holyrood, and would sometimes take them with him when he accompanied Her Grace in her progresses round the country.


Within the next two years he also enjoyed an annual salary of £80 Scots in recompense for his duties as varlet de chambre, paid quarterly in arrears. The salary was substantial enough, though it bears contrast with the more generous emoluments of £300 a year paid by the Edinburgh town council to John Knox as the minister of St Giles.


So it seemed for now that Rizzio had made the right decision to stay on in Scotland.




TWO


Religious Frenzy


Professing Christ Jesus, his Holy Evangel . . .


(Acta Parliamentorum Mariae apud Edinburgh, August 1560)


As David Rizzio rode into Edinburgh on that winter’s day in early December 1561 there were numerous signs of how the land was gripped by religious frenzy. Ranting preachers, psalmsinging officials and desecrated churches evidenced the arrival of the Protestant Reformation. Shrines and wayside images were no more. The old Catholic Church, which for so long had satisfied the spiritual aspirations of the people, was now challenged by a popular revolution that was encouraged by the leading nobles, and spurred on by the exhortations of the new men of God. The mass was illegal. Monasteries and abbeys were no longer at work or prayer. And the church lands were falling into the hands of acquisitive men who held to new beliefs.


The return of court life to the capital meant that there was now a new divide between the faith of the monarch and that of her people. The Queen’s court might glitter, but, said the preachers, it was but a false cosmopolitan glow, at odds with true Protestant spirit.


Well before Mary’s homecoming, the settled certainties of past ages had ceased to apply. The Protestant Reformation, which began when Martin Luther nailed his ninety-five questions to the chapel door at Wittenberg Castle in 1517, soon spread throughout northern Europe. In 1560 the Scots Parliament decided that it must follow the example of England, Germany and Scandinavia.


The demand for religious reformation was helped by new technology. The invention of the printing press meant that reading matter passed quickly from devout to sceptic, so that people could ponder for themselves on the truth of the Scriptures.1 Luther’s own writings circulated in enormous quantities.


Rizzio, who had grown up at a time of such intellectual turmoil, was well aware of the spreading Protestant heresies. He was sensitive and well educated in the humanist tradition. And he had also travelled around the sheltered valleys of Piedmont and discussed the growing pressures of the new heresies with the authorities there.


However, the chief challenge to Catholic orthodoxy came, not from Luther, but from the teachings of the French divine, John Calvin. His little city state of Geneva had been governed with the help of fellow zealots from at least 1541, which is to say for most of Rizzio’s youth, and during all that time the pastors there had laboured hard to export the pure milk of the reformed gospel to the rest of the known world.


At this stage Rizzio was only a choral singer, not a pleader for any particular branch of Christ’s church. None the less, as his influence grew at court, he found it impossible to avoid being drawn into the religious controversies that beat down so heavily on Mary’s kingdom. At first it seemed that the old faith there had collapsed without much of a fight. But the Roman Catholic Church was no insignificant structure. It regrouped, and reformed, although there was still much work to do by the time the mission from Savoy reached Edinburgh.
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In many ways the religious changes demanded by the Reformation were more kindly handled in Scotland than in much of Europe. Despite the mean-minded attitude of some reformers, most of the clergy and bishops of the old faith were pensioned off with adequate support. The ministers of the new Kirk, or church, were then free to establish their own form of independent church government. And the Kirk, freed from control by prelate or prince, soon took a firm grip on the hearts and minds of its people.


Many merchants, farmers and traders, with their wives and families, took to the new Protestant teachings. It is no surprise the Protestant strongholds were to be found in parts of the country close to English influence, such as Ayrshire, Fife and the Borders. England, of course, had undergone its own reformation a generation earlier, in the time of King Henry VIII, and his son, Edward VI.


A people who believed themselves to be in direct covenant with God were often impervious to worldly reason and argument. Such a covenanted people could be taught that it was their duty to resist wicked rulers, put down tyranny and punish princely idolaters. These were the lessons that the increasingly literate Scots learnt from Knox and his friends, and from his ‘Geneva Bible’. This was an edition of the testaments written in English and published only a year before Rizzio reached Scotland, where it was made popular by Knox and his fellow ministers.2 The book was soon as effective in moulding public opinion to the Reformers’ arguments as the other major works of Protestant propaganda, such as Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, or Knox’s own History of the Reformation in Scotland.


The reformed church in Scotland was Calvinist in theology. It adopted the teachings of John Calvin that the Word of God, as set out in the best available edition of the Scripture translated into a language the people understood, contained all that was necessary for man to know as to his faith. Such a doctrine appealed to the people, and encouraged clear thinking.


Less godly motives were also at work. Many of the Protestant leaders, like Lord James Stewart (later the Earl of Moray) and Mark Kerr, had managed to enrich themselves during the reformation process from the lands of the abbeys and churches of the old Roman Catholic faith, and this gave them an obvious incentive to maintain the new ecclesiastical arrangements.


The Protestant victory owed much to its musical appeal, which proved a powerful weapon in the Reformer’s arsenal. There were the psalms, of course, with their clear message of salvation when sung in a language men and women could understand; but there were other radical ditties, which circulated just as widely and helped swing opinion against the old faith. It is an old lament that the devil has the best tunes, and the Scottish peasantry, like many others, were never averse to good bawdy song. The evidence here is The Gude and Godlie Ballatis, composed about then by unknown hands and sung lustily by the Protestant faithful.


One of the most powerful of these ballads, which mocked the Pope, was known as ‘The Pope, that pagan full of pride’.3
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