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ALBANY AND THE POETS 

John Stuart, Duke of Albany, and the transfer  
of ideas between Scotland and the continent, 
1509–1536 

Bryony Coombs  

Abstract: John Stuart, Duke of Albany was born in France, but acted as Regent of 
Scotland from 1514 until 1524. From 1518, he also cultivated his ties of kinship to 
the Italian Medici family. Albany was, furthermore, noteworthy for his love of 
visual splendour and magnificence. In France, he was an astute patron of the visual 
arts, commissioning manuscripts, and grand architectural projects, such as the 
Sainte-Chapelle at Vic-le-Comte in the Auvergne. Albany’s main architectural 
achievement in Scotland was the fortification of his principal residence, Dunbar 
Castle, in the form of a great artillery blockhouse: perhaps the first such structure 
to have been built in the British Isles. This paper outlines Albany’s patronage of 
the literary arts in relation to his career and his cultural endeavours, both artistic 
and architectural. It is argued that Albany used his contacts with literary figures in 
France to bolster his career and to influence opinion; in so doing, he acted as an 
important conduit for the transfer of knowledge and ideas between Scotland, 
France, and Italy in the early sixteenth century. 

Pierre Gringore’s Abus du Monde for James IV, c.1509 

In an inventory of the library at Château Mirefleur, taken in 1560 for Catherine de 
Medici, is the following entry: ‘Plus ung livre nomme Les abus du monde couvert de 
velours noir’ (‘Also a book named the abuses of the world covered in black velvet’).1 

In a later inventory of Catherine’s books, this time taken in Paris, the book is listed 
again as ‘Ung autre livre couvert de velours noir escrit à la main sur vélin, intitulé les Abus 
du monde’ (‘Another book covered in black velvet written by hand on vellum, 
entitled the Abuses of the world’).2 In the Pierpont Morgan Library, catalogued as 
MS M. 42, is a lavishly-illuminated copy of Pierre Gringore’s c.1509 text Les abus 
du monde.3 This is the only version of this text to survive in manuscript form, and 
thus a tentative connection may be drawn between this manuscript and the in-
ventory entries noted above. The Pierpont Morgan manuscript contains a finely- 
illuminated title page bearing the royal arms of Scotland and was evidently 
commissioned as a gift for James IV.4 The manuscript in Catherine de Medici’s 
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library at Mirefleur was likely directly inherited from her uncle and tutor, John 
Stuart, Duke of Albany, the previous resident at this château, and thus it appears 
likely that the manuscript was commissioned by Albany as a gift for James IV 
c.1509. But rather than travelling to Scotland, the work remained in his collection 
inherited in 1536 by Catherine.5 This manuscript and its connection to Albany is 
interesting for the information it provides regarding Albany’s ties to Scotland in 
the period prior to his regency. It suggests, moreover, that Albany was actively 
involved during this early phase of his career in commissioning literary material 
with a political purpose, relating to Franco–Scottish diplomacy. 

John Stuart, Duke of Albany, was born in the Auvergne in 1482. He was the only 
son of Alexander Stuart, the younger brother of King James III of Scotland and entered 
the court of Charles VIII at a young age, likely in 1494.6 During Albany’s early career, 
he played a distinguished role in Louis XII’s Italian campaigns, which resulted in the 
conquest of Milan and the recapture of Naples. The 17-year-old duke was among the 
French nobles who then accompanied their king when he triumphantly entered Milan. 
In 1501, Albany took part in a crusade to the eastern Mediterranean and distinguished 
himself in an attack on the Aegean island of Mytilene.7 In the following year, Albany 
was appointed captain of 100 lances des ordonnances du roi garrisoned at Bordeaux, and in 
1503, he returned to campaigning in Italy. When Louis invaded Italy again in 1507, 
Albany was present in the army, preceding the king when the latter entered Genoa on 
28 April.8 These activities show him to be a figure of Scottish descent, who spent the 
majority of his life in Continental Europe and who cultivated a strong network of 
contacts spanning Scotland, France, and Italy. 

