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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the cultural meanings of beds and chambers in late-medieval
England. It argues that the cultural phenomenon of the chamber, which emerged in
England in the later middle ages, had profound and wide-reaching effects on late-
medieval society and affected both those who had chambers and those who did not.
This thesis has a strictly interdisciplinary approach, using a range of literary,
documentary, visual and archaeological sources, and demonstrates how these sources
informed and were informed by cultural associations and assumptions surrounding
the bed and chamber. Its analysis of how members of society considered and
interacted with the bed and chamber contributes to current discourse on space and
objects. Additionally, its in-depth analysis of how cultural meanings of the bed and
chamber were articulated and perpetuated sheds new light on late-medieval literature
and social practice.

This thesis is structured around a set of precepts known as “Arise Early”.
Chapter One, “Fyrst Arysse Erly”, reconstructs the physical components of both real
and ideal beds and chambers. Chapter Two, “Serve Thy God Deuly”, focuses on the
bed and chamber as an appropriate space in which to encounter God and engage in
domestic piety. Chapter Three, “Do Thy Warke Wyssely [...] And Awnswer the
Pepll Curtesly”, analyses how the cultural associations of the bed and chamber with
intimacy and sound judgement impacted on personal and political communication
and administration. Chapter Four, “Go to Thy Bed Myrely/ And Lye Therin
Jocundly”, explores the chamber as a space for communal and individual leisure, the
cultural link between beds and books, and the chamber as a space for the appropriate
expression of emotion. Chapter Five, “Plesse and Loffe Thy Wyffe Dewly/ And
Basse Hyr Onys or Tewys Myrely”, focuses on the ways in which the bed and
chamber were understood in relation to both licit and illicit sex and demonstrates that
the marital bed was considered to be the only acceptable locus for sex. Chapter Six,
“The Invisible Woman”, explores the powerful link between women and beds and
chambers in late-medieval England and demonstrates that chambers both contained
and empowered women. Finally, my conclusion demonstrates how these complex
cultural meanings were interwoven and highlights the importance of

interdisciplinarity  in  approaching an  understanding of the past.
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INTRODUCTION

It is a bitterly cold, grey January morning. The snow is pelting down cruelly, the
wind is howling across the hills, driving deep snow drifts into every dale, and
Gawain is getting ready to face what he considers to be his biggest challenge yet.
This time last year, an imposing stranger, swathed in green and gold, had interrupted
the New Year’s feast at Camelot and challenged the court to a beheading game.
Gawain had valiantly beheaded the man with one swing of a great axe and the party
had recoiled in horror when the Green Knight picked up his head, held it aloft and
announced that Gawain must seek him out for a returning blow in one year’s time.
Gawain has travelled far in search of the Green Knight, enduring harsh conditions
and battling fierce monsters. He has enjoyed brief respite in a castle called
Hautdesert, where he has been allowed to lie in bed until late in the day and be
entertained in the warmth of the castle by his host’s wife, who met him every
morning in his chamber while his host Bertilak went out hunting. His break is now
over, and he must confront his destiny. He dresses in the finest clothes, dons the
brightest armour and adds as a final touch the green and gold silk girdle given to him
by his host’s wife on their last morning together in his chamber. Despite the terrified
warnings of his guide, Gawain seeks out the Green Knight to receive his beheading.
Though he stands to receive the blow, he flinches away from the axe and the knight
misses. Duly admonished, he stands stock-still, awaiting death as the gleaming great
axe swings down for a second time towards his bare neck.

To the surprise of both Gawain and the modern reader, encountering Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight for the first time, the Green Knight does not Kkill
Gawain, but instead gives him a small nick on his neck before releasing him.* While
Gawain is satisfied with the explanation given to him by the Green Knight, that his
real trial took place in his bed in Hautdesert and not before the axe, modern critics
are more akin to members of Arthur’s court upon Gawain’s return, widely
celebrating Gawain’s adventures but not really understanding what they mean. A
great deal has been written about Sir Gawain and the Green Knight—so much so
that a comprehensive bibliography of criticism of this text is beyond the word count
of this thesis—and yet the romance is still not fully understood. It is clear that the

three chamber episodes, described by critics for decades as ‘temptation scenes’, are

1 J.R.R. Tolkien, and E. V. Gordon, ed., Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1925), 11. 2239-2342.
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Introduction

at the centre of Gawain’s ordeal and trial.> However, there is more depth and more
meaning to these chamber episodes than mere temptation. A modern reader may
understand Gawain’s chamber at Hautdesert to be the place where the young knight
talks to his hostess in bed, does not succumb to her sexual advances but accepts a
gift of a piece of lace, which earns him the small wound on his neck. However, the
chamber must also be considered as part of a larger scheme of romance architecture,
which is built upon and feeds into the late-medieval understanding of space. Piecing
together each section of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, one is left with the
impression that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts and that something
obvious is missing from our understanding of the romance. Why are those three
chamber episodes so important that the outcome of the entire narrative swings upon
them? A greater understanding of the cultural resonances of that crucial space, the
chamber and the bed within it, would shed new light on this celebrated but often
misunderstood text. The key to understanding what is really going on in this
romance fits, as it were, the chamber door.

This thesis takes a firmly interdisciplinary approach to the wider cultural
meanings of beds and chambers in late-medieval England. Its central focus is not on
the physical bed and chamber, nor is it on chambers in specific romances, though it
does encompass both areas. Instead, the focus of this thesis is on the idea of the bed
and chamber in the late-medieval imagination: the semiotics and cultural
associations of object and space. It explores how the bed and chamber affected and
were affected by late-medieval society’s collective ideas and social practices, from
prayer to politics, gender roles to marriage vows, socialising to sex. It is based on the
assumption that both space and objects are meaningful, and that their meanings both

impact and are impacted by people who encounter them. As such, my research is

2 See, for example, David Mills, “An Analysis of the Temptation Scenes in ‘Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight’”, The Journal of English and Germanic Philology 67.4 (1968): 612-30; Christopher Dean,
“The Temptation Scenes in ‘Sir Gawain and the Green Knight’”, Leeds Studies in English n. s. 5
(1971): 1-12; Elizabeth Brewer, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: Sources and Analogues 2™ edn
(Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1992), 7; Ad Putter, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and French
Arthurian Romance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 100-48; Jessica Cooke, “The Lady’s
‘Blushing’ Ring in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight”, The Review of English Studies n. s. 49 (1998):
1-8; Catherine S. Cox, “Genesis and Gender in ‘Sir Gawain and the Green Knight’”, The Chaucer
Review 35.4 (2001): 378-90 (p. 378).
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situated at the intersection between two paradigms: the spatial turn and the study of
material culture.’

