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Abstract
Thomas St Serfe, or Sydserff, is a seventeenth-century translator, playwright, 
and pamphleteer who has received scant academic attention. The majority 
of his work was printed in Edinburgh in 1661. This essay proposes that St 
Serfe wrote as a means of reimagining Scotland for the Restoration. As a 
devoted royalist, St Serfe was keen to move on from the Wars of the Three 
Kingdoms and return to what he perceived as the order and harmony that 
existed before. Whilst his writing directs his reader backwards to an older 
version of Scotland, he also looks outwards and clearly has ambitions for 
Scotland to become a global trader. This study of St Serfe focuses mainly 
on two of his most interesting works. Firstly, the Mercurius Caledonius, 
one of the first newspapers written for a Scottish audience. Secondly, ‘The 
prince of Tartaria, his Voyage to Cowper in Fife’, a parodic, carnivalesque 
travel narrative which I argue nonetheless makes a sincere attempt to ‘map’ 
Scotland for the Restoration.

Thomas St Serfe1 is one of Restoration Scotland’s most intriguing writers, yet his work 
has been largely overlooked by literary critics.2 Between 1658 and 1669, he produced 
two translations from French and one from Italian, at least nine diverse and eccentric 
pamphlets, one of the first newspapers written specifically for a Scottish readership, 
and a play Samuel Pepys described as ‘the most ridiculous, insipid play that ever I 
saw in my life’,3 but which was the first play by a Scot to premier in London and 
which went on to be staged in Edinburgh.4 He also ran Edinburgh’s Tennis Court 
Theatre in the late 1660s, as well as an acting company.5 The bulk of his surviving 
work was printed in 1661 and is preoccupied with the Restoration of the monarchy.

St Serfe was born in Edinburgh in 1624 to Thomas Sydserff and Rachel Byers. 
His father was the only bishop in Scotland who held his position both before and 
after the Wars of Three Kingdoms. Sydserff the elder endured several attacks by 
rioters due to his support for Charles I’s introduction of the English-style Book of 
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Common Prayer.6 Like his father, St Serfe was fervently royalist. During the wars, 
he defended the king’s cause under the Marquess of Montrose, before living for 
some time exiled in Paris.7 In the late 1650s, he spent a little time in London, before 
returning home to Edinburgh to set up his newsbook, the Mercurius Caledonius.8

The Caledonius ran for twelve issues; the first is dated 31 December 1660 to 8 
January 1661 and the last 22 March 1661 to 28 March 1661.9 The first issue begins 
with the arrival of the High Commissioner, John Middleton, in Scotland and the 
opening of the first Restoration parliament, with seemingly eyewitness detail of 
its proceedings. Each edition is structured as follows, with occasional deviation: 
an editorial introduction, followed by a report on the proceedings of the Scottish 
parliament, then finally news either copied from English newsbooks or received 
from correspondents in Britain, Ireland, and Europe. St Serfe’s overall concern is with 
documenting the glory and harmony occasioned by the Restoration in Scotland. 
The first edition opens with characteristic fervour, ‘Our clouds are dissipate, the 
rayes of Royalty, darts from the breasts of Scots-men, not being in the power of 
the most skillfull Artificers of Treason to stave off our Allegiance’.10 As a royalist, 
for St Serfe the Restoration symbolised the return of order following a protracted 
period of disorder. Although the Scottish parliament declared Charles II King of 
Great Britain and Ireland immediately after the execution of Charles I in 1649, he 
was prevented from ruling in Scotland until the English parliament restored him 
in 1660; from 1652 Scotland was governed as part of Cromwell’s Commonwealth.11 
The Caledonius represents St Serfe’s attempt to reassert Scotland’s identity as  
a royalist, sovereign nation. In issue five, he writes how in Perth thistles had over-
grown the arms of Cromwell’s Protectorate, remarking that, ‘There needeth not 
much Commenting upon this extraordinary Accident: for it is well known, the 
Thistle is one of the Royall Cognizances of our Crown and Badge of Scotland, with 
this Impressa Nemo me impune lacesset: there is not a Cessation of State Miracles,  
when Vegetables preach and point out to us our Alleagiance’.12 The symbol of  
the thistles encapsulates the naturalness of royalism in Scotland; the old order 
reasserts itself as inevitably as thistles grow. The Latin motto St Serfe quotes is  
that of the Stuarts, loosely translating as, ‘no one attacks me with impunity’. St Serfe 
is reimagining Scotland for the Restoration as a sovereign and innately royalist  
state that defends itself effectively.