Albany was thus closely involved in Louis XII’s military exploits in Italy and 
also had an interest in crusades, having participated in one himself. He undertook, 
furthermore, during this early stage in his career, various diplomatic tasks on behalf 
of Scotland. In 1511, for example, James IV was so troubled by the state of Europe 
and the dissension between the Pope and the French king that he asked Albany to 
do all he could to help bring about a reconciliation.9 Albany was, therefore, 
personally involved in continental military and diplomatic activity that was of great 
interest to James IV and which was dealt with in the propagandic text Les Abus du 
monde. Although, in the end, Albany and James IV never actually met, Albany 
appears to have been so eager to meet his royal Scottish cousin during this period 
that he briefly entertained the idea of going to Scotland in disguise.10 

A principal concern for Louis XII in the early sixteenth century was the defence 
of his interests in Lombardy. Numerous territorial skirmishes erupted during this 
period, the most severe culminating in a full-scale conflict with Louis and his allies 
confronting the republic of Venice. Running closely alongside Louis’ military ac-
tivities was a forceful literary propaganda machine involving poets and writers both 
directly employed by the court and working outside of the courtly milieu.11 

Cardinal Georges d’Amboise, acting for Louis XII, and Margaret of Austria, re-
presenting her father, Maximilian, met for negotiations in Cambrai in November 
and December 1508. With the traditional pretext of a crusade against the Turks as 
the desired final outcome, an alliance was sealed known as the Treaty or League of 
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Cambrai: binding together Louis XII and Emperor Maximilian. The real aim of the 
treaty was to tackle the issue of Venice. Other rulers were encouraged to join the 
venture with Ferdinand of Aragon, Pope Julius II, and Alfonso, duke of Ferrara, 
seizing upon the opportunity to regain territories lost to Venice. 

It is within this political context that MS M. 42 must be examined. On folio 
49r is an illumination, which elucidates in visual terms the political complexities 
involved in the Treaty of Cambrai (Figure 8.1). On an island sits a lion, re-
presenting Venice, being pierced by black and white quills, which are being shot 

FIGURE 8.1 Jean Coene IV, A visual satire on the League of Cambrai, 
Pierre Gringore, Abus du Monde. Pierpont Morgan Library, MS M 42, fol. 49r. 
(© The Morgan Library & Museum, New York, USA).  
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from a porcupine, who represents Louis XII. To the left hovers the two-headed 
imperial eagle, while at the bottom is an oak tree, representing Julius II, and two 
barking dogs, representing Ferdinand of Aragon. The encroachment of the 
league on Venice is suggested by two ships approaching the lion’s island. The 
text, furthermore, emphasises the active role taken by Louis XII in this affair and 
the notion that he was acting under God’s protection. On folio 44v, further-
more, God is shown appearing to the three estates holding a crowned heart 
encircled by the collar of St Michael. The image refers to Proverbs 21:1, ‘The 
king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord’.12 In the context of Franco–Scottish 
relations, it appears likely that the manuscript was intended to be understood as 
an incitement to join Louis’ cause, or at the very least, to lend distant support to 
his aims. In this respect, the manuscript was likely a propagandic instrument 
commissioned to encourage James IV to side with the French king in his ex-
pansionist ambitions in Italy.13 

Although this text appears to have never reached the Scottish king, Albany’s 
intention is clear; to present Gringore’s work as a finely-produced and lavishly- 
illuminated manuscript, with the intention of persuading James IV to lend support 
to Louis XII’s territorial ambitions in Italy. This is the first of a number of instances 
throughout Albany’s career where he used his contacts with literary and artistic 
figures to further personal and political objectives.14 

Macé de Villebresme’s Epistres du Turc and the fortifications 
at Dunbar, 1515–1523 

An important turning point in Albany’s career took place on 9 September 1513, 
when James IV was killed at Flodden, leaving an infant James V as his successor. 
On 3 July 1515, the lords of the council recorded ‘that ane excellent and mychti 
prince Johnne duke of Albany, governour and protectour of Scotland and tutour 
to the kingis grace to his perfite age, arivit in the said realme the XVIII day of 
May’.15 At this time, literary figures in Scotland were employed in composing 
flattering poems to welcome the new regent, intended perhaps to reassure an 
apprehensive populace of Albany’s good intentions and fine credentials.16 Albany 
visited Scotland three times over the course of his regency: May 1515 to June 
1517; November 1521 to October 1522; and September 1523 to May 1524. His 
first visit is generally considered the most successful, during which time he brought 
a degree of stability back to Scottish governance.17 

