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A Royal Game

Built for James V between 1539 and 1541, the Royal Tennis Court at Falkland Palace is believed to be the
earliest surviving real tennis court in Britain. Its construction was contemporary with the remodelling of
Falkland into a Renaissance palace, perhaps the most significant phase in its architectural history. It is the
only 'roofless' real tennis court in active use and the sole surviving example of the earlier jeu quarré court
design in the world. It is a category A listed building and is managed and maintained by The National Trust
for Scotland. 

The transformation of Falkland Palace under James V was illustrative of the close links between the Scottish
and French Courts at this time. James had visited the French Court in 1537, and had two French queens.
French master masons worked alongside his Scottish craftsmen to build the extended and enlarged
renaissance residence at Falkland. The presence of a tennis court here is another example of French
influence on James’s residence. Real tennis, or ‘Caitch’, was developed in France perhaps as early as the
12th or 13th centuries, and seems to have been brought to Scotland in the 16th century through royal ties
between the two countries. There were two versions of the game; jeu quarré and jeu a dedans. The jeu
quarré court at Falkland has penthouses on two sides instead of three, and four window-like apertures at the
service end walls.



‘Real Tennis’

Sometimes known as 'the Sport of Kings', real tennis was played almost exclusively by Royalty. Interest in
the game waned in Scotland after the removal of the Monarchy to London in 1603. The game was revived in
the 1800s, with indoor real tennis courts continuing to be built well into the 20th century. 

The sport is called ‘real tennis’ to differentiate it from lawn tennis. The term actually dates to the 20th
century. The game played at Falkland required a larger court and had different rules, strategies, techniques
and scoring system. The side walls and sloping roofs of the internal 'penthouses' (spectator galleries) along
the sides are integral to the playing of the game. There are currently less than 50 real tennis courts
remaining in the world. One other example in Scotland is at Crosbie Road in Troon. 
The rules of lawn tennis were established in 1874 by Major Walter Wingfield. The adapted court and revised
rules used in the lawn game increased the speed of play and it soon became the preferred version for many
players. 

A society was set up to preserve and reinvigorate the game of Royal Tennis in Fife in the 1970s, following
demonstrations of the game at Falkland in 1958 and in 1963. The Falkland Royal Tennis Club continues to
meet and play at the court.

Dr Kirsty Owen - Archaeology and World Heritage Team
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