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Summary 

Until very recently the study of Scottish domestic architecture in the late seventeenth century has been 

treated only in a national context or as an adjunct to the development of domestic architecture in Britain. 

It has not been subjected to the scrutiny of European architectural historians. For many years Scottish 

historians have greeted the first classical country houses as evidence of a renaissance culture, while 

English historians have treated them as a diversion from the mainstream development of British 

architecture. In reality, the number of classical country houses that were built in Scotland in the aftermath 

of the Restoration was very limited. This was in complete contrast to the experience in England, where 

the Restoration encouraged a very significant number of compact classical houses, whose design was 

inspired by the architectural treatises of Palladio and Scamozzi. 

In attempting to place Scottish domestic architecture in a broader European context, historians have 

turned their attention to the pattern books of the sixteenth century French illustrator, Jacques Androuct du 

Cerceau, whose imaginary 'maisons des champs' bear a strong resemblance to many Scottish country 

houses of the seventeenth century. Unlike Palladio and Scamozzi, whose treatises drew inspiration from 

the architecture of the ancient Romans and Greeks, du Cerceau designed houses that were specifically 

suited to the characteristics of the French nobility. Their external appearance was governed by the 

silhouette of the roofline and not by the classical orders; their internal arrangement was dictated by the 

location of the escalier d'honneur rather than the central loggia. In an era governed by strict standards of 

decorum, it is very significant that the Scottish and French nobilities opted for the same distinctive 

silhouette, while the English preferred the uniform outline of the classical villa. This distinction suggests 

that their status was measured in different ways. The Scottish nobility shared similar aspirations to the 

French, but these were different to the ambitions of the English. By using the Italian interpretation of 

classicism as a yardstick for the development of Scottish country house architecture, historians have 

failed to compare like with like. 

A close analysis of the aspirations and the building works of the members of the Earl of Lauderdale's 

Treasury Commission between 1667 and 1682, confirms the important role that family lineage played as 

a measure of status in Scotland. There was a fundamental difference between the houses of the Treasury 
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Commissioners, who were drawn from the ranks of the ancient nobility, and those of the Treasury 

Executives, whose fortunes had been recently acquired. The Commissioners, who were saddled with their 

families' lineage, reformed their existing houses, retaining significant elements of the original building; 

while the Executives, with no lineage to display, built new houses on their recently acquired estates. 

There was a division within the ranks of the Scottish nobility, as there was in France, between the 

noblesse d'epee, whose status was measured by lineage, and the noblesse de robe, whose status was 

displayed by wealth. 

In Scotland, where the economy was so weak, it was difficult to acquire sufficient wealth to join the ranks 

of the noblesse de robe. The administration of the king's revenues was jealously guarded by a tight nexus 

of Treasury Commissioners whose family history prevented them from building in the classical manner. It 

was only Sir William Bruce, the principal collector of customs, and Sir Thomas Moncreiffe, the chief 

clerk of the treasury, who amassed sufficient resources to build in an unfettered way. Like Nicolas 

Fouquet, the surintendant desfinances to Louis XIV, whose splendid chateau of Vaux le Vicomte 

inspired the envy of the king, William Bruce's ambitious new house of Kinross also led to his derogation. 

To display excessive wealth in Scotland or France, where family lineage was the principal measure of 

status, was considered wholly inappropriate. 

Although lineage proved the strongest deterrent to the advent of the classical country house, there were 

other factors that encouraged the Scottish nobility to follow the example of the French, rather than the 

English. Until James VI departed for London in 1603, the informal lifestyle of the Scottish nobility was 

very much closer to that of the French court than it was to the Tudor court in England. This affinity 

between the Scottish and French courts was reflected in the similarity of their domestic architecture: the 

Scottish country house not only resembled the chateau in its external appearance, but their internal 

arrangements and their basic structure were very alike. The traditional circulation and the physical 

division of Scottish and French country houses had evolved in a wholly different way to those of the 

English country house. Such longstanding customs were engrained in the national lifestyle and were very 

difficult to incorporate within the symmetrical plan of the compact villa. 
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There is also evidence that cultural links between Scotland and France were maintained for a longer 

period than might be expected. Many members of the Scottish nobility continued to complete their 

education in France. This was not a phenomenon of the late seventeenth century, as it was in England, but 

a tradition that had existed in Scotland since the sixteenth century. According to English visitors, this 

system of education created a culture and a lifestyle that was different to their own. They wrote about the 

4stateliness' and 'grandeur' of the Scottish nobility, and reported, as late as the early eighteenth century, 

that the 'young gentlemen' possessed 'french airs'. It seems that, however strong the inspiration of the 

English court, it may have been less influential than the traditional links between Scotland and France. 

