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Abstract 

KINSHIP AND POLITICS IN THE ART OF PLASTER DECORATION  

 

This thesis explores the flowering of decorative plasterwork in late renaissance 

Scotland, its main focus being what influenced its development, the motivation of its 

leading patrons, and its role in the culture of Scotland at this time. 

 

The thesis begins by assesses why plasterwork has received much less attention in 

Scotland compared with other building materials, primarily stone, and whether this is 

as a result of Scotland’s architectural history being misunderstood in its British 

context.  

 

Early seventeenth-century Scotland was experiencing a building boom, its patrons 

increasingly benefiting from government positions, better education and foreign 

travel, exposing them to a wide range of influences at a time when houses and estates, 

(the main signals of status and rank) were being much transformed and domestically 

improved. This period heralded a burst of decorative plasterwork patronage 

throughout the country. This thesis analyses the influences which existed in late 

renaissance interiors in Scotland and whether a native tradition of decorative 

plasterwork existed in Scotland, and what influence this had on later decorative 

plasterwork styles. 

 

This thesis also gauges the affect that an absent court had on patronage and whether 

significant cycles of patronage can be interpreted by a study of seventeenth century 

plasterwork schemes in Scotland, and the role that decoration played in the culture of 

Scotland at this time. Finally, this research assesses the evolution of plaster 

throughout the century and why it may have developed differently from English work, 

and considers the changing role of decorative plasterwork in the late seventeenth 

century. 
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Throughout this thesis, unless indicated otherwise, the monetary unit pound (£) refers 
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Glossary 

 Name  Description 

    

Acanthus The leaf of the plant used as a basis for classical ornamentation. 

Aggregate Material which, when combined with a binder, forms a morta. This 

can include sand, crushed rock, brick, dust, or any other 

appropriate filler. 

Angel-head A disembodied angel face with one, two, or three pairs of wings. 

Arabesque Non-figurative surface decoration consisting of interwoven 

flowing lines, foliage scrolls etc., based on geometrical patterns 

originally based on Moorish designs. 

Arcade Series of arches supported by piers or columns. Blind arcade or 

arcading: the same applied to the wall surface. Wall arcade: in 

medieval churches, a blind arcade forming a dado below windows. 

Also a covered shopping street. 

Architrave Formalised lintel, the lowest member of the classical entablature. 

Armature The rigid framework of wood or metal around which to model 

plaster figure, foliage etc. 

Ashlar Masonry of large blocks wrought to even faces and square edges. 

Broached ashlar (Scots): scored with parallel lines made by a 

narrow pointed chisel (broach). Droved ashlar: similar but with 

lines made by a broad chisel. Can be replicated by marking joint 

lines on to wet plaster or render  

Barbed-quatrefoil See foil – formed by placing a square at 45 degrees over a 

quatrefoil. 

Barrel ceiling A tunnel-like form; segmental three-centred or three-sided, usually 

in a room under the roof. 

Bay Window Window of one or more storieys projecting from the face of the 

building. Canted: with a straight front and angled sides. Bow 

window: curved. Oriel: rests on corbels or brackets and starts 

above window level; also the bay window at the dias end of a 

medieval great hall. 

Bedchamber/chamber Bedchamber, third room of the State Apartment. Private room with 

restricted access to visitors. Chamber, any upper room in a house. 

Boss A decorated knob at the intersection of ceiling ribs. 

Bracketing Bracketing usually consists of a number of wood members applied 

across the angle formed by the meeting of the ceiling and wall to 

save material when forming cornices in solid. 

Capital Head or crowning feature of a column or pilaster. 

Carbonation The process by which fresh lime mortar re-absorbs cardon dioxide 

in moist conditions and reverts to calcium carbonate. As a result of 

this process the lime mortar becomes relatively harder, more stable 

less soluble.  

Cartouche Classical tablet with ornate frame. 

Caryatid Used here to mean any full length figure standing either side of an 

overmantel. 
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Chamber of Dais Second room in sequence of State Apartment. Room immediately 

after the Hall. More private room that Hall, less private than 

Bedchamber. 

Chevron An inverted V. 

Cinquefoil see Foil 

Closet A small room, usually serving a chamber. Commonly serves a 

Bedchamber in Scotland. 

Coffering Arrangement of sunken panels (coffers), square or polygonal, 

decorating a ceiling, vault or arch. 

Column A classical, upright structural member of round section with a 

shaft, a capital and usually a base 

Commendator Receives the revenues of an abbey in commendam (in trust) when 

the position of abbot is vacant. 

Console A rectangular block, enriched or plain moulded, acting as a 

support to a feature. 

Coomb or Comb 

Ceiling 

(Scots) with sloping sides corresponding to the roof pitch up to a 

flat centre. 

Corbel Projecting block supporting something above. Corbel course: 

continuous course of projecting stones or bricks fulfilling the same 

function. Corbel table: series of corbels to carry a parapet or a 

wall-plate or wall-post. Corbelling: brick or masonry courses built 

out beyond one another to support a chimney-stack, window etc. 

Cornice A cornice is the uppermost moulding of the three that form the 

classical entablature and allied features, such as pediments, over 

doors, mantelpieces. In internal plastering referred to as the 

moulding at the junction between wall and ceiling and externally 

at the top of a building or just below the parapet. 

Coarse-stuff A mixture of lime and coarse sand/aggregate. Often mixed with 

hair as a reinforcement and applied as backing coat(s) to 

level/straighten a wall prior to application of a finishing coat. 

Cove A large hollow moulding. A coved ceiling has a deep hollow curve 

in the plastering between the walls and the flat part of the ceiling. 

Crownsteps Squared stones set like steps, especially on a crowstepped gable. 

Dado The finishing (often the panelling) of the lower part of a wall in a 

classical interior, in origin a formalised continuous pedestal. Dado 

rail: the moulding along the top of the dado.  

Decorative Rib A pattern usually applied as a running meander on double ceiling 

ribs. 

Dentil Block A rectangular forming part of a row of such blocks giving a line of 

enrichment in a dentil-block cornice, mantelpiece, over door, 

pediment, etc. 

Dubbing out Filling out an uneven wall to a roughly even surface with plaster 

or mortar. 

Eaves Overhanging edge of a roof; hence eaves cornice in this position. 

Egg and Dart A classical decoration of ovals and triangles along a moulding. 

Elevation Any face of a building or side of a room. In a drawing, the same or 

any part of it, represented in two dimensions. 

Enfilade Reception rooms in a formal series , usually with all doorways on 
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axis. 

Enrichment Applied ornamentation used in plastering. Often produced as casts 

from moulds, or formed individually by hand.. 

Entablature In classical architecture, collective name for the three horizontal 

members (architrave, frieze and cornice) carried by a wall or a 

column. 

Epitaph Inscription on a tomb or monument. 

Fat Lime Non-hydraulic limes, consisting almost entirely of calcium 

hydroxide, plus water. Also known as "air limes". 

Festoon  Ornamental garland, suspended from both ends. (swag) 

Feu (Scots): land granted, e.g. by sale, by the feudal superior to the 

vassal or feuar, on conditions that usually include the annual 

payment of a fixed sum of feu duty. Any subsequent proprietor of 

the land becomes the feuar and is subject to the same obligations. 

Finial A decorative top-knot on a stair newel, roof gable, etc. 

Finish coat/setting 

stuff 

The final coat of lime plaster. Produced by mixing fine sand and 

sieved lime putty. 

Floral Spray A small spray of leaves and flowers usually decorating a ceiling. 

Flutes Grooves or raised ribs running up and down a column or vase. 

Foil Lobe formed by the cusping of a circular or other shape in tracery. 

Trefoil - three, quatrefoil - four, cinquefoil - five and multi-foil 

express the number of lobes in a shape. 

Fret A C16 and C17 term for a ceiling pattern. 

Frieze The middle member of the classical entablature, sometimes 

ornamented. Pulvionated frieze (cushioned): of bold convex 

profile. In plastering often a horizontal band of ornament placed 

below a cornice. 

Frontispiece In 16
th

 and 17
th

 century buildings the central feature of doorway 

and windows above linked in one composition.  

Gable Peaked external wall at end of double-pitch roof. (Scots): whole 

end wall of whatever shape. Pedimental gable: treated like a 

pediment. 

Gallery A long room or passage providing a main interior space of a 

building. . 

Gargoyle Projecting water spout, often carved into human or animal shape. 

Groin Sharp edge at the meeting of two cells of a cross-vault. 

Grotesque Wall decoration adopted from Roman examples in the 

Renaissance. Its foliage scrolls incorporate figurative elements. 

Guilloche A classical decoration of interweaving circles. 

Gypsum Gypsum pasters are made by heating gypsum or alabaster (calcium 

sulphate in mineral form) to drive off part of its water of 

crystallisation. The powder obtained gives a rapid-setting, hard 

plaster when recombined with water. The first gypsum plaster to 

be used in Scotland since Roman times was Plaster of Paris, 

probably eighteenth century. 
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Hair The hair of animals such as goats, oxen or cows is used to 

reinforce plastering mixes. It was used extensively in the lime 

plastering era but many substitutes are now available, I.e. sisal, 

tow and man-made fibres. 

Hall Most public room of State Apartment. Used for special occasions 

and celebrations. Room where whole household ate with owner of 

house before more private arrangements became commonplace. 

Harling (Scots): wet dash, I.e. a form of roughcasting in which the mixture 

of aggregate and binding material (e.g. lime) is dashed onto a wall. 

Herm (The God Hermes); male head or bust on a pedestal. 

Ingo (Scots): the reveal of a door or window opening where the stone is 

at right angles to the wall. 

In-situ Decorative plasterwork applied directly on to a wall or ceiling 

surface and modelled in place by the craftsman using hand tools. 

Interlace Decoration in relief stimulating woven or entwined stems or 

bands. 

Jamb One of the vertical sides of an opening. Also (Scots) wing or 

extension adjoining one side of a rectangular plan making it into 

an L, T or Z plan. 

Key The grip of plaster upon laths or any rough surface; for instance 

plaster undercoats are scratched in order to provide a good key for 

finishing coats. 

Laths A thin strips of wood nailed onto timber straps or partitions onto 

which lime plaster was applied. 

Lime plaster Mixture of aggregate, lime putty and hair. In this context, the 

backing coats applied the laths or masonry to straighten them prior 

to application of a finish coat. 

Lime putty Hydrated lime which has been slaked from quicklime using 

sufficient water to form a thick liquid and subsequently settled out 

to a putty during storage. 

Limewash A form of paint, a suspension of slated lime in water. 

Lintel The horizontal member that spans an opening in a building. It may 

be of wood, metal, concrete or stone and may be the finished 

article or may have to be covered with plaster. 

Loggia Gallery, usually arcaded or colonnaded along one side; sometimes 

freestanding. 

Lozenge A square or rhombus set diagonally, in heraldry denoting a widow 

or spinster heiress. 

Margins (Scots): dressed stones at the edges of an opening. "Back-set 

margins are actually set forward from a rubble wall to act as a atop 

for harling. Also called rybats. 

Marriage Lintel (Scots): door or window lintel carved with the initials of the owner 

and his wife and the date of the building work, only coincidentally 

of their marriage. 

Meander A running, repetitive curving wave pattern, usually of plant forms. 

Members The surfaces that make up the section of a moulding. 

Mermaid Half woman, half fish, allied to the Sirens of Homeric legend. 

Mitre A mitre is a joint between two moulding intersecting at any angle 

other than a straight line. 
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Mortar Material which can be worked or placed in a plastic state, becomes 

hard when in place, and which can be used for bedding, jointing or 

finishing the materials forming the compound of a wall. 

Motif A single added piece of decoration. 

Mould A reverse mould is an object from which a cast is made. In 16
th

 

and 17
th

 centuries usually of carved timber from which plaster 

casts were produced.  Alternatively, it may be an impression taken 

off a model and is made by casting from the model in a suitable 

moulding material such as wax, glue or molten metal. 

Moulding A continuous projection or groove used as decoration to throw 

shadow, sometimes also to throw water away from a wall. It may 

be in stone, plaster, timber. 

Muffle A muffle is a false profile fixed over the metal profile on a running 

mould. 

Mulion A vertical stone or timber member dividing a window into two or 

more lights. 

Order One of the three principal systems of design of columns and 

entablature in classical architecture: Doric, Ionic and Corinthian. 

Oriel A small room off the high and of the medieval Hall, often for 

family dining. 

Overmantel Panels, framing etc, on the wall above a mantelpiece 

Panelling Wooden lining to interior walls, made up of vertical members 

(muntins)and horizontals (rails) framing panels: also called 

wainscot. Raised and fielded: with the central area of the panel 

(field) raised up. 

Parapet Wall for protection at any sudden drop, e.g. at the wallhead of a 

castleor wall-walk. Also used to conceal a roof. 

Pargeting In modern terms to "parge" will generally mean to line the inside 

of chimney flues with mortar. Originally, however, pargeting 

consisted of solid decorative plasterwork either in freehand or by 

stamps, and was carried out by local craftsmen in local materials. 

Pediment A formalised gable derived from that of a classical temple; also 

used over doors, windows etc. 

Pendant (or pendent) A carved or moulded feature suspended from a ceiling, roof or 

vault, often ending in a boss. 

Piano Nobile Principal floor of a classical building above a groud floor or 

basement and with a lesser storey overhead. 

Pilaster A flat half-column set against a wall. 

Pillar Freestanding not upright member of any section, not conforming 

to one of the orders. 

Plaster of Paris Gypsum plaster, the name deriving from the large gypsum 

deposits under Montmartrein Paris.  

Platt (Scots): platform, doorstep or landing. Scale and platt staircase. 

Plinth Projecting courses at the foot of a wall or column, generally 

chamfered or moulded 

Quarterfoil see Foil 

Quatrefoil A leaf or flower with four divisions; a carved or moulded 

ornament which has four petals or foils radiating from a common 
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stem. 

Quicklime Calcium oxide. A highly caustic material produced by burning 

limestone. Quicklime is slaked with water to produce lime for 

building works. 

Quoins Dressed stones at the angles of a building. 

Raggle Groove cut in masonry, especially to receive the edge of a roof-

covering. 

Relief The projection of forms (ribs, decoration and pendants or bosses in 

plaster ceilings) from a flat background. 

Render External lime/sand plaster on a wall. 

Reveal The plane of a jamb, between the wall and the frame of a door or 

window. 

Ribs Projecting mouldings or bands on the underside of a vaulted or 

plastered ceiling. 

Riven lath Lath which is split, not sawn, to shape. 

Roughing out Doing the first rough work; laying the core of plaster in a 

moulding, for which the horsed mould is covered with a muffle. 

Rubble Masonry whose stones are wholly or partly in a rough state. 

Coursed stones with rough faces. Random: uncoursedstones in a 

random pattern. Snecked: with courses broken by smaller stones 

(snecks) 

Running Forming a moulding such as a cornice, in situ or on the bench wirh 

a horsed mould. 

Running Mould Timber and metal reverse profile of a moulding which is run over 

wet plaster until a solid run moulding is formed.  

Scale and Platt Stair and landing. 

Scroll A decorative rolling spiral of leaves, strapwork, etc.; the rolled-up 

edge of a strapwork panel. 

Segmental Formed from the arc of a circle of less than 180 degrees 

Skew (Scots): sloping or shaped stones finishing a gables upstanding 

from the roof. Skewputt: bracket at the bottom end of a skew. 

Spandrel The triangular space above and between adjacent arches or in 

corners of an arch within a rectangular frame. 

Spinning On flat surfaces - benchwork. This is the term applied to running 

circular work where the running mould is fixed to a pivot so that 

mould revolves round it. 

Stair Tower Full height projection from a main block (especially of a tower 

house) containing the principal stair from the ground floor. 

Stair Turret Turret corbelled out from above ground level and containing a 

stair from one of the upper floors of a building, especially a tower 

house. 

State Apartment A sequence of state rooms comprising Hall, Chamber of Dais, 

Bedchamber (and Closet). The degree of privacy increased further 

away from the Hall a visitor progressed.  
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Strapwork Decoration (possibly derived from work in the Netherlands c1540) 

consisting of interlaced bands and forms similar to fretwork or cut 

leather; generally used in ceilings, screens and funerary 

monuments in 16th century and 17th century, and also in 19th 

century Jacobean revival. 

Stucco durro  Hand applied decorative plaster rediscovered in Roman ruins 

during renaissance period. Comprises ground marble dust and 

mature lime putty produced from marble.  

Substrate Ground, background; any surface which is to be painted, tiled or 

plastered. 

Swag A drape of material (if of fruit and flowers, called a garland), used 

as decoration on classical friezes, etc. 

Term Pedestal or pilaster tapering downwards, usually with the upper 

part of a human figure growing out of it. 

Terminal Figure A caryatid whose lower half is an architectural pedestal or 

acanthus. 

Tolbooth (Scots: tax booth): burgh council building containing council 

chamber and prison. 

Tower House (Scots): compact fortified house with the main hall raised above 

the ground and at least more storey above it. A medieval Scots 

type continuing well into the C17 in its modified forms. L-plan 

with a jamb at one corner; Z-plan with a jamb at each diagonally 

opposite corner. 

Z-plan see: Tower house. 

 

 

 



xvii 

 

List of illustrations 

Introduction 
 

Fig. 0.1 Crathes, Courtyard view, north east. (Billings, R. W., The Baronial and 

Ecclesiastical Architecture of Scotland, vol. i, plate 47) 

 

 

Fig. 0.2 Craigends House, Renfrewshire, by architect David Bryce, completed in 

1857, photographed prior to its demolition in April 1972, used similar features such as 

towers, turrets and a triumphal arch (like Fyvie in particular) as commonly used in the 

late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

Fig. 0.3 Abbotsford House, Scottish Borders, 1816-23, Edward Blore and William 

Atkinson for Sir Walter Scott, View of house from west. (RCAHMS) 

 

Fig. 0.4 Fyvie, Aberdeenshire. The decorative roofscape on Scottish Renaissance 

houses have often been mistaken for actual defensive features. 

 

  

Fig. 0.5 Wallace Monument, Stirling .  

 

 

Fig. 0.6 Scotstarvit Tower, Fife. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

Fig. 0.7 Earlshall, Fife. Stripped of its external plasterwork by Robert Lorimer in the 

1890s. 

 

 

Fig. 0.8 Crichton Castle, Midlothian. Preserved ruins with their lost finishes enhance 

the perception of houses like this being primitive and uncomfortable. 

 

 

Fig. 0.9 Kellie Castle, Fife, Harling remnants on west elevation. 

 

 

Fig. 0.10 Earl’s Palace, Kirkwall, Inner Chamber, plaster fragments. 

 

 

Figs. 0.11 and 0.12 Edinburgh Castle. The interiors of the palace block have been 

restored. Externally though the lack of surface finishes mean it is now viewed out of 

its context. 

 

 

Fig. 0.13 Stirling Castle, Great Hall with its restored external finishes covering up the 

rubble masonry beneath. 
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Figs. 0.14 and 0.15 Culross Palace, Fife, before and after restoration of its external 

finishes, allowing its decorative masonry to become prominent again. 
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Fig. 1.1 Craigievar, Aberdeenshire. Great Hall, showing all main features of early 

century decorative plasterwork scheme. 

 

 

Fig. 1.2 Lath background for plastering. The timber brackets reduce the amount of 

plaster required to form the cornice. (Historic Scotland) 

 

 

Fig. 1.3 Neidpath Castle. The collapsed seventeenth-century ceiling. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

Fig. 1.4 Mary Somerville’s House, Kirkcaldy. (Historic Scotland) 

 

 

Fig 1.5 Cross Section of a salvaged plaster cast from Sailor’s Walk, Kirkcaldy. 

 

 

Fig. 1.6 Plasterers’ tools as illustrated in Joseph Moxon’s Mechanick Exercises, 1703.  

 

 

Fig. 1.7  Falkland Palace, Fife. The now ruinous East Range, remodelled by James V 

in the late 1530s. 

 

 

Fig. 1.8 Mar’s Wark, Stirling.  

 

 

Fig. 1.9 Lennoxlove, East Lothian. Robert Lorimer stripped its plaster finish as part of 

works carried out there in the early twentieth century. (Scran) 

 

 

Fig. 1.10 Sailor’s Walk in Kirkcaldy, Fife. A merchants houses where fragments of 

plaster frieze have been placed above the fireplace. 
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Fig. 2.1 Extract from Pont: Lower Angus and Perthshire East of the Tay c.1590, 

showing both Glamis and Hatton (Haltoun of Essy) to the west. 
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Fig. 2.2 Craigievar, Aberdeenshire. (SCRAN) 

 

 

Fig. 2.3 Kellie Castle, Fife. Ground and first floor plans, showing sequence of state 

apartment from entry, up the main stairs through the Hall, Chamber of Dais, to the 

Bedchamber. (The National Trust for Scotland) 
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Fig. 3.1 Interior of the State Room, Bromley-by-Bow, London c.1606. Now preserved 

in the Victoria and Albert Museum, London. 

 

 

Fig 3.2 Paul Pindar’s House, Bishopgate, London c.1600.  

 

 

Fig. 3.3 Nonsuch Palace, Surrey from John Speed’s map of 1610.  

 

 

Fig. 3.4 Canonbury House, London c.1599. 

 

Figs 3.5 and 3.6 Illustrations from Henry Peacham’s Minerva Britanna, published in 

1612 were copied for the plaster decoration in the Long Gallery at Blickling Hall, 

Norfolk. 

 

 

Fig. 3.7 The Great Hall at Edinburgh Castle. (Historic Scotland)  

 

 

Fig. 3.8 Crathes, Aberdeenshire. Gallery. 

 

 

Figs. 3.9 and 3.10 'Interior of the King's Room before the alterations in 1777' Not 

dated. One of the original heads. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

Fig. 3.11 Hotel Guimoneau, Riom, Puy-de-Dome, Auvergne (Regional Council of 

Auvergne). Travelling Scots will have been exposed to buildings such as these in 

France. 

 

 

Fig. 3.12 Ferniehust, Scottish Borders. (MacGibbon and Ross) 

 

 

Fig. 3.13 Range, Falkland Palace, Fife. 

 

 

Fig. 3.14 Queen Mary’s Ante-Room, Palace of Holyroodhouse. (Billings, The 

Baronial and Ecclesiastical Antiquities of Scotland (1845-52, Edinburgh) Vol. 3  
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Fig. 3.15 Bishop’s Palace, Kirkwall, 1881. (Scran) 

 

 

Fig. 3.16 Gladstone’s Land, Painted Chamber c1613. (NTS) 

 

 

Fig. 3.17 Le Château de Beauregard, Gallery, c1545.  (The French Chateau: Life, 

Style, Tradition) 

 

 

Fig. 3.18 Earlshall, Fife. The Gallery. 

 

 

Fig. 3.19 Gladstone’s Land, Edinburgh. 

 

 

Fig. 3.20 Fragments of a coffered stone ceiling erected in 1581, Crichton Castle, 

Midlothian.  

 

 

Fig. 3.21 Seton Palace, East Lothian by John Clerk of Eldin. (RCAHMS) 
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Fig. 4.1 The Chapel Royal at Stirling Castle, designed by William Schaw for the 

baptism of Prince Henry in 1594. 

 

 

Fig. 4.2 Abbey House, Culross, Fife, prior to 20
th

 century alterations..(SCRAN) 

 

 

Fig 4.3 Baberton House, Edinburgh, James Murray’s own U-plan villa. (Charles 

McKean) 

 

 

Fig. 4.4 Pitreavie House, Fife. (RCAHMS) 

 

Fig. 4.5 Alexander Seton (1556–1622), by Marcus Gheeraerts the younger, 1610. (The 

National Gallery of Scotland) 

 

 
Fig. 4.6 George, 5th Lord Seton and his Family, 1572, by Frans Pourbus the Elder. 

(The National Gallery of Scotland) 
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Fig. 4.7 The Queen’s House at Dunfermline Palace remodelled by William Schaw. 

Alexander Seton’s Lodgings were in the house attached to the right with the 

projecting octagonal stair. (Charles McKean) 

 

Fig. 4.8 Bishop’s House, Seton’s town house next to Elgin Cathedral. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

Fig. 4.9 The south elevation of Fyvie, Aberdeenshire, remodelled by Seton and Schaw 

from 1596. 

 

 

Fig. 4.10 St Bridget's Church, Dalgety Bay, Fife. Alexander Seton had his own 

private rooms in the church as well as an adjacent house. (SCRAN) 

 

 

Fig. 4.11 Pinkie, Musselburgh c1605-10, courtyard elevation. 

 

 

Fig. 4.12 Pinkie, garden elevation – before being stripped of its harling. It is likely 

that decorative chimney caps and protruding dormer heads were removed. 

(RCAHMS) 

 

Fig. 4.13 Pinkie, principal floor plan. (MacGibbon and Ross) 

 

 

Fig. 4.14 Pinkie, Painted Gallery. 

 

 

Fig. 4.15 Pinkie, King’s Room.  

 

 

Fig. 4.16 Pinkie, Seton Room.  

 

 

Figs. 4.17 and 4.18 Hatfield House, Winter Dining Room and Long Gallery. (Hatfield 

House) 

  

 

Fig. 4.19 The Drum, Edinburgh. The west wing incorporates parts of the late 

sixteenth-century house advised upon by Alexander Seton. 

 

 

Fig. 4.20 Kellie Castle, Fife, south elevation. 

 

 

Fig. 4.21 Kellie Castle: Oliphant family crest c.1606 on dormer of Southwest Tower. 

 

 

Fig. 4.22 Kellie, Library ceiling dated 1617. 
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Fig. 4.23 Kellie, west elevation. 

 

 

Fig. 4.24 Decorative plasterwork in Sir George Elphinstone’s house in Glasgow. 

(Simpson, W., Glasgow in the Forties, (Glasgow, 1899). 

 

 

Fig. 4.25 King James VI’s Birth Room at Edinburgh Castle, decorated in 1617. 

 

 

Fig. 4.26 Restored interiors of the Presence Chamber in the Royal Apartments at 

Edinburgh Castle. 

 

 

Fig. 4.27 Linlithgow Palace, fragments of decorative plaster discovered during 

excavations.  
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Fig. 5.1 Winton House, first floor plan. (MacGibbon and Ross)  

 

Fig. 5.2 Winton House, East Lothian, Drawing Room. 

 

Fig. 5.3 Whittingehame Tower, East Lothian, First Floor Hall. (RCAHMS) 

 

Fig. 5.4 Thirlestane, Borders, Second Floor Principal Chamber. 

 

 

Figs. 5.5 and 5.6 Newbattle, Midlothian, Library Ceilings East and West. 

 

 

Fig. 5.7 Glamis, Angus, Great Hall. 

 

 

Fig. 5.8 Drum Castle, Aberdeenshire. The nineteenth century interiors may be 

covering over remnants of earlier schemes damaged by fire. 

 

 
Fig. 5.9 Craigievar Castle, Lady Sempill's Room. 

 

 

Fig. 5.10 Huntly Castle, preserved fragments of decorative plasterwork frieze. 

 

 

Fig. 5.11 Moray House, Edinburgh, Cromwell Room.  
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Figs. 5.12 and 5.13 Pendants in the King’s Room, Pinkie, and the King Charles 

Room,Winton. 

 

 

Figs. 5.14 and 5.15 The two most commonly used casts across the Pinkie Group, refs 

P17 and P18. 

 

Fig. 5.16 Winton House, Cabinet Room. 

 

  

Figs. 5.16, 5.17 and 5.18. The two most commonly used casts across the Kellie 

Group, Tarquin and Lucretia refs. K1 and K2. Both are applied at Glamis Castle in 

King Malcolm’s Room. 

 

 
Figs. 5.19 and 5.20 Kellie Crowned Lady and Pinkie Crowned Lady. 

 

 

Fig. 5.21 Muchalls, Great Hall. (Claire Gapper) 

 

 

Figs. 5.22 and 5.23 Pendants in the Great Halls at Glamis and Muchalls. 

 

 

Fig. 5.24 Rectangular Device (K15) commonly used at Glamis, Muchalls and 

Craigievar. 

 

 

Figs. 5.25 and 5.26 Canons Ashby, Northants. Decorative plasterwork, mid 1630s. 

The plasterwork of the Banqueting Hall at Whitehall is much less compartmentalised, 

its main focus the large central oval. (SCRAN) 

 

 

Fig. 5.27 Auchterhouse, Angus, Drawing Room. 

 

Fig. 5.28 Dower House, Stobhall. Perthshire, stair ceiling. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

Fig. 5.29 The House of The Binns, first floor. (NTS) 

 

 

Fig. 5.30 The House of The Binns, West Lothian. High Hall. 

 

Fig. 5.31 The House of The Binns, West Lothian. The King’s Room.  

 

 

Fig. 5.32 Elcho Castle, Perth and Kinross. First Floor Hall, decorative frieze. 
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Fig. 6.1 Roman Eagle Hall, Lawnmarket, Edinburgh. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

Figs. 6.2 and 6.3 Merchiston and Niddrie Marischal House, Edinburgh. These ceilings 

formed part of a small group of work completed in Edinburgh immediately after the 

Restoration of 1660. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

Fig. 6.4 Stenhouse Mansion, Edinburgh, second floor chamber. 

 

 

Fig. 6.5 Panmure House, Angus. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

Fig. 6.6 Wemyss Castle, Fife. King’s Room.  
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Fig. 6.9 The Binns, King’s Room, c1630. 
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Fig. 6.11 Linlithgow High Street, 1660s. (RCHAMS) 

 

 

Fig. 6.12 Angel-head. (C34)  
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Fig. 6.14 Law’s Close, Kirkcaldy. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

Fig. 6.15 The same decorative cast is used at Linlithgow, Law’s Close, Harden and 

Kellie. 

 

 

Figs. 6.16 and 6.17 Balcaskie House, Fife. The second floor Globe Room and Blue 

Room. 

 

 

Fig. 6.18 Balcaskie House, Fife. First floor, Ante-Room. 
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Fig. 6.19 Balcaskie House, Fife. First floor Drawing Room. 

 

 

Fig. 6.20 The Palace of Holyroodhouse, Edinburgh. First Floor Plan. James Baine’s 

work was executed in the Queen’s Apartments. Houlbert and Dunsterfield worked in 

the King’s Apartments. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

Figs. 6.21 and 6.22 Pannmure House and Holyroodhouse, Queens Ante-Room, James 

Baine worked at both. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

Fig. 6.23 Large centralised compartments, such as the oval on the ceiling of the 

King’s Bedchamber at Holyroodhouse, Houlbert and Dunsterfiled, 1673 were 

replacing highly compartmentalised ceilings. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

Figs. 6.24 and 6.25 Queen’s Antechamber, James Baine 1672, and the King’s 

Morning Room, John Houlbert 1675/6. 

 

 

Fig. 6.26 Hatton House, West Lothian. Late seventeenth-century plasterwork. 

(RCAHMS) 
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Fig. 6.37 Cammo House, Edinburgh following a major fire in 1977. (Scran) 
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Fig. 7.1 Winton, Drawing Room (formerly Hall). The highest levels of plaster 

decoration appear to have been reserved for the most public rooms. 

 

 

Figs. 7.2 and 7.3 Bespoke decoration as employed in the Drawing Room at Winton. 

   

 

Fig. 7.4 Kellie Castle, Library - TVF for Thomas Viscount Fenton. 

 

 

Fig. 7.5 Thirlestane Castle, Principal Chamber, Maitland arms. 

 

Fig. 7.6 Craigievar, Aberdeenshire. Great Hall overmantel decorated with the Royal 

coat-of-arms. 

 

 

Figs. 7.7 and 7.8 Lions (P12) and Unicorns. (P1). 

 

 

Fig. 7.9 Baberton House, Edinburgh. (RCAHMS) 
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Fig. 7.11 Culross Palace, Allegorical Room. (NTS) 

 

 

Fig. 7.12 Craigievar, Great Hall. ‘I hope after the darkness the light of Christ is my 

light’. 
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Fig. 7.16 Caroline Park, Saloon. (RCAHMS)  

 

 



1 

Part 1 

 

The perception of plasterwork in Scotland and the factors which influenced its 

flowering in seventeenth-century Scotland 

 
Introduction - The perception of plasterwork in Scotland 

 

Scotland is a Stone Country
1
 

 
Seventeenth-century Scotland witnessed a flowering of decorative plasterwork 

throughout the country from the Scottish Borders in the south to the Highlands. 

There are in the region of a hundred properties where decorative plasterwork from 

this period survives or has been recorded,
2
 ranging from royal palaces containing 

many highly-decorated schemes, to small rooms in town houses embellished only by 

a handful of decorative casts. However, the cultural influences which affected the 

development of this branch of interior decoration are little understood. As a result, 

readers of previous studies of decorative plasterwork in Scotland would have come 

to the following conclusions.
3
 Firstly, that decorative plasterwork came north to 

Scotland after the Union of the Crowns in 1603, its primary influence being the 

already established tradition of plaster decoration in England. Secondly, that 

decorative plasterwork in Scotland enriched otherwise outmoded accommodation. 

Thirdly, that it was not up to the standard of work in England. Finally, that Scotland 

continued with a style of plasterwork well into the later seventeenth century that had 

already gone out of fashion in the south. All this added up to a perception that 

decorative plasterwork was not indigenous to Scotland, and relied upon English 

influences for quality and innovation. 

 

                                                 
1
 Heath, B., ‘Stone Repair and Conservation’ opening remarks of lecture given to the Traditional 

Building Skills and Materials Day, Glasgow, 15 September 2008 
2
 See Appendices. 

3
 The sources for these are discussed later in this chapter. 
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This thesis is a study of that decorative plasterwork in seventeenth-century Scotland. 

Its aim is to challenge such traditional perceptions of early Scottish plasterwork by 

re-assessing the factors affecting its development throughout the seventeenth 

century. These include the role which decorative plasterwork played in the evolving 

culture of Scotland and more importantly, the impact that an absent court had upon 

its evolution. Although this research relies heavily on the vast amount of evidence 

contained within the actual plasterwork itself, its purpose is not to produce a 

catalogue of surviving and recorded work, but rather to understand what it reveals 

about the values and practices of those who commissioned it. 

 

The themes which have emerged are first, evidence of a rich tradition of ceiling 

decoration in Scotland during the sixteenth century – derived from documented 

accounts and first-hand descriptions; second, that the appetite for decorative interiors 

is inconsistent with the notion of outdated and uncomfortable living arrangements, 

because the work was carried out for a culturally-aware and educated nobility who 

took great interest in improving their houses and estates. Third, after the Union of the 

Crowns of 1603, the leading courtiers and government officials who represented the 

‘absent’ monarch became the country’s prime architectural patrons and cultural 

leaders. They not only organised extensive repairs at the royal palaces using, in part, 

imported labour, but ensured that they too had access to leading architectural figures 

and craftsmen for their own houses. Fourth, that in 1617 at least, the craftsmen from 

London were imported more for reasons of labour shortage than for cultural 

innovation. Fifth, that Scotland may have continued to patronise a style of 

plasterwork that was going out-of-fashion in south-east England can be ascribed to a 

lack of cultural leadership after the death of the Chancellor in 1622. Sixth, although 

native-based plasterers were beginning to react to changes in fashion popular in 
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England in the later seventeenth century, it relied once again on courtiers and 

government officials to lead cultural change in Scotland. Finally, this research argues 

that, as the century progressed, there was a change in the role played by decorative 

plasterwork for it patrons as it changed from being highly symbolic to a much more 

purely decorative role. 

 

Methodology 

The methodology used in this thesis was devised to match cultural artefacts to 

architecture and to manuscripts. The context was set by examining the general 

historiography against the recent changes in the perception of the Scots nobility and 

landed classes during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and the architecture 

and furnishings that they commissioned. This broader historical context was then set 

against the specific historiography of interior decoration and craftsmanship. Once the 

context had been set, a survey was undertaken of the corpus of decorative 

plasterwork in Scotland which ranged from extant decorative schemes in houses to 

those recorded in photographs, drawings and sketches before demolition. A list of 

surviving and recorded examples of seventeenth-century decorative plasterwork was 

compiled using descriptions and gazetteers contained within the work of Bankart, 

Jourdain, Turner, Beard and Historic Scotland’s Technical Advice Note on the Care 

and Conservation of 17
th

 Century Plasterwork in Scotland. Additions, particularly of 

demolished work, were made by trawling the five volumes of The Castellated and 

Domestic Architecture of Scotland by MacGibbon and Ross, county inventories 

prepared by the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of 

Scotland, The Buildings of Scotland, RIAS Illustrated Architectural Guides and the 

many books of architectural drawings published in the early twentieth century, such 

as Details of Scottish Domestic Architecture by the Edinburgh Architectural 
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Association in 1922.
4
 Such publications, along with Statutory Listing reports and 

property visitor guides, have provided the architectural histories of many relevant 

properties.  

 

These individual histories were put into a wider national and international context by 

Deborah Howard’s Scottish Architecture from the Reformation to the Restoration, A 

History of Scottish Architecture by Glendinning, MacInnes and MacKenchie, and 

Charles McKean’s The Scottish Chateau.
5
  The historical context for the researched 

period came from a number of key publications which illuminated the political, 

economic and social history of sixteenth and seventeenth-century Scotland.
6
 This 

allowed the culture of the period to be understood in the context of professional 

relationships and allegiances between leading government figures, at a time when 

many of the latter appeared to be investing in their houses and estates.  

 

Once a basic list of sites and schemes had been compiled, geographic clusters of sites 

became evident. Further anlysis revealed kinship and political ties amongst patrons 

of decorative plasterwork. Such links became even more apparent upon close 

examination of the plasterwork itself. An accurate database, created by analysing 

photographs taken during site visits, photographic records held in the Library of the 

                                                 
4
 Bankart, G.P., The Art of the Plasterer (London, 1908); Jourdain, M., English Decorative 

Plasterwork of the Renaissance (London, 1926); Turner, L. A., Decorative Plasterwork in Great 

Britain (London, 1927); Beard, G., Decorative Plasterwork in Great Britain (London, 1975); Historic 

Scotland, Technical Advice Note 26: The Care and Conservation of century Plasterwork in Scotland, 

(Edinburgh, 2004); Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland and the 

National Monuments Record of Scotland, Burgh and County inventories of the ancient and historical 

monuments; MacGibbon, D. and Ross, T., The Castellated and Domestic Architecture of Scotland, 

From the Twelfth to the Eighteenth Century, vols. i-v (Edinburgh, 1887 - 1892); The Buildings of 

Scotland Trust, The Buildings of Scotland; RIAS, Illustrated Architectural Guides; Gillespie, J., 

Details of Scottish Domestic Architecture, (Edinburgh, 1922); Edinburgh Architectural Association 

Sketch Book (Edinburgh 1886-90) vols. i – iii. 
5
 Howard, D., Scottish Architecture from the Reformation to the Restoration (Edinburgh, 1995); 

Glendinning, M., MacInnes, R., and MacKechnie, A., A History of Scottish Architecture (Edinburgh, 

1996); McKean, C., The Scottish Chateau (Stroud, 2001) 
6
 For example, Lee jun., M., Lee jun., M., Government by the Pen (Chicago and London, 1980), 

Goodare, J., and Lynch, M., The Reign of James VI (East Linton, 2000), Brown, K. M., Noble Society 

in Scotland (Edinburgh, 2000)  
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Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland and 

images, sketches and engravings from printed publications, was completed. It lists 

and records all individual decorative casts, ribs, friezes, pendants and overmantels 

from all available pre-c1640 decorative plasterwork schemes and catalogues key 

features from all available seventeenth-century schemes.
7
 It revealed much 

commonality in the decorative themes and iconography, and demonstrated that 

plasterers applied a relatively small range of decorative casts across multiple sites. In 

most cases, however, they still combined that with a degree of hand-crafted 

individuality. The use of particular decorative casts, however, showed where groups 

of plasterers had worked. This, coupled with the very few surviving written accounts 

naming craftsmen, allowed known plasterers to be identified as the likely 

candidate(s) for non-attributed work. Once the survey was complete, it was also 

interrogated against kinship and other links amongst the patrons, and against the 

latter’s links with the court and with London. 

 

Structure of the Thesis  

The opening chapters of Part 1 set out the craft and cultural context in which the 

popularity of decorative plasterwork in Scotland flowered. This introductory chapter 

assesses why surface finishes such as plaster may be less appreciated than other 

building materials in Scotland and how this appreciation may be changing. Chapter 1 

establishes the materials used, techniques applied, and the likely structure of the 

plastering craft at this time, before identifying the extent of plaster decoration 

throughout the country (and from where it is likely to be missing). Chapter 2 

provides a broad historic, cultural and architectural context to the period by 

examining the nature of the nobility and land-owning classes and assessing the effect 

                                                 
7
 This material forms much of the Appendices. 
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this had on their houses. Chapter 3 assesses the influence of English plasterwork and 

to what degree a native tradition of ceiling decoration (if any) had on the early 

development of decorative plasterwork in Scotland.  

 

Part 2 concentrates on two prominent groups of early seventeenth-century decorative 

plasterwork. Chapter 4 aims to establish the affect that the King’s departure to 

London (and only visit home again) had on patronage and the evolution of plaster 

decoration and who, in the absence of King and Court, became the country’s cultural 

leaders responsible for advancing innovations in architecture and interiors. Chapter 5 

studies the kinship and political links that appear to have existed between the patrons 

of decorative plaster at this time and, based upon close examination, proposes which 

plasterers were most likely responsible for much of the work. Part 2 concludes by 

considering the reasons why Scottish plasterwork may have evolved differently from 

that in England and introduces an as yet unidentified group of decorative plasterwork 

executed throughout east-central Scotland which seems to have been particularly 

influential later in the century.  

 

The plasterwork of late seventeenth-century Scotland is the main subject of Part 3. 

Chapter 6 analyses the evolution and development of decorative plasterwork from 

the mid to late seventeenth century – concentrating mainly on work from the post-

Restoration period to c1695. Firstly this chapter examines the continued reliance of 

early seventeenth century plaster features in later work, before introducing where 

changes were introduced and of what these changes comprised. This chapter 

identifies the prominent plasterers and patrons responsible during this period of 

transition and change, and again links these to a close circle of patrons, craftsmen 

and designers. 
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Chapter 7, the penultimate chapter before the conclusion, establishes whether the role 

played by decorative plaster in seventeenth-century Scotland can be interpreted by a 

study of the decoration employed. It compares both early and later schemes and 

assesses if the role of decorative plasterwork changed as the century proceeded. 

 
The perception of plasterwork in Scotland 

 
Scotland’s plasterwork has been overlooked and the influences that affected its 

development little understood may be because it has tended to be viewed as part of 

British-wide studies that have invariably resulted in a comparative assessment being 

made between Scottish and English work. This invariably meant that any context 

from a Scottish perspective relied heavily upon historiography that is now viewed as 

being out-of-date. In many ways the same historiography has created another 

problem, which is more enduring, in that stone is the most commonly associated 

building material with Scottish houses of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. As 

a result, a surface finish such as plaster, a material used to cover up quintessentially 

Scottish stonework, seems to have received much less attention.  

 

The association with stone is in keeping with the traditional view of Scottish 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries country houses; that is, rubbly, mainly 

castellated, defensive strongholds, devoid of much comfort, in a country, reduced not 

only geographically on the fringes of Europe, but also remote from cultural 

advancement.
8
 This fitted well with the eighteenth and nineteenth century perception 

of Scotland before closer union with England. In 1858 Robert Chambers wrote in 

The Domestic Annals of Scotland, ‘It is forced upon us that the Scots were, at this 

very time, a fearfully rude and ignorant people. . . ruder than England of that day’.
9
 

When, in the nineteenth century there was an increased desire to record and 

                                                 
8
 This view is challenged in Chapter 2.  

9
 Chambers, R., The Domestic Annals of Scotland, vol. i (Edinburgh, 1858), p. 5. 
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understand Scotland’s earlier architectural history, it was carried out with these 

‘fearfully rude’ impressions firmly embedded. Much of the perception of Scotland’s 

architectural past during the twentieth century was shaped by the work of Robert 

William Billing’s The Baronial and Ecclesiastical Antiquities of Scotland, published 

in four volumes between 1845 and 1852,
10

 which emphasised bare stonework and 

features that were ‘fortified to inspire terror in evil doers’ and could confuse 

renaissance houses with those much older (Fig. 0.1).
11

 Forty years later architects 

David MacGibbon and Thomas Ross recorded much of Scotland’s pre-union 

castellated and domestic architecture in five volumes, published between 1887 and 

1892 - which concurred mainly with the then perception of pre-union Scotland and 

out-of-date castles.
12

  This view was promoted earlier in the work of lawyer and 

novelist Sir Walter Scott,
13

 who romanticised Scottish history in such a way that was 

acceptable in Britain, and who had been instrumental in orchestrating the visit of 

King George IV to Edinburgh in 1822, the first reigning monarch to do so since 

Charles II.
14

 A generation later, Queen Victoria’s fondness of the Highlands and her 

reconstruction of Balmoral Castle into the archetypal Scottish Baronial mansion-

house in 1853-56, created a fashion for romantically-styled Highland castles that 

permeated down to many new public buildings, memorials and cemented this style as 

being recognisably Scottish. Architects associated with the Scottish Baronial style 

                                                 
10

 Billings, R. W., The Baronial and Ecclesiastical Architecture of Scotland, vols. i – iv., (Edinburgh, 

1845 -1852) 
11

 In volume i, he grouped the lower floors of Crathes with nearby Drum, despite differences in their 

plan and wall thicknesses.  
12

 MacGibbon, D. and Ross, T., The Castellated and Domestic Architecture of Scotland, From the 

Twelfth to the Eighteenth Century, vols. i-v (Edinburgh, 1887 - 1892). 
13
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the Union of Parliaments in 1707. 
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 Hewitt, D., ‘Scott, Sir Walter (1771–1832)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 

University Press, 2004; online edn, May 2008 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/24928, 

accessed 27 May 2011] 
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include William Burn and David Bryce in the nineteenth century (Fig. 0.2), and later 

on in the work of R. Rowand Anderson and A. G. Sydney Mitchell.
15

 

 

Early nineteenth century interest resulted in the publication of The Baronial and 

Ecclesiastical Antiquaries of Scotland by Robert W. Billings,
16

 with engravings and 

descriptions of many bare stone and ivy clad houses and ruins, serving the notion, 

like that of Chambers, that before closer union with England, the Scots would have 

had little interest in domestic comfort. The image presented of the Scottish house 

was that of ruggedness in bare stone, one promoted by Scott himself at Abbotsford, 

where between 1816-23 he had the old farmhouse remodelled by the English 

architects Edward Blore and William Atkinson
17

 into a country house in ‘an old-

fashioned Scotch style’ (Fig. 0.3).
18

 The revision of pre-Union Scottish history by 

those who believed that the Parliamentary Union of 1707 was the catalyst that 

allowed Scotland to develop, meant that by the time MacGibbon and Ross began 

their work, it was in the belief that they were looking at castles belonging to feuding 

land-owning classes, not overly concerned about domestic comfort, and that the 

architectural renaissance only began in Scotland once anglicising influences began to 

permeate.
19

 Their pioneering work was continued over the next century by others 

such as W. Douglas Simpson,
20

 Stewart Cruden
21

 and Harry Gordon Slade.
22
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 For examples of their work see, Colvin, H., A Biographical Dictionary of British Architects: 1600 – 
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17
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18

 Walter Scott quoted in, Glendinning, M., MacInnes, R., and MacKechnie, A., A History of Scottish 

Architecture (Edinburgh, 1996) p. 238 
19

 For example, in H. Colvin, ‘The beginnings of the architectural profession in Scotland’, 

Architectural History, xxix (London, 1986), pp. 173–4, suggests that it was not until the late 

seventeenth-century ‘for the first generation of Scottish lairds to realise that the tower house was an 
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20

 Simpson wrote widely on the castles in the north east of Scotland, for example, Simpson W.D., 

‘Notes on Five Donside Castles’, PSAS (Edinburgh, 14.2.1921) 
21

 Cruden, S., The Scottish Castle (Edinburgh, 1960) 
22

 Slade was a frequent contributor to the Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland from 

the early 1970’s. 



10 

 

When comparing post reformation tower houses to classical homes, Stewart Cruden 

wrote ‘It is not great art; it achieves no sublimity; it forms no laws and conforms to 

none.’
23

 In 1966 John Dunbar described country house building in the early 

seventeenth century as “the last vigorous flowering of this essentially vernacular 

tradition of building”.
24

 As recently as 1991 it was thought that the reason for a lack 

of classical architecture was that Scotland was ‘backward’,
 25

 that is in terms of 

having architects who had the requisite knowledge to allow the building of classical 

architecture.  

 

Within general history texts, it is a paradox that historians such as T. C. Smout wrote 

about Scottish cultural advancements in terms of foreign education and travel, of 

merchants importing foreign books and the works of sophisticated craftsmanship
26

 

but did so in the belief that Scots needed to live in defensible castles with ‘military 

features’, while English Elizabethan manor-houses prevailed with ‘plenty of glass 

and pleasant gardens’.
27

 However, even though recent research work is changing this 

perception by highlighting evidence of architectural modernity and continental 

influences much earlier than any formalised relations with England were adopted,
28

 

the older view of ‘designed mainly for defence’
29

 until the end of the seventeenth 

century,
30

 still persists. 

 

                                                 
23

 Cruden, Scottish Castle, p. 164. 
24

 Dunbar, Architecture of Scotland, p. 53. 
25

 Samson,, R.,‘The Rise and Fall of Tower-Houses in Post-Reformation Scotland,’ in R. Samson, ed., 

The Social Archaeology of Houses (Edinburgh, 1991), p. 224. 
26

 Smout, T. C., A History of the Scottish People: 1560-1830, London, 1985, p. 171 
27

 Smout, Scottish People: 1560-1830, p. 94 
28

 For example, in Howard, D., Scottish Architecture from the Reformation to the Restoration 

(Edinburgh, 1995), pp. 30-33, the entrance to the Chapel Royal at Stirling Castle, by William Schaw 

is compared to the Roman Arch of the Sergii at Pula on the Dalmation coast and gateway to the 

Venetian Arsenal of 1460. 
29

 Devine, T. M., In Bed with an Elephant, festival lecture given to the Tweeddale Society, Peebles, 27 

August 2007. Also, Devine, T. M., The Scottish Nation (Edinburgh, 1999), p. xxi  
30

 Cruickshanks, D., ‘Kinross House’ in The Country House Revealed, BBC 2 documentary, 17
th

 May 

2011. 
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The perception of Scotland’s architectural history and its decorative plasterwork has 

been clouded by the many publications, gazetteers and guides that have, over the last 

hundred and fifty years, used Chambers, Smout and Devine as context for their work. 

They have then proceeded to confuse the symbolic martial features and decoration, 

designed for ancestral homage and to exemplify status, with the very few genuine 

fortifications that do exist in the country (Fig. 0.4).
31

 This has misleadingly increased 

the numbers of fortified buildings, while under-representing the peaceable 

renaissance country house with the many roles it would have fulfilled, or the levels 

of comfort it may have provided.  

 

The result was that when Scottish architecture was studied alongside that of England, 

the Scottish land-owning classes of sixteenth and seventeenth-century Scotland were 

thought of as being less-advanced and, in their approach to country house building, 

still reliant on a need for mainly defensive structures.
32

 Likewise, the most recent 

overview of decorative plasterwork in Great Britain relied on this kind of history 

when compiling the chapter on Scottish work by stating that the northerly flow of 

plaster decoration enlivened otherwise ‘sombre fortified castles and tower houses’.
33

 

Strongholds, hewn from impenetrable stone, became identifiable with the perception 

of Scotland. Unadorned and/or ruinous castles are recognised worldwide and are 

used to market Scotland’s brand identity.
34

 As a result, tourists pay to visit Scotland’s 

castles more than they do any other activity.
35

 Such is the association, that when 

memorials are built to celebrate Scotland’s war dead or national heroes, for example, 

the Scottish National War Memorial in Edinburgh Castle or the Wallace Monument 

                                                 
31

 McKean, C., ‘A Scottish Problem with Castles,’ in Historical Research, (Oxford, 2005) vol. 79, p. 

166 
32

 Summerson. J., Architecture in Britain 1530 – 1830 (Yale, 1993), p. 499 
33

 Beard, G., Decorative Plasterwork in Great Britain (London, 1975) p. 80 
34
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35

 Yeoman, I., ‘From Rolling Stones to Barbie – tourism experiences and futures’, lecture delivered to 

the Stone in Context Historic Scotland Conference, Stirling, 14 November 2007. Historic castles and 
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in Stirling (Fig. 0.5), exposed stone is the material of choice (and often in a 

castellated form). Even today, great effort is made to introduce stonework as it 

continues to be one of the main features and material of choice when enhancing town 

and city centres, via improvement schemes and Townscape Heritage Initiatives. 

However, this is not a recent phenomenon. Sir John Scott of Scotstarvet used stone in 

a retrospective way when he built his often-misunderstood Scotstarvit Tower, near 

Cupar in Fife, in 1627  (Fig. 0.6). Scott, a well-educated courtier and antiquarian, far 

from being out-of-touch by constructing an outmoded tower, built a statement of 

historic lineage, by assembling parts from other buildings.
36

 In the late eighteenth-

century Sir John Dalrymple commissioned Robert Adam to enlarge Oxenfoord 

Castle. Writing to a friend in 1784, he stated that ‘I have repaired an old castle and 

by the help of Bob Adam have really made it much older than it was…it would suit 

you, who are an Antiquary, perfectly’.
37

 

 

Antiquarianism influenced architectural tastes in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries and this resulted in many older buildings being stripped of the surface 

finishes that once adorned them,
38

 ironically perhaps, so they could look more like 

the new ‘castle like’ country houses or civic buildings being built at the time.
39

 As a 

result, castles of bare stone, auld grim and grey wi’ years,
40

 is the image that has 

become ingrained in our psyche. Apart from brief flirtations with modernism, for 

example the crisply rendered Scottish Pavilion, albeit with a tower, by Basil Spence 

for the 1938 Empire exhibition held in Glasgow’s Bellahouston Park, we are a 

country of exposed stone and castles. In 1998, the Stirling Prize short-listed, Museum 

                                                 
36

 McKean, C., The Scottish Chateau (Stroud, 2001), p. 41-6 
37

 Sanderson, M.H.B., Robert Adam and Scotland (Edinburgh, 1992) p. 88 
38

 For example. Earlshall, Dunderave, and Lennoxlove all had plasterwork or harling removed by 

architect Robert Lorimer. 
39

 This is discussed further in MacInnes, R., ‘Rubblemania’, in The Journal of Design History 

(Oxford, 1996) vol. 9, pp. 137-151 
40

 Hope, J., Peebles Beltane Festival Song, verse three ‘Auld Neidpath grim and grey wi’ years looks 

doon wi’ war scarred face’. 
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of Scotland, Edinburgh, designed by Benson and Forsyth Architects,
41

 reflects 

influences from Scottish castles in new Moray sandstone - its large round tower 

based overtly upon the half-moon battery at nearby Edinburgh Castle. 

 

Sixteenth and seventeenth-century houses, when stripped of their original surface 

look older and more out-of-date than they actually are. The rubble surfaces give few 

clues to the houses that were the epitome of renaissance architecture in Scotland, but 

instead suggest they were uncomfortable and primitive (Fig. 0.7). The now ruinous 

and exposed walls of Linlithgow Palace offer few clues as to how they would have 

originally looked during the reign of James IV with tinted harling. James employed 

Italian masons on his Royal Palace building works in the early fifteenth century.
42

 

This later prompted Mary of Guise to say she ‘nevir saw a more princlie pallace’.
43

 

Even when organisations such as the National Trust For Scotland recognised that a 

building should be plastered or harled, they could be persuaded that ‘all the old work 

would be obliterated and the front might as well have been constructed in brick’
44

 if 

they decided to cover up the rubble masonry with harling once more.  

 

The romanticised perception of exposed stonework is further enhanced by the 

countless castles and houses neither restored nor occupied. Instead they are 

preserved, standing out of context, minus their courts and service buildings, as 

unadorned ruins towering up from the surrounding manicured lawns, laid bare by 

many years of masonry consolidation works by the Ministry of Works and its 

successors. It is not surprising that all this bare stonework has resulted in a lesser 

                                                 
41

 McKean, C., The Making of the Museum of Scotland, (Edinburgh, 2000)  
42

 Glendinning, MacInnes, and MacKechnie, A History of Scottish Architecture, p. 9 
43

 Campbell, I., ‘Linlithgow’s “Princely Palace” and its influence in Europe’, in Architectural 

Heritage (Edinburgh, 1995) p. 1. She had seen Chambord in France. 
44
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interest in the plasterwork and harling which once covered it. The perception of old 

buildings being of bare stone is partly perpetuated by the inherent weakness of 

plaster as a material. When buildings are abandoned, stone has the ability to survive 

for much longer, despite exposure to the elements. Many ruins across the country are 

testimony to its resilience; for example, the stonework at Caerlaverlock has mainly 

survived for centuries, albeit as a maintained ruin, despite being surrounded by water 

and without a roof. Plasterwork tends to be less durable, as plaster finishes and 

ceilings decay rapidly once the roof is lost and water, the agent of decay, sets in. To 

the unaware visitor (both today and in the past
45

) it can be difficult to tell if the 

stonework was ever covered up, and so we become accustomed in the belief that 

these buildings must have been cold, uncomfortable places to live in (Fig. 0.8). The 

forlorn ruin looked even more antiquated when new houses, seeking a vista, were 

often aligned on their ruinous predecessors, providing a view to be admired from 

their modern replacements.
46

 

 

Houses of bare stonework with uncomfortable living arrangements are of course far 

from the truth.
47

 Perhaps if a substantial number of houses of the sixteenth and early 

seventeenth centuries had survived with their exterior and interior finishes intact, the 

perception of these building might have been different. However, despite loss 

through weathering, mechanical removal or covering over with inappropriate 

materials, enough old lime-based plaster, render, harl and limewash survive as 

evidence to their one time widespread use under mouldings, in window openings and 

on gables now consumed within later extensions (Figs. 0.9 and 0.10).  