Antoine d’Acres, seigneur de la Bastie, travelled to Scotland in late 1513, re-
ceiving in Albany’s name the strategically important fortress of Dunbar, part of the 
Albany property which belonged to the family through the Earldom of March and 
which had been confiscated when Albany’s father had been banished by James 
III.18 During Albany’s time in Scotland, he made Dunbar Castle his principal base 
where he was allowed, under the terms of his regency, to keep a French garrison. 
In terms of Albany’s patronage of architectural projects in Scotland, Dunbar Castle 
was an important focus for his building activities. 
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Today, the fragmentary remains of the castle are scattered on a rock standing 
approximately 80 feet above the sea. To the south-west of the structure built, or 
repaired, for James IV, a great blockhouse dating to Albany’s regency stands on a 
neighbouring island-like promontory.19 The blockhouse was originally joined to 
the castle by a substantial traverse wall built across a tidal chasm.20 The blockhouse 
was apparently unroofed, consisting of four large ground-level casemates which 
are deeply recessed into the rampart and open to the rear. Seven gunholes survive. 
The gunhole throats are large enough to hold substantial pieces of artillery, and it 
has been noted that this blockhouse provides the earliest datable examples of this 
type of gunhole in Scotland.21 Above the casemates is evidence of a large parapet, 
perhaps originally about two metres thick. It has been suggested that the parapet 
may have had a curvilinear profile.22 The general shape of the blockhouse echoes 
that of a contemporary Italian angle bastion in the shape of its faces.23 The sur-
viving physical evidence of the castle and blockhouse may, furthermore, be re-
conciled with contemporary literary accounts. 

The most significant contemporary record of the castle and its appearance 
survives in the form of reconnaissance conducted by Lord Dacre, a field com-
mander for Cardinal Wolsey. In response to a request for information on the state 
of the castle, Dacre reported back to Wolsey on the 26 June 1523 that: 

and finally touching the state and strength of the castell of Dunbar whereof 
your grace is desirous to be advised, I assure your grace it is a thing in 
manner unprenable for I have bene in it. It standith upon a crag and there is 
no waye to go to it but one which is strongly and substantially made with a 
new bulwerk and sett with ordinance as can be devised by the duke of 
Albany for in the said castell is all the said duke’s trust. And if the said 
Bulwerk could be won I think there is no doubt but the castell might be 
won semblably be reason that the said castell stands low upon a crag and the 
erth without it is high about it, and so there could nothing stirr within it but 
the ordinance that were without the castell shulde bete it.24  

This communiqué provides crucial evidence that Albany was responsible for the 
new bulwark and that this was complete by 1523.25 

In examining possible sources for Albany’s military architecture at Dunbar, it is 
instructive to consider evidence of his literary interests during this period. A fas-
cinating document, held at the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, is important in this 
respect. The manuscript begins with the epistles of Mehmet II, translated from 
Latin (by Landin, knight of Jerusalem) into French, by Macé de Villebresme in 
1515 and dedicated to ‘Jehan, Duke of Albanye, regent and governor of 
Scotland’.26 Macé de Villbresme was a courtier and valet de chambre to Louis XII.27 

He also acted as French ambassador to Scotland in 1515. He is recorded as having 
brought letters, which told of the ratification by Francis I of the treaty made by his 
predecessor with England, with the inclusion of Scotland on the condition of 
hostilities ceasing on the English borders.28 His exhortations were supported by 
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Balthasar Stewart, who was an envoy of Pope Leo X, and had been in Scotland for 
a year using all his efforts to persuade the Scots to abstain from war with England, 
and join in the crusade against the Turks.29 Villebresme died in August 1517. It is, 
therefore, likely that this work was translated for presentation to Albany on 
Villebresme’s visit to Scotland in 1515. Villebresme notes in the prologue to the 
work that he had pondered long and hard who to present the work to and had 
decided that there was no one better than Albany given his ‘curiosity’ in such 
affairs. It appears, therefore, to provide evidence of Albany’s interest in, and 
preoccupation with, the military matters he engaged with on his crusade some 
years earlier.30 The date of the presentation of this document precisely coincides 
with the beginning of Albany’s campaign to fortify Dunbar, and it is feasible, 
therefore, to assume that these events are connected. 