The returned political structure of 1661 meant that the people of Scotland had to 
re-evaluate recent history and the part they may have played in the Wars of the Three 
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Kingdoms. Many Scots had directly or indirectly weakened the royal prerogative by 
signing the National Covenant and participating in the Bishops’ Wars. Following 
the Restoration of the monarchy, Scotland, always stereotypically royalist, became 
more royalist than ever.13 In the Caledonius, St Serfe consciously attempts to ame-
liorate the image of Scotland by reinterpreting its recent history. Reflecting on his 
newsbook in a later pamphlet, he describes himself as having ‘laboured to vindicat 
in some measure, my groaning Country’.14 In the first issue, he reframes Scotland’s 
involvement in the deposition of the monarchy, writing that, ‘It’s true, though a 
considerable part of our Nation were the first that transgressed upon their duty, 
yet they never reached the length of a boundlesse disobedience, for they no sooner 
discovered the depth of the Treason wherein their rebellious Confederates in England 
would have ensnared them, but they presently faced about to their Allegiance.’15 St 
Serfe acknowledges the popularity of the Covenanting movement but downplays 
the propensity for rebellion that this suggests. He portrays England as not only 
more seditious than Scotland but as having connived to trick Scotland. In this way, 
St Serfe uses his newsbook to renegotiate Scotland’s image for the Restoration.

Benedict Anderson has argued that literature and particularly newspapers  
play an integral role in the formation of the nation-state, as newspapers generate 
a sense of shared experience and simultaneity which help construct an ‘imagined  
community’ of countrymen.16 Of course, St Serfe’s newsbook would not have  
reached the number of readers that modern newspapers do. In by far the most 
detailed study of the Caledonius to date, J. M. Buckroyd concludes that St Serfe’s 
newsbook is directed at ‘an elitist and conservative nobility whose reaction to 
the previous twenty years of Scottish history and its developments was entirely 
negative and whose determined aim was to get back in the saddle and stay there’.17 
Nevertheless, the Caledonius imagines a community as encompassing as the national 
community described by Anderson, i.e. comprising all social ranks. In issue four, St 
Serfe describes the effects of the Restoration reverberating through Scottish society:

As our old Laws are renewed, so is likewise our Good honest antient Customs: 
for Nobility in our streets, are known by brave Retinews of their relations; 
when, during the Captivity, a Lord was scarcely to be distinguished from 
a Commoner. Nay, the old Hospitality returns; for that laudable custome 
of Suppers, which was convenanted out with Rasins and rosted Cheese, is 
again in fashion: and where before a pevish Nurse would been seen triping 
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up stares and down stares with a Posset or Berry for the Laird and the Lady, 
you shall now see sturdy Jack-men, groaning with the weight of Surloins of 
Beef, and Chargers loadened with Capons and Wildefoul.18

Political reorganisation begets social reorganisation. The ramifications of the 
Restoration are felt throughout the social stratum, endowing order and stability via 
visible, performed social hierarchy in the public space of the street. As those at the 
head of the social hierarchy are restored to their former place, the lower echelons 
conform, so that they all experience the Restoration and adapt themselves accord-
ingly. Whether or not a sense of ‘simultaneity’ (requisite for Anderson’s imagined 
community) actually existed for the people of Restoration Scotland, St Serfe imagines 
such simultaneity, with the nobility at the head. He envisions a community including 
all citizens of the state of Scotland, primarily addressing the nobility but also seeing 
members of lower social status as part of the ordered hierarchy.