 

                                                 
45

 In numerous engravings, Billings had masonry joints drawn on despite the presence of harling. 
46

 For example House of Falkland, Dunmore House, and Kinross House. 
47

 See Chapter 3. 
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Aesthetics alone did not govern the use of plaster. Good building practice played an 

important role. Externally, buildings with rubble surfaces were covered over with 

harling and pigmented limewash to unify the appearance of their facades. 

Alternatively, they were carefully rendered, with joint-lines added, to replicate more 

expensive ashlar stonework.
48

 External plaster finishes were not only aesthetically 

pleasing, however they also weatherproofed the buildings, helped the walls to 

breathe and made them more comfortable to live in.
49

 Internally too, plaster was 

firstly a technical necessity, but one that eventually became highly ornate. Even 

before the introduction of lime mortars and plasters to Britain during the Roman 

occupation,
50

 a form of plastering would have been carried out using clay, earth and 

mud. The aim of these early plasters was to protect against the cold and wet, keep out 

draughts, provide a smooth surface over an uneven background and, when applied 

over timber framing and laths, to minimise fire spread.
51

 When a room was ‘ceiled 

with plaister’ there were benefits. It was ‘excellent against the rage of fire, against 

the cold, and to hinder the passage of all dust and noise’.
52

 If the early use of plaster 

was functional, ‘as a means of lining wall with a durable surface’,
53

 and to provide a 

flat surface as ‘all buildings could not be faced with ashlar masonry’,
54

 its use 

suggests a desire to make accommodation more comfortable to live in and pleasing 

on the eye. Although Samuel Pepys complained about the ‘dirty work of the 

playsterers’, the disruption must have been worthwhile because he wrote that the 
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work ‘is now so handsome that I did not repent of all the trouble that I have been put 

to have it done’.
55

 In essence its function is much more advanced and civilised than 

leaving rubble stonework exposed - not the characteristics always associated with 

sixteenth and seventeenth-century Scottish architecture. However, plasterwork in 

Scotland has not been studied from this perspective. Historians now see the land-

owning classes of sixteenth and seventeenth-century Scotland as increasingly 

educated and well-travelled, and their houses, far from being sombre, were lavishly 

decorated - a role in which decorative plasterwork played a crucial part.
56

 Therefore 

a revaluation is now required to change the general perception of decorative 

plasterwork in Scotland and better understand its development in is correct context.  

 

Interest in decorative plasterwork received considerable attention and study in the 

later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, with four books published between 

1897 and 1927 on the subject, along with many articles appearing in journals and 

publications such as Country Life. The first, Plastering Plain and Decorative by 

William Millar was published in 1897.
57

 Millar was a trained plasterer from a 

Scottish family of plasterers. His book was published following a lifetime spent 

studying plasterwork. The main aim of the book was as a technical guide to explain 

the correct way to plaster. It would have been particularly useful (and still is) for 

apprentices learning the craft, and was clearly written by someone who had great 

technical knowledge and enthusiasm for his subject. However, and mainly because it 

is outwith the main focus of the book, the historical development of plasterwork 

received less attention. An introductory chapter by Mr G Robson, repeated many of 

Millar’s own thoughts in the first chapter, and provided only a brief historical 
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overview – much of which has been superseded by more recent research.
58

 

Nonetheless, Millar’s work was popular enough to merit three further editions being 

published and seems to have been the stimulus for the articles and books that were 

published soon after.
59

 In the thirty years that followed Millar’s publication, three 

further books were published which concentrated less on how to plaster, but more on 

the development of decorative plasterwork. All three list and describe surviving work 

and categorise it by date and/or style. 

 

The earliest of these books, The Art of the Plasterer, published in 1908, was written 

by George Bankart, an architect who was inspired by the Arts and Craft movement, 

and who later taught himself how to plaster. In the preface Bankart explained that his 

intention, in contrast to Millar’s technical treatise, was to explore how materials and 

methods were used and developed. His aim, against a backdrop of ‘the present re-

awakening of the handicrafts connected with the great art of building’, was to 

‘adequately describe the development of the plasterer’s ART as differing from its 

mechanic side’. 
60

 He lamented the degradation of plasterwork in the nineteenth 

century, no doubt partly in response to the fashion of stripping buildings of internal 

and external plasterwork. He was keen to see the place of plasterwork restored, 

alongside that of painting and sculpture, as an art form connected with buildings and 

architecture.
61

 

 

In doing so Bankart presented a history of plastering ranging from the use of ancient 

stucco durro, some 5000 years ago, through to contemporary plasterwork of the early 
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twentieth century. Within such a wide timescale, around a quarter of the book is 

given over to the ‘English School of Plaster’,
62

 concentrating mainly on describing 

surviving work from the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. It is an indication 

of Bankart’s interests that he covered the work of the Adam brothers in only six 

pages
63

 and described the quality of decorative plasterwork after the death of Sir 

Christopher Wren as ‘deteriorating rapidly’.
64

 But despite the detailed descriptions 

and numerous illustrations, very little context is given in terms of wider architectural 

advancements, or the people responsible for advancing them. This was partly 

addressed in the late 1920s when two further books on decorative plasterwork were 

published. The first one was English Decorative Plasterwork of the Renaissance by 

Margaret Jourdain in 1926.
65

 This was followed a year later by Laurence Turner’s 

Decorative Plasterwork in Great Britain.
66

 

 

Jourdain and Turner concentrated on the development of plaster decoration from 

around the reign of King Henry VIII through to the mid-eighteenth-century, each 

doing so in a similar way to Bankart by listing, describing and illustrating examples 

of surviving work. Although they essentially cover the same ground, each has certain 

advantages over the other. Turner’s written descriptions are more in-depth, although 

he is often incorrect in his analysis when discussing technical aspects,
67

 whereas 
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English Decorative Plasterwork of the Renaissance was the first to list the names of 

plasterers and ascribe work to them.
68

 

 

In all three of these books decorative plasterwork in Scotland is given a similar 

treatment. At the beginning of his chapter on Scottish plasterwork Bankart wrote:  

The sixteenth century in Scotland brought great changes in the life of the 

people. It was found unnecessary to keep up the towers and keeps, which 

were practically nothing more than places of defence with hall and 

dungeon.
69

 

 

Of early plasterwork in Scotland he wrote that ‘it was very simple, and not until later, 

when there was freer intercourse between the races north and south of the Tweed, did 

the style gradually become richer’, continuing that it was ‘rather more simply set and 

quaintly disposed than in England’.
70

 Margaret Jordain agreed that it was the Union 

of the Crowns that opened the door for the movement of ideas northwards.
71

 In 1927 

Lawrence Turner wrote that early Scottish plasterwork had a compactness and 

sparseness to it.
72

 While they all recognised a consistency in the work and are able to 

list and describe the then known surviving work,
73

 it is done so with little or no 

historical context, and so the reader is left with the impression that prior to 1603 

Scotland was an unadorned wilderness. 

 

Forty years later, in 1975, Geoffrey Beard brought the subject up-to-date with 

Decorative Plasterwork in Great Britain.
74

 Beard’s approach brought patronage, 
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materials and techniques, and stylistic development together into one book covering 

the period 1500 through to the mid nineteenth century. In doing so he updated 

Jourdain’s list of plasterers and their known work. Beard gave Scotland its own 

chapter of twelve pages, roughly three of which cover the seventeenth century. He 

then concentrated more fully on neo-classical examples such as those associated with 

William Adam and his sons John and Robert,
75

 publishing a monograph on the 

latter’s work three years later.
76

 Although Beard came into contact with John Dunbar 

and Kitty Cruft, who were among the early architectural historians re-analysing 

Scottish renaissance architecture,
77

 the resulting chapter stated that it was the Union 

of 1603 which resulted in ‘fresh ideas and craftsmen’ entering Scotland and ‘with a 

verve and a swagger alien to the scene they covered all before them’, the aim being 

to enliven the ‘sombre fortified castles and tower houses’.
78

 

 

Like Jourdain, Beard cited the Bromley-by-Bow ceilings that survive in the Victoria 

& Albert Museum in London, with their similarity to the ceilings at Balcarres, as a 

source for the importation of decorative plasterwork from England to Scotland. 

However, unlike Jourdain, Beard is fortunate to have benefited from then new 

documentary evidence that was to form the Accounts of the Masters of Works Vol. II 

1616–1649, published in 1982,
79

 revealing entries for decorative plasterwork at 

Edinburgh Castle in 1617 for the visit of King James VI.
80

 Again, like Jourdain and 

Turner, Beard charts the use of decorative features across the country, for example, 
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linking Glamis, Muchalls and Craigievar, and noting similarities between the ceilings 

surviving at Pinkie, House of the Binns and Auchterhouse.
81

 

 

The result was that no significant new ground was covered. Beard’s publications, 

similar to those written in the first half of the century, dealt with too wide a remit to 

merit extensive coverage of Scottish work in a single volume. Consequently, the 

treatment afforded to Scotland was minimal, and was never viewed against a wholly 

Scottish context, and when it did, it relied mainly on out of date history. These books 

increased the awareness of decorative plasterwork by compiling lists that tell us 

where the ceilings survive and in some cases by giving detailed descriptions. 

However, their understanding of Scottish plasterwork was inevitably limited because 

their studies were carried out within an English framework. They concluded that the 

flow of influences which governed the use of decorative plasterwork came from 

England, and that prior to 1603, Scotland was a nation of tower houses designed 

primarily for defence. They did not consider whether a native tradition of ceiling 

decoration existed and went on to influence seventeenth-century plasterwork. 

Consequently, all either failed to investigate more fully or ignored any evidence that 

might suggest Scotland had any significant decorative plasterwork prior to 1603. 

 

In recent years decorative plasterwork has again been the focus of new research. 

However, unlike previous work when a national approach was adopted, the focus has 

been to concentrate more fully on plasterwork at a regional level. This has included 

studies into plasterwork in Devon, Yorkshire, Somerset and Greater London.
82

 This 
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approach has allowed detailed work to be carried out on the organisation of the craft 

at a regional level, and on how ideas and styles were assimilated and developed. This 

focussed approach, when applied to Scotland, has the potential to yield similarly 

rewarding results. Likewise, such an approach can perhaps increase an awareness 

and understanding of the craft of decorative plaster in Scotland.  

 

Interest in early seventeenth-century Scottish plasterwork was re-ignited in the 1990s 

when Historic Scotland began to plan the ‘re-presentation’ of the royal apartments at 

Edinburgh Castle (Figs. 0.11 and 0.12). The aim was to reinstate a scheme of plaster 

decoration which reflected work carried out at the time of the King’s first and only 

visit to Scotland in 1617. The original scheme, having been lost when the Castle 

became military barracks in the centuries that followed, before being temporarily 

replaced in the mid-twentieth century with a ‘mish-mash’ of styles. By the 1990s 

however, this was thought inappropriate for such a high-status building.  

 

Prior to the reinstatement, research was undertaken to establish how the decorative 

plasterwork might have appeared.
 83

 Again the Accounts of the Masters of Works 

were used
84

 along with physical evidence such as a fragment of frieze, preserved 

after being found during an earlier refit, and found to match near-contemporary 

decorative work at Muchalls. Research work carried out by John Touche,
 85

 was used 

to identify a group of ceilings from the early seventeenth century, from which copies 

of decorative features were taken to allow new plaster casts to be reproduced. From 

this research a decorative scheme was devised which aimed to use the same materials 

and techniques used by plasterers in the seventeenth century. This 1998 research 
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resulted in the production of Technical Advice Note 26: The Care and Conservation 

of 17
th

 century Plasterwork in Scotland, (TAN 26).
86

 The main aim of the publication 

was to serve as a practical guide to those responsible for the conservation and 

maintenance of surviving examples of seventeenth-century plasterwork, rather than 

provide an in-depth reappraisal of what factors affected its development.
87

 

 

More recent work on seventeenth-century plasterwork in Scotland includes an 

unpublished Interim report on the transmission of London plasterwork to Scotland in 

the seventeenth century by Claire Gapper in 2004.
88

 The aim of this paper was to 

better understand the parallels that exist between two of the ceilings from the ‘Old 

Palace’at Bromley-by-Bow, London and a number of ceilings in Scotland that share 

some decorative features. The paper concentrated on a group of ceilings that include 

roundels of the Nine Worthies in their decorative schemes. It showed that a wider 

range of decoration was applied than just those from Bromley-by Bow. The paper 

did not consider the influence of earlier Scottish ceilings on seventeenth-century 

decorative plasterwork. It was also outwith the scope of Gapper’s study to establish 

patronage links between houses where these identical features existed and the role 

plasterwork played in the culture of the nobility at this time. Consequently, the need 

for a fuller understanding of Scottish decorative plasterwork still exists. 

 

An important new publication in 2010, Historic Scotland’s Building Scotland: 

Celebrating Scotland’s Traditional Building Materials
89

 dedicated individual 

chapters to fourteen of the most significant building materials commonly used 
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throughout Scotland. Gordon Urquhart wrote the chapter on plaster and used Beard 

as the basis for his decorative plasterwork introduction. Once again 1603 and 

England were the main foundation for this work,
90

 despite recently published work 

that has been changing the perception of Scotland being a country of out-of-date 

castles and tower houses.  

 

This increased interest in understanding the buildings of Scotland’s architectural 

renaissance has been aided by three important publications in particular: Deborah 

Howard’s Scottish Architecture from the Reformation to the Restoration; 

Glendinning, MacInnes and MacKenchie’s A History of Scottish Architecture and 

Charles McKean’s The Scottish Chateau.
91

 These, and a more evidence-based 

approach
92

 when ‘restoring’ important buildings have produced confirmation to 

demonstrate that the owners and builders of houses in Scotland were seeking to 

achieve a comparable standard of comfort to that of their contemporaries elsewhere 

in Europe. So when viewed from this new context, our current understanding of how 

Scottish interiors developed seems misplaced. Neither were they sombre nor it seems 

were they awaiting the royal Union of 1603 in order to be enlightened by England. 

 

The evidence-based approach of restoring and conserving historic buildings has 

resulted in rubble surfaces faithfully being covered up again as was originally 

intended. As well as the plasterwork carried out in the royal apartments at Edinburgh 

Castle, The Great Hall at Stirling Castle has had its surface finishes restored inside 

and out (Fig. 0.13). Far from being an extension of the rocky outcrop that it sits 
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upon, the Great Hall at Stirling once again is beginning to look how it would have 

been intended, shining like a beacon, and displaying its high-rank status to all 

around. Internally too, the plaster has been restored to resemble how it would have 

appeared during the reign of James IV, an appearance later described as resembling 

an alabaster finish.
93

 

 

Harling has also been restored externally at nearby Argyle’s Lodgings in Stirling, 

Culross Palace near Dunfermline, and on many buildings across the country where it 

had been previously stripped. Internally too, plaster finishes have been reinstated to 

buildings that previously were misrepresented in exposed masonry. Craftsmen and 

women are being trained once more to use traditional and appropriate materials and 

methods – again using the same techniques as taught to plasterers, masons and 

wrights hundreds of years ago. After many years of exposing masonry or re-applying 

inappropriate mortars and plasters which adversely affect the longevity of the 

underlying masonry, breathable lime mortars and plasters are again becoming 

increasingly specified and preferred.
94

 Where bare stone and grey cement mortars 

once existed, colour and detail are again returning to buildings once lost amongst a 

sea of rubble - restoring the appearance of Scotland’s architectural renaissance to 

allow them to be better appreciated and understood as originally intended (Figs. 0.14 

and 0.15). It is the primary aim of this thesis to further increase their appreciation and 

understanding. 

 

This current reawakening and understanding of surface finishes both from a technical 

and visual perspective comes 400 years after the flowering of decorative plaster in 

seventeenth-century Scotland. The materials and techniques used in these 
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restorations are the same as those used when plaster and harling finishes were 

originally applied. Consequently, the next chapter assesses the craft context in which 

the popularity of decorative plasterwork in Scotland flourished. It studies the 

materials used, techniques applied, and the likely structure of the plastering craft. 

Finally, the chapter considers the popularity of decorative plasterwork by affirming 

the extent of its application throughout the country in terms of its survival and the 

buildings where it is likely to be missing. 
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Chapter 1 

Renaissance plasterwork in Scotland: The craft, its structure and the extent of 

its application. 
 

I tell this tale, which is strictly true, 

Just by way of convincing you 

How very little, since things were made, 

Things have altered in the building trade.
95

 

 

This first chapter sets out the craft context in which the popularity of decorative 

plasterwork in Scotland flowered. It identifies the materials used, techniques applied, 

and the likely structure of the plastering craft at this time before examining the likely 

popularity of plasterwork by considering its spread throughout the country in terms 

of its survival and from where it is likely to be missing. 

 
Decorative plasterwork synonymous with early seventeenth-century Scotland 

generally comprised of a decorative ceiling, with a cornice run around the perimeter 

of the room, with plaster ribs (themselves often decorated along the soffit) dividing 

the ceiling creating geometric patterns. Decorative pendants of various dimensions 

were often placed where the ribs intersected, the resulting fields formed by the ribs 

more often than not filled with various decorative motifs.
96

 In addition, decorative 

friezes and over-mantles were frequently incorporated into the schemes, giving the 

plasterers wider scope to apply their skills (Fig. 1.1).  

 

Kipling’s description of the building industry at the beginning of this chapter is 

especially applicable to the craft of plastering, that of taking a heap of wet plastic 

material and applying it in thin layers on to vertical or horizontal surfaces, then 
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trowelling, floating, curing and/or manipulating it in any number of ways to achieve 

a plain flat or highly decorative finish. Based upon archive documents and close 

examination of surviving schemes and plaster fragments, it seems that the materials, 

tools and techniques adopted 400 years ago in Scotland are mainly those still used in 

new and restoration plasterwork today. 

 

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the most common type of plaster was 

lime-based,
97

 whereby limestone was broken up and burnt in a kiln to produce 

quicklime and then slaked to a putty, aged, and mixed with aggregate of varying 

coarseness, depending on the thickness of coat or finish required, with hair often 

added to reinforce the coating and minimise shrinkage.
98

 The evidence for this lies in 

Treasury and Master of Works Accounts. They generally show a reliance on locally 

available materials, especially for bulky items such as lime and sand, which would 

have been difficult to transport long distances over land. In the late 1530s, when the 

alterations were being carried out at Falkland Palace for James V, accounts describe 

how workers were employed in the ‘wyning and breking of lyme stanis to the 

furnessing of iiii killis’ in the nearby Lomond Hills and then ‘birnying, sloknyng and 

caryng’ it to the Palace.
99

 Afterwards, the lime putty was mixed with sand quarried 

and transported from nearby Strathmiglo by ‘Johns Gilmour and his marrowis’.
100

 

 

Even where no documentary evidence survives, physical analyses of building 

materials confirm the use of local materials. For example, at Culross Palace, 

chemical analysis has shown that beach sand from the foreshore was mixed with the 
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locally available hydraulic lime to make mortars and plasters,
101

 while hair used to 

reinforce the mix was often supplied by the plasterers themselves. Spairgers Thomas 

Dowgall and Alexander Broun were both paid to supply hair for work at Holyrood 

between 1626 and 1633.
102

 On large scale projects, workers were paid to mix and 

barrow the plaster into the rooms ready for application, with ‘servers’ employed to 

pass the plaster to the craftsmen and ‘dicters’ employed to clean up afterwards.
103

 

 

Plasterers also added other ingredients into their plaster mixes to alter its properties, 

such as plaster of Paris, as is documented having been delivered to the Royal Palaces 

in the sixteenth century.
104

 When added to lime plaster, it would have vastly reduced 

the setting time - cutting down the amount of waiting-time between coats and 

improving productivity. Plaster of Paris would have also increased the production 

rate of decorative casts from moulds. On sites with no recorded use of plaster of 

Paris, the addition of ‘smedie coalles’
105

 seem to have produced similar results,
106

 

while plasterers also supplied peat and coal to burn in the rooms in which they were 

working to speed up setting times, minimise frost damage and presumably to create 

better working conditions. Peat was delivered to Holyrood on 3
rd

 June 1633, the 

same day as ‘Lawrens Schort plaisterer’ was paid for supplying ‘kolles’.
107

  

 

The resulting plaster mixes were applied onto either a solid background (usually 

stone, but occasional rammed earth or clay and later brick), or directly onto timber 

laths which were nailed on to timber partitions or floor/ceiling structures (Fig. 1.2). 

                                                 
101

 NTS Building’s Team Archive: Culross Palace, 2007 
102

 Imrie, J., and Dunbar, J., Accounts of the Masters of Works Vol. II 1616–1649, (Edinburgh, 1982) 

p. 206 and 314 
103

 For the activities of those who assisted plasterers see entries throughout, Paton, Accounts of the 

Masters of Works, including p. lxxv, 76, 243 and 366 
104

 T.A. vol. x, pp. 274-7   
105

 Imrie and Dunbar, Accounts of the Masters of Works, p. 77 
106

 Chemical analysis shows that the smiddy coals were added to the lime to increase its setting 

properties, see Historic Scotland, Technical Advice Note 26: The Care and Conservation of 17
th

 

century Plasterwork in Scotland, (Edinburgh, 2004), p. 13 
107

 Imrie and Dunbar, Accounts of the Masters of Works, p. 328 



30 

The laths were generally produced by hand-splitting timbers into thin strips, usually 

around one or one and a half inches wide and 48 inches long. They were then then 

fixing them into place using small iron nails with gaps between them to provide a 

key for the first coat of plaster to grip on to.
108

 For the rebuilding of Glenorchy 

Lodging in Perth, 1573-74, timber partitions were built and lathed with fir spars from 

Glenlyon and Rannoch, fixed by ‘ane hundred planschoir nail to the plaiser walls’.
109

 

Alternatively, laths were formed by splitting wider, but thinly sawn boards, at 

intervals, but not along the entire length (Fig. 1.3). They would then be pulled apart 

to form the necessary key to allow the plaster to grip.  This method occasionally re-

used the now superfluous painted boards from earlier decorative schemes, as in the 

case of Mary Somerville’s House in Burntisland, Fife (Fig. 1.4).
110

 Lath and timber 

backgrounds also had to be shaped to accommodate decorative ribs and cornices and 

to make armatures for features such as pendants. These provided reinforcement and 

reduced the overall weight of the plasterwork. This required the plasterers and the 

joiners/carpenters to work closely together. 

 

Joiners may also have helped the plasterers to make the running moulds necessary to 

produce run mouldings such as cornices and ribs. A running mould is a timber 

template cut to the profile of the moulding required. In modern practice the mould is 

usually finished with a sheet metal such as zinc to give a sharper, longer-lasting 

profile. Run mouldings are produced by passing the running mould over multiple 

applications of wet plaster until the desired profile has been achieved. As with plain 

plasterwork, backing coats would comprise coarse-stuff built up in layers, kept 

behind the finished profile by muffling the mould to reduce its girth, before running 

in the application of a finer finishing-coat on top. Modern technique relies on timber 
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rails to guide the running mould for straight work or a gig-stick cut to the desired 

radius and centred on a nail for curved work. However, the undulating nature of early 

plasterwork may be indicative of less reliance upon these guides, although the 

undulations are likely to have been caused by historic settlement and movement in 

any of the timbers behind. 

 

Reverse moulds were required, usually carved in timber, to allow the production of 

plaster cast decoration for friezes, decorating cornices and infilling rib fields. On 28
th

 

April 1617, at Edinburgh Castle, William Wallace was paid for carving ‘the haill 

muldis to the plaisterers’, while over half a century later payments were made to 

Andrew Paterson, a wright, for making ‘several plaister moulds’ for 

Holyroodhouse.
111

 Cast decoration appears to have been produced in the same way 

as described by Hugh Platt in The Jewell House of Art and Nature: 

If some excellent carver in wood or stone did carve some excellent piece of a 

border, of half a yard long, and a foot in breadth, with antick faces and 

personages, or other fruitages thereon, and with the coat-armours of 

Gentlemen, and other pleasing devices to garnish the same; the aforesaid 

Artist might easily, and with small cost, cast off whole borders for chambers 

or galeries, in the aforesaid substances or compositions, which would seem to 

be of infinite charge.
112

 

 

The robustness of these moulds allowed casts to be produced from them over many 

years,
113

 suggesting that these moulds usually remained in the possession of the 

plasterer. Examination of cast work suggests that they were produced by filling the 

moulds with a stiff lime plaster. A cross-section of work from Sailor’s Walk shows 
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that a fine mix was applied first and then covered with a coarser mix. In modern 

work, the mould would then be turned over and the cast removed and allowed to dry 

before application onto the ceiling or wall. However, if the Sailor’s Walk sample is 

representative of wider practice, the homogeneity of the build-up of layers/coats, 

combined with the lack of any visible adhesive layer, suggest that for shallower work 

it may have been possible to produce the cast in-situ by pressing the mould into the 

wet plaster (Fig. 1.5). 

 

Despite the likelihood of relying on timber moulds, it is also possible that plasterers 

were able to make further reproductions once in possession of a single cast, rather 

than needing access to the original mould. This could be done crudely by using clay, 

or by pouring over molten lead
114

 or using a method again described by Platt. 

Note also yt when you have molded any gentle pattern in glue, you may open 

the moldes by slitting of them, or blowing them backwards therby the esilyer 

to get out the patterne without danger of breaking it, and yet the mold will 

return to his first shape …Note that you may dissolve your moldes of glewe 

againe, and cast often in them according to the manner before set downe.
115

 

 

Although the use of glue or gelatine to produce moulds did not become widespread 

until the mid nineteenth century,
116

 Johne Murray was paid sixteeen shillings to 

provide ‘glew’ for use at Edinburgh Castle,
117

 ostensibly for use in the decorative 

paint schemes. There is therefore evidence that materials were available to 

manufacture cast decoration on a much greater scale than purely having access to the 

original timber moulds. However, as the moulds produced from this method would 
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have been fragile in comparison to wooden moulds, they would not be able to 

withstand constant filling with lime plaster. 

 

In Italy, in-situ hand-modelled work is produced by mixing aged lime putty, made 

from burnt marble, with varying sizes of ground marble dust to produce a stiff mix 

that is applied in thin layers using metal hand tools. Each layer relies on the suction 

of the previous coat to aid adhesion until the desired decorative profile is achieved. 

The general technique of application in thin layers is likely to have been the method 

employed to produce hand-modelled work such as the overmantels at Glamis, 

Craigievar and Muchalls.
118

 However, although there is a marble quarry in the far 

north west of Scotland, it is likely that the plasterers would have relied instead upon 

locally available aggregates, or possibly crushed limestone/chalk, for their plaster 

mixes. Such was the high-relief nature of plaster decoration by the last quarter of the 

century, that it seems likely that individual leaves, fruits and flowers were made by 

hand before being applied as decorations to ribs, fields and gardlands. Afterwards, 

the ‘coales furnished to the Plaisterers’ at the Palace of Holyroodhouse were used for 

‘baking their fretwork’
119

 or to harden it from its plastic state. 

 

Plasterers’ tools are likely to have changed little in the years before they were 

illustrated in Joseph Moxon’s Mechanick Exercises of 1703 (Fig. 1.6).
120

 The 

illustration shows a hawk, trowels, brushes, lath hammer, straight edges, buckets, 

riddles and ladders, all still recognisably usable by modern-day plasterers. The array 

of trowels, floats and straight edges were used to apply, scour and straighten the 

plasterwork, while riddles were used to sieve aggregates to the desired coarseness, 

determined by application of the mix being prepared. Riddles were supplied on a 
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regular basis to plasterers at the royal palaces - over 30 were supplied during the 

James V works at Falkland alone.
121

 The bulk and importance of their tool 

necessitated separate payment for their transportation between sites. Over thirteen 

shillings was paid to have plasterers tools brought from Edinburgh to Stirling Castle 

in June 1633.
122

 

 

Judging by the similar wage structure and hierarchy applied to the various other 

trades and crafts employed in the royal palaces, plasterers employed at this time, like 

their fellow masons and wrights, were also part of a craft structure and belonged to a 

trade incorporation. For example, an analysis of payments made to plasterers or 

‘spargers Laurence Shortus, John Zuit and Thomas Dowgal at Edinburgh Castle 

during September and October of 1616 reveals that Schortus was paid a rate 

equivalent to just under 7/- per day, while Zuit and Dowgal received twice this 

amount at just over 13/-.
123

 This suggests that Zuit and Dowgal were the more 

experienced and senior figures. The rate paid to Schortus was similar to that paid to 

unskilled barrowmen and carters, who were paid a daily rate of around 6/- to 7/-, 

while the rates paid to Zuit and Dowgal were similar to that paid to three ‘saweris.
124

   

 

In 1616, there were eleven wrights and thirteen masons employed at Edinburgh 

Castle, the numbers fluctuating throughout the period of the works until their 

completion in June of the following year. During this time, the wages paid to masons 

varied, again presumably according to experience, from 26/8d per week to 80/-, the 

highest number (therefore ordinary time-served masons) were paid in the region of 

60/- to 72/-, or 10/- to 12/- per day based on a six-day week
125

. Experience dictated 
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that the Master Mason, William Wallace, was paid £5 per week, while carver 

masons, again likely to be the most experienced masons capable of producing the 

highest quality work, were paid £6 per week. A similar range of rates were paid to 

wrights. Their wages ranged from 26/8d per week to 80/- per week, the majority 

receiving 60/- to 80/-, averaging 12/- per day based on a six-day week.
126

 The figures 

paid to masons and wrights are comparable with the spargers. At around 40/- per 

week, Schortus was paid more than the lowest paid (apprentice) masons and wrights, 

suggesting that he was a part-trained plasterer. Whereas at 80/- per week, Zuit’s and 

Dowgal’s wages were higher than the average-paid mason or wright, but equal to 

that of the most experienced men amongst the other crafts. However, as they were 

paid significantly less than the carvers who were producing decorative work, it 

suggests that they too were producing plainer work.  

 

This is more apparent when the wages of the spargers are compared with four 

English plasterers, employed for the same project: John Johnstoun and his man from 

York, and Richard Cob and Robert Quhitheid from London.
127

 Not only were these 

foreign men entitled ‘plasterers’ in the accounts of the Master of Works, three of 

them were being paid significantly more than the spargers. Two were paid £7/4s for 

working a six-day week, while another was paid the lesser weekly rate of £5/8s, with 

the fourth paid 60s - less than the Scottish spargers, but 50% more than Schortus.
128

 

To be paid such a high rate, (two of them around a quarter greater than the carvers, 

and all three significantly higher than the Master Mason’s normal rate), suggests that  

their work was of exceptionally high quality. The fourth plasterer’s rate of 60/- per 

week suggests that he was less experienced, either an apprentice or recently 
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qualified. Possibly this was Robert Quhitheid, an apprentice of Richard Cob, an 

established member of the London Company of Plaisterers.
129

 

 

Hierarchy within the plastering trade was also apparent at other royal palaces. Three 

spargers (Alexander Bryce, Gilbert Bryce and James Thomeson) were employed at 

Stirling Castle in April 1617 along with thirteen masons, four quarry men, six 

wrights, two glass wrights and nine slaters, all supplied by the fifteen barrowmen 

transporting materials up the steep road to the Castle.
130

 Bryce was paid £4 for six 

days, Thomeson, £0/53/4d and Bryce 36s. Bryce’s rate was slightly higher than the 

£3/12/- paid to most masons and slaters and on a par with the highest paid wright.
131

 

Thomeson’s wage was similar to that of a mid-ranged slater, wright or mason and 

suggesting that he was either an advanced apprentice, or recently time-served. 

Gilbert Bryce’s wage, being the same as a barrowman or lower-ranked slater, 

indicates he was either a young apprentice,
132

 or, if the same Gilbert Bryce employed 

there in 1633 to make ‘small mortar for the plaisterers coming’ - an unskilled 

labourer.
133

 Labourers, (commonly referred to as ‘under attenders’ or ‘servers’) were 

usually paid between 40 and 60% of the rate paid to the plasterer they were working 

alongside,
134

 slightly more than the men who were paid 30s per week to be ‘at the 

rowmes dichting’ while the plasterers were on site at Holyroodhouse in 1633.
135

 

 

Similar works appear to have taken place at Falkland in 1628 when Andro Dougall 

and John Kae were employed from July until October, and again in 1629 when three 

‘spargeris’ - William Andersone, William Taillour and William Honyman worked 

                                                 
129

 Gapper, Interim report on the transmission of London plasterwork to Scotland in the 17th century, 

p. 3, also discussed further in Chapter 5. 
130

 Imrie and Dunbar, Accounts of the Masters of Works, p. 25 
131

 Imrie and Dunbar, Accounts of the Masters of Works, p. 25 
132

 Imrie and Dunbar, Accounts of the Masters of Works, p.24 
133

 Imrie and Dunbar, Accounts of the Masters of Works, p.366 
134

 Imrie and Dunbar, Accounts of the Masters of Works, pp.234-43 
135

 Imrie and Dunbar, Accounts of the Masters of Works, p.313 



37 

there from February until May.
136

 Once again rates of pay suggest that Tailliour and 

Andersone were the senior craftsman, with Honyman receiving around half the 

weekly rate of the others,
137

 an indication that a trade structure was in place. 

 

If there was a trade structure, the plasterers working at the palaces may have 

belonged to a craft organisation or company. Such companies had several functions. 

They imposed fines for poor quality workmanship and controlled entry into the craft 

by ensuring that time-served craftsmen were suitably qualified to train their 

apprentices and by giving them responsibilities towards their apprentice, all set out in 

an indenture, or contract. In addition, they looked after the interests of the members, 

making sure that the conditions, wages and welfare of the craftsmen (and their 

families) were maintained. They would look after widows and orphans In the event 

of illness or death. They also gave their members a standing in the local community, 

sometimes representing them in the local town council. This ensured that their 

interests were protected from encroachments by other trades, untrained workers 

and/or outsiders.
138

 

 

To be legally recognised as an incorporation, guild or company, a group of craftsmen 

needed a 'seal of cause'. This legal document was awarded by the town council and 

allowed the craftsmen to set out rules and regulations for their incorporation and to 

elect a deacon, or chairman. This was granted to the Incorporations of Masons and 

Wrights in Edinburgh in 1475, while in Aberdeen and Glasgow the crafts of masons, 

wrights and coopers were grouped together in 1527 and 1572 respectively.
139
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Painters at the beginning of the century also belonged to wrights’ incorporations,,
140

 

and so too may have spargers and plasterers. The Wrights Incorporation of Perth 

encompassed a number of trades including masons, plasterers, glaziers, joiners, 

coopers, slaters, barbers and tinsmiths, as well as wrights.
141

 

 

It was from these organisations that masons’ lodges stemmed, in order to specifically 

look after the interests of stonemasons.
142

 There does not seem to have been a 

Scottish equivalent to The Worshipful Company of Plasterers of London of which 

plasterers Cobb and Quhitheid were members. There the ‘well beloved faithful and 

liege men of the mistery or art of “gipsars” within our City of London commonly 

called Plasterers’,
143

 were given formal recognition by Henry VII, who granted them 

their charter on 10
 
March 1501.

144
 The aim of The Company was ‘to carry the 

burdens of business touching and concerning both the art and mistery aforesaid’ 

ensuring that ‘the works in this way maybe just faithful and legal without deception 

and fraud’.
145

 However, in York, plasterers, tilers, and bricklayers were all part of the 

same Company.
146

 Apprenticeships lasted no less than seven years followed by 

examination of a test-piece of work, and then in places such as York and Durham, 

members had to have been a freeman or brother of the ‘mystery’ for at least seven 

years before being allowed to take on an apprentice of their own.
147

 This differed 

slightly from London, where once an apprenticeship was successfully competed, the 

apprentice would be made a Freeman, after which time a year’s journeyship was 
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required, followed by four more years of experience before he was able to open his 

own shop or take on his own apprentice.
148

 

 

Plastering in York appears not to have been a standalone trade, for bricklayers and 

tilers undertook plasterwork as well as their own trade. Further evidence of this 

practice is borne out by the fact that no specific apprentice plasterers were registered 

in York at this time.
149

 However, in London, plasterers were keen to ensure that their 

trade was protected from bricklayers. On the 3 March 1579, following a meeting of 

the Lord Mayor and Court of Aldermen, it was agreed that: 

The Bricklayers unlett yt bee in the Queen’s Works and upon tiling. 

The Bricklayers not to meddle in any wise with haire. Can rough cast, pargett 

walls with Lyme & Sand so that it be without haire. And that it shal be further 

Lawfull for them to pargett all chimneys both within & without.
150

 

 

These restrictive practices continued in London until immediately after the Great Fire 

in 1666, when they had to be relaxed ‘for the space of seven years next ensuing and 

enjoying the same liberty as the freemen of the city’ so as to allow the city to be 

rebuilt as quickly as possible.
151

 This suggests that The Company in London was 

keen to ensure that all aspects of plastering, from the most decorative to plain flat 

work, were protected as a plasterer’s tasks. While bricklayers and tilers may have 

carried out plain plasterwork in Yorkshire, the task of executing decorative 

plasterwork may have spawned from the ranks of joiners and carvers. This 

hypothesis fits well with the idea that decorative plaster ceilings evolved directly 

from earlier timber ceilings, ornamented with straight timber ribs and carved 
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bosses.
152

 In the first half of the sixteenth-century plaster ceilings were decorated 

timber batons.
153

 David Bostwick’s research showed how, rather than evolving from 

a trowel-trade background such as bricklaying or masonry, that those undertaking 

decorative plasterwork were often referred to in building accounts as joiners.
154

 For 

example Thomas Gunby, who executed the decorative plasterwork at Gawthorpe in 

1605, was referred to as a joiner. At Temple Newsam, Gunby not only created the 

decorative plaster ceilings but also the timber panelling, signing himself on the 

receipt as a joiner.
155

 Similarly, Thomas Ventris who worked on the plaster ceilings 

at New Park, Huby, Leeds in 1640, was called a ‘carver’ when he was made a 

Freeman of York in 1615.
156

 The distinction in Yorkshire between those undertaking 

plain plasterwork and those executing decorative plasterwork appears to have also 

existed in Scotland. At Edinburgh Castle in 1616-17, the ‘spargers’ employed prior 

to the arrival of the English ‘plasterers’, were paid much less than their English 

counterparts, which suggests possibly that they undertook the preparatory plain work 

prior to the decorative work commencing.
157

  

 

Despite their individual craft guilds, there appears to have been significant overlap 

between the woodworking trades and plastering in London. The London Company 

were keen to protect ‘lath and plasterwork’ exclusively for plasterers, and 

consequently carpenters were fined for undertaking such work. Conversely, between 

1581 and 1630, fifteen plasterers were fined for doing ‘carpentry work’.
158

 Further 

evidence for those executing high quality decorative plasterwork coming from a 

joinery background can be seen in the acceptance of John Allen from the Company 
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of Joiners into the London Company of Plasterers in 1611/12 when he was made a 

Liveryman, and thereafter went on to hold the post of ‘Plasterer to the city of 

London’ in 1617.
159

 Presumably, coming from a completely different craft, he was 

able to secure these posts, not because he could produce plain plasterwork, but 

because of his ability to produce the higher quality decorative plasterwork. What is 

more interesting is that in the late 1580s, whilst still a recognised joiner, Allen was 

deputy to the Royal Master Plasterer, John Symonds.
160

 The increasing importance of 

plasterwork is apparent by the appointment in 1555 of Patrick Kellie as the first 

Royal Master Plasterer, and while not every appointee thereafter was a member of 

the London Company, the appointment of joiner John Allen as deputy does suggest 

strongly that the skills involved were very similar. There does not appear to have 

been a similar appointment in Scotland until the second half of the seventeenth 

century, when James Baine held the position of both King’s Master Plasterer and 

Master Wright.
161

 The greater quantity (and higher quality) of plasterwork being 

produced across the country at this time is possibly an indication that the 

appointment of Baine coincided with the craft becoming increasingly recognised in 

its own right.  

 

The most recent gazetteer of seventeenth-century decorative plasterwork in 

Scotland
162

 lists over seventy-five houses where examples of such plasterwork can be 

found.
163

 Of these, the majority belong to the period 1600 – 1675 and over three-
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quarters of these in country houses. This included properties such as Stenhouse 

Mansion which although now consumed within the city of Edinburgh, was originally 

situated beyond the city boundary - one of the ‘hundred country-seats within a radius 

of two leagues of the town‘.
164

 Such houses are likely to have been suburban villas of 

the wealthy, located within a short distance of the city to allow easy access to the 

capital and the court.
165
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Map 1: Location of properties in Scotland with seventeenth-century plasterwork, c.1600-1675. 
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Given that over three quarters of the country houses which once existed in Scotland 

have now disappeared,
166

 and of those that have survived, many are now maintained 

as ruins or are unrecognisable as a result of later alterations, it is inevitable that the 

number of plasterwork schemes executed would have been much higher. When 

Beard referred to a ‘creamy-white froth of plaster’, he is likely to have been 

correct.
167

  Many long-lost decorative schemes survive in published illustrations. One 

such example is the plasterwork at Elphinstone Tower in the Gorbals, Glasgow, 

demolished in 1870.
168

 Throughout their publication, MacGibbon and Ross
169

 

illustrated lost ceilings in Edinburgh’s West Bow and Grassmarket. Another lost 

scheme was recorded at Abbey House, Culross, by Reverend John Sime in 1806. He 

sketched the layout of a decorative plaster ceiling, possibly dating from the mid 

seventeenth century, in the south west room over-looking the terrace walk and 

garden.
170

  

 

Descriptions or instructions in written documents reveal decorative plasterwork 

schemes in houses since altered or demolished, such as the plaster decoration carried 

out at Balloch by plasterer Thomas Albourn in 1661. This account included 

plastering the stair from the cellar to my lady's chamber and putting the badges of the 

arms in windows in the king's room.
171

 At New Tarbat, Thomas Pennant wrote of 

this ‘one magnificence seat’, observing its ruinous condition and the ‘swallows that 

make their nests in the bold stucco’ in the upper floors.
172

 Kellie Castle in Fife was 

more fortunate, despite its poor condition, in that the decline was halted in November 
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1878 when James Lorimer, Professor of Public and International Law at Edinburgh 

University, agreed the terms of an improving lease with the Earl of Mar and 

Kellie.
173

 Recollecting the repair work that saved the house and its plasterwork, its 

condition was colourfully described by Louise Lorimer: 

It was left to the rooks and the owls who built their nests in its crumbling 

chimneys and dropped down piles of sticks which reached out into the rooms. 

Great holes let the rain and snow through the roofs, many of the floors had 

become unsafe, every pane of glass was broken, and swallows built in the 

coronets on the ceilings, while the ceilings themselves dipped and in some 

places fell in. Dandelions, grass and nettles grew in the rooms, and trees 

rooted themselves in the walls, where cracks rapidly extended.
174

 

 

Other nearby houses were less fortunate. However, some were photographed before 

being demolished, such as 225 High Street Kirkcaldy, before its demolition in 

1969
175

 and Panmure House in Angus, where late seventeenth-century plasterwork 

was recorded prior to it being demolished in 1955.
 176

 

 

Unfortunately, no complete decorative plasterwork schemes survive in any of the 

royal palaces. Fragments found during archaeological investigations concur with 

contemporary descriptions of the palaces as ‘the most remarkable 

spectacles….worthy of commemoration as the most beautiful palaces in the 

world‘.
177

  The royal palaces at Falkland, Stirling and Linlithgow, were described by 
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Sir William Brereton in 1636 as ‘his Majesty’s most pleasant and Gallent houses.
178

 

The royal palaces offer very little physical evidence of their use, because they are 

either ruinous, partly ruinous, have undergone extensive restoration schemes at 

various times or have been in the heavy-handed management of the military – 

obliterating any traces that might have survived  (Fig. 1.7). 

 

Similarly, plasterwork has not survived in many of the main houses which belonged 

to the highest ranked members of the aristocracy - the most likely places where such 

schemes would have been carried out. It seems unlikely that houses belonging to the 

Earl of Mar such as Alloa Tower, where the king visited annually,
179

 or Mar’s Wark, 

his town house in Stirling (Fig. 1.8), would have been finished without the latest 

available fashionable decoration, yet both are now shorn of any decorative 

plasterwork. Similarly, plasterwork may have existed in parts of Kinneil House, 

Boness, West Lothian which was partly demolished in 1936. If these houses stood 

today in anything like their original guise, there is a strong probability that the 

number of examples of plaster decoration would be much higher. The same is true 

for houses that have been demolished completely, such as Wrichtishousis in 

Edinburgh, built for the Napier family. If the flamboyancy of the exterior is an 

indication of how the interiors may have appeared, then there is a high probability 

that decorative plasterwork schemes would have been lost when the house was 

demolished in 1800.
180

  

 

The number of surviving examples increases through the discovery of hitherto 

unknown work, such as two examples in Fife, at Sailor’s Walk in Kirkcaldy and 
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West Green House in Culross, discovered during routine inspection work,
181

 or as in 

Ballencrief House, East Lothian, during preparatory works carried out in advance of 

‘restoring’ the ruined building. Despite its ruinous condition, enough remained of a 

decorative plaster ceiling dating from c1617 to be recorded during archaeological 

excavations, allowing a recreation to be reinstated when the house was restored in 

the 1990’s.
182

 Such a discovery would have been unlikely had the house undergone 

the extensive alterations proposed in 1834.
183

  

 

Extensive alterations carried out to other sixteenth and seventeenth-century houses 

are most probably responsible for the loss of earlier decorative schemes. For 

example, any decorative work carried out by Sir Thomas Kennedy at Culzean, 

Ayrshire, in the late sixteenth century, described in a 1632 account as being ‘buildid 

with grate cost and expensse, some 40 zeirs agoe’ was lost when subsumed within 

Robert Adam’s work of 1775.
184

  

 

The number of schemes carried out in town houses is also likely to have been much 

greater. There are several surviving examples of decorative plasterwork dating from 

the seventeenth century in Edinburgh’s Old Town, but developments carried out 

since, particularly in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, along with fire, are likely 

to have accounted for the loss of many more. After all, the High Street was described 

by one visitor as ‘one of the fairest streets that I ever saw’.
185

 It was here where 

courtiers, noblemen and those in authority built their townhouses,
186

 close to the 

royal palaces to allow passing royalty to be entertained.
187

 It is in houses such as 
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these that decorative plasterwork schemes were applied, although many are likely to 

have been lost during well-intentioned restoration work. For example, M. R. Apted’s 

The Painted Ceilings of Scotland 1550-1650, shows a richly decorated plaster ceiling 

in the Lawnmarket, Edinburgh, partially removed to expose an earlier painted ceiling 

concealed beneath.
188

 Similarly, it is possible that the stripping out of interiors at 

Hamilton House, Prestonpans, East Lothian in the 1930s, possibly in the search for 

decorative paint schemes, like its near neighbour Northfield,
189

 resulted in the loss of 

decorative plasterwork, as nail holes visible on the exposed and unadorned beams 

now suggest. In all probability the number of known works will increase as 

plasterwork hidden for generations under later improvement work is uncovered. 

 

The vast majority of surviving early seventeenth-century plasterwork is located in the 

eastern side of the country, where the bulk of the building boom at the time was 

taking place,
190

 and where the main royal palaces, parliament and administration 

were located, as were the principal trading ports and the most fertile land for 

agriculture.
191

 One chronicler noted "if a person travel from Mount Petie to 

Montrose...and if he choose to take the top of Turin-Hill in his way, he will have a 

view of the almost numberless castles and houses of the great, lying between Cupar 

and Montrose, and which are ornamented with fine woods and gardens'.
192

 In nearby 

Dundee, and to the south in Kirkcaldy, despite later mass-demolition in these towns, 
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enough evidence survives to indicate the high level to which merchants’ houses were 

decorated (Fig. 1.10).
193

 

 

These houses and the ‘frequent cheerful chateaux’ that Thomas Pennant saw when 

travelling through Fife in 1772 are where the lost plasterwork schemes would have 

once existed.
194

 One of these chateaux might have been Kellie Castle where two 

separate phases of decorative plasterwork were carried out in the seventeenth 

century, the oldest from 1617 making it amongst the earliest surviving schemes of its 

type in the country. Throughout the seventeenth century, the owners of Kellie Castle 

were the embodiment of the land-owning classes at this time. Their experiences 

typified the culture of the nobility at the time and this is discussed in much of the 

next chapter. It determines the nature of the land-owning classes in renaissance 

Scotland and provides a broad historic, cultural and architectural context to the 

period when there was a heightened appeal for decorative plasterwork. The chapter 

examines the driving forces which resulted in an extraordinary increase in house 

building and improvements at this time. 

                                                 
193

  In McKean, C., and Whatley, P., Lost Dundee: Dundee’s Lost Architectural Heritage, (Edinburgh, 

2008) p. 24, the interior views of David Hunter’s Great Lodging contain a deeply coved ceiling with a 

large central roundel typical of the mid to late century. 
194

  Pennant, Tour through Scotland, p. 200 



50 

 

 

Chapter 2   

The culture of the nobility in renaissance Scotland and its affect on their houses 

and interiors. 
 

Thair is bot certane maneris of begynnyng of houses in this cuntrie of 

Scotland: ane is by gift of princeis or grit men, for trew and thankfull service; 

ane uther is be just conquest be ane mannis silver or geir; the third is be 

maryage of ladyis of heritage; and ferdlie, quhen be eventure heritage fallis 

to ane man be his mother, or sum uther famell his predecessour.
195

 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a broad historic, cultural and architectural 

context to the period when decorative plasterwork flowered in Scotland by 

examining the nature of the nobility and landowning classes at this time and 

assessing the effect this had on their houses.  

 

In Renaissance Scotland the nobility is thought to have numbered around 7,500, 

(based upon 1% of a population of 750,000) of which 1000 could be considered 

heads of noble houses.
196

 This number includes high ranking peers (lords, viscounts, 

earls and dukes) which collectively rose in number from 52 in 1560 to 102 in 1637 

and the 926 barons, lairds, gentlemen and clan chieftains listed in John Monipenny’s 

1603 guidebook to Scotland.
197

 James VI complained that ‘the great number of 

noblemen there [in Scotland] doe more hame than goode to that state, and that they 

exceede and surpasse the number of the noblemen here [in England]’
198

 Yet James 
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was responsible for creating the larger peerage, many of whom were government 

officials elevated in return for their loyalty while he moved court to London after the 

Union of the Crowns on 1603.
199

 This loyalty was especially necessary since, despite 

the King’s assurance of a return visit every three years, he returned only once, in 

1617, during the remaining twenty years of his reign.  

 
Promoted peers were often closely related to the existing aristocracy. Two of James 

VI’s Lord Chancellors were younger sons. John Maitland of Thirlestane, Chancellor 

between July 1587 and his death in 1595, was the second son of Sir Richard 

Maitland of Lethington.
200

 A decade later, Alexander Seton, fourth son of George 5
th

 

Lord Seton, was Chancellor from 1604 until his death in 1622.
201

 Others included 

Walter Stewart, son of Sir John Stewart of Minto, appointed Treasurer in 1596, and 

who was gifted the lands and the Commendatorship of the Priory of Blantyre, before 

being elevated to Lord Blantyre in 160.
202

 Sir Thomas Hamilton, builder of the U-

plan villa at Tyninghame,
203

 came from a family of lairds and burgesses, was made 

Lord Advocate in 1596 and was later rewarded for a government career lasting more 

than thirty years, gaining the earldoms of Melrose in 1619, and Haddington in 

1627.
204
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However, not every promotion was in return for service in government. Favouritism 

(and saving the King’s life) could also result in elevation, the best examples of which 

were those rewarded for their assistance at the Gowrie Conspiracy in 1600 when the 

King was saved from an attack orchestrated by members of the Ruthven family.
205

 

Among the rescuers was the King’s servant, John Ramsey, who went on to benefit 

from continued royal patronage and was given the title of Viscount Haddington in 

June 1606 and then created Earl of Holderness in 1621.
206

 Sir Thomas Erskine of 

Gogar, nephew of the 1
st
 Earl of Mar also fared well. Although he was a childhood 

companion and life-long favourite of the King, (he received diamond jewellery in the 

New Year of 1595/6
207

) he benefited enormously after the rescue. Based in England 

after 1603, during a lifetime’s career at court, he served as a Gentleman of the 

Bedchamber, Privy Councillor, Groom of the Stool,
208

 replaced Sir Walter Raleigh as 

Captain of the Guard and was invested as a Knight of the Garter in 1615.
209

 He was 

also rewarded with forfeited Ruthven lands and the title Lord Dirleton in 1603, 

before being further elevated to Viscount Fenton in 1606 and then finally made Earl 

of Kellie in 1619.
210

  

 

Such royal patronage, the reward of a title and the possibility of further promotions 

appear to have been highly motivating factors at this time.
211

 Soon after being 

created Viscount Haddington, John Ramsey retreated to France in protest at having 
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being passed over for the earldom of Montgomery
 
in 1619, only returning in 1621 

when elevated to the earldom of Holdernesse.
212

 Within months of being created a 

Lord, Sir James Johnston of that ilk was looking for an earldom, only to be told that 

he must earn it by ‘service donne by your selff’.
213

 George, 4
th

 Lord Seton was one of 

the few exceptions, apparently refusing the offer of an earldom from Mary, Queen of 

Scots, on the basis of there being more honour as a senior Lord than a newly elevated 

Earl.
214

 Within the nobility, jockeying for promotion and squabbling over rank and 

precedence was rife. In 1606, a commission had to be set up to clarify precedence 

and provide a ranking,
215

 resulting in Lord Oliphant being ranked between Lord 

Maxwell and Lord Lovat in order of precedence.
216

 However, order of precedence 

could be challenged, as manifested in the Court of Session decree of 8 July 1628, 

when the commission’s earlier decision to rank the Earldom of Buchan below those 

of Eglington, Montrose, Cassillis, Caithness and Glencairn was overturned.
217

 

 

This indicates the importance of rank. It dictated where one sat at church or the 

number of men permitted to accompany the head of a family to a funeral.
218

 The 

processional roll for George, 1
st
 Marquis of Huntly, was produced in 1636 as a visual 

guide to his funeral procession and was based on rank to establish protocol.
219

 Rank 

determined the type of clothing that could be worn. In 1581 an act of parliament was 

passed restricting the wearing of luxury clothing to the elite only, resulting in that no 
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one below the rank of a landed gentleman being allowed to ‘use or wear in their 

clothing or apparel or lining thereof any cloth of gold or silver, velvet, satin, 

damask.....brought from any foreign country’.
220

 Although the reason given was to 

protect Scotland’s own economy, the law did not apply to the elite who continued to 

dress themselves in any finery they saw fit, thus ensuring they would be easily 

recognisable. Similarly, the use of coats-of-arms and heraldry needed to be 

controlled. By 1627 the Privy Council pressed the Lord Lyon King of Arms ‘to putt 

inhibitioun to all the commoun sort of people not worthie be the law of armes to 

beare anie signes armorialls’.
221

 Coats-of-arms were used by families to emphasise 

their status. Likewise, there was a desire to reinforce rank by demonstrating lineage. 

Established families, such as the Arbuthnotts, took great interest in their history and 

lineage, glorifying it to increase their status.
222

 Families like the Setons, Campbells 

and Murrays all wrote and embellished their family histories
223

 - the Murrays tracing 

their line back to Roman times. The greatest effort to magnify nobility was made by 

the Campbells of Glenorchy, who commissioned a series of over forty portraits of 

themselves and their ancestors in knightly armour, painted alongside those of old 

Scottish Kings.
224

 This portrayed the Campbells as an ancient family, whose lineage 

remained loyal to the monarchy.  

 

However, over stepping the mark was not acceptable. Mary of Guise remarked that 

the Earl of Huntly would need his wings clipped on account of his increasing wealth 

and status (and presumably his possible threat to the then Regent).
225

 Sir William 

                                                 
220

  The Parliament of Scotland, ‘Act Against Luxury, 1581’ in, Goring R., Scotland: The 

Autobiography, (London, 2008) p. 61 
221

  Brown, Noble Society, p. 17 
222

  Brown, Noble Society, p. 6 
223

  Brown, Noble Society, p. 6 
224

  Bowie, W., ed., The Black Book of Taymouth (Edinburgh, 1855) pp. 77-8 
225

  McKean, Chateau, p. 110 



55 

 

Keith was relieved of his office of Master of the Wardrobe, after James VI 

complained that Keith dressed better than he did.
226

  

 

Rank & Architecture  

In a society occupied with precedence and status, it was de facto that there was a 

correlation between the ranking of their family, the size of their estate and the 

grandeur of their houses. Before promoting Alexander Lindsay to Lord Spynie, in 

1589, the King granted him former church lands as an estate worthy of forthcoming 

his title.
227

 The period of expansion within the nobility during the reign of James VI 

coincided with a surge in house-building and improving those already in existence. 