To conclude, as many historians have, that the first classical country houses in Scotland provided 

evidence of a renaissance culture is misconceived. Their true significance lies in their limited number. 

There were very few people in Scotland, after the Restoration, who possessed the requisite aspirations to 

adopt the uniformity of classical architecture. Most members of the Scottish nobility shared the same 

characteristics as their French counterparts. They preferred to display the symbols of history and lineage, 

rather than wealth, and opted for the pattern books of du Cerceau, rather than Palladio and Scamozzi. To 

English visitors, the sight of towers and gunloops reflected a retrospective society: to the Scots and the 

French, they represented an indivisible link between family, place and status. Until Scottish domestic 

architecture of the seventeenth century is closely studied by French architectural historians, its 

significance will continue to be misconstrued. 
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Notes 

Titles: During the fifteen year duration of the Earl of Lauderdale's Treasury Commission, many members 

were awarded more elevated titles. The Earl of Lauderdale, for instance, was created Duke of Lauderdale 

in 1672. In order to avoid confusion, each member of the Treasury Commission is referred to in the thesis 

by his original title. 

Currency: The official exchange rate between the Scots pound and the pound Sterling was 12: 1. Unless 

the term 'sterling' is used, all monetary values within the thesis are stated in 'scots pounds'. 

Illustrations: Many of the photographs and drawings used in this thesis have been accessed at the library 

of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland. Wherever this is the 

case, the illustration has been designated: RCAHMS. 



Introduction 

'All subjects in their manners follow kings 

What they do, bids: forbearing forbids things 

A king's behaviour sways his subjects' lives 

As the first mover all the fixt stars drives'. 

John Owen 1628.1 

'The Union of the Crowns took place in the beginning of the seventeenth century, and from that 

time the situation of Scotland was more deplorable than ever. We had indeed the honour to send a 

King to England, but this honour cost us dear. We remained in a strange and equivocal situation, 

little better than that of a conquered province. The nation was dispirited 
... 

Our great men, who 

had now no wars to wage, and no court to resort to, either retired sullen to the country, or inlisting 

with foreign princes, vainly lavished their blood in the quarrels of strangers'. 

Proposals for carrying on certain Public Works in the City of Edinburgh 1752.2 

It suited Sir Gilbert Elliot and the proponents of the new town to portray the old city of Edinburgh as a 

cultural backwater. 3 By depicting the seventeenth century as a continuation of the dark ages, they 

accentuated the brilliance of the eighteenth century enlightenment and encouraged subscribers to invest in 

their ambitious scheme; but was seventeenth century Scotland really little better than a province? Were 

the members of the nobility as dispirited and uninterested as they were portrayed? Was the absence of a 

royal court responsible for the lack of culture? 4 

On the face of it, Elliot's hypothesis was correct: seventeenth century Scotland did seem unnaturally 

backward. According to the reports of English travellers, like Thomas Kirke in 1679, the Scottish nobility 

still inhabited houses that were built 'castle wise': 

'All the gentlemens houses are strong castles, they being so treacherous to one another, that they 

are forc'd to defend themselves in strongholds: they are commonly built upon some single rock 
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in the sea, or some high precipice near the mid-land, with many towers and strong iron grates 

before their windows ... 
The people are proud, arrogant vain-glorious boasters, bloody 

barbarous and inhuman butchers. Couzenage and theft is in perfection among them, and they are 

perfect English haters'. ' 

It is undeniable that Scottish country houses were heavily embellished with military paraphernalia: 

6 battlements, gunloops and arrowslits . 
It is also true that the nobility still entered into kinship alliances, 

long after the practice had become outdated in other European countries. 7 What is more, Scotland had no 

royal court: James VI had departed for London in 1603, leaving no regular forum for cultural discussion 

in Scotland. On the basis of this evidence, the protagonists of the new town were able to argue with 

confidence that 'the genius of the country remained depressed'. 8 Bit by bit, however, Sir Gilbert Elliot's 

theory has been disproved. With the publication of Howard's pioneering treatise, 'The Architectural 

