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In 1320 the Declaration of Arbroath grounded Scotland's plea for papal 
recognition not in contemporary alliance but in ancestry, tracing the Scots 
to a twelve-century-old descent from Greater Scythia and, ultimately, the 
Egyptian princess Scota. This article offers a historiographical and 
comparative analysis of the Scota legend: its appearance in the Irish Lebor 
Gabala Erenn, its transmission into Scottish national history through 
Fordun, Wyntoun, and Bower's Scotichronicon, and its place within the 
medieval European practice of origines gentium, whereby emergent polities 
manufactured antiquity to outflank rivals' legitimacy claims. Drawing on 
primary chronicle sources and the scholarship of Cowan, Broun, Reynolds, 
and Geary, the study asks why a kingdom fighting for survival needed a 
Pharaoh in its lineage, against England's rival Trojan and Roman 
genealogies. The analysis extends beyond text to the legend's institutional, 
geographic, and visual afterlives: the Stone of Destiny, now in Perth 
Museum; the contested Scota's Grave in County Kerry; and archaeological 
correlates, including the Tara faience beads and the Ferriby boats, that 
popular accounts have long overstated as corroboration. Re-examined 
against current archaeometric literature, several widely repeated dates and 
attributions are corrected here. An original comparative table situates Scota 
alongside England's Brutus-of-Troy myth, the Frankish Trojan tradition, 
and Renaissance Italy's Annian Egyptian genealogy, while a conceptual 
model shows how antiquity claims, biblical resonance, and material 
embodiment jointly manufacture national legitimacy. Scota's significance, 
the article concludes, lies not in her verifiability but in what her persistence 
reveals about how medieval polities built sovereignty out of narrated 
memory. 
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1. Introduction 

On 6 April 1320, at Arbroath Abbey, the nobility of 
Scotland addressed a letter to Pope John XXII. Its 
immediate purpose was diplomatic and urgent: to secure 
recognition of Scottish independence and papal pressure 
against continued English aggression (Cowan, 2003). Yet 
before the petitioners reached their political request, they 
opened with ancestry. The Scots, the letter declared, had 
journeyed from Greater Scythia, crossed the Tyrrhenian 
Sea and the Pillars of Hercules, and dwelt unconquered 
in their present home for twelve hundred years since the 
Exodus of the Children of Israel from Egypt. Behind this 
genealogical preamble lay an implicit claim: a people this 
ancient had earned the right to survive. 

That gesture, opening a political petition with a myth of 
origin, is the gateway to one of the more elaborate 
foundation narratives in medieval European 
historiography: the legend of Scota, an Egyptian princess 
whom Irish and Scottish chronicle traditions describe as 
the daughter of a Pharaoh, and from whose name the 
Scots and Scotland itself were said to derive. The legend 
did not originate with the Declaration of Arbroath, nor 
did it end there. Over more than three centuries it was 
received from Irish literary tradition, adapted and 
expanded by successive Scottish chroniclers, embedded in 
a coronation stone, attached to a grave in Ireland, and 
painted into illuminated manuscripts. 

The central puzzle this article addresses is not whether 
Scota existed - the scholarly consensus is unambiguous 
that she did not (Cowan, 1984; MacKillop, 2004; Ohogain, 
1991) - but why a kingdom whose independence was 
under sustained military and diplomatic threat required a 
Pharaoh in its family tree at all, and what mechanisms 
allowed that requirement to calcify into institutional fact. 

This study is organised around four research questions. 
First, by what textual route did the Scota narrative move 
from Irish literary tradition into Scottish national 
historiography, and through what redactions was it 
canonised? Second, what political and ideological 
functions did the claim of Pharaonic ancestry serve for 
Scottish identity, particularly in relation to England's 
own competing origin claims? Third, how did the legend 
acquire institutional, geographic, and visual embodiment 
- in the Stone of Destiny, in the site known as Scota's 
Grave, and in manuscript illumination - and what does 
that embodiment reveal about the mechanics of medieval 
myth-making more generally? Fourth, how does the 
Scota legend compare with structurally similar European 
origin myths, and what general model of legitimation can 
be derived from that comparison? 

The article's contribution is threefold. It offers a 
consolidated historiographical account of the legend's 
transmission, drawing together philological, historical, 
and archaeological literatures that are more often treated 
separately. It corrects several material and archaeological 
claims - concerning the Tara faience beads, the Ferriby 
boats, and the geological origin of the Stone of Destiny - 
that popular accounts continue to repeat in outdated or 
overstated form, against the current archaeometric and 
radiocarbon literature. And it proposes an original 
comparative typology and conceptual model of how 
origin myths of this class construct legitimacy, extending 
the theoretical frameworks of Reynolds (1983) and Geary 
(2002) with an explicit account of institutional and 
material embodiment. 

The remainder of the article proceeds as follows. Section 
2 reviews the theoretical and historiographical literature 
on medieval origin myths and on Scota specifically. 
Section 3 states the study's purpose and objectives, and 
Section 4 sets out its qualitative, comparative-
historiographical methodology. Section 5 presents 
findings organised around the legend's textual genealogy, 
its political function, its institutional and material 
afterlives, and its European comparanda. Section 6 
discusses these findings against the theoretical literature, 
and Section 7 concludes with implications and 
recommendations for future research. 

2. Literature Review 

The literature bearing on this study falls into four bodies 
of scholarship: theoretical accounts of medieval origin 
myths in general; philological and literary-historical 
treatment of Scota's Irish origins; historical scholarship 
on the Scottish chronicle tradition that adopted her; and 
modern archaeological and material-culture literature 
bearing on the legend's physical correlates. 