The King’s granting of land and estates continued the Stewart policy of passing 

control of ecclesiastical lands and revenues to the nobility.
228

 This resulted in a 

patronage shift away from the church and created a wealthier class of patron with 

huge appetites for comfort and status.
229

 By 1625 the crown had created estates from 

twenty-one abbeys, eleven priories, six nunneries and one preceptory.
230

 Newbattle 

Abbey, for example, following its transfer to the Ker family, was described by Sir 

John Scott of Scotstarvit (himself the builder of a metaphorical and heraldic themed 

tower in 1627)
231

 as being so altered since it was an Abbey that ‘it cannot be known 

that ever did belong to the church, by reason of the fair new fabric and stately 

edifices built thereon’.
232
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If Scottish country houses of the Renaissance period were thought of as being out of 

date,
233

 it was not due to a lack of building activity. Indeed the King complained that 

some courtiers were more interested in building than hawking.
234

 Estimates suggest 

that the number of country houses occupied by the landed classes would have been in 

the region of between five and seven thousand, with approximately one thousand of 

these being completed or improved in the period 1500 to 1680, peaking during the 

reign of James VI.
235

 The principal seat was a symbol of ancestry and authority, 

providing a mix of function and symbolism. Ross Samson states that the main 

functions of a seat were religious, economic and political, with economic and 

religious functions located externally, either at the parish church or in the inner and 

outer courts of the estate.
236

  

 

The houses of the landed classes were the best possible opportunity to underline their 

status and position. As such, the number, size, contents and value of houses occupied 

by the nobility would have matched their status accordingly. The higher ranked were 

in possession of several principal residencies, townhouses and hunting lodges, 

whereas a minor laird might only be in possession of a solitary seat.
237

 The 2
nd

 

Marquis of Hamilton, for example, had several houses throughout the country from 

which to choose when he returned from his London lodgings. Among them Brodick 

Castle on Arran, Hamilton Palace, nearby Avendale, Craignethan in Lanarkshire, a 

townhouse in Edinburgh, the Commendator’s House at Arbroath Abbey and his 

eastern base at Kinneil at Bo’ness, with furnishings moved between each residence 
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when in occupation.
238

 Possessions seemed to create as much tension between the 

nobility as did rank. The Lords Oliphant, who owned extensive lands and several 

houses across Scotland, annoyed their higher-ranked neighbour, the Earl of 

Caithness, when they became one of the largest land owners in the area, even though 

their main seat was Dupplin, much further south in Perthshire.
239

 The number of 

seats in the Oliphants’ possession appear to be in line with their wealth. According to 

English intelligence reports in 1577, the Oliphants were considered to be the most 

prosperous among the Lords of Parliament.
240

  

 

The upsurge in building activity and estate improvement applied to all the landed 

classes. Established aristocracy, such as the Earls of Huntly, Atholl, Argyll and Mar 

continued to improve their houses and estates,
241

 as did the new rich. The newly 

established nobility, bestowed with new lands and titles, tried to ensure that their 

houses and estates matched their new-found status.
242

 Chancellor John Maitland, 

who was created Baron Maitland in 1590, set about converting Thirlestane, at Lauder 

in the Borders. At nearby Galashiels, Sir James Pringle of Gala House, described as 

‘one of the best husbands in the country’, improved his estate with ‘a very pretty 

park, with many natural walks in it, artificial ponds and arbours now a-making, he 

hath neat gardens and orchards’. 
243
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An indication of the estate improvements carried out, along with the range of 

differing sized houses and how these were used as a visual status symbol, is 

illustrated by Timothy Pont’s maps. Pont created these between 1586 and 1606, for 

James VI, as an accurate survey of the country.
244

 The drawings on the maps clearly 

differentiate between the many scales of country houses that existed at the time, with 

care taken to record many of the architectural and decorative details that signified 

status. From the maps it is possible to see tall, large houses, surrounded with 

enclosed gardens and parkland, bristling with features such as conical turrets, 

dormers and viewing platforms. Smaller houses are scaled proportionally with much 

fewer features. The houses of Hatton and nearby Glamis feature on Pont’s map of 

Lower Angus and of Perthshire east of the River Tay (Fig. 2.1).
245

 Hatton, by the 

village of Newtyle in Angus, was in the ownership of the Lord Oliphants. This house 

belonged to the heir apparent, the future 5
th

 Lord Oliphant.
246

 As Hatton was not their 

main seat, it was drawn accordingly; small with few features, unlike Glamis, the 

main seat of the Strathmore family, which was drawn on the same map ‘enjoying a 

full heraldic complement’.
247

  

 

The ‘full heraldic complement’ was the culmination of improvements that were 

commonly carried out in houses for a century after the second half of the sixteenth 

century. Although in reality there was no need for actual defence structures in 

Scotland, faux martial devices along with heraldry and details from earlier Scottish 

architecture were used to reinforce status.
248

 Waterspouts, viewing platforms and 

turret libraries which confused later generations were purely for display, status 
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symbols were essential for the new rich as much as for the older established families. 

An example of this can be seen at Craigievar, where the younger son of Forbes of 

Corse, William Forbes, who had made his fortune in Baltic trading, remodelled the 

old tower between 1610-25. He increased its height and emblazoned the upper 

reaches with a mixture of corbels, pediments, turrets and balustrades so that 

architecturally he could surpass his elder brother at nearby Corse.
249

  

 

Even as late as the 1670s the Earl of Strathmore was ‘inflam’d stronglie with a great 

desire to continue the memorie my familie’ when carrying out works at his family 

seat at Glamis, and thus respecting much of the work carried out in the early 

seventeenth century by his grandfather.
250

 The aim, as stated by an anonymous 

traveller when visiting Glamis in 1727, was, upon approaching the ediface to be 

struck ‘with awe and admiration, by the many turrets and gilded balustrades at the 

top’.
251

 This architectural display was used to reinforce the owner’s wealth and 

status, to impress visitors such as Defoe, who thought that the ‘lofty buildings, spires 

and towers’ made the house look like a city.
252

 

 

The importance of maintaining a visual statement of rank is perhaps best seen in the 

correspondence between Sir Robert Ker and his son William, Earl of Lothian in 

1632. Ker wrote to his son offering advice on the rebuilding of his house at Ancrum. 

Ker recommended modernisation work such as plastering the stair, enlarging the 

windows and creating a new Laigh Hall beneath the Great Hall, presumably to 

increase privacy. However he warned against excessive change to the exterior. ‘By 
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any meanes do not teke away the battlement, as some gave me counsale to do as 

Dalhousie your neighbour did for that is the grace of the house, and makes it look lyk 

a castle, and hence so nobleste, as the other would make it look lyke a peele.’
253

. 

Dalhousie’s extension of the roof over the battlement of his house did not find favour 

with Ker. 
254

 The suggestion that the visual impact of the skyline reinforced the noble 

status of its owner, carrying with it the image of feudal power, chivalric honour and 

knightly virtue.
255

  

 

The rooftop displays, like those at Kellie and Craigievar, were signs of wealth and 

extravagance in renaissance Scotland - the owners displaying their status and 

authority. In silhouette the broken wallhead of dormers, turrets, chimneys and 

waterspouts resembled crenellations and cannons, a show of metaphorical militaristic 

strength (Fig. 2.2). The parapet walkways or viewing platforms allowed owners and 

their guests the opportunity to view the wider estate and garden, while the turrets 

were in fact studies and the dormer heads decorated with family crests portrayed 

allegiance or marriage.
256

 Chimneys provided another opportunity to decorate the 

roofline with finely carved masonry. They indicated the number of rooms contained 

within the house and the increasing comfort levels therein.
257

 Authority was not only 

being expressed in architecture with faux-martial overtones, but also in the portraits 

of leading patrons such as George, 5
th

 Lord Seton, whose portrait hangs in the 

Scottish National Portrait Gallery. Dating from c1570, it shows Seton, as master of 

Mary, Queen of Scots’ household, standing alongside a classical column in the ‘full 

splendour of his office’, wearing a red costume - Mary’s court colours - decorated 
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with interlaced gold decoration and Scottish thistles.
258

 Also included in the picture 

however, are his suit of armour and his sword - martial imagery to articulate his 

status and lineage – used in the same way as buildings. 

 

In contrast to this flamboyancy, was the increased trend among patrons in the early 

decades of the seventeenth century towards architectural balance,  especially in those 

buildings which were influenced by the architecture of Sir James Murray of 

Kilbaberton, Master of the King’s Works, who sought to apply regularity to houses 

such as Berwick House and Abbey House in Culross providing horizontally arranged 

living accommodation.
259

 

 

Builders and improvers were planning the layout of their houses horizontally, 

replacing the vertical planning of earlier houses which often comprised three and a 

half storeys, with the kitchen/cellars housed in a vaulted ground floor, surmounted 

with a Hall and chamber(s) in sequence above. Much of the internal improvements 

carried out in Scottish houses of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries 

had their genesis over half a century earlier when James V carried out improvements 

at the royal palaces. In 1538, for example, the Royal Apartments in the palace at 

Stirling Castle saw the emergence of an horizontally arranged sequenced suite of 

rooms called the ‘state apartment’ which gave the owner increased levels of privacy 

and comfort.
260

  In Scottish houses, these suites or apartments were generally located 

on the first floor, the piano nobile, or principal floor. Such apartments were accessed 

via a formal stair rising from ground floor level (this floor still generally providing 

service accommodation) that led to the Hall, the first room in the sequence. The Hall 

remained the main ceremonial reception room and the most public. It was here that 
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entertainment would take place and it became a feature in all houses from the largest 

palaces to the smaller laird’s house.
261

 The rooms beyond the Hall became 

increasingly private. Next came the Chamber of Dais (known in Europe as the 

Audience Chamber), where the owner would entertain or do business with those of 

higher status. Beyond the Chamber of Dais lay the bedchamber, the final and most 

private room in the sequence and into which only the higher ranked guests would be 

invited.
262

 At Huntly Castle this room was contained within a new round corner 

tower.  

 

The gallery was another innovation introduced in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 

via the royal palaces. Its function was as a place for indoor recreation and displaying 

art.
263

 Surviving galleries at Crathes, Pinkie and Earlshall with their high level of 

decoration suggest that these rooms were of very high status. It is likely that in 

houses where there is evidence of the existence of a gallery, then those too would 

have been ornately decorated. For example, the altered roof structure at Kellie Castle 

above the Earl’s Room would suggest an earlier raised ceiling line where there may 

have been a gallery prior to the commissioning of the late seventeenth-century 

plaster ceilings. Craigievar has a gallery in the attic but has lost any earlier decorative 

finish, although fragments of decorative plasterwork were discovered during recent 

repairs at the property.
264

 

 

Changes in house planning coincided with increased family privacy, resulting in the 

household becoming more detached. The household began to take meals in 
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lettermeat halls, (Laigh Hall in the case of The Binns), instead of the Hall where 

previously they would have eaten with the family.
265

 The introduction of horizontally 

planned apartments was often achieved by adding a wing or main house on to an 

existing tower such as Edzell, or with some innovation by joining and extending 

separate towers together as at Kellie Castle, Fife. The alterations at Kellie were 

carried out by Laurence, 5
th

 Lord Oliphant, in 1606 who emblazoned the newly 

extended five storey South-West Tower, with angle turrets and dormers carved with 

heraldic emblems, balancing it with the refashioned north tower. 
266

 The South-West 

Tower became the entrance, with panelled walls and a wide scale-and-platt stone 

stair, leading solely to the state apartment of Hall and Chamber of Dais in the Central 

Block, and Bedchamber in East Tower beyond (Fig. 2.3). (The first floor being the 

only level one throughout the whole building.) The remaining floors of the South-

West Tower most likely provided guests with a self-contained suit of apartments,
267

 

possibly linked with its own, now blocked-up stair.
268

 Elsewhere, the remainder of 

the second floor may have provided chambers for the lady of the house. 

 

Horizontally-designed houses evolved, and became associated with houses of the 

Scottish Court and government officials. This type of house had classical order and 

balance and was embellished with carved pediments and shafted chimneystacks, laid 

out in a U-shape around a courtyard.
269

 One example is Baberton House, a three-

storey U-plan villa with round stair towers in the re-entrants, decorative pediments 

                                                 
265

  McKean, Chateau, p.  63 
266

  Napier, W., ‘The Rise, Fall and Rise of Kellie Castle’ in Architectural Heritage XVIII (Edinburgh, 

2007) p.  
267

  McKean, Chateau, p. 135. 
268

  I am grateful to Stephanie Blackden, former NTS property Manager at Kellie for sharing this 

information 
269

  MacInnes, Glendinning, and MacKechnie, Building a Nation, p. 36, McKean, Chateau, p. 193 



64 

 

and buckle quoin stones. Baberton was built in the early 1620s by Sir James Murray 

as a house for he and his family.
270

  

 

Changes in house design heralded changes in the interiors as well, not that they were 

necessarily out-of-date. As early as 1498, Spanish ambassador De Ayala commented 

that the ‘houses are good, all built of hewn stone and provided with excellent doors, 

glass windows and a great number of chimneys. All the furniture that is used in Italy, 

Spain and France is to be found in their dwellings’.
271

 Important rooms were lit by 

large windows, allowing the houses to shine like lanterns when viewed from afar.
272

 

Rooms were heated by at least one large decorated fireplace, often displaying royalist 

or family heraldry, and were perhaps lined with timber panelling on the walls, as in 

Hamilton Palace.
273

 The panelling was probably decorative similar to the panels from 

Cromerty, now at Craigston
274

 and/or was used to conceal beds ‘like Cubbards in the 

wall, with doores to be open and shut at pleasure’ as observed by Fynes Moryson 

during his travels to Scotland in 1598.
275

 The Hall in a house may also have 

contained a decorative screen as in Craigievar. 

 

The greatest efforts to decorate and embellish were made in the most prominent 

rooms of the state apartment. Tapestries and leather hangings provided wall 

decoration as well as insulation, while carpets and ‘door curtains’ increased comfort 

levels. Thirteen sets of tapestries were recorded at Holyroodhouse when Mary, 

Queen of Scots returned from France in 1561.
276

 The walls of houses may also have 

been hung with portraiture - George Jamesone in the early seventeenth century is 
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estimated to have completed in excess of two hundred portraits, charging 20 merks 

for an unframed painting and £20 framed.
277

  

 

It was not solely the royal palaces that were comfortably fitted out and furnished.
278

 

Surviving inventories describe luxurious contents and suggest comfortable interiors. 

Sir William Hamilton of Sanquhar’s house of Newton contained, in 1559, imported 

carved furniture and fittings from the Baltics and Norway, Dutch tapestries, 

tablecloths from Flanders and salt cellers from Paris.
279

 The Campbells of 

Glenorchy’s house at Balloch was embellished with four Arras tapestries and sixteen 

chandeliers
280

 and Hamilton Palace (according to inventories from the early 

seventeenth century) was richly decorated with furnishings, large collections of silver 

and leather clad furniture.
281

 By 1640, following the departure of the Earl of 

Nithsdale from Caerlaverlock, there were five noble beds each valued at £110 

sterling, forty carpets, a damask bedchamber, silver and velvet stools, as wells as 

clocks, portraits and curtains left behind.
282

  

 

Wealth, Travel and Education 

The acquisition of foreign furnishings and possessions listed in inventories are 

indicative of the increasing prosperity of the landed classes in Scotland during the 

stable forty-year period of James VI’s reign. This stability supported estate 

improvement, house building and increased cultural activities such as foreign travel 

and education.
283

  Foreign travel and study allowed new ideas, luxury goods and 

furnishings to be brought back home, heightening cultural awareness in Scotland.
284
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Wealthier patrons were therefore becoming aware of the latest fashions and designs 

for houses abroad, such as the courtyard plan later adopted by Sir John Seton at 

Barnes Castle, following service in the court of Spanish King Philip II.
285

 Foreign 

influence increased throughout the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, 

evidenced in use of classical detailing, such as strapwork decoration derived from 

Fontainebleau c1530 used in carved window pediments, and in house plans, such as 

the Italian influenced double-depth Drochil Castle built for Regent Morton c1578.
286

 

 

As early as the 1530s, the impact of foreign influence was being recognised. The 

historian Robert Lindsay of Piscottie, wrote that King James V had: 

Plenished the country with all kinds of craftsmen out of other countries, as, 

French-men, Spaniards, Dutch men, and English-men, which were all 

cunning craftsmen, every man for his own hand. Some were gunners, wrights, 

carvers, painters, masons, smiths, harness-makers, tapesters, broadsters, 

tailors, cunning surgeons, apothecaries, with all other kind of craftsmen that 

might bring his realm in policy, and his craftsmen apparel in palaces in all 

manner of operation and necessaries.
287

 

 

The increased wealth needed to finance house building and cultural activities came 

from a number of sources. Royal favour was of considerable advantage to the 

nobility, as well as giving access to income generated from the distribution of church 

lands, it increased their chances of marrying well and gave them access to industrial 

state monopolies to further increase their income. Thomas Erskine benefited from 

both. Following the death of his first wife, Erskine married Elizabeth, the widow of 

Sir Edward Norreys and acquired her neighbouring estate of Englefield in 
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Berkshire.
288

 When she died, he married another rich widow, Dorothy Smith, who 

despaired at his ability to spend her money.
289

  Erskine’s position also allowed him to 

secure various lands across the country and the revenues that came with them, 

including Ampthill, Heywood and Watton.
290

. He also had an interest in coal 

production, a venture that would later reverse his fortunes when he was 

bankrupted,
291

 while his favour with the King presumably helped him obtain a 31 

year monopoly for the mining of alum in 1631.
292

 The monies gathered from these 

dealings would have helped him purchase and carry out improvements to his estates, 

including his main seat, Kellie Castle, Fife. 

 

Elsewhere, estate improvements and advances in agricultural techniques resulted in 

increased exports such as the 400,000 sheep and lambs which were exported in 

1614.
293

 The increasing significance of trade growth and industry on the country was 

apparent in a series of letters sent by the Privy Council of Scotland to the King 

between 1608 and 1624, updating him on current developments in Scotland.
294

  The 

profits from estates and industrial investment were used to finance improvements and 

increase architectural patronage. Sir George Bruce’s invention of a pump that 

allowed underwater coal mining and the 3
rd

 Earl of Winton’s investment in mining, 

salt panning and a new harbour at Port Seton allowed both men to improve their 

houses at Culross Palace and Winton House respectively.
295

 Both their estates had 

ready access to the sea to transport their goods and provided a route through which 
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they were able to import ideas from the continent and employ foreign artists. At 

Culross Palace, for example, Bruce used the emblem book, Geffrey Whitney’s A 

Choice of Emblemes as a source for the decorative scheme in the South Block in 

1596.
296

 A quarter of a century later, in the 1620s, using the income from his estate, 

the Earl of Winton commissioned Adam de Colone, son of Netherlandish artist 

Adrian Vanson,
297

 for a series of portraiture work.
298

  

 

Trade increased as a result of a relaxation of custom duties in the years that followed 

the Union of the Crowns, which increased both freer trade and the wealth of traders 

and merchants such as Baillie MacMorran in Edinburgh who was described as the 

‘richest merchant of his time’ on account of his shares in shipping and 

importation.
299

 

 

Commodities such as fish, skins, textiles, salt and coal were traded in Scandinavia, 

the Low Countries and the Baltics, while traders and merchants became wealthy as a 

result of trading with mainland Europe and enjoyed imported luxuries in return.
300

 

Customs accounts in the early 1620s show that the vast majority of imported goods 

(72%) came by sea from Holland, France and Germany.
301

 In Dundee mercantile 

families grew rich as a result of this kind of importing and exporting and protected 

their interests throughout Europe by posting family members in key ports and 

cities.
302
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Foreign travel among Scotsmen was high, with the Baltic and northern European 

countries in particular, as a result of trading links across the North Sea. William 

Lithgow remarked that thirty thousand Scottish families lived in Poland - ‘it be a 

mother and nurse for the youth and younglings of Scotland than a proper dame for 

her own birth, in clothing, feeding, and enriching them with the fatness of her best 

things’.
303

 Scotsmen also travelled abroad to fight as mercenaries,
304

 hired for their 

‘courage and fidelity’ as guards for the kings of France.
305

 In total it has been 

estimated that around 100,000 Scots migrated abroad in the first half of the 

seventeenth century.
306

 Although the number of Scots who travelled abroad was high 

and the range of countries wide, not all-foreign travel was planned. Following his 

involvement in the Ruthven raid of 1582, the Master of Oliphant was exiled and 

afterwards, according to one account was hanged following his capture by North Sea 

pirates, although another source has him incarcerated in Algiers, a prisoner of the 

Turks.
307

 

 

If foreign travel was not possible, access to the increasingly high numbers of 

imported books and engravings allowed patrons with architectural ambition to 

become familiar with the latest fashions. A wide range of subjects, including 

medicine and religion and books in French, Latin, Greek and Hebrew, were 

described in the inventory of Adam Bothwell, Bishop of Orkney,
308

 while in 1640 the 

Earl of Nithsdale owned a book collection worth £200.
309

 Non-aristocrats, too, such 

as David Wedderburn, a wealthy Dundee banker and merchant with interests in over 
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a dozen ships, imported books for his library, including Virgil and Ovid, Chaucer’s 

Ortelius and Holinshed’s Chronicles.
310

 A century before, James V, around the time 

of his two French marriages, imported several significant purchases from France and 

the Low Countries. Included were allegorical tapestries that depicted the Story of the 

Triumphant Dames, the Creation of the World and the Histories of the Gods.
311

 

Artists were increasingly imported, including William Kay, a leading portrait artist 

from Antwerp, who in 1551 painted Mark Ker of Newbattle and his wife Lady Helen 

Leslie.
312

 Also Hans Eworth who painted the Queen’s half brother, James Stewart, 

Earl of Moray in 1561 and Arnold Bronckhoorst, a ‘Dutche painter’ who was the 

King’s painter ‘for all the days of his lyvetime’ from 1581.
 313 

 

Far from being culturally remote or unaware of the latest architectural or decorative 

fashions,
314

 evidence in written accounts suggest that Scots were well aware of other 

national styles and fashions,
315

 especially given the high numbers of foreign 

attendants and craftsmen who were employed to improve the royal palaces 

throughout the sixteenth century.
316

 James VI’s household, like the court of his 

grandmother, Mary of Guise, who employed more than one hundred French 

attendants, was also populated with foreigners, including five Minstrels and 

tabourers from France and a Dutch gunmaker.
317

 Scotland however, as well as 

importing culture, was capable of producing its own. James VI, ‘the most learned 
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King’,
318

 wrote the best-seller Basilikon Doran in 1599, while his circle of poets 

named ‘the Castalian Band’ continued the tradition of Stewart poet-kings, portraying 

his court as a ‘fountain of civilisation and artistic creativity’. His poem on the Battle 

of Lepanto is said to have displayed a wide understanding of wider European 

events.
319

  The King’s humanist education was the responsibility of George 

Buchanan and Peter Young, who also educated John Erskine, second Earl of Mar,
320

 

Thomas Erskine and Walter Stewart (later treasurer), his childhood companions.
321

 

Buchanan and Young ensured that the King was among the most gifted classical 

scholars in Europe, so much so that the King was quoted as saying ‘they gar me 

speik Latin ar I could speik Scotis’.
322

   

 

Education among the nobility increased throughout the sixteenth and early 

seventeenth centuries at home and abroad. Sir John Scot of Scotstarvet, wrote that 

Maitland had studied law in France, ‘and was an excellent Latin poet, as his verses 

inserted in Deliciae poetarum scotorum testify; and King James had such a respect to 

him, that he made the epitaph engraven on his tomb.’
323

 In 1593, the 5
th

 Earl 

Marischal endowed the Marischal College in Aberdeen,
324

 a year after Sir Alexander 

Fraser founded a University in the new town of Fraserburgh.
325

 High numbers of 

noblemen also travelled overseas for spells at university
326

 which gave them access 

                                                 
318

  Fletcher, Robert, The Nine English Worthies: or, famous and worthy Princes of England, being all 

of one name; beginning with King Henrie the First, and concluding with Prince Henry, eldest Sonne 

to ... the King. B.L. (London, 1606.) p. 5 
319

  Howard, Scottish Architecture, pp. 11-22 
320

  This created a paradoxical situation for those in the south who were anti-Scottish, for example, Sir 

Anthony Weldon, whose adulation of the King was at odds with his negativity towards the Scots.  He 

struggled to comprehend why ‘so brave a prince as king James, should be borne in so stinking a town 

as Edinburgh in lousy Scotland. In Hume Brown, Early Travelers, p. 102. 
321

  Brown, Noble Society, p. 183 
322

  Warner, G. F. and Gilson, J. P., Catalogue of Western Manuscripts in the Old Royal and King's 

Collections, (London, 1921), p. xxviii 
323

  Scot, Sir John, of Scotstarvet, Director of Chancery, The Staggering State of the Scots Statesmen, 

from 1550 to 1650, Edinburgh, 1754, pp 
324

  Brown, Noble Society, p. 49 
325

  McKean, Chateau, p. 189 
326

  Brown, Noble Society, pp. 181-96 



72 

 

to the latest fashions and ideas. France was a popular destination, leading Henry 

Erskine to write home complaining to his father John, 2
nd

 Earl of Mar, that, ‘if we 

had stayed in Bourges we could not have lernit the Frence, in respek of the great 

number of Scotsmen that is there for the present’.
327

 This sentiment was shared by 

the malevolent Sir Anthony Weldon, who, in 1617, when describing the upbringing 

of young Scottish noblemen noted that: 

As soon as they fall from the breast of their mother, their careful father posts 

them away for France, which as they pass, the sea sucks away from them that 

which they have sucked from their rude dams; there they gather new flesh, 

new blood, new manners; and there learn to put on their clothes, and then 

return into their country to wear them out: there they learn to stand, speak, 

discourse and congee, to court women, and to compliment with men. 

 

Despite Weldon’s barbed comments, this showed that Scots were well educated and 

were exposed to the latest European ideas. These echo William Lithgow, who on his 

own travels around Europe remarked:   

‘Now as for the nobility and gentry of this kingdom, certainly, as they are 

generous, manly, and full of courage; so are they courteous, discreet, learned 

scholars well read in the best histories, delicate linguists, the most part of 

them being brought up in France or Italy; that for a complete worthiness, I 

never found their matches amongst the best people of foreign nations.’
328

  

 

Later in the eighteenth-century, Dr Johnson stated that the Scots ‘had been a very 

learned nation for a hundred years, from about 1550 to 1650’,
329

 while one 
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contemporary account by Henri, Duc de Rohan stated that ‘the country possesses a 

multitude of learned men’.
330

 Among them was eminent alchemist Sir George 

Erskine of Innertail, brother of Thomas Erskine, who was described as the most 

important follower of hermetic philosophy and alchemy in the early seventeenth 

century.
331

 The celebrated mathematician John Napier of Merchiston, inventor of 

logarithms and whose work Plaine Discovery of the Whole Revelation of Saint Iohn, 

first published in 1593, was also published several times in Dutch, French, and 

German.
332

 This hardly gives the impression of a backward country on the cultural 

fringes of Europe, whose nobility lived in outmoded accommodation devoid of 

decoration. Rather, this chapter has shown the nobility of Scotland to be cultured and 

ambitious (and in some cases increasingly wealthy), which gave them the incentive, 

opportunity and resources required to improve and decorate their houses using many 

of the same features found south of the border. 

 

Regardless, this is not the perspective that, until now, the development of Scottish 

decorative plasterwork has been written from and therefore the inference has tended 

to be that Scottish plasterwork was heavily influenced by England.
333

 The next 

chapter challenges this view of its development by considering also the influence of a 

native tradition of sixteenth decorative interiors. 
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Chapter 3   

What influenced the flowering of decorative plasterwork in seventeenth-century 

Scotland? 
 

A cultured, educated and well travelled nobility, interested in architecture and house 

improvement is not the perspective from which Scotland’s corpus of decorative 

plasterwork has been written. As discussed in the introductory chapter, the general 

consensus has been that it enlivened outmoded castles once the Union of the Crowns 

allowed greater levels of communication, travel and movement of ideas from 

England. This assessment was partly based upon surviving schemes in Scotland 

which share some design and decorative features with decorative plasterwork 

installed in earlier, or near contemporary English houses. This naturally led to the 

conclusion that the Scottish work had its genesis in England.
334

 However, this has no 

firm basis, especially as there is much evidence to suggest that a rich sixteenth-

century tradition of ceiling decoration, including decorative plasterwork, existed in 

Scotland before the upsurge of the early seventeenth century. It is the aim of this 

chapter is to  assess both English and Scottish influences upon the development of 

decorative plasterwork in early seventeenth-century Scotland.  

 

The most commonly referenced source or starting-point for decorative plasterwork in 

Scotland is the similarity between the plasterwork of the ‘Old Palace’ at Bromley-by-

Bow, London and schemes carried out in at least five Scottish houses during the 

early seventeenth century (Fig. 3.1).
335

 Although the Palace at Bromley was 

demolished soon after its purchase in 1893 by the London School Board, the house 
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was accurately recorded and its most important decorative features salvaged.
336

 The 

recording was organised by Architect, designer and social reformer Charles Ashbee 

who, shocked by the proposed demolition of the Palace, set up a committee to survey 

and guard against the loss of this and other historic buildings in London, now known 

as the Survey of London.
337

 

 

Built in c1606, the ‘Old Palace’ comprised a rectangular plan over four floors 

(including attic) with corner towers, or pavilions, on its principal front. Ashbee 

suggests that on the basis of its similar appearance, the Palace may have been 

designed by John Thorpe. Thorpe was the designer of Charlton House, Greenwich, 

for Prince Henry’s tutor, Scotsman Sir Adam Newton in 1612.
338

 Tradition dictates 

that the Palace also has strong Scottish connections and was used frequently by 

James I/VI as a favoured hunting residence. However, despite lands at Bromley 

being granted to the Crown in 1597,
339

 no documentary evidence survives for any 

royal building works having been carried out there.
340

 Presumably the Scottish 

connection was made on the basis of the Royalist regalia and motifs employed on the 

plaster ceiling in the State Room on the ground floor. Here, the shield of the James I 

showing the arms of England, Scotland, France and Ireland, was placed within the 

same rib layout alongside the same portraits of Alexander, Hector and Joshua,
 
(three 

of the Nine Worthies), as employed in several Scottish houses of the early 

seventeenth century.
341

 The Nine Worthies were nine historical figures, first written 

of in the early fourteenth century, by Jean de Longuyon¸ and meant to be the 
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embodiment of the ideal of chivalry.
342

 They comprised three Pagan heroes (Hector, 

Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar), three Old Testament heroes (Joshua, David 

and Judas Maccabeus) and three modern heroes (King Arthur, Charlemagne and 

Godfrey of Bouillon). They became a common theme in the literature and art from 

the Middle Ages and remained popular as images in decorative schemes throughout 

the renaissance period. The portraits that appeared in British decorative plasterwork 

were copied from a series of plates by Nicholas de Bruyn in 1594.
343

 

 

Decorative plasterwork was salvaged and/or recorded in three rooms, two on the 

ground floor and one on the floor above. The plasterwork in the State Room on the 

ground floor comprised a florally decorated rib laid out in a design of barbed 

quatrefoils and small squares, with small pendants placed where ribs intersect at right 

angles. The fields created by the ribs were in-filled with floral sprays radiating from 

the corners of the squares, while the portraits of Alexander, Hector and Joshua were 

placed within barbed quatrefoil shaped fields. The portraits were framed within 

laurel wreath decorated with strapwork scroll decoration and winged angels. Finally, 

James I’s shield was placed in the barbed quatrefoil in the centre of the ceiling. The 

ceiling in the other ground floor room in the north-west corner of the property was 

decorated with ribs of trailing foliage, flowers and fruits laid out in a series of 

squares, circles and hexagons, filled with floriated roundels and strapwork 

cartouches surrounded by flowers. The cartouches placed in the hexagons were 

further decorated with figurine emerging from scrolling branches and stems. The 

design of the decorative ribbed ceiling in the first floor room comprised a series of 

six circles and quatrefoils intersected by further circles and quatrefoils. Grotesque 

heads surrounded by floral wreaths were placed at the points of intersection, while 
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decorative pomegranates, shells and floral sprays were placed between the ribs. The 

layout designs of these two ceilings are used throughout surviving examples of early 

seventeenth-century decorative plasterwork in Scotland.
344

 Like the property’s 

original owner and architect, there is no firm evidence to confirm the identity of the 

plasterers who executed the work at Bromley.
345

 The commonality of the Bromley 

plasterwork with that of Scottish work, has resulted in suggestions that ‘Scotch 

craftsmen’ may have carried out the work.
346

 Claire Gapper has since argued that the 

lack of any surviving Scottish plasterwork prior to the Union of the Crowns, 

compared with the many examples of surviving similar English work, most notably 

the c1600 work at Paul Pindar’s House (Fig. 3.2) and Canonbury House in London, 

suggests that the work at Bromley was more likely to be London in origin than 

Scottish.
347

  

 

Unlike Scotland, there is a vast quantity of sixteenth-century plasterwork extant in 

England. During this time, the impetus to build was taken forward, not by the crown, 

but by courtiers and officials who were building on an unprecedented scale and 

signalling their status through architectural achievement.
348

 Architectural 

advancement and house building was then seen as a greater sign of social status than 

soldierly strength.
349

 This period of patronage was begun by men such as Lord 

Burghley, who remembered Henry VIII’s extravagant buildings and ended a 

generation or so later with a group familiar with Inigo Jones’s earliest work - 
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Burghley’s son Robert Cecil and cousin Sir Francis Bacon.
350

 Bishop Goodman 

commented that ‘no kingdome in the world spent so much on building’, as England 

during the reign of James I,
 351

 confirming that like Scotland,
352

 the landed classes 

were actively improving their houses and estates.  

 

It was during this time that England had already developed a tradition of interior 

plaster decoration extending back almost a century. The general consensus is that 

prior to 1500, little or no use was made of internal plaster decoration in England, and 

that the earliest was completed at Nonsuch Palace in 1538 to c1545 (Fig. 3.3).
353

 

Here, Henry VIII hired Italian artist Nicholas Bellin, who arrived in Britain in 1537 

having worked previously at Fontainebleau.
354

 Despite being ruined soon afterwards, 

enough survived at Nonsuch in 1666 for John Evelyn to describe its stuccowork: 

I took an exact view of the plaster statues and bas-relievos inserted between 

the puncheons of the inside walls of the court, which must have been the work 

of some celebrated Italian. I much admire how it had lasted so well and 

entire from the time of Henry VIII, exposed as they are to the air, and pity it 

is they are not taken out and placed in some dry place-a gallery would 

become them. They are mezzo-relievos the size of life. The story of heathen 

gods emblems and compartments.
355
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However, this early example seems to have had less influence on early English 

plasterwork over the next century than details and techniques commonly found in 

carpentry and joinery.
356

 Decorative features such as the ribbed groins of the vaulting 

in medieval roof construction and the use of bosses appear to have provided an 

influence for these early ceilings. These a foretaste of the plaster ribs and pendants 

found on decorative plasterwork during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
357

 

The effect was similar to flattening the layout of a vaulted ceiling to create a 

horizontal ceiling, with timber ribs fixed to boarded timber ceilings laid out in 

geometric shapes.
358

 Where embellishment was required at this time, rather than 

using plaster, early ceilings were decorated with timber carvings or cast lead 

ornamentation. This type of decoration was applied at Hampton Court Palace in the 

mid 1520s for Cardinal Wolsey and again later for Henry VIII once he had taken 

possession of the Palace.
359

 Other early examples of early sixteenth-century ceiling 

decoration occurred at Acton Court, Gloucestershire and Layer Marney, Essex
360

 

where like Hampton Court, they pre-date the external plaster decoration carried out 

at Nonsuch Palace.  

 

Plaster began to replace timber as the material of choice when creating decorative 

ribs in the mid sixteenth century.  The plastic nature of the plaster allowed a greater 

range of shapes and patterns to be applied, including curves and circles - not just 

straight lines as was the case in timber work. During this period, joiners, wood 

carvers and plasterers needed to maintain a close working relationship to produce 
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these ceilings.
361

 This relationship continued throughout the sixteenth and early 

seventeenth centuries as plaster ornament became more widely used and the need for 

carved timber moulds, from which the plasterers were able to produce decorative 

plaster casts, increased.
362

 Following the death of King Henry VIII in 1547, the 

advancement of plaster decoration moved from the monarch to the leading courtiers 

and members of the aristocracy. New ceilings were commissioned for Longleat, 

Copthall, Charterhouse, Sheffield Manor and Burghley,
363

 all comprising single 

narrow, plain ribs of plaster decoration.
364

 Despite the introduction of the new post of 

Royal Master Plasterer in 1555, this plain ribbed style of ceiling remained popular 

well into Queen Elizabeth’s reign, only changing when new decorative plaster was 

introduced in 1582-84 at Windsor Castle.
365

 Here, a flatter, double rib arrangement 

which flanked central scrolling cast ornamentation, resembling the decorative lead 

ribs at Hampton Court Palace, was used. The spaces created by the ribs were filled 

with heraldic badges, strapwork, rosettes, floral designs and/or medallions containing 

animals or heads.
366

  

 

Although many narrow ribbed ceilings were erected in Scotland,
367

 the double ribbed 

type of decorative plasterwork seems to have become particularly popular (Fig. 
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3.4).
368

 Writing in 1908, George Bankart noted that a group of ceilings existed in 

Scotland that resembled those carried out at Broughton Castle, Knole, Bromley by 

Bow, Hatfield House and Mapleduram, Oxon, where leading courtiers, noblemen 

and wealthy merchants were following the fashion set by Elizabeth I and 

commissioning leading plasterers to give them similarly rich plaster ceilings.
369

 One 

example of this practice is seen in the plasterwork at Knole, carried out c.1603 for 

Thomas Sackville, 1
st
 Earl of Dorset, (appointed Lord Treasurer for life in 1603 by 

King James).
370

 Here, the plasterwork was executed by Royal Master Plasterer 

Richard Dungan, who was paid for the ‘frets and other work done’ in 1607.
371

  

 
In England, any Italian influence that may have stemmed from Nonsuch was usurped 

in favour of a native tradition developed and carried out by English plasterers.
372

 

However, while the skill base and any new developments within the craft were native 

in origin, the source for the decoration and the subjects and figures commonly used 

frequently came via increasingly available printed sources from abroad. Designers 

turned to the products of the Flemish and German printing presses rather than to 

evidence from Italy and France.
373

 The use of foreign print and ornamentation 

peaked in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century, with pattern books from 

the low countries containing a wide variety of subjects, including figures and scenes 

from biblical and classical mythology.
374

 These, and later publications such as Henry 

Peacham’s Minerva Britanna in 1612 and Quarles’ Emblems, Divine and Moral in 
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1635,
375

 appeared in libraries of the English aristocracy and began to influence the 

design of the interiors of houses. Laurence Turner and Margaret Jourdain both 

identified examples of portrait medallion and allegorical scenes derived from 

continental print sources contained within decorative plasterwork schemes. For 

example, in addition to Nicholas de Bruyn’s Nine Worthies, the gallery at Blickling 

depicts illustrations such as Doctrina from Peacham’s Minerva Britanna (Figs. 3.5 

and 3.6).
376

  

 

One of the best examples of print books influencing the design of decorative 

plasterwork is contained within a sketchbook drawn by the Abbot family, a West 

Country-based family of plasterers. Analysis of the sketches contained within the 

book has shown that they were taken from a wide range of sources. Sources include 

English works by William Lawson, John Shutes and Edward Topsell
377

 and 

alongside sketches derived from Serlio and cartouches and carytids taken from 

sixteenth-century prints by Vredeman de Vries, Benedetto Battini, and Jacob 

Floris.
378

 Evidence of the sketchbook being used can be seen in plasterwork that 

survives in the West Country area, including two decorative overmantels at 

Deanhead, Swimbridge in Devon and Binham Farm, Old Cleave in Somerset, that 

relate to a sketch based on The Triumph of Time by George Pencz.
 379

 The only other 

known use of this artist as a source is for the decorative masonry panels set within 

the garden walls at Edzell Castle Garden 1598-1604 by Thomas Leiper,
380

 for Sir 

David Lindsay, 1
st
 Lord Edzell.  
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An influx of Flemings into England, as well as print sources from the Low Countries, 

were instrumental in the spread of decorative ideas from Antwerp, where engravers 

produced designs for publication and whose carvers were being increasingly 

employed to work on Jacobean houses
381

 - potentially carving the moulds required to 

cast plaster ornament. It was reputed that if an English man wanted ‘anything well 

paynted, kerved or embrawdred’ in 1530s London, they would need to ‘abandonne 

our owne countrymen [and] resorte to straungers’.
382

 However, this had changed by 

the beginning of the seventeenth century when the craft of decorative plastering in 

England was already well established following the charter granted to The 

Worshipful Company of Plasterers of London by Henry VII on the 10
th 

March 

1501.
383

 This act, and increased references to decorative plastering in the Royal 

Works Accounts and the creation of the post of Royal Master Plasterer filled by four 

plasterers between 1555 and 1609, provide further evidence of the increasing 

popularity and patronage of decorative plasterwork in England. It was into this 

passion for decorative plasterwork that the Scottish entourage who followed the King 

to London arrived in 1603 and they then undertook their own building improvements 

both in England and back home in Scotland.
384
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Pre Union ceiling decoration in Scotland and its influence on Plaster 

Decoration. 
 

The assumption that Scots were only exposed to decorative plasterwork once they 

travelled to England
385

 ignores a well-established tradition of Scottish ceiling 

decoration that existed throughout the previous century. The evidence for this is seen 

in the large number of decorative ceilings in stone, paint and timber which contain 

many of the same features associated with decorative plasterwork. Details such as 

ribs and bosses on earlier stone ceilings echo timber, painted and plaster ceilings of 

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, with their moulded ribs, decorative pendants 

and heraldic schemes.
386

 Furthermore, the iconography that became commonplace in 

seventeenth-century plasterwork can be found in Scottish interior decoration for 

decades before ‘the freer intercourse’
387

 brought about by the Union of the Crowns. 

The stone corbels which support the roof structure of James IV’s Great Hall at 

Edinburgh Castle c1505-10 (Fig. 3.7), for example, comprise images of angel heads, 

lions, monograms, crests, fleur-de-lis, thistles and roses that are likely to have been 

part of a much wider decorative scheme celebrating his kinship and his marriage to 

Margaret Tudor.
388

 The iconography of this decoration is similar to that used a 

century later on plastered ceilings, namely the lion rampant, royal arms, fleur-de-lis, 

Tudor roses, portraits and a marriage cup holding a rose flanked by thistles.
 389 
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The decoration includes a wide repertoire of ornament, including some derived from 

a sceptre gifted to the king in 1494 by Pope Alexander VI, which places Renaissance 

decoration in a Scottish building a decade before the Benedetto da Maiano 

medallions were installed at Hampton Court Palace.
390

 This may not have been an 

isolated example as it is likely that other James IV building projects such as the Great 

Hall
391

 at Falkland Palace c1512 would also have contained similar internal 

Renaissance ornamentation. Indeed iconography like this (and that which became 

popular in decorative plasterwork) continued to feature in Scottish architecture 

throughout the sixteenth century in decorative carved masonry, timber and 

paintwork, years before the Union of the Crowns.
392

  

 

As in England, decorative ribbed ceilings were popular in sixteenth-century 

Scotland. The ceiling of the nave at Aberdeen Cathedral, carried out for Gavin 

Dunbar, Bishop of Aberdeen, between 1518-32, is decorated with ribs with heraldic 

shields and foliage positioned where they intersect.
393

 The iconography of this 

ceiling has been described as a lecture on the politics on Christendom c1520 and 

demonstrates an understanding of Netherlandish architecture, where similar ribbed 

timber ceilings were commonly found.
394

 It comprises three rows of heraldic devices 

depicting the Scottish church under the leadership of the papacy, the Scottish nobility 

under the king and the monarchs of Christendom headed by the emperor.
395

 This type 

of ceiling must have been influential locally, as a similarly laid out ceiling was 
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erected in the Long Gallery at Crathes (Fig. 3.8). Another, in the gallery at 

Dunnottar, only a few miles south of Aberdeen, carried out ahead of a visit from the 

young James VI in 1580,
396

 was ‘curiously ceiled with Oak and after a very rich 

form’.
397

 

 

Scottish ceiling decoration therefore seems to have developed from a tradition of 

using timber, similar to that in England.
398

 Early English decorative ceilings, such as 

those erected at Hampton Court Palace continued to influence the development of 

plaster ceilings throughout the sixteenth century.
399

 At Theobalds, Lord Burghley’s 

great house in Hertfordshire (a house favoured by Queen Elizabeth and eventually 

purchased by James I), was described in 1592 by Rathgeb, secretary to the Duke of 

Wirthemberg: 

Some rooms in particular have very beautiful and costly ceilings, which are 

skilfully wrought in joiner’s work and elegantly coloured, as may be seen in 

the annexed sketch, the ground of which is prettily ornamented in Blue 

colours, but the roses and other ornaments are gilded.
400

 

 

England, therefore, did not break entirely with the use of timber for ceiling 

decoration. However, this description does not fit the thesis that by the mid to late 

sixteenth-century ceilings such as those at Theobalds were carried out in plaster, with 

the account being dismissed as being ‘the foreigner’s lack of familiarity with this 

type of ceiling’.
401
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Like his uncle Henry VIII, James V of Scotland was also a patron of decorative 

timber ceilings in the early sixteenth century. Master of the Kings Works, Sir James 

Hamilton of Finnart
402

 installed a ceiling in the King’s Presence Chamber at Stirling 

Castle comprising of a series of carved oak roundels (Figs. 3.9 and 3.10).
403

 

Decorative ceilings were erected in all the main rooms, enhanced in the ‘Kingis inner 

chamir’ and ‘Quenis chamir’ with silk and velvet hangings carried out by Italian 

embroiderers.
404

 The roundels, appear to have been set within a grid of square ribs 

and depicted portraits of leading royal and court figures, alongside those from 

classical antiquity. The roundels were possibly carved by Scottish wrights John 

Drummond and Robert Robertson, who worked alongside Frenchman Andrew 

Mansioun.
405

 The resulting rooms were described by Sir Robert Drummond in 1583 

as enjoying ‘the best and maist plesand situation off ony of his hienes palayes be 

ressone it will hawe the maist plesand sycht of all the four airthis’.
406

 In 1723 John 

Macky wrote, ‘In this Palace is one Apartment of Six Rooms of State, the noblest I 

ever saw in Europe, both for Heighth, Length and Breadth: And for the Fineness of 

the Carv’d Work, in Wainscot and on the Ceiling, there’s no Apartment in Windsor 

or Hampton-Court that comes near it.
407

  

 

Recent research strongly suggests that one of the roundels portrayed Emperor Caesar 

and that there is a strong likelihood that the Nine Worthies formed part of the overall 

scheme. Sally Rush’s research, carried out as part of the project to restore the royal 
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apartments, has shown how a print of Caesar by German printer Hans Burgkmair 

bears a ‘remarkable resemblance’ to one of the surviving Stirling Head figures.
408

  

 

Some continental influence for the use of portrait roundels may have come from 

places such as the Hotel Guimoneau, a town house in Riom, Puy-de-Dome, 

Auvergne (Fig. 3.11),
409

 where John Stewart, Duke of Albany met with the French 

King to discuss the marriage of James V on 10 July 1533.
410

  

 

Ribbed ceilings (minus portrait medallions) were carried out elsewhere in the Royal 

Palaces at the Chapel Royal at Falkland Palace in 1539-41 by wright Richard Stewart 

(later decorated for the homecoming of Charles I in 1633), the stair tower at 

Holyroodhouse, and in the chapel at Linlithgow.
411

 At Holyroodhouse, a ceiling, 

possibly similar to the Great Watching Chamber at Hampton Court, with ‘gret 

hingand knoppis’ or large pendants at the intersection of ribs is mentioned in a 

painters account of 1535–36.
412

 These ‘sylingis’ were then highly decorated using 

azure, gold and rose of Paris,
413

 confirming that there was a tradition of relief ceiling 

decoration, using similar details such as ribs and pendants as used in later 

plasterwork schemes. Away from the palaces, ceilings like these were becoming 

popular in private houses. A late sixteenth-century decorative ceiling with a central 

pendant was erected at Ferniehust in the Scottish Borders (Fig. 3.12).
414
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James V like his father, James IV, actively improved the royal palaces,
415

 but there 

was a change in inspiration. While James IV was Italian influenced,
416

 James V’s 

work coincided with a particularly strong French influence on Scottish architecture, 

including, the remodelling of the royal apartments at Falkland.
417

 The change of 

influence came when following the death of James IV at Flodden in 1513 and 

Scotland for the next half century became heavily French influenced. It began during 

James V’s minority when the country was ruled between 1515-17 and 1521-4 by the 

Duke of Albany.
418

 During the interlude Albany returned to France, accompanied by 

Lord Gordon, heir to the Earldom of Huntly and Sir James Hamilton of Finnart, both 

of whom would have been exposed to ‘one of the most extensive Rennaissance 

building sites in Europe’.
419

 This experience would give Finnart the grounding that 

led him to be appointed ‘maister of werk principale to our souverane lord of all his 

werkis within his realm now bigging and to be bigget’ responsible for works carried 

out at Stirling and
 
 Linlithgow,

 420
 described later by Mary of Guise upon her arrival 

in 1538 as ‘quhilk pallace the queine highlie commendit.
421

 Further French influence 

on Scottish architecture continued when James V visited France at the time of his 

marriage to Madelene, the daughter of King Francois I
422

 and was exposed to the 

internal decorative works being carried out in the Galerie Francois I at 

Fontainebleau. The French influence continued further when, upon Madeline’s death 

a year later in 1538, a second French wife was sent to Scotland, Mary, second 
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daughter of Duc de Guise.
423

 James V took a French mason, Mogin Martin, with him 

to France when he travelled to marry Madelene and following his second marriage 

had more masons sent over to Scotland, including Nicholas Roy, the aim most likely 

to import some of the French innovations with which he had become familiar during 

his stay.
424

 The work was part funded from two dowries worth in excess of 100,000 

gold coins, 150,000 livres and a pension worth 30,000 francs, in return, amongst the 

titles and properties given to his wives, Falkland Palace was to be their jointure 

house.
425

 

 

The French masons were responsible, alongside craftsmen from the Low Countries 

including Patrick Fleming and Peter Flemishman, for work carried out at the royal 

palaces.
426

 Nicholas Roy (along with three assistants) and Flemishman both worked 

on the remodelling of the South and East Ranges at Falkland,
427

 going over work 

James IV had only recently finished before his death in 1513.
428

 Flemishman was 

responsible for the decorative carvings and statues on the gallery buttresses.
429

 The 

peak of the work, occurred in 1539, and cost £4670, which covered the employment 

of over 60 masons.
430

 The courtyard exterior of the East Range, largely destroyed as 

a result of an accidental fire whilst occupied by Cromwell’s army in 1654, 
431

 still 

has remnants of the plaster finish that hid the rubble work and surrounded the portrait 

medallions and columns along its west face. The effect would most likely have been 

to mirror the smooth ashlar stonework of the South Range’s north face. If so, it may 

have been rendered flat and lined out with fine joints, not dissimilar to the render 
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beneath the arch at Craigston over half a century later. If the architecture of early 

sixteenth-century France had such a strong influence externally on Scottish 

architecture of this time (and later), the likelihood is that the interiors were also 

influenced. James V was probably familiar with the plasterwork being carried out at 

Fontainebleau, and it is possible that he might have wanted to do something similar 

at Falkland to make it fit for his queens. Items in the Master of Works Accounts 

relating to French plasterers and imported plaster for use at Falkland Palace suggest a 

more elaborate finish than the surviving plain plasterwork now visible following the 

Marquis of Bute’s restoration of the late nineteenth century.
432

 Far more likely 

perhaps is its use for decorating the Royal Apartments in the now ruinous East Range 

(Fig. 3.13). If exterior decoration of the East Range gives an indication of how the 

interior once looked, they are highly likely to have been lavishly decorated with the 

tapestries, gold hangings and Persian rugs brought back from France following 

James’s marriage to Madeline in 1537.
433

 Plasterer Johne Malcum was paid £3/3/- 

for ‘perjonyng the chalmeris quhilk wes reformit be Johne Merilyone’.
434

  In 

addition, French plasterer or ‘pergeoner’, Hector Beato worked at the palace.
435

 John 

Dunbar suggests that the low level of payment made to Beato indicates that the 

plasterwork would have been plain rather that decorative.
436

 However, whereas a 

plain finish could have been achieved using local labour and the more commonly 

available lime plaster,
437

 the accounts show that rock gypsum, the raw ingredient 

needed to make gypsum plaster,
438

 was imported via Dundee for use at the palace,
439
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implying the possibility of higher status work. Furthermore, the single entry for his 

work at Falkland and his re-appearance at Holyroodhouse for plastering the Queen 

Mother’s oratory,
440

 perhaps suggests that he was employed for a short duration to 

undertake specialised or decorative work. This would leave the plainer work to those 

such as Malcum (who went on to receive payment on three separate occasions). 

Dunbar, despite having no evidence, thought that all plasterwork carried out at the 

royal palaces would have been plain including that by the ‘French plaisterman’. He 

suggests that references such as ‘laynd the plaster in the Kingis chalmeris’ would 

have been for plastering floors and that the 20 tonnes of imported plaster from 

France would have been used externally.
441

 This is despite the propensity of gypsum 

to break down when exposed to damp conditions
442

 and the resulting sulphate salts 

being potentially damaging to underlying masonry.
443

 

 

Interestingly, the 1539-41 Master of Works Accounts for Falkland Palace itemise 

payments made to a plasterer named ‘John Kelle’ for ‘harling of the hale chapel 

within and under the siling’.
444

 It may be a coincidence but successive Kellies, 

Patrick and Thomas were royal Master Plasterers and members of the Worshipful 

Company of Plasterers covering a period 1555-85.
445

 Patrick Kellie’s name first 

appears in the accounts for work at Hampton Court in 1529, returning again in 

1537/38, when his status rose to the extent that he was among the mourners to 

receive black cloth for the funeral of Henry VIII in 1547.
446

 He worked at 

Nottingham Castle in 1566, possibly in advance of a planned but later postponed 
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meeting between Elizabeth I and Mary Queen of Scots, and at Fotheringay ahead of 

Elizabeth’s planned progress there in 1566.
447

 These plasterers, therefore, were not 

just based in and around London, but travelled extensively. If the ‘Kelle’ working at 

Falkland was English, it would not be the first time an English plasterer received 

payment for work on a Royal Palace (nor was Falkland the first to import foreign 

plaster). References to the foreign plasterers using imported French plaster for the 

Great Hall at Stirling Castle in 1503-4 are contained within 'The Accounts of the 

Lord High Treasurer'.  

"Item to the English plasterman, in his wage to pass to Stirling to plaster the 

new hall £9." 

"Item paid to John Gellis, Englishman, for alabaster stones and plaster 

brought home by him forth of England and sent to Stirling, with the expense 

of the plasterman brought home for working of the said plaster, extending to 

£10. 15sh." July 1503. 

"Item for ane horse to John Gellis, Englishman, that brought the plaster and 

the plasterman £4." 

"Item for 20 ton of plaster brought home by Dorange, Frenchman, to Stirling 

and Holyrood £1." 1504.
448

 

 

Although the Great Hall at Stirling underwent redecoration in 1628-9 in advance of 

Charles I’s visit, enough plaster still survived in 1741 for William Stirling in a letter 

to Sir John Clerk of Penicuik to make the following observations. 

Because I know how curious you are, I have sent with this a piece of plaster 

with such the whole walls within the Parliament Hall of Stirling castle was 

cast on, which did continue undefaced till Oliver Cromwell took the castle 
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and made the Parliament Hall a stable, and the plaster was so beautiful, that 

it seems only made them beat down as much of it as they could, whereby a 

very small quantity thereof now remains. 

 

You’d observe this plaster that common lime is the first cover of the wall, and 

then a coat is put thereon much whiter, which coat if you'd observe betwixt 

you and the light is of some transparent substance, such as china ware or 

porcelain, but what the composition is I know not, and it is much more 

compact than the lime upon which it is laid. I do not so much know where of 

stucco is made, some say it is of spar and I have known spar as white and 

transparent as this is, but if that transparency continues after it is made into 

lime and that lime into plaster I know not however. I beg that you'd be so 

good as to give me your opinion about the whole.
449

 

 

William Stirling’s description of ‘stucco’ and ‘spar’ suggests a highly superior finish. 

The importation of French plaster, presumably a gypsum based plaster-of-Paris type 

material and alabaster from England, the raw ingredient required to produce the 

highest quality gypsum plaster,
450

 could have been used to create a decorative finish 

in the early sixteenth century. It is therefore possible that a similar arrangement of 

importing foreign materials and labour was used at Falkland to produce a superior 

finish, especially if the mysterious plasterer Kelle or the Frenchman Beato had 

previous decorative experience. 

 

The French influence and the desire to build did not end with the death of James V in 

December 1542. When his wife, Mary of Guise, was made Queen Regent in 1554, 

she increased French influence further, via clothing, poetry and music, as well as 
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architecture.
451

 Decorative carved timber ceilings from the mid sixteenth-century 

Marian period, again with features commonly used in contemporary English 

plasterwork, survive, or survived long enough to be recorded at two properties in 

Edinburgh. The oak ceiling in Queen Mary’s ante-room at Holyroodhouse  (Fig. 

