
Two painted ceilings from Rossend Castle,
Burntisland, Fife1
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SUMMARY
Two painted ceilings were discovered by accident at Rossend Castle, Burntisland, in 1957, one

being of the flat, open-beam type, the other either barrel-vaulted or coved. The former was found in situ,
virtually intact and painted with a series of symbolic emblems and other decorative devices. The latter
survived only as pieces of painted board, split up and re-used as lathing to support a later plaster ceiling:
enough of this was recovered, however, to show that it had been painted with coats of arms symmetrically
arranged within a formal pattern imitating coffering. Neither ceiling was dated, but the open-beam
ceiling bore the initials SRM, standing for Sir Robert Melville of Murdocairnie or his son, Sir Robert
Melville of Burntisland, which implies that the ceiling was painted between 1581 and 1621.

DISCOVERY (pi 22)
The paintings at Rossend Castle were discovered by accident. Intruders broke into the

castle which had been empty for a number of years, climbed to the second floor of the tower-
house (the oldest part of the building) and dropped a large stone through a hole in the floor,
breaking the plaster surface of the ceiling below and revealing painted decoration on the sup-
porting woodwork. The existence of this painting was reported to Ancient Monuments staff of
the then Ministry of Works who were working in Burntisland at the time on the ceilings from
Mary Somerville's House (Apted 1958), and who were able to confirm the interest and importance
of the discovery. Permission was then given by the Burgh Council for the remainder of the
plaster ceiling to be removed to reveal the concealed painted ceiling in its entirety.

While the plaster ceiling was being removed it was discovered that some of the lathing
boards used to support the cornice had also been painted. These proved to be fragments of a
second painted ceiling, one of the vaulted or coved type, which had presumably also been in
the castle although no other evidence for its former existence was detected. The fact that the
overall pattern on the embossed ceiling paper followed the same decorative scheme as that on
this second painted ceiling suggested that the existence of the latter was known and possibly
that it was destroyed at the time the ceiling paper was manufactured.

THE CASTLE (fig 1, pis 20, 21)
The site of the castle, known in the sixteenth century as 'the tower and fortalice of Burnt-

island', was on a level platform of high ground overlooking Burntisland harbour. The building
was in origin a tower-house, L-shaped on plan, with the principal accommodation in the rect-
angular main block and the stairs in the projecting jamb. Towers were built throughout the
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FIG 1 Plan of Rossend Castle at first floor level

sixteenth century and the existence of heraldic panels built into the castle and dated 1554
suggests that this was the date at which the castle was erected; it seems unlikely, however, that a
tower of such relatively unsophisticated type could have been built as late as this. The arms
displayed are those of George Durie, abbot and subsequently commendator of Dunfermline,
who conceded the castle to Peter Durie in 1543. The castle thereafter passed to the family
of Melville of Murdocairnie, in whose hands it was at the time the ceilings were painted (Blyth
1948; RCAMS 1933, no. 72; Young 1913).

The tower was extended early in the seventeenth century by the addition of a rectangular
block at right angles to the main axis of the original tower which largely filled in one of the
re-entrant angles between main block and jamb. Such a development was characteristic of the
period and illustrates the principal reason why more painted decoration survives in Scotland
than in England - the Scottish lairds were content to modernise and extend the houses they
already had while the English gentry of the same period were prepared, and could afford, to
demolish their old homes and build anew.

The castle, now T-shaped on plan, was extended yet again in the nineteenth century to
provide additional accommodation at the lower levels. This was achieved by filling in the
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re-entrant angle between stair and seventeenth-century extension. Throughout the castle's life,
however, the main entry was retained in approximately the same position at the foot of the
principal stair. Parallel with the extension of the house went the modernisation of the fabric
and the improvement of the interior decoration, including the enlargement of the early windows
and the insertion of plaster ceilings. It was in connection with the latter that the open-beam
ceiling was retained to support the plaster ceiling and so preserved, while the obsolete barrel-
vaulted ceiling became an encumbrance and was destroyed. Again this illustrates the reason why
painted ceilings of the open-beam type tend to survive, albeit concealed, while the vaulted
ceilings have disappeared.