An increasing theoretical interest in both space and objects within humanities
scholarship has helped shape my approach towards cultural meanings. Henri
Lefebvre’s sociological theorisation of space has been influential in spatial
discourse, particularly after its translation into English in 1991, and has opened up
the discussion on how spaces are ‘produced’ and ‘used’ by the society inhabiting
them.* Michel Foucault’s argument that space can only be understood if one
considers simultaneously ‘the effective practice of freedom by people, the practice of
social relations, and the spatial distributions in which they find themselves’ is
influential in this discourse.> Representational modes of spatial thinking, in works
such as Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space, influenced scholarship on

landscapes and architecture within literary texts.® Crucially, spaces represented in

® The term “spatial turn’ was first used by Edward Soja in Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion
of Space in Critical Social Theory (London and New York: Verso, 1989). In it, he called for greater
attention to be placed on spatiality, which he believed to have been neglected by scholars in favour of
time. However, before this, Georges Duby encouraged discourse on space and architecture through
works such as The Age of Cathedrals: Art and Society, 980-1420, trans. Eleanor Levieux and Barbara
Thompson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981) and Georges Duby and Philippe Ariés, ed. A
History of Private Life, 5 vols (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987-91); Michel de Certeau
also opened up the discussion on the ways in which people interacting with spaces give them
meaning. See, for example, Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. by Steven
Rendall (Berkley: University of California Press, 1984); For a survey of scholarship defining itself as
part of the spatial turn see, for example, “Introduction: The Reinsertion of Space into the Social
Sciences and Humanities”, in The Spatial Turn: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, ed. Barney Warf and
Santa Aries (Abingdon: Routledge, 2009), 1-10; Charles Withers, “Place and the ‘Spatial Turn’ in
Geography and History”, Journal of the History of Ideas 70.4 (2009): 637-58, and Denis Cosgrove,
“Landscape and Landschaft”, GHI Bulletin 35 (2004): 57-65; Medievalists participating in the spatial
turn include contributors to Barbara A. Hanawalt and Michal Kobialka, ed., Medieval Practices of
Space (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), contributors to Société des Médiévistes de
I’Enseignement Supérieur Public, ed., Constructions de I'Espace au Moyen-Age: Pratiques et
Répresentations. Actes du XXXVII° Congrés de la SHMESP, Mulhouse, Juin 2006 (Paris: Publications
de la Sorbonne, 2007); Katherine Giles, An Archaeology of Social Identity: Guildhalls in York, c.
1350-1630 (Oxford: British Archaeological Reports, 2000); P. J. P. Goldberg, “Space and Gender in
the Later Medieval House”, Viator 42.2 (2011): 205-32. It is also the approach taken by the
contributors to Meredith Cohen and Fanny Madeline, ed., Space in the Medieval West: Places,
Territories, and Imagined Geographies (Farnham: Ashgate, forthcoming 2014).

* Henri Lefebvre, La Production de I’Espace (Paris: Editions Anthropos, 1974); Henri Lefebvre, The
Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Malde and Oxford: Blackwell Publishing,
1991). Lefebvre’s conceptual triad defines space in three dimensions: the social (‘spatial practice’, or
the active uses of a space by society); the physical (‘representations of space’, or the production of
conceptualised space), and the mental (‘representational spaces’, which include imagined spaces,
symbolic meanings within spaces and artistic representations of spaces) (p. 35); Lefebvre’s influence
on spatial theory is charted in Edward Soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-
and-Imagined Places (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1996), 6-12 and 26-82.

> Michel Foucault, Space, Knowledge and Power, in The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow (New
York: Panthéon, 1984), 239-56 (p. 246).

® Gaston Bachelard, La Poétique de I’Espace (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1958),
translated by Maria Jolas as The Poetics of Space: The Classic Look at How We Experience Intimate
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Introduction

literature are understood by scholars to be products of a combination of lived
experience and individual or collective ideals and desires. The focus on the
significance of objects in Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space also opened up the
opportunity for historians to see the study of everyday objects as a serious pursuit.’
Discourse on the meaning of historical objects is often anthropological and takes the
viewpoint that the study of objects facilitates the resurrection of past systems of
meaning.® Dan Hicks notes that material culture studies can be approached from
various disciplines, but argues that materiality is best looked at through one
disciplinary lens.® | disagree. In order to study cultural meanings of objects and
spaces, it is necessary to explore their physical and symbolic function in society.
This thesis draws heavily from sources which are traditionally understood to belong
to two separate fields of study: Literature and History, as well as making use of
evidence usually associated with History of Art and Archaeology. While it takes
many sources and approaches from these disciplines, it also returns the favour.
Literary and historical scholars alike reading this thesis will find that it informs their
fields of research.

There is a paucity of scholarship on beds and chambers and their cultural
meanings in late-medieval England. Although there is some French ethnographical
scholarship on beds and the social production of the modern bedroom, its focus is
pan-European and not limited to the Middle Ages.” The few Anglophone scholars

concerned with the cultural history of the bed have been less focused on the bed as a

Places (New York: Orion Press, 1964); For a survey of literary analysis using spatial theory see
Elizabeth Jones, “Literature and the New Cultural Geography”, Anglia 126.2 (2008): 221-40; For a
survey of the use of space in the analysis of medieval literature, see John Ganim, “Landscape and
Late-medieval Literature: A Critical Geography”, in Laura Howes, ed., Place, Space and Landscape
in Medieval Narrative (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2007), Xv-XXiXx.

" Before scholars such as Bachelard, attempts to study everyday objects were often confused as
participation in the Arts and Crafts movement, and so were not often taken seriously as historical
cultural scholarship. For a survey of material culture studies, see David Miller, “Materiality: An
Introduction”, in Materiality, ed. David Miller (Durham: Duke University, 2005), 1-50, and Harvey
Green, “Cultural History and the Material(s) Turn”, Cultural History 1 (2012): 61-82; Dan Hicks,
“The Material-Cultural Turn: Event and Effect”, in The Oxford Handbook of Material Culture
Studies, ed. Mary C. Beaudry and Dan Hicks (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 25-98.

® See, for example, the essays in David Miller, ed., Materiality; Kenneth Ames, Death in the Dining
Room and Other Tales of Victorian Culture (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1992); the essays
in Arjun Appadurai, ed., The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1986); the essays in Beaudry and Hicks, ed., The Oxford Handbook of
Material Culture Studies; the essays in Lorraine Daston, Things That Talk: Object Lessons from Art
and Science (New York: Zone Books, 2008).

° Hicks, “The Material-Cultural Turn”.

19 pascal Dibie, Ethnologie de la Chambre & Coucher (Paris: Métailié, 2000); Michelle Perrot,
Histoire de Chambres (Paris: Seuil, 2009).

13
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meaningful object and so general that they add very little to our knowledge of late-
medieval English beds and chambers.!* This thesis seeks to address that gap while
building on a larger tradition of research on late-medieval domesticity which has, to
date, gone some way towards approaching the bed and chamber.*

We know from scholarship on medieval domesticity that rooms considered to
be chambers could vary greatly in terms of space and content. Access analysis and
social/anthropological theories applied to large medieval buildings such as palaces
and monasteries have indicated that the chamber occupied the ‘deepest space’ within
the building, noting that female-only chambers were often deeper still.** Meanwhile,
scholars such as Felicity Riddy have noted that inventories of bourgeois houses each
include a room called a ‘camera’ or chamber, in which at least one bed was kept,
though often more, along with other stored items.* This varying information

suggests that a secluded room containing one bed in a palace and an upper room in a

1 Mary Eden and Richard Carrington, The Philosophy of the Bed (London: Hutchinson, 1961);
Lawrence Wright, Warm & Snug: The History of the Bed (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1962);
Lucy Worsley, “The History of the Bed”, in If Walls Could Talk: An Intimate History of the Home
(London: Faber and Faber, 2012), 3-17.

12 See, for instance, C. M. Woolgar, The Great Household in Late-medieval England (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1999); Goldberg, “Space and Gender in the Later Medieval House”; the essays
in Maryanne Kowaleski and P. J. P. Goldberg, ed., Medieval Domesticity: Home, Housing and
Household in Medieval England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); the essays in
Cordelia Beattie, Anna Maslakovic and Sarah Rees Jones, ed., The Medieval Household in Christian
Europe, c. 850- c. 1550 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2003); Barbara A. Hanawalt, “Medieval English Women
in Rural and Urban Space”, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 52 (1998): 19-26; D. Vance Smith, Arts of
Possession: The Middle English Household Imaginary (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2003); see also Rafaella Sarti, Europe at Home: Family and Material Culture, 1500-1800, trans.
Allan Cameron (New Haven: Yale, 2002), 199-23.

