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1. Introduction

My published work, in the archaeology of medieval buildings and 1n
conservation studies/heritage management, is concerned with the role of
buildings in the life of societies. This integrative chapter reviews this
work to date with material written in the past eight years forming the

major part of it, but including eatlier publications to set the context. In

the final section, it seeks to provide a very preliminary integrative
theoretical framework. The theoretical question at the heart of my work

addresses the way in which space articulates social action and vice versa.
Working across a range of periods and locations, I have become
interested in trying to explain the reasons for the perceptible differences
between societies, both geographically and temporally: Bntish society 1s
not the same as Japanese society, and modern societies do not equate
with medieval societies. Yet there must be an undetlying abstract
concept or series of concepts that can help us to understand these
differences. Unpublished material on Japanese buildings amplifies and

. _provides a foil for my thinking and will be discussed here.

In 1984, I abandoned a PhD at Cambridge on the development of
churches and the pansh system in northwest Lincolnshire. I worked for
three years on the listed buildings resurvey for Yorkshire and
Humberside, gaining a broad foundation in architectural history and
some understanding of the planning system in England as it applied to
the protection of the historic environment. For eighteen months in
1987-8, I was the researcher on the Chester Rows Research Project,

recording and analysing the galletied medieval and post-medieval

buildings of the town centre. Thereafter I was the Historic Buildings
Officer for the Council for British Archaeology for three years, in which

post I fully developed my understanding of the planning system and
developed arguments, with Richard Morris, then the Research Officer, to
support knowledge-based conservation through excellence in recording
and analysis of historic fabric. In 1991, I returned to academia to run the

MA in Archaeological Heritage Management at the University of York. I
set up the MA in the Archaeology of Buildings in 1992 and began
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research in the Centre for Medieval Studies with interdisciplinary
colleagues, also travelling on two occastons to Japan to research
comparative material there. Latterly, I have returned energetically to my
interests in spatial planning and the historic environment as a
Commissioner of English Heritage and as Director of Studies for the MA

in Conservation Studies, inherited by the Archaeology Department from

the defunct Institute of Advanced Architectural Studies 1n 1997.

My work on the archaeology of medieval and post-medieval buildings
embraces empirical, methodological and theoretical approaches. For

archaeologists, my intention has been to show that that medieval

archaeology need not, in its concern to cut loose from the ‘handmaid of

history’ tag, abandon the evidence that our colleagues in History,
Literature and History of Art departments have to offer us. For my
fellow medievalists in those allied disciplines, I have demonstrated the
potential of archaeological studies to do far more than merely illustrate
and describe, in terms both of the material addressed and the intellectual
approaches taken. In other wotds, the explanatory value of archaeology
is exploited in its fullest measure when deployed in an interdisciplinary
context. My specific area of study has been the domestic and the
commercial spheres of medieval life, rather than the public and political
realm. I have published on houses, both high and low status, and on
shops, markets, workshops and urban topography in an attempt to
understand the articulation of what would now be referred to as the
‘work/life balance’ in terms of the use of social space. To that end, I
have insisted that recording methodologies should be tailored to answer
specific questions asked about social organisation in the buildings under
study. I have applied structuration theory, environment-behaviour

research and access analysis within my wotk.

Conservation has been an important second strand in my thinking. In
my professional life (before I returned to academia in 1991 and since
2001 as a Commissioner of English Heritage) and in my teaching within
the MA programmes of Archaeological Heritage Management and the
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latterly in Conservation Studies, I have been particularly concerned with
the fate of those historic buildings in the 20" and 21* centuries. In

particular, my research and teaching since the early and mid ‘90s has

addressed the rationale of the conservation movement as it developed in
the UK in the 19" century and how those philosophies worked their way
into the Brtish legislative system that we now operate in order to protect
our historic building stock. I have tended to accept the ‘dominant groups’
theory, namely that authority was vested in the specific expertise of
articulate and knowledgeable interest groups. Thus the ideas and
approaches of such early archaeological pioneets as Pitt-Rivers and
Lubbock became those of the establishment in the passing of the Ancient
Monuments Protection Act of 1882. More controversially, perhaps, the
argument between ‘restorers’ and ‘preservers’, fought out very publicly in
the letters pages of the Times newspaper and elsewhere, was won by the
persuasive and determined founders of the Society for the Protection of
Ancient Buildings, Morris and Webb, under the influence of Ruskin. The
deeper implications of that intellectual battle are still felt today 1n every
decision made about the future of a listed building. Pragmatically, in my
political role as a Commissioner of English Heritage, I have come to
recognise such power play as central to the operation of public life on
whatever level, and have been deeply disappointed by my obsetvations.
Out of that experience and the concomitant conviction that there must
be a better way of achieving the common good, has come a re-thinking of

my theoretical stance.