3.14), thought to date from c1558 (20 years after the installation of the ‘gret hingand 

knoppis’ elsewhere in the Palace), is divided into smaller compartments by 

projecting timber ribs. Each compartment was filled with carved heraldic shields 

comprising Henry II of France and his son Francis the Dauphin, alongside those of 

James V, his wife Mary of Guise and their daughter Mary.
452

 A similar ceiling 

appears to have been carried out in a house in Edinburgh’s Old Town, known in the 

nineteenth century as Mary of Guise’s Palace. The house was described by Robert 

Chambers as comprising roundels with heraldic arms, fleurs-de-lis and a monogram, 

then thought to have been of stucco but later shown to be of wood overlaid with 

whitewash.
453

 When Guise embarked upon a state visit to France in August of 1550, 

she took a Scottish contingent of noblemen who would have become familiar with 

features common in earlier French Renaissance country house architecture, such as 

the Guise family seats of Joinville, Nancy, Longueville and Chateaudun.
454

 Upon 

returning, features such as the round donjon, dormers, turrets, and romantic skyline 

were added to their houses by a number of those who had visited France. In the 

following year, the Bishop of Orkney, Robert Reid built Kirkwall palace,
455

 the Earl 

of Huntly enlarged Strathbogie in 1553 and his near neighbour, the earl of Atholl 
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remodelled Balvenie, the latter two being built with the intention of hosting the 

Queen Regent on her progress to the north east in 1556.
456

 Huntly’s efforts did 

enough to impress: 

And here is to be remembered, that in all this jornay and progress quhair 

[where] the Quene Regent and her companie did pas, sho was received 

verrey honorablie, and intertenit sumptueouslie in the nobill mennis, prelattis 

and barrouns houses, so that the Frenche men praised the same verrye 

meikill [much].
457

 

This from someone who had spent years at the centre of the French Court.
458

 

 

If sixteenth-century decorative plasterwork was under way in the aftermath of 

Francophile influence at Falkland Palace, it is most likely that it would be in the 

generation of houses belonging to those exposed to the architecture of sixteenth-

century France. However, as with the interiors of the East Range at Falkland Palace, 

no physical evidence has survived in the ruinous remains of these French influenced 

houses (Fig. 3.15). Huntly and Balvenie are ruined, while the fragments of plaster 

that remain at Huntly are thought to have been carried out as part of the improvement 

work carried out in the early seventeenth century after the house had been slighted in 

1594.
459

 Indeed, an inventory carried out at Huntly at this time suggest a lavish 

decorative scheme including dozens of tapestries, several statues and gilt chandeliers, 

with the ceilings apparently ‘curiously decorated’.
460

  Other early examples of 

decorative plasterwork in Scotland may have existed in houses belonging to high 

ranked aristocrats such as Hamilton Palace, magnificently decorated by the Earl of 
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Arran between 1550 and 1552,
461

 and in the surviving houses remodelled to 

accommodate the progresses of Mary Queen of Scots during her personal reign.
462

  

 

Once the country entered the 1570s, the Morton’s regency appears to have been a 

period when adopting a French style of architecture implied loyalty to the old 

regime.
463

  The adoption of rectangular towers and ‘the dismantling of Mary’s court, 

iconoclasm and diminution of ecclesiastical patronage of the visual arts’
464

 seems to 

have represented a conscious avoidance and destruction of the features associated 

with the pro French and Catholic Marian period.
465

 Perhaps the use of plasterwork as 

a decorative medium, if its use emanated from the royal palaces, went out of fashion 

as it implied French support or loyalty to the previous regime. Yet, if this is the case, 

decorative painted ceilings, many with French influences, survived, and continued to 

be carried out after any French influences waned. The schemes at Prestongrange, 

c1581; Crathes, c1599; and Gladstone’s Land, c1613, for example, resemble those 

commonly found in French châteaux.
466

  

 

These properties form part of a large corpus of surviving interior painted decoration 

in Scotland that go as far back as the thirteenth century Chapter House at Dryburgh 

Abbey, Scottish Borders, which was decorated with geometric rib patterns in filled 

with foliage.
467

 

 

All the main features of early seventeenth-century decorative plasterwork were 

contained within earlier or contemporary paint schemes in Scotland. Painted 
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decoration commonly formed part of the decorative schemes of the royal palaces, 

including a painted scheme, in Holyroodhouse with coats-of-arms, similar to the 

carved work in the neighbouring Queen Mary’s Anteroom. The walls in both these 

rooms were surmounted with a painted frieze incorporating the Honours of Scotland. 

While in 1617, a painted scheme was applied in the birthing room of James VI in 

Edinburgh Castle, where, like contemporary plaster schemes, it comprises cornice, 

pendant and ribs infilled with James’ monograms and thistles. Here the vertically 

lined timber walls were emblazoned with the royal coats-of-arms and a large 

strapwork cartouche. Despite the increasing popularity of plasterwork, painted 

decoration remained popular for much of the seventeenth century.
468

 Although 

decorative plasterwork had been applied in the royal palaces only a few years 

previously, in 1629, John Robertson, accompanied by painter Valentine Jenkins, was 

paid to carry timber boards containing the King’s Arms from Stirling to Falkland to 

embellish the palace ahead of the royal visit there in 1633.
 469

  The work carried out 

there probably included the decoration of the extant James V timber ribbed ceiling in 

the Chapel Royal. It was decorated with features commonly found in plaster, such as 

the royal crests and the monograms of Charles I and his wife Henrietta Maria, 

alongside roses, thistles, Prince of Wales ostrich feathers and strapwork decoration.  

 

Likewise, portrait medallions and figures from ancient and mythical history, like 

those commonly applied in plaster, were also popular subjects for inclusion in 

painted schemes. Painted schemes with portrait medallions dating from the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries were discovered during demolition works being carried out 

at Kinneil, West Lothian, in 1936.
470

 In c1550 James Hamilton, second Earl of Arran 
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and Regent of Scotland, had portrait medallions painted on the frieze and dado 

around the perimeter of the Parable Room on the first floor of the East Wing, to 

embellish his principal seat in the east
471

 The Nine Worthies were also commonly 

depicted in painted schemes, albeit not in portrait medallions. In the second floor 

gallery at Earlshall, the coats-of-arms of the Worthies form part of the painted 

scheme alongside those of prominent figures from Scotland and across Europe (Fig. 

3.18). At Crathes, however, dated 1602, all nine are depicted as full length standing 

figures alongside inscriptions which explain their achievements. Likewise, full-

length figures feature in the Green Lady’s Room and on the ceiling of the nearby 

Muses Room, where the nine Muses, seven of the Cardinal Virtues plus Fame are 

painted between the timber beams. 

 

Heraldry was another common theme in painted decoration. The groin vaulted hall 

ceiling at Balbegno carried out in 1581 for Andrew Wood contains figures of 

mythical figures alongside the escutcheons of the Scottish nobility responsible for 

removing the Earl of Morton from his regency in December 1580.
472

 A similar 

heraldic sixteenth-century ceiling was carried out in a town house on Linlithgow 

High Street. The ceiling, recorded before its demolition in the late nineteenth 

century, contained the heraldic devices of fifteen Barons and twenty-two Earls, many 

depicted in the ‘Heraldic MS. emblazoned by Sir David Lyndsay of the Mount, Lyon 

King of Armes, 1542.’
473

 

 

Other common vocabulary between the two mediums includes the similarity of the 

painted friezes in the 1617 Painted Chamber on the first floor at Gladstone’s Land, 
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Edinburgh (Fig. 3.19), the Long Gallery at Earlshall, and the plaster frieze in the 

King Charles Room at Winton.
474

 The friezes at these properties comprise trompe 

l’oeil arcading, formed with semi-circular arches supported on pilasters, infilled with 

vases of flowers.  

 

Scotland’s familiarity and experience of masonry even extended to replicating ribbed 

ceilings in stone. At Crichton there are the remnants of a coffered ceiling on the 

second floor of the arcaded North Range. If the ceiling was contemporary with the 

remodelling carried out by the Earl of Bothwell, the work would date to c1581 

following his return from Italy.
475

 But in this case, while it has all the characteristics 

of decorative plaster, it was in fact carried out entirely in ashlar masonry (Fig. 

3.20).
476

 

 

According to a first hand account, plaster ceiling decoration was carried out at Seton 

Palace, ‘the most French Chateau of them all’ and a favourite haunt of the Stewart 

monarchy, decades before the Union of the Crowns (Fig. 3.21).
477

 In 1598, Fynes 

Moryson described ‘the ancient and (according to the building of that Kingdome) 

stately Pallace of the L. Seton beautified with faire Orchards and Gardens, and for 

that clime pleasant’.
478

 The iconography of the plasterwork at Seton Palace suggests 

the work was carried out in the mid sixteenth century. John Macky dated the work in 

the Great Hall to Mary Queen of Scots’ time, implying the use of decorative 

plasterwork in Scotland around half a century earlier than is normally assumed. 
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For on the ceiling of the great Hall are plaistered the Arms of Scotland, with 

the Arms of France on one hand, and those of Francis the Second, then 

Dauphin, with his Consort Queen Mary, in one Escutcheon, on the other; the 

Arms of Hamilton, Duke of Chateauherault, with several other Noblemen’s 

Arms and Supporters, with the French Order of St Michael around them.
479

 

 

The French influence may have come via George, 4
th

 Lord Seton’s earlier marriage 

to Mary Piers, one of Mary of Guise’s ladies.
480

 This is further reinforced by the 

Seton family’s closeness to the French Queen Dowager and her daughter Mary, 

Queen of Scots.
481

 In 1584, George, 5
th

 Lord Seton went on a delegation to France to 

promote Scottish/French relations and in the hope of getting support to restore 

Catholicism in Scotland.
482

 Thgis gave him the opportunity to witness first-hand 

French interiors. The ceiling at Seton Palace therefore coincided with the period of 

strong French influence and shows the Seton family’s closeness to the monarch, 

which possibly gave them access to the same craftsmen employed at the royal 

palaces. If decorative plasterwork existed at Seton Palace, belonging to a second-

rank member of the aristocracy,
483

 it is unlikely to have been an isolated case. If this 

was the case, it raises the possibility of similar work at Huntly or Balvenie. Macky’s 

description of the Seton Palace ceiling is consistent with a 1581 engraving of a 

French interior that appears to show a square grid pattern made up of interlacing 
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floral ribs, in-filled with Arms, headed figures of humans and animals and large 

roses.
484

  

 

Seton Palace must have influenced Lord Seton’s fourth son Alexander, who went on 

to be a leading political figure in Scotland. Along with the Masters of the King’s 

Works William Schaw and James Murray, he heavily influenced architectural 

developments, including the patronage of elaborate decorative schemes, in sixteenth 

and early seventeenth-century Scotland.
485

  

 

The plasterwork at Seton Palace provides evidence of a tradition of plasterwork in 

Scotland decades earlier than the execution of the work at the ‘Old Palace’ at 

Bromley-by-Bow, which together with ceiling decoration in other decorative 

mediums such as timber and paint, must have provided as much influence as English 

work upon seventeenth-century patrons keen to decorate their houses. Especially as 

many of the patrons who commissioned decorative plasterwork in the early 

seventeenth century must have been brought up in, or were familiar with, houses 

with similar interiors. 

 
While other types of decorative ceilings have survived from the sixteenth century, 

early plaster examples have not. It is possible that the number of skilled plasterers 

and artisans able to do the work was so low that only royalty and those closely 

connected had access to them. After all, the King of France had to import the labour 

to undertake the stucco work at Fontainebleau (which does not appear to be 

widespread among contemporary French chateaux) and the King of England appears 

only to have been able to procure the services of stuccoist Bellin after he left France 

in disgrace. Unlike masons who appeared in numbers in Scotland, plasterers like 
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Beato were so few in number and stayed only a short time to carry out specialised 

work before departing (possibly during the anti-French period of 1568-85), their stay 

was too brief for an indigenous skill-base to develop. Patrons seem to have 

improvised and achieved much the same effect as their English counterparts, but 

used instead materials and skills available to them. 

 

When plasterwork became popular and a skill-base once again became established in 

the early seventeenth century it allowed patrons to continue commissioning similar 

type ceiling decoration as they had done for the previous century, but do so in an 

increasingly available medium – decorative plaster. It also gave the patron the 

opportunity to introduce greater relief into their decorative than twenty or so years 

previously. Consequently, the absence of any surviving decorative plasterwork prior 

to 1603, implies more a lack of skilled craftsmen to ensure a large quantity of 

plasterwork was completed to ensure any survival 400 years later, than a lack of 

cultural or architectural understanding on the part of the patrons.  
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Part 2 –Absent Court I: The affect of an absent court and the influence of a new 

cultural leader on the development of decorative plasterwork in early 

seventeenth-century Scotland 
 

Chapter 4: Patronage Shift - Absent court and the influence of Alexander Seton 
 

For loe, hee Bee-like paft from place to place, 

Knowledge to gaine which might his Countrie grace, 

Paines, trauell, hazard, hee efteemed nought, 

To gaine the wifli'd for knowledge which hee fought 

Loire, Seine, and Rhine, with Tiber, Ame, and Poe, 

Their Bankes hee paft to make his learning growe, 

And as the Bee from euerie flower doth take, 

The fweeteft juice his pleafing food to make.
486

 
 

J. Lyoun, Teares for the death of Alexander, earle of Dunfermeling, lord chancellor of 

Scotland 
 

When Queen Elizabeth of England died on 24th March 1603, the English Privy 

Council wrote to James VI of Scotland offering him the crown.
487

 Less than two 

weeks later he crossed the border along with many of his court and an assurance that 

he would return regularly. Instead, he governed from a distance, the day-to-day 

management of all aspects of government left to a number of courtiers and officials 

who remained in Scotland with whom he kept in regular contact.
488

 

 

One area of responsibility which lay with the Scottish based administration was the 

portfolio of royal properties. When James was crowned King of Scotland in 1567 he 

inherited the castles of Edinburgh, Stirling and Dumbarton, the palace, chapel royal 

and abbey church of Holyroodhouse and the palaces of Linlithgow and Falkland.
489

 

The responsibility for their improvement, maintenance and repair lay with the Master 

of the King’s Works, a position appointed by the issue of a warrant recorded in the 
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Register of the Privy Seal.
490

 Post-holders in the sixteenth century included Sir James 

Hamilton of Finnart, cousin of James V and the illegitimate son of James Hamilton, 

1
st
 Earl of Arran, who held the post from 1539 until his execution the following 

year.
491

 James VI’s first Master of Works was Sir William MacDowell who was 

responsible for the Half-moon Battery and Portcullis Gateway. He carried out work 

at Edinburgh Castle from 1573 and for James’ Gallery at Holyroodhouse in 1576-

7.
492

 Following MacDowell’s death in 1579, Robert Drummond of Carnock, the 

grandson of poet William Drummond of Hawthornden, was appointed ‘maister of 

all….werkis and places, bigget and to be biggit’, after which he submitted an 

estimate to repair the royal palaces, including rebuilding the ‘westqwarter’ at 

Stirling.
493

  

 

By the time of negotiations to secure James the English throne in 1601,
494

 

Drummond’s successor, William Schaw, had been in post for eighteen years.
495

 

Schaw, a well-educated and well-travelled catholic, had been appointed to the office 

of Royal Master of Works, on 21 December 1583, as:  

Grit maister of wark of all and sindrie his hienes palaceis, biggingis and 

reparationis, - and greit oversear, directour and commander of quhatsumevir 

police devysit or to be devysit for our soverane lordis behuif and plessur.
496
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He had previously been a diplomat accompanying Lord Seton on a mission to 

France
497

 and had been trusted by the King to entertain the Danish delegation who 

had visited Edinburgh in 1585.
498

 In 1590, Schaw was part of the retinue which 

accompanied the King to Denmark ahead of his marriage to Queen Anne and later he 

prepared the Palace of Holyroodhouse for the wedding celebrations in advance of 

their return home to Scotland.
499

 A royal favourite throughout his life, Schaw had 

been a page in the court of Mary of Guise’s
500

 and later the recipient of a New Year’s 

gift from the King in 1595-6.
501

 By 1593, Schaw had been appointed chamberlain of 

the Lordship of Dunfermline, assigned to Queen Anne.
502

 He was responsible for 

work at Dunfermline Palace, creating the Queen’s jointure house that lay above the 

pended outer gate attached to the west gable of Dunfermline Abbey.
503

 The Queen's 

House was described as a 'delicate and princely mansion',
504

 but by the end of the 

eighteenth-century had 'gradually became ruinous'.
505

 Schaw’s architectural work 

may also be seen at Stirling Castle, where he was responsible for the new Chapel 

Royal built for the baptism of Prince Henry in 1594 (Fig. 4.1).
506

 As the baptism was 

orchestrated closely by the King, it seems probable that he and Schaw would have 

worked together on the design. This brought together ‘the greatest number of 

artificers [craftsmen] in the whole country’ at a cost of £100,000.
507

 The proportions 
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of the chapel relate to those of the Temple of Solomon,
508

 while the arched entrance 

is similar to the triumphal arch erected in Antwerp for the arrival of Philip II in 

1549.
509

  

 

When Schaw died in 1602, it may have been his successor, David Cunninghame of 

Robertland who was given the responsibility of constructing a tomb in his memory in 

Dunfermline Abbey. A Latin inscription recorded Schaw’s achievements and 

qualities. Translated it reads:  

This humble structure of stones covers a man of excellent skill, notable 

probity, singular integrity of life, adorned with the greatest of virtues - 

William Schaw, Master of the King's Works, President of the Sacred 

Ceremonies, and the Queen's Chamberlain. He died 18th April, 1602. Among 

the living he dwelt fifty-two years; he had travelled in France and many other 

Kingdoms, for the improvement of his mind; he wanted no liberal training; 

was most skilful in architecture; was early recommended to great persons for 

the singular gifts of his mind; and was not only unwearied and indefatigable 

in labours and business, but constantly active and vigourous, and was most 

dear to every good man who knew him. He was born to do good offices, and 

thereby to gain the hearts of men; now he lives eternally with God. Queen 

Anne ordered this monument to be erected to the memory of this most 

excellent and most upright man, lest his virtues, worthy of eternal 

commendation, should pass away with the death of his body. 

 

A year later in 1603 when James was proclaimed King of England, Cunninghame 

was among the courtiers who followed him to England, thereafter combining his new 
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role there with that in Scotland. He was Master of Works in Scotland between 1602 

and 1607, and like Schaw, visited the Danish royal court and would have become 

familiar with its architecture.
510

 Little is known of Cunninghame’s work as an 

architect. However, his architectural work was considered as ‘forward-looking’ - his 

design for the pre-Inigo Jones Banqueting Hall at Whitehill was described as ‘a 

rather advanced plan’.
511

  

 

The influence of Cunninghame upon English court architecture in the early reign of 

James I has generally been overlooked. Presumably he would have had some 

influence and authority over Royal Master Plasterer, Richard Dungan, whose 

plasterwork is typical of work carried out at Bromley-by-Bow and in Scotland.
512

 If 

Bromley was commissioned by a courtier, especially a Scot, perhaps Cunninghame 

was hired to oversee the work and was responsible for encouraging the use of three 

of the Nine Worthies in the ceiling decoration. It is possible that Cunninghame used 

his knowledge of the Worthies’ presence in the State Room ceilings at Stirling Castle 

to introduce them into the English plasterer’s repertoire.  

 

Cunninghame’s successor, James Murray was appointed ‘principall Master of all his 

majesties warkis and buildirigis within Scotland’ by Writ of the Privy Seal on the 

26
th

 December 1607.
513

 Before his promotion he previously worked as a Wright and 

Overseer (like his father and brother) on the Royal works.
514

 Murray, although not 

from the landed classes, appears to have been extremely well connected. He may 

have been related to Depute Treasurer, Sir Gideon Murray, and had wealthy, 
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influential friends such as the wealthiest man in Scotland - merchant Sir William 

Dick and also Sir Henry Wardlaw who was responsible for collecting the crown 

rents.
515

 In 1612, when Murray and his wife Martha acquired land to the west of 

Edinburgh at Baberton, from William Wardlaw, the accompanying charter described 

him as the King’s Architect.
516

 Murray was knighted on 14
th

 July 1633, and held the 

post of Master of the King’s Works until his death in December 1634.
517

  

 

During his time in office, Murray was responsible for both the general upkeep of the 

royal palaces, with £1000 being provided annually for their maintenance, as well as 

for larger scale improvement works and alterations.
 518

 Other public works 

undertaken by Murray included the ‘drawings of the model of the workes of the 

Parliament and counsel hous’
519

 in Edinburgh on 1 February 1633 and the design of 

the Glasgow Tollbooth, the latter being completed posthumously by 1640.
520

 Murray 

regularly worked with the King’s Master Mason, William Wallace, whom he had 

recommended for the post.
521

 Wallace was a leading figure in his craft and by 1628 

was a Deacon in the Freemasons Lodge of St Maries Chapel.
522

 Wallace’s work on 

the royal palaces ranged from relatively straightforward pointing and pavement 

works to producing fine carved work.
523

 Unlike Schaw, Murray does not appear to 

have had any direct contact with the King or Queen. He was responsible for 

producing accurate accounts for the works executed on the palaces and presenting 

them to be audited by senior government officials led by Chancellor Alexander Seton 
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and others including Seton’s cousin the Earl of Winton, the Earl of Mar’s cousin Sir 

George Erskine,
524

 the Earl of Lothian and Depute Treasurer Sir Gideon Murray.
525

  

 

As well as his official duties, Murray undertook private work for courtiers and 

leading government figures. One of his clients was Edward Bruce, 1
st
 Lord Kinloss, 

for whom Murray designed Abbey House in Culross, completed in 1608.
526

 Kinloss 

undertook this work during a career in England after 1603, after being promoted 

from a position of a Scottish Lord of Session to English Master of Rolls in 

1608.
527

Abbey House has been compared to contemporary country houses on the 

continent such as Courances in France and the Villa d’Este in Italy.
528

 It has also 

been described as ‘a piece of proto-classicism unparalleled in Britain’.
529

 Abbey 

House was an extension of the 1590’s Commendator’s house, built over two storeys, 

with a gallery on the first floor and flanked with square angle-pavilions (Fig. 4.2).
530

  

 

Murray was also commissioned by Sir George Home of Spott, the fourth son of a 

minor laird, who after dedicating ‘his bodie, mynd and haill lyfe to his majesties 

service’ was elevated to Earl of Dunbar in 1606.
531

 Dunbar’s career included the 

positions of Chancellor of the Exchequer in England from 1603 until 1606 and as 
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Lord Treasurer in Scotland from 1601 until his death in 1611.
532

 Around the same 

time as Kinloss was building at Culross, Dunbar began building a ‘sumptuous and 

glorious palace’ in Berwick. Surveyor George Chaworth described its ‘exceeding 

height, and yet magnicient turrets above that height, a goodly front, and a brave 

prospect open to the meanest aned most distant roome, and that the uniforme 

proportion everye waye generally, as wold stodye a good architector to describe’.
533

 

The symbolic location of Berwick, - sited on the border - as Dunbar’s house 

therefore fits in with his dual role as one of the King’s foremost politicians working 

between Edinburgh and London.
534

 Twenty years after Dunbar’s death the house was 

still unfinished. Nevertheless, Sir William Brereton, while visiting Berwick in 1636, 

described it as ‘a stately, sumptuous, and well-seated house or castle’ where ‘a most 

stately platform propounded and begun: a fair long gallery joiced, not boarded 

wherein is the largest mantle-tree I have seen, near five yards long of one piece; this 

leaded over, which gives the daintiest prospect to the sea, to the town, to the land, 

and the river.’
535

  By 1661, ‘the large palace’ was described by Jorevin de Rocheford 

as ‘ruined and abandoned’,
536

 much of its building materials having been removed 

for re-use in London and nearby Cowdenknowes.
537

  

 

The private work undertaken by Murray and his colleagues appears to have been 

mainly for patrons closely connected with Scottish court. Murray favoured a style of 

house with classical order and balance, with carved pediments and shafted 
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chimneystacks, often laid out in a U-plan around a courtyard.
538

 Indeed, the house 

Murray built himself at Baberton in the early 1620s was U-plan (Fig. 4.3).
539

 In 

1628, Murray and Wallace worked on the remodelling of Winton House in East 

Lothian for the Earl of Winton, a signatory on Murray’s Master of Work’s Accounts. 

At Winton they created an approximate U-plan villa (the main house positioned 

between two towers) with even finer decorative carved masonry work, including 

highly ornate chimneys.
540

 

 

A similarly designed house was built at Pitreavie House, near Dunfermline, for 

Murray’s friend Sir Henry Wardlaw. Wardlaw succeeded William Schaw as Queen 

Anne’s Chamberlain and Receiver of the Crowns Rents.
541

 Pitreavie was also a U-

plan villa (Fig. 4.4), possibly designed by Wardlaw’s son-in-law and James Murray’s 

colleague, joint Master of Works, Anthony Alexander, who ‘by his learning and 

travellis abroad…. acquired skill in Architectorie’.
542

 Alexander may also have been 

responsible for designing a U-plan villa (now called Argyll’s Lodging) in Stirling, 

for his father, Sir William Alexander, Earl of Stirling who held the post of Secretary 

of State. Other patrons connected with this type of villa included Tam Dalyell of The 

Binns near Linlithgow and Sir Thomas Hamilton. Dalyell, who was Lord Kinloss’ 

son-in-law and close colleague in London, refashioned two towers at The Binns after 

purchasing the estate in 1613. Hamilton (another signatory on the Master of Works 

Accounts) converted an old tower which belonged to the Lauder family, at 

Tyninghame in East Lothian into a similar U-plan villa.  
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These examples of innovative house building and improvements represented a shift 

of architectural patronage from the King to those running the country in his 

absence.
543

 The main proponent of this patronage appears to have been Alexander 

Seton, the most senior official left in charge after the majority of the King’s inner 

circle went south to England.
544

 At the Union of the Crowns, Seton, who was 

Chancellor of Scotland from 1606, was already an experienced politician, lawyer and 

gentleman architect. He appears to have been integral in increasing the popularity of 

decorative plasterwork in early seventeenth-century Scotland through its 

commissioning in at least one of his own houses and by being ultimately accountable 

for its execution in the royal palaces.  

 

Alexander Seton and Pinkie House 

Born in 1556, the fourth son of George, 5
th

 Lord Seton, Alexander Seton was born 

into a family loyal to Mary, Queen of Scots who, as his godmother, gifted him the 

priory lands of Pluscarden.
545

 As a younger son, he was destined for a career in the 

church and he was sent to receive a classical education at the Jesuit-run German 

School in Rome, in 1571, before travelling to France to study law and returning to 

Scotland in late 1580.
546

 It is thought that Seton would have become a cardinal had 

he stayed in Rome.
547

 When Seton was studying in Europe, Bishop Leslie dedicated 

to him a ‘History of Scotland', published in 1578.
548
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Seton was appointed a Privy Councillor and Extraordinary Lord of Session when 

James VI began his personal rule in 1585 after the overthrow of James Stewart, 

fourth Earl of Arran.
549

 Alongside his mentor, John Maitland of Thirlestane, Lord 

Chancellor from 1587 until his death in 1595, Seton was part of the new breed of 

administrators who increased his own and the King’s authority at the expense of the 

established nobility and the Kirk.
550

 Like Maitland, Seton benefitted from a King 

who favoured those who had been loyal to his mother. In order to keep the rumours 

of his catholicism at bay after his appointment as an Ordinary Lord of Session, Seton 

had to commit to the established church in 1588
551

 - although he continued to be 

suspected of being a catholic throughout his prosperous career: 

He is a Catholic, as is also the Lord President and the Royal Advocate. In 

political wisdom in learning, in high birth, wealth and authority, he possess 

far more influence that the rest, and his power is universally acknowledged. 

But he professes the state religion, rendering external obedience to the King 

and ministers, and goes occasionally, though rarely, to the sermons, 

sometimes to their heretical communion.
552

  

 

In 1593 Seton became President of the Court of Session and took overall 

responsibility for managing the property of Queen Anne,
553

 (who converted to 

catholicism and surrounded herself with catholic friends,
 554

 including Jane 

Drummond, Seton’s sister-in-law
555

). Seton’s loyalty to the Queen was such that 

upon her departure to London in 1603 he was entrusted with the guardianship of the 
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young Prince Charles (the future Charles I).
556

 It was the Queen, who less than three 

years later, granted Seton the Earldom of Dunfermline and the lands that went with 

it.
557

 

 

Seton managed the Queen’s assets so successfully that by 1596, following the death 

of Chancellor Maitland, he was made chairman of the eight-man team who were 

responsible for bringing order to the crown finances.
558

 This committee, known as 

the Octavians, was suspected as being ‘all almost either Papists known or inclining to 

Popery or malignancy’ - a belief reinforced when they allowed the return of the 

exiled and catholic Earl of Huntly in 1596, resulted in riots in Edinburgh and the 

denting of Seton’s ambitions.
559

 However, favour had returned by 1598 when he was 

made a Lord of Parliament, as Lord Fyvie and for the next ten years he was Provost 

of Edinburgh.
 560

 To further rid himself of any catholic suspicions, Seton aligned 

himself with the protestant Earl of Mar during his unsuccessful election to be 

Chancellor and his second and third marriages were into protestant families.
561

 This 

proved successful because he was described as an ‘honest councillor’ by the English 

agent George Nicholson.
562

 In fact, once James VI succeeded to the English throne in 

1603, Seton’s profile and usefulness to the King was apparent in his appointment as 

chief Scottish negotiator for the treaty of union which was greatly desired by the 

King. Crucially, this appointment brought Seton into contact with his English 

equivalent, Sir Robert Cecil, future Earl of Salisbury. Although the treaty was 

unsuccessful, Seton was created Earl of Dunfermline and Lord Chancellor for his 
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reward and until his death in 1622, effectively ran Scotland in the Kings absence.
 563

 

However, unlike the courtiers who travelled to London seeking favour,
564

 Seton 

managed to maintain royal favour from a distance using well-placed courtiers to 

relay correspondence and pass on messages.
565

 One of these was his kinsman by 

marriage, Sir Thomas Erskine, Viscount Fenton.
566

 Throughout his lifetime Seton 

used marriage to create alliances. As well as his own three marriages, all into noble 

families, Seton made sure that the marriages of his six children cemented relations 

with powerful allies across the country.
567

 After his elder brother Robert, Earl of 

Winton died in 1603, Seton ensured that his children also married well.
568

 

 

Seton died on 16 June 1622 at Pinkie and David Calderwood, presbyterian 

clergyman and author of the Historie of the Kirk of Scotland, later wrote ‘howsoever, 

he has Popishly disposed in his religion, yet he condemned many abuses and 

corruption in the Kirk of Rome. He was a good justciar, courteous and humane to 

both strangers and to his own country people, but no good friend to the bishops’.
569

 

Calderwood’s rival, Archbishop Spottiswoode, wrote of Seton  that ‘He exercised his 

place with great moderation, and above all things studied to maintain peace and 

quiteness’.
570

  Sir Anthony Weldon, normally negative in his opinions of the Scots, 

proclaimed Seton one of ‘the wonders of their kingdom’.
571

 In his biography, 
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Alexander Seton was described as ‘a great humanist in prose and poesie, Greek and 

Latine; well versed in the mathematics and great skill in architecture and 

herauldrie’,
572

 and has been credited with ‘bringing an implicitly neoclassical 

urbanitas and humanitas’ to renaissance Scotland.
573

 In 1599 Robert Pont dedicated 

his New Treatise of the right reckoning of Yeares and Ages of the World to Seton, 

describing him ‘Among the rare Maecenases of this Land, your name is with the 

highest rank under his Maiestie to be mentioned’.
574

 

 

Alexander Seton’s interest in art and architecture started at an early age. His father, 

George, 5
th

 Lord Seton, was an enthusiastic patron of the arts, later employing an 

artist, possibly the Netherlandish artist Adrian Vanson, in their household in 1582. 

Vanson produced drawings of ‘his majesties’ to be engraved for use in new coinage 

and may have been the same artist who produced the Seton Armorial book of 

heraldry.
575

  

 

Seton’s ‘great skill in architecture’ would have been influenced by the ten years 

spent studying in Rome and France. Soon after his return in 1585, he and William 

Schaw, by then Master of the King’s Work, worked together on the construction of a 

new north wing at Seton Palace in ‘a regular, classical manner’.
576

 The palace had 

developed over almost a century from c1550, from three existing towers and was set 

around a triangular courtyard, entered via a twin-towered chatelet, comprising three 

wings.
577

 The south-east wing, dating from the 1550s (as suggested by the ceiling 

decoration) contained a hall and drawing-room, a parlour, a great bedchamber, 
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dressing-room and closet. The second floor of the north wing, executed by Alexander 

Seton and William Schaw, contained the state apartment. It was described as ‘very 

spacious; three great rooms, at least forty Foot high’.
578

 By 1841, ‘The old Palace of 

Seton, with its fine gardens and terraced walks, which the Monarchs of Scotland and 

their court in former times delighted to visit, were no more. The remains of the 

former having been pulled down by the late proprietor, to build a modern 

mansion’.
579

 Only a number of pediments and fragments displayed in the adjacent 

Seton Chapel survive, together with the old palace garden walls that now surround 

Seton House, designed and built by Robert Adam in 1790.
580

 

 

It is likely that Seton and Schaw shared their architectural ideas and experiences 

from their foreign travels. Indeed, perhaps it was this working relationship and the 

Queen’s own interest in the arts and architecture
581

 which brought them together in 

her service. The closeness of the relationship is evident from a separate panel next to 

the epitaph on Schaw’s memorial tomb: 

Life in Heaven and live for ever, thou best of men. To thee this life was toil, 

death and deep repose. In honour of his true-hearted friend, William Schaw. 

Alexander Seton, Earl of Dunfermline.
582

 

 

As befitting his rank, Seton had several houses and lodgings throughout the country 

(Figs. 4.7 to 4.13). His major houses were Fyvie Castle near Turriff, Aberdeenshire, 

Pinkie House, Musselburgh and a house adjacent to St Bridget's Church in Dalgety, 
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Fife. In addition he had a town house in Elgin and lodgings at the palaces of 

Holyroodhouse and Dunfermline. His lodgings at Holyroodhouse came as part of his 

role as Keeper of  the Palace, given to him in 1611.
583

 Similarly, at Dunfermline his 

lodgings, with a characteristic octagonal forestair, were attached to the Queen’s 

House to allow him to effectively carry out his official duties there.
584

    

 

Seton and William Schaw are likely to have worked together on the re-modelling of 

Fyvie Castle which Seton had purchased for 65,000 merks from his distant kinsmen, 

the Meldrums, in July 1596.
585

 Together they concentrated on the south quarter to 

create an 'ancient paternal seat'.
586

 This elevation was dominated by a massive 

symmetrical twin-towered gatehouse, topped with a triumphal classical arch and 

embellished with decorative stone dormers and turrets. The main surviving internal 

feature from this work programme is the great stair, built in 1605 and decorated with 

Seton heraldry. Seton’s first family house, adjacent to St Bridget's Church at Dalgety 

Bay in Fife, was acquired in 1593.
587

 He also had rooms attached to the church for 

his own personal use. The 'Dunfermline Aisle' at the western end of the church 

comprises a vaulted ground-floor burial chamber where Seton is buried alongside his 

three wives, with an oratory and retiring room above which were accessed by an 

octagonal stair in the north-west corner.
588

 Although now ruinous, there is evidence 
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of contemporary decorative interiors. The walls are finished with ashlar stone 

panelling and cornicing, all surmounted with a decorative vaulted ceiling. 

 

While there is little surviving evidence to confirm Seton’s use of decorative 

plasterwork at these houses, it is highly likely, given its extensive use throughout his 

home at Pinkie House, near Musselburgh, East Lothian, between 1607 and 1613.
589

 

The Pinkie schemes are amongst the very earliest surviving examples of decorative 

plasterwork in Scotland.
 
Seton acquired Pinkie, lands formerly belonging to the 

Abbots of Dunfermline, from Queen Anne in 1597.
590

 Like his fellow courtiers 

Kinloss and Dunbar, Seton appears to have appointed James Murray, the Master of 

the King’s Works, to carry out the necessary improvements, extensions and 

alterations to the existing tower.
591

 The original inscription above his entrance, no 

longer visible since the erection of later additions, states ‘Dominus Alexander 

Setonius, hane aedificavit, non ad animi, sed fortunarum et agelli modum 1613’.
592

 If 

the flamboyant external display at Fyvie was symbolic of Seton’s ancient paternal 

seat and a sign of his elevation in status to Lord Fyvie,
593

 by contrast Pinkie House, 

described by Seton himself as a ‘mere cottage’, was a place to rest away from the 

pressures of nearby Edinburgh.
594

 There were no martial features at Pinkie, ‘belying 

the sophistication of the interiors of this, Alexander Seton’s villa suburbana’.
595  

By 

the time Pinkie was completed in 1613, Seton was at the height of his powers in 
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Scotland.
596

 In a seeming contradiction to the general perception that Scottish houses 

needed to be defensive,
597

 he had inscribed on his garden wall: 

D.O.M. For his own pleasure, and that of his noble descendants and all men 

of cultivation and urbanity, Alexander Seton, who above all loves every kind 

of culture and urbanity, has planted, raised and decorated a country house, 

gardens and suburban buildings. There is nothing here to do with warfare; 

not even a ditch or rampart to repel enemies, but in order to welcome guests 

with kindness and treat them with benevolence, a fountain of pure water, a 

grove, pools and other things that may add to the pleasures of the place. He 

has brought everything together that might afford decent pleasures of heart 

and mind. But he declares that whoever shall destroy this by theft, sword or 

fire, or behaves in a hostile manner, is a man devoid of generosity and 

urbanity, indeed of all culture, and is an enemy to the human race.
598

 

 

At Pinkie, Seton extended the earlier Abbot’s house, including a new belvedere, 

around an inner court in which sits a finely decorated masonry fountain comprising 

an imperial crown supported on Doric columns. The east wing contains the principal 

rooms, with their elaborately-decorated interiors. Externally, the north gable of this 

wing is adorned with two square rooms (or pricks),
599

 overlooking the sea, leading 

from the King’s Room on the second floor, while the south gable is punctuated by a 

long vertical bay extending over the three floors. The courtyard facing west elevation 

contains the projecting main stair (and smaller subsidiary stair turret) in the re-

entrant, while the flatter horizontally-proportioned east face over looking the garden 
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has a series of nine window bays with seven tall chimney-stacks
600

 rising in the 

spaces between. The windows and chimney-stacks are now minus the decorative 

stone dormers and chimney caps which would have surmounted them at one time.
601

 

 

Pinkie’s exterior has been described as sober with its rubble exposed.
602

 However, 

with its external harling (probably limewashed), dormer heads and decorative 

chimney caps in place it would have looked much more magnificent.
603

 Within, 

extensive decorative plasterwork schemes
604

 and painted ceilings 'that are among the 

most sophisticated examples of such work in Scotland’, were executed.
605

  

 

The timber-vaulted ceiling in the Painted Gallery, twenty-three meters in length, 

comprises antique and mythological scenes accompanied by Latin quotations from 

sources printed in European emblem books (Fig. 4.14). It is framed by sixteen 

pointed arches, each in-filled with a moralising picture panel and/or Latin inscription 

and a large central trompe l'oeil octagonal lantern rising on three tiers of columns to 

a central dome, all copied from Vredeman de Vries's Perspectiva.
606

 Within the 

lantern, winged putti play musical instruments, while Seton's crest and initials 

emblazon the apex of the dome.
607

 

 

Contemporary plasterwork was carried out in five rooms at Pinkie - the 

Housemaster’s Study (its name reflecting the house's current school-use), the Green 
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Room on the first floor and three rooms on the second floor which lead in sequence 

from the Long Gallery, culminating in the King’s Room to the north (Figs. 4.15 to 

4.16). Decorative plasterwork also adorns the walls of corridors, lobbies and stairs. 

Although each of the rooms at Pinkie has its own unique design and layout, many of 

the decorative elements used to construct each ceiling are repeated throughout the 

property in different ways. In all five rooms the ceilings are divided by plaster ribs, 

creating spaces that are in-filled with cast decoration, including family insignia, 

thistles, roses, fleur-de-lis, scenes containing unicorns and lions. The panels 

comprise scrolling foliage and fruit, animal heads and casts with a vase with flower 

and trailing garland.
608

 The most ornate plasterwork scheme was executed in the 

King’s Room. This ceiling is coved and comprises a wide shallow rib, decorated with 

trailing foliage, flowers, fleur-de-lis and birds, framed on either side within a plain 

run moulding. The ribs are used to create a geometric grid-layout around nine 

hanging pendants. This creates a pattern of squares, diamonds and narrow four-sided 

shaped spaces which are filled with decorative casts. Two differing styles of hanging 

pendants are used - one set with a ribbed sphere, the other combining four decorative 

scrolls set around a central shaft. 

 

The decorative plaster schemes in the other four rooms at Pinkie are made up of 

narrower ribs. In the Green Room and Seton Room the ribs, although decorated, are 

narrow because there are no run mouldings on either side as in the King’s Room. The 

Green Room is laid out in a series of linked squares and circles filled with nine 

different decorative casts, including the portrait bust of a female (see cast reference 

P14 in Appendix A/v/a).
609

 The Seton Room is more elaborately set out, again with 
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linked squares and circles. However, unlike the Green Room, its circles are much 

larger and are divided by wave-like ribs that weave their way across the ceiling, 

creating many more spaces to be filled with cast decoration, including two long 

tapering floral casts (P10 and P11). The first of these tapering casts consist of a large 

fleur-de-lis and flower in the centre with tapering foliage at either end. The second is 

a branch with three Seton crescent moons and Hamilton cinquefoils from which 

grows a single fleur-de-lis. Finally, Seton’s Earl of Dunfermline arms are placed over 

the fireplace, adding to the prominence of the other family crests used throughout the 

ceiling. The final two decorative plasterwork schemes exist in the bedroom between 

the Seton Room and the King’s Room on the second floor and in the Housemaster’s 

Study on the first floor. Both are created using the same plain narrow rib, the former 

laid out in a series of diagonally-linked circles, the latter in a geometric pattern of 

five and six sided shapes.  

 

If the schemes at Pinkie represent an early flourish (or re-awakening) of decorative 

plasterwork in Scotland, Seton as an experienced architectural patron would have 

drawn upon various influences when commissioning them. 

 

Seton would have been influenced by Scotland’s architectural development and the 

native tradition of ceiling decoration, as much as by what he had seen abroad.  The 

works carried out on the royal palaces for James IV and V, the installation of the 

timber ceiling at Aberdeen Cathedral (near his northern base of Fyvie) and the 

plasterwork at his family seat at Seton Palace may have been particularly influential. 

However, having spent time in England during the Union negotiations, he would also 

have been influenced by his time there. Access to the houses of the leading nobility 
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and courtiers in England, with whom Seton was negotiating,
610

 would have allowed 

him to observe the increasing popularity of decorative plasterwork in England at this 

time.
611

  

 

Seton and his English counterparts appear to have been equally cultured and 

interested in architecture. Sir Francis Bacon was one of those English negotiators. 

Despite reservations about the speed with which the King wished the policy to be 

pushed through,
612

 Bacon favoured a parliamentary union between England and 

Scotland
613

 and was eventually responsible for drawing up the proposals on the 

English side.
614

 (He later went on to serve Prince Henry as his solicitor at the same 

time as Inigo Jones served as the Prince’s own surveyor.
615

) Described by John 

Aubry as the ‘chiefest architect’, Bacon had his first essay on the subject published in 

1623.
616

 From his father, Sir Nicholas Bacon, he inherited Gorhambury, where, like 

Pinkie, he had a long gallery with moral emblems - both containing emblems by 

Tiphys, that might serve ‘as Topiques for Locall memorie’ or the Art of Memory.
617

 

Although it is not known whether Seton visited Gorhambury, it seems likely that the 

two men influenced each other. Both were educated, with similar interests, both 
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having spent time travelling in France and both were among the leading officials in 

their respective countries.
618

  

 

Bacon’s cousin and colleague, Sir Robert Cecil, chief negotiator on the English side, 

was Seton’s direct counterpart during the period of Union negotiations, and they 

appear to have become well acquainted, remaining in regular contact afterwards.
619

 

Following Seton’s admission to the English Privy Council, he wrote to Cecil on 3 

February 1610 thanking him for ‘procuring him elevation’.
620

 When they both 

received their earldoms in 1605 for their efforts,
621

 they both embarked on schemes 

of house building. Cecil’s thirst for house building came from his father, William 

Cecil, Lord Burghley, described as the ‘greatest builder of them all’.
622

 Hardly 

surprising then that William Cecil had the treatise, de l’Orme’s Nouvelles Inventions, 

sent to him from Paris to add to his extensive collection of architectural books and 

drawings.
623

 

 
Like Seton, Robert Cecil had received a classical education, before dedicating the 

rest of his life to politics.
624

 Following the death of his father in August 1598, Robert 

Cecil received the great house and estate of Theobalds in Hertfordshire where his 

father had spent a vast fortune creating a great palace as an alternative residence for 

the Queen.
625

 In 1607 Cecil agreed to give Theobalds, one of his favoured hunting 

places, to the King in return for other properties, including nearby Hatfield - which 
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he immediately set about refashioning.
626

 The remodelling of Hatfield and the new 

plasterwork which Cecil commissioned there, coincided with Seton’s work at Pinkie. 

If Seton was in regular communication with Cecil, a collector of architectural 

drawings,
627

 at this time, it seems plausible that ideas would have been exchanged.
628

  

The plasterwork at Hatfield was executed by Richard Dungan, the King's Master 

Plasterer, and his successor James Leigh, who took over the role following Dungan’s 

death in 1609.
629

 Leigh’s appointment coincided with a greater use of strapwork
630

 in 

decorative plasterwork schemes as an alternative to ribs. An example of this is 

evident in The Long Gallery ceiling at Hatfield of 1612, which was subdivided by a 

series of two different sized overlapping strapwork circles.
631

 Strapwork is also used 

extensively at Pinkie. Interestingly, however, it is to be found within the painted 

decoration of the Long Gallery, rather than any of the plasterwork (Figs. 4.17 and 

4.18).  

 

Seton’s earlier travels throughout France and Italy as a young man must also have 

influenced him architecturally. This influence perhaps initiated the painted 

decoration at Pinkie, with its images and texts derived mainly from continental 

sources. It has a similar layout and architectural framework to that of the Sistine 

Chapel ceiling and Giovanni Battista Ricci’s contemporary drawing for the portico 
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ceiling in St Peter’s in Rome.
632

 When in Rome, Seton may have seen for himself the 

late fifteenth-century discovery of decorative stuccoes among the Roman ruins there. 

Such discoveries spawned a renewed interest in the use of stucco durro as a 

decorative medium. Its use by Raphael in the loggie at the Vatican and by Giovanni 

da Udine and Giulio Romano at Villa Madama for Cardinal Guilio de Medici
633

 

followed experiments that resulted in the production of a composition similar to that 

discovered in the ruins.
634

 Seton’s interest in architecture must therefore have given 

him first-hand experience of the art of decorative plasterwork that had been re-

discovered in Rome. 

 

Like many painted ceilings executed in Scotland, the stucco work carried out at Villa 

Madama contained depictions of the fables of Ovid’s ‘Four Seasons’, representing 

Proserpine, Ceres, Bucchus and Vulcan, figures of Neptune and Amphithrite and a 

series of stuccoes depicting the love story of Polyphemus and Galatea.
635

 By the time 

Seton settled in Rome he would have been aware of how popular these types of 

stuccos and frescos had become. It may have been features such as the low relief 

stucco decoration in the Casino in The Vatican and a dedicatory inscription above the 

main ground floor loggia by Giacomo da Barozzi 1564
636

 which inspired Seton.
637

 

Likewise, in France, he would have expanded his knowledge of architecture and 

decoration, including perhaps the stuccoed ‘Galerie Francois I’ at Fontainebleau. In 

undertaking the extensive work in the early 1530s, the French King made use of 
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imported Italian expertise in the form of Giovanni Batista di Jacopo Rosso Fiorentino 

(Rosso).
638

  

 

By the time Seton returned from the continent he must have already been ‘well 

versed’, because his architectural advice was in demand. As well as the architectural 

work which he carried out at Seton Palace for his father, he appears to have given 

advice to his uncle, Lord Somerville, for the design of The Drum, in Edinburgh, built 

by John Mylne, the King’s Master Mason, in 1584-5.
639

 William Adam’s Palladian 

mansion house of 1726-34 incorporates some of the work carried out in the 1580s in 

the west pavilion (Fig. 4.19).
640

 Somerville described Seton as ‘being one of the 

greatest builders in that age and at the very tyme had the King’s Master of works at 

Seatoune, building that large quarter’.
641

 Seton may have been operating in a similar 

way to gentlemen architects in England. Sir Charles Cavendish was described as a 

‘good architect’, and shared ideas with Robert Cecil who was in the throes of 

planning Hatfield.
642  

The patronage network revolving around Cecil and his work at 

Hatfield appears to have influenced his colleagues Sir Walter Cope and Sir Adam 

Newton, who were improving their properties at this time and commissioning similar 

decorative interiors.
643

 

 

As well as improving his own houses and offering architectural advice to others, 

Seton had two strong links with the development of decorative plasterwork in early 

seventeenth-century Scotland. Firstly, the plasterwork carried out at Pinkie was the 
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first of its kind – afterwards influencing dozens of similar schemes.
644

 Secondly, as 

Chancellor, representing an absent monarch and therefore de facto cultural leader, 

Seton was ultimately responsible for appointing the Master of the King’s Works in 

Scotland and thereafter directing/influencing the post-holder’s output. 

 
This would have included the preparations and work carried out, under the direction 

of James Murray, to the royal palaces ahead of the King’s return in 1617, including 

decorative plaster ceilings at Edinburgh Castle.
645

 The plasterwork carried out at 

Edinburgh Castle, along with Pinkie, had a strong influence at a time when 

commissioning decorative plasterwork was becoming increasingly popular. 

 

The influence of the 1617 royal visit upon patronage. 

Although the plasterwork at Pinkie House is likely to be older, the earliest 

documented record of decorative plasterwork being carried out in Scotland is dated 

21
st
 April 1617 when James Murray was paid ‘for going over the watter for the 

plaster mouldis’ and then seven weeks later ‘for careing muldis to the plaisterers 

from Kellie’ (returning them).
646

 The moulds were used at Edinburgh Castle where a 

new scheme of decorative plaster ceilings was being installed. The ceilings were part 

of the upgrading of the royal apartments ahead of the King’s return to Scotland in the 

summer of 1617. At Kellie a decorative plasterwork scheme survives from this 

period in The Library (formerly Bedchamber). It was probably part of a larger 

scheme of internal decoration that was replaced during alterations executed in the 

later seventeenth century.
647

 

 

                                                 
644

 This connection is taken further in Chapter 5 
645

 The accounts for the works carried out in the palaces at this time were published in, Imrie and 

Dunbar, Accounts of the Masters of Works. 
646

 Imrie and Dunbar, Accounts of the Masters of Works, p. 73-9 
647

 Fragments of a frieze were discovered beneath late-seventeenth-century panelling in the Hall (now 

Drawing Room) during structural repairs carried out in February 2011.  
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In 1617, Kellie Castle, located north of Pittenweem in the East Neuk of Fife  (Fig. 

4.20), was in the ownership of Thomas Erskine, Viscount Fenton. Four years earlier, 

he had purchased the estate from Laurence, fifth Lord Oliphant in July 1613.
648

 By 

then Erskine was a kinsman of Alexander Seton’s via the marriage of their eldest 

children. This reinforced both their power bases, bringing together Erskine, nephew 

of the 1
st
 Earl of Mar and life long companion of King James VI

649
 and Seton, the 

King’s leading official in Scotland. Six years after purchasing Kellie, Erskine took its 

name when created the first Earl of Kellie in 1619. It therefore suggests that his 

intention would have probably been to refashion the house to give him a seat which 

matched his newly-gained higher rank and status.  

 

In 1606, Lord Oliphant had enlarged Kellie by adding a new, five-storey tower to the 

southwest, with angle-turrets and dormers carved with Oliphant family motifs. 

Likewise, he refashioned the older Northwest Tower, embellishing the superstructure 

to balance up the newer tower to the south. In addition, heraldic dormers were added 

to a newly-remodelled central block. A scale-and-platt stair was built in the new 

Southwest Tower which led to the state apartment on the first floor, consisting of 

Hall and Chamber of Dais in the Central Block and the Bedchamber in East Tower 

beyond.
650

 However, at a time when the nobility was obsessed by rank,
651

 Kellie’s 

1606 appearance as the house of a lesser-ranked noble, with Oliphant insignia, would 

have been unsatisfactory as the ‘ancient paternal seat’ for the elevated Erskine. 

Consequently, the plasterwork carried out at Kellie may have been part of Erskine’s 

work to transform Kellie into a house suitable for an earl. The fact that he never 

                                                 
648
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650
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managed to have the work completed is borne out by the amount of the surviving 

Oliphant insignia (Fig. 4.21).  

 

Since Thomas Erskine was based in England at this time, (he was one of the channels 

which Alexander Seton used to keep in touch with developments at the court in 

London), it is likely that Erskine’s eldest son, Alexander, Lord Fenton (who 

predeceased his father in 1633) had greater day-to-day influence upon Kellie than his 

father.
652

 It is therefore plausible that when improving the property, he would have 

sought the advice of his father-in-law, Alexander Seton, leaving him well placed to 

secure the services of James Murray, Master of the King’s Works, to advise on the 

improvement works. As well as working with Seton at Pinkie, Murray was 

responsible for the improvements being carried out at Edinburgh Castle for the King, 

and appears to have had first-hand knowledge of the works being carried out at 

Kellie. Murray had particular knowledge of the plasterwork at Kellie and would have 

recognised its value for replicating in the new Royal Apartments at Edinburgh 

Castle. If it was not Murray himself who went to Kellie, the messenger responsible 

for collecting the moulds is likely to have been working directly under Murray’s 

orders.
 
 

 

If the plan had been to carry out an extensive remodelling of Kellie, then it would 

have been desirable to have it as up-to-date as possible. Inspired perhaps by other 

houses Murray had worked on, such as Pinkie, or those of Edward Bruce, 1
st
 Lord 

Kinloss’ Abbey House in Culross,
 
or the Earl of Dunbar’s house at Berwick 

                                                 
652
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Castle.
653

 The only discernable surviving work that can be attributed to this period is 

the 1617 plaster ceiling in the Library (Fig. 4.22). However, surviving external 

evidence suggests that Murray did have some involvement there. The central gable 

on the west elevation, with its much crisper ashlar stonework, is unnecessarily high 

in comparison with the roofline behind. Similarly, the lozenge-shaped ashlar 

chimneys are false - the scheme apparently incomplete (Fig. 4.23). These chimneys, 

similar to those at Edinburgh Castle, Linlithgow Palace and Abbey House, were a 

possible foretaste for the highly ornate chimneys that were to come later at Winton. 

If this work is contemporaneous, the intention may have been, as suggested by 

MacGibbon and Ross, to raise the roofline to that of the new central gable.
654

 This 

would have raised the height of the entire central block to that of the surrounding 

towers and would have removed the Oliphant insignia from the dormer headed 

windows, creating a house to match the status of its owner. Perhaps the 1606 South 

West Tower would have been balanced with a new South East Tower, creating a 

fashionable ‘U-shaped’ frontage, similar to James Murray’s own house at Baberton.  

 

As well as aiming to create a house befitting his elevated rank, the impetus for the 

work being carried out at Kellie was likely have been to accommodate the King 

during his visit to Scotland in 1617. The itinerary prepared in advance of his 

‘Majasties progresse in Scotland’ lists an overnight stay at Kellie on Monday the 14
th

 

May, between stops at St Andrew’s and Burntisland.
655

 However, it was not only at 

Kellie that improvements were taking place for the King in 1617. The visit seems to 

have stimulated a marked increase in building activity and patronage. The King 

wrote to Thomas Erskine’s cousin the Earl of Mar, to ensure that he would be well-

                                                 
653
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accommodated and that a good impression would be left upon the English retinue 

that travelled north to Scotland with him. 

