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I

Introduction

n January 1986 the annual Conference of Scottish
Medieval Historical Research was on the theme of
Alexander III, to commemorate the 700th anniversary

of his death. Three of the papers from that conference, with
the addition of several more commissioned for the purpose,
were published in 1990, in a volume entitled Scotland in
the Reign of Alexander III. The essays served both to
illuminate aspects of the history of Scotland in that period
and to highlight the fact that the lack of a coherent study of
the reign remained a significant lacuna in the
historiography of medieval Scotland. For long recognised
as a reign of major importance, it was remarkable that no
serious published treatment of Alexander III had been
undertaken. This book aims to fill that glaring omission.

Since 1990, both understanding and interpretation of
the period have been immeasurably improved by the
labours of a multitude of historians, many of whom appear
in the Bibliography and Acknowledgements to this book. As
a result, my own ideas about the reign and its significance
have changed markedly since I first wrote about it in the
1980s, and this is far from the book I might have written
then.



In my original essay on the historiography of the reign I
overconfidently stated that ‘the primary importance of
Alexander’s reign lies in its position at a watershed of
Scotland’s history; a grasp of the true nature of this settled
period is of vital importance to our understanding of the
full significance of what followed’. In Chapter 10, I now
dispute that statement. The view of the kingdom on the
brink of calamity is certainly valuable, but the reign has
much more to offer. Now, the key point must be that
Alexander III lived at the end of a long period in which
Scotland’s government and society underwent profound
change. That process of change has been studied in great
depth, but it is perhaps only in the last few years that its
true nature has been recognised, as sources which were
previously underused, or misunderstood, have been mined
to add further understanding to the picture created
through the meticulous analysis of documentary record
undertaken by such champions of Scottish medieval studies
as the late Professors Geoffrey Barrow and Archie Duncan.
What Alexander’s reign can tell us is therefore fundamental
to the nature of Scottish kingship, government and society;
certainly, it offers us a useful portrait of the kingdom in a
stable and prosperous condition before the decline which
followed dynastic crisis at the end of the thirteenth century,
but, more importantly, it provides a window on the
character of Scottish kingship and society which allows us
to reinterpret the events not only of this reign, but also of
other periods, both before and after.

This is not, and could not be, a biography. Rather, it is a
deliberately monarchocentric study of kingship as revealed
by the conduct of one reign. It is not possible to understand
the fruits of twelfth- and thirteenth-century development-
without a grasp of the foundations upon which it was built.



Plate 15. Morton castle.
Photograph by the author



Plate 16. Castle Tioram, Eilean Tioram, Loch Moidart. aerial view.
© HES (Aerofilms Collection, SC 1269875)



Plate 17. Sketch of Lochindorb Castle, by W.D. Simpson.
© HES (SC 719838)



Plate 18. The inauguration of Alexander III, from a fifteenth-century manuscript
of Bower’s Scotichronicon.
Reproduced courtesy of the Parker Library, Corpus Christi College, Cambridge
(ms. 171, fo. 206)