13 Roberta Gilchrist, “The Contested Garden: Gender, Space and Metaphor in the Medieval English
Castle”, in Gender and Archaeology: Contesting the Past (London and New York: Routledge, 1999),
109-45 (p. 122); See also Roberta Gilchrist, Gender and Material Culture: The Archaeology of
Religious Women (London: Routledge, 1994), esp. 125-49; Roberta Gilchrist, “Medieval Bodies in
the Material World: Gender, Stigma and the Body”, in Framing Medieval Bodies, ed. Sarah Kay and
Miri Rubin (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994), 43-61; P. A. Faulkner, “Domestic
Planning from the Twelfth to the Fourteenth Century”, The Archaeological Journal 115 (1958): 150-
84; P. A. Faulkner, “Castle Planning in the Fourteenth Century”, The Archaeological Journal 127
(1963): 150-83; Graham Fairclough, “Meaningful Constructions: Spatial and Functional Analysis of
Medieval Buildings”, Antiquity 66 (1992): 348-66, Amanda Richardson, “Corridors of Power: A Case
Study of Access Analysis from Medieval Salisbury, England”, Antiquity 77. 296 (2003): 373-84;
Amanda Richardson, “Gender and Space in English Royal Palaces, c. 1160- ¢. 1547: A Study in
Access Analysis and Imagery”, Medieval Archaeology 47 (2003): 131-65; Jane Grenville, “Urban and
Rural Houses and Households in the Late Middle Ages: A Case Study from Yorkshire”, in Medieval
Domesticity: Home, Housing and Household in Medieval England, ed. Maryanne Kowaleski and P. J.
P. Goldberg (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 92-123.

1 Felicity Riddy, “‘Burgeis’ Domesticity in Late-medieval England”, in Medieval Domesticity:
Home, Housing and Household in Medieval England, ed. Maryanne Kowaleski and P. J. P. Goldberg
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 14-36 (p. 23); Mark Gardiner, “Buttery and Pantry
and their Antecedents: Idea and Architecture in the English Medieval House”, in Medieval
Domesticity: Home, Housing and Household in Medieval England, ed. Maryanne Kowaleski and P. J.
P. Goldberg (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 37-65; Faulkner, “Domestic Planning”.

14



Introduction

merchant’s house containing two or three beds could both be understood to be
‘chambers’. Additionally, several scholars have noted that medieval domestic space
is often gendered female.”* Furthermore, it is suggested by Jeremy Goldberg and
others that, in bourgeois and aristocratic houses, the specifically ‘female’ space was
the chamber.'® Diane Wolfthal goes as far as to argue that in late-medieval and early
modern Europe, the chamber was understood by some to be an extension of the
female body."

The small amount of scholarship on late-medieval beds tends to focus on the
bed as a symbol of power. Penelope Eames argues that the canopied bed was
‘inseparably associated with prestige, honour, power, wealth and privilege’.18 Glenn
Burger discusses the chamber as a space which marks the social status of its
inhabitants and the bed as an ‘at once privileged and anxious location for self-
identification” within bourgeois households.” The bed’s role as a symbol of power is
explored by Mark Ormrod, who discusses the ways in which Jean Froissart and
Thomas Walsingham use royal beds in their accounts of the attack on the Tower of
London during the peasants’ revolt.”® He demonstrates that late-medieval beds—
particularly royal beds—had meaning, both for the peasants supposedly attacking the
beds and for the chronicles’ authors and audience. More recently, the discovery of a
Tudor bed has opened up the discussion on the significance of royal beds. Jonathan
Foyle’s current research on the provenance of the so-called Paradise Bed and its

1> Shannon McSheffrey, “Place, Space, and Situation: Public and Private in the Making of Marriage in
Late-medieval London”, Speculum 79 (2004): 960-90 (p. 960); Riddy, “‘Burgeis’ Domesticity”,15;
Sarah Salih, “At Home; Out of the House”, in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Women'’s
Writing, ed. C. Dinshaw and D. Wallace (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 124-40
(especially p. 125); Deborah S. Ellis, “Domesticating the Spanish Inquisition”, in Violence Against
Women in Medieval Texts, ed. Anna Roberts (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1998), 195-209
(p. 196).

p. J. P. Goldberg, “The Fashioning of Bourgeois Domesticity in the Later Medieval England: A
Material Culture Perspective”, in Medieval Domesticity: Home, Housing and Household in Medieval
England, ed. Maryanne Kowaleski and P. J. P. Goldberg (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2008), 124-44 (p. 138); Becky Lee, “A Company of Women and Men: Men’s Recollections of
Childbirth in Medieval England”, Journal of Family History 27.2 (2002): 92-100; Salih, “At Home”,
130.

7 Diane Wolfthal, In and Out of the Marital Bed: Seeing Sex in Renaissance Europe (New Haven:
Yale, 2010), 79.

'8 Penelope Eames, “Furniture in England, France and the Netherlands from the Twelfth to the
Fifteenth Century”, Furniture History 13 (1977): 1-303 (p. 86).

19 Glenn Burger, “In the Merchant’s Bedchamber”, in Thresholds of Medieval Visual Culture: Liminal
Spaces, ed. Elina Gertsman and Jill Stevenson (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2012), 239-59 (p. 239).

2 W, M. Ormrod, “In Bed with Joan of Kent: The King’s Mother and the Peasants’ Revolt”, in
Medieval Women: Texts and Contexts in Late-Medieval Britain. Essays for Felicity Riddy, ed. Jocelyn
Wogan-Browne, Rosalynn Voaden, Arlyn Diamond, Ann Hutchinson, Carol Meale and Lesley
Johnson (Turnhout: Brepols, 2000), 277-92.
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iconography has linked it to Henry VII and suggests that it is the marriage bed that
was presented to Henry VII and Elizabeth of York in 1486.% His research shows that
a great deal of thought and work by a large number of people went into the
production of the bed, and indicates that its creators were aware that the bed, in
itself, was an object that conveyed significant meaning. Foyle treats the bed as a
public expression of Henry VII’s motives and aspirations, and conjectures that Henry
had some agency in the bed’s design. While Foyle’s research seeks to place the bed
within the context of its production and reception as the bed of Henry VII, nobody
has yet sought to place the Paradise Bed in its context as a product of the wider
cultural understanding of beds.

While existing scholarship has brought up some issues surrounding the late-
medieval bed and chamber, including ideas of status and power and the suggestion
that the chamber is gendered female, it is clear that there is still much left to
understand about how beds and chambers were understood in late-medieval England.
Taking into account the spatial theory discussed above, which suggests that the
meaning of a space is only apparent when viewed in the context of its social
production and use, and the Saussurian idea of the signifiée, bearing in mind that the
idea signified by the words ‘bed’ or ‘chamber’ (or their late-medieval vernacular
equivalents) had nuances that extended beyond a mental picture of their physicality,
this thesis takes a holistic, interdisciplinary approach, seeking to explore evidence of
actual beds and chambers and their use alongside beds and chambers found in
literary or artistic sources. ** The aim of this thesis is to explore the cultural
meanings of beds and chambers in late-medieval England. It draws on historical,
literary, archaeological and visual evidence in order to discover the semiotics and
socially-constructed associations of the late-medieval bed and chamber: what the
idea of the bed and chamber was in the late-medieval public imagination, and how it
related to everyday practice and experience.