“Our houses, which by reason of our long absence are become ruinous and 

decayed, be repared and moveable in such decent comelie order as is 

requiste, so as the strangers and others who are to accompanie us (of which 

there wilbe greate nombers of all rankes and qualities), may neyther 

perceave anie mark of incivilitie nor appearances of penurie and want”.
656

 

 

The visit of 1617 was the King’s only one to Scotland following his accession to the 

English throne. Writing to his Privy Council in Edinburgh before setting off, the 

King outlined the reason for his return home: 

 'First, wee ar not achamed to confesse that we have had theise many yeirs  

 a great and naturall longing to see our native soyle and place of our birth  

 and breeding, and this salmonlyke instinct of ours hes restleslie, both when  

 wee wer awake and manie tymes in our sleip, so stirred up our thoghtis and  

 bended our desyris to make a Jornay thither that wee can never rest satisfied  

 till it sall pleas God that wee may accomplish it'.
657

 

Before the visit took place orders were sent north regarding preparations. All 'coistis 

and expensis' for the visit were to be covered by 'taxatioun of the reddiest of ther 

guddis'. Raising the two hundred thousand pounds needed was the responsibility of 

Chancellor Alexander Seton, his Treasurer,
658

 the Earl of Mar and Mar’s deputy, Sir 

Gideon Murray, Lord Elibank.
659

 Preparations included ensuring that sufficient 

lodgings, hospitality, food and drink would be provided for the ‘strangers’. 
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‘Gentelmen’s houses’ were made available for those travelling with the king and 

‘rowmes’ for servants provided, as well as stabling for horses, roads repaired and 

towns cleared of garbage and beggars.
660

 The level of preparation was considerable, 

judging by the efforts made by his hosts. At Hamilton Palace, a lavishly-furnished 

King’s Chamber was prepared with richly-embroidered crimson velvet bed-hangings 

and the Great Hall was decorated with leather gilt wall-hangings.
661

 On the north side 

of the River Forth, Sir Robert Melville commissioned improvements, including a 

new scheme of painted interiors after receiving a missive ‘to mak his house of 

Burntyland (now Rossend) patent for His Majesteis ressett’
662

  

 

Evidence from his English progresses show that the King liked to be well-received 

when travelling. At Apethorpe Hall in Northhamptonshire, for example, he gave 

‘order to Sir Francis Fane, knight…to build and enlarge his house…for the more 

commodious enterteynment of his Ma
te
 and his company, at his repaire into those 

partes for his princely recreation there’.
663

 The result was a new state apartment, with 

decorative plaster ceilings, fireplaces and panelling.
664

 Earlier in 1600, when the 

King stayed with Sir George Elphinstone and received ‘great entertainment and good 

at Glasgow Saturday night, Sunday and Monday morn’, Elphinstone was promised ‘a 

better house and have his entertainment in it himself within shorter time’ as a 

reward.
665

 The promise was not forgotten. When later plans were made to visit 

Glasgow in 1617, prior to the King’s visit, payments were made for ‘warkmenis 

waiges hors hyre and other provisionis furnesched at Glasgo for repairing Sir George 
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Elphinstounes hous and the Laird of Mintois hous agane his Majesties cuming 

thair’.
666

 This work, like Kellie, possibly resulted in the scheme of ‘elaborate plaster 

ornament, telling of the former character of the place’ that survived long enough in 

the Baronial Hall to be recorded in a sketch by William Simpson (Fig. 4.24).
667

 The 

ceiling was decorated with ribs forming large square and rectangular panels, with 

pendants and foliage where they intersected and in-filled with the initials of ‘George 

Elphinstoune’.  

 

The greatest level of preparations however, took place at the royal palaces, with an 

act being passed by the ‘Lordis of Secret Counsall’ to empower ‘James Murray, 

Master of his Majesties Workis’ to make sure that ‘his Majesties paliceis of 

Halirudhous and Falkland and the Castell of Strivling be repairit and all defectis 

thairin mendit’. James Murray and his Master Mason, William Wallace, spent the 

largest sum on the new royal apartments at Edinburgh Castle where the works were 

estimated to have cost £53,000 with another £40,000 spent at Holyroodhouse.
668

 It 

was for this new decorative plasterwork scheme at Edinburgh Castle that the moulds 

from Kellie were required.  

 

The work at Edinburgh Castle comprised major alterations to the palace block. This 

created a balanced facade facing the city, built of smooth ashlar masonry with 

heraldic panels, polygonal stairs, decorative window pediments and as at Pinkie-

square ‘pricks’ or turrets. A state apartment was created on the ground floor leading 

to the King’s birth room at the south end.
669

 At Holyroodhouse the Chapel Royal 

appears to have been the main focus for improvement, perhaps as a protest against 
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the idolatry of the decorative interiors there.
670

 Undoubtedly there would have been 

improvements to the renaissance palace block.
671

 Alexander Seton’s post as Keeper 

of Holyrood would have ensured his input into any improvement works carried out 

there. It was Seton’s Treasurer-Depute, Sir Gideon Murray, who was tasked with 

negotiating with English craftsmen to carry out work at Holyrood and Edinburgh. Sir 

Henry Wardlaw’s responsibility was to make ensure that they received their 

payments.
672

 A contract for £450 sterling was made with London carver Nicholas 

Stone to provide carved woodwork for the Chapel Royal at Holyrood, including 

stalls, a decorative screen at the west end and the ‘wrought carved warke’ about the 

organ.
673

 According to his note-book the carved work was executed in London before 

being transported to Edinburgh to be installed under his supervision.
674

 A similar 

contract was agreed with painter Matthew Goodrich, to paint and gild the carved 

woodwork for Holyrood – all  overseen by Inigo Jones before being transported from 

London.
675

 Inigo Jones was appointed Surveyor General in 1615
676

 and was James 

Murray’s equivalent post holder in England.  

 

The extent of the decorative work meant that craftsmen often had to travel long 

distances to work at the palaces. The English carver Ralf Rawlinson was paid to 

carve a depiction of the dragon and St George at Edinburgh Castle and later a 

unicorn ‘to sett upoun the top of the litle wall in the abbay’ at Holyrood.
677

 As was 

the case in England, when craftsmen often had to be forced to work at the palaces, 

the ‘Sargeaunte of London’ being paid ‘for taking up of Bricklayers, Tylers and other 
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Artificeres by the kinges Commyssion to serve his grace in his buyldinge’.
678

 In 

Scotland, warrants had to be served on craftsmen to work on the royal palaces. 

Masons were recruited from across the country, with local provosts given the 

responsibility of making sure they reported for duty within forty-eight hours.
679

 Not 

every craftsman was keen to take up a royal commission. The painter John Anderson 

was called away from working at Huntly Castle to carry out work at Falkland and 

Edinburgh Castle ahead of the King’s arrival in 1617, supposedly ‘under the pane of 

rebellioun’.
680

 However, his work must have been highly desirable because he was 

the one chosen to decorate ‘the rowme quhair his Majestie wes borne’ and for 

‘painting the rowme within the new hall and for furneisching of all sorties of 

cullouris and warkanschip with marble dures and chimneys’
681

 - an indication that 

the overmantels may have been decorated with the same type of Italian inspired 

stucco durro witnessed by Alexander Seton in Rome. 

 

Painters such as Anderson, James Workman, John Sawers and Valentine Jenkins 

were all employed to decorate the royal palaces in the early seventeenth century. 

Sawers was paid ‘for painting of his Majesties armes of Scotland, England, France 

and Ireland’, while James Warkman was employed to paint the King’s arms in the 

inner yet and painted the ‘grit armes’ in the new wark, including ‘furneisching gold 

collouris’.
682

 Jenkins, an Englishman, was possibly part of the team that travelled to 

Scotland to work on the palaces in 1617 and stayed on afterwards. He was last 

recorded as working at Holyrood in 1633 in preparation of King Charles I visit, 
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having worked earlier at the Chapel Royal, Stirling Castle, c1627.
683

 His work there 

was to be ‘weill paintit, the field thairof blew with flouis going all along thame and 

antikis’ part of a ceiling with elaborate strapwork and the royal coat-of-arms.
684

 Thus 

English and Scottish craftsmen worked side-by-side, a practice replicated in 

plasterwork at Edinburgh Castle, where locals worked alongside imported labour. 

 

Four ‘spargers’ were employed at the Castle during October 1616, later joined in 

February 1617 by English plasterers. Payment was made to ‘Johne Johnstoun and his 

man plaistereris in consideratioun of his paynes in coming fra York to his work’ and 

were presumably the plasterers engaged at the Castle between 17
th

 February and 4
th

 

March.
685

 From the 10
th

 of March until early June, four ‘plaistereris’ were in 

continuous employment at the castle. Most likely Johnstoun and his man teamed up 

with plasterers Richard Cobb and Robert Quhitheid, who on 2
nd

 June, were paid their 

homeward journey.
686

 Both men were members of the London Plaisterers’ Company. 

Cobb was the more senior man within the organisation, holding office and was 

responsible for training five apprentices, Quhitheid died in his early twenties.
687

 

Research carried out before restoring the apartments at Edinburgh Castle established 

that at least two decorative plasterwork ceilings were installed in 1617.
688

 These were 

subsequently restored during the 1990s (Fig. 4.26). One in the Laich Hall (previously 

The King’s Dining Room) and another in the neighbouring Presence Chamber. 

 

The fact that the English plasterers travelled long distances to undertake this work 

and were designated ‘plaisterer’ in the accounts indicates that they were 
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commissioned for the decorative plasterwork. The ‘spargers’ employed before the 

arrival of the Englishmen may have been responsible for the necessary preparatory 

works, such as fairing out the rubble masonry in preparation for the later 

straightening coat, finishing coat and ultimately the plaster decoration. This idea is 

reinforced when a comparison is made between the wages paid to the spargers and 

those paid to the English plasterers. Two of the Englishmen were paid £7/4/0d for a 

six day week, another £5/8/0d and the fourth (most likely an apprentice) a daily rate 

of 10/-.
689

 By comparison, the spargers received a daily rate of just over 13/-, more 

than twice that of their apprentice.
690

 Johnstoun and his man were employed for 

seventeen weeks, while Cobb and Quhitheid were paid for fifteen weeks work, at a 

total cost of around £385. 

 

Such a high rate of pay (two of them around 25% more than carvers were) suggests 

that the work was of exceptionally high quality, justifying the distance they had to 

travel to reach Edinburgh. The desire to have high-quality decorative plasterwork at 

Edinburgh Castle carried out by the English plasterers, must have been great. The 

plasterers’ average salaries were also higher than the decorative painters, who were 

paid between £5 and £6 per week.
691

 The wages of the other five painters who 

worked at Edinburgh Castle were in line with non-carver masons and the spargers. 

As with the plasterers and spargers, this would seem to indicate that the lower paid 

painters were carrying out plain paintwork, rather than the highly decorative work of 

their higher paid colleagues. 
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Some of the craftsmen employed at the Castle, such as carver Ralph Rawlinson, may 

also have been engaged in works carried out at Holyroodhouse at this time, working 

alongside the likes of English carver Stone and painter Goodrick. Unfortunately, this 

cannot be verified because the Master of Works Accounts for the improvements at 

Holyrood are missing. However, given the status of the craftsmen employed there, it 

is possible that the English Royal Master Plasterer, James Leigh was one of those 

employed since there is a gap in his known whereabouts between working at 

Greenwich (1615-16) and Oatlands (1617-18).
692

  

 

The high wages paid out to plasterers at Edinburgh Castle appears to have been 

relatively short-lived. On 16th June Cobb and Quhitheid were paid their fare home, 

this payment made on the same day as the interior painted decoration commenced at 

the Castle.
 693

 Johnstoun (and his men) stayed on in Scotland afterwards. In August 

1618, Johnstoun and his two men were paid £3 12s for two days work at the 

‘counselhous’ and another £3 for two days working in the ‘Lord Chancelloris roumes 

in the abay’.
694

 If all three men were paid an equal share, this equates to 11s each per 

day, or the equivalent of 66s for a six-day week, which was considerably less pay 

than at the Castle in 1617.  

 

Decorative plasterwork was installed at Linlithgow Palace c1621 after the work at 

Edinburgh Castle was completed as part of the King’s behest to repair the north 

quarter (Fig. 4.27).
695

 The plasterwork carried out at Linlithgow seems to have been 

part of larger scale works that contained many details as adopted at Edinburgh Castle 

in 1617. A symmetrical courtyard façade was created, with pedimented windows and 

                                                 
692

  Gapper, Plasterers and Plasterwork in City, Court and Country, p.167 
693

  Imrie and Dunbar, Accounts of the Masters of Works, pp. 68-79 
694

  Imrie and Dunbar, Accounts of the Masters of Works, pp.103-10 
695

  Imrie and Dunbar, Accounts of the Masters of Works, p. xcvii. Some plaster fragments are on 

display following their discovery during archaeological investigations. 



142 

 

a central stair flanked by two small towers at each end.
696

 Internally, as well as the 

plasterwork, some of the painters previously employed at Edinburgh Castle were 

commissioned. An account describes their involvement: 

Johne Binning and James Warkman painteris…for furnisching all sortis of 

cullouris and gold…and lykwayes…for painting and laying over with oyle 

cullour and for gilting with gold the haill foir face of the new wark with the 

timber windowis and windoe brodiis staine windowis and crownwllis.
697

  

 

Despite the work at Linlithgow, judging by the wages paid to plasterers, it was not 

until preparations for another royal visit began that they again received the same high 

rates as 1617. In the six months before King Charles I’s coronation of June 1633, 

£17,000 was spent repairing Holyroodhouse. This required the efforts of over sixty 

masons, fifty-one wrights and nine plasterers. On the 27
th

 May, £8 was paid to 

‘Johne Jonstoun plaisterer for his charges in coming and going to St. Jonstoun’.
698

  

 

Before the visit of 1633, some repair and improvement works did take place at 

palaces, but not at the same level of pay – suggesting plain work rather than 

decorative work. At Stirling Castle in April 1617, for example, spargers Alexander 

Bryce, Gilbert Bryce and James Thomeson, were employed to undertake 

plasterwork. Bryce was paid £4 for six days, Thomeson 53/4d and Bryce 36/-. 

Bryce’s £4 was slightly higher that the £3/12/0d paid to most of the masons and 

slaters and on par with the highest paid wright.
699

  

 

In the years between the royal visits of 1617 and 1633, in the absence of court-led 

patronage, the best craftsmen appear to have worked for private patrons instead. This 
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appears to have been the case of the decorative painters. John Workman is thought to 

have worked at Mary Somerville’s House and at Rossend Castle, both in his home 

town of Burntisland in Fife, and at nearby Earlshall, St Andrews.
700

 Valentine 

Jenkins, meanwhile stayed on to do civic work in Glasgow at the Tolbooth for James 

Murray, Master of the King’s Works and to carry out work for Lady Hamilton at 

Kinneil and Hamilton.
701

 Likewise, carver Ralph Rawlinson was still working in 

Scotland over thirty years after working at Edinburgh Castle when paid by Lady 

Hamilton for ‘the horologe stone’, or sundial, in 1648.
702

 

 

James Murray and Master Mason William Wallace, when not working in their 

capacity, had a lengthy list of private patrons, most of whom were colleagues in 

government service.
703

 It is therefore reasonable to assume that the plasterers, 

especially those capable of producing high quality work, would have also carried out 

private work between royal commissions. They possibly worked alongside Murray 

and Wallace, giving plasterers access to the same wealthy patrons. This is borne out 

by the large number of surviving decorative plaster schemes executed in private 

houses, compared with the royal palaces between 1617 and 1633 is evidence of a 

shift in patronage at this time.  

 

What appears significant is that patronage manifested itself most prominently in 

houses belonging to Alexander Seton’s family and government colleagues. As well 

as representing the King in Scotland as his most powerful official, Seton replaced the 

King and Court as cultural leader and patron, influencing architecture and interior 

decoration. The work that he undertook at Pinkie House and those for which he was 

                                                 
700

  MacMillan, Scottish Art, p. 52 
701

  Bath, Decorative Painting, pp. 10-1, MacMillan, Scottish Art, p. 53 
702

  Marshall, R. K., The Days of Duchess Anne: Life in the Household of the Duchess of Hamilton 

1656-1716 (London, 1973) p. 51 
703

  See earlier in this chapter - these included, Lord Kinloss, Earl of Dunbar, Alexander Seton, Sir 

Henry Wardlaw and the Earl of Winton. 



144 

 

ultimately responsible for at the royal palaces appears to have directly influenced the 

style of plasterwork in Scotland throughout dozens of houses during the 1620s and 

1630s. In addition it seems that Alexander Seton, his family and his government 

colleagues had ready access to many of the same craftsmen (including plasterers) 

who regularly worked at the palaces.  
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Chapter 5  

The affect of kinship and politics on decorative plasterwork. 

 

Alexander Seton’s sphere of influence, in terms of plasterwork patronage, seems to 

have been highly significant. In the early seventeenth century, there were over thirty 

decorative plaster schemes, executed at fifteen properties in Scotland, which were 

linked to him by kinship or political association.
704

 In addition, many more 

properties, located within close proximity of Seton's main seats at Fyvie, Pinkie and 

Dalgety, shared decorative characteristics employed in houses belonging to him or 

his family. 

Family Colleague Geographic
705

 

Pinkie   

Kellie   

Balcarres   

Thirlestane   

Muchalls   

Winton   

Whittingehame   

Lennoxlove   

Moubray House   

 Edinburgh Castle  

 Linlithgow Palace  

 Newbattle Abbey  

 Kilbaberton  

 Ballencrieff  

 Glamis  

  Moray House 

  Croft-an-Righ 

  Baillie McMorran's 

  French Ambassadors 

  Pilmuir House 

  Craigievar 
Table 1: Properties containing decorative plasterwork with an Alexander Seton Connection 

 
 

                                                 
704

 See Appendices A and B. 
705

 Sample only of those houses closely examined and which contain many close similarities. See 

Appendices for more examples.  
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Map 2: Location of seventeenth-century plasterwork and the main houses of Alexander Seton. 

 

Decorative plasterwork was particularly popular in houses belonging to relatives of 

Alexander Seton.  Just a short distance from Pinkie, extensive decorative plasterwork 

schemes can be found at Winton House, near Pentcaitland, East Lothian.  Here, from 

1628, Seton’s nephew, the 3
rd

 Earl of Winton, undertook an extensive refashioning of 

his interiors, overseen by James Murray, Master of the Kings Works and Master 

Mason William Wallace.
706

 Six plasterwork schemes survive at Winton House.  

These are to be found on the first floor.  Three are situated in the Cabinet, the King 

Charles and the Drawing Rooms in the state apartment suite (Fig. 5.1).  Three more 
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are in rooms on the floor above, which have been sub-divided to create bedrooms.
707

 

The Drawing Room (Fig. 5.2) and the King Charles Room (originally the Hall and 

the Chamber of Dais respectively), have wide, decorated ribs, with the Cabinet Room 

(the Bedchamber) and bedrooms above, all having narrower plain ribs. 

 

Later in the seventeenth century, at least one decorative plasterwork scheme was 

installed in yet another Seton house, Whittingehame Tower, ten miles north-east of 

Winton. All that survives today of Whittingehame is an L-plan tower, comprising a 

rectangular four storey main block and a smaller entrance/stair wing. However, 

earlier improvements carried out suggest that the house must have been much larger. 

It is therefore possible that further plasterwork schemes also previously existed.
708

 In 

the sixteenth-century Whittingehame was in the ownership of the Douglas family, 

whose arms were carved on the entrance lintel.
709

 In 1661, this property passed to 

Alexander Seton, the fourth son of George, third Earl of Winton and nephew of 

Chancellor Alexander Seton, through his marriage to Elizabeth, daughter of Sir 

Archibald Douglas of Whittingehame. Judging by the decoration, it seems that the 

decorative plasterwork in first floor Hall (Fig. 5.3) must date from around this 

period.
710

 

 

Contemporary decorative plasterwork was installed in at least four other houses 

belonging to or closely associated with Alexander Seton’s sons-in-law
711 

- at 

                                                 
707
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708
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Balcarres, Thirlestane, Lethington (now Lennoxlove) and in the Library at Kellie 

Castle.
712

 

 

Decorative plasterwork was commissioned for two houses belonging to Sir John 

Maitland, son of Chancellor Maitland, who had married Chancellor Seton’s second 

daughter, Isabel, in 1610. One scheme was installed at Lennoxlove, (then 

Lethington), Haddington (again near to Pinkie and Winton) in Lady Bower’s Room. 

This ceiling is decorated with ribs filled with the initials of Maitland, intertwined 

with those of his wife and placed beneath a crown in the same manner as at Pinkie 

and Winton. As the fireplace in this room is decorated with the Lauderdale coat-of-

arms, it is possible that the work may coincide with Maitland’s elevation to the rank 

of Earl of Lauderdale in 1624. He celebrated this achievement by carrying out 

improvement work which included a new carved panel above the principal entrance: 

Who of the race of Maitland laid the foundations, who raised the tower, 

envious antiquity has concealed. John Maitland, Earl of Lauder, increased 

the lights, provided an easier stairway and made it more handsome in the 

year of the Christian era 1626.
713

 

 

The same Lauderdale arms were applied in the Principal Chamber on the second 

floor of Maitland’s other house at Thirlestane Castle, near Lauder in the Scottish 

Borders (Fig. 5.4). Parts of Thirlestane were completed by Maitland’s father, Sir 

John Maitland, Chancellor of Scotland, in 1590, after he had purchased the site three 

years earlier.
714

 Here he erected a large four-storey linear house on the remains of an 

English fort. The latter had been built on that site in 1547
715

 and it still constitutes the 

                                                 
712
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713
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714
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main parts of the present house. It is unlikely that the decorative plasterwork at 

Thirlestane was commissioned by Chancellor Maitland, as the scheme contains casts 

derived from printed sources not published until 1594
716

.  It is more likely that his 

son was the patron.
 
The exact date of the decorative plasterwork is not known,

717
 

although there are decorative elements that may give some indication. The 

monogram with the intertwined initials of Sir John Maitland indicates that the 

plasterwork must pre-date Sir John Maitland’s elevation to Viscount Lauderdale in 

1616. This implies that the Lauderdale arms must have been an addition when he was 

created Earl of Lauderdale in 1624.
718

   

 

A plasterwork ceiling, almost identical to Thirlestane’s, was executed at Balcarres, 

near Colinsburgh in Fife, only a few miles west of Kellie Castle. Here, John Lindsay, 

Lord Menmuir, a leading legal figure and brother of Sir David Lindsay of Edzell, 

created a new villa by extending and improving the existing tower house in 1595.
719

 

Menmuir's son, David Lindsay, later the 1
st
 Lord Balcarres, married Chancellor 

Seton’s fifth daughter, Sophia, on 16 February 1612.
720

 The decorative plasterwork 

in the Panelled (or Dining) Room, formerly the Great Hall, on the first floor, largely 

survived the nineteenth century alterations of William Burn and David Bryce.
721

 The 

Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historic Monuments of Scotland’s Inventory 

of Fife, Kinross and Clackmannan, published in 1933, reported that a painted ceiling 
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on timber boards existed hidden behind the plasterwork.
722

 If the painted work is 

contemporary with Lord Menmuir’s work, then it must date from 1595, making the 

plasterwork at Balcarres of a later date. Given the close exactness of the latter to the 

Principal Chamber at Thirlestane, and the proximity of Balcarres to Kellie, there is a 

possibility that the plasterwork in the Panelled Room is much earlier than the 

previously-attributed date of 1630.
723

 If Lord Menmuir shared Sir David Lindsay of 

Edzell’s interest in architecture as he did in gardening and estate improvements,
724

 

then it is probable that he too would have commissioned the latest decorative fashion 

much earlier than c.1630.
725

 Since this style of ceiling had become much more 

embellished by 1630, it suggests that this is earlier, contemporary with Thirlestane 

and Kellie. 

 

Decorative plasterwork may also have been carried out in a house belonging to Colin 

Mackenzie, another of Chancellor Seton’s son-in-law’s. Mackenzie, later 1st Earl of 

Seaforth, improved his house at Chanonry,
726

 where he lived ‘in great state and very 

magnificently’.
727

 This reference to his grand lifestyle is borne out in the contents 

and furnishings, including velvet curtains and arras hangings, which had to be sold 

after his death in 1633 to pay the family’s debt.
728
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Commissioning decorative plasterwork schemes also seems to have been popular 

amongst Chancellor Seton’s government colleagues and officials. James Murray, 

Master of the Kings Works, had one installed in his own house at Baberton. Its 

ceiling comprised a plain-rib layout in-filled with crowns, thistles, roses, harps, fleur-

de-lis, ostrich feathers and portcullises, not unlike those that appeared in the King 

Charles Room at Winton. Decorative plasterwork was also carried out at Pitreavie 

House, near Dunfermline for Sir Henry Wardlaw, for whom Murray built the house 

in 1630.
729

  Two members of the committee responsible for auditing James Murray’s 

accounts, namely Sir Gideon Murray, the Depute Treasurer and the Earl of Lothian, 

had contemporary plasterwork carried out in their Lothian houses, at Ballencrief and 

Newbattle respectively.
730

 At Ballencreif, near Haddington, the decorative 

plasterwork was discovered during archaeological excavations in the ruined Great 

Hall.
731

   It comprised a family monogram similar in style to those at Pinkie and 

Lennoxlove, and set within a layout of circles, squares and quatrefoils, similar to the 

Drawing Room at Winton. Knighted in 1605, Gideon Murray, like Chancellor Seton, 

was well-educated, having graduated from Glasgow University in 1581. Later he 

became a Privy Councillor. Then in 1612 he was given the office of Treasurer 

Depute, Comptroller and Collector Depute of the new ecclesiastical lands with an 

annual salary of £1500.
732
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The mansion house at Newbattle Abbey, near Dalkeith, five miles south of Pinkie, 

was built after the reformation by Mark Kerr, its last commentator abbot.
733

 

Although now much altered, Thomas Pennant on his visit to Scotland in 1769 

described it as ‘like most other houses of the Scotch nobility, [it] resembles a French 

Chateau’.
734

 The Kerr family was given the earldom of Lothian in 1606 and soon 

afterwards must have commissioned the two decorative plasterwork schemes which 

survive in the first floor Library (East and West - Figs. 5.5 and 5.6).
735

 The patron of 

the decorative plasterwork was Kerr’s son, Robert, who became second Earl of 

Lothian upon his father’s death in April 1609.  Lady Helen Kerr, the daughter of 

George Leslie, fourth Earl of Rothes, was Robert's mother and related to Chancellor 

Seton’s second wife, Grizel Leslie.
736

    

 

In all probability the houses (now ruined) belonging to Chancellor Seton’s Treasurer, 

John Erskine, second Earl of Mar, would have contained finely decorated interiors.
 

737
 This is all the more likely when one considers that the houses which two of Mar's 

children acquired following on from their successful marriages, contain 

contemporary plasterwork. Decorative plasterwork was commissioned at 

Auchterhouse, Angus which came into the Erskine family when Mar's  second son, 

James, married Mary Douglas, Countess of Buchan. This acquisition, in March 1617, 

elevated James Erskine to the Earldom of Buchan in his own right.
738

 He seems to 

have commemorated the occasion by commissioning decorative plasterwork in at 
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least five of the principal rooms there.
739

 Within three years of James Erskine’s sister 

marrying into the Kinghorn family, two plasterwork ceilings, dating from 1621, were 

installed at nearby Glamis Castle. Both ceilings were part of an extensive and long-

running programme of remodelling works carried out to celebrate the earlier 

elevation of Patrick, ninth Lord Glamis to the earldom of Kinghorn in 1606.
740

 

Following Patrick's death in 1615, the work at Glamis, including the decorative 

plasterwork, was completed by his son John, second Earl of Kinghorn.
741

 John 

married Margaret Erskine, third daughter of John, second Earl of Mar, on 19
th

 June 

1618.
742

 His initials, together with Margaret’s, are placed prominently on the ceiling 

of the Great Hall on the second floor (Fig. 5.7), with a smaller scheme executed in 

the adjacent Chamber of Dais (now King Malcolm’s Room).  

 

Another factor linking Alexander Seton and Glamis Castle was the use of the same 

contractors whom Seton had used at Fyvie Castle. These two properties, and over 

twenty other houses within close proximity of Inverurie, are linked to the Bel family 

of architect/masons, who worked extensively across the north east of Scotland at the 

end of the sixteenth and beginning of the seventeenth centuries.
743

 There are many 

similarities between the work executed by the Bel family at Glamis and neighbouring 

properties such as Craigievar, Castle Fraser and Lickleyhead. All of this work was 

carried out after Chancellor Seton had improved Fyvie in 1596
744

. Common features 

include elaborate roof-lines highly embellished with corbelling, viewing platforms, 

ornamental spouts and turrets.
745

 Similarly, many of the same decorative plasterwork 

features applied at Glamis also appear  at Craigievar and Muchalls, built by the Bels.   
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It therefore seems likely that other houses attributed to the Bel family, but now shorn 

of plaster decoration, may also have been elaborately decorated when completed.
746

 

Drum Castle, for example, was extensively improved in the early seventeenth 

century, but was gutted by fire later in the century.  Then Drum was given an 

extensive neo-Jacobean make-over in the late nineteenth century by the architect 

David Bryce. Any renaissance interiors were obliterated (Fig. 5.8).  

 

Alexander Seton’s influence may have extended to Crathes Castle, Banchory, 

another Bel building, lying in close proximity to Fyvie, one of Seton's properties.  

Crathes was the home of Alexander Burnett, a close friend and cousin of Chancellor 

Seton’s.   At Crathes Burnett carried out ‘the most extensive scheme of painted 

decoration to be found anywhere in Scotland’ in the mid 1590s
747.

 There are also 

fragments of decorative plasterwork at Crathes which were described by George 

Bankart as being of a similar age to the paintwork.
748

 A quarter of a century later, 

other plasterwork schemes at Muchalls Castle, Stonehaven were commissioned by 

Alexander Burnett’s grandson, Sir Thomas Burnett. Muchalls, a four storey, L-plan 

mansion house or seaside villa, overlooking the North Sea, has three plasterwork 

schemes in the Great Hall, the Dining Room and the Laird’s Room. All bear the date 

1624. The works carried out on the property are recorded on a tablet ‘This work on 

the East and North be A
r
 Burnet of Leyis, 1619. Ended be Sir Thomas Burnet of 

Leyis his sonne, 1627’.
749
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The largest surviving collection of early seventeenth-century plasterwork in one 

house survives at Craigievar Castle, six miles south of Alford in Aberdeenshire. 

Merchant William Forbes purchased the house in 1610.
750

 He set about remodelling 

it,
751

 creating a six-storey house that appears to have remained ever since, largely 

unchanged internally.
752

 Here lies the apogee of the Bel family’s work. Externally 

the lower storeys are unadorned, apart from the multi-layers of recently applied 

coloured limewash, upon which sits an intensively decorative superstructure 

comprising cornices, corbels, pediments, turrets, balustrades and viewing platforms 

with views over the Aberdeenshire hills beyond. It is decorated with plaster 

decoration on every floor except for the attic or gallery, although fragments recently 

discovered during recent works suggest that it too had a decorative scheme.  

 

At least thirteen rooms within Craigievar had decorative plasterwork installed. 

Having avoided over time any significant alterations, these rooms probably contain 

the most complete and intact early seventeenth-century decorative plasterwork 

schemes in Scotland. The imaginative re-use of a relatively small batch of casts and 

mouldings allowed the plasterer or designer to produce a scheme unique to each 

room.
753

 

 

It is highly likely that there were early seventeenth-century decorative plasterwork 

schemes in other castles and houses within close geographic proximity of Fyvie and 

other Bel houses.
754

 Given Alexander Seton’s shared religious beliefs, family links 

and lenient attitude towards the Earl of Huntly, it is plausible that Seton gave him 
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advice when his house at Huntly was repaired in 1599.
755

 According to one account, 

Huntly’s house (then called Strathbogie) was ‘ornamented with a great variety of 

paintings, in small divisions, containing many emblematic figures, with verses, 

expressive of moral sentiment in doggerel rhyme’.
756

 It may be the remnants of this 

that survive in the small fragments of frieze decoration still visible in the former Hall 

(Fig. 5.10).
757

 Likewise, Huntly’s other great houses, including the even grander, but 

now ruined, Bog o’ Gight, may also have been elaborately decorated with plaster, 

increasing further the mass of plaster that existed in this part of the country. 

 

An even greater corpus of decorative plasterwork was carried out in houses 

throughout Edinburgh and the Lothians, all within a twenty-mile radius of 

Chancellor Seton’s villa at Pinkie. In nearby Edinburgh over a dozen decorative 

schemes survive or were recorded, probably representing a fraction of those 

executed. There are three plasterwork schemes in Moray House on Edinburgh’s 

Canongate. This house, with its classical pediments and balcony with carved corbels, 

was built by Mary, Dowager Countess of Home in c1625.
758

 The ceilings in the 

Cromwell and Balcony Rooms (Fig. 5.11) are domed. A third small decorative 

ceiling was installed on the turnpike stair leading from the Balcony Room. The 

Balcony Room appears to be the room with the highest - because the ribs are 

enriched, while the other two ceilings are plain and narrow.  

 

Across the street from Moray House, the nature of the ceiling applied in Moubray 

House suggests a link with Pinkie and Winton. This holds true for a similarly 

decorated scheme carried out at Croft-an-Righ, an L-shaped turreted mansion house 
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located along the boundary of the gardens at Holyroodhouse. 
759

 An almost identical 

ceiling to Croft-an-Righ’s was inserted at Hatton House in the early seventeenth 

century and survived the improvements effected by Lord Charles Maitland around 

half a century later.
760

 

 

Other Edinburgh properties, including those recorded for publication in Edinburgh 

Architectural Association Sketch Book
761

 and Details of Scottish Domestic 

Architecture
762

 indicate that decorative plaster work was extremely popular in the 

capital at this time. Houses such as Ballie MacMoran’s House and Roman Eagle 

Hall, both on the Lawnmarket, the French Ambassador’s House in the Cowgate and 

Saughton Hall were all embellished with decorative plasterwork. MacGibbon and 

Ross likewise recorded a ceiling within West Bow which matches the layout of the 

Drawing Room at Winton.
763

 

 

As these examples show a significant quantity of early seventeenth-century 

decorative plasterwork was procured by family, colleagues and neighbours of 

Alexander Seton. Close examination of this corpus of decorative plasterwork reveals 

that as well as these patronage links there is much commonality in terms of the actual 

decorative features applied within them.  

 

Analysis based upon common features such as decorative casts, rib design and 

ceiling layout suggests that there were two main groups and/or distinctive styles of 

plasterwork being carried out in Scotland at this time.
764

 The first group is located 

within the Edinburgh and Lothian areas, all in close proximity to Seton’s villa at 
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Pinkie. The second group, whose earliest example was at Kellie Castle (and therefore 

connected with Edinburgh Castle) is more widespread across the eastern half of the 

country. Within this latter group there is a significant cluster of work in the north-

east of the country in houses associated with the Bel family of masons/architects who 

worked at Fyvie for Alexander Seton.  

 

Some of Scotland’s early seventeenth-century decorative plasterwork was the subject 

of research undertaken by John Touche. His unpublished paper The Nine Worthies 

and the Regalia
765

 compared Scottish examples of plaster decoration containing 

portrait medallions with those in England.
766

 However, Touche's work did not extend 

to studying other decorative components, nor did it consider if any patronage links 

existed. He grouped the plasterwork schemes that he analysed into two groups - the 

‘Lothian Group’ and ‘The Worthies Group’ - noting that only one decorative cast 

was shared between the two.
767

 However, this research has identified more common 

features, albeit still minimal, that, along with a better understanding of patronage and 

an examination of a greater number of ceilings, has necessitated a re-grouping of the 

properties. For the purposes of this research, the ‘Pinkie Group’ and ‘Kellie Group’ 

will be used to categorise the decorative plasterwork schemes that have commonality 

with Pinkie House and Kellie Castle.  
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 Touche, J.E.D., The Worthies and the Regalia: Notes on a Linked Series of Plaster Ceilings 1599–

1665, unpublished dissertation (typescript in National Monuments Record of Scotland, 1973) 
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 See also Chapter 1. 
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The ‘Pinkie Group’ is so called because of the close proximity of properties which 

share exact or very similar characteristics with the surviving plasterwork schemes at 

Pinkie House, Alexander Seton’s residence.
768

 

Pinkie Group Room 
Original Function of 

Room if Known 
Seton 

Connection 

Pinkie House House Master's Study  Family 

 Seton Room Chamber of Dais  

 Mid Room   

 King's Room Bedchamber  

 Green Room   

 Hall & Stairs   

Winton House Cabinet Room Bedchamber Family 

 King Charles Room Chamber of Dais  

 Drawing Room Hall  

 First Floor 1 Bedchamber  

 First Floor 2/3 Bedchamber  

 First Floor 4/5/6 Bedchamber  

Whittingehame 
Tower 

Drawing Room Hall Family 

Moray House Balcony Room  Geographic 

 Cromwell Room   

 Stair   

Newbattle Abbey Library East  Colleague 

 Library West   

Croft-an-Righ, 
Edinburgh 

First Floor (Hall?) Hall Geographic 

Baillie McMorran's 
First Floor (south-east 

room) 
 Family 

    

French 
Ambassadors 

  Geographic 

Kilbaberton (now 
Baberton House) 

  Colleague 

Pilmuir House, 
East Lothian 

  Geographic 

Lennoxlove Lady Bower's Room Bedchamber Family 

Ballencrieff Hall? Hall? Colleague 

Moubray House Chamber Chamber Family? 

Table 2: Pinkie Group: Houses in Edinburgh and Lothian that share decorative plasterwork 

features. 

At Pinkie, twenty-seven individual decorative plaster casts are used to adorn the 

fields created by the various rib designs in the five schemes there. Of these casts, 

seventeen are applied in more than one room. Thereafter many of them were 

                                                 
768

 Refer to Appendix A for a property-by-property distribution of decorative features within the 

group. 
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incorporated within decorative plasterwork applied in other houses. At Winton 

House for example, of the thirty-six casts contained within the six different 

decorative schemes there, eight match exactly those used earlier at Pinkie. 

Furthermore, at Winton, the ceilings in the King Charles Room and the Drawing 

Room are compartmentalised with wide, shallow decorated ribs like those in the 

King’s Room at Pinkie.
769

 Other similarities include the two styles of hanging 

pendants from Pinkie being adapted, with minimal alteration, for use in the King 

Charles Room (originally the Chamber of Dais). In this room, the ceiling is laid out 

in a series of squares and rectangles with curved, pinched ends, set out around four 

hanging pendants (Figs. 5.12 and 5.13). The Drawing Room (originally the Hall) 

next door uses seven casts from Pinkie, the adjacent Cabinet Room three, while 

upstairs, half of those used at Pinkie also appear here. However, casts from the 

Drawing Room and Cabinet Room friezes at Winton have been adapted to infill 

some of the spaces created by the ribs in these first floor rooms. 

 

Further commonality is seen at Lennoxlove, where the monogram of Sir John 

Maitland and his wife Isabel Seton (Chancellor Seton’s daughter) was placed beneath 

a crown in the same manner as at Pinkie and Winton.  The Lauderdale arms over the 

fireplace in Lady Bower’s Room at Lennoxlove
770

 are embellished with the same 

details surrounding it as the arms applied in Pinkie and Winton. At nearby 

Ballencrief and Newbattle, the ceilings in both houses contain similar features as 

Pinkie and Winton. At Ballencrief, for example, decorative plasterwork comprising a 

family monogram, similar in style to those at Pinkie and Lennoxlove, was set within 

a compartmentalised rib design similar to the Drawing Room at Winton. At 

Newbattle, approximately a third of the moulds used to infill the spaces created by 

                                                 
769

 The ribs at Winton have been adapted to include a Serpent. 
770

 This matches the arms used on the ceiling at Thirlestane, Maitland’s and at Muchalls near 

Stonehaven. See also Appendix B/v/a 
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the narrow, plain ribs match or derive from those at Pinkie and Winton, while others, 

such as the Lion and the Griffin (Cast references: P60 and P61
771

), were applied at 

Moray House and Croft-an-Righ. The layout of the two surviving ceilings at 

Newbattle match those at Winton. That of the Library East matches the ceilings that 

survive on the first floor at Winton, while the Library West ceiling matches the 

layout of the King Charles Room, although minus the unadorned ribs and hanging 

pendants.  

 

The plasterwork scheme at Whittingehame comprises thirteen different decorative 

casts, nine of which match those at Pinkie and Winton. Moreover, the rib enrichment 

matches that in the King’s Room at Pinkie. Some of the cast decoration applied at 

Whittingehame, although copied directly from Pinkie and Winton, was altered 

slightly to ensure a degree of uniqueness, such as the terminal figure (P23) used to 

match the one in the Green Room at Pinkie. This modified figure was then placed 

among a floral spray that is derived from the frieze directly above the Drawing Room 

Fireplace at Winton. Similarly, two smaller casts of a Lion and Unicorn had been 

used earlier in the King’s Room at Pinkie before being applied to the scheme at 

Whittingehame (P12 and P13).
772

  

 

At Moubray House, in Edinburgh’s High Street, eleven of the twelve casts applied 

there are found at Pinkie or Winton, including the application of Seton family crests, 

suggesting that this town house may have belonged to a Seton family member. At 

Moray House, on the opposite side of the street, thirteen of the sixteen casts in the 

Balcony Room are used in other schemes in the Lothian Group. Most notable is the 

cast of a tapering, floral stem (P10) which was applied at Pinkie and Whittingehame. 

Two infill casts are derived from the friezes used in the Drawing Room at Winton, 

                                                 
771

 See also Appendix A/v/a 
772

 The foliage surrounding the lion and unicorn at Pinkie is removed at Whittingehame. 
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while the use of the Lion and the Griffin has much in common with Newbattle 

Abbey. The layout of the Balcony Room and the rib enrichment matches Winton’s 

Drawing Room. The only cast which does not appear to derive from Pinkie or 

Winton is the figure of a moustached man surrounded by scrolls of flowers, fruit and 

foliage (P72). Likewise the majority of the casts used in the adjacent stair and in the 

nearby Cromwell Room are also found at Pinkie and Winton. However, the 

Cromwell Room, which has a layout derived from the Cabinet Room at Winton, has 

some decoration used at neither Pinkie nor Winton.  This different decoration 

consists of three small, human heads (P64, P65 and P66) and a small figure (P63), 

used to fill spaces created by the ribs. Two of the human heads (P65 and P66) appear 

at Croft-an-Righ, where the ceiling has been laid out in the same way as the first 

floor at Winton and the Library East at Newbattle.  

 

Of the seventy or so different casts, or close variations, used in the spaces created by 

the ribs in the nineteen ceilings that survive at Pinkie, Winton, Whittingehame, 

Newbattle, Moray House and Croft-an-Righ, over fifty appear in more than one 

scheme and around half can be found across different sites. The most commonly 

used are the two large fruit and floral sprays (P17 and P18) which appear at all six 

sites. 

 

As well as sharing many of the cast enrichment and decorative features, the ceiling 

designs and layouts were often similar. There were eight ceiling designs,
773

 four 

appearing at more than one site. Type PL4, which appear at Pinkie, Winton and 

Moray House, resembles the pattern in Walter Gidde’s booke of sundry draughtes, a 
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collection of architectural designs that were in common use in the early seventeenth 

century.
774

 

 

Kellie Group 

 
There are also a vast number of common features throughout the Kellie Group.

775
 In 

total there are twenty-one rooms at six different properties containing decorative 

plasterwork, with many of the features shared across more than one site.   

 

KELLIE GROUP Room 
Original Function of 

Room if Known 
Seton 

Connection 

Kellie Castle Library Bedchamber Family 

Glamis Great Hall Hall 
Colleague / 
Family 

  King Malcolm's Room Chamber of Dais   

Balcarres Hall   Hall Family 

Thirlestane 
Second Floor Principle 
Chamber Chamber of Dais Family 

Muchalls Great Hall Hall Family 

  Laird's Room Bedchamber?   

  Dining Room Chamber of Dais?   

Craigievar Great Hall Hall Geographic 

  Lower Stair     

  
Ladies’ Withdrawing 
Room Chamber of Dais   

  Jamesone Room Bedchamber   

  Second Floor Dressing     

  Lady Sempill's Room Bedchamber   

  Third Floor Dressing     

  Housekeeper's Room Bedchamber   

  Queen's Room Bedchamber   

  Forth Floor Lobby     

  Blue Room Bedchamber   

  Tank Room     

  The Nursery Bedchamber   

Table 3: Houses in Kellie Group that share decorative plasterwork features. 
 

                                                 
774

 Gidde, W., A booke of sundry draughtes,: Principaly serving for glasiers: and not impertinent for 

plasterers, and gardiners: besides sundry other professions. Whereunto ... of the fornace, and the 

secretes thereof, (London, 1615) p. 25. As is the ceiling in the Seton Room at Pinkie (layout ref: P2) 

see p. 63.  
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 Refer to Appendix B for a property-by-property distribution of decorative features within each 

group. 



165 

 

 

 

 

INVERNESS 

ABERDEEN 

DUNDEE 

STIRLING 

GLASGOW 

Craigievar 

Muchalls 

Glamis 

Thirlestane 

   Kellie 

Balcarres 

 
 Kellie Group 

 

Map 4: Kellie Group, c1617 - 1626 

 

Edinburgh Castle 



166 

 

 

Many decorative features contained within the 1617 Library ceiling at Kellie appear 

in contemporary schemes at other properties. The fields created by the rib design are 

filled with portrait medallion heads, lion-masks, fleur-de-lis and several other 

strapwork and florally-derived casts.
776

 The compartmentalised design formed by the 

ribs and many of the decorative casts applied within the fields created appear in both 

the Laird’s Room at Muchalls and the Ladies’ Withdrawing Room at Craigievar.  

 

A similar scheme was applied, minus the circles, in King Malcolm’s Room at 

Glamis.
777

 There are also many other similarities amongst this group of ceilings as 

well. All four, Kellie, Muchalls, Craigievar and Glamis, share the same interwoven 

enriched rib and contain the same portraits of Tarquin and Lucretia Roma (Cast 

references: K1 and K2
778

) A lion-head (K6) and a long, decorative spray (K10) 

radiating at an angle from the corner of each of the squares formed by the ribs, were 

also incorporated into all four schemes.  

 

Several other casts are shared across some, but not all of this group. A good example 

of this is seen at Kellie, Glamis and Craigievar where another lion-head (K7) is 

enclosed within a decorative, round frame. In all cases, the frame is damaged 

between the 12 and 2 o’clock position. This strongly implies that the same mould, 

originating from Kellie, was used to produce these casts. Other examples include the 

common application of a strapwork roundels with a large Tudor rose placed in its 

centre (K9) at Muchalls and Craigievar. Similarly at Kellie Glamis, Muchalls and 

Craigievar, there is the addition of a portrait bust of a crowned female with flowing 

hair. However, in these cases, different moulds were used (K3 and K4). 
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 See Appendix B/v/a 
777

 The function of these rooms was originally as a Chamber of Dais. 
778

 See Appendix B/v/a 
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Portraits are commonly applied throughout all the ceilings in the Kellie Group. 

Portraits of Alexander and Jovinianus (K13 and K14) appear on the Laird’s Room 

ceiling at Muchalls and in the Halls at Glamis and Craigievar.
779

 

 

The Halls at Craigievar, Glamis and Muchalls contain portraits of David, Alexander, 

Hector and Joshua, four of the Nine Worthies.
780

 These, and other shared features,
781

 

are also found in surviving schemes in the Dining Rooms of Muchalls and Balcarres 

and in Thirlestane’s Principal Chamber. All of these, except Glamis and Muchall’s 

Dining Room, comprise ceilings utilising the same enriched, floral rib, laid out in the 

same geometric pattern, made up of a series of large, barbed-quatrefoils. The spaces 

created by these ribs allow many of the same decorations to be placed within them - 

the portrait-medallion heads being placed in the barbed-quatrefoil shaped space, with 

the other spaces filled with a variety of cast decoration.  

 

The rib at Glamis is narrower and plain. The portrait-medallion heads are placed in a 

series of eight, pointed star-shapes, formed where ribs which project out from 

pendants meet small diagonally-set squares. All except Balcarres have surviving 

friezes.
782

  Those at Glamis and Muchalls share the same design. The Thirlestane 

frieze is visually similar, sharing the same strapwork decoration, but minus the fruits 

and swags beneath (KF1 and KF2). Craigievar’s frieze (KF7) has been traced to an 

engraving from Grotis for die goldsmit und andern khunstiger, by Frankfurt-based 

Theodor de Bry, a Flemish-born artist and designer.
783

  Evidence for a decorative 

frieze in the Drawing Room and Dining Room (formerly Great Hall and Chamber of 

                                                 
779

 They were also applied in three of the upper rooms at Craigievar - The Nursery, Jameson Room 

and Blue Room.
 

780
 See Chapter 3 for a discussion on the Nine Worthies 

781
 See Appendix B/v/a 

782
 The frieze at Balcarres could have been lost when nineteenth century panelling was inserted. 
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 Wells-Cole, A., Art and decoration in Elizabethan and Jacobean England : the influence of 

continental prints, 1558-1625 (New Haven, 1997) p. 168 
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Dais) at Kellie suggests that similar schemes may once have been executed in these 

rooms.
784

  

 

There are fifty-three individual (or near individual) infill casts used within the 

twenty-one different decorative plasterwork schemes that survive at these six 

properties. Of the fifty-three, twenty-five are used at more than one property. As well 

as being exact matches, many of the remaining features, particularly coats-of-arms, 

comprise frames and surrounds which are used in more than one site. 
785

 Similarly, 

decorative elements such as pendants, friezes and overmantels, although unique to 

each individual property, were built up using components and features which occur 

elsewhere. There are two different types of pendant applied in the Halls at Glamis, 

Muchalls and Craigievar (Figs. 5.22 and 5.23). One comprises a large, ribbed globe, 

suspended from a circular base and culminating in floral-like tip at its lowest point. 

The other is more intricate and combines four decorative scrolls surrounded by leaf 

decoration and small figure-heads (shorn from larger casts such as the winged-angel 

and lion-head casts). While these hanging pendants are visually similar, each 

property manifests its distinct character, by varying the scrolls, small figure-heads 

and using different rib enrichment. At Craigievar the fronts and sides of each scroll 

are decorated with the repetitive use of a small flower, placed at regular intervals. 

These flowers are very similar in appearance to those within the main rib enrichment 

of this room. The scrolls at Glamis are decorated with the same rib enrichment 

applied on the ceiling of the neighbouring King Malcolm’s Room, while a scrolling 

vine is used as enrichment at Muchalls. This scrolling vine does not appear in any 

other surviving scheme, possibly suggesting it came from a scheme that is now lost.  

                                                 
784

 Article published in The Courier on 28 February 2011. Accessed on 17 March 2011 at 

http://www.thecourier.co.uk/Community/Heritage-and-History/article/11298/kellie-castle-work-may-

have-uncovered-17th-century-decorations.html 
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 For example the same decorative surround is used at Muchalls (K50) and Craigievar (K52). 
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Glamis, Muchalls and Craigievar also have large decorative overmantels which share 

similar characteristics. Each have the royal arms positioned between visually similar 

columns, or Caryatids.  

 
While there is a great deal of re-use and repetition within the individual groups, there 

are very few shared features between the two.
786

 The Seton coat-of-arms from the 

Seton Room at Pinkie appears on the Hall ceiling at Muchalls, beside the same 

Lauderdale coat-of-arms used at Lethington/Lennoxlove and at Thirlestane. The 

angled spray (K26 and P36) is common to both the Great Hall at Glamis and 

throughout Winton. The lack of shared decorative features between the Pinkie and 

Kellie Groups, and the lack of any geographical overlap between the two, implies 

that they were being carried out by two different groups of plasterers for Alexander 

Seton and his family and friends. 

 

The close proximity and shared features of the Pinkie Group suggests that the work 

was carried out by a group of locally based plasterers who must have been well 

known to Master of the King’s Works, James Murray and Master Mason William 

Wallace. The leading candidate is John Quhytte, whose name appears in the papers 

of James Forbes Leith (a book of accounts by George, third Earl of Winton) which 

contains entries for furnishings and improvement works carried out at Winton. There 

were two payments for plasterwork; the first in 1628 ‘Item gewine to Jhone Quhytte 

[White] in pairte payment of his plaister worke at my house of Wintoune 100lib’ and 

a year later in August 1629 for ‘Item, the 19, gewine to Jhone Quhytte in pairte of 

payment of his taske for his plaister worke at Wintoune, the soume of 100 lib’.
787

 

                                                 
786

 Touche, Nine Worthies and the Regalia, p. 14, identified the common use of (K5) and (P?) a 

Crowned Lady  
787

 HMC, Appendix to Vol. ii (London, 1874) p. 199. The £200 paid for the plastering at Winton 

would have employed the four English plasterers who worked at Edinburgh Castle in 1617, for eight 
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The plasterwork at Winton shares so much in common with the other properties in 

the Pinkie Group, therefore there is a high probability that much of the work was 

undertaken by Quhytte, or someone known to him. Quhytte was certainly active in 

the Edinburgh. In October 1626, he was paid £10 by William Wallace for work at 

Holyroodhouse - ‘Johne Quhyt for syllering of ane chalmer in his rowmes in the bak 

close of Halyrudehous and for mending the flures thair he furneissing all thingis 

belanging thairto’.
788

 Quyhtte and Wallace had experience of working together, 

therefore Quhytte most probably undertook the plasterwork at Moray House. As at 

Winton House, the improvements at Moray House, Lady Home's residence, were 

supervised by Master Mason William Wallace. At the time of his death in 1631, 

Lady Home was listed was one of Wallace’s debtors.
789

 Moreover, since the 

fragments of plaster discovered during archaeological excavations at Linlithgow 

Palace match exactly the royal coat-of-arms applied in the King Charles Room 

(Chamber of Dais) and Drawing Room (Hall) at Winton, it raises the probability that 

Quhytte was also involved here. Given that the work executed at Pinkie was carried 

out around a decade earlier than that at Edinburgh Castle, it seems likely that these 

plasterers were responsible for undertaking decorative plasterwork in Scotland before 

the arrival of the Englishmen at Edinburgh Castle in 1617. In fact, if the type of 

plasterwork carried out in the Castle during its restoration reflects how it originally 

appeared upon completion in 1617, the influence seems to be more Scottish than 

English. After all, the enriched rib decoration, hanging pendants, thistles and roses 

                                                                                                                                          
and a half weeks, at a rate of £23/16 per week - approximately half the time spent at the Castle. The 

average weekly payment to plasterers and spargers in the Master of Works Accounts between 1616 

and 1639 was £3/16.
787

 At this rate one plasterer could have been employed at Winton for just over 53 

weeks, or a squad of four for around 13 weeks. If the plasterers at the Castle took seventeen weeks to 

complete two schemes, it seems unlikely that the £200 paid to White was for all six schemes at 

Winton. Other entries include for hauling slates from Caithness and extensive glasswork. 
788

 Imrie and Dunbar, Accounts of the Masters of Works, p. 201 
789

 NAS: CC8/8/56, Item be the Ladie Home the sowme of one hundred pounds byand attour sevin 

score pounds qlk was awin be her ladyship to the warkmen qlk soume of one hundred pounds is [--] 

upliftit by the said Nicoll Udwart and as yet is in his hands and custodie. 
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were all features used in the King’s Room at Pinkie from c1610. The only discernible 

addition brought to the Castle by the English plasterers may have been the portraits 

of three of the Nine Worthies from Bromley – their addition at Edinburgh echoing 

their inclusion at Stirling in the previous century. The fact that these came north may 

indicate that the owner of Bromley-by-Bow had a Scottish connection. 

 

The on-going influence of the Nine Worthies was most apparent in the Kellie Group. 

Elsewhere, the Pinkie style of plasterwork continued to be favoured within the 

private work undertaken by James Murray and William Wallace. However, the 

presence of the English plasterers at Edinburgh Castle may have exposed the locally-

based plasterers to new ideas, allowing them to extend their repertoire. This may 

have led to the increased elaborateness visible within later schemes executed within 

the Pinkie Group. For example, while Pinkie House contains no frieze decoration in 

any of its plaster schemes, they are extensively applied throughout Winton. 

 

The close proximity of all the properties in the Pinkie Group contrasts with the much 

more dispersed Kellie Group. This indicates that the plasterers responsible for the 

latter must have journeyed from property to property, carrying out the work. The 

amount of repetition suggests that the same plasterers must have travelled with a set 

of pre-conceived decorative schemes that could evolve and be adapted slightly 

between properties to give a degree of individuality. The consistency of shared 

elements across the multiple sites implies that the work was carried out by the same 

group of plasterers, rather than an itinerant designer working with a locally-based 

plasterer. As with the Pinkie Group the plaster decoration employed in the later 

schemes of the Kellie Group became increasingly elaborate. As the group evolved, 

the plasterers appear to have increased their collection of moulds and decorative 

features (and skills), enabling them to offer the patron a greater choice of features 
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such as hanging pendants, bespoke family insignia and large scale fireplace 

decoration. Some of this decoration appears to have been applied in-situ by plasterers 

using hand tools.  This method of working would have required a higher level of skill 

and taken a longer period of time as opposed to producing decorative casts from a 

mould. 

 
If the four months spent at Edinburgh Castle during 1617 resulted in two rooms 

being fully-decorated by the English plasterers, it implies that in the decade that 

followed, (even allowing for the departure of Cob and Quhitheid) many more 

properties must have had decorative plasterwork installed. Afterwards, a group of 

plasterers appear to have journeyed throughout the length of the country, carrying a 

much smaller batch of casts and designs than their counterparts responsible for the 

Pinkie Group. The long periods of time between the completions of some of these 

surviving schemes suggest there may be other schemes, now lost.  

The itinerant nature of the plasterers may be indicative of the need for them to 

continue travelling from place to place to find paid employment, whereas craftsmen 

such as masons and wrights, undertaking routine tasks, may have been able to secure 

such work locally in and around towns or were engaged in continual employment on 

an estate. Specialist trades such as decorative plasterers and painters, unless based in 

a large city, appear to have travelled regularly to remain in continuous employment.  