2.1 Foundation myths and the medieval origines 
gentium tradition 

Medieval historiography of peoples (gentes) routinely 
opened with an origin narrative connecting the people in 
question to a prestigious ancient civilisation, a pattern 
Reynolds (1983) analysed under the Latin term origines 
gentium. Reynolds argued that such narratives were not 
naive fabrication but a recognised historiographical genre 
through which medieval communities articulated 
corporate identity and political continuity, often 
retrofitted onto biblical or classical genealogies to grant a 
people standing commensurate with, or superior to, its 
rivals. 

Geary (2002) extended this analysis across the early 
medieval formation of European peoples generally, 
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arguing that ethnic and national origin narratives were 
typically the product of retrospective construction by 
later political elites, not the continuous memory of an 
actual migration or foundation event. For Geary, claims 
of primordial peoplehood function less as historical 
description than as political argument: an assertion, made 
in the present tense of the text producing it, that a group 
has always been a people and therefore deserves to 
remain one. Smith (1986) reaches a similar conclusion 
from historical sociology, arguing that durable modern 
nations typically inherit and repurpose pre-modern 
'ethnie' myths of common ancestry, sacred territory, and 
a lost golden age, precisely because such myths supply an 
emotionally resonant warrant that purely instrumental 
arguments cannot provide. 

Taken together, this literature establishes that a nation 
asserting descent from an ancient and prestigious 
civilisation was not a Scottish idiosyncrasy but an 
instance of a broader medieval and early modern genre, 
one whose logic this article applies specifically to the 
Scota case in Sections 5 and 6. 

2.2 The Irish literary origins of Scota 

Scota's earliest secure literary appearance is in Irish 
tradition. Cowan (1984) traced the first literary references 
to Scota to the twelfth century, in a redaction of the 
Lebor Gabala Erenn ("The Book of the Taking of 
Ireland") preserved in the Book of Leinster. This finding 
refines a common popular assumption that the legend is 
of great antiquity in its own right. The ninth-century 
Historia Brittonum does contain an early version of the 
associated migration legend, centred on an unnamed 
ancestor figure, but Dumville's (1974) detailed 
chronological analysis of that text shows that this earliest 
surviving version does not mention Scota, even 
indirectly. The explicit figure of Scota is therefore best 
understood as a twelfth-century literary addition to an 
older migration-legend framework, not a survival from 
deep antiquity. 

In the developed Lebor Gabala Erenn tradition, Scota 
appears as the daughter of an Egyptian Pharaoh named 
Cingris - plausibly, as later commentators have noted, a 
garbled reference to the pharaoh-name Chenchres 
recorded in Jerome's kinglists. She marries Niul, son of 
the Babylonian noble Fenius Farsaid, and their son 
Goidel Glas becomes the eponymous ancestor of the 
Gaels. Medieval tradition credits Goidel with 
constructing the Gaelic language from the finest 
elements of the seventy-two languages then believed to 
exist, and recounts that, as a child, he survived a serpent 
bite through the intercession of the prophet Moses, the 
bite leaving a green mark that gave him his epithet Glas. 

Some twelfth-century sources invert the genealogical 
relationship, making Scota Goidel's wife instead of his 
mother (see the discussion in MacKillop, 2004); a related 
but textually distinct figure, Scotia, wife of the later 
ancestor Mil Espaine, appears in other manuscript 
branches of the tradition and is separately associated with 
a grave-site in Munster (MacKillop, 2004). This internal 
variation deserves to be stated plainly, since popular 
retellings - including some of the source material 
synthesised for this article - tend to compress at least two 
genealogically distinct "Scota" figures into a single 
continuous biography. The present study resists that 
compression and treats the two figures on their own 
textual terms. 

Lennon (2008) situates the Scota narrative within a wider 
strategy in medieval Irish literary culture of connecting 
Gaelic history to the civilisations of the biblical and 
classical Near East. On this reading, such connections 
wrote the Irish into universal, sacred history and spared 
them the status of a marginal people at Europe's western 
edge. Ohogain (1991) and MacKillop (2004) offer 
complementary folkloric and encyclopaedic treatments 
that confirm this reading and catalogue the legend's 
regional variants. 

2.3 Transmission into Scottish national historiography 

The legend's migration from Irish literary tradition into 
Scottish political historiography can be dated with 
unusual precision. Broun (1999) identifies Baldred Bisset's 
Processus of 1301 - a legal-political brief prepared for 
presentation to the Papacy amid the succession crisis 
following Alexander III's death - as the first text to 
connect Scota explicitly to the Stone of Scone, asserting 
that Scota herself had carried the stone out of Egypt 
during the Exodus. Bisset's purpose was concretely 
political: to argue that Scotland's royal legitimacy rested 
on foundations independent of, and older than, any 
English claim to overlordship (McMullan & Matthews, 
2007). 

From Bisset's legal brief the legend passed into full 
chronicle history. John of Fordun's Chronica Gentis 
Scotorum, composed in the period 1371 to 1387, is 
generally regarded as the first comprehensive Scottish 
national history to incorporate the Scota tradition 
systematically, rendering Goidel Glas under the Scots-
inflected name Gaythelos and giving the pair a settlement 
history running from Egypt through Iberia and Ireland to 
Scotland. Andrew of Wyntoun's verse chronicle, the 
Orygynale Cronykil of Scotland, composed roughly 
between 1408 and 1424, reiterates and elaborates the same 
descent. 
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The legend reached its most influential and monumental 
expression in Walter Bower's Scotichronicon, composed 
at the Augustinian priory of Inchcolm between 
approximately 1441 and 1447. Bower (1385 to 1449) 
expanded Fordun's material into a sixteen-book chronicle 
running from the beginning of time to his own era, 
commissioned by Sir David Stewart of Rosyth, a 
circumstance that signals how far the demand for a 
unifying national narrative had spread beyond crown and 
church into the wider governing class (Watt, 1998). The 
Scotichronicon opens its national history with Scota's 
journey from Egypt, has her carrying the Stone of 
Destiny, and derives the name Scotland directly from her 
own name. Bower closes the work with a Latin couplet 
whose sense is that no true Scot could fail to take delight 
in the chronicle he had just completed - a line that 
converts acceptance of the narrative into something close 
to a condition of belonging. 