St Serfe’s play, Tarugo’s Wiles, provides a glimpse of how St Serfe saw people from 
different social ranks engaging with newsbooks like the Caledonius. Performed for 
the first time in London in 1667, the play is largely a translation of the Spanish play 
No puede ser by Agustín Moreto y Cabaña, excepting act three, which is original. 
Though the play itself takes place in Spain, act three is set in a London-style coffee 
house, a space that was remarkable in St Serfe’s day in that men of different social 
rank could sit at the same table and engage in conversation, often over pamphlets 
and newsbooks.19 Such mixing might have been at odds with St Serfe’s preference, 
indicated above, for lords and commoners to be ‘distinguished’ from one another. 
His stage directions call for ‘Several Customers of all Trades and Professions,’ whose 
ensuing comical conversation on topics such as astrology and the benefits of drinking 
coffee eventually centres upon a gazette containing ‘fresh news from all parts’.20 The 
customers’ conversation is ridiculous, as they take at face value and seriously reflect 
upon such headlines as ‘The long Wars ’twixt the Ribband-Makers Daughters of 
Athens, and the Bone-lace Weavers of Lacedemon shall be determin’d by a Match 
at Stool-ball in the Fields of Pharsulia.’21 Eventually the discussion deteriorates into 
a brawl. It is tempting to extrapolate from this scenario (i.e. the gullibility of the 
diverse customers coupled with the discord occasioned by their engagement with 
the newsbook) that St Serfe preferred his newsbooks to be consumed by gentlemen 
like himself and believed that those of lower social standing might, potentially 
dangerously, believe anything they read.22
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St Serfe would have been well aware of the potential for newsbooks to cause 
controversy. After just twelve issues, the Caledonius seems to have been suppressed 
by the crown, probably, as Buckroyd has argued, for being too extreme in its anti-
Covenanter stance, which could have been divisive in such delicate political times.23 
It seems there was intervention from someone of authority as early as issue five. This 
issue begins with the motto ‘ne quid falsi dicere audeas, ne quid veri non’, meaning ‘to 
assert no falsehood and hide no truth’, then, in the newsbook itself, St Serfe explains 
that henceforth he will only be able to adhere strictly to the first part of the motto, 
i.e. to assert no falsehood.24 The remaining issues of the Caledonius increasingly 
sideline Scottish news, focusing on news from abroad, which was less controversial.25 
That St Serfe produced eight issues after being restricted in this way suggests that 
he believed that foreign news was pertinent to his local readership. The purpose of 
transmitting foreign news to a Scottish readership may have been to encourage that 
readership, particularly the Scottish nobility, to imagine Scotland in relation to the 
foreign, and thereby to encourage greater involvement in global trade. Issue nine 
of the Caledonius expresses such globalising ambitions for Scotland. St Serfe writes  
that the best way for ‘the Interest of Nation’ to be advanced is through global trade 
and the establishment of ‘a Company of Merchant Adventurers’.26 These adventurers, 
writes St Serfe, ‘be the laborious Gardeners which make our own Land yeeld what 
the earth produceth in other parts: They are those who by their industry claspeth 
Islands to Continents, and tacketh Countrey to Countrey.’27 St Serfe clearly aspires 
to a globalised economy for Scotland. He warns that ‘these happinesses are not to be 
expected, unless we be governed by the example of our Neighbour Nation, whose 
flourishing condition may be attributed to the right ordering their Societies; which 
if once were done, then the younger Brethren of our Gentry might be encouraged 
rather to merchandize with their Patrimonies, then to be buried in the Ditch of some 
Forreign Kings frontier Garrison’.28 Since the fifteenth century, Scottish mercenaries 
had served in armies from France, Scandinavia, Bohemia and the Low Countries. 
Whilst ‘our Neighbour Nation,’ i.e. England, were trading effectively throughout 
Asia, with some transatlantic success, through much of the seventeenth century 
‘Scotland’s trading patterns remained stubbornly conservative, centred around the 
North Sea, using tried and tested routes and markets’.29 It is telling that St Serfe 
attributes England’s greater success to the English gentry having achieved ‘the right 
ordering their Societies’: they are organised in centripetal fashion with the common 
goal of trading in the name of England. In his newsbook, St Serfe seeks to arouse in 
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Scotland the kind of unity of ambition that he has observed in England. He does 
so by reimagining Scotland according to the historical moment of the Restoration, 
both processing recent history according to the new (old) regime and looking ahead 
to Scotland’s future in an increasingly globalised Europe.

