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SIXTEENTH AND SEVENTEENTH CENTURY MURAL DECORA-
TIONS AT THE HOUSE OF KINNEIL, BO'NESS, WEST
LOTHIAN. BY JAMES S. RICHARDSON, F.S.A.ScoT., H.M.
Inspector of Ancient Monuments for Scotland.

Read March 10, 1941.

During the reign of James V. the close connection between the
Scottish Royal Court and that of France had a marked influence on the
plastic art and architecture of Scotland. In the process of borrowing
from France, no one played a more important part than Sir James
Hamilton of Finnart, the King's Master of Works, who had spent some
time at the French Court. This French influence lasted until the
Reformation, when the Low Countries with the Baltic towns supplied
another avenue of Renaissance inspiration.

The early period of the Classic Renaissance style dates in France from
about 1461. It was, however, during the reign of Francis I (1515—47)
that this particular phase in art became more pronounced, about which
time it was introduced into Scotland and adopted by craftsmen in stone
and wood, some of whom at least had been trained on the Continent.
Within a short period it had taken root, was emerging in a bold and opulent
way, and assimilating, to some extent, the native character. This
Franco-Scottish style reflected, in no uncertain manner, the minds that
controlled and the hands that carried out the work of providing
surroundings for those nurtured in a life of feasting, banqueting, and all
the other delights and pleasures of courtly and social exuberance. To
this influence and age belong the King's Palace at the Castle of Stirling,1
part of the buildings at the House of Falkland, and the King's Fountain
within the close of the Palace of Linlithgow.2 At these monuments can
be seen the work of sculptors in stone—in the form of figure, medallion,
corbel and pillar display — and in our museums examples of the wood
carver's art which have been taken from their original settings. These
artist-craftsmen delighted in depicting portrait heads of kings, queens,
courtiers, warriors, and mythical heroes set •within wreaths or medallions,
conventional foliage, dolphin's heads, scrolls and heraldic devices. In wood
craftsmanship, to this category belong the famous "Stirling Heads," 3 which

1 Official Guide, The Castle of Stirling, p. 10.
2 Official Guide, The Palace of Linlithgow, pp. 5, 15.
3 Lacunar Strevelineuse, A Collection of Heads . . . in Stirling Castle (Edin., 1817).
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once formed the bold enrichments of the oak ceiling in the King's Presence
Chamber at his royal house on the Castle rock at Stirling. Also, belonging
to this period, are the four portrait busts on panels from a screen made for
the hall at the Castle of Killochan x in Ayrshire. These, set in panelling
of a slightly later date, are now in the National Museum of Antiquities.

The House, or Palace of Kinneil, on the western outskirt of the Burgh
of Bo'ness, was built at the instance of James Hamilton, 2nd Earl of
Arran, whose bastard brother and tutor was Sir James Hamilton of
Finnart. The Earl married in 1532 Margaret, daughter of James Douglas,
3rd Earl of Morton. In 1536 he accompanied King James V to France,
and after the death of that king became Protector and Governor of
Scotland during the minority of Mary, Queen of Scots, a post which he
held from December 1542 to April 1554.

Henry II, King of France, the Scottish queen's royal father-in-law,
granted Arran the Duchy of Chatelherault, and on the 6th July 1548, at
Dijon, conferred on the Scottish Earl the commission to receive the oath
of the Order of St Michael and gave him the collar and jewel of the Order.
After his return to Scotland, and during the troublesome times that
followed, the Earl had to seek refuge in France where he remained for
five years, coming back to his native country in 1569, to find that his
palace at Hamilton and other residences which he had built and furnished
liberally out of the national exchequer had been either burnt or damaged.
In a contemporary record, in the form of a letter,2 there is a statement,
that "the Duke's houses of Kinneil and Linlithgow are demolished by
powder," but this statement should not be taken too literally. As far
as Kinneil is concerned, any such damage would be confined to the Tower
or main building, which was of a semi-fortified nature.

In 1538 Arran began to build the palace of Hamilton, and, a few years
later, the work at Kinneil claimed his attention. This latter enterprise,
however, appears to have extended over a considerable period, and for
some time after the execution in 1540 of Hamilton of Finnart, the Earl's
kinsman and adviser. From 1546 to 1550 large sums were spent on building
and furnishing the tower at Kinneil,3 and in 1553 the foundation of the
Palace,4 i.e. the eastern wing, was laid. This house, situated by the Forth,
a,nd within three miles of the Royal Palace of Linlithgow, was incidentally
one which the young queen could visit when on an excursion to the seashore.