The tradition continued into the sixteenth century in 
Hector Boece's Historia Gentis Scotorum (1527), later 
rendered into Scots verse by William Stewart for the 
royal court (Turnbull, 1858), preserving and further 
embellishing the Egyptian genealogy for an early modern 
readership. The legend did not go unchallenged, 
however: on the English side, the fifteenth-century 
chronicler John Hardyng mounted an explicit rebuttal of 
Bisset's Scota-Stone argument, a reminder that the 
legend functioned as contested cross-border propaganda, 
not as uncontroversial common ground (Carley, 2001). 

2.4 Modern historiographical reassessment 

Cowan (1984, 2003) reads these successive chronicle 
redactions as constructing what he terms an alternative 
narrative: a national history that depended on neither 
Roman nor Anglo-Saxon precedent, and that could 
therefore claim an antiquity outflanking anything 
England could muster. Broun's (1999) detailed study of 
the twelfth- and thirteenth-century Irish identity of the 

kingdom of the Scots complicates any simple account in 
which national mythmaking appears as a late, purely 
defensive reaction to the Wars of Independence. Broun 
argues instead that a sense of Scotland as a distinct and 
continuous kingdom, with roots reaching well behind 
William Wallace and Robert the Bruce, was already 
forming in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries; once 
transmitted from Ireland, the Scota tradition was 
absorbed into an identity project already under way, and 
was not invented from nothing amid the crisis of the 
1290s. Matthews (1970), in an early and still-cited study 
subtitled the political history of a myth, likewise treats the 
legend chiefly as an instrument of statecraft, and only 
secondarily as a literary curiosity. 

2.5 Research gap 

Three gaps in the existing literature motivate the present 
study. Irish philological scholarship on Scota's textual 
origins and Scottish historical scholarship on her political 
deployment are rarely synthesised within a single 
account, despite their evident continuity. The legend's 
material and institutional afterlives - the Stone of 
Destiny, Scota's Grave, and the manuscript-illumination 
tradition - present a related problem: they tend to be 
treated in separate specialist literatures (heritage studies, 
archaeology, art history) instead of being integrated into 
the historiographical analysis of the textual legend itself. 
Most consequential for public understanding, however, is 
a third gap: several archaeological claims popularly 
associated with the legend, concerning the faience beads 
from Tara and the Ferriby boats, rest on early twentieth-
century interpretations that subsequent radiocarbon 
dating and archaeometric analysis have substantially 
revised, and this revision has not yet filtered into the 
popular historiographical literature on Scota. The present 
article addresses all three: it integrates the textual and 
material literatures within a single analytic frame, and it 
brings the archaeological record up to date against 
current scholarship. 
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Figure 2. Textual chronology of the Scota legend, from its Irish 
literary origins to its canonisation in Scottish national 

historiography. 

Table 1. Chronology of the Scottish chronicle tradition and its 
treatment of the Scota legend 

Author / Text Approx. Date Nature of Work 
Treatment of the Scota 
Legend 

Lebor Gabala Erenn (Book 
of Leinster redaction) 

11th-12th c. Irish mythological history Earliest literary appearance 
of Scota, as daughter of 
Pharaoh Cingris and mother 
of Goidel Glas (Cowan, 
1984). 

Baldred Bisset, Processus 1301 Legal-political brief to the 
Papacy 

First text to link Scota 
explicitly to the Stone of 
Scone; asserts she carried it 
from Egypt (Broun, 1999). 

John of Fordun, Chronica 
Gentis Scotorum 

c. 1371-1387 Latin national chronicle First comprehensive Scottish 
national history to 
incorporate the legend 
systematically. 

Andrew of Wyntoun, 
Orygynale Cronykil of 
Scotland 

c. 1408-1424 Older Scots verse chronicle Reiterates and popularises 
the Egyptian genealogy in 
vernacular verse. 

Walter Bower, 
Scotichronicon 

1441-1447 16-book Latin national 
chronicle 

Canonical redaction; opens 
national history with Scota's 
journey; first illustrated 
copies. 

Hector Boece, Historia 
Gentis Scotorum (Stewart's 
Scots verse translation) 

1527 (translation, mid-16th c.) Latin history / vernacular 
verse translation 

Continues and embellishes 
the tradition for an early 
modern courtly readership 
(Turnbull, 1858). 
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John Hardyng, Chronicle 15th c. (English) English chronicle Explicit rebuttal of Bisset's 
Scota-Stone argument 
(Carley, 2001). 

3. Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this study is to conduct a systematic 
historiographical and comparative analysis of the Scota 
legend, from its Irish literary origins through its 
canonisation in Scottish national historiography to its 
institutional, geographic, and visual afterlives, in order to 
explain the legend's political function and to situate it 
within a general, cross-European model of medieval 
origin-myth construction. 

• O1. To trace the textual transmission of the Scota 
narrative from the Lebor Gabala Erenn through the 
principal Scottish chronicle redactions (Fordun, 
Wyntoun, Bower, Boece). 

• O2. To analyse the political and ideological functions 
the legend performed for Scottish national identity, with 
particular reference to its function as a counter-claim to 
English origin narratives. 