It 1s important to clarify the terminology used in this thesis. I use ‘bed’ to
describe the object signified by the Middle English term ‘bedde’ (in its various

spellings), which, as I discuss in Chapter One, can mean the bed frame, some of the

2! My thanks to Jonathan Foyle for sharing his unpublished research with me.
22 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course de Linguistique Générale, ed. Charles Bally, Albert Sechehaye and
Albert Riedlinger (Lausanne and Paris: Payot, 1916).
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soft furnishings or the whole ensemble.” | have chosen the term ‘chamber’ over
‘bedchamber’ deliberately, usually to refer to a room purposefully set aside to
contain a bed, but with the understanding that ‘chamber’ means more than merely a
room with a bed in it and that a room could have been understood to be a chamber
even if a bed is not physically present.

All material culture is meaningfully constituted, being produced by someone
for a specific reason, as an inherently conscious and often meaningful act.?* As such,
evidence to suggest that an object or space has meaning does not exist solely within
any one discipline, and it is for this reason that this project crosses traditional
discipline boundaries. As very little was written or disseminated in late-medieval
England with a primary focus on the bed and chamber, wider concepts surrounding
the bed and chamber only become apparent as patterns emerge from a broad range of
sources, considered simultaneously. An important source for this thesis is Middle
English romance which, although it was the most popular secular genre in medieval
England, has until recently been held widely in disregard or disdain by scholars of
medieval literature, rejected as ‘more amusing than useful’ on the basis that
romances are formulaic and designed to entertain the masses.” It is precisely these
qualities which make Middle English romances invaluable for my research. The
romance genre, abounding with tropes and patterns, draws from and adds to our
understanding of everyday spaces such as the chamber. It is also a genre rarely
considered alongside many other genres or disciplines. In this thesis, romance texts
are explored alongside wills, probate inventories, court documents and laws, letters
and literature including devotional texts, dream visions, conduct texts and lyric
poetry, as well as manuscript illuminations, archaeological evidence of space and the

material bed.” However, while existing scholarship on the late-medieval bed and

% See Chapter 1.

2% lan Hodder, Reading the Past: Current Approaches to Interpretation in Archaeology, 3" edn.
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 6-10.

% Thomas Percy, ed., Reliques of Ancient English Poetry: Consisting of Old Heroic Ballads, Songs,
and Other Pieces of Our Earlier Poets (London: Henry Washburne and Co., 1857), xix; for a survey
of early critics’ treatment of Middle English romance, see Nicola McDonald, “A Polemical
Introduction”, in Pulp Fictions of Medieval England: Essays in Popular Romance, ed. Nicola
McDonald (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2004), 1-21. A very recent exception is
Amanda Hopkins, Robert Allen Rouse and Cory James Rushton, ed., Sexual Culture in the Literature
of Medieval Britain (London: D. S. Brewer, 2014).

% \Whenever appropriate, | give the date of each source the first time it is used and place each
reference within its textual context, though I only give a synopsis of the text where it is needed. A
synopsis of each literary text mentioned in this thesis would not add to its overall argument and can
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chamber often draws on evidence from continental Europe alongside sources from
the British Isles, without questioning whether the same associations exist across
different cultures, this thesis focuses specifically on England, while understanding
that communication and migration meant that ideas and objects continued to cross
boundaries. As such, the majority of the sources used in this thesis was produced or
widely disseminated in England. As the focus of this thesis is on ideas in late-
medieval England, rather than medieval history or medieval literature, | do not seek
to produce a history of the medieval English bed, nor do | offer a revisionary reading
of each literary text mentioned. Each source is instead considered in light of what it
can tell us of how late-medieval society viewed the bed and chamber.

The interdisciplinary nature of this thesis is such that a separation of sources
into their separate disciplines would be reductive. A thematic arrangement of
evidence is more suited to this project, complementing the understanding that the
meanings associated the bed and chamber did not only exist within the collective
imagination of late-medieval England, but also affected and were affected by the
way in which bourgeois and aristocratic householders lived. This thesis is structured
around “Arise Early”, a set of ‘precepts in-ly’ surrounding aspects of everyday life—
variants of which were popular and well known in late-medieval England—which
begin and end with their male addressee in bed.?” | have chosen to use the version
which is extant in New Haven, Yale University, Beinecke Library MS. 365
(otherwise known as the Book of Brome) because it is the most complete and
because it intrigues me that, unlike all other versions, it does not instruct its
addressee to sleep at the end of the day, but instead makes sex with his wife the
ultimate goal. I quote it here in full:

Fyrst arysse erly

Serve thy god deuly

And the war[l]d besylly

be found elsewhere. Summaries of Middle English romances can be found in Nicola McDonald, ed.,
The Database of Middle English Romance (York: University of York, 2012)
<www.middleenglishromance.org.uk> [accessed 17. June 2014].

2T At last count, there are thirteen extant manuscript copies, three early printed copies and one
inscription on a wall of a second-floor chamber in 3 Cornmarket Street, Oxford. See Julia Boffey and
A. S. G. Edwards, ed., A New Index of Middle English Verse (London: British Library, 2005)
[Hereafter known as NIMEV], no. 324; Linne R. Mooney, Daniel W. Mosser and Elizabeth Solopova,
ed., The Digital Index of Middle English Verse (2012),<www.dimev.net> [accessed 17. June 2014.
Hereafter known as DIMEV], no. 560; Nicola McDonald, “Fragments of (Have Your) Desire: Brome
Women at Play”, in Medieval Domesticity: Home, Housing and Household in Medieval England, ed.
Maryanne Kowaleski and P. J. P. Goldberg (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 232-58.

18



Introduction

Do thy warke wyssely

3yffe thy almesse sekyrly

Goo be the wey sadly

And awnswer the pepll curtesly

Goo to thy met happely

Syt therat dyscre[t]ly

Off thy tong be not to lybraly

Arysse fro thy met te[m]praly

Goo to thy sopper sadly

Arysse fro sopper soburly

Goo to thy bed myrely

And lye therin jocu[nd]ly

And plesse and loffe thy wyffe dewly

And basse hyr onys or tewyis myrely.?

The addressee of these precepts, having risen, goes about his day until it is time to
return to bed, at which point he is instructed to have sex with his wife, whom we as
an audience encounter for the first time. The bed bookends the addressee’s day and
gives him structure. The precepts suggest that there is an appropriate time for all
things, including when the addressee is allowed to be in bed. They give as much
value to the expression of the addressee’s sexuality as they do to piety and industry,
but insist that each must be done at the most appropriate time and place.

The first five chapters take their titles from the Brome precepts. In my first
chapter, “Fyrst Arysse Erly”, I tackle the problem of what the terms ‘chamber’ and
‘bed” meant to people living in late-medieval England, a task necessary before any
further nuances associated with the terms can be discovered. Using individual wills
and probate inventories alongside word clouds formed from large corpora of
documentary sources, | look at the contents and decorations associated with the
chamber. A similar approach is used to explore the bed. Given the almost total lack
of archaeological evidence of late-medieval English beds, | produce diagrams
representing the components that made up both physical and ideological beds. These
diagrams are produced using evidence usually associated with Literature, History

and Art History. In particular, the mnemonic text “Bonum Lectum” is used in

%8 New Haven, Yale University, Beinecke Library MS. 365, f. 1v, my transcription; for another
edition, see McDonald, ed., “Fragments of (Have Your) Desire”, 255.
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conjunction with conduct books and other literary and documentary sources to
determine the order in which the layers of bedding were laid on the bed and the way
in which the bed was physically constructed.?® Not only does this result in a reliable
model of a late-medieval English bed; it demonstrates the need for an
interdisciplinary approach to reconstructing the past. The end of the chapter explores
what it might have been like to wake up in a late-medieval chamber and discusses
the significance of arising early.

