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Introduction

The integration of the Scottish northern Highlands into wider Scottish and
British society did not occur within a vacuum.2 Rather, it took place in a specific
cultural context. This cultural dimension served at the same time as both source
and receptacle of the reforming policies and measures of the crown. Governmental
actions were explained away and validated by a so-called ‘civilising’ leitmotif.
Conversely, the clans and families of the region were not mere passive objects of
study to be reformed by the various institutional authorities. Within the field
of visual culture, they projected themselves as actors for their own culture.3

Furthermore, the cultural perspective cannot be restricted to an opposition
between the central powers and northern Highland society. One needs to consider
a transversal culture, that is, cultural elements coming from the community at
large or from abroad and not solely from the centre. These in turn created a
hybrid culture with its mixture of all these cultural aspects originating in both the
centre and periphery and from external sources.

First, this article will examine the pictorial framework within which the
concepts of the northern Highlands and of northern Highlanders developed.
This will establish the intellectual background to their culture, as conceived
and imposed primarily from outside and from above, with correlated relevance
to that of Highlanders in general.4 In the second and main part of this paper,
various cultural elements, as produced and consumed both in the area and outside,
will be examined in order to unravel the relationships between that intellectual
framework and the visual culture in situ, in which women took an active role.
The premise is to set a perceived ‘barbarism’ against actual cultural achievements
and consumption on the ground. The methodology adopted for this approach is
to look into various visual elements of that culture, namely architecture, heraldry,
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and paintings. These will be shown to reveal cultural facets in which these people
had a significant input/control of output to a degree. This local/internal measure
certainly emphasises a cultural and, by extension, integrative model from below
then in operation and valid for the northern Highlands, defined in the present
case as the shires of Ross, Sutherland, and Caithness, and the Outer Isles, in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but with variations in terms of people,
location, and time.

The articulation of northern Highland culture:

the visual rhetoric of an identity

In a parallel to contemporary Irish and European cases, the terminology
of savagery and barbarity contributed, in Scotland, to the formulation of a
‘segregation policy’ so as to establish a clear distinction between civility and
wilderness within wider civic discourse.5 This rhetoric constituted a trenchant
rejection of the aristocratic politics of violence with a view to the ‘civilising’
regimentation of the elite. As a propagandist tool, it further justified and eased
the passing of repressive legislation against ‘uncivil’ subjects. It was also integral
to the wider discourse of the via negativa of cultural denigration, this marking
a constant and common feature of the European articulation of civility as
gradually accreted from classical Antiquity. But the commonplace of the ‘wild
man’ combined multiple and indeed contradictory historical and cumulative
nuances in its manifold depictions and representations. In the constitution of
Western identity, the wild man indicated the separation between nature and
culture that characterised the notion of civility. This conception accorded with
Scottish/British identity with the Highlander/Islander cast as the wild man.6

Language was also a powerful tool of governance and was integral to the panoply
of governmental containment of the Gàidhealtachd.7 Needless to say, Gaelic views
jarred with such a representation.8

Turning to the visual, the projection of an image could be calibrated to send
desired signals of status and identity at the expense of the local population as
the key point lay in the control of these visual productions. Interestingly, the
topoi of northern Highlanders, and of Highlanders in general, were not confined
to a literary or secular context. Medieval and early-modern topography and
visual arts made full use of the readily available template.9 The full force of
the articulation of ‘mountaineers’ as ‘beasts’, grounded upon an Aristotelian
‘civilising’ model of the city, comes to the fore in late-medieval Tuscan accounts
and in cartographic representations showing terrifying sea monsters off the coasts
of Ireland and northern Scotland on William Bowyer’s map of the British Isles
of 1567, reminiscent of Olaus Magnus’ 1539 ‘Carta marina’ of Scandinavia.
The northern part of Eddrachillis did not fare any better, being shown as
an ‘Extream wilderness’ with ‘verie great plentie of wolfes too haunt in this
desert places’.10 The 1595 map of the Jesuit priest William Crichton attested
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too to the religious and indeed pan-confessional propaganda at work vis-à-vis
the more remote parts of Scotland, as could further be found in Ireland, the
contemporary Mezzogiorno, and late-medieval Tuscany.11 Crichton linked the
men under the earl of Sutherland with those under the Hebridean chiefs as,
together, ‘barbarorum et semiinermium’ (savage and semi-clad), whereas the earl
of Caithness’s men, though still ‘semiinermium’, were ‘semibarbarorum’. Perhaps,
this was an allowance of Caithness’ better Catholic receptiveness. Crichton might
also well have felt that Gaelic speakers were worthy recipients of the Irish mission
as things then stood.12

