Scotland and Edinburgh in the 17th century

By John Hamilton and Stamatis Bellingham

In the tumultuous landscape of 17th-century
Europe, Scotland and its capital city Edinburgh
played pivotal roles in the unfolding drama of
political intrigue, religious upheaval, and cultural
evolution. This period marked a time of significant
change and conflict, with Scotland grappling with
its own internal struggles while also contending
with the broader geopolitical shifts of the era.
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At the dawn of the 17th century, Scotland was a kingdom in transition. The Union of
the Crowns in 1603, which saw James VI of Scotland also crowned as James | of
England, brought the Scottish and English thrones under a single monarch but left the
two countries with distinct parliaments and legal systems. Despite this union, Scotland
retained its autonomy and continued to assert its national identity.
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Edinburgh, the historic capital of Scotland, was a vibrant hub of intellectual and
cultural activity during this period. The city boasted a burgeoning literary scene, with
luminaries such as the poet William Dunbar and the playwrights Allan Ramsay and Sir
David Lindsay contributing to its rich artistic tapestry. Edinburgh's Royal College of
Surgeons, founded in 1505, was a pioneering institution in the field of medical
education and research.

However, the 17th century was also marked by profound political and religious turmoil
in Scotland. The Reformation, which swept across Europe in the previous century,
profoundly altered the religious landscape of the country. Scotland embraced
Protestantism with fervor, culminating in the establishment of the Presbyterian Church
of Scotland in 1690. This shift in religious allegiance sparked bitter conflicts between
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supporters of the Presbyterian faith and adherents of Catholicism and other Protestant
denominations.

The political arena was similarly tumultuous, with competing factions vying for power
and influence. The Stuart monarchy faced challenges to its authority, most notably
during the Wars of the Three Kingdoms, which included the Scottish Civil War (1639—
1651) and the English Civil War (1642—-1651). These conflicts pitted Royalists against
Covenanters and Parliamentarians, leading to widespread upheaval and bloodshed.
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Edinburgh found itself at the center of these conflicts, serving as a strategic stronghold
and a symbol of both royalist authority and Presbyterian resistance. The city witnessed
sieges, battles, and political intrigue as rival factions jockeyed for control. The famous
Siege of Edinburgh Castle in 1650, during the Third English Civil War, stands as a
stark reminder of the city's pivotal role in these turbulent times.

Despite the challenges of the 17th century, Scotland and Edinburgh emerged from this
period with their identities intact. The Union of the Parliaments in 1707 would
eventually bring Scotland and England together under a single government, but the
distinctiveness of Scottish culture and heritage would endure. Edinburgh, with its
storied past and resilient spirit, remains a testament to the enduring legacy of this
remarkable era in Scottish history.
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