Over the coutse of the past four years, I have been developing this
alternative theoretical stance which I shall articulate in print for the first
time 1n Section 3 of this paper. This approach is driven by my
disagreement with the widely held view that all theoretical explanation
must rest at a political and/or economic level and that all social
interaction hinges ultimately on the exercise of power. In different guises,
this macro-paradigm dominates both my fields of study. I shall argue

that archaeological academia, 1n accepting and developing this view of the

political jungle, actively supports a bankrupt system - and the
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conservation lobby fails in some cases to notice 1t or in others to present
an alternative that does not simply privilege an alternative power lobby. I
shall challenge both here by suggesting that there are other, perhaps
emotional, needs that must be satisfied in a healthy soctety and that we
can investigate both current and medieval soctety in the light of those
needs, identifying the causes of social cohesion and dissent. My particular
interest is in understanding exactly how far our physical surroundings

contribute or detract from stability and unrest, but obviously the
paradigm has a much broader sweep. At the heart of this thinking is the

notion, adopted by R D Laing in clinical psychology and by Giddens in
sociology, of ontological security (Laing 1961; Giddens 1984, 1990, 1991).

I shall return to these ideas towards the end of this paper, as they
demonstrate how my publications form a coherent body of knowledge.
Fitst, however, I shall review the aims, objectives, methods and
conclusions of the titles offered for consideration towards the degtee of

PhD by publications.
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2. The archaeological study of buildings

In the late 1980s and eatly 1990s a turf war broke out between
architectural historians and archaeologists. The subject was the ‘proper’
study of buildings. The argument signalled my first entry into the lists of
academic debate, through my papers (1992, 1994) arguing for a critical
but thorough approach to recording. I have summatised the debate in
Medieval Housing (pp2-5). Very briefly, it centred on the appropriateness ot
otherwise of archaeological recording methods, advocated by H.M.Taylor
(1972) and given a field archaeologist’s spin by Ian Ferris (1989),
criticised by the architectural historians for tending away from question-
led contextual studies (Fernie 1988, Cooper 1991), and by other

archaeologists for suggesting that recording can ever be a value-free

activity (Wrathmell 1990, Grenville and Mor1is 1992).

This debate was of central importance to the development of the field in

which I have specialised, and much of my thinking in the 1990s was

conditioned by it. Ferris had argued for a systematic approach to the
recording of buildings rooted in the bureaucracies of excavation site
recording, where a consciousness that excavation is by its very nature
destructive had led to an over-riding imperative for accurate recording.

My concern in this was that accuracy and objectivity had been
erroneously conflated in the minds of field practitioners. At the heart of
this confusion lies the dichotomy between the inductive and the
deductive approach to evidence, elegantly summarised by Carver (1990:
255-8). He pits the inductive school of Philip Barker ‘I am becoming
mote and more convinced that the only valid questions to ask of a site ate
“what 1s there?” “what is the whole sequence of events on this site from
the beginning of human activity to the present day?” (Barker 1977,4)
against the deductivists, in whose camp he firmly stands: “There is no
point going into the field without research objectives; research objectives
always include the creation and testing of descriptive models of the past

and they always presuppose analysis of some kind’ (Carver 1990: 299).
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The position I took up in the early “90s, and continue to hold, attempts a
coutse between the Scylla of induction 1n which I was trained, and the
Charybdis of deduction, which is intellectually far more satisfying, but
fraught with epistemological traps. In my training in buildings recording,
which had largely been delivered on site by H.M. Taylor at Repton and by
Warwick Rodwell at Barton-on-Humber, I had been drilled in the
inductivist school. The former was an early advocate of the application
of archaeological methodologies to the study of historic buildings, the
‘detailed examination of the standing fabric so as to recognise
sequences which depend on the ways 1n which individual parts are
related to each other. The name structural criticism was proposed
for these methods 1n order to distinguish them from those of
archaeological excavation ... but the logical principles are the

same 1n both cases: namely to search for evidence which proves

from first principles that one part must have been put 1n place
before another’ (Taylor 1977, 746).
Taylor was the consummate amateut; in his professional life he was an
academic nuclear mathematician of very high standing so 1t 1s
unsurprising, given his locus in the post-war generation of logical
positivists, that in his approach to building recording, he should assume

that ‘logic’ was an unproblematic term. Rodwell was, and remains, an

unreconstructed inductivist:
‘If Shetlock Holmes were ever to be canonised he should be
adopted as the patron saint of church archaeology. His
1nvestigational techniques must be possessed by every
archaeologist: an enquiring mind, a capacity for clear and logical
thought, a cautiously sceptical approach to the obvious, a
meticulous interest in seemingly trivial detail, and a determination
to solve problems’ (Rodwell 1989, 62).