This axis of barbarism extended to other pictorial representations, in itself a
long-established European tradition, both at home and abroad. At the Bayonne
tournament of 1565, organised for Catherine de’ Medici and Charles IX, knights
clothed as wild Scotsmen, demons, Turks, and nymphs, glorified monarchical
rule over the savage, the mythic and the demonic. The baptismal celebrations
at Stirling in December 1566 indirectly borrowed from the Bayonne fête, but
with goatskin-clad ‘wild Highland men’ in charge of the fireworks in the Scottish
royal burgh as opposed to moors in the Basque locality.13 Alternatively, the Stewart
monarchs and courts accoutred à la aboriginal but not necessarily within a context
of tensions inherent in mock battles and tournaments.14 In 1633, King Charles I
recognised the identity of the Gaels during his visit to Edinburgh.15 This society,
in the process of being integrated into a wider Scottish/British entity, was thus
perceived in mixed ways, but was still distinctive enough to command a certain
specificity, as was similarly projected in Languedoc or England’s north-east at the
time.16 Even though this was not the sole means at the disposal of the crown for
the recognition of Highland and Hebridean identities, the 1617 and 1633 royal
visits underlined a distinct regal perspective too on that particular topic, if not a
different attitude altogether. As in Elizabethan England, the tradition of the wild
man was instrumental in courtly discourse and, via a wider dimension, in the
artistic imagery of the time.17

The visual culture of the northern Highlands

The study of local visual culture in the region assumes an importance in that
it was an area in which northern Highlanders themselves had a direct influence
on the projection of an image, identity, and status to the family, the clan, and
the wider world. Unduly underrepresented in early-modern Scottish history, this
visual anatomy or grammar of the northern Highlands provides evidence of these
communities gradually immersing into the broader ambient late-Renaissance
and Baroque culture.18 In this respect, the triptych of architecture, heraldry, and
painting will be examined. It is well worth emphasising that the progress was only
a gradual one and was by no means universal both in its geographical and societal
coverage.
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Architecture

such houses [fitt for nothing else but as a place of refuge in the time of trouble,
wherin a man might make himselfe a prisoner] truly are worn quyt out of
fashione, as feuds are, which is a great happiness.19

Art historians have recently rejuvenated the traditional historiography of Scottish
architecture of the late medieval period and the Renaissance. The revised
perspective on country seats has moved away from a perception solely of their
preparedness for war to a focus on status, display, and symbol, and the notion
of lifestyle and comfort that came with the expansion of domestication. Overall,
the so-called castles of that period were not purely functionally defensive but
also, rather, metaphorically so. They amalgamated the appearance and substance
of martial nobility but also combined manifold cultural and socio-economic
considerations. Noble estates would have been surrounded by the wherewithal
to survive, expressed architecturally in the form of walled gardens and enclosures
often on a very extensive scale.20 The relatively dynamic and sustained period of
construction of châteaux in Easter Ross, Sutherland, and Caithness, in particular,
attested to the comparative wealth of the landlords and their engagement with the
wider Scottish and European Renaissance.21

The few extent building contracts within the Sinclairs’ sphere of influence, for
example, demonstrated the landlords’ vision, at least in part, for contemplation
and a more pleasurable lifestyle.22 George, fifth earl of Caithness, and probably
Jean Gordon, the countess, were themselves amateur architects who stipulated
directions to follow complete with technical terms as they undertook, in 1616, the
repair of the ‘new wark’ at Castle Sinclair. They notably outlined the installation
of a platform and the conspicuous use of ashlar – a dressed stone that was then
expensive. As a regional cynosure, the structure emulated the wider Renaissance
architectural designs in vogue in contemporary Scotland with some finely carved
corbels to support angle turrets and windows. It further signalled the participation
of women in the management of the estates and buildings as elsewhere in
Scotland.23