The presentation of this unusual literary work by Villebresme attests to Albany’s 
preoccupation with military affairs relating to the crusades. Other works in the 
manuscript, moreover, indicate a broader interest in the works of Greek and Roman 
authors and testify to Albany’s keen interest in military matters relating to classical 
antiquity.31 The architectural work that Albany undertook in relation to the for-
tification of Dunbar appears to reflect, what he had experienced whilst employed in a 
military capacity in Italy, or developments he had encountered on his crusade to the 
Eastern Mediterranean. In either case, the work he commissioned in Scotland appears 
to have been the first of its kind in the British Isles and attests to his importance as a 
conduit for architectural and military ideas to Scotland from the Continent.32 

Bremond Domat, genealogy, and military ambition in the 
Hague Manuscript, 1518 

Albany was back in France from June 1517 to November 1521. A key event that 
took place during this period was the marriage of his sister-in-law, Madeleine de la 
Tour, to Lorenzo de’ Medici, Duke of Urbino, on the 2 May 1518. The marriage 
was extremely important for Albany, substantially elevating his standing in France by 
allying him with the powerful Florentine Medici family, and by providing him with 
a direct connection to Lorenzo’s uncle, Pope Leo X, a connection Albany was quick 
to exploit, both for his own ends and on behalf of Scotland. This can be seen in 
Albany’s correspondence with the papacy soon after this time, in which the ancient 
privileges of the kings and kingdom of Scotland were confirmed.33 Within several 
months of the birth of Madeleine and Lorenzo’s only child, Catherine, at Urbino on 
19 April 1519, both parents died.34 This left the young child’s closest relatives as 
Pope Leo X and Albany. Following the death of Pope Leo X on 1 December 1521, 
Albany was appointed Catherine’s tutor and guardian, as her closest male relative. 

At the Koninklijke Bibliotheek in the Hague, is a manuscript catalogued under 
the title Genealogy of Anne de la Tour, Princess of Scotland, KB 74 G 11 (hereafter, the 
Hague Manuscript).35 The unusual address, referring to Albany’s wife as ‘Princess of 
Scotland’ and inclusion of material relating to Albany and his military objectives, 
suggest that this was a work commissioned by Albany as a gift to his wife. The 
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principal content of the work concerns the illustrious genealogy of the counts of 
Boulogne and d’Auvergne, from which both Albany and his wife, Anne de la 
Tour, could claim descent.36 There is sufficient evidence within the manuscript to 
attribute it to an interesting literary figure, Bremond Domat.37 Furthermore, 
Domat possessed the self-awareness and self-confidence to include his self-portrait 
within the manuscript; a detail that tells us much about the patron/creator re-
lationship between Albany and Domat (Figure 8.2).38 

Following a story of the brothers Pharaon and Archemolu, two genealogies of 
the counts of Boulogne and d’Auvergne, and a collection of illuminated poems 
and epitaphs, the manuscript concludes with poems and drawings of the principal 
properties that came into Albany’s possession after his marriage.39 The work is 

FIGURE 8.2 Bremond Domat, Self-portrait, Généalogie de Madame Anne de la Tour, 
princesse de l’Écosse. KB 74 G 11, fol. 2r. 1518 (© Koninklijke Bibliotheek, Den Haag, 
Netherlands).  
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dated to 1518, and it is likely that one of the primary aims of the manuscript was to 
detail the split of properties inherited by Albany and his wife, following the 
marriage of Anne’s sister, Madeleine. 

On fol. 52v, a poem included underneath a representation of Albany’s arms, impaled 
by those of Anne de la Tour, sets out his military objectives. It boldly proclaims: 

The year one thousand, four hundred, eighty and two in July, 
The eighth was born on earth, 
Albany, bonnie child, 
who will by sea conquer, 
Scotland also England, 
and put them into subjection, 
by strength of arms and of war, 
he will take possession of them.40  

Below this is written: ‘The prognostication of the nativity of prince John, duke of 
Albany, as speculated by the planets’. This is followed by three verses of eight lines 
on the influence of the planetary deities on the life of Albany. It starts by noting 
that Venus, the principal planet that governs his birth, promises him papal power. 
Here, he is described as ‘double crowned two times king’.41 His intent was, 
therefore, to suggest that he was not only the ruler of Scotland, but the potential 
ruler of England. So beyond the practical aspect of detailing their properties, the 
manuscript also functioned as a medium through which Albany could display his 
military credentials and his potential political power. It was an astute and carefully 
considered piece of self-fashioning designed to bolster his social status. 