Having determined what the terms ‘bed’ and ‘chamber’ meant in late-
medieval society, 1 move on to their wider cultural meanings in the late-medieval
imagination and how they affect everyday life. The relationship between the bed and
chamber and religion is addressed in Chapter Two, “Serve Thy God Deuly”, in
which | argue that the bed was at the heart of late-medieval society’s understanding
of a personal relationship with God. Using the trope of divine encounters in bed
found in Middle English romance, as well as devotional literature, The Book of
Margery Kempe and documentary evidence of devotional objects and activities in
the chamber, | explore the idea of the bed as a meeting place between a believer and
God. Finally, I discuss how this idea was played out through activities outside of the
chamber.

In addition to having a profound effect on late-medieval religious
understanding and practice, the bed and chamber are at the centre of English politics.
Following the idea of the bed as an intimate space in which to communicate with
God, my third chapter explores communication between people in the bed and
chamber. Beginning with a husband and wife in bed, “Do Thy Warke Wyssely [...]
And Awnswer the Pepll Curtesly” demonstrates how the country’s political system,
from the king’s administrative Chamber to royal councils and city administration, all
stem from the bed’s association with frank and honest communication. As well as
looking at the larger political stage, this chapter uses evidence from the Paston letters
and papers to show how the bed and chamber’s roles as a place of trust and good
judgement were used in family legal disputes. Furthermore, using a wide range of
evidence, | look at the relationships of meaning between the bed and chamber,

showing how the bed lent meaning to the chamber as a space for honest discussion

2 A. L. Doyle, ed., “Bonum Lectum” in “‘Lectulus Noster Floridus’: An Allegory of the Penitent
Soul”, in Literature and Religion in the Later Middle Ages: Philological Studies in Honour of
Siegfried Wenzel, ed. Richard Newhauser and John A. Alford (Binghamton: Medieval and
Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1995), 179-90 (pp. 186-90).
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and good judgement, even if the bed itself was not physically present. | continue to
explore how the bed’s physical or implied presence in the chamber gives it meaning
as a place of intimacy and trust in Chapter Four, “Go to Thy Bed Myrely/ And Lye
Therin Jocundly”. Here, I discuss the chamber as an exclusive social space, where
social rules and conventions governing activities outside of the chamber did not
apply. This sense of freedom from social restriction is explored in relation to
attitudes towards reading, playing and displaying emotion within the chamber.

In the fifth chapter, | turn to the relationship between the bed and chamber
and sex. “Plesse and Loffe Thy Wyffe Dewly/ And Basse Hyr Onys or Tewys
Myrely” explores the ways in which the bed was understood in relation to both licit
and illicit sex. Despite the fact that not every couple in late-medieval England had a
bed or a chamber of their own, it is obvious that the only space considered
appropriate for legitimate, marital sex was in bed. Through the use of documentary
and literary sources and the visual arts, this chapter explores how the understanding
of the bed as the site for legitimate sex was played out and perpetuated in the late-
medieval collective imagination, as well as the ways the bed and chamber were
understood in relation to adulterous sexual encounters. Finally, | explore the
relationship between the bed and chamber and the bodies which occupy them.

The “Arise Early” precepts tell us nothing of the addressee’s wife, or what
she was expected to do. In terms of narrative, she does nothing until the appointed
time for sex. Are we to presume, then, that she lies in bed all day? Nicola McDonald
argues:

From the moment when she too awakes, no doubt just as early, her

shadowy presence attends her husband’s throughout the day, at home

and abroad, at table and in devotion, in the management of the

household and in promoting, and regulating, its sociability.®
While in reality, it is unlikely that a bourgeois or aristocratic wife of a householder
would have spent all day in the chamber, within the realms of the narrative she does
just that, a pattern which is reflected in many Middle English literary texts.** The
final chapter of this thesis, “The Invisible Woman”, seeks to redress the gender
balance of the precepts, giving form to the wife’s ‘shadowy presence’. It returns to

the suggestion by medieval household scholars that the chamber is the ‘female

% McDonald, ed., “Fragments of (Have Your) Desire”, 257.
31 See Chapter Six, pp. 183-9.
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space’ within the house, exploring the real and perceived relationships between
women and the chamber and focusing on the idea of the chamber as an empowering
space for women.*

This thematic approach highlights the complex and deeply ingrained nature
of the structures of meaning behind the late-medieval cultural phenomenon which
was the chamber and the bed within it. It explores how values attributed to the bed
and chamber informed day-to-day life in late-medieval England, as well as affecting
broader aspects of society such as religion, politics, sex and social structures. Beds
and chambers mattered to everyone, and their cultural meanings extended far beyond

the chamber walls.

%2 Goldberg, “The Fashioning of Bourgeois Domesticity”, 138.
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1
‘FYRST ARYSSE ERLY’

The introduction of the chamber to the late-medieval English upper mercantile and
aristocratic house was something of a cultural and architectural phenomenon.
Chambers were new, exciting and exclusive. As such, we cannot assume that our
understanding or experience of modern-day beds and bedrooms relates to the late-
medieval understanding of beds and chambers. The set of precepts upon which this
thesis is structured begin and end in bed, and so provide a good starting point in an
exploration of the late-medieval English understanding of beds and chambers. | shall
begin, like the addressee of the precepts, with arising early. In order to understand
how beds and chambers had meaning in the late-medieval collective imagination, it
is first necessary to find out what beds and chambers were actually like. In this
chapter 1 will examine existing evidence of the physical components of late-
medieval beds and chambers to suggest the sort of environment that bourgeois or
higher-status people might have associated with the terms ‘chamber’ and ‘bed’, or to
put it another way, the setting in which the addressee of these precepts might arise
early.

What might it have been like to wake up in a late-medieval English chamber?
The eleven-year-old narrator of a lament on the loss of childhood pleasures in the
anonymous collection of fifteenth-century vulgaria in London, British Library,
Arundel MS. 249 provides an evocative glimpse of a chamber:

when | was a childe, from iij yere olde to x (for now | go upon the xij

yere), while I was undre my father and mothers kepyng [...] than I was

wont to lye styll abedde tylll it was forth dais, delitynge myselfe in

slepe and ease. The sone sent in his beamys at the wyndowes that gave

me lyght instede of a Candle. O, what a sporte it was every mornynge

when the son was upe to take my lusty pleasur betwixte the shetes, to

beholde the rofe, the beamys, and the rafters of my chambre, and loke

on the clothes that the chambre was hangede with!*
The nature of the purpose of the text, as an exercise in translation from English to

Latin for the scholars of Magdalen School, Oxford, means that this description is

! william Nelson, ed., A Fifteenth Century School Book, From a Manuscript in the British Museum
(MS. Arundel 249) (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956), 1-2.
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almost certainly not a representation of an actual chamber.? Instead, we can take it as
a literary imagining of the late-medieval idea of what a chamber should be. As such,
we could take from the text that the ideal chamber, in the late-medieval cultural
imagination, is richly-hung, light and airy, with more than one window and a ceiling
open to the roof. The ideal bed would have been comfortable, so that one would wish
to stay there late into the day, would not be completely enclosed and, if the pre-
pubescent narrator were to have his own way, would have been entirely to himself.
Could such a chamber have existed in late-medieval England, and if so, would it
have been at the disposal of a small child? Is this what a late-medieval person
imagined when thinking of a bed? The aim of this chapter is to explore the
composition of both real and imaginary beds and chambers, to discern what real
chambers would have contained and how real beds were constructed, as well as what
‘bed’ and ‘chamber’ meant in the late-medieval English consciousness.