History of Scotland' and McKean's, 'The Scottish Chateau', the perception of the Scottish country house 

in the early seventeenth century has undergone a very significant change. 9 The traditional image of the 

defensive 'towerhouse' has been replaced by the majestic profile of the renaissance 'chateau'. This fresh 

view has been confirmed by Brown's major reassessment of 'Noble Society in Scotland'. Far from 

backward, the Scottish nobility were active participants in the European cultural renaissance, and what is 

more, they achieved this cultural development without the physical presence of a king and his court. 10 

These three important treatises have not only changed the perception of Scottish domestic architecture in 

the early seventeenth century; they have challenged the longstanding theory that it was only with the 

Restoration that the nobility suddenly emerged from the shadows of the middle ages to embrace the 

principles of classicism. " Although they have altered the background, none of these works has examined 

the events of the post-restoration era in detail. An opportunity exists, therefore, for a thorough 

investigation of Scottish domestic architecture and the aspirations and lifestyle of the nobility in this 

important transitional period. Without a court, what was the principal source of cultural inspiration? The 

members of the Scottish nobility were well educated and, unlike the English, thoroughly cosmopolitan: 

did their ideas derive from England or from the Continent? 12 In England, the influence of the court was so 

strong that it displaced the traditional hospitality of the country house: with no court in Edinburgh, did the 

Scottish nobility retain their traditional lifestyle for a longer period? 13 It is widely understood that 
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Renaissance ideas were often initiated by small groups of individuals and then imitated by a wider circle: 

how was culture disseminated in Scotland and who were the leaders of fashion? 14 It was at court that the 

King dispensed the lucrative 'gifts' which financed a fashionable lifestyle and encouraged conspicuous 

expenditure: did Scotland's isolation and relative poverty affect the pace and the scale of cultural 

development? 15 The traditional measure of status of the Scottish nobility was based upon land tenure and 

lineage: had these longstanding values been affected by the damaging events of the Civil War and 

Cromwell's occupation? 
16 

Almost thirty years after the Union of the Crowns, there is evidence that the lifestyle of the Scottish 

nobility had still not adapted to the culture of the English court. In 1632, Sir Robert Ker, a resident 

member of the King's Bedchamber, wrote to his son, Lord Lothian, in Scotland, with recommendations 

for the reconstruction of the house of Ancrum. 17 In a long list of proposals for its internal arrangement, 

Ker suggested that the main reception rooms should be laid out with the accesses of the principal fire 

rooms, , in thefashion of this country or France'. At the same time, he advised that the gallery should be 

18 
located on the south side of the house, 'which in Scotland is a main consideration' . 

Ker then turned to 

the external appearance of the house, recommending that the tower should be preserved: 

'By any meanes do not take away the battelment, as some gave me counsale to do, as Dalhousy 

your nyghbour did, for that is the grace of the house, and makes it looke lyk a castle, and henc so 

nobleste'. 19 

Yet, retaining the battlements was in direct conflict with architectural developments in England. 

According to Sir Roger North, houses built 'castle fashion' had become obsolete at the beginning of the 

seventeenth century: 

'A house was not esteemed great, without a tower at the gate, and a moat, defence enough 

against any sudden assault. And this held out till neer the Scotch union. For wee see most ancient 

seats to be battlemented, toured and moated ... 
After the Scotch union, when pease was 

establish't, and not before, did building in England come to be refon-ned, after the Italian and 

French examples'. (author's italiCS)20 
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Sir Robert Ker's recommendations give some indication of the difficulties involved in the construction of 

a fashionable Scottish country house after the royal court had moved to England. It was necessary to take 

account of the different natural conditions that existed north and south of the border: the climate in 

Scotland was colder with fewer hours of winter sunlight, whereas the topography of England was less 

picturesque. These were factors that had serious implications for architectural design. Of equal 

importance, were the strict rules of decorum by which the status of a house and its owner were 

measured. -) 1 According to Ker's advice, the principal yardstick for a Scottish country house lay in the 

battlements, which made it 'noblest'. In England, where castles had become outdated, the battlements 

would have implied that the house and its owner were somewhat old fashioned. The dilemma that faced 

the nobility in Scotland was to choose the standard of decorum by which they would be judged: did they 

retain their traditional culture, adopt the fashions of the court in London or attempt somehow to fuse the 

two together? If the two countries had enjoyed similar cultures, the decision might have been relatively 

easy but the traditional Scottish way of life bore very little relationship to the lifestyle of the English: it 

was much more closely aligned to France. 