Several copies were made of the Hague Manuscript. BnF fr. 5227 is a copy of the 
genealogical sections and was produced as a gift for Pope Clement VII, c.1530. It 
contains the arms and emblem of Albany, and a portrait and the emblem of the 
Pope. This copy was executed by Jean Couteau and was evidently intended as a 
diplomatic gift to strengthen Albany’s ties with the papacy and enhance the re-
putation of Catherine’s French lineage in Italy.42 BnF fr. 20209 is another copy of 
the genealogies. It was also made as a gift, this time for the la Guesle family, 
seigneurs de Busséol.43 Again, the reasons behind the copy appear to have been to 
bolster the reputation of the counts of Boulogne and d’Auvergne, the lineage from 
which Albany, Anne de la Tour, and Catherine de Medici could all claim descent.44 

The Hague manuscript in particular, is a finely produced work with carefully- 
executed figurative, heraldic, and architectural illuminations. It was a fine gift for 
Albany to present to Anne de la Tour, but was also used as an astute piece of self- 
promotion. Albany had, by this time, completed one period of his regency in 
Scotland, and he thus sought to demonstrate his military prowess and political 
potential back on the Continent. His newly forged ties to the Medici family 
appear to have given him cause to consider several points; how best to promote 
himself in Europe, and how to bolster his political power by emphasising the 
importance of his pan-European status. 
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Domat, the Liber Pluscardensis, and the Sainte Chapelle at 
Vic-le-Comte, 1519–1529 

In the following year, 1519, Albany engaged Bremond Domat in another task, this 
time the translation of a copy of the Liber Pluscardensis into French. The Liber 
Pluscardenisis is a Scottish history based on Fordun and Bower’s earlier works, up-
dated and abridged in the early 1460s.45 This manuscript is now held in the 
Bibliothèque St-Geneviève, MS 936 (hereafter the Paris Manuscript) and is the only 
know example of this Latin chronicle translated into French. Domat also appended 
to this translation an original work apparently of his own devising: a finely- 
illuminated genealogy of the kings of Scotland. This work is interesting for multiple 
reasons. It tells us a great deal about Albany and his interest in his Scottish lineage 
during this time. Furthermore, it indicates that Domat was engaged in a dual 
commission; to research the French Boulogne and d’Auvergne lineage in 1518, and 
a year later, to work on Albany’s Scottish heritage. Viewed in the broader context of 
Albany’s cultural activities in France, his preoccupation with lineage fitted into a 
larger scheme of grand cultural endeavours, principally his foundation of a Sainte- 
Chapelle at Vic-le-Comte. A papal bull was granted in June 1520 by Pope Leo X 
authorising the foundation of this chapel and much of the Sainte-Chapelle’s interior 
decoration emphasises the concepts of illustrious lineage and noble descent. 

The opening page of the Paris Manuscript is illuminated with a pen and ink 
drawing of the crowned arms of Albany, encircled by the collar of the Order of St 
Michael and situated in a bouquet of Renaissance foliage. At the base is a banner 
bearing the inscription ‘veritas de terra orta est’ (‘truth shall spring from the 
ground’); a reference to one of the central themes of the manuscript, the genea-
logical tree, a phrase also employed by Gringore in 1514.46 Domat prefaced the 
Paris Manuscript with a fourteen-line poem extolling the virtues of the very 
magnificent kingdom of Scotland: 

Powerful Princes, this present chronicle, 
Demonstrates by very clear evidence, 
Of Scotland has [Bruict] sovereign and antique, 
And is still why by excellence, 
I write this here solemn work, 
To demonstrate how the Catholic faith, 
Was kept and judicial power, 
Peace and love, equity, temperance, 
And against Turks often took a lance, 
Nobles and lay, I beg you, without replica, 
See this fact, full of prudence. 
Domat, 
the author translator.47  
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In the introduction to the illuminated genealogy, Domat makes his intention clear. 
He stresses that it was written to ‘clarify and resolve the very illustrious and ancient 
lineage of Scots to that end that every noble prince descended from this line may 
apprehend the true source and origin of their lineage’, emphasising that few kingdoms 
can claim such an ancient line of descent as that of Scotland, which was traced back 
330 years before the advent of Christ.48 The iconography employed in the Sainte- 
Chapelle, viewed in relation to the genealogical manuscripts, suggests that Albany was 
concerned with illustrating the importance of a union between a descendant of the 
kings of Scotland and of the Capetian kings of France. This was a joining of bloodlines 
which had occurred previously, and which is highlighted in the Hague Manuscript by 
the earlier marriage of Mary, the youngest daughter of Malcolm Canmore and St 
Margaret of Scotland, to Eustace III, Count of Boulogne.49 