There is little archaeological evidence of late-medieval beds, while
archaeological evidence of chambers is problematic, as it is often impossible to
discern which room or rooms within a house would have been used as or considered
to be chambers, even in buildings where well-meaning modern owners or managers
have produced signs and maps indicating otherwise. Visual sources are useful, but
must be considered within their production contexts. Documentary and literary
sources have their own limitations, as we do not know the extent to which nuances
of meaning of certain words have been lost over time. The Middle English
Dictionary is helpful in terms of tracking etymologies and orthographical
differences, but it is less useful as a tool for determining the exact meanings of
words.?® For example, the first definition given by the MED for ‘bed (n.1) is ‘[a] bed
(for sleeping, resting, etc.)’, which means that when we hear Mary tell the baby Jesus
in the York mystery play that ‘here is no bedde to laye thee inne’, we can understand

that she has given birth in a space without a bed.* We cannot discern from the

2 Ibid, i-xxix; Nicholas Orme, “Schoolmasters, 1307-1509”, in Profession, Vocation and Culture in
Later Medieval England: Essays Dedicated to the Memory of A. R. Myers, ed. Cecil H. Clough
(Liverpool: University of Liverpool Press, 1982), 218-37 (p. 237).

® Frances McSparren, ed., The Middle English Dictionary, in The Middle English Compendium.
(Michigan: University of Michigan Digital Library Production Service, 2006)
<http://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/med/> [accessed 12. March 2011]. Hereafter referred to as ‘MED’.

* ‘bed (n. 1), MED; “Play 14: The Nativity”, in Clifford Davidson, ed., The York Corpus Christi Plays
(Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2011), I. 115.
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definition given to us by the MED what Mary or her audience imagines such a bed to
be like, should there have been one present. As such, it is necessary to look beyond
the given definitions of chamber-related vocabulary in the MED, to reconstruct an
understanding of the semantics of chamber-related vocabulary, using a range of
different sources in conjunction with each other. While the definition of ‘chaumbre
(n.)” in the MED focuses on ideas of privacy and containment, thus theoretically
including any enclosed space, for the purpose of this thesis, unless stated otherwise, |
will focus on the chamber as a room which usually contains at least one bed.® This is
primarily because my interest is not in beds or chambers alone, but how the two
concepts interacted, were interacted with and thought about by their owners and

occupants.

THE CHAMBER

The intended purpose of rooms in post-conquest domestic buildings has been the
subject of much debate. Back in 1958, Patrick Faulkner suggested that post-conquest
houses contained ‘lower and upper halls’, with the upper halls comprising of the
sleeping, eating and living quarters for the owner and his family.® John Blair later put
forward the idea that in manorial houses, these ‘“upper halls’ were ‘in fact chamber
blocks which were once accompanied by ground-floor halls of the normal kind’,
suggesting that chambers were more intimate spaces than previously thought.”
Anthony Quiney argues that the distinction between chamber and hall is fluid, as its
definition depends on both the function and what the occupier thinks about the
space:

it might be more appropriate to ask what the surviving buildings

represented in the minds of their builders, regardless of whether they

called them halls or chambers [...] perhaps an upper hall on one day

could become a chamber on another with a simple change of furniture

but, in its occupant’s mind, remain as a symbol of his assumed nobility

even were it only purchased by the depth of his purse.®

> ‘chaumbre (n.)’, MED.

® P. A. Faulkner, “Domestic Planning from the 12" to 14" Centuries”, Archaeological Journal 115
(1958): 150-83.

"'W. J. Blair, “Hall and Chamber: English Domestic Planning 1000-1250”, in Manorial Domestic
Planning in England and France, ed. G. Merion-Jones and M. Jones. Society of Antiquaries of
London Occasional Papers 15 (London: Society of Antiquaries, 1993), 1-21 (p. 2).

® Anthony Quiney, “Hall or Chamber? That is the Question. The Use of Rooms in Post-Conquest
Houses”, Architectural History 42 (1999): 24-46 (p. 42).
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| agree with Quiney that the early chamber was more likely to be distinguished by its
furnishings and use than by its architectural features. Towards the later middle ages,
as chambers became more popular and were built with their specific function in
mind, the level of access to the chamber was a vital consideration for builders and
OWners.

What is clear from written sources is that, regardless of architectural styles
and sizes of domestic buildings, the idea of the chamber was firmly implanted in the
English cultural imagination by the later middle ages. It is also clear that the
chamber was a status symbol in late-medieval England. The relative privacy afforded
by a chamber physically separated those who could afford a chamber from those
who could not. As shall be demonstrated throughout this thesis, the idea of the
chamber was present in the minds of those in the community who did not have
chambers, as well as those who did. If the distinction between the hall and chamber
was fluid with the meaning resting on the contents of the room, in order to piece
together what ‘chamber’ meant, we must begin with what it was likely to contain. In
probate inventories, which list contents under headings for each room, the bed is the
principal feature of most rooms defined as chambers by their occupants or surveyors.
The relative importance of the bed in the chamber is immediately obvious when
several inventories of chambers are considered alongside one another, as illustrated

in Fig. 1 below.
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Fig. 1. Word cloud representing inventories of chambers in the York Diocese,
1350-1500.

The word cloud above is created from all the inventories which explicitly refer to a
chamber in Philip Stell’s edition of Probate Inventories of the York Diocese, 1350-
1500.° The words included in the cloud are words that occur most frequently in the
inventories. The larger the word, the more frequently it occurs. This visual
representation of a large corpus of inventories clearly illustrates that beds and
bedding were the most likely articles to be found in the chamber. While a word cloud
is, by its nature, textual, its lack of linearity brings us some way closer to
experiencing the late-medieval chamber than do prose descriptions alone, as the most
likely objects to be in the room are the most noticeable in the word cloud. Though

each person’s chamber is different, the word cloud allows for some generalisations

% Philip M. Stell, ed. and trans., Probate Inventories of the York Diocese, 1350-1500 (York: York
Archaeological Trust, 2006). While this volume is by no means exhaustive and its existence in
modern English translation only hinders its use for complex analysis, the modernised spellings work
in its favour for this exercise, as variant spellings do not affect the results. Similarly, the small area in
which these inventories are written avoids discrepancies resulting from dialectal variation. All word
clouds in this thesis are created at Tagxedo <www.tagxedo.com>.
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to be made. It indicates that upon waking, the colours one would most likely have
seen would have been combinations of red, blue, white and green; that as well as the
bed and bedding, there would probably have been curtains, a tapestry, a chest, a
table, cupboard or board, some clothes and towels and miscellaneous household
items such as bowls, trestles, candles and presses; that the decorative motifs might
have been roses or other flowers, arms, animals such as lions and griffins, wheels or
stripes. We know from the Paston records that it was sometimes difficult to
accommodate all of the things one might want within the chamber. Around 1454,
Margaret Paston, recounting to her husband her plans to house him and his
belongings at Norwich, reports ‘I haue take the mesure in the draute chamer per as
ye wold your coforys and your cowntewery shuld be sette for the whyle, and per is
no space besyde the bedd, thow the bed were remevyd to the dore, for to sette bothe
your bord and your koforys there and to haue space to go and sitte be syde’."* Such
accounts as this illustrate that chambers were used to house goods considered
valuable, as well as goods one might use in the chamber. It also suggests that there
was not as much room in a chamber as the idyllic description in the Magdalene
schoolbook implies.