• O3. To assess the legend's material, institutional, and 
archaeological correlates against current scholarship, 
correcting outdated or overstated claims where the 
evidence warrants. 

• O4. To construct an original comparative typology of 
structurally similar European origin myths and a 
conceptual model of the legitimising mechanism they 
share. 

4. Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative, historiographical, and 
comparative textual-analysis design. The object of 
inquiry is the political and cultural function of a 
documented literary tradition, not a testable empirical 
hypothesis about the past, so neither a quantitative nor 
an experimental method would fit the question being 
asked. The design instead follows established practice in 
historiographical and civilisational studies of national 
myth (cf. Geary, 2002; Reynolds, 1983; Smith, 1986), 
reading primary textual sources chronologically and 
comparatively against a body of secondary critical 
scholarship. 

Primary sources were consulted in standard critical 
editions and translations, not directly in the original 
Latin, Gaelic, or Older Scots, reflecting both the 
accessibility expectations of this journal's readership and 
the practical constraints of a single-author 
historiographical study: Macalister's edition and 
translation of the Lebor Gabala Erenn; Skene's edition of 
Fordun's Chronica Gentis Scotorum; Watt's critical 

edition and translation of Bower's Scotichronicon; and 
Turnbull's nineteenth-century edition of Stewart's Scots 
verse translation of Boece. Direct quotation from these 
sources is kept to short, clearly attributed phrases; the 
great majority of the textual analysis below proceeds 
through paraphrase, with citation to the relevant critical 
edition. 

Secondary scholarly literature was retrieved through 
iterative search of academic publishers' catalogues, peer-
reviewed journal databases, and institutional archives 
(National Records of Scotland, National Museums 
Scotland, the National Library of Scotland, and Ireland's 
National Monuments Service), using search terms 
including "Scota", "Scotichronicon", "origines gentium", 
"Stone of Destiny", and "Declaration of Arbroath", 
together with the names of the principal modern scholars 
identified in early searches (Cowan, Broun, Breeze). 
Search was restricted to English-language scholarship, a 
limitation discussed below. Claims concerning 
archaeological correlates - the Tara faience beads and the 
Ferriby boats - were checked directly against the 
excavation reports and subsequent radiocarbon and 
archaeometric re-analyses, not against popular or tertiary 
summaries, and are reported in Section 5.6 with the most 
recent dating evidence available. 

Analysis proceeded in four stages, corresponding to the 
study's four objectives: chronological mapping of the 
legend's textual transmission (Section 5.1); functional-
political analysis of the legend using the origines gentium 
lens established in Section 2.1 (Section 5.2); verification of 
the legend's institutional and material correlates against 
current published scholarship (Sections 5.3 to 5.6); and 
comparative case selection and analysis of structurally 
similar European origin myths, using explicit selection 
criteria - a named ancestral figure or civilisation, 
deployment against an identifiable rival power's own 
antiquity claim, and codification in a written text within 
roughly two centuries of that political use (Section 5.7). 

This design carries three limitations worth stating 
explicitly. Reliance on English-language critical editions 
and secondary scholarship means the analysis cannot 
adjudicate fine philological questions that depend on the 
original Gaelic or Latin; where such questions arise, the 
article defers to the cited critical editions. The 
comparative typology in Section 5.7, likewise, draws on 
established secondary scholarship for each comparandum 
rather than on original archival research into every case, 
and should be read as a synthesising framework, not as a 
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set of independent new findings about England, the 
Franks, or Renaissance Italy. And by design, the study 
does not attempt to adjudicate the historicity of Scota 
herself; that question is treated as settled in the existing 
scholarship (Cowan, 1984; MacKillop, 2004), leaving the 
analytical focus throughout on function, transmission, 
and reception rather than verification. 

5. Findings 

5.1 Textual genealogy of the legend 

Figure 2. summarises the textual chronology established 
in Section 2. The sequence runs from the earliest literary 
appearance of Scota in a twelfth-century redaction of the 
Lebor Gabala Erenn, through Bisset's political 
deployment of the legend in 1301, to its full incorporation 
into Scottish national chronicle history across the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Table 1 sets out the 
same chronology with additional detail on each 
chronicler's specific treatment of the legend. 

Two features of this transmission are analytically 
significant. The gap between Scota's first literary 
appearance in the twelfth century and her deployment as 
a legal-political argument in 1301 is itself instructive: the 
narrative sat within Irish literary tradition for well over a 
century before a Scottish author repurposed it for an 
explicitly political end. Its eventual political use evidently 
required a specific occasion - the succession crisis 
following Alexander III's death - and did not flow 
automatically from the story's mere existence. Equally 
telling is how each successive chronicler built on, rather 
than simply repeated, his predecessor: Fordun establishes 
the basic narrative arc, Wyntoun versifies and popularises 
it, and Bower, writing under the sustained pressure of 

renewed conflict with England in the 1440s, folds it into a 
national history of unprecedented scale and ambition. 
This pattern of expansion fits Broun's (1999) argument 
that the legend's elaboration tracked the ongoing, not 
merely the originary, needs of Scottish political identity. 

5.2 The political-legitimacy function 

The Declaration of Arbroath makes the legend's political 
logic explicit: the Scots claim twelve centuries of 
unconquered continuity reaching back to the Exodus, a 
claim whose entire force depends on chronological 
priority. Figure 3 presents this study's conceptual model 
of how that priority claim functioned. Antiquity alone, 
however, would not have sufficed; the specific choice of 
Egypt carried two additional and mutually reinforcing 
kinds of prestige, addressed fully in Section 6.1, which the 
model in Figure 3 labels biblical resonance and classical 
authority. 