It 1s difficult to throw off such eatly conditioning and I remain wary of

research agendas that lure the archaeologist into self-fulfilling circular
atguments.
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Nevertheless, by the early ‘90s, I was sufficiently sensitised to the view of

the researcher as recursively engaged in the research project to be able to

write that

‘every line on a drawing, and every word on a context sheet,

reflects a choice on the part of the recorder. On this basts, the
recording of a large building is a process involving thousands of
individual decisions. Each of these decisions 1s coloured - by

what the recorder selects as significant; by the light; by what they

recognise. Even experienced archaeologists frequently miss small
but crucial details in the recotding of buildings, while making
meticulous records of other features, just as art and architectural
historians may stare down a hole and see nothing but
undifferentiated brown soil’ (Grenville and Mornis 1992, 300).
I was sufficiently conversant with architectural history, from three years
working on the re-survey of listed buildings under the tutelage of
architectural histotians such as Jill Ketr and Judy Cligman, to be able to
recognise that: ‘conversely, the successful recording of detail does not
automatically deliver the wider understanding of a building which to an
experienced architectural historian may be immediately self-evident’ (1b1d).

The ideas that Morris and I articulated in that early paper laid the

foundations for further thought and refinement within the context of the
CBA'’s historic buildings casework load. Retutning to academia in 1991,
passed the baton of that task on to Kate Clark, but have remained
intimately engaged, as Chair of the Casework Panel and constant advisor
to Kate and her successors, Carol Pyrah and Lynn Walker. The dialogue
with Kate continued through both our subsequent careers and led,
ultimately, to the seminal publication of Informed Conservation (Clark 2001)
in which several of our conversations find written expression, a debt she

cheerfully acknowledges as ‘the apostolic succession’ (Clark pers. comm.).

The questions that Richard Morris and I framed at the end of our paper
(which is an abbreviated version of a longer presentation to the IFA
conference) today seem somewhat diffuse: ‘how did they build it?’ (i.e.

technology, materials, social organisation and logistics of construction)
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and ‘why did they build it like that?’ (i.e. plan form, intended and actual
use of the building, social organisation of the users, status, style, change
through time)’ (Grenville and Morris 1992, 301) and already by 1994 1
was attempting to tackle that problem. The wnting of ‘Research
Strategies and Priorities: an afterthought — the Chester Rows’ (1994)
followed on from an interim report on the project which I had published
in World Archaeology in 1990 and was something of a turning point in my
thinking, forcing me to a more reflective approach to a specific project.
This was an important paper, which is often quoted, 1n which I begin to
explore the question that has absorbed the last ten years of my intellectual
life, in both medieval studies and conservation/heritage management:
how should we explote the potential of buildings to help us to
understand the function of socially defined space? To answer this
requires a two-pronged investigation. First we have to have some
abstract theoretical construct that offers insights into the relationships
between human behaviour and the environment that contains it.
Furthermore, we require 2 mode of understanding the collective
behaviour that gtoups exhibit and which define them as ‘societies’, 1n
other words, we need to recognise culturally acquired sets of social rules.
These self-evidently vary from society to society, ot else there would be
no such concept as ‘culture shock’ when moving from one milieu to
another, and yet we need to be able to explain this phenomenon as well as
identify it. The matter is complicated still further for the archaeologist by
the need to identify and explain it in the past, using necessarily limited
evidence. And so secondly we have to develop methodological
procedures that will allow us both to frame and to answer these questions.
The 1994 paper identifies (at p101) Hillier and Hanson’s access analysis
as one way into this problem and Rapoport’s wotk on environment-
behaviour research as another (Hillier and Hanson 1984; Rapoport 1990).
Although I would now identify both very much within the
methodological rather than theoretical area of my endeavour, but at least

I was beginning to think about theotising the problem.
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My contribution was paralleled by those of my friends Roberta Gilchrist
and Matthew Johnson who were also engaging with this body of evidence

and associated theory in their PhDs, and, perhaps more diffusely in terms
of case studies and the level of detail accorded to them, by the
contributors to Samson (1990) and Locock (1994). Gilchrist and

Johnson both developed the relatively narrow fields of their PhD case
studies (respectively medieval nunneries (Gilchrist 1994) and Suffolk
vernacular housing of the 16" and 17" centutries (Johnson 1993)) in the
light of current theoretical thinking. Gilchrist looked at gender relations
and Johnson at household dynamics (between servants and masters as
well as parents and children), and both used their subjects to provide an
exegesis of the broader thesis, emanating from the post-processualist
stable whose chief message was that ‘material culture is actsve in social

relations. Far from merely reflecting society, material culture can be seen to

construct, maintain, control and transform social identities and relations’
(Gilchrist 1994, 15). For Gilchrist, the methodology for articulating this
understanding came from the notton of habitus, as defined by Pierre
Bourdieu — a practical logic and sense of order that is culturally
transmitted and varies from culture to culture. Johnson, meanwhile, took
a more nigorously structuralist view, applying the semiotic approaches
developed initially by Saussure and applied in the realm of vernaculat
architecture to Virginian houses by Henry Glassie. Both books began
with a comprehensive theoretical statement, couched in the vocabulary
that 1s generally associated with such work — to the non-academic reader
otf-putting at best and actively exclusionist at worst, but both expressing
ideas to which I broadly subscribed, and which I felt would raise the
intellectual stakes in the study of medieval buildings and help us to frame
some more rewarding research agendas.