The multiple fields of application affected by Renaissance architectural
influences in these lands testified to its wide-ranging effect. Contemporary maps
of Ross certainly reveal the impressiveness of the multiple-structured country seats
of Cadboll and Tarbat/Ballone and the five- to six-storey high Milntown Castle,
which embraced the Renaissance avidity for verticality.24 Visual grandeur was
de rigueur as a reflection of status and as a statement of one’s sphere of influence
over the landed estate. Architecture visually encapsulated the sensitivity of the elite
towards status, hierarchy, and especially precedence.25 This architectural panache
also demonstrated the smaller lairds emulation of the great houses of Scottish
magnates.26 Their patronage crossed architectural fields too, as regards secular
benefactions for chapels and ecclesiastical sites. In 1616, George Munro of Milton
and his second wife, Margaret Dunbar, erected the easterly chapel at Kilmuir
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Easter with a country seat-style circular bell-tower capped by a conical roof. These
secular elements expressed the worldly status of the patrons.27

Engaged with the Renaissance enthusiasm for carved wood panels and as a
testimony to foreign influences, largely in the form of continental pattern-books,
Sir Thomas Urquhart of Cromarty showcased a series of thematic politico-
religious panels which illustrated the theological and cardinal virtues, the four
evangelists, the so-called nine worthies, Scottish monarchs, Samson, and the
Albanian nationalist, Skanderbeg. These bear comparison with, among others,
those at Crathes (Aberdeenshire) and Earlshall (Fife).28 Taken together, the
renovation and extension work of Sir Rory Macleod, in 1622–1623, and of his
grandson, Iain Breac, from 1664 to 1666, at Dunvegan Castle, similarly underlined
their embrace of contemporary designs and materials with a southern rural and
urban influence.29 This stood in marked contrast to the general state of the built
environment in the Isles. Traditional historiography depicts its overall basic nature
in terms of stonework and masonry, alongside the additional smallness of the
windows and other openings as well as the prevalent absence of vaults and mural
fireplaces.30 Against this background, though, the addition of a crow-stepped gable
complete with a chimney to the hall at Caisteal Chiosmuil (Kisimul Castle) in
the seventeenth century, reflects the appreciation of Renaissance design, albeit
belatedly, and the appeal of greater comfort.31 Feasting halls too were modified to
accommodate domestic apartments and illustrate the expansion of domestication.
Ameliorations to domestic accommodation, storage, and services were likewise
the order of the day for those that could make them. In essence, local landlords
were trying to emulate Lowland patterns through additions to their feasting
halls, initially with a tower and, later, with other embellishments.32 Indeed, at
least in the case of Caisteal Ormacleit on South Uist, local tradition assigned
to a woman, Penelope Mackenzie, suggests that the incomplete earlier structure,
erected by Allan, captain of Clanranald, at the close of the sixteenth century, had
failed to meet her required standards.33 Thus, overall, there is a sense that the
castellar renovation and remodelling in the Isles did not reach the full potential of
Renaissance architecture with its more refined elements, as seen in the Lowlands,
until a later period from the 1650s and 1660s onwards. Despite its gradual nature
this qualified the categorical view prevalent among the literati of a mythified
barbarity which irretrievably grounded Irish and Highland communities in a
culture of apathy towards Renaissance comfort and refinement.34

Local materials, like the flagstones of Orkney and Caithness, contributed to the
individuality of the northern Scottish townscape. Equally significant for building
materials along the northern coasts and on the islands were materials from Norway
and Scandinavia. Additionally, what made the area even more dynamic in terms
of architecture were the flows and counter-flows between these northern lands
and the Lowlands in terms of building material and personnel. Works on royal
castles and ships in the Lowlands produced a demand, at times, for Caithness
slate and Ross timber respectively.35 Wood resources on the west coast were
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used for internal consumption to help local building projects and shipbuilding
developments.36 Private architectural projects outside the region further relied
on the import of Caithness slate which was used on the very best buildings.37