THE HALL (pis 22, 23)
The painted open-beam ceiling was found in the first-floor room which had originally

been the hall or principal public apartment of the tower-house. In 1928 the walls of this and the
adjacent chamber were panelled, but by 1957 all such panelling had been removed and the
room was derelict. In its original form the hall was entered from the main stair facing a single
large stone fireplace with a window on either side. There was a garderobe in the thickness of the-
wall near the stair and a door in the S wall communicated with the inner chamber. All these
features had been mutilated in varying degrees during the process of modernisation with the
exception of the fireplace, which had been reduced in successive stages without damage to its.
original simple moulded lintel and jambs. The walls had been plastered with at least two layers
of plaster, but this had been badly damaged at the time the panelling was attached to the walls
and no traces of painted decoration contemporary with the ceiling were found.

THE PAINTED OPEN-BEAM CEILING (fig 2, pis 22-31)
The ceiling was mounted 12 ft 6 in above floor level. It was all but rectangular, measured

approximately 29 by 17 ft, and was supported by thirteen oak beams which rested at one side
in sockets in the wall and at the other on a half-round beam supported by two stone corbels.
It was intact apart from a small area at each end which had been damaged by fire from the
hearths above. The paint was somewhat decayed but the original colours could normally be
identified without difficulty and included black, white, brown, blue, yellow, red and green.

The beams were painted on all three exposed sides with simple but rather garish patterns
of strap-work type. One band of decoration was taken round two sides of each beam, while
the third side was decorated independently, there being in effect a right side and a wrong side
to view each beam. It is perhaps significant that the four beams at the N (entrance) end of the
room faced into the room in one direction while the remainder faced inwards into the room
in the other. The bands of decoration on the beams included the initials SRM as on the ceiling
itself, as well as crescents, a heraldic device from the Melville arms. Some of the beams could
be seen to have been repainted, but as the repainting included the initials referred to above
such repainting must represent a change of plan while the ceiling was being repainted or relatively
soon thereafter.

The beams divided the ceiling into twelve strips or sections, each with a black margin on
either side. The sections were painted with a series of decorative devices connected by continuoua
arabesque patterns and flowing ribbon decoration. Although the overall effect was harmonious,
there were in fact a number of different elements embodied in the scheme which can be classified
under different headings, i.e.
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a. Emblems
b. Animals and birds
c. Displays of armour, agricultural implements and musical instruments
d. Other decorative devices of Renaissance type.

While it is not always possible to be certain into which class a particular feature falls the majority
can be classified with reasonable certainty under one or another of the headings given above.

The predominant decorative device was the emblem. Such emblems are derived originally
from Italy although propagated widely by the engravers and printers of France and the Low
Countries.2 The emblem consisted in its entirety of three elements, a motto, a picture and a short
text in either prose or verse, each element contributing something to the symbolic significance
of the whole. On the Rossend ceiling, as at Nunraw, only the picture element was used, but both
picture and motto are said to have been used at Mary of Guise's house in Blyth's Close (Wilson
1891, 194-5), and at Culross Palace the complete emblems with motto, picture and verse are
still to be seen.