As inventories usually only list moveable goods, we cannot know from the
inventories alone whether the walls would have been painted, but we can know that
some chambers had hangings. The 1485 inventory of the chamber of Margaret Pigott
in Ripon refers to ‘eight separate pieces of green say hanging round the edges of the
room’."* The youthful narrator of the Magdalen schoolbook similarly recollects ‘the
clothes that the chambre was hangede with’, which suggests that the items found in
Yorkshire chambers portrayed in the word cloud are indicative of a wider experience
of the chamber.”” In addition, the objects included in Fig. 1 fit well with
contemporary illustrations of chambers, which indicates that it is a fair representation
of what a chamber was like. For instance, the illustration below of the birth of St.

Edmund in Henry VI’s copy of Lydgate’s Lives of St. Edmund and St. Fremund,

19 Norman Davis, ed., Paston Letters and Papers of the Fifteenth Century, 2 vols (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2004) 1, 253. ‘Cowntewery’ refers to the board used for counting money.

1 Stell, ed. and trans., Probate Inventories, 653.

12 Nelson, ed., A Fifteenth Century School Book, 2.
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contemporaneous with the inventories, includes many objects and colours in the

word cloud.
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Fig. 2. The Birth of St. Edmund from London, British Library, Harley MS. 2278, f.
13v, annotated with terminology from Fig. 1.

London, British Library, Harley MS. 2278 was produced between 1434 and 1439,
whereas the birth of St. Edmund represented by the miniature was in the ninth
century.* The above illustration is clearly designed with a fifteenth-century chamber
in mind, rather than as an accurate portrayal of St. Edmund’s birth. Because it is a
representation of an historical birth, however, the illustration is unlikely to be a
painting of a specific, existing chamber, but is instead the artist’s idea of what a
birthing chamber might look like. As the colours and objects correlate with
documentary sources, we can assume that other details of the miniature can be taken
into account as being part of a typical, if high-status, chamber. For instance, this

image, like many illustrations of chambers, depicts painted walls. As a non-

% British Library, ‘“Detailed Record for Harley 22787, in Catalogue of Illuminated Manuscripts
(London: British Library, 2014) < http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts> [accessed 20.
May 2014]. This image is discussed further in Chapter Six, p. 201.
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moveable feature of the chamber, wall painting does not appear in probate
inventories. There is evidence of extensive wall painting in the now-lost painted
chamber at Westminster, as analysed in detail by Paul Binski.** Chamber wall
paintings are occasionally described in Middle English romance. For instance, the
‘chaumbur of love’ in the early fifteenth-century romance Sir Degrevant is painted
with Biblical images, while the narrator in Chaucer’s late fourteenth-century dream
vision The Book of the Duchess finds himself in a chamber ‘[fJul wel depeynted’." It
seems probable, therefore, that chamber walls, especially when they were not hung
with cloth, would have been painted.

The miniaturist’s depiction of the fireplace where the baby is being warmed
is reflected in literary descriptions of chambers. In Langland’s Piers Plowman,
written c. 1360-87, Dame Studie laments that lords and ladies are increasingly dining
‘in a chambre with a chymenee’, so that they are not socialising with people of lower
status.’® In Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde from the early 1380s, Pandarus ‘drow
hym to the feere’ in his chamber.”” John Russell’s Boke of Nurture, written about
1460-80, instructs the king’s chamberlain to ‘se per be a good fyre in pe chambur
conveyed,/ with wood & fuelle redy pe fyre to bete & aide’.*® We can take from this
that certain chambers had fireplaces. In 1577, the Elizabethan rector William
Harrison notes that the old men dwelling in his village agree that one of the three
things that has ‘marvellously altered in England [...] is the multitude of chimneys
lately erected whereas in their young days there were not above two or three, if so
many, in most uplandish towns of the realm (the religious houses and manor places

¥ paul Binski, The Painted Chamber at Westminster (London: Society of Antiquaries, 1986); see also
Pamela Tudor-Craig, “The Painted Chamber at Westminster”, The Archaeological Journal 114
(1957): 92-105; A plan of the painted chamber, drawn in 1800, is in London, British Library, Maps
Crace Port. 11.47.

1> Sir Degrevant, in Erik Kooper, ed., Sentimental and Humorous Romances (Kalamazoo: Medieval
Institute Publications, 2005), I. 1439; Geoffrey Chaucer, The Book of the Duchess, in The Riverside
Chaucer, ed. Larry D. Benson. 3" edn. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), |. 322; for more on
the wall paintings in The Book of the Duchess, see Chapter Four, pp. 139-40.

!¢ William Langland, The Vision of William Concerning Piers Plowman B-text, ed. A. V. C. Schmidt
(London: Everyman, 1995), Passus X, I. 100.

17 Geoffrey Chaucer, “Troilus and Criseyde”, in The Riverside Chaucer, ed. Larry D. Benson, 3" edn
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 111, 1. 975.

18 John Russell, The Boke of Nurture, in The Babees Book, Aristotle’s A B C, Urbanitatis, Stans Puer
ad Mensam, The Lvtille Childrenes Lvtil Boke, The Bokes of Nurture of Hugh Rhodes and John
Russell, Wynkyn de Worde’s Boke of Keruynge, The Booke of Demeanor, The Boke of Curtasye,
Seager’s Schoole of Vertue, &c. &c. with Some French and Latin Poems on Like Subjects, and Some
Forewords on Education in Early England, ed. Frederick J. Furnivall (London: N. Tribner & co.,
1868), 929-30.
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of their lords always excepted, and peradventure some great personages)’.” The
addition of chimneys would, for the most part, be due to the growing number of
chambers built in late-medieval England, as in many houses, the fire was in an open
hearth in the centre of the room until around the end of the fifteenth century.?
Harrison’s comment suggests that chimneys are signifiers of status. As such, ‘a

chambre with a chymenee’ must be especially high-status.?

THE BED

It is clear that the bed features prominently in the chamber, but it must be observed
that the late-medieval meaning of ‘bed’ is difficult to define. A definition by primary
function would allow almost any surface upon which someone could possibly sleep
to be considered a bed, but in wills and inventories the term is used to denote
something specific. The MED defines a bed as ‘a pallet, a small mattress’, and the
Oxford English Dictionary suggests that the bed’s ‘essential part’ consists of ‘a
stuffed sack or mattress’, ‘as in “feather-bed’.? Both define the bed as somewhere
or some object upon which to sleep, rather than as a meaningful ensemble of
materials connoted by the word ‘bed’. While the OED acknowledges that ‘bed’ can
also be used to describe ‘the whole structure in its most elaborate form’, its
definition assumes a certain degree of knowledge on the part of the reader, as it does
not list every article that may be included in the term ‘bed’.?® It is obvious that the
modern meaning of ‘bed’ is not exactly the same as the late-medieval meaning,
although it is clear that neither meaning is clear-cut, and could well include both the
‘essential part’ and the complete ensemble. For example, in 1426, John Credy

bequeaths Alison Burdon ‘a blewe bedde of Tapacery’, which indicates that Credy

9 William Harrison, “A Description of England”, in Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland
and Ireland, ed. Lothrop Withington (London: W. Scot, 1876), 118-9.
20 Anthony Emery, Greater Medieval Houses of England and Wales, 1300-1500: Volume 3, Southern
England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 32; Jane Grenville, Medieval Housing
(Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1997), 86; George Sheeran, Medieval Yorkshire Towns:
People, Buildings and Spaces (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998), 149; C. M. Woolgar,
The Senses in Late Medieval England (London: Yale University Press, 2006), 248; Anthony Emery,
Discovering Medieval Houses (Princes Risborough: Shire Publications, 2007), 48-54; John E.
Crowley, The Invention of Comfort: Sensibilities and Design in Early Modern Britain and Early
America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 2003), 7-9, 13-14.
2! LLangland, Piers Plowman, X, 100.
22 “ped, n.”, Oxford English Dictionary Online, 2" edn. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012)
2<3www.oed.com>. Hereafter referred to as ‘the OED”.