The mansion occupies a site on the raised sea-beach overlooking the
estuary of the Forth and has a prospect of the lands and hills beyond
and the more distant Grampians. The buildings stand close to the
eastern edge of a narrow and steep ravine. The main building is the

. > Proc. Soc. Ant. Scot., vol. Ixxiii. p. 324.
2 Calendar of State Papers, Foreign, 1569-1571, p. 257.
* Accts. Lord High Treasurer, vol. ix. a Ibid., vol. x. p. 207.
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oldest part. It is in the form of a large oblong tower, five storeys high,
with the front facing east. Close to its north end is situated the palace,
begun in 1553, a long three-storeyed wing extending eastward and ter-
minating in crow-stepped gables, one facing east and the other north.
Alterations were carried out during the first quarter of the seventeenth
century, when two storeys were added to a low north wall, windows were
built up and others were introduced into the building. In or about
1677 a reorganisation took place when the 1st Duke of Hamilton had the
interior arrangement of the tower and its tower-head reset, adding a
pavilion to each end. That to the south contained a main stairway and
a service turnpike, the other, also furnished with a turnpike, incorporated
existing masonry connecting the tower with the north-eastern wing.
Alterations were made in the fenestration of the front of the tower, and
certain modifications were carried out on windows of the north-east wing.
The original fixed leaded lights and iron casements were replaced by
astragalled sash-and-case windows of -wood, such as at that time were
coming into fashion in Scotland. In this late readjustment the Regent's
great armorial of stone was preserved in the part of the wall incorporated in
the north pavilion. A housing for a panel of similar dimensions was
made in the south pavilion, but the coat-of-arms intended for it seems,
never to have been provided.

By 1936, seven years after the publication of the Royal Commission
on Ancient Monuments' tenth report with the inventory of monuments
and constructions in the Counties of Midlothian and West Lothian (1929),
the building had passed into the hands of the Town Council of Bo'ness.
In that year the Council sold to a house-breaker the right to demolish and
take away whatever he wished. By the end of the summer the house of
Kinneil had been wrecked, and the last phase of destruction was reached.
The north-east wing had been unroofed, the gables taken down in part,
and the floor joists were in the final stage of downtaking and removal.
Attention having been called to this state of affairs, I visited the monu-
ment with Mr Stanley Cursiter, Director of the National Gallery, who had
received from a correspondent intimation that traces of decoration had
been noted where old plaster was exposed. The evidence which we saw
was sufficient to justify the First Commissioner of His Majesty's Works
taking immediate action, and, by an arrangement with the Town Council
of Bo'ness, the part of the building which contained two rooms exhibiting
traces of mural decoration was taken over under guardianship on behalf
of the nation. The Town Council gave every assistance by recovering
from the house-breaker a coffered oak ceiling removed from one of the
rooms, and by setting up the temporary protections necessary to safeguard
the painted plaster from the weather. The first measure undertaken
by the Ancient Monuments Department was to restore the gables and
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slated roof over the part of the building with which it is concerned, the
next was to reset the sixteenth century coffered ceiling, to uncover, and
patch where necessary, the plaster surface, and apply preservative treat-
ment to the decorations. These delicate operations were in the hands
of the Department's specialist 1 and have resulted in a noteworthy
achievement of patience and skill. To-day the history of art in Scotland
is the richer by possessing, in situ, the most important example of early
domestic mural decoration so far discovered in. the country.

The undertaking has now been completed, and, to produce the appro-
priate effect, the windows of the two rooms in question have been furnished
with leaded lights and iron casements in the original style and the floors
are paved with stone. To ensure the condition of the exhibits a heating
system has been introduced.

A few fragments of sixteenth century ceiling boards were fortunately
recovered from the "lumber" collected for burning by the contractor, but
others, unfortunately, had already gone to the fire. These, along with
fragments of later decorated plaster which had been removed in uncovering
the earlier painting in the vaulted northern room, are now exhibited in
the room above this chamber.

