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ONE

Introduction

The life and times of Archibald Campbell, 8th Earl and only
Marquess of Argyll, were marked by upheavals, convulsions
and revolution. His childhood occurred in the wake of regal
union in 1603, when James VI of Scotland succeeded to the
English throne and instituted the Stuarts as a British
dynasty. He attained adulthood during the authoritarian
rule of Charles I, against which the Scots revolted,
expressing their opposition through the National Covenant
of 1638, which formally launched the Covenanting
Movement. In the Kirk, Presbyterianism, that is rule
through a hierarchy of courts, replaced the control by
bishops which came to be known as Episcopalianism. In the
State, the Covenanters accomplished a revolution that
fundamentally limited monarchical powers by 1641. Over
the next two years, the Covenanters exported their
ideology, practices and aspirations to Ireland and England,
most notably by the Solemn League and Covenant of 1643.
Civil wars for all three kingdoms followed, with Oliver
Cromwell coming to power first in England and Ireland,
then in Scotland by military might. The Commonwealth,
established in the wake of the regicide of Charles I in 1649,
absorbed Scotland in 1651, before giving way three years



later to the Protectorate which, in turn, was pushed aside
for the Restoration of Charles II in 1660. Argyll was
executed in the following year, as the foremost Scottish
revolutionary and purported collaborator with Cromwell.

The future Marquess of Argyll was probably born in
Inveraray Castle, the principal Argyllshire stronghold of the
chiefs of ClanCampbell. But we do not know exactly when.
He certainly entered the world after 1598 and no later than
1607. While portraiture can be used to support the former
date (see Plate 9) it can also more convincingly suggest
(see Chapter 2) that Archibald Campbell reached his
majority in 1628 (see Plate 8), which affirms the later birth
date. His mother, Anna Douglas, daughter of the 8th Earl of
Morton, died on 3 May 1607, but not necessarily in
childbirth. Her only surviving son was perhaps born around
the outset of that year, which would have made him sixteen
years of age when, as a squint-eyed, non-graduating
student, he won the silver medal for archery at the
University of St Andrews in 1623. We certainly know when
and how he died. On placing his head on the block of the
execution device incongruously known as ‘the Maiden’,
Argyll was guillotined for treason on the High Street of
Edinburgh on 27 May 1661.1 Conscious that his political
career had been controversial and that his reputation had
suffered from false aspersions that he supported the
regicide and resisted the restoration of Charles II, he
insisted from the scaffold that he was a Covenanter by
conviction not convenience:

I entered not upon the work of reformation with any
design of advance for myself, or prejudice to the King
and his government.2



Comparative Significance
From his birth to his death Argyll was a complex character,
cautious yet volatile, never far from intrigue and as prone
to polarise as to conciliate. Clear guiding principles ran his
life. First and foremost he was born to become the chief of
ClanCampbell, the most ruthless and territorially
acquisitive clan in the Gàidhealtachd (Scottish Gaeldom).
Second, he became a committed and pious Presbyterian
which, third, propelled him to the leadership of the radical
mainstream of the Covenanting Movement. Fourth, as clan
considerations prevented him completing his formal
education through a continental grand tour, he lacked the
cultural polish of his contemporaries among Scottish
magnates. But he more than compensated by his
theoretical and practical grasp of politics and statecraft
that was grounded in the classical teachings of Aristotle
and the Stoics with which he was first imbued at St
Andrews3 – teaching that made him sceptical about, rather
than deferential to, absolutism or authoritarian monarchy.
Fifth, the political stage on which he chose to operate was
British. He was not prepared to restrict himself to Scottish
any more than to Highland dramas and crises.

Underestimating Argyll’s British significance has been a
feature of his entries in both the original DNB and the new
Oxford DNB. This British deficit was compounded by the
apologetic stance in the only previous biography of
substance on the Marquess, that by John Willcock in 1903.4

In defending the integrity, influence and intellect of Argyll,
Willcock was responding to an ongoing historiographic
tradition which has rarely assessed the Marquess on his
political merits, preferring to concentrate on his perceived
deficiencies rather than his proven prowess. Historians no



less than contemporaries have too frequently judged Argyll
adversely in comparison to his enemies, opponents and
rivals (see Chapter 2). There have been relatively recent
biographies of varied quality on James Hamilton, 3rd
Marquess and 1st Duke of Hamilton, on James Graham, 5th
Earl and 1st Marquess of Montrose, and on Randall
MacDonnell, 2nd Earl and 1st Marquess of Antrim.5

Respectively they stand to Argyll as his foremost opponent,
his inveterate enemy and his territorial rival. In contrast to
the Marquess, all had continental experience as travellers,
soldiers or diplomats. But they all lacked Argyll’s political
nous, his political timing and his political craft.