This was especially true if they were not attached to a trade guild in a large town.
790

 

A positive recommendation received from a previous patron would have increased 

their prospects of receiving similar commissions, particularly if the work being 

undertaken was much sought after. This was the case in England when Sir John 

                                                 
790

 Dunbar, J.G., ‘The Organisation of the Building Industry in Scotland during the 17th Century’, in 

Alexander Fenton, Bruce Walker and Geoffrey Stell, eds, Building Construction in Scotland: Some 

Historical and Regional Aspects, Scottish Vernacular Buildings Working Group (Dundee and 

Edinburgh, 1976) p. 11 
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Thynne, builder of Longleat received a letter on 30 March 1554/5 from Sir William 

Cavendish asking if he could send ‘the connyng plaisterer at Longlete w
h
 haith in 

your hall and in other places of your house made diverse pendaunts and other pretty 

thynges’ to work in the hall of his ‘Darbyshere’ house. 
791

 Five years later, on 25
th

 

April 1560, Bess of Hardwick, the widow of the now-deceased Cavendish, wrote 

once again to Thynne. This time she requested that ‘you spare me your plaisterer that 

flowered your hall’ for her Chatsworth's home which she suggests ‘is much imperfit’ 

by comparison to Longleat.  It would appear that Bess had great difficulty hiring 

local, skilled plasterers.
792

 Abrahan Smith, the plasterer named in the accounts at 

Chatsworth, also worked at Hardwick where he was described as ‘the most gifted of 

workmen’.
793

 

It is possible that when Cob and Quhitheid returned to England, either some locally-

based spargers or John Johnstoun and his men continued to apply the type of plaster 

that had been installed at Edinburgh Castle. Johnstoun would be the more likely 

candidate. Judging by his move from York to Scotland and thereafter his moving 

between Perth and Edinburgh, he was clearly prepared to travel considerable 

distances to maintain employment. Johnstoun originally came from Yorkshire, a 

county where, since the 1570s, decorative plasterwork had become increasingly 

popular. There were five main centres for plasterwork in that county. In the late 

sixteenth century, the plasterers in each area carried out work mainly for the upper 

nobility. However, once its popularity increased, thereafter they began to work 

increasingly for the gentry and yeoman classes. The patronage of decorative 
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 Beard, G., Decorative Plasterwork in Great Britain (London, 1975) p. 26. Taken from Longleat 

MSS, Records of the Building’ vol. ii, p. 87.  
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 Beard, Plasterwork in Great Britain, pp. 26-7. Taken from Longleat MSS, Records of the Building’ 

vol. ii, p. 129 
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 Jourdain, M., ‘Plasterwork at Hardwick Hall’, in The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 

(Nov., 1926), vol., 49, no., 284, p. 233 
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plasterwork decreased in the early seventeenth century in North Yorkshire,
794

 so 

perhaps the lack of work there is the reason why Johnstoun stayed in Scotland after 

completing his work at Edinburgh Castle.  A further reason may be the emergence of 

a new circle of patrons keen to emulate in their own home, the type of work that had 

been carried out for the King. The plasterwork to which Johnstoun would have been 

exposed in Yorkshire differed considerably from that of Cobb and Quhitheid, 

assuming, of course, that the latter were indeed familiar with the most up-to-date 

styles of plasterwork being carried out in London at that time.  

 

The enriched rib type of decorative plasterwork which was popular in the earliest 

decades of the seventeenth century in London and which became particularly popular 

with patrons in Scotland, may have been alien to Johnstoun on his arrival in 

Edinburgh. The Heraldic Room at Sheriff Hutton Hall, built between 1622-3, for the 

London-based financier Sir Arthur Ingram, was probably the first example of an 

enriched rib in Yorkshire.
795

 If Johnstoun carried out work elsewhere after finishing 

at Edinburgh Castle then he did so using new skills. This resulted in early 

seventeenth-century decorative plasterwork associated with both Pinkie and Kellie 

groups
796

 remaining popular for many years after its earlier installation at Pinkie, 

Kellie and Edinburgh Castle. However, even by the time the work was being carried 

out at Edinburgh Castle in 1617, newer styles were becoming popular in England. 

 

English transition versus Scottish continuity. 

In England, the type of work carried out in the Pinkie and Kellie Groups also 

remained popular. A late example of this style is the vaulted Drawing Room at 
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 Bostwick, D., Decorative Plasterwork of the Yorkshire Region, 1570-1670 (unpublished PhD 

Thesis, Sheffield, 1993), pp. 199-200 
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 Bostwick,  Decorative Plasterwork of Yorkshire, p. 108 and notes accompanying plate 3.30. 
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 Highly compartmentalised ceilings divided with plaster ribs, their fields filled with a variety of cast 

decoration, and further embellished with pendants, friezes and overmantels. 
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Canons Ashby, Northamptonshire, notable for its large central hanging pendant (Fig. 

5.25). This ceiling was executed in the mid 1630s for Sir William Dryden.
797

 

However, twenty years earlier, a lighter style of decorative plasterwork emerged with 

a greater use of strapwork.
798

 Examples of this new style were carried out by James 

Leigh, the King’s Master Plasterer at Hatfield for Robert Cecil and at Audley End, 

most probably for Thomas Howard, Earl of Suffolk.
799

 Although there are small 

quantities of strapwork decoration in Scottish plasterwork,
800

 its extensive use did 

not travel to Scotland. Similarly, neither did a new style of ceiling decoration 

introduced to England by Inigo Jones, Surveyor of the King's Works in England. 

Jones’s influence caused a departure from the highly-decorative and 

compartmentalised ceilings of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. He 

favoured instead much larger compartments, divided by deep beams, with flat soffits 

and dominated by large central circles or ovals.
801

 The architectural influences in 

Jones's work were shaped by his early career as a joiner and stage-set designer for 

court masques and through his journeys to Italy where he was exposed to the 

architecture of Palladio. His eventual appointment to the role of Surveyor in Prince 

Henry's court would have further strengthened the architectural character of his 

plasterwork.
802

 Initially, Jones's ceilings relied more on timber and paint than on 

plaster.
803

 The Banqueting Hall at Whitehall Palace has a flat-beamed ceiling with its 

central oval surrounded by large rectangles (a geometricised version of Venetian 
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ceilings – Fig. 5.26).  These geometric areas provided fields into which painted 

decoration was eventually applied.
804

  

 

Another of Jones' interiors with similar decoration was the Queen's House at 

Greenwich.  This seems to have had a great influence on plasterers who were 

beginning to apply this type of ceiling decoration in plaster. A major exponent was 

Joseph Kinsman who undertook work at the Goldsmiths Hall, at Whitehall Palace 

and, significantly, at Ham House, the site of his only extant work.
805

 Between 1637 

and 1639 Ham House was improved by its owner William Murray who was a life-

long companion of Charles I. Murray was later appointed to the role of  Gentleman 

of the Bedchamber and made 1
st
 Earl of Dysart.

806
 Schemes by Joseph Kinsman were 

completed in The Great Stair, Dining Chamber and The Withdrawing Room at Ham 

– all three areas executed with a large central compartment (a circle, oval and 

elongated octagon respectively).  These central elements were surrounded by square 

and rectangular compartments created by deep beams with wide, flat soffits.  The 

soffits of the beams forming the outer compartments in The Great Stair and  Dining 

Chamber ceilings were decorated with rosettes and guilloche decoration. The oval of 

the Dining Chamber, along with the beams in The Withdrawing Room, were 

enriched with high-relief fruit. As with the ceilings at the Queen's House, most of the 

compartmentalised spaces remained plain. However, the round and oval garlands of 

The Great Stair at Ham were a precursor for the elaborately-finished ceilings that 

became popular later in the century. This type of ceiling decoration appears to have 

rendered earlier styles unappealing. When the early seventeenth-century plasterwork 

of Audley End was compared with Clarendon House, built during the 1660s, Audley 
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End’s work was not favoured. It was described by John Evelyn in c1660 as being 

‘full of gaudy & barbarous ornaments’, ‘not gratifying judicious spectators’ and in 

1667, Samuel Pepys thought Audley End old fashioned and the ceilings there ‘not so 

good’.
807

 

 

It was not until more than thirty years later that any significant change in ceiling 

decoration took place in Scotland. Instead, throughout the 1620s and 1630s Scottish 

work continued to be influenced by the work at Pinkie, Kellie and Edinburgh Castle. 

There may be a number of reasons for this slower development. One was that fewer 

Scots were being exposed to London fashion. In the decade that followed King 

James VI’s visit home, the number of Scots willing to make the 800-mile round-trip 

to court was much reduced from the high numbers in the years immediately after his 

ascension to the English throne.
808

 In addition, after 1617, the King did not make 

another visit to Scotland. Therefore there was no incentive to improve the palaces in 

expectation of a royal tour. Eight years after his visit, the King died, 
809

 leaving 

Scottish influence at court much reduced. Thus the flow of innovation northwards 

from London slowed down. Access to the court of Charles I was much more 

restricted.  The number of Scots in paid employment within his household fell 

sharply. Those Scots who did succeed in securing an appointment found that a 

requirement was to become more Anglicized.
810

 With the crowning of Charles I, 

many of those who had previously been in favour and had also been the leading 

architectural patrons in Scotland, were superseded. By the mid-1620s, Thomas 

Erskine, Earl of Kellie, the favourite of the late King James, had gained a rather poor 
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reputation, particularly among English courtiers. These courtiers felt bitterness 

towards members of the Scottish nobility based in the England since they had 

previously appeared to benefit disproportionately from royal favour.
811

  

 

Before King James's death, Scotland’s cultural leader, Chancellor Alexander Seton, 

died in 1622. His death was critical and it brought to an end the  substantial influence 

that he exerted and which was enjoyed by those in his circle  His death may even 

have severely curtailed any sort of new architectural innovation. Seton’s main ally, 

the Earl of Mar, now found that his authority in Scotland was much reduced in 

favour of the Marquis of Hamilton.
812

 This domino-effect of Seton's death, resulting 

in Mar's subsequent fall from grace was to impact on his cousin, Thomas Erskine.  

Back in Scotland, Erskine's influence also waned. When King James was ill, Erskine 

knew that, in terms of patronage, his own time too was running out.  In November 

1623, Erskine wrote to his cousin Mar saying it ‘may come that young folks shall 

have their world. I know not if that will be fit for your Lordship and me’.
813

 When 

King James died in 1625, Erskine lost the office of Groom of the Stool and the status 

that went with it.  Although he was allowed to retain his Captainship of the Guard 

until 1632, he still relied on financial hand-outs from the new King.
814

  

 

The distancing of the Scottish nobility from the court meant that fewer were exposed 

to the latest fashions in England.  Fewer still were able to re-invest the profits of 

court life in their estates back home. When Charles I planned his homecoming visit, 

it was the elderly Earl of Mar who was entrusted with the preparations, including the 
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upgrading of the interiors of the palaces in advance of the royal itinerary.
815     

 

Delegating this assignment to such an elderly statesman was never likely to generate  

new ideas in interior design. Instead Mar reverted to many of the same craftsmen 

who had been involved in preparing the chosen residences for the previous royal visit 

back in 1617. The result was that the decorative painter Valentine Jenkins and the 

plasterer John Johnstoun were re-hired, rather than bringing in new craftsmen from 

the England as before. As a consequence, the opportunity to introduce a fresh style of 

plasterwork, such as that employed at the Queen’s House at Greenwich, was lost. 

Jenkin's work at Falkland was a regurgitation of the type of decoration applied in 

King James’s Birthing Room at Edinburgh Castle, a decade and a half earlier.  
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The Central Group 

The end result was that another generation passed before court-led patronage would 

once again have any changing affect upon Scottish decorative plasterwork.
816

 Highly 

compartmentalised-ribbed ceilings, therefore continued to be executed throughout 

the 1620s and 30s. In addition to the plasterwork contained within the Pinkie and 

Kellie Groups, this type of work was carried out in at least five properties in central 

Scotland. Until now these five properties - Auchterhouse, Angus; Elcho Castle, 

Perthshire; Stobhall, Perthshire; House of the Binns, West Lothian; and Brunstane 

House, Edinburgh - have largely been overlooked as a group in their own right. The 

latest surviving example in this group appears to have been carried out in the late 

1630s, indicating that there continued to be a preference for this type of decorative 

plasterwork in Scotland.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
816

 See Chapter 6 for this new period of court-led patronage. 

Property Date Room 
Auchterhouse c1622 Drawing Room 

    Inner Hall 

    Library 

Stobhall c1622 Corridor 

House of The 
Binns 1630 High Hall 

    Chamber 

    King's Room 

    Sea Room 

Elcho c1630 Hall 

    Chamber 

Brunstane 1638 SE Bedroom, 2nd Floor N Wing 

Table 4: Central Group: c1622 to 1638 
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Map 5: Central Group (early) c1622 - 1638 
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As with the contemporary Pinkie and Kellie Groups, the plasterwork of the Central 

Group may be identified from shared decorative features. The plasterwork at the Old 

Mansion House, Auchterhouse, seven miles north-west of Dundee, was carried out 

for the Earl of Buchan, James Erskine, and his wife Mary Douglas, Countess of 

Buchan. The work was completed some time between 1617 and 1628, when the 

Countess died.
817

 There are five schemes throughout the house. The most prominent 

is the richly compartmentalised Drawing Room (Hall) ceiling. It is divided with 

unadorned narrow ribs which are intersected with twenty-three large hanging 

pendants and in-filled with smaller pendants, family insignia, fleur-de-lis, and 

flowers/foliage. The focal point of the room, however, is the large decorative 

overmantel which contains the initials of the Earl and Countess (Fig. 5.27). An 

almost identical scheme was carried out in the adjoining Inner Hall (Chamber of 

Dais). Above, in the bedrooms on the first floor, there are three simpler schemes.  

The Bedchamber, now the Library, has a plain ribbed ceiling divided into a series of 

square and star-shaped compartments in-filled with family monograms, fleur-de-lis, 

flowers, foliage and the cast heads of a female and lion. Two further bedrooms have 

decorative plaster schemes, including an effigy of the Countess.
818

  

 

The second property in the Central Group, Stobhall, contains many of the same 

features employed at Auchterhouse. Overlooking the River Tay in Perthshire, 

Stobhall is located less than twenty miles west of Auchterhouse. Its decorative 

plasterwork was applied in the stair corridor of the Dower House (Fig. 5.28), which 

is one of four main buildings that occupy the inner court. Stonework carved with the 

impaled arms of John Drummond, second Earl of Perth and his wife Jean Ker, 

                                                 
817

 Vian, Erskine, James, sixth earl of Buchan 
818

 Historic Scotland, Listed Building Report: Auchterhouse Old Mansion House (Edinburgh, 1971) p. 

2 



183 

 

Countess of Perth, suggests a construction date of between 1613, the date of their 

marriage, and 1622 when the Countess died,
819

 making the work contemporary with 

Auchterhouse’s.
820

 The long and narrow decorative ceiling in the stair corridor of the 

Dower House consists of three rows of cast decoration running the length of the 

room, framed by a simple plain cornice and scrolling decorative frieze. The central 

row of decoration is created by the repeated use of casts comprising scrolling foliage 

encircling large roses and flowers, in-filled with smaller flowers and foliage. The 

rows either side are formed by placing a combination of thistles, roses, angel-heads, 

vases of flowers, lion-heads, stars, terminal figures and smaller scrolling foliage 

which terminate with human figures. Three of the decorative casts and the frieze 

match decoration applied at Auchterhouse. 

 

Similarly, there is a large quantity of matching decoration within the four decorative 

schemes carried out at the House of the Binns, near Linlithgow in West Lothian (Fig. 

5.29). Thomas Dalyell and his wife Janet Bruce, daughter of Edward Bruce, Lord 

Kinloss and builder of Culross Abbey House which lies a short distance away on the 

other side of the Forth, purchased the estate in 1613. In the years that followed they 

re-designed and extended the existing towers and courtyard to create a fashionable 

U-plan villa.
821

  

 
Plaster decoration was applied in the High Hall, the Chamber, the King’s Room and 

the Sea Room. The ceiling in the High Hall is divided by a plain rib into a series of 

squares, circles and lozenges, creating geometric shapes resembling framed flowers. 
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The spaces created are filled with Dalyell and Bruce family crests and intertwined 

initials, the year 1630, moons, stars, fleur-de-lis and small human and animal heads. 

Prominent in the centre of this ceiling is a large hanging pendant. The latter 

comprises a sloping four-sided base decorated with the family crest and a globe 

enriched with small moons and stars, culminating in a fruiting tip. The fireplace 

overmantel is decorated with the royal arms flanked with Prince of Wales ostrich 

feathers and fluted pilasters decorated with the family crest, fruitages and a single 

heart.  It is topped off with a small frieze decorated with roses, thistles and fleur-de-

lis. Archaeological evidence from Linlithgow Palace indicates that an identical rib 

moulding was used there around 1620 during works carried out under the direction of 

William Wallace on the instructions of James VI. This implies that the same 

plasterers may have been employed at both Linlithgow and The Binns.
822

 However, 

while the fragments of rib moulding may be the same, the fragments of the heraldic 

panel on display at the palace (specifically the lion’s torso) do not match the royal 

arms used at The Binns. They do however match those employed in the King’s 

Room at Winton, carried out by John Quhytte [White].
823

  John Quhytte was possibly 

related to Alexander White, one of the plasterers who worked at The Binns and to 

whom a payment was made in 1630, recorded in the archives at the property.
824     

 

The Chamber ceiling is divided into four by a broad enriched rib which runs across 

the centre with a small pendant with radiating leaves and human faces placed at the 

point of intersection. The four large spaces created by the rib are filled with a small 

pendant in the centre from which radiate four large foliated scrolls, with leaves 
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placed in between, while four terminal figures are placed diagonally on the axis 

between the pendant and the rib intersection. The King’s Room (the Chamber of 

Dais) is heavily decorated with an enriched scrolling rib, laid out in a series of 

squares, circles and rectangles, with curved pinched ends. The spaces are in-filled 

with medallion heads of David and Alexander,
825

 alongside roses, thistles, fleur-de-

lis, harps, winged angel-heads and vases of flowers. There is a deep frieze which 

matches exactly the main frieze in the Drawing Room at Winton, again suggesting a 

link between the two properties. The frieze with its fruitages, strapwork scrolls 

culminating in grotesque animal-heads, birds, winged angel-heads and flowers, runs 

around the top of the walls beneath a plain-run cornice. Once again the royal arms 

adorn the overmantel. Finally, the barrel-vaulted Sea Room ceiling is divided by an 

enriched rib to create squares, curved lozenges and a series of intersections at which 

pendants are placed. Three large pendants are situated across the centre of the ceiling 

which has a plain circular base, decorated globes and fruiting tips. The squares are 

filled with smaller pendants surrounded by leaves, while small human heads are 

placed in the lozenges and four large foliated scrolls radiate from the intersections. 

 

Only fragments survive of the decorative plasterwork which once enriched the Hall 

and the Chamber of Dais on the principal floor at Elcho Castle, east of Perth on the 

south side of the River Tay. Here the plasterwork was carried out to celebrate the 

elevation of John, Lord Wemyss, to Earl in 1633.
826

 Unfortunately the castle became 

a ruin in the eighteenth-century. Despite a later partial-restoration, all that now 

remains of the decorative scheme are parts of friezes (Fig. 5.32).  These are 

decorated with a diagonal chevron rib in-filled with roses, thistles and fleur-de-lis. 
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Similarly, it is possible that the remaining early seventeenth-century decoration at 

Brunstane House in Edinburgh represents only part of a much wider scheme of 

decoration, lost when the house was later altered. The small frieze that decorates the 

south-east bedroom on the second floor of the north wing, matches exactly the frieze 

used in the High Hall at The Binns. The north wing of Brunstane House was built by 

John, Lord Maitland, later first Duke of Lauderdale who later carried out further 

refashioning and extension work in 1672.
827

 

 

As witnessed in the Pinkie and Kellie Groups, there is high degree of commonality at 

these properties which demonstrates that the work is likely to have been completed 

by the same team of plasterer(s).
828

 At The Binns, for example, eight of the eleven 

decorative features used in the Sea Room and the Chamber, are identical to those 

used at Auchterhouse, while a further two pendants in the Sea Room are 

characteristically similar to those used throughout Auchterhouse. In addition, a 

further two casts (C9 and C11) and the rib from the High Hall at The Binns are also 

used at Auchterhouse. Again, such is the commonality, that the same plasterer must 

have been responsible. However, despite the high level of shared features between 

the three rooms at The Binns and those at Auchterhouse, there is no overlap with the 

King’s Room at The Binns. The plasterwork at The Binns and Auchterhouse share 

many decorative features with the stair ceiling in the Dower’s House at Stobhall. Of 

the ten individual casts used there, seven were used at The Binns and/or 

Auchterhouse. An extant frieze in a bedroom on the second floor of the north wing at 

Brunstane is identical to the one in the High Hall at The Binns. Like the Kellie and 
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Pinkie groups, this Central Group shows that either the same group of plasterers 

undertook this work, or it had access to the same moulds. 

 

This Chapter has shown that after the Union of the Crowns of 1603, leading courtiers 

and government officials (many of whom were linked to Chancellor Alexander 

Seton) who represented an ‘absent’ monarch became the country’s prime 

architectural patrons and cultural leaders. They not only organised extensive repairs 

at the royal palaces using, in part, imported labour, but ensured that they too had 

access to leading architectural figures and craftsmen for their own houses and those 

of their families. This chapter proposes that there were two distinct groups of 

decorative plasterwork being patronised by Seton’s circle – one linked with Pinkie 

House, the other with Kellie Castle. Based upon survival, the most popular type of 

plasterwork in the early seventeenth Scotland had its origins at Pinkie. Here, most of 

the main features associated with early seventeenth decorative plaster, such as highly 

compartmentalised broad ribs, pendants and portraits were applied around a decade 

before the improvements at Edinburgh Castle in 1617. This therefore suggests that 

the plasterers from London may have been imported more for labour shortage 

reasons than for cultural innovation. Finally, the reason why Scotland may have 

continued to patronise a style of plasterwork that was going out-of-fashion in south-

east England can be ascribed to a lack of cultural leadership after the deaths of the 

Chancellor, Alexander Seton, and King James VI in the early 1620s. As a result 

innovation slowed and highly compartmentalised ceilings continued being carried 

out in Scotland. This included a previously unidentified group of plasterwork in 

central Scotland. The Central Group of plasterwork appears to have been carried out 

by the same plasterer(s) who produced this type of work at least until the late 1630s. 

The next chapter reveals how the Central Group was particularly influential during a 
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stylistically transitional period that followed the Restoration. It is this period of 

transition and change which is the subject of the next chapter as it assesses the 

evolution of plasterwork from the Restoration to the mid 1690s. 

 



189 

 

Part 3 Absent Court II: Plasterwork of the late seventeenth century  
 

Chapter 6 
 

Continuity, transition and change: The development and patronage of 

decorative plasterwork c1660 to 1672 

 

 
The plasterwork carried out at Brunstane in the late 1630s

829
 may have been among 

the last to be completed before the revolution against Charles I’s rule in 1638.
830

 

Afterwards, architectural patronage waned and the quality of building work 

undertaken fell dramatically.
831

 The families who would normally have been the 

leading architectural patrons suffered financially. In 1658, Robert Baillie, Principal 

of Glasgow University, wrote that ‘our leading noble families are almost gone’ and 

that ‘many of our chief families states are cracking’.
832

 However, despite the 

troubles, some building work did take place, for example at Glasgow College and at 

Traquair House, in Peeblesshire, where the Earl of Traquair reduced the height of the 

older tower and added new turrets and dormers.
833

 Likewise, a small number of 

decorative plasterwork schemes were completed at this time, such as the work 

executed in the 1640s at Tailor’s Hall and Roman Eagle Hall in Edinburgh (Fig. 6.1) 

and Crawfurdland Castle in Ayrshire, where a decorative scheme was completed in 

1648 in what is now the east wing.
834

 All three schemes continued the earlier 

preference for highly compartmentalised ceilings. 

 

The restoration of Charles II in 1660 and a re-invigorated aristocracy resulted in 

building works being resumed, as was the patronage of decorative plasterwork 
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which, like architecture, ‘evolved from design traditions established before the 

troubles’.
835

 In Edinburgh, for example, over half a dozen plaster schemes have been 

dated to the period immediately following the restoration. Many of these relied on 

decorative features and styles that were commonly employed up to forty years 

earlier. The second floor Hall in Merchiston Castle, a late fourteenth century, five-

storey L-shaped tower belonging to the Napiers of Merchiston (now part of Napier 

University)
836

 contains a decorative plasterwork ceiling in the second floor Hall 

divided into four equal compartments by ribs (Fig. 6.2). The ribs were divided and 

in-filled with arcs and circles containing cast decoration, including the large Grape 

Spray (P29) commonly used throughout the Pinkie Group. In addition, the Royal 

insignia (Royal Crest and the Honours, the sword and sceptre) as used in the King’s 

Room at Winton, appears both at Merchiston and throughout the other properties in 

Edinburgh. However, in recognition of a new king it has been modified to include 

the initials CR2 throughout and NOBIS.HAEC.INICTA MISERVNT.108.PROAVI. 

Portrait medallions of David and Alexander, again commonly applied in earlier 

schemes, also appear with terminal figures, angel heads and lion masks.
837

 Some of 

these casts, most notably the Royal insignia, were also applied in a decorative 

scheme of 1661 in the Dining Room at nearby Niddrie Marischal House, Edinburgh 

(now demolished). Record photographs show that the room was again divided into 

four, this time by a broach rib recorated with the same cast used on the main frieze in 

the Drawing Room at Winton (Fig. 6.3). As at Merchiston, smaller compartments 

were formed using a plain rib. These compartments were filled with thistles, roses, 

fleur-de-lis, stars, angel heads and large scrolling floral sprays.
838
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The same plasterer who completed Merchiston and/or Niddrie must have executed a 

contemporary ceiling at nearby Dalry House, or at least had access to the same 

moulds from which the casts were produced. The ceiling in the southern half of the 

room is laid out in a grid of squares intersected by small circles into which small 

pendants were placed, matching those at Niddrie. Much of the remaining decoration, 

such as the Royal insignia, angel-heads, terminal, roses, thistles and fleur-de-lis were 

all commonly applied in the Pinkie Group earlier in the century. There were 

exceptions, such as the medallion portraits and a strapwork roundel (K8) which 

strongly resembles the one used at Kellie Castle in 1617. These features also 

appeared in Woodhall House, Stenhouse Mansion (Fig. 6.4), and Gorgie House,
839

 

and presumably other houses which were demolished, unrecorded, at a later date. All 

seen to have adopted and adapted decorative features from earlier in the century, still 

incorporating them within mainly compartmentalised ceiling designs. 

 

Similarly, out-with Edinburgh, a number of key features from earlier Central Group 

properties continued to be applied in decorative schemes in houses altered in the 

decade following the Restoration in 1660. Importantly, the later use of this earlier 

decoration, although continuing to be applied within highly compartmentalised 

ceilings, did begin to appear in ceilings during a period of stylistic transition, 

heralding a move away from plasterwork associated with the early seventeenth 

century.  

                                                 
839

 Historic Scotland, The Care and Conservation of 17
th

 century Plasterwork in Scotland, pp. 51-3 
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Property Date  Room 

Cast 
Ref 
C4 

6 7 8 9 12 131415 161718 2023 
Frieze 

Ref 
CF6 

CF7  
Rib 
Ref 
CR1 

Auchterhouse c1622 Drawing Room       X X               X X         

    Inner Hall       X X               X X         

    Library X     X       X         X X         

Stobhall c1622 Corridor X X   X                             

House of The Binns 1630 High Hall X X X                               

    Chamber       X X                           

    King's Room           X X X X X          X    X 

    Sea Room       X X                           

Elcho c1630 Hall                                X    

    Chamber                                X    

Brunstane 1638 
SE Bedroom, 2nd 
Floor N Wing 

                   

Menzies 1660s 
First Floor 
Withdrawing Room 

    X X   X X X X X               X 

    
Second Floor Main 
Room 

                                    

    Third Room           X       X          X      

French Amb Hse, Linlithgow 1660s First Floor Room X X       X X   X X            X    

West Green, Culross   Second Floor Room                                     

Law's Close, Kirkcaldy c1670 
First Floor Apartment 
1 

              X                     

Wemyss Castle 1671 King's Room               X     X X             

    First Floor Room   X                                 

Harden House 1672 Drawing  Room X               X                   

225-229 High St. Kirkcaldy                         X               

Kellie Castle 1676 Earl's Room                                     

    Professor's Room X                                   

Bonhard House ? First Floor Room A   X   X       X         X X         

    First Floor Room B   X   X X                 X         

Bannockburn 1670s East of Entrance Hall                               X      

Table 5: Central Group - Early seventeenth-century decorative features (in italics) that went on 

to be applied in later schemes (refer to Appendix C/ii). 

 

It is during this post-restoration period that the nature and purpose of plasterwork 

appears to have changed significantly, towards a much less compartmentalised 

ceiling design which was already popular in England.  
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  Map 6: Central Group (late) c1660-1672 
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Two craftsmen in particular, James Baine and Thomas Albourn, emerge as the 

principal exponents of this decorative plasterwork style at this time. Both worked 

throughout east and central Scotland in the 1660s and 70s, both were engaged at 

Holyhoodhouse during the 1670s and both worked extensively for leading 

architectural patrons. 

 
James Baine, born c1630, son of John Baine, burgess of Musselburgh, was 

apprenticed to Alexander Cleghorn, an Edinburgh based wright on 31 December 

1651 and only six years later, having served his apprenticeship, became a burgess 

and guild brother.
840

 He became the first person to hold the position of His Majesty’s 

Master Plasterer. According to a petition made to parliament in the 1690s for unpaid 

monies, Baine had been granted this post in 1661, holding it for at least twenty-four 

years. 

King Charles the second his gift for being master plasterer, dated the 

seventeenth of January j M vjC and sixty one, allowing him ane hundred pound 

money forsaid per annum, current till the year jM vjC and eighty fyve, which 

extends to two thousand and four hundred pounds money forsaid.841 

 

By April 1671, Baine, in addition to holding the fore-mentioned  post, had also been 

appointed as His Majesty’s Master Wright and undertook work and/or supplied 

timber for the royal palaces and for the houses of leading government officials 

throughout the country.  The latter included the Duke of Lauderdale and the Earls of 

Panmure, Strathmore and Tweeddale.
842

 Baine’s earliest significant work appears to 

have been at Panmure House in Angus, described in 1682, a short time after its 

                                                 
840

 Newland, K., The Acquisition and Use of Norwegian Timber in Seventeenth-century Scotland, with 

Reference to the Principal Building Works of James Baine, His Majesty’s Master Wright, Ph.D. diss., 

University of Dundee, (Dundee, 2010) pp.115-6. I am grateful to Kathayrne Newland for sharing her 

knowledge of Baine.  
841

 Brown, K. M., ‘Recommendation in favour of James Bain’ in The Records of the Parliaments of 

Scotland to 1707, (St Andrews, 2007-2009), 1696/9/184. Date Accessed 30 November 2010. 
842

 Newland, Norwegian Timber in Seventeenth-century Scotland, pp.137-8 
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completion as, ‘except Halyruidhouse, the best house in the kingdome of 

Scotland’.
843

 In February 1666, George Maule, second Earl of Panmure, had entered 

into a contract with the King’s Master Mason, John Mylne, to build him a new house 

to a design which Mylne had already provided. The contract specified that Mylne 

should build a house ‘of guid and sufficient plain ston work’ and that he should 

oversee all the main trades, including the ‘Plaistering Work’.
844

 However, following 

Mylne’s death on the 24
th

 December 1667, it was necessary to engage ‘Alexander 

Nisbet, mason and frieman burges of Edinburgh’ and ‘James Bain, His Majesties 

wright’ to carry on the work ‘already begunn’.
845

 As well as the wright work, Baine 

was also contracted to carry out the decorative plasterwork. He was paid for all the 

wright and plasterwork which was completed by the Earl’s death in March 1671.
846

 

Less than eighteen months later, on 22 June 1672, Baine was contracted by George, 

third Earl of Panmure to: 

 

‘Plaister the whole third storie of Panmure hous that their is of Roumes the 

great Dyning roume, the withdrawing roume, bedchambers the two pavilion 

roumes the lobis and what yet remains undone upon the walls. And oblidges 

himself to doe the great roumes in rich fruit work according to the draughts 

there of given in And the two pavilion roumes and lobis in plain work and 

much better as he pledges to make it. And also the said James Baine oblidges 

himself to furnish hair for the use of the work’.
847

 

 

                                                 
843

 Ochterlony, J,. ‘Account of the Shire of Forfar circa 1682’ in Maidment, J., ed.,  The Spottiswoode 

miscellany: a collection of original papers and tracts, illustrative chiefly of the civil and ecclesiastical 

history of Scotland, (Edinburgh, 1844), vol. 1, p. 346 
844

 Mylne, R.S., The Master Masons to the Crown of Scotland and their Works, (Edinburgh, 1893), 

pp.153-156.   
845

 Mylne, Master Masons, pp.155-6 
846

 Newland, Norwegian Timber in Seventeenth-century Scotland, p. 188 
847
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Baine therefore executed the work to a design or ‘draught’ which had already been 

drawn up in advance. It is interesting that the ‘rich fruit work’ plasterwork in the 

Withdrawing Room was contemporary with Alexander Nisbet's building of the West 

Gate ‘according to ye draught given by Sir William Bruce & muldis made for that 

effect’.
848

 Despite major alterations carried out in the mid-nineteenth century under 

the direction of David Bryce, a sufficient amount of Baine's work survived at 

Panmure to be photographed by Colin McWilliam for the National Buildings Record 

before the property was demolished in 1955 (Fig. 6.5).
849

 McWilliam’s photographs 

show several decorative plasterwork schemes, including the Withdrawing Room and 

two other schemes. The Panmure plasterwork display features that appear to have 

influenced later work at Holyroodhouse,
 850

 such as the shared use of cast decoration 

and layout design set around a large central compartment.
851

 

 

James Baine carried out extensive wright and plasterwork for the Earl of Panmure’s 

kinsman, Patrick, third Earl of Strathmore and Kinghorn, at Glamis Castle, and 

Castle Lyon, both only a short distance south of Panmure House.
852

 At Glamis, 

Strathmore also hired mason Alexander Nisbet to help, ‘order my building so as the 

frontispiece might have a resemblance on both syds’.
853

 As at Panmure, most of the 

building materials, including timber, glass, lime and iron were supplied by Baine 

who, between 1672-74, was also contracted to undertake decorative plasterwork. 

This included plastering the new suite of apartments built on to the northern end of 

                                                 
848

 NAS: GD45/18/599-1&2, from Newland, Norwegian Timber in Seventeenth-century Scotland, 

pp.191-2 
849

 Housed at the Royal Commission for the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland 

(RCAHMS) in Edinburgh. 
850

 RCAHMS: AN1421/33, AN1420/31, AN1419/30 
851

 See Appendix C 
852

 Newland, Norwegian Timber in Seventeenth-century Scotland, p. 208 
853

 Patrick Lyon, 1st Earl of Strathmore, 1642-1695. The Book of Record: a diary written by Patrick 

first Earl of Strathmore and other documents relating to Glamis Castle, 1684-1689, Millar, A.H., (ed.) 

Scottish History Society 9, (Edinburgh, 1890) p. 41. Quoted in Newland, Norwegian Timber in 

Seventeenth-century Scotland, p. 210.   
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the Great Hall like the ‘Roume outwith the bed chamber is in the Abbay’ at 

Holyrood.
854

 The new second floor apartments comprised a ‘high dyneing roum’, the 

‘withdrawing roum’, the ‘fine bedchamber’ and the ‘closet of the fine bed 

chamber’.
855

 Previously, at Castle Lyon, his family’s summer residence and ‘a place 

of no consideratione’856 the Earl of Strathmore had created more fashionable 

chambers,
857

 for which Baine was contracted to undertake the decorative 

plasterwork. He plastered ‘the roof of the draewing roume in fruit worke’ and in The 

Great Dining Room ‘rich froott work of the richest fassione with ane great 

Cornthiane Cornice done in the ritchest order with ane ritch coatt frise and architrave 

conforme to the order’.
858

 Baine’s work for the Strathmores show references to 

Holyroodhouse where, during the 1670s, he carried out the plasterwork in the 

Queen’s Ante-chamber which, interestingly, bears a strong resemblance to one of the 

Baine's ceilings at Panmure.
859

 Elements from both these rooms at Holyroodhouse 

and Panmure are found in other schemes throughout Scotland.
860

 

 

Thomas Albourn, who like Baine, also worked at Holyroodhouse, appears to have 

been extremely active throughout east and central Scotland in the 1660s and 70s. 

Albourn, (c1630-1700) later described in 1725 as ‘an Englishman and the best 

plaisterer that ever was yet in Scotland’,
861

 came north in May 1650 as part of a foot 

regiment, raised by Colonel William Daniel in Cheshire and Lancashire, before being 
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disbanded in 1660.
862

 He was evidently already a skilled plasterer, as shown by an 

account of October 1661 for decorative work at Balloch, Perthshire. 

Account due to Thomas Aillburne, plasterer, for work at Balloch, including 

painting door of the king's chamber, plastering the stair from the cellar to my 

lady's chamber, putting the badges of the arms in windows in the king's room, 

for dressing windows in Mistress Allie's chamber wardrobe, and for the ends 

of the timber stair that goes up to the king's chamber, paid 26 October 

1661.
863

 

 

Soon afterwards Albourn was recorded as working at Hamilton Palace
864

 and was 

based nearby in Glasgow by 1667, having taken on William Lindores as his 

apprentice.
865

 However, by 1673 he had moved east to Markinch in Fife, where he 

may have settled whilst undertaking work at nearby Leslie House for John, seventh 

Earl of Rothes, who was completing his John Mylne-designed palace in 1672.
866

 

Here, the Earl of Rothes had contracted Mylne, with Sir William Bruce’s input, to 

demolish much of the existing house and extend what remained by building a new 

front and north elevation around a courtyard.
867

 The contract for Leslie House 

specifies that the ceilings of the great dining room, the drawing room and two 

principal bedchambers were to be ‘enricht with statlie & rich freat worke in a 

beautifull manner’.
868

 Albourn was the likely candidate for the work at Leslie, thus 
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bringing him into contact with Bruce and Mylne, the two leading architectural 

figures in Scotland at the time. The likelihood of Albourn's involvement at Leslie 

increases when one considers that he was actively working nearby for a kinsman of 

Rothes’,
869

 at Wemyss Castle, two miles east of Kirkcaldy around the time that 

Leslie was being finished. A contract was signed in December 1669 between David, 

second Earl of Wemyss and the then King’s Master Mason Robert Mylne to extend 

the fifteenth and sixteenth-century parts of Wemyss Castle to create an irregular U-

plan main frontage.
870

 The works included at least three decorative schemes on the 

piano nobile floor. The plasterwork in the King’s Room at Wemyss comprises a 

compartmentalised ribbed ceiling of squares and curved lozenges (a similar layout to 

the Sea Room at The Binns) with the addition of a small pendant where the ribs 

intersect (Fig. 6.6). The ribs are enriched, but by far the most prominent decoration 

placed in the square compartments is the portrait medallion-heads of David and 

Alexander.
871

 These casts are derived from the same source as those used earlier in 

the century throughout the Kellie Group and also in the King’s Room at The Binns, 

but in the case of Wemyss they are placed within plain moulded surrounds. A small 

rose appears in each of the lozenge-shaped compartments. There are also casts of a 

vase with flowers, thistle and roses and of small grotesques in some of the small 

compartments around the perimeter of the ceiling. Decorative plasterwork in the 

nearby bedroom comprises, a plain ribbed ceiling with a large star, similar to that at 

Panmure, placed in its centre compartment. The remaining compartments are filled 

with angel figures carrying roses, winged angel-heads, fleur-de-lis and small stars 

and masks. Finally, the compartmented ceiling in the closet in the small south-east 

                                                 
869
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870
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tower is decorated with leafy pendants and  thistles, roses and fleur-de-lis on the 

frieze.
872

 

 

The second Earl’s ‘minute book’ names the plasterers who undertook the plasterwork 

at Wemyss.
873

 

‘On 27 April 1671 I have agreed with Thomas Alburne, plasterer, to work all 

my new house which is added to my old hall of West Wemyss from the bottom 

to the top, all four storeys, completely of good plaster as our contract of this 

day’s date bears, I giving him the sum of 2000 merks scots for all, with 

morning drinks and 4 hours to himself and his man, to wit a pint of ale and 2 

loaves of oatmeal a day everyman, and a chamber with fire and candle and 

one bale of cloth for himself during the whole week. No bounty’. 

At Whitsunday 1674 I have paid Thomas Alburne, plasterer, completely to a 

penny’. 

‘The two plasterers were John Nicoll (a Danish man) and one William 

Lindores … they got 30s a week for 10 months, that is from 1 June 1672 to 

April 1673’ 

 
Albourn, working alongside John Scott, had also worked at Harden House, Hawick, 

where a decorative plasterwork scheme was executed in the Dining Room for Walter, 

Earl of Tarras, as part of remodelling and extension works which took place in 

1672.
874

 Significantly, the plasterwork at Harden comprises a large enriched oval in 
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the centre of the ceiling, with four smaller L-shaped compartments in each corner 

and is evidence that less compartmentalised ceilings were becoming popular in 

Scotland (Fig. 6.7). However, despite this new-styled oval, the decoration applied 

both around and within it was older in its origin. It was decorated with angel-heads, 

vases of flowers and baskets of fruits (placed over the same small lion-head motif as 

used at The Binns and Auchterhouse). The other compartments each contain three 

fleurs-de-lis as used at The Binns and a single angel-head placed with in a plain 

ribbed circle. A plain cornice and frieze, decorated with the same intertwining floral 

and foliage cast as used on the central oval, runs around the perimeter of the room.  

 

The fact that these later seventeenth-century schemes use some cast features from 

earlier in the century, indicates that the plasterers had access to the same moulds 

employed over thirty years earlier at Auchterhouse, Stobhall and The Binns. It may 

be that once Albourn had completed his army service in Perth, he had access to 

locally available moulds and casts - possibly some of those belonging to plasterers 

such as John Johnstoun, the ‘St Johnston’
875

 based plasterer.  Johnstoun worked 

extensively in the royal palaces and most likely for well-connected private patrons 

too, earlier in the century also.
876

 He is likely to have been the same ‘John 

Johnestoun plaisterer’ recorded in a charter of 1643 as still resident in Perth.
877
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 Property Date Room 

Menzies 1660s First Floor Withdrawing Room 

   Second Floor Main Room 

   Third Room 

French Amb House 1660s First Floor Room 

West Green, Culross  Second Floor Room 

Law’s Close c1670 First Floor Apartment 

Wemyss  1671 King's Room 

   First Floor Room 

Harden 1672 Drawing  Room 

Sailor's Walk,  c1670 East Wing 

   West Wing 

225-9 High St. Kirkcaldy c1670   

Balcaskie 1674 Ante Room 

  c1670 Closet 

  c1670 Globe Room 

  c1670 Blue Room 

Kellie 1676 Earl's Room 

   Professor's Room 

   Dining Room 

   Drawing Room 

Panmure House 1672  

Holyroodhouse 1671/2 Queen's Lobby 

   Queen's Ante Chamber 

Carnock C1670 As recorded by RCAHMS 

Bonhard ? First Floor Room A 

   First Floor Room B 

Table 6: Later Central Group - fourteen properties that share common decorative features, 

suggesting that the same plasterer(s) may have been responsible. 

(refer also to Appendix C) 

 

In total there are over two-dozen decorative schemes across fourteen properties 

which share common decorative features. A close examination of near contemporary, 

but as yet un-attributed, decorative plasterwork schemes, reveals the use of 

decorative elements usually associated with Baine and Albourn. This suggests that 

they may have been much more prolific than previously known. Two properties in 

particular that relied on earlier decoration, Castle Menzies in Perthshire, and the 

French Ambassador’s House in Linlithgow, both shared a high number of such 

features (Figs. 6.9, 6.10 and 6.11). 

  

Castle Menzies, Aberfeldy, was completed in 1574 for James Menzies and his wife 

Barbara Stewart, whose initials are carved on the external stonework.
878

 They 

extended an earlier tower to create a Z-plan mansion house with two diagonally 

                                                 
878
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opposite towers, linked by a four-storey central block.
879

 Three rooms contain 

seventeenth-century plasterwork, all thought to have been carried out in the early 

1660s.
880

 It is possible that the improvements were considered necessary after 

General Monk’s occupation of the castle during the Civil War.
881

 The plasterwork of 

the first floor Withdrawing Room (formerly the chamber of dais) comprises a ceiling 

divided by a wide decorated rib, the main focus of which is a large central square, in-

filled with a four-sided curved pendant, each side decorated with a vase of small 

flowers flanked by larger roses, and surrounded at each corner with a diagonally 

placed thistle, rose, harp and fleur-de-lis. The rib enrichment in this room is exactly 

the same as the rib used to divide the ceiling in the King’s Room at The Binns. The 

thistle, rose, harp and fleur-de-lis placed in the outer compartments also match those 

used in the King’s Room, whilst the fleur-de-lis is the same one used by Albourn at 

Harden. In the second floor Upper Hall (or Principal Chamber), the ceiling is divided 

geometrically with straight ribs intersected by large circles each filled with four 

angel-heads and the initials DAM for Dominus Alexander Menzies and his wife 

Dame Agnes Menzies. The angel-heads match exactly those used by Albourn at 

Wemyss. A third ceiling which was recorded in 1954 as being in a partial state of 

collapse by the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of 

Scotland,
882

 shows a compartmentalised ceiling divided by plain ribs similar to those 

in the Upper Hall and a further enriched circular rib which matches the round rib 

used in the centre of the King’s Room at The Binns. In this room, with the exception 

of the large roses, the same decorative features that had appeared in the Withdrawing 

Room scheme were employed again but placed instead beneath an arch flanked by 

classical columns. This combined vase/arch feature was also employed at Harden.  

                                                 
879
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A contemporary decorative scheme was carried out in the now demolished French 

Ambassador’s House in Linlithgow.
883

 Although this house is thought to date from 

the reign of Mary, Queen of Scots, the plasterwork within it may coincide with a 

surge of post-Restoration building activity in the town, including John Mylne’s 

Tolbooth, which followed the Restoration.
884

 The plasterwork shows a ribbed ceiling, 

laid out in the same manner as the Withdrawing Room at Menzies, again with a 

thistle, rose harp and fleur-de-lis, placed in the outer compartments. The ribs are 

enriched with the same decoration as the frieze at Elcho (CF7), but instead of a large 

hanging pendant, the central square is filled with four angel-heads, different from 

Menzies and Wemyss, but matching those at Harden.
885

 In addition, a small five-

sided star(cast ref c11), similar to Stobhall and the High Hall at The Binns, is 

positioned in the middle of the central square. Remnants of the frieze running around 

the perimeter of the room comprise the same vase of flowers, placed under an arch, 

as on the ceiling of the third room at Menzies and at Harden.
886

 The vase of flowers 

(C38) is placed alongside a hanging bunch of fruit suspended over the same lion-

head contained in the Library at Auchterhouse, Stobhall and the High Hall at The 

Binns. Both the hanging bunch of fruit and the lion-head appear at Harden.
887
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Property Room 
Cast 

Ref C4 
C6 C14 C34 C36 C38 C39 C41 C50  

Rib 
Ref 
CR5 

CR6 CR7 

Wemyss Castle King's Room   X     X   X X  

 First Floor Room  X  X     X     

Harden House Drawing Room X    X X X      X 

Menzies 
First Floor 

Withdrawing 
Room 

  X  X         

 
Second Floor 
Main Room 

   X          

French Amb 
House, Linlithgow 

First Floor Room X X   X X X       

Sailor's Walk  East Wing     X         

Law's Close, 
Kirkcaldy 

        X   X X X 

225-229 High St. 
Kirkcaldy 

           X X  

Balcaskie Ante Room         X     
 Globe Room            X  

 Blue Room      X     X   

Kellie Castle Earl's Room      X  X X     

 
Professor's 

Room 
X      X       

Bonhard House, 
Linlithgow 

First Floor Rm A  X X           

 First Floor Rm B  X            

Table 7: Decorative features from known work undertaken by Thomas Albourn (in italic) which 

also appear in other houses. 

 

In total, six of the decorative features at Menzies appear within the schemes at 

Harden and Wemyss where Albourn is known to have worked.
888

 Therefore, given 

its relative proximity to Perth, it is likely that Albourn undertook the work at 

Menzies also. As the overall design of the scheme in the French Ambassador’s 

House resembles the Withdrawing Room at Menzies, and nine out of the ten 

individual casts there also appear at Menzies, Wemyss and Harden, this would also 

imply Albourn’s involvement.  

 

These schemes represent a period when decorative plasterwork still relied heavily on 

earlier features. However, increasingly newer decorative features were increasingly 

being applied side-by-side.
889

 Afterwards, the number of casts previously used in the 

1620s and 1630s (such as the Elcho frieze or the application of the thistles, roses, 

harps and fleur-de-lis as applied in the King’s Room at The Binns) began to 
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diminish. Instead there was greater and repeated use of previously unseen, but 

visually similar, cast decoration. There was an increased use of larger angel-heads 

and a range of floral/fruit bunches applied into new plasterwork schemes,
890

 

especially in Fife where Albourn was based, suggesting that he was expanding his 

repertoire. For example, two prominent casts applied at Linlithgow and Harden (C39 

and C36), appear in two Kirkcaldy properties, Law’s Close and Sailor’s Walk, 

respectively.
891

 Similarly, the angel-head used at Menzies and Wemyss (C34) was 

employed at West Green House in Culross, whereas a different angel-head (C38) 

from Linlithgow and Harden is used at Law’s Close (Figs. 6.12 and 6.13). However, 

although the application of some older features diminished, some continued to make 

an appearance in 1670s schemes. The lion-head (C4) from the 1630 High Hall at The 

Binns, for example, was used in conjunction with the Hanging Fruit (C39) bunch at 

Linlithgow, Kellie and Law’s Close. 

 

The application of the Wemyss King’s Room rib enrichments (CR5 and CR6) in the 

Kirkcaldy properties implies that Albourn also worked here.
892

 In addition, the cast 

decoration used by Albourn to decorate the rib and frieze at Harden appears on the 

soffit of a beam in one of the Kirkcaldy properties, Law’s Close.  

  
The amount of repetition at these properties and their short distance from Albourn’s 

home in Markinch, provides further evidence of his likely involvement in Kirkcaldy. 

All three properties appear to have had their plaster decoration applied within a short 

period of time. Law’s Close, built around 1590 for the Law family of merchants, has 

been shown by archaeological research to have undergone a scheme of improvement 

around 1670, when Albourn was most active. This work in Law’s Close included 

                                                 
890
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elaborately grained and marbled timber panelling and two schemes of decorative 

plasterwork, divided by a beam with a decorated soffit, in the East Room of the first 

floor.
893

 One side of this room is decorated with a ribbed ceiling comprising a large 

square flanked by curved lozenges. Like Wemyss, the lozenges are filled with small 

roses. The square has four hanging fruit bunches and lion heads, as used at Harden, 

set at an angle of forty-five degrees. The other ceiling contains a large oval, once 

again similar to Harden. It is decorated with rolling leaf foliage, in-filled with two 

terminal figures and a central roundel comprising six leaves radiating from its centre. 

Between the cornice and the oval, a vase with fruits, roses and thistles is placed in 

each corner, emerging at ninety-degree angles as at Wemyss, while four angel-heads, 

positioned centrally between each vase, match those used at Linlithgow.
894

 

 

The two other Kirkcaldy properties are 225-229 High Street, dated 1672, in which 

decorative plasterwork schemes were carried out in rooms on the first floor,
895

 and 

Sailor’s Walk, at the east end of the High Street. In the latter, recent archaeological 

survey work concluded that its construction was contemporaneous with the 

development work carried out at the other nearby properties in Kirkcaldy.
896

 The 

work at these properties took place at a time when archival documents show that 

Albourn and his apprentice, William Lindores, were active in the district. 

 

The work undertaken by Baine and Albourn during the 1660s and early 1670s shows 

that despite the continued application of older-styled cast decoration and ideas, some 

changes were taking place. The main change at this time was the introduction of 

large central oval compartments, similar those popularised in England. Interestingly, 
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one of these new-styled schemes at Law’s Close, Kirkcaldy was installed alongside 

the type of compartmentalised ceiling commonly applied earlier in the century (Fig. 

6.14). Properties like this, where older and newer styles began to be carried out side-

by-side by local plasterers, represented a significant transition in the development of 

Scottish decorative plasterwork at this time. The next stage of transition saw the 

Baine/Albourn type of plasterwork executed alongside contemporary, but 

stylistically quite different plasterwork in neighbouring rooms of the same house.  

 

Transition – The development and patronage of decorative plasterwork c1670 

to 1675 
 

This period is significant in that it witnessed the introduction of a completely new 

style of decorative plasterwork into Scotland. Its introduction must have been 

relatively sudden. This is evident in properties which contain plaster schemes such as 

those associated with Thomas Albourn and new styled work side-by-side, even in the 

same room. This was the case in at least four properties - Kellie Castle, Balcaskie 

House, the Palace of Holyroodhouse and Thirlestane Castle. As was the case in early 

seventeenth-century Scotland, new innovations in plaster decoration were being 

influenced by government officials responsible for Scottish affairs on behalf of a 

London based King.  

 

The plasterwork at Kellie Castle, only twenty miles east of Kirkcaldy, was 

commissioned for Alexander, third Earl of Kellie, in the years between his return 

from exile in Holland in 1661, when prior to his arrival the house was ‘repaired a 

little’,
897

 and his death in 1677. Decorative schemes were applied to five rooms, the 

hall, now Drawing Room, chamber of dais, now Dining Room, and the Professor’s 
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Study,
898

 Earl’s Room and Vine Room on the second floor above. While the ‘newer’ 

type of plasterwork was applied in the Hall and Vine Room,
899

 it is the plasterwork 

in the Earl’s Room, dated 1676 and the adjacent Professor’s Room that have most in 

common with the ‘older’ style work of Harden, Wemyss and the Kirkcaldy 

properties.
900

 In the Earl’s Room, a large central compartment with small fleur-de-lis, 

as at Weymss, radiating diagonally from each corner, is filled with the date 1676, and 

the Kellie coat-of-arms surrounded by a laurel wreath. A similar wreath surrounds 

the same angel-head as at Linlithgow and Harden, centrally on each of the sloping 

coombs, the vase with the right angled floral arrangement positioned in each corner 

where coomb and ceiling meet. In the adjacent Professor’s Room, The Hanging Fruit 

and Lion’s Head cast (C39) used at Linlithgow, Harden and Law’s Close is 

positioned diagonally in each corner. 

 

Similarly, a number of these older features match those in contemporary schemes at 

neighbouring Balcaskie House and at the Palace of Holyroodhouse. The ‘Linlithgow’ 

Angel-head as used at Harden, Law’s Close, Kellie also appears in Balcaskie House. 

The two different casts used to decorate the ribs in the Kirkcaldy properties and 

Wemyss both appear at Balcaskie. One of them (CR9) used to decorate the outer ribs 

on the ceiling in the Queen’s Ante Chamber at Holyroodhouse, is part of an overall 

scheme that is very similar in appearance to the Withdrawing Room at Panmure. 

Accounts for Holyroodhouse show that both Albourn and Baine were employed there 

throughout the 1670s.
901

 Similarly, Balcaskie’s accounts show that Albourn’s 

                                                 
898

 Named after Professor Lorimer who took a lease on the Castle in the late nineteenth century. 
899

 The Vine Room plasterwork is discussed in more detailed later in this chapter. 
900

 In addition, the rib used in the first floor Drawing Room (previously the Great Hall) is very similar 

to rib used for the outer compartments at Harden. 
901

 Mylne, Master Masons, pp. 195-202 



210 

 

apprentice, William Lindores, was employed for a short period, while there is 

evidence that Baine may also have been involved.
902

  

                                                 
902
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Sir William Bruce oversaw the work at Holyroodhouse and Balcaskie (his own 

house). He held the post of ‘Surveyor-General and Overseer of the King’s Buildings 

in Scotland’ between 1671 and 1678, a revival of the ‘Master of Works’ position 

held earlier in the century by William Schaw and James Murray of Kilbaberton.
903

 

Son of Robert Bruce of Blairhall, Bruce had been a reliable messenger between 

Scotland and Holland for Charles II before the restoration, and afterwards between 

Edinburgh and London for the Earl (later Duke) of Lauderdale,
 904

 and was rewarded 

with Lauderdale’s patronage. He secured the baronetcy and several lucrative 

government appointments that enabled him to purchase firstly the Balcaskie estate in 

1665 and later alter and enlarge it.
905

 It was Bruce’s extensive travels throughout 

Europe, primarily as a merchant, that gave him architectural grounding, since he was 

‘living in Holland when Italian classicism was the height of fashion amongst the rich 

Dutch Merchant class’.
906

 In 1717 Sir John Clerk of Penicuik said that Bruce was 

‘the chief introducer of Architecture’ in Scotland.
907

 However, his early architecture 

comprised of giving advice to his network among the Scottish nobility, principally 

those of the Treasury committee, including the earl of Rothes at Leslie House, Fife 

and in 1667–72, John Hay, second earl of Tweeddale, 1670.
908

 

 

Bruce began the reconstruction at Balcaskie in 1668 and produced a balanced north 

entrance and relocated the domestic offices in two service wings projecting from the 
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main house at the end of concave colonnades.
909

 Internally, the main house has a 

double pile arrangement whereby two three-room state apartments run lengthwise 

along either side of a spine wall.
910

 New style decorative plasterwork was installed in 

each room of the state apartment that runs the length of the first floor (on the south 

side of the spine wall) in the Ante-Room, Drawing Room (now Library), State 

Bedchamber (now Dining Room) and small closet beyond in the South East 

Tower.
911

 While older styled work was applied in The Blue Room (probably Bruce’s 

bedchamber) and in the Globe Room (probably Bruce’s study).
912

 (Figs. 6.16 and 

6.17) This marked difference between the decorative plasterwork on each of the 

floors, has led architectural historians to conclude that the second floor work is most 

likely much older and/or was executed by a different plasterer.
913

 The second floor 

work displays decorative features also used at Kellie, Wemyss and the Kirkcaldy 

properties, while the first floor Rooms almost universally do not use earlier casts, 

relying instead on bespoke hand wrought decoration modelled in-situ by the 

plasterer. 