The great stone armorial2 representing the ducal arms of Chatelherault
was also handed over by the Local Authority. It has been taken down
from the pavilion wall, cleaned, repaired, and set up for exhibition in the
south vault of the ground floor. The shields represented are those of the
Governor3 and his Lady.4 Each shield is ensigned with a ducal coronet,
and the dexter shield, that of the Duke, is encircled by the collar of the
Cockle with the jewel of the Order of St Michael attached. The Arms
are: Quarterly, 1st and 4th three cinquefoils; 2nd and 3rd a lymphad
with flag at the masthead. The other shield is within a cordeliere 6 of eight
knots, and on it are the Arms of the Duchess—Dexter Quarterly, 1st and
4th, Arran; Sinister: on a chief two mullets for Douglas of Morton. Below
each shield is a supporter couched, that under the Governor's shield
being an antelope gorged with a ducal coronet and chained. Below the
other arms is the Douglas supporter: a wodehouse, holding a bludgeon
in his left hand. The achievements are enclosed in an architectural
setting representing a colonnade rising from a podium containing two
panels. The Regent's motto "THROUGH," on a pelta-shaped tablet,
is set alongside a carved representation of a frame-saw. His lady's motto

1 Mr John Houston, P.S.A.Scot., Architectural Assistant.
2 The stone measures 6 feet 4 inches high by 4 feet 6 inches wide.
3 Scottish Heraldic Seals, Stevenson and Wood, vol. ii. p, 391. The second seal of the Governor

shows the collar and jewel of St Michael encircling the shield. This seal is attached to a Charter dated
May 8, 1552.

* Scottish Armorial Seals, Macdonald, p. 88, No. 731. The seal of the Duchess on a document
dated 1560 shows the shield within a lac d'amour. Laing, vol.-i. No. 406.

5 The cordiliere encircles the arms of a wife or widow.
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"SICKAR" is on a similar tablet, beside which a fetterlock is shown.
The saw and the lock each represent a rebus. The respective mottoes
thus read "SAW THROUGH" and "LOCK SICKAR" (sure). The
arms have been tinctured and the rest of the composition painted.

The two rooms which form the background of-this communication
are situated on the first or principal floor of the north-east wing, and
occupy a position at the eastern limit of the building, the one being set
behind the other on an axis running north and south. The south room,
now reset to its original arrangement, measures 20 feet 6 inches long by
17 feet 6 inches wide, and is 16 feet high. There have been two entrances,
one in the west wall, the other in the north, and both near the N.W. corner
of the room. The fireplace is in the middle of the east wall with a large
window to the north and a garderobe doorway to the south. In the
south wall is a large window, which is not central but nearer the east
wall. The wall surfaces are covered with a thin coating of mortar-plaster,
except at the margins of the doorways, the fireplace and the splayed
window ingoes, where the dressed stonework is exposed. The soffits
of the segmental arches at the windows are also unplastered. This room
contains the coffered oak ceiling (PL XXXV), which is set in a pattern
framework of mitred ribs composed of small and various mouldings, some '
of which have been painted in black to imitate ebony inlay. The whole
is set on oaken boards, which show traces of outlining with bands of red
paint, and there are small decorations in the same colour at the outer
angles of the panels. In its character the ceiling shows a marked Italian
influence, for which prototypes are to be found in the Palace of Fontaine-
bleau in the galleries designed by the Italian architects at the Court of
Francis I. Two other ceilings of this kind—not, however, so pronounced
in their pattern arrangements—are to be seen in the second floor of the
James Y tower at the Palace of Holyroodhouse.

The north vaulted room is 20 feet long by 15 feet wide, the springer
line of the barrel vault is 9 feet from the floor, and the crown 15 feet. The
entrance is in the west wall at the south end. Another doorway in this
wall gives access to a mural garderobe, and between these is a wall recess
with a segmental arched head, in which probably stood a buffet. A large
window occupies the central space of the north wall and one of lower
dimensions to the north of a central fireplace in the east wall. The com-
municating doorway in the south partition wall abuts the entrance doorway
first mentioned which leads from a turnpike stair; as in the south room,
there are stone margins round the windows, doorways, and fireplace.
Both rooms overlooked a garden which had -been liberally planted out
with flowers 1 and shrubs 2 brought from the Duke's Palace at Hamilton,

1 Accts. Lord High Treasurer, vol. x. p. 174.
" Ibid., p. 144. Trees were obtained from Holyroodhouse, Fife, Strathearn, and the Carse of Gowrie.
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and therefore it seems likely on this account that they were the private
chambers of the Lady of the House.

In the period with which we are concerned, the royal, episcopal, and
baronial residences were to some extent furnished with wall coverings of
tapestry imported from the factories at Arras, Tournai, Brussels, and
Antwerp. Many of these were designed by well-known artists of the
period, or show influences of their work, the cartoons being prepared by
artisan draughtsmen trained in schools of design connected with tapestry
factories. As the hangings were for the most part of large size, the scale
of the figure-work and detail was correspondingly large, and in most
cases the composition was of a compact nature. It was not unusual
for the author to label each subject portrayed with an appropriate in-
scription in verse and to weave the names of the persons represented into
their garments.