The claim also functioned relationally, not merely 
absolutely. England, across the same period, grounded its 
own claims to supremacy in the Arthurian legend and in 
a Trojan-Roman descent tradition running through 
Brutus of Troy (Section 5.7 develops this comparison). 
Broun's (1999) revisionist chronology matters here: 
instead of reading Scota as a myth conjured from nothing 
in reaction to English pressure in the 1290s, the evidence 
supports a subtler picture, in which an already-forming 
Scottish sense of continuous, sovereign kingship 
absorbed and then deployed an existing Irish literary 
tradition at the moment that tradition became politically 
useful. The legend gave textual and genealogical form to 
a self-conception that predated it; it did not manufacture 
that self-conception outright. 
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Figure 3. Conceptual model of the legitimising function of the 
Scota narrative in late-medieval Scottish political historiography. 

5.3 Institutional embodiment: the Stone of Destiny 

The clearest instance of the legend acquiring institutional 
force is the Stone of Destiny, the sandstone block on 
which Scottish monarchs were traditionally inaugurated 
at Scone. According to the developed legend, Scota 
carried the stone out of Egypt on the authority of Moses, 
who prophesied that whoever possessed it would rule 
distant lands; the stone reached Ireland, then Scotland, 
by way of her descendants. Seized by Edward I in 1296 
and installed beneath the English coronation chair at 
Westminster, the stone was returned to Scotland in 1996, 
used again at the coronation of King Charles III in May 
2023, and has been displayed at Perth Museum, in 
Perthshire, since that museum's opening in March 2024 
(Perth Museum, 2024). 

The stone's geological and archaeological history does 
not support the Egyptian narrative. Breeze and 
Welander's (2003) detailed study for Historic Scotland, 
and Aitchison's (2000) independent monograph, situate 
the block's material origin in the Old Red Sandstone 
geology local to the Scone area of Perthshire, not the Nile 
Valley or the eastern Mediterranean. As Breeze observed 
in a 2024 interview accompanying the stone's move to 
Perth, the specific biblical identification of the stone as 
"Jacob's Pillow" is itself geologically implausible, since the 
stone associated with that Genesis narrative would have 

been limestone rather than sandstone (National 
Geographic, 2024). The stone's authenticated 
documented use begins with the inauguration of the boy-
king Alexander III in 1249, several centuries after Scota's 
purported journey, and its accrued mythology - Egyptian, 
biblical, and otherwise - is, in Aitchison's analysis, 
substantially a medieval and later invention layered onto 
a physically local object. 

This disjunction between the stone's material history and 
its narrated history is worth dwelling on, since it does 
more analytical work than a simple debunking would 
suggest. Twenty-three Scottish monarchs, and the 
English and British monarchs who followed them after 
the 1603 and 1707 unions, were inaugurated upon this 
stone, continuing through King Charles III in 2023, 
regardless of whether its origin lay in Perthshire or the 
Nile Valley. The institution functioned, and continues to 
function, at the level of narrated meaning, not verified 
material fact - a pattern this article terms a working 
myth: a foundation narrative whose institutional efficacy 
neither depends on, nor is undermined by, its evidentiary 
falsification. 

5.4 Geographic embodiment: Scota's Grave, County 
Kerry 

A second material correlate lies in Ireland rather than 
Scotland. South of Tralee, in County Kerry, a site known 
as Scota's Grave sits in the wooded valley of Gleann 
Scoithin, beside the Finglas stream. Irish tradition holds 
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that Scota died, pregnant, in the Battle of Sliabh Mis 
against the Tuatha De Danann, and that she was buried 
beneath a stone bearing markings popularly read as 
Egyptian hieroglyphs. 

Ireland's National Monuments Service conducted a site 
inspection in 1999 and concluded that the available 
evidence was not sufficient to accept the site as a verified 
archaeological monument (as recorded in the Service's 
Historic Environment Viewer; see also the discussion in 
the placenames record for the site). What survives at the 
site, then, is not an artefact in any scientific sense but a 
place-name, a stone, and a continuing popular tradition - 
a further instance of the working-myth pattern identified 
in Section 5.3, in which narrative sustains a place's 
significance independently of archaeological verification. 

A further complication, noted in Section 2.2, deserves 
restatement here: manuscript tradition preserves at least 
two distinct figures bearing closely related names - Scota, 
mother of Goidel Glas, and a genealogically later Scotia, 
wife of Mil Espaine, associated specifically with the 
Munster grave tradition (MacKillop, 2004). Popular 
synthesis, including much of the material this article 
critically re-examines, tends to elide this distinction into a 
single continuous life story. The present analysis treats 
the two figures as textually distinct products of the same 
broader mythic complex, consistent with the manuscript 
evidence, rather than as a single biographical subject. 

5.5 Visual embodiment: illuminated manuscripts 

The Scota legend also acquired a visual afterlife. The 
National Library of Scotland completed the digitisation 
of a collection of more than 240 medieval and early 
modern manuscripts in 2022, a collection that includes 
several copies of Bower's Scotichronicon, among them an 
abbreviated redaction (Adv.MS.35.1.7) compiled under 
Bower's own direction no later than 1444 (National 
Library of Scotland, 2022; National Library of Scotland 
Manuscripts Catalogue, n.d.). In illustrated copies of the 
Scotichronicon, medieval artists depicted Scota in attire 
combining European royal dress with imagined markers 
of eastern origin - not a documentary record of Egyptian 
costume, but a visual construction of otherness and 
prestige calibrated to a medieval European audience. 

This visual dimension is not merely decorative. Images 
circulate within collective memory on different terms 
from text: they require no literacy, they compress a 
genealogical argument into a single legible tableau, and 
they are correspondingly resistant to the kind of source-
critical scrutiny that written chronicles invite. In this 
sense, manuscript illumination functioned as a parallel 
channel for the same legitimising project pursued in 

Bower's prose, extending the legend's reach to audiences 
and settings, such as courtly display, in which the written 
chronicle itself might not circulate. 

