
Where WilliamWallace rests – maybe: St Machar’s Cathedral, Aberdeen

It had an auspicious beginning but has also been the site of much destruction and dispute,
attacked by wars, the Reformation and the weather. It’s thought to be the final resting place
for Scotland’s famous hero William Wallace. Well, part of him at least. It’s said that in 1305
the left quarter of his body was brought to Aberdeen after his grisly execution in London by
Edward I and interred within the wall of the new cathedral.

Who was St Machar?

Today St Machar’s is a Presbyterian church that has its origins in the country’s Celtic past. St
Machar was a Celtic saint and, in his life, a follower of St Columba, an Irish monk who played
an important part in spreading Christianity throughout Ireland and what is today Scotland.
Machar established a place of worship in Old Aberdeen around 580.

There’s good evidence that this 6th-century place of worship was on the site of today’s
cathedral. In 1131, King David I of Scotland moved a bishopric – the district under a bishop’s
control – from Mortlach to the cathedral’s current site in Aberdeen because of its links with
St Machar’s church. We know that by 1165, a cathedral in the Norman style had largely
been completed on this site

Legend also has it that God told Machar – or Columba, it’s not clear who exactly got the
message – to build a church where a river bends into the shape of a bishop’s crosier. The
River Don bends in this way just below where the cathedral now stands.

Like so many cathedrals throughout the UK, the Norman building began to be replaced with
one in the Early English style from about 1290. This work was carried out under a number of
what have come to be known as ‘builder bishops’, starting with Bishop Henry de Cheyne.
And after William Wallace (or one quarter of him) came back to rest here, the almost-
finished cathedral was badly damaged in 1336 when Aberdeen was attacked by Edward III
of England. Work still continued, however, and it’s thought the building was complete by
1450.

In the 14th century, Bishop Alexander de Kininmund built the fortified west towers and
began work on the current nave. He also carried the famous ‘Declaration of Arbroath’ to the
pope. This declaration is still seen by many as the foundation of the Scottish state:

For, as long as but a hundred of us remain alive, never will we on any conditions be brought
under English rule. It is in truth not for glory, nor riches, nor honours that we are fighting,
but for freedom – for that alone, which no honest man gives up but with life itself.



It pleads for leniency after the pope had excommunicated Robert the Bruce, his followers
and his bishops – effectively excommunicating Scotland – during the fight for independence
from English rule.

The following century, Bishop Lichtoun completed this nave and began construction of the
central tower, while Bishop Elphinstone finished the tower and south transept. The century
after, between 1518 and 1532, Bishop Dunbar, who was also Chancellor of Scotland,
commissioned the Renaissance heraldic ceiling depicting the sovereigns of Europe and the
noble and religious families of Scotland. He also added the twin spires at the west front of
the cathedral.

The change in St Machar’s

Which was all complete just in time for the destruction of the Reformation in the mid-1500s.
Statues, relics, documents and all manner of treasures were destroyed in the attempt to
remove all traces of ‘popery’ from the cathedral. St Machar’s lost many of its valuable
possessions and books, which were stolen or destroyed. The building also lost its cathedral
status and became the parish church of Oldmachar. The twenty-nine canons who made up
the clergy were forced out and replaced by just two ministers. Now St Machar’s was a
Presbyterian church, rejecting the elaborate ostentation of the old Catholic faith.

Curious facts: the central tower

In 1654, Cromwell’s forces came to Aberdeen and dismantled the church quire to build a
fort in the town. This weakened the building’s structure and in 1688 the church’s central
tower fell down during a storm. The transepts and crossing were destroyed, the nave was
damaged and its east end bricked up. Centuries would pass until its eventual restoration in
1953. But you can still see the stones of the central tower – if you know where to look.
When the tower fell down the masonry was used for building work around Old Aberdeen.

St Machar’s: 3 to see

1. The cathedral’s magnificent heraldic ceiling was commissioned by Bishop Dunbar in
1520. As well as being a stunning piece of work in its own right, it also shows a very
interesting picture of 16th-century Scotland, England and Europe. The rumblings of
Reformation were starting to have an impact when this ceiling was created, and the
old order was on the brink of disintegration.

There are forty-eight shields on the ceiling, including the coats of arms of Scotland’s bishops
and archbishops, as well as Europe’s royal houses, such as the Holy Roman Emperor Charles
V, King Henry VIII and the kings of Scotland. At the time, Scotland was closely aligned with
France in the fight against their common enemy, England. And so the fleur-de-lys arms of
France is given higher prominence than the shield of King Henry of England, while the fleur-



de-lys symbol has been left off the English monarch’s coat, even though he liked to display it
to show his claim to the French throne.

The European kingdoms on show represent the important countries of the day, a very
different Europe to the one we know now. So while we do have France, Spain and Denmark,
we also have Poland, Cyprus, Sicily and Hungary. And Aberdeen asserts its place in this list,
making up the final shield in the north row, showing the Burgh of Old Aberdeen, a vase of
lilies faced with three intertwined salmon.

Ironically, this Presbyterian congregation, which has no ties to the church in Rome, worships
under the arms of the pope every day. Because there at the head of the centre row of
shields is the coat of arms of Giovanni de’Medici, Pope Leo X: five red balls with one blue
ball bearing the fleur-de-lys of France, all surmounted by the papal crown and pierced by
the gold and silver keys of St Peter.

2. The Sanctuary Cross is one of the most interesting church treasures, with its origins
dating back to the early days of the cathedral and beyond, to its Celtic associations
with Machar himself.

In 1919, the top of a stone Celtic cross was discovered in Old Aberdeen. Research showed it
to be the 12th-century cross that had stood in the cathedral grounds, promising to all the
protection of the church. Work began to restore it in 2000, under the care of local
stonemason Alistair Urquhart. It is believed that Aberdeen’s Sanctuary Cross was created by
the same French stonemason who carved St Helen’s Cross at Kelloe in County Durham, and
its design provided the inspiration for the restoration.

The original sandstone had to be matched to today’s colours, the plinth and shaft had to be
carved, the word ‘Sanctuary’ was etched on the bottom. And finally, erecting a scaffold in
the cathedral, the cross was raised into position and its return was complete, many hundred
years later.

3. The wooden Barbour Tryptych is dedicated to the 14th-century poet John Barbour,
who wrote the epic poem The Brus and who was for forty years Archdeacon of
Aberdeen. Also known as The Bruce, it’s a long narrative poem of just under 14,000
lines, written in Early Scots to give an account of the actions of Robert the Bruce in
the Scottish Wars of Independence.

The poem’s centrepiece is an account of the Battle of Bannockburn in 1314, which marked
an important victory in the Scottish fight for independence. It’s considered Barbour’s
masterpiece and largely regarded to be historically accurate, though it’s believed he did
exaggerate the numbers of the army. It was written around 1375 to honour the then King of
Scotland and Robert the Bruce’s grandson, Robert II.



This is an edited version of the chapter on St Machar’s Cathedral that appears in Cathedrals
of Britain: North of England and Scotland by Bernadette Fallon, published by Pen & Sword
Books, see more information here

https://www.pen-and-sword.co.uk/Cathedrals-of-Britain-North-of-England-and-Scotland-
Paperback/p/14180