‘the prince of tartaria, his voyage to cowper in fife’ 

St Serfe continues to reimagine Scotland for the Restoration in his eight-page  
pamphlet ‘The prince of Tartaria, his Voyage to Cowper in Fife’. Printed in Edinburgh 
in 1661, ‘The prince of Tartaria’ reverses the premise of the travel writing that 
proliferated in the seventeenth century. Whereas in the majority of these narra-
tives Europeans travel to far-away places, St Serfe’s parody of the genre describes 
the imagined journey taken by a Tartarian prince through Fife, where he and his 
retinue attend the Cupar horse races.30

The predominant feature of ‘The prince of Tartaria’ is its humour, which is in 
the vein of medieval and renaissance carnivalesque. According to Mikhail Bakhtin, 
carnival laughter is universal; everyone can be and is the butt of the joke, which 
itself is produced through the description of grotesque bodily functions (i.e. eating, 
drinking, defecating, and behaving sexually), comic crownings and uncrownings, and 
laughter for laughter’s sake.31 Crucially, though, carnival humour serves a purpose; by 
presenting le monde à l’envers, the laughter provides a release from serious or official 
discourse.32 In ‘The prince of Tartaria’, St Serfe employs carnival laughter in order 
to celebrate the Restoration and liberate readers from the seriousness of the wars. 
The opening lines of the pamphlet establish the festive tone:

It was about that time in the morning when the mortals of this side of the 
Æquinoctial Line, are accustomed to Satisfie their Gusto in refreshing Nature 
by frequent Oscitation and Pandiculation to their Members; Surfeit with toil, 
and Disgorging from their Nauseating Ventricle by Eructation, the Crudity’s 
Engendered there through their painful and Laborious Carousing; and what 
is wanting that way, their roaring Borborygius declareth by another in a very 
sensible way of breathing […]33

St Serfe refers to all ‘mortals’ resident in the northern hemisphere. All ranks of society 
are within the jurisdiction of the laughter. He describes the body in the earthliest 
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of terms – yawning, stretching, burping, and farting. Latinate words were then, as 
now, associated with serious intellectualism. To describe grotesque bodily acts in 
such terms exposes the illusory nature of such high-mindedness and the ease with 
which it can be subverted.

This style of festive humour presides over the narrative, leaving little room 
for seriousness. As they journey through the east of Scotland, the prince and his 
retinue are ‘confidently’ informed by locals that Neptune is often seen ‘boyling 
Lobstars, and Crabs at Christmass Eve and with no other fire, than the heat of the 
Sun, though situate in the 56 degree of Latitude’; they meet a group of ladies who 
‘Jyrted us with the Odoriferous flavour of Sketbroth, which occasioned us to hasten 
to the Towns end’; they come upon a wedding at which the music is supplied by ‘a 
Charming cluttering of two Beef ribs and a Hauks Bell’ and which ends, ‘hymænial 
hour being nigh,’ when ‘the Bride begun to grin and claw her Elbow’.34 When the 
prince’s fleet of three thousand gondolas is conquered by a ‘keckling Militia’ of  
birds, the author reflects how these birds now ‘certainly are vapouring in their  
Gowns, spacious turbants and tyara’s’.35 Like Bakhtin’s carnival humour, St Serfe’s 
laughter is designed to be regenerative, to liberate readers from the prevailing  
mood of the time, and to draw life ‘out of its usual rut’.36 St Serfe was keen to move 
on from the serious discourse of the wars, the Covenanters, and the invasion of 
Scotland by Cromwell’s army. However, where Bakhtin finds that renaissance and 
medieval carnival laughter imagined an egalitarian utopia, St Serfe draws on this 
potential of carnival laughter to imagine a royalist utopia.37 He makes use of the 
rhetorical power of carnival laughter to subvert seriousness and provide a sense of 
release, but his laughter is always inscribed with the desire to reassert the hierarchy 
that comes with the Restoration of the monarchy and the return from exile of 
royalist nobility.38