Conforming to the fashion in architecture of this period, the designs
produced for tapestries were a blending of the Italianate style and the
so-called Gothic tapestry tradition—illustrating a transition in style,
which was adopted by the school of Flemish cartoon painters who colla-
borated with Jean Van Roome 1 and the de Camps and which marked
the last milestone of the true spirit of tapestry art. Architectural frame-
work and buildings in the foreground show, in exaggerated perspective,"
pillar, lintel, and arch compositions, which, strictly speaking, cannot be
analysed in terms of pure classic detail but are, nevertheless, allied in a
figurative manner to the Orders of Architecture.

In the background compositions, the landscapes of trees and rugged
crags, the castles set up on high, the clustered towers and gables of houses
rising within walled-towns, follow the common tradition so well known
in pictures, engravings, and woodcuts of the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries. The foreground assemblage of verdure and flowers displays
the conventional portrayal of the time. The persons depicted are dressed
in the garments of the period, the warriors in pseudo-classic armour.

The range of subjects is wide, but they can be classified in some half-
dozen main categories, such as the Old and New Testaments, Classical
Histories and Mythologies, Mediaeval Moralities, Allegories, and tales of
Chivalry and Romance. Besides these, subjects were chosen from Hunting,
Military, other genre types, and also from the Months and Seasons. The
fashion for verdures with and without animals and birds was very popular.
From Scottish Royal inventories 2 it is easy to judge the number of
tapestries, and the subjects most favoured.

1 Apollo, vol. xxii., No. 127, p. 32.
2 Accts. Royal Household, H.M. Beg. Ho. "The Creation of the World," "Auld Testament and

New," "Solomon"; "The Story of Susanna," "Reboam," "Maliese," "Percuis," "Tobias," "Story of
Troy," "Aneas," "Hercules," "Marcus Coriolanus," "Apis and ither Beasts," "The Unicorn," and
" The Story of the Tryumphand Dames."
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It was usual to have a tapissier in attendance in the Royal Household,
and King James V brought one with him from France in 1538, to look
after the royal collection of tapestries and other hangings.1 This was
"Gilzeame, tapistre," who, "at the King's command, to mak him, his
wiff and barins reddy to pas in Scotland witht his grace," 2 received the
sum of twenty crowns. During Queen -Mary's reign three such men are
named in the household accounts—Nicolas Carbonier,3 David Lieges,4
and Peir Martin.5

In cases where tapestries could not be afforded, imitations in water
paint were sometimes produced on the plaster surfaces. Such decorations
were probably the work of master tapissiers, and resembled the large
cartoons which were supplied to the tapestry weavers for copying on the
looms.

In the Kinneil mural decorations of the Governor's time the pigments
used are: black, confined to line drawing; white, applied in washes; grey
tints used in shading and for a ground wash, and russet-red for the infilling
and background. Ochre is employed sparingly for emphasizing hair,
the heraldic supporters, the collar and jewel of the Order of St Michael,
and generally for animals and birds entwined in the foliaceous scrolls.

The brushwork was applied on the plaster surface when the ground
was still damp, and, as this is uneven in places or gritty owing to particles
of sand in the mortar composition, the artist, when making the bold and
sweeping outlines of his composition, found difficulty in obtaining a fluent
line with his brush, and was forced to retouch in places. A careful in-
spection shows that the cartoonist used a style to make incised hair lines
on the plaster to coincide with the major outlines of his compositions.
These slightly formed indentations suggest that they were made in trans-
ferring the design to the plaster, or alternatively they were formed when
transferring the compositions on the wall, in the process of producing
patterns for tapestry weavers. ^

THE SOUTH OR PARABLE ROOM.
The decoration in this room gives the impression of an assemblage of

large tapestry cartoons, each one related to its particular wall surface
yet forming part of a general and comprehensive scheme drawn on a back-
ground of antique parchment tone. The north, west, and south walls are
arranged in four horizontal zones, namely the frieze, the picture panel,
the dado band, and the dado.6 There is, however, no frieze on the east

1 Acots. Lord High Treasurer, vol. vii, pp. 43, 44.
2 Ibid., p. 44.
3 Ibid., vol. xi. p. Ixii. 4 Ibid., vol. xi. p. 155. 6 Ibid., vol. xl. p. 109.
6 The frieze is 1 foot 8 inches deep, the picture panel 7 feet 6 inches. The dado band 1 foot 4 inches

and the dado 3 feet 8 inches deep.