Hamilton was Argyll’s principal Scottish opponent both
within and without the Covenanting Movement. Where
Hamilton oscillated between acting as a conservative
Covenanter or as a pragmatic Royalist, Argyll remained
committed to the radical mainstream of the Movement. For
his part, Hamilton recognised the revolutionary potential of
Argyll when he warned Charles I, in November 1638, that
the then 8th Earl, who had still formally to declare himself
a Covenanter, must be watched, ‘for it feares me he will
proufe the dangerousest man in this state’;6 and so it
proved for the cause of this ill-fated king and his Royalist
cause, albeit another eight years were to elapse before
Charles came to the summative judgement that Argyll was
‘very civil and cunning’.7 The muchacclaimed campaigning
brilliance of Montrose has tended to be accompanied by the
denigration of Argyll both as a commander and as a
warrior. Notwithstanding the glorious reputation accorded
his Royalist campaigns in the 1640s, Montrose attained no
worthwhile political accomplishments. Within Gaeldom,
Argyll’s reputation has certainly suffered from the adverse
press generated principally by poets of ClanDonald in



Scotland and Ireland, whose polemical stridency was in
inverse proportion to their clan’s declining political
influence. Since the fall of their Lordship of the Isles in the
late fifteenth century, the ClanDonald had fragmented and
become embroiled in feuds primarily to the advantage of
the ClanCampbell. Attempts to unite this fragmented clan
around Antrim at the outbreak of the civil wars were mere
political posturing. Antrim’s brokering of an alliance
between the Confederation of Irish Catholics and the
Scottish Royalists certainly led to the stunning guerrilla
warfare waged by his kinsman, Alasdair MacColla, in
association with Montrose. Their campaign in 1644–45
exposed Argyll’s lack of valour and his deficient
generalship. But the Marquess was the main political
orchestrator who had the Covenanting forces
outmanoeuvre and eventually crush MacColla and
Montrose. Antrim was left a political bystander in the
affairs of the three kingdoms.

While Argyll has been the subject of but one previous
biography, there is a veritable growth industry on the life
and times of both Charles I and Oliver Cromwell, his main
British sparring partners.8 Charles I was an authoritarian
king with absolutist aspirations. His reign was marked by
political ineptitude, patent untrustworthiness and a wilful
incapacity to accept counsel that favoured conciliation and
compromise. Nevertheless, his dignified refusal to become
entangled in a show trial, his majestic bearing on the
scaffold and his uncompromising support for
Episcopalianism made him a martyr for Stuart monarchy. A
cult of kingly sacrifice, based on the twin pillars of justice
and piety, was soon developed through Eikon Basilike, the
purported meditations of Charles I as he awaited execution,
and later through the apologetic writings of Anglican



clergy. The cult of Charles the martyr spread to Scotland to
become part of the Episcopalian tradition, a cult which
glossed over his marked intransigence, his warmongering
and his diplomatic isolation.9

Notwithstanding the regicide of 1649, Cromwell’s
political standing has endured as a man of destiny, a strong
ruler and a statesman of international repute. Despite a
tendency towards glory-hunting, a penchant for bloody
ruthlessness towards his enemies and an abiding conviction
of his own rightness, Cromwell remains an English national
hero in a belligerent line that stretches back from Edward I
through Henry V and Elizabeth Tudor, and on to Winston
Churchill and Margaret Thatcher. He is thus lauded as a
soldier, politician and statesman who ‘towered above his
age’.10 Argyll can be deemed second only to Cromwell as a
British statesman of the mid-seventeenth century. Less
vilified and less celebrated, Argyll exercised as pronounced
a polarising influence in all three kingdoms. Cromwell
deemed his exclusive brand of English patriotism to be
divinely warranted. Argyll was no less devout but more
inclusive in his patriotism as he pursued his unique, non-
anglocentric calling as a Gaelic chief, Scottish magnate and
British statesman. Cromwell had determined the political
agenda of the three kingdoms for less than a decade prior
to his death in 1658. From 1638 until he was beheaded
twenty-three years later, Argyll personified the Scottish
corrective to the Stuarts as an authoritarian British
monarchy. Yet, Argyll has no accepted place in any Scottish
pantheon of heroes. He remains an enigmatic figure, his
reputation sullied by calumny, distortion and neglect rather
than glorified or commemorated with respect and honour.
His contribution to the British Revolution of the mid-
seventeenth century continues to be underplayed.



Nevertheless, without Argyll, the revolt against Charles I
would not have retained its radical edge in England as it
had in Scotland.

Paradoxical Identities
Charles I, Cromwell and Argyll have added political
significance in that they personified different and rival
perspectives on what constituted British identity in the
seventeenth century. These perspectives should be viewed
as normative in that they are prescriptive not just
descriptive, being grounded in myth, providence, prophecy
and the humanist scholarship of the Renaissance.

The Britannic perspective favoured by the early Stuarts
since the Union of the Crowns in 1603 advocated full
integration of England and Scotland, failing which James VI
and I promoted common foreign, frontier and colonial
policies. More controversially, Charles I sought
administrative, social, economic and religious uniformity
throughout the British Isles. However authoritarian this
prescription, it had the merits of an inclusive British
agenda centred on the royal court. Nevertheless, in
England the Gothic perspective, whose most celebrated
exponent was Cromwell, elevated parliamentary statute
and common law over the privileges of governance
reserved as the prerogative powers of the Stuart monarchy.
While the Gothic agenda was propagated as the defence of
civil and religious liberties, these liberties were exclusive
to the English. Accordingly, any union with Scotland, as
with Ireland, was to be based on subordination and
absorption. The Scottish perspective – as indeed the Irish
equivalent – was based on liberation theology. For the Irish,
their prevailing Roman Catholicism was their confessional
counter to notions of civility as imposed by the English and,





PLATE 7 
Lord Lorne as leading magnate, by unknown artist, possibly
but not conclusively by George Jameson for the coronation

visit of Charles I, c.1633



PLATE 8 
Lord Lorne as courtier and royal councillor, by the German

painter Schunemann, c.1630



PLATE 9 
Lord Lorne, rather anachronistically as a courtier in terms

of date and title, by unknown artist, tenuously linked to