Likewise, nobles had access to, and hired, qualified craftsmen of national stature,
albeit presumably in a limited way as the vast majority of the work-force tended
to be of a local/regional origin. Perhaps the most outstanding example is the
employment of the English carver, Ralph Rawlinson, by George, first marquess
of Huntly, in 1633, who was recalled from his work at the Chanonry (Fortrose) to
dedicate his services to Holyroodhouse.38 Renaissance architectural designs were
gradually and innovatively incorporated into the buildings of the area. However,
this was an ongoing process which should be viewed over the long term.39 The
overall balance between the necessity for the Scottish nobility and gentry to adhere
to an interpretation of feudal tradition, to establish, stabilise, or reinforce their
landed rights, alongside a quest to embrace wider contemporary fashion, was
present in the region too. Thus, with the creative tension between tradition and
innovation, a dynamic of architectural hybridity or multiculturalism characterised
the built environment in the region.40

Heraldry

Northern Highlanders adopted the foreign system of heraldry, which originated
in north-eastern France in the twelfth century, to display their identity and
status. This was relatively rapidly used within the sphere of the kingdom of
the Isles.41 Heraldry was a dynamic process and an outlet to cast in marble, in
a sense, family relationships and tensions, an ostentatious statement of a person’s
views.42 The Mackays of Farr under Hugh and Sir Donald Mackay, lord Reay,
experienced frictions in their relations with the earls of Sutherland. Their armorial
achievements illustrated no connection with the comital family whereas, in 1503,
the arms of this Strathnaver landlord bore the trademark three stars of the
Sutherland earl.43 Yet, one should not underplay the propagandist nature and raison
d’être of some of these armorials.44

Satellite families associated themselves with more powerful regional clans, a
move reflected in the adoption of heraldic charges to their coats of arms.45

Moreover, minor and cadet families only managed to have their heraldic
achievements come to official prominence later on, in the 1660s and 1670s, as was
the case for the Baynes of Tulloch and of Logie or the Munros of Balconie. This
indicated an aspiration to the recording of one’s escutcheon as a mark of gentility.46

However, this should not distract from the fact that, on the ground, these cadet
families, and even less wealthy members of this society, had long joined their clan
peers in a visual bonding and sense of belonging epitomised by carved heraldry on
various monuments, particularly those of a sepulchral nature.47 Elsewhere on the
European periphery, noble families on the eastern shore of the Adriatic, mainly
Croatians and Bosnians, had their faked medieval arms confirmed by the Italian
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and Austrian authorities in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.48 Moreover,
the relative paucity of heraldry documented for the Gaelic Irish should not be
extrapolated to the Scottish northern Highlanders in general.49 Significantly, there
is a scantiness of records in contemporary armorials concerning the heraldry of
the Macneils of Barra, which has been compounded by a sustained misattribution
of their arms.50

Heraldic arms permitted the visual re-enactment and actualisation of one’s
pedigree and, to some extent, mythic ancestry. These were the pictorial match
to written genealogies.51 Interconnections between visual, aural, and written/oral
media need to be highlighted, albeit not being sui generis.52 Elsewhere, Serbian and
Croatian epics seemingly influenced the way in which some family crests were
depicted.53 Clans from the Western Isles and Highlands shared in a pan-Gaelic
symbolism with Irish Gaels and so the late seventeenth-century Ulster/Scottish
heraldic controversy over the legitimate claim to the symbol of the red hand
unfolded within a poetic context.54 This heraldic affinity between Gaelic Scotland
and Ireland supported cultural bridges beyond their much-commented sharing of
rich poetry and professional orders, but with elements of a distinctive far-northern
identity still present.55

Heraldic achievements displayed the northern nobility and gentry as part of
a wider genteel society.56 This was perhaps most conspicuous in the depiction
of savages as supporters, a common European theme which drew from the
codification and extension of the myth of the wild man of ancient traditions that
was extant from the twelfth century onwards.57 While in certain circumstances
the crown held Highlanders and Islanders as barbarians, then, a number of
clan leaders dissociated themselves from such association and stressed civility
over savageness. This represented another marker of their distancing from their
fellow clansmen.58 As heraldic supporters, these savages were protectors of the
nobility, thus transformed by heraldic semiotics into ‘domesticated guardian[s]’ or
conventionally perceived attendants.59

