The King who ‘in his reign there were productive seasons’: An Exercise in Archival Research into Macbethad

The quest for relevant ‘lore’ regarding the High-King Macbethad mac Findláech, began by reading through a variety of Annals. Reading through the sources and taking the proper notes. Notably, where the annals pertain solely to Scottish history, no matter how small or large the mention. All had to be read, and cross-referenced yes with secondary sources at times, and each other. So that no reference, or mention of a Scottish event, king, noble or piece of territory went unnoticed, and then comes the time to re-read the noted pages again. This time the natural thing to do is to transcribe the information from the referenced pages. This accomplished, the next order of business is to write down the dates of events, locations and life-spans of the historic figures, as it will be necessary to bear in mind. The next step, in regards to essays is to note down commonalities, or questions and interesting details that, could be made into essays, and to research through secondary sources. Especially ones that disagree with one’s conclusion, so as to challenge the thinking, and to then return to the primary sources and notes, to see if the originally conceived topics are still viable as essays: With the Berchan’s Prophecy, Marianus Scottus Chronicle and Melrose Chronicle, the principal sources that hint, at the ‘Celtic fertility’ symbolism associated with Macbethad and his career as king.
The principal primary sources for the period surrounding, Macbethad’s life (and death), and which shed light upon, how he was viewed if subtly, are as listed: The Tigernach Annals, the Melrose Chronicle, Berchan’s Propephecy, the Annals of Ulster, Marianus Scottus Chronicle. The Chronicle of the Kings of Scotland (version ‘D’), Duan Albanach, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, John of Fordun's Chronicle of the Scottish Nation and of course, the Holinshed Chronicle (though it came centuries later).

This task involves going through a number of sources: Such as the Tigernach Annals, then the Prose and Verse Chronicles, from the Melrose Chronicle, and Berchan’s Prophecy. All three sources that are fairly relevant and near to Macbethad’s life, with the Annals of Tigernacha fairly bland source that, avoids going into any real detail. The Prose and Verse Chronicles, for its part goes sparsely into detail, only describing Macbethad’s death; ‘But Duncan’s son, named Malcolm, cut him off a cruel death in Lumphanan (or Lufnaut).’[endnoteRef:2] The Berchan’s Prophecy describes Macbethad physically, in passing as yellow-haired, and as the ‘Red king’ as ‘generous’ and Scotland under his rule as ‘brimful from west to east’.[endnoteRef:3]Then came the time to sift through the Chronicles of the Kings of Scotland (or Alba), version D, which likewise mentions only Macbethad’s death. Locating this key event, also near Lumphanan, though it does mention his final burial place as being on the Isle of Iona. The mention of Iona, the most sacred place in the kingdom of Alba, gives clear insight into how Macbethad was viewed. Whether he really made it there, is rather immaterial, in comparison to the view that the Scots of the era had for him. They evidently believed that, he was meant to be buried with his ancestors, with the full rights and dignity of an ‘Ard Righ of Alba’, or king of Scots. [2:  Alan Orr Anderson (Translator). “Early Sources of Scottish History A.D. 500. To A.D. 1286: Prose and Verse Chronicles, inserted in the Chronicle of Melrose,” Windham Press (May 30 2013): pg 600-601.]  [3:  Alan Orr Anderson (Translator). “Early Sources of Scottish History A.D. 500. To A.D. 1286: Berchan’s Prophecy, stanzas 191-193; Skene’s Picts and Scots,“ Windham Press (May 30 2013): pg 601] 