 

The ceiling in the Blue Room on the second floor comprises a broad moulded rib 

decorated with the same straight cast enrichment as the King’s Room at Wemyss, 

and throughout the Kirkcaldy properties. The rib was used to form a central square, 

in-filled with the intertwined initials of Bruce and his wife Mary Halkett of 
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Pitfirrane,
914

 surrounded by four rectangles in which is placed the same angel-head 

cast found at Linlithgow, Harden, the Earl’s Room at Kellie, and Law’s Close. The 

same rib appears in the nearby Globe Room, incorporating both types of rib 

enrichment used at Wemyss and throughout the Kirkcaldy properties. The ceiling is 

coved above a plain cornice that runs around its juxtaposition with the walls beneath. 

The rib creates a series of lozenges and rhomboidal shapes that diminish in size as 

the ceiling rises to its culmination point at the central intersection, where a large 

hanging globe pendant is decorated with the signs of the zodiac.  

 

The second floor ceilings, like the contrast seen at Kellie, differ greatly with 

plasterwork in the first floor room. However, while the two different styles at Kellie 

are contained in separate rooms, the ante-room at Balcaskie (created from the early 

seventeenth-century Hall
915

) contains both old and new styled decoration upon the 

same ceiling (Fig. 6.18). The main focus in this room is the large central oval of high 

relief individually cast leaves, fruits and flowers set within a moulded rib. In the 

centre of the oval is placed a large hanging pendant of fruit and leaves suspended 

from an enriched tapering star like base. The oval is surrounded by a series of square 

and rectangular compartments created by the same decorative rib as applied at 

Sailor’s Walk and 225-229 High Street Kirkcaldy (CR9). The fields are filled with 

decorative panels of fruits, birds and angel-heads that appear identical to the frieze 

decoration used in the Drawing Room at Winton and Niddrie House in Edinburgh 

and similar (but not the same) as that in the King’s Room at The Binns. The squares 

in each corner are filled with smaller versions of the central pendant, surrounded by 

four diagonally placed fleur-de-lis (C50 as Wemyss and Kellie). The cornice is 
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decorated with cast brackets, roses and dentil blocks. The two rooms beyond the 

ante-room fully embrace the new approach. The Drawing Room has a ceiling with 

the same high relief decoration as the main rib in the Ante-Room, but none of the 

decoration of the second floor rooms (or elsewhere). Here, a round central panel, 

painted with Fame seated on a Cloud, probably by Dutch artist Jacob deWett,
916

 is 

surrounded by a series of octagonal bands (Fig. 6.19). The innermost of these bands 

is the most highly decorated - with high relief garlands of foliage, fruits and flowers 

‘tied’ with flowing ribbons from which hang further matching bunches of decoration. 

The outer band consists of guilloche, leaves and berries and a belt of equally spaced 

smaller octagons created by egg and dart cast decoration in-filled with beading, and a 

central cast of swirling foliaged rosette. Winged human figures emerging from 

foliage and further panels of high relief decoration fill the remaining spaces between 

the octagons and the decorated cornice that runs around the perimeter of the room.  

In the former State Bedchamber, (now Dining Room) there is a large central octagon 

filled with a painting of The Fall of Icarus, surrounded by a broad rib with similar 

garlands to the Library, albeit the remainder of the decoration is plainer. Between 

this and the plain moulded cornice surrounding the room are a series of rosettes, the 

corner ones surrounded by laurel wreaths, the remaider framed by a simple moulded 

rib all linked together with a flowing ribbon. Unlike the plasterwork in the upper 

rooms, the plasterwork in these rooms are much less compartmentalised, the ribs, 

rather than being decorated with low-relief decoration comprise deeply undercut 

ornamentation. The final room in the first floor sequence is The Closet which 

contains a decorative frieze of scrolling foliage intertwined with snakes, birds, 

streamers, horns and canopies.  
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If the work on the second floor is of an earlier date, given the use of casts that match 

those used throughout the Kirkcaldy properties, Wemyss, and Harden, it seems 

plausible that the same plasterers may have completed it. The main candidate is 

Albourn, judging by his work at Wemyss and Harden, possibly working with his 

apprentice Lindores or John Nichol, the Danish plasterer. If Albourn carried out the 

work at Leslie, it may be here that he first became acquainted with William Bruce. 

However, if the work on the second floor is contemporary with the floor beneath, 

Lindores could be considered the main candidate since he was paid in February for 

‘16
1
/2 working days Att 18d a day’ at Balcaskie.

917
 However, completing these two 

rooms in a little over two weeks would have been difficult for a still relatively 

inexperienced plasterer. It is more likely, perhaps, that the second floor work was 

already completed beforehand and Lindore’s involvement at Balcaskie was in the 

Ante Room where some of the casts, with which he was familiar with at Wemyss, 

were used alongside the high relief work. The high relief style at Balcaskie was most 

likely introduced in 1674 by George Dunsterfield, whose account was paid at the 

same time as Lindore’s, on this occasion for ‘71 working days Att 3ss 6 a day’.
918

  

 

Dunsterfield was one of two English plasterers - the other John Houlbert - brought to 

Scotland by the Duke of Lauderdale primarily to work at Holyroodhouse. As 

Secretary of State, Lauderdale was ultimately responsible for ensuring the upkeep of 

the royal Palaces. Dunsterfield, a member of the London Plasterers’ Company, had 

previously worked under the King’s Master Plasterer in England, John Grove and 

may be the same ‘George Dunstervile’ who had worked at Whitehall in London for 
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twelve days during November 1660.
919

 John Houlbert may also have worked at 

Clarendon House if payment for ‘Hubart’s Plaster heades’ in 1666 was his work.
920

 

If so, it is an indication of his skill in undertaking figurative work.  

 

Given the likeness of the first floor plasterwork at Balcaskie (albeit on a less grand 

scale) to contemporary work at Holyroodhouse and Thirlestane (Lauderdale’s own 

house), wherein Dunsterfield appears in both sets of building accounts, he was 

probably responsible for the ceilings in the Dining Room and Library. He must also 

have had a strong influence on the Ante-Room ceiling, introducing the garland 

decoration around the oval and the increased level of decoration to the pendants. 

Unsurprisingly, the two distinctly different decorative styles adopted side-by-side at 

Kellie and Balcaskie also appear in Holyroodhouse where, under Bruce’s direction, 

Dunsterfield (and Houlbert) were employed alongside Scottish based plasterers, 

including Albourn and Lindores. 

 

Lauderdale, born in 1616, eldest son of John, first Earl of Lauderdale and Isabel, 

daughter of Alexander, first Earl of Dunfermline, was a hugely ambitious figure who 

dominated Scottish politics in the years after the Restoration. He previously 

negotiated for the King while exiled in Holland, and then spent almost a decade in 

prisoned after the battle of Worcester.
921

 Afterwards, he was made Secretary of State 

in 1660 and then in 1667, after out-manoeuvring his political rivals, as newly 

appointed Lord Commissioner, he headed a Treasury Committee which controlled 

the collection and distribution of the King’s revenues in Scotland, including the 
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repair and maintenance of the Royal Palaces - so beginning a period of architectural 

patronage centred around the Royal Palaces and Government officials unprecedented 

since his grandfather’s Chancellorship earlier in the century. 

 

Lauderdale was Bruce’s architectural patron, and his help secured him the Surveyor-

General post for the rebuilding of Holyroodhouse which started in 1671 (while 

Balcaskie was in its early stages of expansion), when his own properties were also 

subject to much improvement. Under Bruce’s supervision, Lauderdale carried out 

works at his three main Scottish houses, Thirlestane, Brunstane and Lethington, 

while he had Bruce design a new gateway for his second wife, Elizabeth, Countess of 

Dysart’s house Ham House in Surrey.
922

 At Holyroodhouse, Lauderdale had Bruce 

and Robert Mylne, the King’s Master Mason, build a symmetrical frontage by 

duplicating the tower, dating from the reign of James V, with a new one to the south-

west, ‘creating a regal-scaled and classically detailed hotel in the courtyard: a fusion 

of old, new classical and Scottish’
923

 The towers were linked by a two-storey gallery 

range that housed a central classically arranged entrance, behind which the existing 

quadrangular plan was retained.
924

 A new Royal Apartment was created for the King 

along the east side overlooking the Privy Garden, while the Queen’s apartment was 

created in the older tower. The two were linked by a Gallery running along the north. 

Decorative plasterwork was employed extensively throughout (Fig. 6.20). 

 

Both James Baine and Thomas Albourn had worked at Holyroodhouse. Between 

1671 and 72, Baine completed decorative plasterwork schemes in the Queen’s Lobby 
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and Queen’s Ante-Chamber.
925

 The plasterwork in the Queen’s Lobby, originally 

intended as the Queen’s Privy Chamber, comprises a large circular compartment 

created by a broad moulded rib enriched with individually-cast bay leaves, fruits and 

flowers bedded around the middle of the rib. A large six-pointed star as used at 

Panmure, Culross and Wemyss, is placed in the centre of this compartment, while 

around the outside; four monograms of Charles II are placed in plain oval frames. A 

plain moulded cornice, over a frieze of regularly positioned leaves, is run around the 

perimeter of the room. This room leads directly into the Queen’s ante-chamber where 

Baine executed a plaster ceiling similar to one of those he had completed at Panmure 

(Figs. 6.21 and 6.22).
926

 It has a large central oval decorated with trailing branches of 

fruit, surrounded by four large floral wreaths at ninety-degree intervals. The 

spandrels are filled with a ribbed panel, the rib enriched with the same cast 

decoration as at Wemyss, Balcaskie and in the Kirkcaldy houses. The frieze beneath 

the plain cornice is decorated with a deep decorative cast of fruits, flowers, and 

intertwining scrolling foliage. After the completion of these schemes, James Baine 

continued to work throughout the remainder of the improvement works being carried 

out at Holyroodhouse. He did not work as a plasterer however, but oversaw a team of 

wrights and supplied‘severall sorts of timber’.
927

 

 

Albourn meanwhile came to the palace once he had completed a two year contract, 

between June 1671 and summer 1673 for the Duke of Lauderdale at Thirlstane 

Castle, Lauder,
928

 where he had been commissioned to:  
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Plaister in handsome and neat fashionable plaine work…and to compleit and 

finish the same with handsome Cornish mullers in everie roume 

tairoff…and…to make such Cornish mouldries in everie roume above exprest 

as shall be appointed and made choise of be Sir William Bruce of Balcaskie 

his Majesties Surveyor Generall, and to whose determination he obleidges 

him to submit in all things relating to the said plasterwork.
929

  

 

It seems that Albourn was not hired to carry out the ‘fine fret work’ in the most 

important State Apartment Rooms at Thirlestane
930

 and so, likewise, his work at 

Holyroodhouse may also have been limited to the less important rooms or supporting 

role. The plasterwork in the State Apartment at Holyroodhouse was undertaken 

instead by John Houlbert and George Dunsterfield.
931

 They were paid for ‘plasitering 

the 3
rd

 roome in the 3
rd

 storie of the inner side of the north quarter’ in 1674,
932

 and 

worked together in the West Drawing Room, King’s Ante-chamber and King’s 

Bedchamber.
933

 Dunsterfield left Holyroodhouse early in 1674 to work at Balcaskie 

with Albourn’s apprentice, William Lindores
934

 and in July 1674 moved south to 

Thirlestane to work in the principal rooms. He worked constantly, at times alongside 

another of Albourn’s men, William Black, until January 1676, apart from short spells 

working at Hatton House for Lauderdale’s brother Charles Maitland, Lord 

Treasurer.
935

 The remainder of the work in the main rooms at Holyroodhouse, such 

as the Great Stair, Evening Drawing Room and Morning Withdrawing Room, are 

credited as Houlbert’s, although, like Dunsterfield, he would have needed assistance 

to complete it. Thus when Albourn was paid ‘for several sorts of Plaister work’ 
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throughout much of Houlbert’s time on site,
936

 he or his men may have been these 

assistants. 

Room Date Plasterer 

Queen’s Lobby 1671/2 James Baine 

Queen’s Ante Chamber 1672 James Baine 

Bedchamber 1673 Houlbert and Dunsterfield 

Ante Room 1674/5 Houlbert and Dunsterfield 

Evening Drawing Room 1675/6 John Houlbert 

Morning Drawing Room 1675/6 John Houlbert 

Lobby/Stool Room 1678 John Houlbert 

Closet 1678 John Houlbert 

Great Stair 1678/9 John Houlbert 

Table 8: Chronology of decorative plasterwork at The Palace of Holyroodhouse 

Albourn worked at Thirlstane, plastering the ‘handsome Cornish’ in every room for 

two years before Dunsterfield arrived, and this suggests that two distinct styles of 

transitional plasterwork (like Kellie, Balcaskie and Holyroodhouse), must also have 

existed here. At Thirlestane, Lauderdale had Bruce and Robert Mylne create a new 

approach and entrance to the west, and re-model much of the exterior. Dutch and 

English Craftsmen were brought to Scotland and diverted from Holyroodhouse to fit 

out the interiors, the greatest effort being made on the principal first floor piano 

nobile.
937

 It is in these rooms that Dunsterfield and later Houlbert worked
938

 and 

where the only examples of late seventeenth-century decorative plasterwork 

survive
939

 - the ‘heavily stuccoed’ ceilings noticed by Pennant during his Scottish 

tour.
940

 Albourn’s work was most likely lost during the nineteenth century schemes 

orchestrated by architects William Burn and David Bryce, or as a consequence of 

twentieth century roof leaks and the resulting effects of timber decay.
941

 The 

decoration applied by Houlbert and Dunsterfield at Thirlestane was even more 

extravagant than that at Balcaskie. For example, the garlands used to frame the large 
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central panels on the ceilings of the Drawing Room and Great Bedchamber at 

Thirlestane are in much higher relief than in the Library and Dining Room at 

Balcaskie. In addition, the bespoke musical instrument motifs on the ceiling of the 

Music Room and large eagles in the corners of the Drawing Room befit the higher 

rank of their patron.
942

  

 

Even though Scottish based plasterers such as Albourn and Baine seem to have been 

experimenting with less compartmentalised ceilings previously,
943

 the main 

decorative focus of these schemes relied on the same cast decoration, such as angel-

heads, fleur-de-lis, and low relief floral and foliage displays, as used in the 

compartmentalised ceilings. However, once Houlbert and Dunsterfield arrived, not 

only did the main central compartments become larger and more elaborately 

shaped,
944

 but the use of cast decoration with minimal relief was replaced as the main 

focus of decoration by much higher relief work which created a much more three 

dimensional effect. This created shadows and gave greater depth to the overall work. 

Although cast decoration features heavily in the work of Houlbert and Dunsterfield, 

its role was secondary – for example, enriching the previously unadorned outer edges 

of the ribs used to create the central compartments and cornices around the perimeter 

of the rooms rather than being the main decorative element employed. A good 

example is the difference between the Queen’s Antechamber at Holyoodhouse, 

completed by James Baine in 1672 and the nearby Morning Drawing Room carried 

out by Houlbert in 1675-76. (Figs. 6.24 and 6.25) 

 

The central compartment in the Morning Room is not only more elaborately shaped. 

- there are more than half a dozen different rows of decoration used across the girth 
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of the rib used to create it. Most prominent are the tiers of high relief flowers, 

foliage, fruits, swags and ribbons which are built up and layered using a wide variety 

of delicately cast and handmade individual elements to give a more natural massing. 

These are supplemented by rows of cast dentil blocks, leaves, and egg and dart 

decorating the less prominent inner members of the rib. In contrast, outer edges of 

the rib used to create the relatively straightforward oval in the Queen’s Antechamber 

are plain - the only decoration being a low relief scrolling trail of fruit, branches and 

leaves along its centre. The outer compartments around the oval in the Queen’s 

Antechamber are left unfilled, separated only by large low relief circular wreaths. 

The outer compartments, however, in the Morning Drawing Room are crammed with 

monograms of King Charles II, surrounded by cherubs, eagles and the Honours of 

Scotland and also panels decorated with scrolling foliage and roses from which 

emerge leaping unicorns. The plain-moulded cornice of the Queen’s Ante-chamber is 

enriched only by the low relief frieze decoration beneath, while the cornice in the 

Morning Drawing Room is enriched with rows of cast leaf foliage decoration and 

brackets which sit above a frieze of scrolling relief arabesques. This deeply undercut 

high relief decoration would have relied on the plasterer to model them by hand on 

site (insitu) rather than using timber moulds to produce casts that were only capable 

of producing a low relief effect. The ‘coales furnished to the Plaisterers, in 1674, 75, 

76, 77, for baking their fretwork’
945

 would have been required to speed the drying 

time of their in-situ work, especially for larger and heavier work such as the 

figurative work carried out by Houlbert in the Great Stair at Holyroodhouse.  

 
This new decorative plasterwork introduced into Scotland by John Houlbert and 

George Dunsterfield at Holyroodhouse, Balcaskie and Thirlestane became the most 
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fashionable. In addition to the work the Duke of Lauderdale carried out at 

Thirlestane, he also hired Houlbert and a local plasterer, John Sampson, to carry out 

plasterwork, at Lethington, now Lennoxlove, Haddington, including the Duke’s 

Study, between 1672 and 1674.
946

 Judging by the likeness of contemporary 

plasterwork and written accounts, it is apparent that the work carried out by Houlbert 

and Dunsterfield was in demand. 

 

There was a surge in architectural patronage and commissioning of new styled 

plaster decoration in the 1670s which mirrored earlier in the century work under the 

Chancellorship of Lauderdale’s grandfather Alexander Seton. Once again, 

government officials and their families seemed to be among the main benefactors. 

Not content with out-of-date interiors, this new patronage ultimately signalled the 

end of the style decorative plasterwork which had its roots in the early century. Yet 

significantly, there is evidence to suggest that the same native based plasterers such 

as Albourn still continued to prosper. It seems that working alongside Houlbert and 

Dunsterfield may have allowed them to develop their own skills, adapt and thereafter 

become ultimately responsible for increasing the popularity and application of the 

new type of decorative plasterwork for the remainder of the century.  

 

Change – The development and patronage of decorative plasterwork c1675 to 

1695 

 
Recent research has shown that the majority of Lauderdale’s colleagues on the 

Treasury Committee and Executive improved their houses while in office. In doing 

so they were able to gain access to the country’s leading architectural figures and the 

same craftsmen brought in primarily to work at the royal palaces and/or for 

Lauderdale himself.
947

  One of these was Lauderdale’s younger brother, Charles 
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Maitland, who had decorative plasterwork carried out at Hatton House, a few miles 

west of Edinburgh near Ratho, which he acquired following his marriage to Elizabeth 

Lauder in 1662.
948

 Maitland held a number of positions throughout his career which 

enabled him to fund his building works. He was Master of the Mint in 1660, made a 

Privy Councillor in 1661, admitted as an ordinary Lord of Session in June 1669, and 

appointed to the post of Treasurer Depute in 1671 and so was able to protect the 

interests of his London based brother.
949

 Maitland had some architectural experience, 

having provided drawings to Sir Robert Moray and the Earl of Tweeddale, possibly 

temporarily replacing the former as Master of Works in 1669 and as member of a 

committee that kept his brother abreast of building works at Holyroodhouse, 

Thirlestane and Brunstane.
950

 

 

Between June 1674 and January 1676 Maitland was able to use his position three 

times to procure the services of George Dunsterfield from his schedule at Thirlestane 

to work at the now demolished Hatton House.
951

 Dunsterfield’s work coincided with 

the improvement work which Maitland was undertaking at the property. This 

involved creating a rectangular mansion with circular bastions on each corner, its 

original tower turned into a balustraded viewing platform at the centre.
952

 

Photographs show a scheme stylistically similar to those executed by Dunsterfield at 

Holyroodhouse, Thirlestane and Balcaskie
953

 - an oval compartment created by a 

broad rib decorated with a broad central tier of deeply under cut foliage, framed with 
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cast decoration, dominated the centre of the ceiling (Fig. 6.26).
954

 Four outer 

compartments in each corner were filled with scrolling foliage and wreaths echoing 

similar compartments in the King’s Ante Chamber at Holyroodhouse. The garlands 

of flowers hung from ribbons tied into bows which decorate the cornice are 

reminicent of those which surround the central compartments in the King’s Room at 

Holyroodhouse, the Great Bedchamber at Thirlestane and the Drawing Room at 

Balcaskie. The likelihood is that similarly fashionable work was carried out in 

Maitland’s other houses, for example, at Dudhope in Dundee, acquired from the Earl 

of Dundee in 1668, where plasterwork was carried out in ‘his Lord’s own Study’ in 

1673.
955

 On at least one occasion Maitland arranged work for friends, when he 

orchestrated an agreement on 18 March 1676 between ‘Kenneth McKenzie on behalf 

of his Brother Lord Tarbat and George Dunsterfield Plasterer in London that the said 

George proceed to Miltoun House and perform certain Plaster Work conform to 

Agreement with Lord Hatoun’.
956

 George MacKenzie, Lord Tarbat, had lost his seat 

on the judicial bench after being involved in the Earl of Middleton’s plot to 

undermine Lauderdale, but ‘changed side, and solicited earnestly for Lauderdail’s 

favore’ and eventually regained favour and a royal pardon.
957

 Favour enough for 

MacKenzie to involve Lauderdale’s brother in securing the services of one of the 

plasterers instrumental in introducing new plasterwork to Scotland to work at his 

house.  
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Date 

 
Property 

Room 
Plasterer 

1673 Holyroodhouse Bedchamber Houlbert and Dunsterfield 
1674/5 Holyroodhouse Ante Room Houlbert and Dunsterfield 

1674 Balcaskie Ante Room George Dunsterfield (+William Lindores?) 

1674 Balcaskie Drawing Room George Dunsterfield 

1674 Balcaskie Dining Room George Dunsterfield 

1674/6 Thirlestane Great Stair 
Houlbert and/or Dunsterfield + William 

Black 

1674/6 Thirlestane Ante Room 
Houlbert and/or Dunsterfield + William 

Black 

1674/6 Thirlestane Drawing Room 
Houlbert and/or Dunsterfield + William 

Black 

1674/6 Thirlestane Music Room 
Houlbert and/or Dunsterfield + William 

Black 

1674/6 Thirlestane Bedchamber 
Houlbert and/or Dunsterfield + William 

Black 

1674/6 Thirlestane Dukes Room 
Houlbert and/or Dunsterfield + William 

Black 

1674/6 Thirlestane Prince Charlie's Room 
Houlbert and/or Dunsterfield + William 

Black 

1674/6 Hatton  George Dunsterfield 

1675/6 Holyroodhouse Evening Drawing Room John Houlbert 

1675/6 Holyroodhouse Morning Drawing Room John Houlbert 

1676 Kellie Castle Vine Room  
 Bannockburn Old Drawing Room  

 Bannockburn Library  

1678 Holyroodhouse Lobby/Stool Room John Houlbert 

1678 Holyroodhouse Closet John Houlbert 

1678/9 Holyroodhouse Great Stair John Houlbert 

1679 Kinross House Great Stair Thomas Albourn 
c1683 Arbuthnott E. Drawing Room  

 Arbuthnott W. Drawing Room  

 Arbuthnott Bedroom 1  

 Arbuthnott Bedroom 2  

1683 Fyvie Morning Room Robert White 

c1695 Brodie Dining Room  
1687 Prestonfield Cupid Room  

 Prestonfield Tapestry Room  

1690 Caroline Park Drawing Room William Baine 

1690 Prestonfield Bedchamber William Baine 

Table 9: Chronology of known late seventeenth-century plasterwork after the arrival of 

Houlbert and Dunsterfield 

 

Contemporary plasterwork was also carried out at Bannockburn House, near Stirling 

which had been sold by Andrew, third Lord Rollo in the 1670s to alleviate his 

family’s financial difficulties, having owned the property for less than half a 

century.
958

 The new owner was Hugh Paterson, writer and Clerk of Council in 

Edinburgh, created baronet in 1686 and who may have been related to John Paterson, 
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Archbishop of Glasgow
959

 a previous royal chaplain, Privy Councillor and close 

confidant of Lauderdale.
960

  

 

Soon after purchasing the house, Paterson carried out alterations and improvements, 

including the commissioning of new decorative plasterwork.
961

 There were two main 

schemes executed on the first floor of the house. One in the Old Drawing Room (its 

floor now removed to create a double height Entrance Hall beneath – Fig. 6.27) and 

the other in the east wing in what is now The Library. Both are visually similar to the 

work carried out by Houlbert and Dunsterfield at Holyroodhouse.
 
The Old Drawing 

Room ceiling is designed symmetrically around a central oval immediately 

surrounded by four L-shaped outer compartments and two rectangular panels placed 

at each end of the room. The main border of the oval, the outer compartments and the 

frieze are all decorated with richly detailed flowers, fruits and foliage scroll. The 

inner tier of the central panel is draped with tied garlands. These details are strongly 

reminiscent of those in the King’s Bedchamber at Holyroodhouse and so too are the 

brackets, egg and dart casts and rose enrichment of the cornice around the perimeter 

of the room. The Library ceiling is not as elaborate as the Old Drawing Room 

scheme. It comprised a central quatrefoil shaped compartment formed by a rib which 

was decorated with a broad border of deeply undercut fruit and flowers. This was 

framed with plain run mouldings and casts comprising of egg and dart, dentil blocks, 

beads and leaves. The outer compartments in each corner of the room were formed 

with mouldings decorated with acanthus leaves and a rod-and-ribbon border. Each 
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border contains a vase of flowers in high relief, similar to the effect used in The 

Lobby at Holyroodhouse.  

 

Low relief friezes are located in some of the rooms at Bannockburn. One to the east 

of the Entrance Hall on the ground floor and two on the first floor above. The ground 

floor frieze incorporates human figures lying on either side of a vase surrounded by 

foliage and fruit. This exactly matches the rib decoration photographed at Menzies
962

 

and the rib positioned around the pendant in the King’s Room at The Binns. The 

frieze decoration used in the first floor rooms feature a human figure emerging from 

foliage which scrolls around the head of a leaping lion and is reminiscent of a 

fragment displayed at Kinneil and a ceiling decoration photographed at Panmure.
963

 

As with Balcaskie and Holyroodhouse, the use of older features may be indicative of 

local plasterers working alongside the English men. 

 
It is not surprising that John Houlbert and George Dunsterfield worked for those in 

positions of power, such as Lauderdale, or their families and colleagues. Being 

related to, or working alongside Lauderdale gave them access to profits gained from 

administering the King’s revenues in Scotland. These revenues funded a wide range 

of activities in their portfolios, from relatively modest improvements carried out by 

Lauderdale at Brunstane,
964

 to building entire new houses. At least two new houses 

were built for Treasury officials in the late 1670s. Dunkeld House, for John, second 

Earl of Atholl, and Moncreiffe House for Sir Thomas Moncreiffe.
965

 Positions of 

power allowed many (including Atholl and Moncrieffe) to secure the services of Sir 

William Bruce, Surveyor-General and Overseer of the King’s Works. Bruce worked 

for many of his treasury colleagues, including advice to the Earl of Tweeddale for his 
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new house at Yester.
966

 Not only were these government officials able to hire the 

King’s own Surveyor, as happened half a century earlier, they also had access to 

leading craftsmen. Dutch man Jan van Santvoort, ‘carver in timber’, brought to 

Scotland primarily to work at Holyroodhouse, also worked for Sir William Bruce and 

the Earl of Strathmore at Kinross House and Glamis respectively.
967

 Likewise, artist 

Jacob de Wett also worked at these properties. He not only produced the paintings 

which decorated the central ceiling compartments at Balcaskie and Holyroodhouse, 

but in his capacity as ‘His Majesties Picture Drawer in Scotland’ he also decorated 

Holyroodhouse’s Picture Gallery with portraits ‘from King Fergus the first King, to 

King Charles the second, our Gracious Soveraign’.
968

 

 

Jacob de Wett was also commissioned to carry out an oil painting on canvas of 

Mount Olympus, for the central compartment of the decorative plasterwork scheme 

in The Vine Room at Kellie Castle (Fig. 6.28).
969

 This work is contemporary with the 

work at Holyroodhouse, Thirlestane and Balcaskie. It seems therefore that 

Alexander, 3
rd

 Earl of Kellie, Privy Councillor, Captain of Edinburgh Castle and 

Lauderdale’s, 
970

 was well placed to engage the services of the same leading 

craftsmen and possibly of Sir William Bruce.
971

 Kellie, like Lauderdale and Bruce 

also spent time in Holland during the interregnum.
972

 If Bruce was not directly 

involved at Kellie, the Earl appears to have at least been able, by hiring de Wett, to 

employ some of his workforce. The Vine Room plaster ceiling, dated 1676, while 

containing many of the features of Houlbert and Dunsterfield’s work - such as a large 
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central compartment, - appears less exuberant. It contains less of the high relief and 

quality of hand modelled work than houses where they are known to have worked, 

relying instead upon more cast features. This may reflect the inability of the client to 

pay Houlbert and Dunsterfield for a grander scheme.
973

 However, it could also be an 

example of local plasterers such as Albourn and Lindores using newly acquired skills 

to emulate the English men’s work. Compared with Dunsterfield’s earlier work at 

Balcaskie, the decoration applied to The Vine Room, rather than showing signs of 

evolution, is much simpler in construction than those on the first floor State 

Apartment rooms at Balcaskie. So too, are the decorative vines applied in the 

spandrels around the central compartment when compared with the decoration 

applied in similar positions at Balkaskie and Holyroodhouse.  

 

Plasterers such as Thomas Albourn and James Baine were in great demand. When 

not engaged in his official duties, Baine also worked for government officials, such 

as the Earl of Tweeddale, at Yester, Pinkie and Neidpath Castle, near Peebles. At 

Neidpath, Baine acted as wright and plasterer inserting plaster ceilings in the second 

floor under the vaults and panelling the walls.
974

 Later he also worked for the Maule 

family at Brechin Castle, where, in addition to organising the masonry and joinery 

work, he was contracted to produce ‘handsome cornices’ over a period between 

February 1688 and February 1691.
975

 It may be the case that James Baine’s brother 

William was also active as a plasterer,
976

 for example, at Caroline Park, formerly 

Royston, located three miles north-west of Edinburgh. The old house there was 

extensively remodelled after its purchase by Lord Tarbat, George MacKenzie in 
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1683.
977

 Plasterwork schemes were carried out in the Drawing Room and nearby 

bedchamber, both in the new West Range. The main candidate for carrying out the 

work was William Baine who was paid for plasterwork at Royston in late 1690.
978

 

This work was clearly influenced by work carried out at Holyroodhouse. The coving, 

which sits above the leaf enriched cornice in the State Drawing Room was decorated 

with a large leaf placed in each corner (Fig. 6.29). In the centre of the cove the 

monograms of Lord Tarbet and his second wife, were set within a wreath surrounded 

by scrolling foliage. The large central compartment on the ceiling was formed with a 

rib of oak leaves surrounded by swirling foliage and roses. Afterwards, Nicolas 

Heude’s [Hood] painting of Aurora was placed within the central compartment, 

while his painting Diana and Endymion was placed in a similarly styled ceiling in 

the bedchamber beyond, this time around a circular central compartment.
979

 

 

Undoubtedly, if a larger number of houses belonging to leading families had 

survived demolition or extensive re-working in later centuries, a greater number of 

Houlbert and Dunsterfield styled decorative plaster schemes would be 

acknowledged. There is evidence of such work at Abbey House, Culross, where a 

large oval ribbed ceiling, since lost, was recorded in an 1840 sketch by John Sime.
980

 

The plasterwork at Abbey House may have been commissioned by the second Earl of 

Kincardine (Sir William Bruce’s first cousin) who purchased the house in 1664 and 

soon after carried out improvements.
981

 Judging by an account for plasterwork at 

Stirling Castle, it appears that contemporary decorative plasterwork by Thomas 

Albourn has since been lost. 
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“Accompt of the Plaister work wrought by Thomas Alborn, Plaisterer & his 

travail at the Pallace and Castle of Stryveling in the years 1673, 1674, & 75, 

at the order & direction of Sir Wm Bruce of Balcaskie, General Surveyor of 

his Majesties Workes, as the samein was upon the 14th September 1675, 

measured by James Kennerie at the appointment of the said Sir Wm”.
982

 

 

Likewise, it is highly probable that the interiors of the new Bruce designed houses of 

Dunkeld and Moncreiffe, would have been similarly decorated. If so, they may have 

had decorative plasterwork similar to the scheme installed in Bruce’s own new house 

at Kinross. This is highly probable given the likeness of their exteriors. All three 

were early examples of the classical villa in Scotland. All with three storeys and a 

basement, and all sharing similar symmetrical facades, low attic window details and 

hipped roofs. Moncreiffe was described by Macky as ‘a neat little Seat…very neatly 

wainscoted and furnished within’,
983

 yet no accurate description or account for the 

plasterwork exists. Kinross, built between 1679 and 1693, contains a scheme similar 

in style to those carried out by Houlbert and Dunsterfiled over the Great Stair (Fig. 

6.30). Here, from a cornice decorated with dentils, a deeply coved ceiling with large 

leaves in each corner, rises to a smaller square flat ceiling which is bordered with a 

cornice and overlapping oak leaves. A roundel in the centre is decorated with egg-

and-dart and beading, and is enclosed with a broad wreath of deeply undercut 

foliage, fruits and flowers, ‘secured’ with fine beading and a single acanthus leave at 

each end. The spandrels in each corner are filled with finely intertwining and 

scrolling branches which support high relief leaves and flowers.
984

 Although 
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Dunsterfield has been credited with the work,
985

 (he is thought to have returned south 

in 1676)
986

 it is payments to ‘Robert Allburne’ and ‘Thomas Allburne’ that are 

documented in surviving accounts
987

 (albeit by this time Thomas Albourn senior 

would have been joined by his sons, who may have begun to take on more day-to-

day responsibility).
988

  

 

The work at Kinross took place after Bruce had been relieved of his official 

surveying duties in 1678. Ostensibly this was due to the works at Holyroodhouse 

nearing completion, but is thought to be more a consequence of his soured 

relationship in the aftermath of a factional rivalry between Lauderdale and the Duke 

of Hamilton.
989

 However, Bruce’s architectural career continued, as did his 

preference for the Albourn family to undertake the plasterwork. As well as working 

at Kinross, Albourn also worked for Bruce at Craigiehall, west of Edinburgh.
990

 

Craigiehall was designed by Bruce for his distant kinsman, the Earl of Annandale 

between 1695 and 1699.
991

 Echoing Kinross, Bruce designed him a rectangular 

planned, 3-storey plus basement, classical villa in ashlar sandstone. Given its close 

proximity and contemporary plasterwork, it is possible that Albourn or Baine also 

worked at Cammo House, c1693 (Fig. 6.31).
992

  

 

Albourn is also recorded as working for Bruce at Craighall, near Cupar, in 1697 for 

the Hopes where the improvement works were ‘to ye designed reparations of the 
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house of Craighall a drawn & ordered by Sir William Bruce … according to ye 

draught’.
993

 The accounts for their joint working show that Albourn was clearly 

Bruce’s man. This loyalty was demonstrated in a curious way. A riot in March 1691 

objecting to the appointment of Presbyterian ministers to the parishes of Portmoak 

and Kinross, involved many of Bruce’s servants, masons, wrights and plasterers, 

‘one of whom was Thomas Alburne’.
994

  

 

Between Lauderdale leaving office in 1679, through the reign of James VII, 1685-88, 

and to the declaration of William and Mary in Edinburgh on 14 March 1689, 

Albourn continued to work in the houses of those appointed to leading government 

positions. These new posts were filled by men who, like their predecessors, when 

appointed set about improving their houses and estates. The Duke of Hamilton, who 

managed to maintain favour after Lauderdale lost his, was rewarded with a multitude 

of honours and positions.
995

 Consequently, Hamilton and his wife Duchess Anne, 

undertook a programme of improvement at their houses. They extended their palace 

at Kinneil, Bo’ness and acquired the services of James Smith, Sir William Bruce’s 

replacement as Royal Surveyor to transform Hamilton Palace.
996

  

 
James Smith was born in Tarbat, Ross and is thought to have travelled to Italy to 

study for the priesthood. However, judging by an acknowledgement of expenses paid 

during December 1677, Smith had been well known to Sir William Bruce for some 

time, having worked as a mason at Holyroodhouse, under the direction of his future 
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father-in-law, King’s Master Mason, Robert Mylne.
997

 By March 1682 Smith had 

been paid £14 for designing a scheme to remodel Hamilton Palace, including a new 

portico entrance leading from the south in the courtyard.
998

 However, the change 

from Bruce to Smith as the King’s Surveyor does not appear to have affected 

Albourn’s workload. ‘Thomas Aliborne’ was employed at Hamilton Palace during 

1697 to work on, ‘the troublesome and small tedious work’ including the cornices, 

mouldings and clam shells, that made life difficult for the estimator prior to the part 

payment £185:19:2 (Scots) he received before commencing on the Great Dining 

Room and Drawing Room, and Friezes in the Gallery.
999

 Albourn also worked under 

Smith at Melville House for George, 1
st
 Earl of Melville, President of the Privy 

Council between 1697 and 1703. James Smith’s design for the house was selected in 

preference to Sir William Bruce’s,
1000

 and was much admired.  In 1710 Sir Robert 

Sibbald wrote that it was a ‘great, noble and regular new house richly furnished’ 

while John Macky found the ‘Apartment of State as well furnish’d as any of the 

Royal Palaces’.
1001

 The Earl, who was appointed Secretary of State in 1689, 

presumably had a hand in the appointment of his son, Lord Raith, to the position of 

Lord Treasurer Depute in 1690.
1002

 Like his father, the latter employed Smith to 

work at Raith House, near Kirkcaldy, where between 1693 and 1696 he built a house 

with a three bay entrance façade embellished with a tympanum in the centre bearing 
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Lord Raith’s coat-of-arms and a late seventeenth-century plasterwork scheme was 

commissioned inside for the entrance hall.
1003

  

 

It is possible that contemporary schemes were also carried out at Drumlanrig, 

remodelled by James Smith from an earlier building in 1679-90, for the 1
st
 Duke of 

Queensberry, creating a great courtyard house. However, any late seventeenth-

century decorative plasterwork schemes carried out there were replaced in the 

nineteenth century, ironically perhaps, with a highly compartmentalised style of 

ceilings based on that commonplace in the early seventeenth century. 

 

Other examples of late seventeenth century most likely carried out by Scottish 

plasterers also appear to be heavily influenced by Houlbert and Dunsterfield’s work - 

even though the work carried out did not have the same assuredness, particularly 

when creating human forms. For example, remodelling took place at Prestonfield 

House, Edinburgh, in 1687, to a design by Bruce for the Lord Provost of Edinburgh, 

Sir James Dick.
1004

 This included decorative plasterwork schemes in the Tapestry 

and Cupid Rooms (Fig. 6.32). The work was thought to have been carried out by the 

same plasterers who carried out the work at Holyroodhouse.
1005

 However, Houlbert 

and Dunsterfield had returned to England by this date.
1006

 In addition, as the 

figurative work is not up to the same standard as Holyroodhouse’s, it is more likely 

perhaps that local plasterers such as the Albourn family or Baine (and/or their 

previous work colleagues and apprentices) undertook the work. Perhaps the 

experience of working at Holyroodhouse gave them the experience to expand their 

repertoire.  
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The same is possible of three houses in the north of Scotland - Arbuthnott, 

Kincardineshire, Fyvie Castle, Turriff, and Brodie Castle, Forres. (Figs. 6.33, 6.34 

and 6.35) Like Prestonfield, all three also contain late seventeenth-century 

plasterwork which appear to have been influenced by the work carried out at 

Holyroodhouse. However, like Prestonfield, they too lack Houlbert’s natural 

figurative work.  

 

The plasterwork at Arbuthnott may have been carried out as part of remodelling 

works by Robert, third Viscount of Arbuthnott c1683, to celebrate his succession to 

the title and of his marriage to Lady Anne Sutherland Gordon, daughter of the Earl of 

Sutherland.
1007

 Harry Gordon Slade was struck by the resemblance of the work at 

Arbuthnott and contemporary work at Fyvie and Brodie. There are four late 

seventeenth-century schemes at Arbuthnott - the two Drawing Room ceilings and 

two further schemes in bedrooms on the floor directly above. The East Drawing 

Room ceiling has a circular central compartment, in-filled with a large central 

fruiting flower and garlands tied with ribbons. It is surrounded by four roundels 

placed at ninety degree intervals, two comprising fully foliated wreaths, the other 

two circular wreaths of bay in-filled with a lion rampant. In each spandrel, the torso 

of a ‘Green Man’ emerges from scrolling floral and foliage – again this does not 

appear to be of Houlbert’s standard. In the adjoining West Drawing Room, there is a 

similar ceiling layout. In this case a central octagon, has similar garlands draped 

around it, with a large petal flower in its centre. The same style of flower is 

positioned at ninety-degree intervals, while the spandrels are enriched with spreading 

vines. The two up-stair schemes are simpler, but similar in their use of vines, ribs of 

oak leaves, and cartouches containing a crowned female portrait bust, as used earlier 
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in the century at Winton House, East Lothian and nearby Muchalls and 

Craigievar.
1008

 

 

Slade’s assumption that the Arbuthnott plasterwork was carried out by the same 

plasterer who undertook the late seventeenth-century work at Fyvie Castle is based 

on the likeness of the vines and figurative work on the Morning Drawing Room 

ceiling,
1009

 the sole surviving work there from this period. In keeping with the late 

seventeenth-century style, the decorative work at Fyvie is laid out around a central 

circular compartment decorated with fruit, leaves and flowers. The surrounding 

spandrel compartments are filled with vines (the branches less natural in their 

execution than Kellie), while rectangular compartments at each end of the room are 

decorated with a winged angel, two human faces and bunches of roses and thistles, 

all simply executed in-situ. A 1683 contract between plasterer Robert White from 

Edinburgh, and the 3
rd

 Earl of Dunfermline obliged White:  

‘To plaister the great hall of Fyvie and dyning roume within the samen, 

togither with the great roume above the said dyning roume and roume above 

the said hall commonly called My Ladies' chamber, and closet within the 

samen with handsome architave freis and cornish. Togither with the painted 

chamber, Bed chamber, Lady Anne Erskine's chamber, Middle Chamber, 

Wardrob chamber, and the two laigh gallery chambers. Togither with the 

haile closets and studies belonging to each of the said chambers with 

handsome plain cornish work’.
1010

 

 

Robert White also worked at the Royal Palaces. Between 1699 and 1703 he carried 

out decorative plasterwork at Stirling Castle, including making ‘2 moddells for 2 
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cornices’.
1011

 He travelled from his Edinburgh base to undertake work throughout 

Scotland, suggesting that his plasterwork was in demand.
1012

 

 

There are two seventeenth-century plasterwork schemes at Brodie. The first, in the 

vaulted Blue Sitting Room, is a compartmentalised ceiling with a decorated rib and 

in-filled with roses, thistles and fleur-de-lis which have no surviving comparables 

elsewhere. It is surrounded by a deep frieze similar in style to the 1602 fragments of 

decoration conserved in the now ruined Huntly. The initials of Alexander Brodie and 

his wife Elizabeth Innes are found in this room, suggesting a date for the plasterwork 

between 1635, when they married and 1640, the year of her death.
1013

 The late 

seventeenth-century work was carried out in the adjoining Dining Room, originally 

the Laird’s Chamber or Principal Room. Its main focus is the large rectangular 

central compartment surrounded by ‘voluptuous figure sculpture of the emblematic 

maidens, who possibly represent the four elements of earth, fire, water and air’.
1014

 

Presumably the trailing ivy and the naivety of the figurative work led Slade to place 

this work alongside Fyvie and Arbuthnott.  

  

This chapter has shown that just as earlier in the seventeenth century, work carried to 

one of the royal palaces sparked a burst of plasterwork activity in the houses of 

leading government officials. This burst of activity also saw change in the type of 

plasterwork favoured at this time – most noticeable in the plasterwork carried out at 

Holyroodhouse between c1672 and 1676. Here, and at houses such as Balcaskie and 

Thirlestane, the type of plasterwork previously undertaken by Scottish based 

plasterers, such as James Baine and Thomas Albourn in the 1660s and early 1670s, 
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became instantly redundant with the dramatic stylistic changes wrought by the arrival 

of John Houlbert and George Dunsterfield from London. Although Scottish based 

plasterers had previously began to produce plasterwork schemes in a less 

compartmentalised manner, with more of a focus on central features such as an oval, 

they largely continued to do so utilising decorative features commonly used in earlier 

schemes. The plasterwork typical of Houlbert and Dunsterfield contained much more 

deeply undercut high-relief decoration which relied on hand modelling skills 

apparently little used in Scotland previously. This type of work must have been 

influential. Once the English plasterers departed, Scottish plasterers continued to 

execute the type of work they had introduced, albeit in some cases not to the same 

standard.  

 

Similar to earlier in the century,
1015

 architectural patronage in late seventeenth-

century Scotland was also advanced by leading government officials representing an 

absent court, who, along with their colleagues and family members were able to 

procure the services of the country’s leading architects and craftsmen - best 

illustrated after the downfall of Lauderdale and Bruce, when Thomas Albourn 

continued to work for their replacements at Melville House and Hamilton House 

under the direction of architect and King’s Surveyor James Smith. As had been the 

case earlier in the century, being elevated to new positions of power brought with it 

access to wealth and the desire to ensure that the grandeur of one’s house and estate 

matched one’s status. This included having the most up-to-date decorative 

plasterwork carried out. 

 

With the introduction of stylistic changes, close examination suggests that this too 

heralded a change in the role plasterwork played in decorative interiors. The next 
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chapter considers the role of decorative plasterwork in the culture of seventeenth-

century Scotland and what factors, if any, initiated change. 
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Chapter 7  

Evaluating the changing role of decorative plasterwork during the seventeenth 

century 
 

 

I know well that an author may compose devises of love, morality, or such 

like subjects, wherewith to adorne the chimney-peeces, closets, or galleries of 

his house, with the intention to have them understood by his compatriots; but 

this reason hinders not, the mottoes being in an universal language, because 

strangers (that shall visit you out of a curiosity to see rarities) will take as 

much pleasure contemplating the acuteness of your witt, as in beholding the 

magnificence of your buildings, and your countrymen will receive the same 

contentment, and no less profit, when they shall be entertained by you with 

the exposition of the words.
1016

 

 

The aim of this penultimate chapter is to evaluate whether the role decorative 

plasterwork played in the culture of Scotland in the seventeenth century can be 

interpreted by a study of the decoration employed and to investigate if the decoration 

reveals (or is consistent with) the values and practices of those who commissioned it. 

 

The desire of patrons to commission decorative plasterwork for their houses in 

seventeenth-century Scotland suggests that its installation must have held a particular 

significance for them. This is evident in the correlation that exists between the status 

of the patron, the status of the house and room in to which the decoration was 

applied, and the levels of ornamentation contained within it. 

 

Examination of early seventeenth-century plasterwork shows that schemes 

containing greater levels of decoration
1017

 tended to be commissioned by higher 

ranked patrons and they were placed in the higher status rooms of their houses. In the 

Pinkie Group for example, of the eight plaster schemes decorated with enriched ribs, 
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seven were in houses belonging to Seton family members - at Pinkie, Winton and 

Whittinghame and one at Moray House for Mary, Countess of Home. These were the 

clients for whom plasterers produced decorative overmantels, large hanging pendants 

and/or friezes, for public rooms such as the Drawing Room (Hall) at Winton.
1018

 

Similarly in the Kellie Group, patrons comprised an Earl, a Viscount, two Lords and 

a Baronet. In the case of Craigievar, it was an extremely wealthy, younger son of a 

laird who was determined to outshine his brother’s nearby estate of Corse.
1019

 

 

These high-status patrons commissioned plasterwork for their most important 

houses. Of the twenty-four properties analysed in the Pinkie, Kellie and Central 

Groups, eighteen (over three-quarters) were carried out in country houses. These are 

also the houses in which multiple schemes tended to have been executed. Of the 

fifty-nine schemes closely examined, only seven (around 12% and all contained 

within the Pinkie Group) survive in town houses. The majority of work studied was 

carried out in country houses such as Craigievar, Winton and The Binns which each 

contain thirteen, six and four schemes respectively. Although the survival rate of 

plasterwork within an urban setting is likely to have been affected by loss caused 

through fire, demolition and later alterations, by far the greatest amount of work was 

designed for the country house.   This suggests that patrons were especially keen to 

promote their status, signalling their rank and importance by embellishing their 

country residences with elaborate decorative schemes.  

 

The vast majority of the work was carried out in the high-status rooms of the state 

apartments (the Hall, the Chamber of Dais and the Bedchamber). In the Kellie Group 

for example, the highest levels of decoration were applied in the most prominent 
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rooms –  the Halls at Glamis, Muchalls and Craigievar which all contain elaborate 

large pendants, friezes and overmantels.
1020
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PINKIE 
GROUP Room Room Function 

Decorated 
Rib Frieze Overmantel Pendants 

Larger 
Pendants 

Motifs of 
Owner 

Other Family 
Crests Royal Crests 

Thistle, Rose, 
Harp, Lion. 

Angel 
Head 

Pinkie House House Master's Study       Y   Y  

 Seton Room Chamber of Dais Y  Y   Y   Y  

 Mid Room       Y   Y  

 King's Room Bedchamber Y    Y    Y  

 Green Room  Y     Y   Y  

 Hall & Stairs  Y     Y     

Winton House Cabinet Room Bedchamber  Y  Y     Y Y 

 King Charles Room Chamber of Dais Y Y   Y   Y Y Y 

 Drawing Room Hall Y Y Y   Y Y Y Y Y 

 First Floor 1 Bedchamber    Y     Y  

 First Floor 2/3 Bedchamber    Y     Y  

 First Floor 4/5/6 Bedchamber    Y       
Whittinghame 

Tower Drawing Room Hall Y     Y   Y Y 

Moray House Balcony Room  Y    Y  Y  Y Y 

 Cromwell Room        Y  Y  

 Stair          Y  

Newbattle 
Abbey Library East      

 
   Y  

 Library West          Y Y 

Croft-an-Righ, First Floor (Hall?) Hall    Y     Y  

Baillie 
McMorran's 

First Floor (south-east 
room) Chamber    Y 

 
   Y  

          Y Y Y 
French 

Ambassadors       
 

   Y  

Kilbaberton 
(now Baberton 

House)       

 

  Y Y  

Pilmuir House, 
East Lothian       

 
     

Lennoxlove Lady Bower's Room Bedchamber   Y Y  Y   Y Y 

Ballencrieff             

Moubray House        Y?    Y 

Table 10: Pinkie Group Key Features Table, showing type and extent of decoration. 
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Patrons who were wealthy enough to be able to afford a degree of individuality, were 

able to commission bespoke decoration for their plaster schemes, therefore relying 

less on features that appear over multiple sites. The main patrons of this type of work 

were members of the Seton family at Pinkie, Winton, Whittingehame and 

Lennoxlove. Of the decorative features in the Pinkie Group that appear at one site 

only, over two thirds of them occur at either Pinkie or Winton.
1021

 These include 

floral casts at Pinkie and Winton (Cast references: P25, P29 and P49 to P51
1022

) 

which were large and therefore expensive because of the labour required to produce 

them. Elsewhere, by comparison, bespoke work tended to be much smaller in size, 

such as the small standing figure and that of the bearded man at Moray House (P63 

and P64). The higher number of unique casts at a property clearly demonstrated  the 

amount of money which the patrons were able to pay to customise their decorative 

ceiling.  
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KELLIE 
GROUP Room Room Function 

Decorated 
Rib Frieze Overmantel Pendants 

Larger 
Pendants Motifs of Owner 

Other Family 
Crests 

Royal 
Crests 

Thistle, Rose, 
Harp, Lion. 

Angel 
Head 

Kellie Castle Library Bedchamber Y Y*    Y   Y  

Glamis Great Hall Hall Y Y Y Y Y Y  Y Y Y 

 King Malcolm's Room Chamber of Dais Y Y Y   Y   Y  

Balcarres Hall Hall Y       Y Y  

Thirlestane 
Second Floor Principle 

Chamber Chamber of Dais 
Y     Y     

Muchalls Great Hall Hall Y Y Y  Y Y Y Y Y Y 

 Laird's Room Bedchamber? Y Y Y   Y   Y Y 

 Dining Room Chamber of Dais  Y Y   Y  Y   

Craigievar Great Hall Hall Y Y Y  Y Y  Y Y Y 

 Lower Stair     Y  Y     

 
Ladies Withdrawing 

Room Chamber of Dais 
Y        Y Y 

 Jamesone Room Bedchamber  Y Y   Y     

 
Second Floor 

Dressing  
          

 Lady Sempill's Room Bedchamber Y Y Y Y  Y  Y Y  

 Third Floor Dressing            

 Housekeeper's Room Bedchamber Y Y Y   Y     

 Queen's Room Bedchamber Y          

 Forth Floor Lobby     Y  Y     

 Blue Room Bedchamber Y  Y   Y  Y  Y 

 Tank Room          Y  

 The Nursery Bedchamber  Y Y   Y   Y Y 

Table 11: Kellie Group Key Features Table, showing type and extent of decoration 

 
CENTRAL 
GROUP Room Room Function 

Decorated 
Rib Frieze Over mantel Pendants 

Larger 
Pendants Motifs of Owner 

Other Family 
Crests 

Royal 
Crests 

Thistle, Rose, 
Harp, Lion 

Angel 
Head 

The Binns High Hall Hall  Y Y  Y Y  Y Y  

 Chamber Bedchamber Y   Y       

 King's Room Chamber of Dais Y Y Y  Y   Y Y Y 

 Sea Room Bedchamber     Y      

Auchterhouse Drawing Room Hall  Y Y Y Y Y  Y Y  

 Inner Hall Chamber of Dais  Y   Y Y   Y  

 Library Bedchamber           

Stobhall Corridor   Y       Y Y 

Elcho Hall Hall  Y       Y  
 Chamber Chamber of Dais  Y       Y  

Table 12: Central Group Key Features Table, showing type and extent of decoration. 
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Judging by the iconography of the decoration employed, much of it suggests that the 

owners appear to have taken the opportunity to use plasterwork to convey their ideas, 

loyalties and ambitions. Despite there being very few shared decorative features 

between each of the main groups surveyed, there is much commonality in their 

iconography. The two most common themes adopted in the early seventeenth century 

depicted the family of the owner, (or those linked to him by kinship, such as 

marriage), and heraldic crests and motifs of the King and the countries he ruled (or 

claimed to rule). Of the fifty-eight schemes examined at twenty-three different 

properties, regardless of grouping, or the plasterer who carried out the work, twenty-

seven rooms contain family-related plaster decoration, such as coats-of-arms and the 

intertwined initials of their owners. In the Kellie Group, this ranged from a simple 

strapwork cartouche with the initials TVF for Thomas Viscount Fenton at Kellie 

Castle, to the widespread use of family coats-of-arms, crests, monograms and arms in 

Glamis, Muchalls and Craigievar. Fourteen out of the twenty-one rooms within the 

Kellie Group contain family-type heraldic decoration. Balcarres is the only property 

with no surviving family decoration. At the other end of the scale, only two of the 

eleven main rooms decorated at Craigievar do not have family casts.
1023

 Meanwhile, 

nine of the Pinkie Group decorative schemes and three Central Group schemes 

contain family heraldic decoration, most prominently in the Seton houses of Pinkie, 

Winton, and Whittingehame.
1024

 

 

Family related decoration also features prominently in houses of the Pinkie Group. 

The two most frequent decorative features applied throughout the six schemes at 

Pinkie House were the entwined initials of Alexander Seton and his third wife 
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Margaret Hay and a crest comprising a Seton moon and a Hamilton family 

cinquefoil,
1025

 both placed beneath a coronet (P1 to P4). These casts feature in every 

room at Pinkie and throughout corridors, hallways and staircases. A decorative cast 

(P10) of moons and cinquefoils blossoming from a single branch is applied in the 

Seton Room and an adjacent room at Pinkie. Finally, Seton’s Earl of Dunfermline 

coat-of-arms is placed over the fireplace in the Seton Room,
1026

 emphasising the 

family related theme of the ceiling. At Winton too, there is extensive use of family-

related decoration. Four family casts are prominently placed in the Drawing Room, 

including the intertwined initials of George Seton, 3
rd

 Earl of Winton and his wife 

Anne Hay, positioned beneath coronets. (P44 to P47).  