Clan chiefs projected a personal pride in their own sense of accomplishments
and genteel status in much the same manner as warriors on the frontier in early-
modern western Hungary. On the carved sandstone overmantel which he erected
at Cromarty Castle, Sir Thomas Urquhart extended and crystallised the cryptic
genealogy and learned but sometimes whimsical literary style of his written
works.60 More pragmatically, Sir Donald Mackay, first lord Reay, exuded his
martial feats in the Thirty Years War by bearing a pikeman and a musketeer
as dexter and sinister supporters respectively.61 The first and second earls of
Seaforth gloried in their clan’s earlier conquest of Lewis and proudly featured the
Macleods of Lewis’ characteristic charge of Or (yellow), a rock/mountain azure
(blue) in flames proper both as their second and third quarters and/or in their
crest.62 Rather like the two dozen native chieftains who assisted in the Spanish
colonisation of Mexico and were granted armorial bearings by the Spanish crown,
Seaforth’s heraldic achievement, with its reference to the pacification of Lewis,
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as promoted by the crown, was officialised too.63 Away from the turbulence
associated with the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, Roderick
Macleod of Dunvegan (1649–64) cultivated the vision of an educated chief
with a unique seal described as bearing ‘a classical-looking head of a Roman
type’.64 Commensurate with it was John Mackenzie of Gairloch’s visual political
statement. In the aftermath of the Union of the Crowns, he displayed a thistle
between two roses embossed on his 1606 seal at the top of his shield and, at
each side, both a thistle and a rose.65 This shows that a number of leading chiefs
and gentry, besides the Campbell and Seaforth heads, accepted aspects of the
British ‘civilising’ agenda post-1603 and its underlying notion of civility, while
underlining also the adaptability and variability of the process.66

The phenomenon of a powerful clan heritage is most conspicuous in the case
of the Macleods of Lewis. Even after the demise of this Lewis sept, their arms
continued to be recorded, retaining a mythic medieval power status, albeit at
times with the qualification of being ‘sometime of ye Lewis’.67 The coat of the
clan and associated lineage hence survived and developed into either a trophy or
an ancestry to be proud of, with all the power and status this entailed.68

Painting

In terms of portraiture, as with contemporary clothing, the elite aspired to
be paragons of propriety and aesthetic sensibility through a cultural medium
invested with its own codification and readability. On the one hand, portraits
of the Renaissance sought to be accurate records of a person’s features and even
physiognomical ‘mirrors of the mind’. Nonetheless, they were also constructed
works of ‘visual poetry’ decoded as intangible assets, intellectual, symbolic,
and social. Portraits ensured identification and invited interpretation.69 Indeed,
cultivated leaders in the northern Highlands were not necessarily severed from this
pictorial culture but, instead, could embrace it as a further sign of their integration
into the broader Scottish/British elite.

Women assumed a central position in this culture in which the sumptuousness
of their outfits radiated from the canvas. Status combined with elegance. Adopting
the usual dress style of widowhood, Isabel Ogilvie, wife of Kenneth Mackenzie of
Kintail, wore a garment of black cloth with few trimmings and had her head
covered.70 In her old age, Jane Gordon, countess of Sutherland (died 1629),
sat attired in a bonnet and with her deep dark veil of widowhood over her
perfectly silvered hair, and her right hand delicately laid on her heart. A faithful
Catholic, she wore a rosary suspended in the same hand, with an attached cross
on its back.71 A portrait, probably of her granddaughter, Elizabeth Gordon, by
the then leading Scottish portraitist, George Jamesone, also survives. It followed
the evolution of feminine fashion, taking a cue from the French-born Queen
Henrietta Maria. Elizabeth thereby adopted the trendier pale shades for her
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dress and sported a wispy fringe of curls on the forehead. Her dress has a
square décolletage edged with a spreading and particularly rich lace collar. Like
the painting of Margaret, countess of Argyll, that of Elizabeth exudes a figure
of lightness and restrained elegance.72 In what is a possible marriage portrait,
Isabel, third countess of Seaforth (died 1715), sat for society portrait painter L.
Schuneman, who counted other Scottish nobles as clients. She is clothed in a
white satin dress and brown robes and is fashionably bejewelled.73 Amongst all
these feminine portraits there appears little by way of a regional identity marker.
Instead, the issue revolves around status, social etiquette, and gender and pictorial
conventions.