The principal iconographic focus of the programme of decoration in the 
Sainte-Chapelle is the Tree of Jesse, adorning the axial window, below which 
kneel the donor figures, Albany and Anne de la Tour.50 The inclusion of Albany 
and his wife kneeling below this scene integrated the founders’ earthly lineage into 
this sacred genealogy. The aims and ambitions set out in Albany’s manuscripts 
paved the way for his grand architectural foundation: the Sainte-Chapelle. The 
chapel represents an earthly treasury of prestige and self-accomplishment, while 
simultaneously acting as a conduit for spiritual redemption. At the time that 
Albany was planning the foundation of the Sainte-Chapelle, his position as gov-
ernor of Scotland must have been at the forefront of his thoughts. The foundation 
and its decorative programme stressed lineage, kingship, and the joining of illus-
trious bloodlines. Thus, the foundation gave visual form to Albany’s concerns 
regarding his status in France, advertising his illustrious royal lineage, and de-
monstrating his magnificence and political power. 

The Paris manuscript is an important example of an international transfer of 
political ideas. In the Mitchell Library in Glasgow is a copy of the Liber Pluscardensis 
in Latin, MS 308876.51 Skene pointed out in 1877 that some of the notes on the 
flyleaf of this manuscript suggest that it had been in France in the early sixteenth 
century and that it may have been the manuscript Domat used for his translation.52 

An examination of this manuscript confirms that this was likely the case. It 
contains the preface and prologue now found in only two other manuscripts. It 
also appears to have been in the possession of the French Roi d’Armes, Montjoie, 
and contains lines of verse related to those that were added by Domat to the Paris 
Manuscript. The inscription ‘J(?) [...] albinie’ on fol. 1r of MS 308876 perhaps also 
relates to this episode. The French Roi d’Armes, Montjoie, Gilbert Chauveau, 
certainly visited Scotland in 1506, and, as a figure involved in Venetian politics 
and crusading diplomacy, was likely well known to Albany.53 

The example of the Paris Manuscript and MS 308876, therefore, provides 
evidence for the transfer of literary material from Scotland to France. The trans-
lation of that material into French and its reworking into an illuminated genealogy 
is crucial for understanding Albany’s motivations during this period. Albany’s 
patronage of literary and visual material evidently influenced the program of 
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decoration employed in his grand ecclesiastical foundation, the Sainte-Chapelle, 
and his interest in the Liber Pluscardensis was both in promoting the prestige of 
Scotland on the Continent and in enhancing his own illustrious reputation. 

A sketch by Antonio da Sangallo the Younger and a eulogy 
by Desmontiers, c.1525–1538 

As noted above, Albany was concerned with updating the fortifications at his 
principal residence in Scotland, Dunbar Castle. Evidence also survives detailing 
Albany’s continued interest in such matters later in his career. In the Uffizi Gallery, 
Florence, are a large collection of architectural drawings attributable to the Sangallos, 
an influential family of Florentine architects and military engineers. Among these is a 
rough sketch in brown ink on paper that shows proposals for the modernisation for a 
typical late-fifteenth-century fortress, by the addition of a ravelin and caponier 
(U1051A).54 A line of text on the sketch notes: ‘Fortezza e opinione del Duca 
dalbania’ (‘fortress and opinion of the Duke of Albany’). A note on the verso states: 
‘Forteze; openione delducha dalbania’. That Albany’s opinion regarding a matter of 
military science should have been sought by such an eminent Renaissance architect 
and engineer is important. The drawing appears to show a description provided by 
Albany of the fortress at Salses, or a similar example of transitional military archi-
tecture from this period, and in this respect it shows that Albany was perhaps used by 
those close to the Medici family as a source of military intelligence.55 The drawing 
also indicates that Albany’s opinion was highly regarded by Sangallo. Albany’s ties of 
kinship to the Medici family go some way to explain this, but there is more to be 
said here. Key to this is Albany’s broader reputation in matters of military science. 
Again, a literary work, this time by Jean Desmontiers, is enlightening. 