Emblems were widely used for decorative purposes in the sixteenth and early seventeenth
centuries by painters and other craftsmen who copied them from pattern books of foreign and
subsequently of English origin. At Rossend the source of about a half of the forty or so emblems
illustrated on the ceiling can be identified with reasonable probability. Identification cannot be
certain because emblem books ran into many editions and popular emblems were copied by
one engraver from another without acknowledgment. The majority of the identifiable emblems
at Rossend are none the less almost certainly taken from one of the editions of The Heroicall
Devises of M Claudius Paradin, Canon ofBeaulieu, first published at Lyons in 1557. The London
edition of this book appeared in 1591. The resemblance between some of the emblems on the
ceiling and the Paradin originals is very close and amongst the former are some which have
not been noted in any other source-book. Paradin's book was extremely popular in the second
half of the sixteenth century and it is worth recording that the symbol of Resurrection (wheat
ears growing from human bones) which is to be seen near the centre of the Rossend ceiling,
also appears carved and gilded on the front of Huntly House in the Canongate and with other
Paradin symbols on what may be one of the authentic surviving examples of Queen Mary's
needlework.3 Another pattern book which can be identified with reasonable certainty is Geoffrey
Whitney's Choice of Emblemes and other Devises, first published at Leyden in 1586. Gabrielle
Rollenhagen's Nucleus Embletnatum Selectissimorum, published in Cologne 1611 and Arnhem
1614, may also have been used. Some of the emblems at Rossend appear in more than one
source-book, while the inspiration for others has not so far been identified at all. The device
which shows a candle burning in an open lantern, for example, is clearly an emblem and also
appears on the ceiling which was formerly at Prestongrange and which is now to be seen in the
hall at Napier College, Edinburgh; its source and significance, however, are still unknown.

The emblems used by Paradin and others were derived from a wide variety of sources,
classical, medieval and Renaissance. The selection at Rossend, for example, includes the device
from Pompey's signet ring, a 'judgement of Solomon' type of story about the Emperor Galba,
a reference to the return of the Jews to Jerusalem and a tribute to the Queen of France. Some of
the references are anecdotal, the majority have a moral and some a specifically Christian sig-
nificance. Occasionally it is clear that the emblemists themselves did not fully understand the
emblems they were using. The sphinx, for example, is used by Paradin to symbolise 'inextricable
error' and described as a monkey or marmoset. It is possible that on occasion the painter and his
patron did not understand the significance of the emblems they were using either. At Rossend
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there is the curious case of the helmet and lance painted in heraldic fashion immediately over the
shield with the initials SRM. These appear to be part of that device but are in fact copied quite
closely from a Paradin emblem which relates to an incident in the life of the mentally unbalanced
King Charles VI of France. This unfortunate monarch set out on one occasion with his army
to attack an enemy of his own imagining and during a road-side halt accidentally dropped his
lance on the helmeted head of one of his attendants dozing near by. The noise startled the king
who, believing himself to be under attack, took out his sword and set about himself with such
frenzy that his men had to run for their lives. It seems improbable that an emblem with such
significance should have been used in conjunction with Sir Robert Melville's shield if its meaning
had been understood.

Possibly the painter only had loose pages from the emblem book to go on and used a
picture which suited his purpose without being aware of the story of the mad king as printed
on the associated pages.

Some of the emblems may have a special Scottish significance - the stag's head appears in
conjunction with a thistle, and there is a representation of a dog with large ears and long tail
which is also to be seen at Kinneil, Traquair and Northfield (Prestonpans). This dog is said by
Gesner (see below) to belong to a breed known to the Germans as the Scottish water-hound.
The bagpipes, on the other hand, are copied from Paradin and symbolise pastoral care.

The animals and birds are more difficult to classify because it is not always clear whether
they have a symbolic significance,or not. The basilisk and sphinx, for example, are certainly
emblems, the porcupine and the ram probably represent animals as such, while the elephant
and castle and camel and castle belong to the twilight world, half real, half fantasy, in between.
There are about a dozen animals and birds on the ceiling which are probably not emblems
and it is possible that these are derived, probably indirectly, from Conrad Gesner's Historiae
Animalium, first published at Zurich in 1551. The Scottish water-hound mentioned above is
illustrated in full cry exactly as it appears in all the examples quoted above. The stag's head
also closely resembles that of the stag illustrated by Gesner. The most interesting indication of
the relationship between book and ceiling occurs in the case of an animal which appears on the
ceiling to be a tusked unicorn, saddled, with a horn at the front of the saddle. This curious
beast is likely to be derived at second or third hand from Gesner's rhinoceros which has a horn
on its nose and a second horn on its back just in front of a rectangular area of leathery scales.
The original engraving is an accurate one, but one can imagine that someone making a quick
sketch of it would record precisely the features which were misunderstood and miscopied by the
painter at Rossend. It is interesting to note that although Gesner's book was a serious work
on natural history it none the less included the unicorn which also appears on the Rossend
ceiling in its own right. The book is known to have been used by the decorative painters else-
where in Scotland, notably at Earlshall, where there is a complete ceiling decorated with repre-
sentations of animals derived from it.