Despite their geographical remoteness from the court, the clan elite of the area
participated in its late-Renaissance culture. Those northern Highlanders covered
in this article adhered to the dictates of courtly fashion and style and so had
their portraits painted. This identification was reinforced by the chiefs’ patronage
of either leading contemporary artists or painters with a broad-based clientele.74

Besides, a number of them were actually avid art collectors.75 This artistic activity
introduced another family tradition in the form of the visual recording of a
clan/family chief for posterity, as shown by the Mackenzies of Cromarty and
the earls of Sutherland.76 Both Sir Rory Mackenzie of Coigach (died 1626) and
Sir John Mackenzie of Tarbat posed with a relatively plain outfit compared to
the then à la mode sophisticated court dress. Their sober black coats were relieved
only by bib-style collars with tasselled band-strings, the last two being decorated
in the case of Tarbat. The sobriety of the costume – as with the Presbyterian
garments of choice subsequently adopted by Archibald, first marquess of Argyll,
during the Covenanting period – points perhaps to a greater anxiety to emphasise
their religious affiliation than, restrictively, a display of status. However, this
should be qualified to an extent since Cromwellian portraiture embraced a
plain-style aesthetic devoid of redolent opulence to depict and match a new
mode of piety and power.77 Throughout the seventeenth century, the portraiture
of the Sutherland magnates characterised this admixture of courtly status and
contemporary fashion having also politico-religious undertones.78 However, the
Restoration cut loose the stifling of the previous Puritan period as demonstrated
in curls, ribbons, puff, flounces, and feathers. Men developed a penchant for wigs
and cravats with a certain stiffness and smart elegance adopted for the canvass. In
keeping with these contemporary fashion, status, and conventions of portraiture,
Kenneth, third earl of Seaforth (died 1678), sat for the leading Baroque-style
painter John Michael Wright wearing robes. His son, Kenneth, fourth earl (died
1701), was painted by the French-born court painter Henri Gascar dressed in
a rich red coat and blue cloak and adorned with the blue sash and badge of
the Order of the Thistle, with a talbot by his side.79 The late seventeenth-
century portraiture of politicians (George Mackenzie, first earl of Cromarty; Sir
George Mackenzie of Rosehaugh) and army commanders (General Hugh Mackay
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of Scourie) equally follows the contemporary conventions of social class and
paintings, dignified and noble poses in rich and sumptuous outfits being essential
features.80

In his appearance before a gathering of the High Court of Chivalry in
Westminster in November 1631, Sir Donald Mackay was apparelled ‘in black
velvet trimmed with silver buttons, his sword in a silver imbroidered belt, in
his order of a Scotish baronet, about his neck’. In other words, his image
in front of an audience of British peers and courtiers was one of refined
sobriety and martial dignity but with an acknowledgment of the state in
the form of his baronet’s ribbon. The English commentators at his trial thus
did not report on an ethnic or regional appearance.81 Armour portraits could
be set pieces or re-engraved and used as copies. Nonetheless, they were an
ostensible sign both of status and wealth and, with the decline of the use
of armour on the battlefield, of the glory of ancestral status and timeless
heroism, as found in the portrait à la Van Dyck of Colin, first earl of Seaforth,
or the one of Sir William Gunn. These grounded their identity in military
valour, crucially transposing the depiction of honour and status away from
ostentatious display of wealth alone.82 Furthermore, two engravings by George
Glover, a leading contemporary engraver, represented Sir Thomas Urquhart
accoutred in a sartorial style as flamboyant and sophisticated as his literary
oeuvre, including his highly allegorical portrait surrounded by the muses.83 In fine,
portraiture not only recorded but also crystallised social ascendancy and a sense of
belonging.84