Desmontiers wrote his text on the origin, topography, and marvels of Scotland 
around 1538, initially for presentation to Madeleine of Valois. After Madeleine’s 
death, however, the work was redirected to Catherine de Medici. Although the 
work takes much of its detail from Hector Boece, via Bellenden’s translation, it 
also contains original topographical information, which suggests that Desmontiers 
may have visited Scotland himself earlier in his career. In the centre of the text is a 
eulogy to Albany: 

Also in this province is the strong castle of Dunbar: well known by the 
memory of the late very virtuous and very magnanimous prince M. 
Dalbanie father of Scotland: of whom the virtues have already been put 
[written about] in so high & eminent place, that it is impossible for me to 
reach that level. Because I am compelled to withdraw from the place where 
I had wished to go: and yet I shall dare to say, according to my little power, 
that neither Aristides, Themistocles, Pericles, nor Brasidas in all the virtues, 
in which each of them particularly excelled, do no work that was beyond 
the high and noble deeds of this prince: for, besides the prowess and military 
science which he was as renowned for as Alexander, or Caesar: and the love 
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of his country which exceeded that of Deces and Horace Cocles, he has 
deserved to be immortalised: like Ceres or Dionisius for the extreme work 
he had to render most of all of Scotland fertile, and workable/cultivatable: 
which was previously barren and fallow.56  

The declaration of Albany’s prowess in matters of military science, mentioned in 
relation to his stronghold at Dunbar, is interesting. Desmontiers’ text allows us to 
see that Albany cultivated a reputation in matters of military science, and part of 
this was based on his fortifications at Dunbar. 

The regard with which Albany’s opinions were held by Sangallo the Younger, 
therefore, reflects both his reputation in matters of military science and his elevated 
social standing in Rome. In 1530, Albany was appointed French ambassador to the 
Holy See, acting as the chief negotiator for the marriage of his niece, Catherine, 
and the duc d’Orléans. Albany’s status at this time appears to have caused some 
difficulties in papal ceremony, given that dukes outranked ambassadors.57 His 
family ties to the Pope evidently afforded him special privileges, as illustrated in 
November 1530, when he was responsible for carrying the papal train, and in 
Christmas 1531, when the ambassadors were ranked, in reverse precedence, 
Venice, England, Imperial, Duke of Albany.58 

The note hastily scribbled on Sangallo’s sketch indicates that Albany was em-
ployed as a conduit for military information from elsewhere in Europe to Italy. He 
was evidently considered an important figure by his Medici kinsmen for his 
contacts and for the information that he was, therefore, party to. Albany’s re-
putation in military science was likely based, at least in part, on word of his military 
enterprises in Scotland. Whether the reality of his developments at Dunbar lived 
up to this reputation was of little concern, as few would actually travel to Scotland 
to see them: what mattered was his reputation and that of his fortress, as docu-
mented in the work of Desmontiers. 

Blood and vellum: Albany’s promotion of the Boulogne 
and d’Auvergne lineage 

As noted above, twelve years after Albany commissioned the Hague Manuscript in 
1518, he appears to have ordered several copies of this work with the intention of 
gifting them to illustrious figures.59 In 1530, Albany was appointed French am-
bassador in Rome. He was, as we have seen, highly regarded in papal circles at this 
time. The gift of a finely-illuminated genealogical manuscript to the Pope, de-
monstrating the prestige of both Catherine’s and his own, illustrious lineage, no 
doubt played its part in this. 