5.6 Archaeological correlates and their contested 
evidentiary status 

Popular accounts of the Scota legend, including source 
material synthesised for this article, frequently invoke 
two Bronze Age archaeological finds as corroborating 
context: a necklace of faience beads from the Hill of 
Tara, and the sewn-plank Ferriby boats from the Humber 
estuary. Table 3 summarises the original claims made for 
each find against the current state of the evidence; both 
require correction. 

The Tara find derives from Sean P. O Riordain's 1955 and 
1956 excavation of the Mound of the Hostages, where a 
young male burial was accompanied by a necklace of 
faience, jet, and amber beads. In his original 1956 
publication, O Riordain himself noted only that the beads 
were morphologically similar to Egyptian glass beads of 
the fourteenth century BCE while being compositionally 
dissimilar to them - a qualified observation, not a claim of 
Egyptian origin, that popular retellings have since 
hardened into an unqualified Tutankhamun-era parallel. 
Subsequent radiocarbon dating, reported in O'Sullivan's 
(2005) definitive monograph on the site, places the burial 
itself at 1750 to 1500 BCE, several centuries earlier than 
the 1350 BCE date commonly repeated in popular sources, 
and current archaeometric consensus attributes faience 
bead manufacture of this type to local British or Irish 
production rather than direct import from the eastern 
Mediterranean. 

The Ferriby boats - three Bronze Age sewn-plank vessels 
recovered from the Humber foreshore in Yorkshire 
between 1937 and 1963 - are similarly often dated in 
popular sources to approximately 1400 to 1350 BCE. 
Radiocarbon and AMS dating reported by Van de Noort 
et al. (2014), building on a formal redating programme for 
all three vessels, instead place Ferriby 1 at approximately 
1880 to 1680 BCE, Ferriby 2 at approximately 1940 to 1720 
BCE, and Ferriby 3 - the oldest of the three - at 
approximately 2030 to 1780 BCE: several centuries earlier 
than, and considerably more securely dated than, the 
figures popular accounts typically cite. 

Both corrections point in the same direction. The 
underlying archaeological record does support the 
general proposition that maritime contact and exchange 
linked Ireland, Britain, the Baltic, and the Mediterranean 
world during the Bronze Age (a point independently 
attested by the Ferriby boats' construction technology 
and by amber and jet finds across the same network). It 
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does not, however, support - and in the case of the Tara 
beads was never claimed even by its original excavator to 
support - the specific migration of an Egyptian princess 
or a wholesale population movement from Egypt to 
Ireland. The lesson for civilisational and heritage 
scholarship is methodological as much as factual: genuine 

evidence of long-distance Bronze Age contact should not 
be retrofitted as corroboration for a specific named 
legendary genealogy composed some two and a half 
thousand years later. 

Table 3. Archaeological correlates popularly associated with the 
Scota legend: original claims versus current evidence 

Find Original / Popular Claim Current Evidence Source 

Tara faience beads (Mound 
of the Hostages) 

Necklace beads "identical" to 
those from Tutankhamun's 
tomb (c. 1350 BCE), 
implying direct Egyptian 
contact 

Original excavator noted 
morphological similarity but 
compositional dissimilarity; 
burial now radiocarbon-
dated to 1750-1500 BCE; 
beads attributed to local 
British/Irish manufacture 

O Riordain (1956); 
O'Sullivan (2005) 

Ferriby boats (Humber 
estuary) 

Sewn-plank boats dated c. 
1400-1350 BCE, cited as 
evidence of Mediterranean-
style seafaring contact 

AMS radiocarbon redating 
places Ferriby 1 at c. 1880-
1680 BCE, Ferriby 2 at c. 
1940-1720 BCE, Ferriby 3 at 
c. 2030-1780 BCE - several 
centuries earlier 

Van de Noort et al. (2014) 

Stone of Destiny (Stone of 
Scone) 

Sandstone block carried 
from Egypt via Ireland; 
identified with the biblical 
"Jacob's Pillow" 

Geological analysis 
attributes the stone to the 
Old Red Sandstone of the 
Scone area, Perthshire; 
"Jacob's Pillow" 
identification implausible 
since that stone would be 
limestone 

Breeze & Welander (2003); 
Aitchison (2000); National 
Geographic (2024) 

"Scota's Grave", Co. Kerry Egyptian princess's verified 
burial site, marked by 
hieroglyph-bearing stone 

1999 site inspection by 
Ireland's National 
Monuments Service found 
insufficient evidence to 
classify the site as an 
archaeological monument 

National Monuments 
Service, Historic 
Environment Viewer 
(Ireland) 

5.7 Comparative typology of European origin myths 

Table 2. situates Scota within a comparative typology of 
structurally similar medieval and early modern European origin 
myths, selected according to the criteria set out in Section 4: a 
named ancestral figure or civilisation of unimpeachable 
antiquity, deployment against an identifiable rival's own 
antiquity claim, and codification in a written text within roughly 
two centuries of that political use. 