A rare sketch, possibly of Sir Donald Macdonald of Sleat, has survived, showing
him in his full military regalia complete with a helmet. The Skye and North
Uist chief sports a doublet richly decorated with Celtic motifs, a plaid worn
below the belt like a plaited kilt, a sporran, and a dirk. Sleat proudly displays his
claymore with the tip of the blade to the ground. As a result, the Gaelic/Celtic
nature of the figure, imposing overall, stands out.85 Within the context of the
Jacobite campaign of 1689, Highland leaders formed a variegated group with
their ‘tartan garb’ woven ‘in triple stripe’, ‘coloured’ and ‘girded’ plaids, ‘tartan
hose’, ‘fur bonnets’, ‘broad belt’, and ‘ox hide’.86 In contrast, the portraits of Sir
Mungo Murray and of the Irish leader Sir Neil O’Neil by John Michael Wright
in the late seventeenth century, and that of the earl of Denbigh in Indian dress
by Van Dyck, underscored their decorative and exotic traits. Besides, in Wright’s
portraits, the personalities of the sitters were subdued as a number of copies were
made which betrayed a loss of identity and the prominence of the image over
the individual. This shift was a correlate of the flowering of Restoration culture
particularly under James, duke of York.87 Yet, an alternative view has emerged
which connects the portrayed figures with new fashions resulting not so much
in exotic individuals as cosmopolitan ones. Tartans in red and associated tones
were associated with conspicuous consumption and translated as a marker of
fashion and wealth.88 This idea was reinforced in Gaelic praise poetry which
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dissociated the tartan garb of the Gaels from the black-coloured dress of the
Lowlanders, again underscoring the interactions between the different fields of
culture (pictorial, textual, etc.).89 This repositioning should be seen in conjunction
with the view of copying not as a ‘mania’ but as ‘a central element of the aesthetic
of late Stuart portraiture’.90 Interestingly, the subsequent pictorial representation
of the Highland elite continues to document their ‘hybridising’ integration into
wider Scottish and British noble and gentry society. What stood out was the
elegance and refinement of the outfit typical of the higher orders of society,
albeit blended with Highland cloths and/or motifs. Unlike the vestiges of the
figure of the savage/barbarian present in the said alleged portrait of Sir Donald
Macdonald – seen for instance in the fur of his boots and facial hair – the depiction
of Iain Breac, chief of the Macleods (died 1693), and John Michael Wright’s Sir
Mungo Murray (c. 1683) present a ‘civilised’ and gallant Gael.91 This is a far cry
from the group paintings of the Highlanders in the first half of the eighteenth
century, presumably outside their personal control, when paintbrushes generally
applied colours to perceived traitors and primitive peoples.92

Conclusion

Albeit expressed differently, the interplay between the Celtic and the classical
continued into the late eighteenth century, in Macpherson’s Ossian and
Runciman’s art, and is detectable through to the present day in artworks by
Calum Colvin or the twenty-first-century project An Leabhar Mòr/The Great Book
of Gaelic.93 The early-modern pictorial discourse needs to be positioned within
this historical continuum. Indeed, one could argue that the period from the late
Middle Ages to the late eighteenth century set up an interface between political
oppression and traditional culture which was fully exploited thenceforth by
contemporary artists in a European dimension. In an echo to Saïd’s Orientalism,
the Celts had to deal with Gaelicism. Yet, this view silences the nuances and mixed
visual messages projected by Scottish and British authorities unto their subjects in
outlying areas.

Markers of ethnic or regional identity were hardly present at all in the
architectural compositions and portraiture of men and women of the clan elite
of the northern Highlands except, in the case of the latter, on the western
seaboard.94 These markers were most prominent in heraldic production instead.
However pronounced or diluted they were, they coexisted with other markers
of status, social etiquette, gender and visual conventions. Culturally speaking,
the identity and integration of the northern Highlanders proceeded from these
combined markers and aspirations. As a result, and as far as these visual aspects
were concerned, these people demonstrated a rather mixed identity and culture
that was at times hardly distinguishable from those of Lowlanders.95 This evolutive
socio-cultural process contained variations in terms of people, location, time, and
pace, however.

11



Thomas Brochard

An ongoing process of integration unravelled in the region, driven both
from above and below, and the repercussions of which were felt across these
clan communities. These cultural elements testified to their openness towards
the outside world both in a forced way and through voluntary discovery and
curiosity. Besides, women were fully active in this cultural dynamic. This
exposition to a pre-existent albeit reinforced multiculturalism made, if not
the alienation, at least the distancing between members of the elite and their
clansmen even more acute to some degree. Socio-economic, legal, and political
conditions further contributed to this phenomenon. This somewhat qualified the
extent of the traditional communal culture on the ground. Indeed, the cultural
opportunities available to these northern Highlanders fortified their kinship ties
and, paradoxically, loosened them at the same time, as they created spaces for
individual aspirations.
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