The displays of arms, agricultural implements and musical instruments, together with the
ribbons, all come from the same type of source which is illustrated by the engraving reproduced
(pi 31). This particular example was the work of Jean Vreedman de Vriese who was born in
1527. The displays of arms and agricultural implements were often used in conjunction to
symbolise the arts of peace and war. Although classified separately above, there is no significant
distinction between these devices and the ox skulls, masks and the like which are all derived
from the same type of pattern book and equally form part of the alphabet of Renaissance
decoration.

It is to be hoped that one day a letter or diary will be found explaining why a painter or
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his patron came to choose a particular decorative scheme. In the meantime one can only note
that ceilings painted in a particular style can be identified in more than one place and it is there-
fore probable that in certain instances the patron may simply have asked to be provided with
a decorative scheme of a type he had seen elsewhere, possibly in the house of a friend. The
ceiling at Rossend, for example, closely parallels in conception that at Nunraw in East Lothian.
The decoration there is made up of the same elements, the initials of patron and wife appear
as monograms on shields incorporated into the decorative scheme and the beam patterns are
of the same type as those which existed at Rossend before the repaint. The only major difference
between the two is that the Nunraw ceiling includes a display of heraldry (two coats of arms to
each section) whereas at Rossend a similar display of coats of arms was painted on a different
ceiling altogether.

THE HERALDIC CEILING (pis 32-4)
All that was found of the heraldic ceiling at Rossend were nine boards of various sizes

representing a minimum overall area of about 17 by 11 ft. The precise form of the ceiling is
unknown - it must either have been a semicircular barrel-vault, or a coved vault with flat sides
and top. In either case it is likely to have been fitted into the converging triangle formed by the
rafters of a roof space.

Ceilings of both barrel-vaulted and coved type were suspended from above, so that the
area available for decoration was not divided up structurally into comparatively small areas
as were those of the open-beam type. In practice, however, the painters rarely took advantage
of the opportunities thus offered (the astral ceiling at Cullen is an exception) and preferred to
adopt some form of geometric scheme which divided up the ceiling space into smaller and
more manageable areas. This was the case at Rossend, where the overall pattern was a geo-
metric arrangement of quatrefoils and cross-shaped interstices painted to simulate the coffering
of a timber ceiling. Each quatrefoil contained a shield bearing a coat of arms, while in every
interstice there was a circular centre-piece surrounded by dolphins and thistles painted in yellow
and black. The borders framing these shapes were of light brown overpainted with yellow and
black to simulate the mouldings of the prototype.

None of the shields was complete and their reconstruction is therefore to some extent
hypothetical, but within these limitations the charges can be identified as follows :

a. Gules two lions passant gardant or
b. Per pale sable and or two lions combatant counterchanged
c. Sable fleur de lys between fretty or
d. Argent a lion rampant gules
e. Sable two lions passant gardant or
/. Or a cross gules over all a bend sable
g. Ermine over all (only three tails in base survive)
h. Gules an escarbuncle or
i. Argent five torteaux gules
j. Defaced
k. Quarterly 1st and 4th argent a lion rampant - 2nd and 3rd azure a bend gules fimbriated

argent
/. Quarterly 1st and 4th gules three garbs proper - 2nd and 3rd ermine.