England's own foundation narrative supplies the most 
directly relevant comparison, since it was precisely the 
claim Scota's proponents sought to outflank. The 
Historia Brittonum (ninth century) contains an early 
version of a Trojan-descent claim for the Britons, which 
Geoffrey of Monmouth's Historia Regum Britanniae 
(circa 1136) developed into the fully elaborated legend of 

Brutus of Troy, great-grandson of Aeneas, as Britain's 
founding king. The Franks constructed an analogous 
Trojan genealogy - transmitted through the seventh-
century Fredegar Chronicle and the eighth-century Liber 
Historiae Francorum - connecting Frankish kingship to 
the same Trojan-Roman prestige lineage that Virgil's 
Aeneid had already supplied to Rome itself (Geary, 2002). 
A later and more elaborate case appears in Renaissance 
Italy: Annius of Viterbo's 1498 Antiquitates fabricated a 
genealogy deriving the Italian town of Viterbo, and by 
extension the Borgia papacy, from the Egyptian deities 
Isis and Osiris; the same forged material was 
subsequently adapted in early sixteenth-century France, 
notably by Jean Lemaire de Belges, to construct a Gallic-
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Trojan-Egyptian ancestry for the French crown (Grafton, 
1990; Rothstein, 2018). 

Read together, these cases share a common structural 
grammar, which this article terms the antiquity-
outflanking pattern: a polity facing a rival with an 
established prestige-ancestry claim (Rome's Trojan-
Aeneas lineage, in the case of both England and the 
Franks; England's own Trojan and Roman lineage, in 
Scotland's case) responds not by disputing the rival's 

claim directly but by asserting an ancestral lineage of 
equal or superior antiquity, typically anchored in either 
Troy or Egypt - the two civilisations that medieval and 
early modern Europe recognised as carrying, 
respectively, unimpeachable classical and unimpeachable 
biblical prestige. Figure 1 traces the specific geographic 
form this pattern took in the Scottish case, mapping the 
legendary migration route from Egypt through Iberia and 
Ireland to Scotland that successive chroniclers elaborated. 

 

Figure 1. Schematic representation of the legendary migration 
route attributed to Scota in the Scottish chronicle tradition. 

Table 2. Comparative typology of medieval and early modern 
European "antiquity-outflanking" origin myths 

Polity 
Claimed Ancestor / 
Civilisation 

Key Text(s) 
Approx. Date of 
Composition 

Rival Claim Being 
Outflanked 

Scotland Scota, Egyptian 
princess (Pharaonic 
line) 

Lebor Gabala Erenn; 
Fordun; Bower, 
Scotichronicon 

12th-15th c. England's Arthurian, 
Roman, and Trojan 
(Brutus) genealogies 

England / Britain Brutus of Troy, great-
grandson of Aeneas 

Historia Brittonum; 
Geoffrey of 
Monmouth, Historia 
Regum Britanniae 

9th-12th c. Rome's own Trojan-
Aeneas lineage; 
continental claims to 
precedence 

Franks Trojan descent (via 
Priam / Francio) 

Fredegar Chronicle; 
Liber Historiae 
Francorum 

7th-8th c. Rome's Trojan-
Aeneas lineage and 
imperial prestige 

Rome Aeneas of Troy Virgil, Aeneid 1st c. BCE Greek claims to 
civilisational 
precedence 

Viterbo / Papal Italy, 
later France 

Egyptian deities Isis 
and Osiris 

Annius of Viterbo, 
Antiquitates (1498); 

1498; adapted c. 1510s Rival Italian cities' and 
France's own claims 
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adapted by Jean 
Lemaire de Belges for 
Gallic origins (c. 1512) 

to classical antiquity 

6. Discussion 

The findings assembled above bear on four questions: 
why Egypt in particular supplied Scotland's chosen 
ancestry; how the legitimising mechanism operated as an 
integrated system and not simply as a single textual 
claim; how the findings relate to, and extend, the 
theoretical literature reviewed in Section 2; and what 
methodological lesson the corrected archaeological 
record offers to civilisational and heritage scholarship 
more broadly. 

Egypt's appeal to medieval European chroniclers rested 
on a double and mutually reinforcing prestige that no 
rival civilisation could match quite so completely. 
Biblically, Egypt was the setting of Genesis, Exodus, and 
the careers of Joseph and Moses: the primary stage, in the 
medieval imagination, of sacred history before the 
Incarnation. Classically, Egypt carried the authority of 
Herodotus, whose Histories, Book II, described the 
Egyptians as "religious to excess, far beyond any other 
race of men" (Herodotus, trans. Rawlinson, section 2.37) 
and credited them as among the oldest and most ritually 
sophisticated of peoples - a reputation that fed directly 
into the Greek, and later the wider European, conception 
of Egypt as civilisation's primordial teacher. Babylon, 
Persia, and even Rome could each supply one register of 
prestige or the other, but only Egypt offered both at once. 
That dual currency is presumably why Scotland, and as 
Section 5.7 shows, Renaissance Italy and France after it, 
reached specifically for an Egyptian rather than a 
Babylonian or Scythian ancestry whenever biblical and 
classical authority needed to be claimed together. 

Figure 3. 's conceptual model proposes that the legend's 
legitimising force depended on the conjunction of four textual 
inputs - antiquity, biblical resonance, anti-hegemonic counter-
narrative, and classical authority - with three further channels of 
embodiment: institutional (the Stone of Destiny), geographic 
(Scota's Grave), and visual (manuscript illumination). It is 
unlikely that any single one of these components would have 
sufficed alone. A purely textual antiquity claim, unaccompanied 
by institutional embodiment, risks remaining a literary curiosity 
instead of a lived political fact, while institutional embodiment 
without a textual genealogy to explain it would carry no 
ideological content. What makes the Scota case instructive is 
precisely that all three embodiment channels are independently 
documented and datable, which lets the model in Figure 3 be 
grounded in specific evidence instead of being asserted 
schematically. 

The findings also confirm and extend Reynolds's (1983) 
and Geary's (2002) accounts of origines gentium. 