Ibid.
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understands the ‘bedde’ to refer to soft furnishings.* On the other hand, in the
stanzaic Guy of Warwick, Guy is thrown into the sea along with his bed while he is
sleeping, and a fisherman ‘seth that bed floter him by’.” In this case, the bed is
buoyant, and so we must assume that ‘bed’ refers to either the wooden bedstead or a
mattress stuffed with floatable material. In 1424, Roger Flore bequeaths ‘a bed’ to
each of his children, ‘pat is to say, couerlide, tapite, blankettis, too peyre schetes,
matras, and canvas’.?® This suggests not only that Flore thought the bed to be a
construct made up of the soft furnishing, but that he was aware that the term ‘bed’
was a term requiring elucidation.

It must also be taken into account that beds varied according to status, even
within the upper bourgeois and aristocratic circles on which this thesis is focused, so
that a complete bed set for one person may have been different than a complete bed
set for another, in terms of the number, type or quality of articles. However, it should
not be presumed that only the upper aristocracy had expensively-furnished beds.
While the status of bed items varies, it is evident from inventories that even among
the lower bourgeoisie, care and money would be spent on furnishing a bed to a high
standard.” For example, the 1426 inventory of John Cotom, a York mason, itemises
very few belongings, but includes ‘a bed cover impaled with birds and bosses in
rings’, which, at ‘Is. 4d.’, was the most expensive thing he owned, suggesting that
the bed was of some value to him.*®

The most useful evidence of the physical makeup of a late-medieval bed is
found in the mnemonic allegory of conscience, “Bonum Lectum”, which survives in
seven extant fifteenth- and sixteenth-century manuscripts but probably existed in
some form from an earlier date. It instructs the male or female addressee (both

genders are mentioned in the text) to ‘[t]ake here hede and lerne howe3 pou schalt

2 Frederick J. Furnivall, ed., Fifty Earliest English Wills in the Court of Probate, London: A. D.
1387-1439; with a Priest’s of 1454. Early English Texts Society O.S. 78 (London: Trubner for EETS,
1882), 76.
% Alison Wiggins, ed., Stanzaic Guy of Warwick (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2004),
I. 2371.
% Fyrnivall, ed., Fifty Earliest English Wills, 57.
27'p_J. P. Goldberg, “The Fashioning of Bourgeois Domesticity”, 124-44.
%8 Stell, ed., and trans., Probate Inventories, 549.
2 A. I. Doyle, ed., “Bonum Lectum”, 186-90. Doyle suggests that the variations between the texts of
four of the extant manuscripts is indicative of a wider and longer circulation than is now apparent (p.
183).
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make an honest bede and a good plesinge vnto god profitabel and worschipful/ vnto
pbi soule’ (11. 2-4). What follows is a step-by-step account of the construction of the
bed, with each component of the bed assigned an attribute, virtue or devotional
activity required to make one’s ‘chambour of pi soule’ (1. 5) a suitable resting place
for Christ.* As it is allegorical and has a wide readership in mind, having been
transmitted to both religious and secular owners, the material bed it describes is
probably not exceptional, except in the fact that it is imaginary. It is both wholly a
bed and wholly not a bed at the same time, but the aspect which we could consider to
be wholly a bed is likely to be representative of the typical bed for its readership.
Considering this text alongside royal household ordinances and Russell’s Boke of
Nurture as well as documentary evidence of late-medieval beds makes it possible for
us to have a very clear idea of how a bed would have been assembled.*

Before moving on to a reconstruction of the physical bed, it is first necessary
to discuss vocabulary. The late-medieval English bed as a whole comprises several
different material components, some of which are not present in every bed set, and
some of which are necessary in order for the collective materials to be considered a
bed. A good indication of the vocabulary that tends to be associated with actual beds
can be found in Fig. 3 below. This word cloud represents the words used most

frequently in sentences referring to ‘bedde’ in its various forms.*

%0 See Chapter Two for a discussion on Christ in the chamber.
38 Anon, ed., A Collection of Ordinances and Regulations for the Government of the Royal
Household, Made in Divers Reigns, from King Edward Ill. to King William and Queen Mary
(London: Society of Antiquities, 1790).
%2 Furnivall, ed., Fifty Earliest English Wills; Davis, ed., Paston Letters and Papers; Andrew Clark,
ed., Lincoln Diocese Documents, 1450-1554 (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1914);
Christine Carpenter, ed., Kingsford’s Stonor Letters and Papers 1290-1483 (Cambridge: University
of Cambridge, 1996); Henry Littlehales, ed., The Medieval Records of a London City Church (St.
Mary at Hill) A. D. 1420-1559 (London: Early English Text Society, 1904-5); Samuel Tymms, ed.,
Wills and Inventories from the Registers of the Commissary of Bury St. Edmund’s and the
Archdeacon of Sudbury (London: Camden Society, 1850); F. W. Weaver, ed., Somerset Medieval
Wills. 1501-1530. With Some Somerset Wills Preserved at Lambeth (London: Somerset Record
Society, 1903).
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Fig. 3. Word cloud representing Middle English bed terminology.
As the source material is in Middle English, the variations in spelling results in some
repetition of terms, so the size of the word is less of an indication of which article
would have been the most frequently used as part of a bed set. However, this word
cloud gives an indication of the many components that went into a late-medieval
bed, as well as the ways in which their owners distinguished between them, using
terms such as ‘good’ and ‘best’. It suggests that the most common colours for
bedding are red, green, white and blue, and that curtains are popular but not as
common as sheets and blankets. The rest of this section will comprise of an analysis
of each layer of the bed, using terms directly from the word cloud as well as those in

various written sources, including “Bonum Lectum”, in order to work out exactly
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what is meant by these terms, how the components worked together, and what ‘bed’
meant in late-medieval England.

A Litter of Straw

According to “Bonum Lectum”, one must begin making one’s bed with ‘a liter of
strey’.*® The instructions for making of the king’s bed in the Household Ordinances
of Henry VII also refers to ‘the litter’.* In “The Merchant’s Tale”, Chaucer describes
lust as ‘perilous fyr, that in the bedstraw bredeth’.* It seems likely that straw was
often used in late-medieval beds, although it is never mentioned in inventories of the
chamber (given that it is not valuable once used). Straw was brought in for bedding
at Hanley Castle in December 1409 and March 1410, while the Duke of York was
visiting.*® Chris Woolgar argues that this could be indicative of a three-month use
and replacement cycle, though it is possible that it was stored in enough quantity that
it was changed monthly.*” If we are to take “Bonum Lectum” as reflective of actual
practice, the straw is shaken to remove the dust and then, once the bed is made, it
‘must be borded lest pe streye wille falle ou3t’.* Such a practice seems to have been
widely known, as in Caxton’s 1489 The Four Sons of Aymon, Mawgys is able to
pitch a torch ‘bytwyne the strawe and the bedsted soo that it helde faste’, without it

setting fire to the bed or its occupant.®

Canvas

‘Caneuas’ is a fairly prominent t