It is the Marianus Chronicle that mentions how the king ‘scattered money like seed to the poor, at Rome’. With suchlargesse, as mentioned by the Chronicle, important to the image of a proper Christian king. These donations, being the Christian variant, of the fertility-bringing king:With this demonstrating the efficacy of Macbethad’s kingship, in the eyes of his subjects (as well as those in Rome). As one can see, legitimacy was in the eyes of the Celtic people of Europe, derived from fruitful seasons. As demonstrated in the Marianus Chronicle and the Berchan Prophecy.
The Duan Albanach is likewise useful as a source, for shedding some light upon what happened with Lulach, after Macbethad was killed by Duncan.[endnoteRef:4] The Annals of Ulster is, oft-times a principal source for anyone delving, into the history of the Celtic side of the British Isles during the early Medieval-period. And yet, the Annals of Ulster are remarkably silent, about the topic of Macbethad’s reign, save for a battle between three thousand Scots, and 1,500 Anglo-Saxons.[endnoteRef:5] Likely this notation refers to the battle between Macbethad and Siward, for the fate of Alba, with the note consistent with the other records. [4:  Alan Orr Anderson (Translator). “Early Sources of Scottish History A.D. 500. To A.D. 1286: Duan Albanach, in Skene’s Picts and Scots,“ Windham Press (May 30 2013): pg 602-3]  [5:  Alan Orr Anderson (Translator). “Early Sources of Scottish History A.D. 500. To A.D. 1286: Annals of Ulster, Vol I,“ Windham Press (May 30 2013): pg 593] 

The trouble with John of Fordun's Chronicle of the Scottish Nationis is that it is hardly all that reliable, given the frustrating factor of his skipping over almost the entirety of the reign of Macbethad. Fordun renames Macbethad, Maccabeus, and with this being the first record to perpetuate the ‘black’ legend against Macbethad, in favour of praising King Malcolm III.[endnoteRef:6] [6:  John of Fordun, “Chronicle of the Scottish Nation,” Edmonston and Douglas Publishing, (1872), (reprinted) Nabu Press (Feb. 23 2014), pg 181-2] 

This brings us nicely to the last source the Hollinshed Chronicle. This one is in some ways the least reliable, as it was written around 1577, and was the one Shakespeare used. It contains a lot of the elements, later brought into his play; what is more, is that the land is unhappy with him as King, and he is a usurper, with the laws of Tanistry based inheritance disregarded.[endnoteRef:7] This legend is so far removed, from the other sources as to be laughable, and has more in common with Disney movie villains, than any real history. And contradicts much of the views the earlier records, with their heavy Celtic mind-sets or Saxon ones, regarded Macbethad with, where the Hollinshed one is purely English. With it geared towards, an audience accustomed more, with the black-hearted and even more ruthless figures, of the Wars of the Roses. [7:  Hollinshed, Raphael, “Holinshed's Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland. Vol. V,” British Library, Historical Print Editions (March 28, 2011), pg 271-274] 

Thus, in conclusion: the implication of a ‘brimful Scotland’ is that Alba was hardly reluctant to have him for a king. As it was widely believed at the time that, all fertility throughout the land stems from the king’s person, as he is the embodiment of God on earth. And that as God’s anointed representative in the kingdom; he plays an integral role if he is the rightful monarch, in keeping the land healthy. Which means happy and healthy peasants, who can properly harvest the land or survive off it, and the nobility in turn happy as they can then tax those peasants. The image of a fertile, rich land and a wealthy king, who distributes largesse, is one that has stayed with popular imagination, over the ages.[endnoteRef:8] With Macbethad portrayed in the earlier sources as such, many of which are from his successor Malcolm III’s reign, which is peculiar, yet it speaks to a positive feeling, that the ‘Red’ King left behind him, and could be regards as the general sentiment felt towards him. This is the best evidence, for the ‘black’ or ‘usurper’ legend perpetrated by Hollinshed and Shakespeare, being little more than political spin centuries, after Macbethad’s death. With the Celts having regarded him otherwise, as how could a usurper possibly cause the land to flourish, or so they must have thought. [8:  Alan Orr Anderson (Translator). “Early Sources of Scottish History A.D. 500. To A.D. 1286: Marianus Scottus Chronicle; M.G.H., Scriptores, vol v,“ Windham Press (May 30 2013): pg 588] 