Reynolds's core claim - that medieval origin narratives 
functioned as a recognised genre of political argument, 
not as naive error - is borne out directly by the precision 
with which Bisset's 1301 Processus deployed the legend for 
an identifiable diplomatic purpose. Geary's argument that 
ethnic and national origin claims are typically 
retrospective constructions by later elites likewise fits the 
gap this article has identified between Scota's twelfth-
century literary appearance and her 1301 political 
deployment. Where this study adds something new is in 
extending both frameworks beyond text: Reynolds and 
Geary analyse origines gentium primarily as literary-
political argument, whereas the Scota case shows that 
such arguments, to achieve durable effect, typically 
require institutional, geographic, and visual embodiment 
of the kind traced in Sections 5.3 to 5.5. Broun's (1999) 
revisionist chronology complicates matters further, 
including for Geary's own account, since it treats such 
myths as more than pure elite invention out of nothing; 
the Scottish evidence instead points to a two-stage 
process, in which a pre-existing and gradually forming 
sense of sovereign continuity supplied the political 
demand that an available Irish literary tradition was then 
recruited to satisfy. 

A final lesson concerns method rather than substance. 
The corrected dating of the Tara faience beads and the 
Ferriby boats in Section 5.6 illustrates a hazard that recurs 
throughout the popular, and at times scholarly, treatment 
of foundation legends: genuine evidence of long-distance 
prehistoric contact gets read backward as corroboration 
for a specific, much later legendary genealogy. The 
correct relationship runs the other way. The plausibility 
of ancient contact networks may help explain why 
medieval audiences found an Egyptian migration story 
credible, but it does nothing to verify that particular 
story. This distinction between contact plausibility and 
narrative verification reaches well beyond the Scota case, 
wherever heritage and civilisational scholarship engages 
with foundation myths that claim ancient 
transcontinental origins. 

A few limitations qualify these conclusions. The analysis 
relies on English-language critical editions of the primary 
chronicle sources, which, while authoritative, mediate the 
original Latin, Gaelic, and Older Scots texts, so fine-
grained philological questions are deferred to the cited 
editions rather than resolved independently here. The 
comparative typology in Section 5.7 is likewise a 
synthesising framework built on established secondary 
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scholarship for each comparandum, not new archival 
research into the English, Frankish, or Italian cases 
individually, and should be judged on those terms. And 
because this study's brief is pure historiographical 
analysis, it stops short of extending its conclusions into 
contemporary applications - heritage policy, tourism, or 
intercultural dialogue - that a differently framed study 
might draw from the same material. 

7. Conclusion, Implications, and Recommendations 

This article has traced the Scota legend from its twelfth-
century appearance in Irish literary tradition, through its 
political deployment by Baldred Bisset in 1301 and its 
canonisation in the Scottish chronicle tradition running 
from Fordun through Wyntoun to Bower's 
Scotichronicon, to its institutional embodiment in the 
Stone of Destiny, its geographic embodiment at Scota's 
Grave in County Kerry, and its visual embodiment in 
illuminated manuscript copies of Bower's chronicle. Read 
against the theoretical literature on medieval origines 
gentium (Reynolds, 1983; Geary, 2002; Smith, 1986), the 
legend stands as a documented, precisely datable instance 
of a nation constructing legitimacy through narrated, not 
lived, ancestry, deployed specifically to outflank 
England's own competing claims to antiquity. 

The study's four research questions can be answered in 
summary as follows. The legend moved from Irish 
literary tradition into Scottish national historiography 
through Bisset's 1301 political brief and was subsequently 
expanded across four generations of chroniclers (Section 
5.1). It functioned politically to grant Scotland an 
antiquity and a sacred-historical pedigree that neither 
Rome nor England's own origin claims could match, 
while reinforcing an already-forming sense of sovereign 
continuity rather than manufacturing that sense from 
nothing (Section 5.2). It acquired institutional, 
geographic, and visual embodiment through the Stone of 
Destiny, Scota's Grave, and manuscript illumination 
respectively, each of which functioned - and in the case 
of the Stone of Destiny continues to function within 
contemporary constitutional ritual - independently of the 
underlying legend's evidentiary status (Sections 5.3 to 
5.5). And it belongs to a broader, comparable class of 
European antiquity-outflanking myths, including 
England's own Brutus-of-Troy tradition, the Frankish 
Trojan genealogy, and the Renaissance Italian and 
French Egyptian-Osirian genealogies constructed on 
Annius of Viterbo's forged foundations (Section 5.7). 

Two implications follow. Theoretically, the conceptual 
model developed in Figure 3 extends the origines 
gentium literature by specifying the institutional, 
geographic, and visual embodiment mechanisms through 

which a textual antiquity claim becomes a durable 
political and cultural fact, offering a transferable analytic 
tool for other national origin myths beyond the Scottish 
case. Practically, the corrected archaeological findings in 
Section 5.6 carry a direct implication for heritage 
interpretation: institutions such as Perth Museum, which 
now displays the Stone of Destiny, and the National 
Museum of Ireland, which holds the Tara faience beads, 
are well placed to communicate the working-myth 
distinction developed in this article - between a 
narrative's institutional and cultural potency and its 
evidentiary status - clearly and without either debunking 
condescension or uncritical repetition of superseded 
claims. 

Future research might usefully pursue four directions: a 
digital, network-based study of manuscript transmission 
across the surviving copies of Bower's Scotichronicon, 
extending the National Library of Scotland's 2022 
digitisation initiative; renewed archaeometric analysis of 
Bronze Age faience beads from Irish and British sites 
using current provenancing methods, building on 
O'Sullivan's (2005) foundational reassessment; extension 
of the comparative typology in Table 2 to additional 
European and non-European cases of antiquity-
outflanking origin myths; and a reception-history study 
of how the Scota legend continues to circulate in 
contemporary heritage tourism, museum interpretation, 
and popular culture. 
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