Before James VI left for London, Sir Henry Wotton reported that the Stuart court differed significantly 

from the Elizabethan court in England: he described it as being 'governed more in the French than the 

English manner'. Bishop Goodman explained the distinction more fully: 'No King 
... 

in Christendom did 

observe such state and carried such distance from the subjects as the kings and queens of England 

22 
There was no such state observed in Scotland'. From these contemporary accounts, it is clear that the 

lifestyle of the French and Scottish courts was markedly different from the English: the one was informal, 

the other very formal. By 1640, however, the lifestyle of the Scottish nobility had apparently changed in 

response to the influence of the court. Patrick Gordon of Ruthven wrote lamenting the transformation; 

'For once that English divell, keeping of state, got a haunt among our nobilitie, then began they to keepe a 

distance, as if there were some divinitie in thern'. 23 
Following the restoration in 1660, there were further 

signs of greater formality in Scotland: a significant number of country houses were reconstructed in order 

to incorporate a formal state procession: a great dining room, withdrawing room, bedchamber and closet, 

laid out in enfilade. 24 By the early eighteenth century, the concept had become so popular that the state 

procession formed an integral part of Scottish country house planning. 25 For whatever reason, the Scots 
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had not only adopted an English tradition; they had then converted it into a distinctive national feature. 

The same was not the case, however, in the development of external aesthetics. 

At the end of the sixteenth century, there was a marked resemblance between the external appearance of a 

Scottish country house and a French chateau: both were embellished with towers, a potent symbol of the 

owner's noble status. 26 As the impact of the Renaissance began to influence the development of European 

domestic architecture, aesthetic balance, geometric proportion and the correct application of the classical 

orders became increasingly important factors in house design. Yet the response to classicism was by no 

means universal: different countries adjusted the principles to suit their own specific national 

characteristics. In the northern hemisphere, development was strongly influenced by the Italian adaptation 

of the classical principles espoused by Andrea Palladio and Vincenzo Scamozzi. A compact villa emerged 

which became the dominant form of domestic architecture in England and Holland in the late seventeenth 

century. 27 In France, something altogether different took place. The French tradition, frequently 

illustrated by Sebastiano Serlio and Jacques Androuet du Cerceau, involved the construction of a series of 

pavilions around three sides of a square court; the court was closed on the fourth side by a low wall with 

the main entrance gateway at the centre. 28 With such radically different styles of architecture to choose 

from, the Scottish nobility was faced with the dilemma of whether to adhere to the long-standing tradition 

of the French chateau or to opt for the compact Palladian villa that became so popular in England and 

Holland. 

The physical evidence suggests that there was a real divergence of opinion. In the first half of the 

seventeenth century, two distinct house types emerged in Scotland. On the one hand, there was a tall, 

astylar format with flamboyant architectural detail at the roofline, typified by the building works of the 

Bell family in Aberdeenshire and Angus. On the other, there was a more restrained, aesthetically balanced 

style that was most frequently found on the shores of the Forth and in the environs of Edinburgh. These 

two very distinctive architectural forms have now been classified in separate groups: the castle and the 

villa. 29 When housebuilding recommenced after the Civil War and Cromwell's occupation, the two 

divergent styles persisted. A very limited number of compact country houses began to emerge in 

Scotland, seemingly inspired by the Palladian villa; by 1690, thirty years after the restoration, there were 

still only four examples of this type: Moncreiffe, Dunkeld, Kinross and Whitehill. 'O 
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Fig 1: Whitehill, East Lothian, the country villa of Mr James Smith, King's Surveyor 

(R-IBA Drawings Collection) 

The great majority of housebuilding projects in the immediate post restoration period involved the 

reformation of the 'dynastic seat': ancient family houses were remodelled to provide a greater aesthetic 

balance. 31 In the process of reformation, much of the original house was preserved and particular care was 

given to accentuate the importance of the towers. As a result, many of these houses took on an external 

appearance that bore a marked resemblance to the designs of the sixteenth century French architect, du 

Cerceau. 32 The circular comer towers at Methven and the recessed centre at Drumlanrig seem to have 

been inspired by the French, rather than the Italian, tradition of domestic architecture. 

Fig 3: Methven, Perthshire 

(from an original drawing by K. Murdoch) 

Fig 2: Jacques Androuet du Cerceau, Livre 

d'Architecture (1559) Plate 10 

(http: //www. cesr. univ-tours. fr/architectura) 






























































































































































































































































































































































