It is significant that the action of ‘The prince of Tartaria’ is organised around 
and terminates in the annual horse race at Cupar with its attendant festivities. We 
learn early on that the reason for the prince’s journey through Scotland is to attend 
the race; he has read about it in the Caledonius, which in reality does advertise 
the Cupar horse race in several issues.39 Horse races were popular in early modern 
Scotland. Such times of folk festivity, according to Bakhtin, could be an equalis-
ing, levelling phenomenon, when ‘all were considered equal […] a special form of 
free and familiar contact reigned among people who were usually divided by the 
barriers of caste, property, profession, and age.’40 The festivities at the end of ‘The 
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prince of Tartaria’ describe a sense of conviviality. However, this is within the order 
of social hierarchy. Before the race begins, the area undergoes a kind of ceremonial 
consecration, ‘the Court fenced in the Right Honourable the Lord Provost’s name 
and all ceremonies duely performed’.41 This is in line with John Burnett’s description 
of early-modern horse-racing. Burnett has explained how ‘before they began, the 
burgh court was fenced – declared open with temporary laws in force – in the name 
of the Lord Provost, in the manner of a fair, and the Lord Provost gave a cup for the 
second race’.42 As such, the festivities take place within a space that is consecrated 
by social hierarchy. The 1661 race itself had a special significance in that during the 
Interregnum the annual horse races that had played a central role in Scottish culture 
since the reign of James VI were suspended.43 The reinstitution of these annual 
horse races therefore symbolised the renascence of the old order, of a sovereign, 
royalist Scotland. Advertisements for scheduled races pepper the 1661 writings of 
St Serfe. Almost without exception, these races are described with reference to their 
cessation under Cromwell’s rule. Indeed, the Cupar races are reported in this way, 
‘The famous Horse Course of Couper in Fyfe, which by the iniquity of the times, 
hath been so long buried to the great dissatisfaction of our Nobility and Gentry, is to be  
run, conform to the institution, upon the second Tuesday of April’.44 The return of  
the races is symbolic of the end of the perceived chaos of the Interregnum and is 
welcomed as such by St Serfe. The carnival laughter and festivity of the ‘The prince  
of Tartaria’ is, therefore, regenerative in the sense that the narrative is directed 
towards the royalist space of the horse race that is its final image, its utopia.

A sense of utopic order and harmony is pressed home in the final summation 
of the races, that ‘all these sportful recreations were carried on by a most pleasant 
harmony, and a behaviour free of all contests and contradictions, that as I Learned 
the Mute Caledonius who was appointed there as a Judge, had this remark, that 
he had heard many Cracks and no Oaths, save in one inconsiderable Remonstator 
Piper of the Land of Whigemeria’.45 The revelry is described as harmonious because 
it symbolises the Restoration, which creates the conditions of order requisite for 
conviviality and merriment. The harmony itself is contingent on the precedence 
of laughter over seriousness, of ‘Cracks’ over ‘Oaths’. A crack in this context is a 
quadruple entendre, meaning the riders’ whips, jokes, flatulence, and (as is evident 
elsewhere in St Serfe’s writing) sex.46 Likewise, ‘oath’ is a double entendre, meaning 
both profanity and serious statement. The detractor ‘of the Land of Whigemeria’, 
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who is responsible for the only oaths, is a whiggamore, i.e. a Covenanter who was 
against the Engagement with King Charles I and so, in St Serfe’s eyes, the worst kind 
of Covenanter. In the context of the royalist utopia, the whiggamore is an outcast, 
transformed into a mere figure of fun, whose profane seriousness is drowned out 
by the laughing and flirting of the crowd.