There is, furthermore, a second group of manuscripts, which must be con-
sidered in relation to these negotiations. Gustave Cohen wrote a text in 1944 on a 
manuscript in New York entitled La genealogie des contes de Boulongne. Cohen 
attributed the work to Geoffrey Tory principally on the evidence of a colophon in 
the manuscript which reads: ‘NE PLUS NE MOINS 1531’; the motto being close 
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to Tory’s motto of ‘Non Plus’. He argued that the manuscript was commissioned 
by the French king, Francis I, of Tory, for presentation to Catherine in this year.60 

Knowing what we do about Albany acting as chief negotiator for the king, and of 
Albany’s commission of genealogical material relating to the House of Boulogne 
previously, we can propose that the patron of this work was in fact Albany. There 
are two further examples of this text that survive, both apparently copies after the 
New York version; these are found in BnF fr 4653, fols 19r–25r, and at the back of 
BnF fr 20209, fols 77r–84v.61 This last example is the same manuscript that in-
cludes a copy of the Hague manuscript, which we have determined Albany in-
tended for the la Guesle family. This strongly supports the hypothesis that this 
group of genealogies were also commissioned by Albany in relation to his dip-
lomatic duties in Italy at this time. The purpose of the work being propagandistic 
material designed to heighten the fame and prestige of both his lineage and that of 
Catherine de Medici. The fine copy described by Cohen was in all likelihood a 
gift from Albany to Catherine in 1531, designed to heighten her awareness of her 
illustrious French heritage. Indeed, in the inventory of Catherine’s library in Paris 
of 1589, we find listed with the aforementioned Abus du monde manuscript, ‘Ung 
autre livre couvert de cuir rouge ou est descrite la généalogie des comtes de Boulongne’ – 
likely the same manuscript consulted by Cohen in New York. We also find an-
other text next to it listed as ‘Ung autre livre couvert de cuir de Levant vert escrit à la 
main intitulé l’Origine et succession des comtes de Boulongne’.62 

The attribution of the work, moreover, to Geoffrey Tory on the strength of a 
similarity between the motto ‘NE PLUS NE MOINS’ and his motto ‘Non plus’ 
must be questioned. The great benefit in drawing together Albany’s literary pa-
tronage in this paper is that previously unseen connections become clear. If we 
return to 1515 and Macé de Villbresme’s work addressed to Albany, we can recall 
that he added an anagram of his name and his poetic device ‘PLUS QUE MOINS’ 
to the end of his work. Cohen noted in relation to the colophon in the New York 
manuscript that ‘there is no parallel [...] in contemporary scribal colophons’.63 Yet, 
here is a direct parallel in a work also addressed to Albany who was likely involved 
in the production of both works. It must be considered, therefore, whether this 
motto relates more to the patron, Albany, than to the author.64 

The transfer of ideas in this instance was from France to Italy and performed an 
important diplomatic and political role, enhancing the prestige of Catherine de 
Medici’s French bloodline in her own eyes, that of the papacy, and other Italian 
nobles. In this example, Albany used literary material as luxurious gifts, in order 
that they might function as propaganda designed to serve his diplomatic and 
political aims and, furthermore, to bolster his own reputation. 

Conclusion 

John Stuart, Duke of Albany, was a figure who acted throughout his life as a highly 
influential conduit for the transfer of ideas between elite, royal, and papal circles in 
Scotland, France, and Italy. He was unusual for the powerful positions he held in 
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all three countries. He is also noteworthy for his evident understanding of the 
power and agency of visual and literary material in the service of his diplomatic, 
military, and political endeavours. Commissions of such material were not per-
ipheral to what was occurring, but integral: such works acted as active agents in 
shaping his career. We can, therefore, trace the development of his career through 
the cultural connections and enterprises he was involved in. 

While this present discussion is not exhaustive, it does, however, offer the 
opportunity to explore Albany’s impressive engagement with visual and literary 
material throughout his life, and to draw parallels between historiographic details 
with his literary, artistic, and architectural commissions. This allows us to see how 
Albany manipulated such material to bolster his position, influence opinions, and 
facilitate the transfer of knowledge and ideas between countries. It also allows us to 
speculate on how he was perceived as an important source of intelligence for 
various parties. 

Albany acted as a conduit for the transfer of ideas and knowledge not only from 
France to Scotland, but also from Scotland to France, France to Italy, Italy to 
Scotland, and indeed from Scotland to Italy. The importance of studying in-
dividual figures in this way is that it allows us to see, in a very specific manner, 
how ideas spread. Through such work, we can replace sweeping generalisations 
regarding ideas emerging from France and Italy and eventually reaching Scotland, 
with specific examples of how such a cultural transfer occurred and how, most 
importantly, it also flowed in the opposite direction. 
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