


Medieval Church Councils
in Scotland



This page intentionally left blank 



Medieval
Church Councils

in Scotland

D. E. R. WATT

T&T CLARK
EDINBURGH



T&T CLARK LTD
59 GEORGE STREET

EDINBURGH EHz iLQ
SCOTLAND

www.tandtclark.co.uk

Copyright © T&T Clark Ltd, 2000

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,

electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise,
without the prior permission of T8cT Clark Ltd.

First published 2000

ISBNo 56708731 x

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Typeset by Waverley Typesetters, Galashiels
Printed and bound in Great Britain by MPG Books, Bodmin

www.tandtclark.co.uk


Contents

Preface vii

Abbreviations ix

1. Early evidence of church councils in Scotland
to c.1100  1

2. Legatine councils 1125-1192 9

3. Interim arrangements 1192-1225 31

4. Establishment of the Scottish provincial council
1225-1239 43

5. Diocesan and provincial statutes of the
mid-thirteenth century 5 5

6. Membership and organisation of the provincial
council 79

7. Developments 1239-1296 87

8. The reign of Robert I 1306-1329 103

9. Provincial councils and the Three Estates
1329-1424 119

10. Last years of the traditional arrangements
1424-1472 151

11. Epilogue 167

Index of Persons and Places 173

V



This page intentionally left blank 



Preface

This book was commissioned some twenty years ago by Professor
Walter Brandmiiller (then of the University of Augsburg in Bavaria)
as a contribution to the massive Konziliengeschichte series, of
which he is the general editor. More than fifty authors have been
contracted to produce volumes covering the history of councils at
various levels of the organised Christian church from the beginning
to the early twentieth century. Since 1980 a flow of twenty-six
volumes has been published in the German language, covering both
general councils drawing members from many provinces of the
church, and also a wide variety of more local councils confined to
one country or part of a country. Valuable comparative studies
are now becoming practicable.

This volume is devoted to church councils in the small indepen-
dent country of Scotland in the later Middle Ages. It possessed a
unique ecclesiastical organisation from the time when political unity
was achieved in the early eleventh century to the year 1472, for
though it conformed to the pattern of the Western church under
Rome with a system of bishops and dioceses, it was only in the
changing circumstances of 1472 that one bishopric (St. Andrews)
was elevated above the rest with a metropolitan archbishop for
the whole Scottish church. Some two-and-a-half centuries earlier
in 1225 the Scottish bishops as a group had sought papal authori-
sation under the universal canon law to act in council so as to
tackle common problems; and it was with papal encouragement
that the Scottish provincial council was then established, and was
instrumental thenceforward in helping the Scottish bishops to keep
abreast with each other's problems, and with developments in the
church as a whole.

Study of the sources for the history of this council, of its organi-
sation and achievements, was given a fundamental boost as long
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ago as 1866 when Joseph Robertson published in Edinburgh
two seminal volumes of Concilia Scotiae in the Bannatyne Club
series. His work reached a wider readership in 1907 when David
Patrick published English translations of Robertson's Latin texts.
But since then, scholarly interest in an institution which held the
Scottish church together for centuries (as its Protestant successor
the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland has done since
1560) has lapsed. It has needed Professor Brandmiiller's initiative
to make possible this study of how the church in one small country
on the periphery of medieval Western Christendom managed its
affairs. It is being published at Paderborn in Germany as nearly
as possible simultaneously in the German language as part of the
Konziliengeschichte series as Die Konzilien in Schottland bis zur
Reformation. This English-language text is the one from which
the German translation has been made.

DONALD WATT
St. Andrews, Scotland

February 2000
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Early evidence of church councils
in Scotland to c. noo

\ SSEMBLIES of bishops and other senior officers of the
JL3L Christian church to regulate doctrine and discipline (usually
called councils, but sometimes synods) can be traced from the
earliest days of the church at Jerusalem soon after the death of
Christ, and on a fully developed imperial, provincial or more local
basis by the time of the conversion of the Emperor Constantine in
the early fourth century.1 But though various parts of the area
which now comprises Scotland were evangelised from about a
century after that time, little evidence survives to illustrate the
activities of councils there until the late eleventh century* - a
circumstance which means that the early history of councils in
Scotland is necessarily very sketchy indeed compared with that of
councils on the Continent,3 in Anglo-Saxon England,4 or even in
Ireland5 (which like Scotland received Christianity while politically
outside the bounds of the Roman Empire). It was only by the
early eleventh century that anything like a single royal adminis-
tration for what is now mainland Scotland (leaving the Western

1 New Catholic Encyclopedia, iv, 373-7.
1 The comprehensive modern studies are: Concilia Scotiae: Ecclesiae

Scoticanae Statuta tarn Provincialia quam Synodalia quae Supersunt, 1225-1559:
Statuta Ecclesiae Scoticanae [SES], 2 vols., ed. J. Robertson (Bannatyne Club,
1866); A. W. Haddan and W. Stubbs, Councils and Ecclesiastical Documents
relating to Great Britain and Ireland [H&cS], II, part i (Oxford, 1873); Statutes
of the Scottish Church 1225-1559, ed. D. Patrick (SHS, 1907).

3 C. J. Hefele and H. Leclercq, Histoire des Conciles (Paris, 1907-38).
4 H&S, I and III; H. Vollrath, Die Synoden Englands bis 1066 (Paderborn,

1985).
5 D. N. Dumville, Councils and Synods of the Gaelic Early and Central

Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1997).
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and Northern Isles as part of the kingdom of Norway) was
replacing the earlier petty kingdoms, each of which must have
had its own way of harnessing the clergy to the service of the
state.6 Before then for centuries the four-fold division of authority
north of the old Roman boundary of Hadrian's Wall between the
Solway and the Tyne (among the Britons of Strathclyde/Cumbria,
the Angles of Lothian/Northumbria, the Picts of Pictavia north of
the Forth, and the Scots of Argyll) had kept political rivalries
fresh and must have inhibited ecclesiastical inter-kingdom co-
operation. There was apparently a system of episcopal oversight
of a kind, even if the succession in specific sees was at best
irregular;7 but political disunity must have militated against
conciliar co-operation among such few bishops as may have been
contemporaneously in office.

This does not appear to have been the case in Ireland. There
from the time of St. Patrick in the fifth century council meetings
must have been held which approved successive collections of acta
or canons which were confirmed and enlarged at subsequent
meetings until finally c. 700 an edited Collectio canonum
Hibernensis was put together.8 It is true that for the next four
hundred years evidence for council meetings in Ireland is as
exiguous as in Scotland.9 But the church in Ireland did have this
lasting definition of its customs which gave it an individual
character. Remembering how much the church in Scotland was
the offspring of the mid-sixth-century mission of St. Columba
from Ireland to lona and beyond, we might expect to find mention
of some of these Irish rules in their mission area in Scotland, and
perhaps even evidence that they had been formally confirmed by
councils there. But the most famous examples, the individual ways
in which the Irish calculated the date of Easter and shaped their
tonsures, attract attention mainly when the leaders of the Scottish

6 For a general guide to political developments see A. A. M. Duncan, Scotland:
The Making of the Kingdom (Edinburgh, 1975).

7 Cf. G. Donaldson, Scottish Church History (Edinburgh, 1985), chapter 2.,
'Bishops' sees before the reign of David I', for presentation of maximum evidence
for episcopal continuity.

8 Dumville, Councils, 1-3. Cf. Life of St Columba by Adomnan of lona, ed.
R. Sharpe (Harmondsworth, 1995), 346-7, n. 341 for a discussion of Irish
synods.

9 Dumville, Councils, 32-3, 53-4.
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