Although ‘The prince of Tartaria’ is a carnivalesque narrative, in which laughter 
for laughter’s sake abounds, running through the text is St Serfe’s sincere desire to 
reimagine Scotland according to his royalist worldview. Correspondingly, whereas 
the pamphlet is a parody of contemporary travel literature, St Serfe nevertheless 
draws on the rhetorical power of the genre, and its attendant tropes and devices, in 
order to reimagine Scotland for the Restoration. As the prince and his retinue travel 
through Fife, the narrator draws comparisons between the landscape and towns of 
the east coast of Scotland and various locations in Europe and beyond. This device, 
of describing foreign lands by comparing them with places familiar to the reader,  
is common to much seventeenth-century travel writing, such as William Lithgow’s 
Rare Adventures and Paineful Peregrinations. As Lithgow travels across Europe, 
he compares the landscape and customs with those that are local to the reader. 
According to Lithgow, the fortress of Carabusa in Crete is ‘not unlike to the Castle 
of Dunbertan, which standeth at the mouth of Clyd’.47 Whilst St Serfe imitates this 
topos in parody, this kind of dialogical mapping is, nonetheless, important to St 
Serfe’s textual cartography of Scotland Restored. Especially telling is his description 
of Kinghorn as ‘a place for its Situation not unlike that of Lisbon as to the Valeys and 
Hills Circumjacent, but indeed the Indian Adventurers Buildings there come short 
of the Palaces of Bait gatherers here.’48 St Serfe is cracking a joke but, nonetheless, 
highlighting the economic insularity of Fife by comparing it with Portugal. Certainly, 
there are traces here of the globalising ambition expressed in the Caledonius. The 
reference to the locations of Lisbon and Kinghorn is particularly telling. Much like 
Portugal, Scotland has vast coastal areas. The people of both Kinghorn and Lisbon 
depend on seafaring for their livelihood. However, there is clearly a vast discrepancy 
in the wealth and prestige of the occupations of bait-gathering and of adventuring, 
as is indicated in the ironic designation of the homes of bait-gatherers as palaces. 
Whilst Portugal is engaged in ventures with remote corners of the earth, Scotland is 
gathering bait. The laughter works to make such discrepancies of ambition absurd, 
thereby encouraging a broadening of Restored Scotland’s horizons.
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Early-modern travel writing has been described by William H. Sherman as 
representing an attempt to ‘put the world on paper for the new print marketplace at 
home’. He argues that ‘the number of new titles published (and old titles reprinted) 
during the early-modern period suggests that there was a significant audience for 
travel writing, eager to hear news of the wider world and to reflect on England’s 
place in it’.49 Travel writers in this period can be seen as textual cartographers, 
mapping their experiences of the foreign in relation to the local and vice versa. 
As such, they map not only the country visited but also their homeland. The 
foreign is seen through the eyes of the familiar and the familiar through the eyes of  
the foreign. ‘The prince of Tartaria’ is predicated on an inversion of the norms  
of early-modern travel writing. Whereas readers were accustomed to reading of 
the travels of Europeans to far-flung places, in St Serfe’s pamphlet the eponymous 
prince has travelled across continents to come to Scotland. The dialogue between 
familiar and foreign, self and other, is pivotal to the early-modern imagination 
of national space; St Serfe adapts the format of travel writing in order to imagine 
Scotland’s engagement in such dialogue. Crucially, this dialogue between familiar 
and foreign is not free-flowing, but fixed.50 In the same way, the dialogue with  
foreignness in St Serfe’s parodic travel narrative is always anchored by his world- 
view, particularly his ideas of how Scotland is and how it should be.

In ‘The prince of Tartaria’, St Serfe engages Scotland in a dialogue with an imag-
ined otherness to encourage his readers to see Scotland from a fresh perspective (i.e. 
his). This imagined otherness is a recurring feature in his 1661 pamphlets. ‘Bourlasque 
news from the Antipodes’ reports the session of an imagined Antipodean cabal 
whose debates on religion clearly pertain to those raging in St Serfe’s contemporary 
Scotland. St Serfe literally turns contemporary Scotland upside down, inventing an 
obverse discourse in order to engage with the established discourses of his day and 
to ridicule those with whom he disagrees. His second known translation, of Cyrano 
de Bergerac’s L’Autre Monde ou les états et empires de la Lune, is predicated on the 
notion that ‘the Moon is a World like this, and by which ours is interchangeably 
beleeved a Moon.’51 The text seeks to push the boundaries of the reader’s imagination 
by depicting the obverse point of view. Edward W. Lanius has described Bergerac’s 
writing as, ‘reversing the ordinary relationship of things, comparing, making new 
associations and projecting a new view […] Cyrano upsets the accepted perspective 
and frees the imagination to see in a wholly new manner.’52 Similarly, by engaging in 
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play with opposite perspectives, St Serfe seeks to reinvent Scotland for the Restoration 
on his terms, in its pre-Covenant mould, yet modern and trading globally. His work 
sheds light on how texts interacted with ideas of nationhood at a point in Scotland’s 
history when the world had been turned upside down several times over. Though 
many questions remain regarding the life and career of St Serfe, it is hoped that this 
study begins to answer, or at the very least pose, some of them.
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