The fact that no other properties, outwith the ownership of the Seton family, display 

decorative features connected with their owners suggests that this kind of customised 

decoration was limited mostly to those with funds and status. This appears to have 

also been the case in the Central Group, where the most prominent heraldic 

plasterwork was used by high-ranking or rich patrons such as the Earl of Buchan at 

Auchterhouse and Thomas Dalyell in the High Hall at The Binns. 

However, despite the popularity of family-related decoration, royal themed coats-of-

arms, images such as lions and unicorns and casts depicting the national emblems of 

Scotland, England, Wales, Ireland, and France (thistles, roses, ostrich feathers, harps 

and fleur-de-lis) were even more commonly applied. In total, forty-three of the fifty-

eight schemes surveyed have this type of decoration. In the Pinkie group, over 85% 

of the plaster schemes contain this type decoration, from rooms with one or two 

thistles or roses, to others with widespread application. For example, in the King’s 

                                                 
1025

 Possibly representing his mother Margaret Hamilton. 

1026 The same coat-of-arms, along with the Lauderdale coat-of-arms from the Bower Room at 

Lennoxlove, are used later at Muchalls.  
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Room at Winton, the spaces between the plaster ribs are filled with royal coats-of-

arms, the honours of Scotland, the rose of England, thistle of Scotland, feathers of 

Wales, harp of Ireland and fleur-de-lis of France, and the Tudor portcullis. It also 

contains the motto NOBIS HEAC INVICTA MISERVNT 106 PROAVI - ‘to one 

hundred and six kings have left this to us unconquered’.  

 

Similarly, in the Kellie Group, royal decoration appears prominently, particularly in 

the Halls at Glamis, Muchalls and Craigievar where it appears alongside family 

insignia. The Hall at Glamis contains a royal coat-of-arms adjacent to two family 

coats-of-arms at the centre of the ceiling. A further royal coat-of-arms is positioned 

above the fireplace within intertwined thistle and rose bush foliage. The lion rampant 

which is commonly used throughout Glamis could have either royal or family 

connotations – or both.
1027

 The Halls at Craigievar and Muchalls contain large royal 

coats-of-arms emblazoned above their fireplaces (Fig. 7.6). These decorative features 

dominate these rooms, alongside the crests and arms of their respective owners. 

Similarly, in the House of the Binns, the overmantels in High Hall in the King’s 

Room next door are decorated with the Prince of Wales insignia and royal coat-of-

arms. 

As well as crests and coats-of-arms there is wide-spread use of lions, unicorns, 

thistles, roses, ostrich feathers, harps and fleur-de-lis. These are prolifically 

widespread throughout all the three main groups. Every property in the Kellie and 

Central Groups and ten of the twelve Pinkie Group properties contain at least one 

example of this type of decorative cast. 

 

                                                 
1027

 Glamis has been in the owenership of the Lyon family since the Fourteenth century. Decorative 

lions feature prominently throughout interior and exterior of the Castle. 
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At Pinkie House, there is widespread use of unicorns, lions, roses, thistles and fleur-

de-lis throughout all the rooms. Many of these motifs are repeated throughout other 

properties in the Pinkie group. The cast, which has roses and thistles flowering from 

a single branch (P17), re-appears in eleven different schemes across eight properties. 

The lion and unicorn (P13 and P13) occurs again at Whittingehame. In addition, the 

same fleur-de-lis, roses and thistles appear at Winton, Baberton and Moray House. 

(P37 to P42). 

 

This type of decoration also features heavily throughout the Kellie Group. Lion 

heads (K6 and K7) were applied at Kellie, Glamis, Muchalls and Craigievar; the 

fleur-de-lis (K12) at Kellie and at Craigievar (in Lady Sempill’s Room and the Tank 

Room). Roses (K24 and K25) appear at Balcarres, Craigievar, Glamis, Muchalls and 

Thirlestane - most frequently to infill a small square created by the ribs in each of 

their Halls. The early schemes of the Central Group contain royal or national 

emblems, ranging from their inclusion in the elaborate schemes in the High Hall and 

King’s Room at the House of the Binns (which contain all five national emblems), to 

the inclusion of roses, thistles and fleur-de-lis in the frieze at Brunstane. 

 

It was not only in the houses of these three groups that family and royal heraldry was 

popular - similar decoration appears in other early seventeenth-century schemes 

throughout the country. In the Blue Room at Brodie Castle for example (Fig. 7.10), a 

family heraldic plasterwork overmantel is placed amid thistles and roses, while at 

Roslin Castle a decorative ceiling dated 1622 contains the Sinclair arms.
1028

 In Sir 

George Elphinstone’s Glasgow house, his initials are emblazoned within the 

decorative plasterwork scheme.
1029

  

 

                                                 
1028

 RCAHMS: SC 571116 
1029

 Simpson, W., Glasgow in the Forties, (Glasgow, 1899) chapters xx-xxi 
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The significance of incorporating family and regal imagery is given further 

prominence by its positioning within many of the designs of the overall scheme. 

Coats-of-arms, for example, tended to be placed in the centre of a ceiling, as in the 

Halls at Muchalls and Glamis, or in the more widespread practice of using them to 

decorate overmantels. Of the seventeen overmantels, eleven have the arms of their 

owner and the remainder are royal coats-of-arms. The latter tended to be placed in 

the Hall to ensure as wide a visability as possible, as seen at Glamis, Muchalls, 

Craigievar, Winton and The Binns. Family arms were placed in the more private 

Chamber of Dais or Bedchambers.
1030

  

 

Other decoration such as portrait medallions and busts were regularly applied. These 

were particularly popular in the Kellie Group where ten different portraits feature. 

The largest, in terms of their size, were the heads of Alexander, David, Hector and 

Joshua, four of the Nine Worthies, (as used at Bromley-by-Bow) which appear at 

Balcarres, Craigievar, Glamis, Muchalls and Thirlestane.
1031

 The most common 

portraits were those of Tarquin and Lucretia (K1 and K2), who feature in seven 

different schemes across four different properties.
1032

 Both Kellie and Craigievar 

have the bust of a crowned female with flowing hair, but taken from different 

moulds. At Kellie (K3) the portrait head appears fairly naïve, with a hand-wrought 

appearance not dissimilar to the faces on human figures which decorate fireplaces at 

Glamis, Muchalls and Craigievar. The head at Craigievar (K4) appears of a higher 

standard, especially the facial features and the more elaborate crown.  This head also 

appears in the Great Hall at Muchalls and in the Green Room at Pinkie.
1033

 

                                                 
1030

 The exceptions are the King’s Room at the Binns (a Bedchamber) which has Royal Arms, and 

overmantel in the former Hall (now Drawing Room) at Auchterhouse which is decorated with the 

Buchan coat-of-arms. 
1031

 David and Alexander feature in the King’s Room at The Binns. 
1032

 See Appendices B/iii and B/v/a 
1033

 This portrait features later in the century, in Arbuthnott House, Kincardineshire. 
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Elsewhere, portraits are much less prominent, with only Moray House, Croft-an-Righ 

and Newbattle (P64, P65 and P66) in the Pinkie Group, and the High Hall and Sea 

Room at The Binns featuring very small portrait busts. 

 

The application of portraits in these schemes may have been intended to portray a 

message to the occupants of, and visitors, to these houses. The intention may have 

been to show that the owner was well-educated, with knowledge of classical and 

Scottish history and was familiar with the latest available printed work. The use of 

portraits featuring heroes from Scottish mythical and classical history had been 

popular in Scotland for decades beforehand, for example, in James V’s palace at 

Stirling Castle.
1034

 Then, as in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, both 

kings appear to have favoured the use of chivalric symbolism and imagery. The 

popularity of the Nine Worthies around the turn of the century seemed to strike a 

contemporary chord and to be highly significant. In Scotland the use of David and 

Alexander could be taken as representing two previous Scottish kings. David appears 

to have had some additional significance with James, since he liked to portray 

himself as a latter day King David figure in a promised land of a united Britain.
1035

 

James VI translated the Psalms, traditionally believed to have been written by David, 

into English, while in Trew Law of Free Monarchies, he identified himself as a 

divine ruler, whose role was ‘to minister Justice and Judgement to the people, as the 

same David saith’.
1036

 The Nine Worthies were also popularised in other media. In 

1606, ‘The Nine English Worthies: Or Famous and Worthy Princes of England, 

being all of one name; Beginning with King Henrie the first and Concluding with 
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 See Chapter 3 
1035

 Goodare, J., and Lynch, M., ‘Universal King’ in Goodare, J and Lynch, M., (eds.), The Reign of 

James VI (East Linton, 2000), pp. 18-20. Gapper, C., Interim report on the transmission of London 
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 White, A., ‘The Iconography of the State Apartment at Apethorpe Hall’ in English Heritage 
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Prince Henry, eldest Sonne of our Soueraine Lord the King’ was published, with 

Prince Henry, the eldest son of James VI, being proclaimed as the ninth English 

Worthy and the other eight remembered for either their valour and conquest or virtue 

and piety.
1037

 When Ben Johnson walked to Scotland in 1618 to visit William 

Drummond of Hawthornden, he told Drummond ‘That he had ane intention to 

perfect ane Epick poeme intitled Herololgia, of the Worthies of his Country, rowsed 

by Fame, and was to dedicate it to his Country’.
1038

 The other two most popular 

medallion heads, Tarquin and Lucretia, may have become so following on from 

William Shakespeare’s poem Lucrece.  This work is based upon the story described 

in both Ovid's Fasti and Livy's History of Rome.  It recounts how in 509 BC, 

Lucretia, wife of Collatinus, (one of the king's aristocratic retainers) committed 

suicide following her rape by Sextus Tarquinius, son of Tarquin, the king of 

Rome.
1039

  

 

In renaissance Scotland, timber, masonry and paint were used extensively for 

allegorical and emblematic decoration, allowing the viewer to be exposed to 

moralising instructions that tested their intellect.
1040

 However, unlike other 

contemporary decorative media, there is not the same wide range of symbolic 

allegorical decoration in Scottish plasterwork. In contrast to plasterwork, where the 

schemes were restricted to portraits and busts, the subjects covered in other media, 

especially paintwork, were wider ranging. There are no surviving decorative 

plasterwork schemes in Scotland which portray moralising imagery such as those 

painted at Culross Palace  (Fig. 7.11) or in the Long Gallery at Pinkie, or texts such 
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 Fletcher, R. The Nine English Worthies: Or Famous and Worthy Princes of England, being all of 

one name; Beginning with King Henrie the first and Concluding with Prince Henry, eldest Sonne of 

our Soueraine Lord the King (London, 1606) p. 3 
1038

 Johnson, B., and Drummond, W., Notes of Ben Jonson's Conversations with William Drummond 

of Hawthornden (London, 1842) p.1 
1039

 Shakespeare, W., Lucrese (London, 1607) 
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as those applied to the beams at Sailor’s Walk in Kirkcaldy, befitting its harbour side 

location: ‘They that go down to the sea in ships, that do businesse in great waters. 

These see the works of the Lord and his wonders in the deep’. Similarly, the religious 

scenes in Dean House, the Parables Room of Kinneil and those at Traquair House, 

with texts taken from the Geneva version of the Bible published in 1560,
1041

 did not 

transfer to Scottish plasterwork, other than the biblical text above the window 

opening in the hall at Craigievar  (Fig. 7.12).  

 
However, patrons in the early seventeenth century, such as Alexander Seton, would 

have fully understood emblematics, judging by their use at Pinkie, where the trompe-

l'oeil lantern copied a print, dating to 1568, from Artis Perspective by Han Vredeman 

de Vries.
1042

 This demonstrates that patrons had access to the printed material 

required, to have it carried out in plaster if they so wished. Indeed, it seems due to 

the fact that Seton was familiar with symbolism and emblematics that after his death, 

he was commemorated by Archibald Simson, in 1611-24, in one of the few books 

ever published in Scotland on the subject.
1043

 Furthermore, Seton was part of Queen 

Anne’s close circle who practised the ‘Art of Memory’, a technique for improving 

the capacity of one’s memory, something regarded at the time as being central to 

education and culture.
1044

 The schemes of decoration which Seton and his 

contemporaries commissioned would, in all probability, seem to exploit this art. 

Promoters and teachers of the ‘art of memory’, such as Alexander Dickson, were part 

of the royal household at the end of the sixteenth century - just at a time when 

decorative ceilings had become highly fashionable.
1045

 William Fowler, secretary to 
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Queen Anne, and therefore a colleague of both Alexander Seton and William Schaw, 

taught ‘your majestie the art of memorye’, in return for being instructed in poetry by 

James VI. 
1046

 Schaw is indeed credited with re-organising the masonry and wright 

craft-guilds and compiling the founding statutes which govern modern Freemasonry, 

part of which tested the ‘art of memorie and science thairof’.
1047

  

 

Similarly, there is a wide range of emblematic decoration in contemporary English 

plasterwork that did not transfer into Scottish work. Tara Hamling’s research has 

shown the extensive use of religious iconography in decorative plasterwork 

throughout the south-west of England.
1048

 However, much more widespread was the 

application of allegorical images throughout the country from the mid-sixteenth 

century, for example at Little Moreton Hall, a late medieval, moated manor house in 

Cheshire. Here in the Long Gallery, part of the three storey south wing extension 

built between 1570-80, decorative plasterwork survives that depicts the Wheel of 

Fortune.  The latter derived from the title page of Castle of Knowledge by Richard 

Recorde, published in 1561.
1049

 Substantial remains of symbolic sixteenth-century 

decorative plasterwork also survive in the ruins of Hardwick Old Hall, in Derbyshire, 

which dates from c1590. The earlier sixteenth-century house was remodelled for the 

Countess of Shrewsbury
1050 

. The decorative overmantels, by Abraham Smith, 

contain images derived from Martin de Vos’ Four Elements; Ignis, Aer, Aqua and 

Terra, while the frieze in the Great Chamber is also derived from his work, including 

the Four Seasons.
1051

  Another decorative overmantel at Langleys, in Essex, an early 

eighteenth-century house enlarged by Samuel Tyfnell, incorporates parts of an early 
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seventeenth-century house which contains two panels representing Peace and 

Plenty.
1052

 

 

Several English houses with decorative plasterwork from the early 1620s contain a 

great many allegorical devices derived from contemporary printed sources. Blickling 

Hall, built in 1619-27 by Sir Henry Hobart to the designs of surveyor Robert 

Lyminge,
1053

 has a decorative ceiling in the one hundred and twenty- seven foot 

Long Gallery, in-filled with symbolic images placed alongside heraldic panels.
1054

 

Edward Stanyan (who was paid a rate of £5 and 4 shillings per square yard) placed 

images of touch, sight, taste, smell and hearing (The Five Senses) alongside 

‘Doctrina’ (for learning). Stanyan filled the remaining twenty panels with images 

copied directly from Henry Peacham’s Minerva Britanna; or, A Garden of Heroical 

Deuises furnish’d and adorned with Emblems and Impresa’s of sundry natures, 

newly devised, moralized published in 1612.
1055

 Moralising images such as ‘The 

Hypocrite’, ‘Temperantia’, ‘Hercules’ an allegory for love is blind, and ‘Dolus’ for 

deceit, were not confined only to Blickling. They were also recorded in a illustration 

of a ceiling at Gravel Lane, Houndsitch, demolished in 1837.
1056

 This house 

contained sixteen panels  with symbolic figures of Time, The Senses, Faith, Hope 

and Charity. Finally, The Elements, derived from designs by Marc Gheeraets, occur 

in the 1623 decorative plaster schemes in the state rooms of Boston House.
1057

 At 

Apethorpe Hall, Edward Stanyan’s plasterwork, unlike Blickling, has no allegorical 

theme. The main topic is the heraldry of its owner, the King and other prominent 
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families.
1058

 Here, the stone-carved chimneypieces were used for allegorical display, 

such as The Sacrifice of Issac from the book of Genesis, and statues of Faith and 

Hope.
1059

 The hand-wrought work in the friezes, strapwork decoration and heraldic 

motifs at Apethorpe, confirms the skill Stanyan showed at Blickling. 

 
Despite the lack of this type of imagery in Scottish work, printed materials do appear 

to have been the source of much of the wide range of flowers, foliage and fruitages 

that were placed alongside classically-derived decoration such as vases, terminal 

figures and sprays. It was the ability of this type of decoration to be adaptable and its 

lack of any connection to an individual family that appears to have made it 

particularly appealing across a number of sites. There were fourteen decorative casts 

of strapwork and/or foliage such as decorative roundels, roses and sprays, in the 

Kellie Group. The vast majority of them are commonly used across several different 

schemes. The Pinkie Group also features a wide corpus of terminal figures, vases, 

angel-heads and naturalistic casts comprising fruit, floral and foliage, including two 

in which the heads of birds and dogs (P9 and P36) emerge from scrolling foliage. 

 

Much of this type of decoration used printed sources as a basis for their production. 

For example, a combination of strapwork, flowers and foliage, in the Craigievar Hall 

frieze (Figs. 7.13 and 7.14) was copied from a suite of engravings entitled Grotis for 

die goldsmth und andern khunstiger, published in 1589 by the Flemish-born engraver 

and designer, Theodor de Bry.
1060

 The floral, foliage and fruit arrangements at Pinkie 

and Winton (for example P25 and P49) are not dissimilar to the drawings found in 
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Gardener’s Labyrinth by Thomas Hill in 1590,
1061

 while others such as the bunches 

of fruit, (P51), are similar to contemporary illustrations found in Henry Peacham’s 

Minerva Britanna published in 1612. The plaster ribs which characterise these 

ceilings, creating geometric spaces into which much of the cast decoration is placed, 

also owe much to printed sources. Patterns, for example, at Pinkie, Winton and 

Moray House, are from Walter Gidde’s Booke of Sundry Draughtes, published in 

1615.
1062

 Equally, the enrichment placed in the wide, shallow ribs may have derived 

from the decorative frames that surround illustrations in similar publications to 

Minerva Britannia, such as A Choice of Emblemes and other Devises by Geffrey 

Whitney, published in 1586.
 1063

  In the Seton and Green Rooms at Pinkie, the 

narrower ornamental rib, without the run moulding on either side, is similar in profile 

to the rib in Dietterlin’s frontispiece of 1598.
1064

 

 

The iconography in Renold Elstrack’s frontispiece for The Workes of the Most High 

and Mighty Prince James, published in 1616, not only contained royal and unionist 

imagery, but also grotesque scrolls culminating in bird heads and an array of angels, 

classical columns, strapwork cartouches and decoration similar to the round pendants 

found throughout Scotland. Contemporary engravings by Dietterlin and Vredeman 

de Vries contained angel-heads, trailing garlands, vases, scrolls, grotesques, masks 

and fruitages that commonly appear throughout the plasterwork schemes at this 

time.
1065

 They must have provided the designer/patron/plasterer with reference points 

from which to create their ornament, such as the frieze in King Charles’ Room at 

Winton. The latter comprises vases of flowers set within a trompe-l’oeil arcade, with 
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Corinthian capitals and strapwork decoration on the pilasters and spandrels. Whereas 

books such as Gardener’s Labyrinth
1066

 by Thomas Hill, not only advised readers on 

how best to grow and cultivate gardens, they also gave them the tools to develop 

their decorative schemes. 

 
The seeming eagerness of a relatively small, but connected group of patrons who 

were able to use their position and/or wealth to employ craftsmen who worked at the 

royal palaces suggests that decorative plasterwork was much sought after. 

Plasterwork, like the exterior of their houses, and other decorative media, provided 

the land-owning classes with another opportunity with which to impress their peers. 

Its incorporation into the highest-status rooms of their main country seats was 

intended to convey a message of status and wealth to as wide an audience as 

possible.  

 

The message is conveyed by the most prominent decorative features within 

plasterwork schemes at this time. Heraldry emphasised the owner’s standing, lineage 

and dynastic connections by means of a plethora of coats-of-arms and family-related 

insignia. These features, when placed alongside regal imagery, allowed them to 

portray their family’s support of the crown and the 1603 union to anyone who visited 

the house. They also affirmed Scotland’s equal status in the union alongside 

England, Wales, Ireland and France, and their loyalty to a King who was keen to 

develop symbols of British identity, including attempts at a national flag.
1067

  

 

The concentration of heraldic devices in Scottish plasterwork meant that, unlike 

England, there was a much narrower range of symbolic decoration incorporated. 

Heraldry aside, it extended only to a small number of portrait medallions, which, 
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despite their use in other media for over half a century, would appear in the main to 

have come north for the work carried out at Edinburgh Castle in 1617.
1068

 Yet this 

should not imply that the message to the viewer was any less symbolic in Scottish 

work than in their English counterparts. If the intention of placing imagery within 

decorative schemes was intended to offer instruction to the viewer, then the message 

in Scotland was simply different to that in England.  

 

This may mean one of two things. Firstly, the technical skill in Scotland was not 

available to expand the range of topics.  However, this seems unlikely since new 

heraldic moulds had to be cut for Edinburgh Castle.  William Wallace who was 

carving these plastering moulds in 1617, continued to work alongside the Castle 

plasterers until his death in 1631.  Wallace would therefore seem a strong candidate 

for producing moulds for places like Winton where he also worked. Or secondly, 

there was less desire to have this type of decoration applied in plasterwork. This 

explanation seems more likely, given its extensive use in painted decoration. The 

over-riding concern for patrons in Scotland was with heraldry and showing support 

to the King.  By manifesting these beliefs in plaster, this may have sent out a solid, 

more permanent message. Even though Claire Gapper’s work has shown that in 

England there was a reduction in the use of royalist heraldry from around 1620,
1069

 

its continued use in Scotland should not be construed as being backward. Rather it 

demonstrates that the primary role of decorative plasterwork in early seventeenth-

century Scotland became part of the land-owning classes pre-occupation with self-

promotion, kinship and rank, especially when this was frequently heavily-reliant 

upon maintaining royal favour. This was a case of self-preservation.  They needed to 

affirm their own lineage and rank, while at the same time emphasising their support 
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of the King, whose favour, after all, they had to maintain if they were to retain the 

status and wealth they enjoyed. 

 

The recent re-discovery of a letter from George Gerrard to his son-in-law Dudley 

Carleton, although possibly written in jest, hints at what motivated patrons. Their 

correspondence of 9 May 1617 relates to furnishings that were to be sent to Scotland 

ahead of the Royal visit in 1617:  

‘Quantities of plate, hangings etc., to be sent to Scotland, and it was reported 

that the German tapestry-makers were intreated to make hangings that 

should look old in order that Scotland should be thought to have had such 

things long ago.’.
1070

 

 

The inference is that the decorative schemes were to be made to look old-fashioned, 

perhaps to give the impression to English visitors that when the King moved to 

London fourteen years earlier, he left behind in Scotland palaces already decorated in 

the most up-to date fashion of the period. Perhaps this explains why, when it came to 

decorating the Birth Room at Edinburgh Castle in 1617, it was executed with a paint 

scheme that would have been more fashionable at the time of the King’s birth. 

Artificial ageing of an interior to make it look established or time-honoured has 

much in common with the practice carried out by some families of creating an 

ancient history for themselves, or appling faux militaria externally to their homes so 

as to emphasise their lineage and status.
1071

 It seems that plasterwork may have been 

part of this pretence. 
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Role of decorative plasterwork in the late seventeenth century 

As in early seventeenth-century Scotland,
1072

 architectural patronage in the later part 

of the century was also advanced by the landed-classes and leading government 

officials representing an absent court. They, along with their colleagues and family 

members, were again able to procure the services of the country’s leading architects 

and craftsmen. A good illustration of this was after the downfall of Lauderdale and 

Bruce, when Thomas Albourn continued to work for their replacements at Melville 

House and Hamilton House under the direction of architect and King’s Surveyor 

James Smith. As had been the case earlier in the century, elevation to new positions 

of power brought with it access to wealth and the desire to ensure that the grandeur 

of one’s house and estate matched one’s status. This included having the most up-to-

date decorative plasterwork carried out. Once again the greatest level of decoration 

was applied to the most important rooms of the state apartment in order that it was 

seen by as wide an audience as possible, as was the case at Holyroodhouse, 

Balcaskie and Thirlestane. 

 

While the high status of the patrons, their houses and the rooms plastered remained 

much the same throughout the century, the period after the restoration saw a 

significant change in the decorative themes adopted in them. Immediately after the 

restoration, royal-related iconographic decoration continued to be as popular as 

before. For example, in the Edinburgh properties such as Merchiston and Dalry, 

where royal arms and motifs continued to be used alongside thistles, roses and fleur-

de-lis. Similarly, later schemes of the Central Group contained some or all of the 

national emblems applied in the King’s Room at The Binns earlier in the century.
1073

  

  

                                                 
1072

 See Chapters 4 and 5 
1073

 For example Menzies, Linlithgow and Harden. 
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Property Date Room 
Décor 
Rib 

Frieze 
Over 
mantel 

Pendant 
Larger 
Pendant 

Motifs 
of 
Owner 

Royal 
Crests 

Thistle, 
Rose, Harp, 
Lion 

Angel 
Head 

Menzies 1660s 
First Floor 
Withdrawing 
Room 

Y       Y     Y   

   
Second Floor 
Main Room 

          Y   Y Y 

   Third Room Y             Y   

French Amb 
House 

1660s 
First Floor 
Room 

Y Y           Y Y 

West Green, 
Culross 

 
Second Floor 
Room 

      Y         Y 

Law’s Close c1670 
First Floor 
Apartment 

Y     Y       Y Y 

Sailor's Walk,  c1670s East Wing Y   Y       Y     

   West Wing               Y   

225-9 High St. 
Kirkcaldy 

c1670s   Y             Y   

Balcaskie c1670 Closet   Y               

  c1670 Globe Room Y       Y         

  c1670 Blue Room Y         Y     Y 

Wemyss  1671 King's Room Y     Y       Y   

   
First Floor 
Room 

      Y       Y Y 

Holyroodhous
e 

1671/2 
Queen's 
Lobby 

Y Y   Y   Y Y     

   
Queen's Ante 
Chamber 

Y Y               

Panmure 
House 

1672 
Scheme 1 
OR as per 
RCAHMS?? 

Y Y   Y           

Harden 1672 
Drawing  
Room 

Y Y           Y Y 

Balcaskie 1674 Ante Room Y     Y Y     Y   

Kellie 1676 Earl's Room           Y   Y Y 

   
Professor's 
Room 

                  

   Dining Room           Y       

   
Drawing 
Room 

          Y       

Bonhard ? 
First Floor 
Room A 

              Y   

   
First Floor 
Room B 

              Y   

Table 13:  Late Central Group: Key Features Table 

However, during the transitional phase that appears to have taken places in the 1660s 

and early 1670s, when Scottish-based plasterers were beginning to produce less 

compartmentalised ceilings, there was a marked reduction in the number of family-

related features compared to earlier in the century. Only in larger, main seats, such as 

Menzies, Balcaskie, Kellie and Holyroodhouse, where Albourn/Baine type work  

was carried out, was heraldry incorporated. This reduction was most striking in the 

plasterwork carried out by Houlbert and Dunsterfield at Holyroodhouse, Thirlestane 

and Balcaskie. Only in the most intimate rooms at Holyroodhouse - the King’s 

Bedchamber and Closet - were his arms and ciphers applied. At Thirlstane coronets 
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and family motifs were subtlety incorporated, rather than emblazoned within the 

large heraldic displays of earlier in the century. With the exception of the royal 

palace, the application of national emblems ceased completely.  Now, incorporating 

heraldry was reserved for higher-ranked patrons. Charles Wemyss has shown that 

there were stylistic differences between the house designs of the established nobility 

and those more recently elevated. However, heraldry aside, the style of plasterwork 

carried out in late seventeenth-century Scotland was executed in the houses of both 

old and new families - for example in the Great Stairs at both Thirlestane and 

Kinross – the established Maitland and ‘new-money’ Bruce respectively. The 

declining use of heraldry coincided with the enormous expansion in painted 

portraiture. Jacob de Wett’s portraits of the Lyon family and the Earl of Atholl, 

resplendent in Roman dress, underlined their desire to articulate their lineage in a 

new manner.  
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LATE 17th 
CENTURY 

Room 
Original Room 

Function 
Large Central 
Compartment 

Extensive 
Freehand work 

Frieze Family Motifs Royal Motifs 
Rose, Thistle, Harp, 

Lion. 
Holyroodhouse Great Stair  Y Y Y  Y  

 Evening Drawing Room Presence Chamber Y Y Y    
 Morning Drawing Room Privy Chamber Y Y Y Y   
 Ante Room  Y Y Y    
 Bedchamber  Y Y Y  Y Y 
 Lobby/Stool Room  Y Y     
 Closet  Y Y Y Y Y  

Balcaskie Ante Room Hall Y Y     
 Drawing Room Chamber of Dais Y Y     
 Dining Room Bedchamber Y Y     

Thirlestane Great Stair  Y Y Y Y   
 Ante Room  Y Y Y Y   
 Drawing Room  Y Y  Y   
 Music Room Withdrawing Room Y Y     
 Bedchamber  Y Y Y    
 Dukes Room Closet Y Y  Y ?  

 Prince Charlie's Room Closet Y Y    Y 

Hatton   Y Y Y    
Kellie Castle Vine Room Bedchamber Y Y     
Bannockburn Old Drawing Room  Y Y Y    

 Library  Y Y Y    
Kinross House Great Stair  Y Y Y    

Arbuthnott E. Drawing Room  Y Y     
 W. Drawing Room  Y Y     
 Bedroom 1  Y      
 Bedroom 2  Y      

Fyvie Morning Room  Y Y Y   Y 
Brodie Dining Room  Y Y   Y  

Prestonfield Cupid Room  Y Y Y Y  Y 
 Tapestry Room  Y Y     

Caroline Park Drawing Room  Y Y Y Y   
 Bedchamber  Y Y Y Y   

 Table 14:  Late Seventeenth century: Key Features Table
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In the stairwell and High Dining Chamber of late seventeenth-century Pinkie, thirty-

eight portraits were hung, mainly of the royal family and blood relations.
1074

 

Expressions of lineage and loyalty were moving from the horizontal spaces of the 

ceiling to the vertical wall surfaces. Although the use of decorative plasterwork to 

portray an allegory or message in early seventeenth-century Scotland had been 

narrow, by the end of the century its role, even in this capacity, had further 

diminished. Plaster decoration was applied to frame the symbolic work painted into 

the large central compartments - such as Heude’s Aurora at Caroline Park, or de 

Wett’s work at Balcaskie, Holyroodhouse and Kellie. This concurs with a recent 

assessment of religious iconographic decoration, predominantly in England, where it 

too suffered a decline in the late seventeenth century. There was ‘a gradual move 

from traditional, symbolic understanding of pictorial iconography to a more rational 

conception and interpretation of art’.
1075

 

 

As schemes became less symbolic, the decorative effect relied instead on intricate 

hand-modelled floral, foliage and fruitages in deeply-undercut scrolls, ribs and 

garlands. The bespoke nature of this later work meant that, unlike the earlier style 

which relied much more on cast work, there was much less repetition of decorative 

detail. While it is possible to observe the continual re-use of the same fleur-de-lis 

across many sites in earlier work, in the last quarter of the seventeenth century the 

plasterers producing the new bespoke-style were able to introduce originality with 

every new scheme commissioned.  

 

                                                 
1074

 Wemyss, C., ‘A Study of Aspiration and Ambition: the Scottish Treasury Commission and its 

Impact upon the development of Scottish Country House Architecture 1667-1682’,’Ph.D. diss., 

University of Dundee, (Dundee, 2009) Part One, pp. 91-4 
1075

 Hamling, T., Decorating the “Godly” Household: Religious Art in Post-Reformation Britain 

(New Haven and London, 2010) p. 285 
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At the same time, nationalistic thistles, roses and fleur-de-lis disappeared, and family 

motifs and crests were restricted to the highest ranked patrons, but much less 

frequently. Portraying family lineage and dynastic support - unlike the decorative 

heraldry of the early century - appears to have moved from plastered ceilings to 

framed painted portraiture, hung on wall surfaces. Thus, as the century progressed, 

there was a change in the role that decorative plasterwork played for it patrons as it 

changed from being highly symbolic to a much more purely decorative role. 

Paradoxically, despite its reduced symbolic role, the skill required to undertake the 

new style of plasterwork increased, with a greater emphasis on hand-modelled work 

and less on the type of cast work that dominated earlier work. 
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Chapter 8 

 

Conclusion 

This thesis set out to challenge the traditional perception that Scottish Renaissance 

plasterwork only emerged in the country after James VI’s departure to England in 

1603 and/or for his return to Scotland in 1617, that it was fundamentally a London 

import, and that it lost its way thereafter. It set out to do so by re-assessing its 

progress during the seventeenth century. Its main aims were:  

 

1. To establish the existence of earlier decoratiuve plasterwork and to assess it extent.  

 

2. To assess how patronage of decorative plasterwork operated after the Court had 

gone south to London.  

 

3. To assess the role that decorative plasterwork played in the aristocratic and 

domestic culture of seventeenth-century Scotland, and to consider how it reflected 

the values and practices of those who commissioned it. 

 

Research revealed that the extent to which decorative plasterwork had been under-

valued in this nation synonymous with stone, principally due to the releince on out-

of-date historiography. When studied alongside English work, Scottish work tended 

to be dismissed as being of lower quality, and - by the time its popularity peaked in 

Scotland - anachronistic. However, first hand descriptions of sixteenth-century 

plasterwork, and surviving accounts of the importation of foreign materials and 

labour, combined with a much better understanding of the culture of the nobility, 

indicate a century-long evolution in which decorative interiors played a very 

important role in the noble desire to raise their houses to the height of fashion and to 

use them as an extension of their rank. Initially, the predominance was decoration via 

the use of timber, paint and stone, but the evidence shows that some plaster 
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decoration existed in Scotland, in parallel with the predominant painted decoration, 

for decades before its supposed introduction by London craftsmen in 1617.  

 

Such was the high level of education and foreign travel amongst the landowning 

classes, that the paucity of surviving plaster decoration from the sixteenth century is 

more likely to demonstrate the lack of available crafts skills rather than a lack of 

cultural awareness on the part of potential patrons or perhaps the accident of 

survival. Indeed, the same type of decoration and imagery as employed in English 

work appeared in Scotland. In some cases, the subjects applied within early 

seventeenth-century English plasterwork - such as portrait busts of some of the Nine 

Worthies - had featured in Scottish decorative ceilings over half a century earlier. In 

fact, this tradition of painted compartmented ceiling decoration appears to have 

greatly influenced the decorative plasterwork schemes that were to follow in the 

early seventeenth century. What had previously occurred was due to the fact that 

improvisation in carved timber and tempera painted ceilings achieved a comparable 

heraldic effect using the more established materials and available labour.  

 

What is clear is that once King James VI and much of his court moved south to 

London after 1603, patronage and advancing architectural ideas fell to those left 

behind to run the country. This thesis identifies Alexander Seton, first Earl of 

Dunfermline at Scotland’s cultural leader. Seton, following studies and travels 

abroad, used his experience to give others architectural advice and to improve a 

number of his own houses. Ultimately, the work he orchestrated at his houses in the 

decades either side of the Union of the Crowns, and later in the royal palaces for the 

King’s return in 1617, stimulated a burst of patronage amongst his family and 

colleagues. They used their positions to obtain the same craftsmen and designers who 

had worked at the royal palaces for their own houses. Prior to the royal visit of 1617, 
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Scottish based plasterers were producing the type of plasterwork carried out at 

Seton’s villa, Pinkie near Musselburgh, and despite the arrival of English plasterers 

at Edinburgh Castle in 1617,
1076

 it was the Pinkie type of work and the decorative 

casts and features applied there that remained more popular afterwards. Given that 

the majority of commonly-applied post-1617 decorative plasterwork features appear 

at Pinkie, it seems likely that the English plasterers were hired to fill a labour 

shortage and ensure the work was finished on time rather than import a completely 

new fashion. The plasterwork carried out at Edinburgh Castle and Kellie Castle, was 

adopted in at least five other properties. Alexander Seton’s family, colleagues and 

neighbours clearly had ready access to both the Pinkie and Kellie fashions and 

craftsmen. 

 

Both Pinkie and Kellie Group plaster schemes relied heavily upon highly 

compartmentalised ceiling designs by comparison to England, where architects were 

beginning to prefer less compartmentalised ceilings and a greater use of strapwork 

decoration. However, so much did the early type of plasterwork continue to be 

popular that a third group of contemporary plasterwork from this period has been 

identified, suggesting that at least three separate groups of plasterers were working 

throughout the country. However, the application of highly compartmentalised 

ceilings with the re-use of cast decoration continued into the 1630s with little 

evolution and was probably the direct consequence of the death of Alexander Seton, 

as cultural leader in 1622, and of King James in 1625, which resulted in lessening of 

Scottish influence at Court. Seton’s death inaugurated a period of only modest 

evolution that lasted for almost half a century, and extended into the decade 

following the Restoration of Charles II in 1660. Although there was some transition 

                                                 
1076

  A close comparison with contemporary English work suggests that they appear only to have been 

responsible for introducing a greater range of portrait busts and medallions ( like those commonly 

applied in the south of England). 
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in ceiling design,
1077

 plasterers continued fundamentally to embellish them with the 

older styled casts from earlier in the century.  

 

The full-blown change in decorative plasterwork in Scotland only occurred once 

John Maitland, Duke of Lauderdale and Seton’s grandson, took charge of Scottish 

affairs. Intent on refashioning the Palace of Holyroodhouse as a residence fit for a 

Regent, he imported north to Scotland some of the craftsmen who had worked for 

him at his London houses. Plasterers John Houlbert and George Dunsterfield came to 

Scotland in 1673, and over the next four years completed over half a dozen 

plasterwork schemes at Holyroodhouse and at least another dozen in houses 

belonging to Lauderdale, his family and colleagues. This time, the London craftsmen 

brought considerable change – notably a much richer, high relief and elaborated type 

of plasterwork. As had been the case under his grandfather Alexander Seton, work by 

these craftsmen was most likely to be found in the houses of Lauderdale family 

members, their kin, and of government officials. Native based plasterers adjusted 

their skills to that of Houlbert and Dunsterfield, and after their departure, began to 

execute similarly designed plaster ceilings, as at Fyvie and Brodie, albeit sometimes 

at a lower level of craftsmanship.  

 

Fundamentally, therefore, in the absence of a King and Court in Edinburgh, the 

evolution of plaster decoration relied primarily upon there being a cultural leader 

with the power and resources to be influencial. This occurred twice in the 

seventeenth century: firstly with Chancellor Alexander Seton, first Earl of 

Dunfermline and again later, with his grandson John Maitland, Duke of Lauderdale. 

Both exercised great patronage and fostered new ideas, in both cases linked to 

improvements they had orchestrated both at the royal palaces and on their own 

                                                 
1077

 Scottish based plasterers introduced less compartmentalised ceilings focussed upon a large central 

oval/circular compartment. 
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houses. Between these peaks, however, decorative plasterwork in Scotland marked 

time.  

 

The new plasterwork introduced by Houlbert and Dunsterfield signified more than a 

purely decorative change. Although the three main groups of plasterwork of the early 

seventeenth century shared very few actual decorative elements, they had many 

thematic similarities - regardless of plasterer, patron or geography. These mainly 

comprised the symbolic use of heraldry - especially that depicting family and/or 

royal related coats-of-arms and motifs - which appears to correspond with the 

Scottish land-owning classes’ pre-occupation with lineage and rank. However, in the 

later seventeenth century, heraldry became rare and decorative plasterwork took on a 

much more decorative role. Rather than being the central symbolic focus itself (as in 

the early century), plasterwork was reduced to providing the decorative frame for the 

paintings applied within the large central compartments it created. This, in essence, 

reveals the crucial role of plasterwork earlier in the century. While the noble 

preoccupation with status and lineage remained the same, rather than emblazoning 

ceilings with plaster coats-of-arms, crests and motifs, the portrayal of family loyalties 

and lineage moved from the horizontal surfaces of decorative ceilings to painted and 

framed portraiture hung on vertical wall spaces of the great staircases and the High 

Dining Rooms. 

 

Finally, what of the plasterers? The seventeenth century appears to have been a time 

when the craft of decorative plasterwork became fully established and valued. This is 

evident in the higher rates of pay plasterers received in the early seventeenth century 

and the creation of the post of King’s Plasterer in the late century. There were not, 

however, many of them: three largely anonymous groups (save John Johnstoun and 

John Quhytte) in the early seventeenth century, more visible later with the Albourns 
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and James Baine, and highly visible with the London masters of Houlbert and 

Dunsterfield. However, whatever the distinctive nature of Scottish plasterwork had 

been at the beginning of the century, had by the end of it, converged much more with 

English. 
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Illustrations   
 

Introduction 

 

 
Fig. 0.1 Crathes, Courtyard view, north east, 1845-52 (Billings, R. W., The Baronial and 

Ecclesiastical Architecture of Scotland, vol. i, plate 47) 

 

 

 
Fig. 0.2 Craigends House, Renfrewshire, by architect David Bryce, completed in 1857, 

photographed prior to its demolition in April 1972. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

 

 



277 

 
Fig. 0.3 Abbotsford House, Scottish Borders, 1816-23, Edward Blore and William Atkinson for 

Sir Walter Scott, View of house from west. (RCAHMS) 
 

  

 
Fig. 0.4 Fyvie, Aberdeenshire. 
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Fig. 0.5 Wallace Monument, Stirling  Fig. 0.6 Scotstarvit Tower, Fife (RCAHMS) 

 

 
Fig. 0.7 Earlshall, Fife. Stripped of its external plasterwork by Robert Lorimer in the 1890s. 
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Fig. 0.8 Crichton Castle, Midlothian. 

 

 

  
Fig. 0.9 Kellie Castle, Fife       Fig. 0.10 Earl’s Palace, Kirkwall 

Harling remnants on west elevation.      Inner Chamber, plaster fragments. 
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Figs. 0.11 and 0.12 Edinburgh Castle. The interiors of the palace block have been restored. 

Externally though the lack of surface finishes mean it is now viewed out of its context. 

 

 

 
Fig. 0.13 Stirling Castle, Great Hall with its restored external finishes covering up the rubble 

masonry beneath. 
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Figs. 0.14 and 0.15 Culross Palace, Fife, before and after restoration of its external finishes, 

allowing its decorative masonry to become prominent again. 

 

Chapter 1 

 
Fig. 1.1 Craigievar, Aberdeenshire. Great Hall, showing all main features of early century 

decorative plasterwork scheme. 
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Fig. 1.2 Lath background for plastering. The timber brackets reduce the amount of plaster 

required to form the cornice. (Historic Scotland) 

 

 

 
Fig. 1.3 Neidpath Castle. The collapsed seventeenth-century ceiling. (RCAHMS) 
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Fig. 1.4 Mary Somerville’s House, Kirkcaldy. (Historic Scotland) 

 

 

 
Fig 1.5 Cross Section of a salvaged plaster cast from Sailor’s Walk, Kirkcaldy. 
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Fig. 1.6 Plasterers’ tools as illustrated in Joseph Moxon’s Mechanick Exercises, 1703.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 1.7  Falkland Palace, Fife. The now ruinous East Range, remodelled by James V in the late 

1530s. 
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Fig. 1.8 Mar’s Wark, Stirling.  

 

 

 
Fig. 1.9 Lennoxlove, East Lothian. Robert Lorimer stripped its plaster finish as part of works 

carried out there in the early twentieth century. (Scran) 
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Fig. 1.10 Sailor’s Walk in Kirkcaldy, Fife. A merchant’s house where fragments of plaster frieze 

have been placed above the fireplace. 
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Chapter 2   

  

  
Fig. 2.1 Extract from Pont: Lower Angus and Perthshire East of the Tay c.1590, showing both 

Glamis and Hatton (Haltoun of Essy) to the west. 

 

 

 
Fig. 2.2 Craigievar, Aberdeenshire. (SCRAN) 
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Fig. 2.3 Kellie Castle, Fife. Ground and first floor plans, showing sequence of state apartment 

from entry, up the main stairs through the Hall, Chamber of Dais, to the Bedchamber. (The 

National Trust for Scotland) 
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North 

Hall 

Chamber of 

Dais Bed 

chamber 
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Chapter 3   

 

 
Fig. 3.1 Interior of the State Room, Bromley-by-Bow, London c.1606. Now preserved in the 

Victoria and Albert Museum, London. 

 

 

 
Fig 3.2 Paul Pindar’s House, Bishopgate, London c.1600.  

 

 

 

 



290 

 
Fig. 3.3 Nonsuch Palace, Surrey from John Speed’s map of 1610.  

 

 

 
Fig. 3.4 Canonbury House, London c.1599. 
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Figs 3.5 and 3.6 Illustrations from Henry Peacham’s Minerva Britanna, published in 1612 were 

copied for the plaster decoration in the Long Gallery at Blickling Hall, Norfolk. 
 

 

 
Fig. 3.7 The Great Hall at Edinburgh Castle (Historic Scotland)  

 

 

 
Fig. 3.8 Crathes, Aberdeenshire. Gallery. 
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Figs. 3.9 and 3.10 'Interior of the King's Room before the alterations in 1777' Not dated. One of 

the original heads. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 3.11 Hotel Guimoneau, Riom, Puy-de-Dome, Auvergne (Regional Council of Auvergne). 

Travelling Scots would have been exposed to buildings such as these in France. 
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Fig. 3.12 Ferniehust, Scottish Borders. (MacGibbon and Ross) 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 3.13 East Range, Falkland Palace, Fife. 
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Fig. 3.14 Queen Mary’s Ante-Room, Palace of Holyroodhouse. 1845-52 (Billings, R. W., The 

Baronial and Ecclesiastical Architecture of Scotland, vol. iii ) 

 
 

 

 
Fig. 3.15 Bishop’s Palace, Kirkwall, 1881. (Scran) 
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Fig. 3.18 Earlshall, Fife. The Gallery. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    
Fig. 3.16 Gladstone’s Land, Painted          Fig. 3.17 Le Château de Beauregard, Gallery, 

c1545 Chamber c1613. (NTS)          (The French Chateau: Life, Style, Tradition) 
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Fig. 3.19 Gladstone’s Land, Edinburgh. 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 3.20 Fragments of a coffered stone ceiling erected in 1581, Crichton Castle, Midlothian.  
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Fig. 3.21 Seton Palace, East Lothian by John Clerk of Eldin. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

 

Chapter 4 
 

 

 
Fig. 4.1 The Chapel Royal at Stirling Castle, designed by William Schaw for the baptism of 

Prince Henry in 1594. 
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Fig. 4.2 Abbey House, Culross, Fife, prior to 20

th
 century alterations.. (SCRAN) 

 

 

 
Fig 4.3 Baberton House, Edinburgh, James Murray’s own U-plan villa (Charles McKean) 
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Fig. 4.4 Pitreavie House, Fife. (RCAHMS) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.5 Alexander Seton (1556–1622), by Marcus Gheeraerts the younger, 1610 (The National 

Gallery of Scotland) 
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Fig. 4.6 George, 5th Lord Seton and his Family, 1572, by Frans Pourbus the Elder (The National 

Gallery of Scotland) 

 

 

 

 

  
Fig. 4.7 The Queen’s House at Dunfermline        Fig. 4.8 Bishop’s House, Seton’s town house 

Palace remodelled by William Schaw.            next to Elgin Cathedral (RCAHMS) 

Alexander Seton’s Lodgings were in the house  

attached to the right, with the projecting  

octagonal stair. (Charles McKean) 
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Fig. 4.9 The south elevation of Fyvie, Aberdeenshire, remodelled by Seton and Schaw from 

1596. 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 4.10 St Bridget's Church, Dalgety Bay, Fife. Alexander Seton had his own private rooms in 

the church as well as an adjacent house. (SCRAN) 
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Fig. 4.11 Pinkie, Musselburgh c1605-10, courtyard elevation. 

 

 

 
Fig. 4.12 Pinkie, garden elevation – before being stripped of its harling. It is likely that 

decorative chimney caps and protruding dormer heads were removed. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

 
Fig. 4.13 Pinkie, principal floor plan. Decorative plasterwork was carried out in the room to the 

bottom right hand corner of the Painted Gallery, theKing’s Room and in the two rooms to the 

right. The inserted corridor is likely to have shorn the plasterwork in these rooms.  (MacGibbon 

and Ross) 
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Fig. 4.14 Pinkie, Painted Gallery. 

 

 
Fig. 4.15 Pinkie, King’s Room.  

. 

 

 
Fig. 4.16 Pinkie, Seton Room.  
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Figs. 4.17 and 4.18 Hatfield House, Winter Dining Room and Long Gallery. (Hatfield House) 

  

 

 
Fig. 4.19 The Drum, Edinburgh. The west wing incorporates parts of the late sixteenth-century 

house advised upon by Alexander Seton.  

 

 
Fig. 4.20 Kellie Castle, Fife, south elevation. 
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Fig. 4.21 Kellie Castle: Oliphant family crest c.1606 on dormer of Southwest Tower. 

 

 

 
Fig. 4.22 Kellie, Library ceiling dated 1617. 

 

 
Fig. 4.23 Kellie, west elevation. The central gable surmounted with the lozenge shaped ashlar 

chimneys may be contemporary with the 1617 Library ceiling. 
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Fig. 4.24 Decorative plasterwork in Sir George Elphinstone’s house in Glasgow. (Simpson, W., 

Glasgow in the Forties, (Glasgow, 1899) 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 4.25 King James VI’s Birth Room at Edinburgh Castle, decorated in 1617. 
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Fig. 4.26 Restored interiors of the Presence Chamber in the Royal Apartments at Edinburgh 

Castle. 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 4.27 Linlithgow Palace, fragments of decorative plaster discovered during excavations. The 

central piece is the torso of a lion that matches exactly the lion on the Winton Drawing Room 

overmantel (ref: PO2) 
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Chapter 5  

 

 

 

Fig. 5.1 Winton House, first floor plan (MacGibbon and Ross)  

 

 

Fig. 5.2 Winton House, East Lothian, Drawing Room 

Drawing Room 
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Room 

Cabinet 

Room 



309 

 

 

Fig. 5.3 Whittingehame Tower, East Lothian, First Floor Hall (RCAHMS) 

 

 
Fig. 5.4 Thirlestane, Borders, Second Floor Principal Chamber 

 

  
Figs. 5.5 and 5.6 Newbattle, Midlothian, Library Ceilings East and West 
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Fig. 5.7 Glamis, Angus, Great Hall 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 5.8 Drum Castle, Aberdeenshire. The nineteenth century interiors may be concealing 

remnants of earlier schemes damaged by fire. 
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Fig. 5.9 Craigievar Castle, Lady Sempill's Room 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5.10 Huntly Castle, preserved fragments of decorative plasterwork frieze. 
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Fig. 5.11 Moray House, Edinburgh, Cromwell Room.  

 

 

 

   
Figs. 5.12 and 5.13 Pendants in the King’s Room, Pinkie, and the King Charles Room,Winton.  
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Figs. 5.14 and 5.15 The two most commonly used casts across the Pinkie Group, refs P17 and 

P18. 

 

 
Fig. 5.16 Winton House, Cabinet Room. 
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Figs. 5.16, 5.17 and 5.18. The two most commonly used casts across the Kellie Group, Tarquin 

and Lucretia refs. K1 and K2. Both are applied at Glamis Castle in King Malcolm’s Room. 

 

 

 

 

  

Figs. 5.19 and 5.20 Kellie Crowned Lady and Pinkie Crowned Lady 
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Fig. 5.21 Muchalls, Great Hall (Claire Gapper) 

 

 

  
Figs. 5.22 and 5.23 Pendants in the Great Halls at Glamis and Muchalls. 



316 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 5.24 Rectangular Device (K15) commonly used at Glamis, Muchalls and Craigievar. 

 

 

 

  

Figs. 5.25 and 5.26 Canons Ashby, Northants. Decorative plasterwork, mid 1630s. The 

plasterwork of the Banqueting Hall at Whitehall is much less compartmentalised, its main focus 

the large central oval. (SCRAN) 
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Fig. 5.27 Auchterhouse, Angus, Drawing Room. 

 

 
Fig. 5.28 Dower House, Stobhall. Perthshire, stair ceiling. (RCAHMS) 
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Fig. 5.29 The House of The Binns, first floor. (NTS) 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 5.30 The House of The Binns, West Lothian. High Hall. 
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Fig. 5.31 The House of The Binns, West Lothian. The King’s Room.  

 

 

 

 
Fig. 5.32 Elcho Castle, Perth and Kinross. First Floor Hall, decorative frieze. 
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Chapter 6 
 

 
 

 
Fig. 6.1 Roman Eagle Hall, Lawnmarket, Edinburgh. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

 

  
Figs. 6.2 and 6.3 Merchiston and Niddrie Marischal House, Edinburgh. (RCAHMS) 
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Fig. 6.4 Stenhouse Mansion, Edinburgh, second floor chamber. 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 6.5 Panmure House, Angus. (RCAHMS) 
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Fig. 6.6 Wemyss Castle, Fife. King’s Room.  

 

 

 
Fig. 6.7 Harden House, Scottish Borders. Dining Room. (RCAHMS)  
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Fig. 6.9 The Binns, King’s Room, c1630. 

 

 

 
Fig. 6.10 Menzies Castle, Chamber, 1660s. 
 

 

 
Fig. 6.11 Linlithgow High Street, 1660s. (RCHAMS) 
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Fig. 6.12 Angel-head. (C34)  

 

 

 

 
Fig. 6.13 Angel-head. (C38) 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 6.14 Law’s Close, Kirkcaldy. (RCAHMS) 
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Fig. 6.15 The same decorative cast is used at Linlithgow, Law’s Close, Harden and Kellie. 

 

 

  
Figs. 6.16 and 6.17 Balcaskie House, Fife. The second floor Globe Room and Blue Room. 

 

 
Fig. 6.18 Balcaskie House, Fife. First floor, Ante-Room. 
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Fig. 6.19 Balcaskie House, Fife. First floor Drawing Room. 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 6.20 The Palace of Holyroodhouse, Edinburgh. First Floor Plan. James Baine’s work was 

executed in the Queen’s Apartments. Houlbert and Dunsterfield worked in the King’s 

Apartments. (RCAHMS) 
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Figs. 6.21 and 6.22 Pannmure House and Holyroodhouse, Queens Ante-Room, James Baine 

worked at both. (RCAHMS) 

 

 

 

Fig. 6.23 Large centralised compartments, such as the oval on the ceiling of the King’s 

Bedchamber at Holyroodhouse, Houlbert and Dunsterfiled, 1673 were replacing highly 

compartmentalised ceilings. (RCAHMS) 
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Figs. 6.24 and 6.25 Queen’s Antechamber, James Baine 1672, and the King’s Morning Room, 

John Houlbert 1675/6. 

 

 

 
 

 
Fig. 6.26 Hatton House, West Lothian. Late seventeenth-century plasterwork. (RCAHMS) 
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Fig. 6.27 Bannockburn House, Stirling. The Old Drawing Room. (RCAHMS) 

 

 
Fig. 6.28 Kellie Castle, Fife. The Vine Room.  
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Fig. 6.29 Caroline Park, Edinburgh. The State Drawing Room. (SCRAN) 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 6.30 Kinross House, Perth and Kinross. Late seventeenth-century plasterwork over  the 

Great Stair. (RCAHMS) 

 

 



331 

 

 

 
Fig. 6.371Cammo House, Edinburgh following a major fire in 1977 (Scran) 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 6.32 Prestonfield House, Edinburgh. Cupid Room ceiling, c1687. (SCRAN) 
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Fig. 6.33 Arbuthnott House, Aberdeenshire. West Drawing Room 

 

 

 
Fig. 6.34 Fyvie Castle, Aberdeenshire, Morning Room 

 

 

 
Fig. 6.35 Brodie Castle, Moray, Dining Room. 
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Chapter 7  

 

 
Fig. 7.1 Winton, Drawing Room (formerly Hall). The highest levels of plaster decoration appear 

to have been reserved for the most public rooms. 

 

  
Figs. 7.2 and 7.3 Bespoke decoration as employed in the Drawing Room at Winton. 
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Figs. 7.4 and 7.5 Kellie Castle, Library - TVF for Thomas Viscount Fenton at Kellie Castle and 

the Maitland arms in at Thirlestane. 

 
Fig. 7.6 Craigievar, Aberdeenshire. Great Hall overmantel decorated with the Royal coat-of-

arms. 

 

  
Figs. 7.7 and 7.8 Lions (P12) and Unicorns (P1). 
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Fig. 7.9 Baberton House, Edinburgh, with widespread use of thistles, Fleur-de-lis and roses. 

(RCAHMS) 

 

 

 
Fig. 7.10 Brodie Castle, Blue Room. Contemporary work outside the three main groups 

contained siilar iconography. 

 

 

 
Fig. 7.11 Culross Palace, Allegorical Room. (NTS) 
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Fig. 7.12 Craigievar, Great Hall. ‘I hope after the darkness the light of Christ is my light’. 

 
 

  
Figs. 7.13 and 7.14 Craigievar, Hall Frieze (NTS) and design from Grotis for die goldsmth und 

andern khunstiger by Theodor de Bry, 1598.  

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 7.15 The same ceiling layout (Type P 4, Copied from A booke of sundry draughtes) appears 

at Pinkie, Housemaster’s Study, Winton, Cabinet Room (variant with circles and squares) and 

Moray House, Cromwell Room. 
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Fig. 7.16 Caroline Park, Saloon (RCAHMS)  

 
 

 