The notion that the study of medieval architecture could rise above the
merely typological ordering of vernacular house plans and carpentry styles
or the stylistic analysis of high-status structures such as palaces and
churches, and provide insights into the way in which medieval society
organised space, and the way in which the organisation of that space in its

turn influenced social structures seemed an exciting goal and it was these
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aims that I had in mind when writing both the World Archaeology paper
and the contribution to Buidings Archaeology. My important contribution
in these two eatly works was to set the new 1ntellectual agenda in the
context of a major piece of applied field recording and to present the
work in accessible vocabulary that would engage the ‘theory-phobic’

mainstream of professional, as opposed to academic, atchaeology.

Within this intellectual milieu, I set to work on Medieval Housing, which is
my principal submission for this exercise. It was clear that of the three
‘young Turks’, I was the one with the widest and deepest empirical
knowledge of the field of medieval buildings. Furthermore, given that
this was a commussioned volume, rather than the publication of a PhD, it
was not required by the publishers to contain the opening theoretical
salvo that characterised both Gilchrist’s and Johnson’s books. Instead,
the 1dea for the book arose out of my sense of frustration with the
exclusive nature of the Vernacular Architecture Group, a group of very
well-informed amateurs who dominated (and continue to dominate) the
study of medieval buildings. They, too, had an idiom all of their own My
first encounter with the VAG was at a conference to which I had taken
myself as a research student in the early ‘80s, in search of assistance in
understanding the vernacular architecture of the north Lincolnshire
villages I was then studying. There the buzz was all about a house in
Essex with a newly discovered crown post roof. I had no idea of the
significance or, indeed, of the particular characteristics of such 2 roof:
they might as well have been talking about nuclear physics. My attempts
to find mote in the literature led me to Margaret Wood’s The English
Medieval House (1965) and Eric Mercer’s English Vernacular Houses (1975)
and to the vatious writings of ] T Smith (1955, 1958, 1965, 1970), none
of which wete easy for the tyro to grasp. I experienced a similar problem
a few years later in Chester, when I tried absorb the published material on
medieval house planning with particular reference to townhouses
(Faulkner 1958, 1966; Pantin 1947, 1962-3; RCHME 1972, 1975, 1977,
1980, 1981). The difficulty was that there seemed a wealth of evidence,
but 1t was highly dispersed in the pages of Vernacular Architecture, Medieval
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Archaeology and the county journals. Among the various authorties there

seemed to be an accepted but ill-defined level of synthetic knowledge and

within that framework the arguments took place, sometimes in footnotes
and sometimes not articulated at all in print. The field of discourse
largely excluded the novice and the only way into this was to read it all,
synthesise it for myself and attend VAG conferences. Gradually I came
to realise that, while the exzdence was fairly freely avatlable to the persistent
student, the arguments were articulated informally at conferences and on
field visits. To understand what was really going on, one had to stand
around in a medieval attic with luminaries of the VAG and listen to them
debate with one another. What was needed was not just a majot critical

synthesis, but one that was also theoretically informed.

My strategic decision was, therefore, to address both these audiences.

Academic archaeology needed to have an accessible and comprehensive
outline of the state of knowledge in the 1990s and the doyens of
vernacular architecture needed to be woken up to the fact that there are
far more interesting and worthwhile questions to ask of the buult
environment than whether a scatf joint is edge- or face-halved. If

buildings archaeology were to be taken setiously in academic archaeology,

a primer outlining the data was essential and if it could delineate the main
areas of disagreement and interpretation, so much the better. And that is
what Chapters 2-6 of Medieval Housing essentially constitute: I strove to
avoid a string of empirical pearls but rather to address explicitly the issues
raised in seminats with Gilchrist and Johnson regarding the
embeddedness of social meaning in structures (largely ignored by the
empirically minded Vernacular Architecture Group) at the same time as
providing a reltable and accurate outline of our state of knowledge about
medieval domestic buildings, which was not, at that time, available to the

academic community. Chapter 1 1s a call to arms, a gloss on the lively

eatly 1990s debate about methods and levels of recording (pp2-13) and a
theoretical overview (pp13-22). This overview noted that buildings are
far more than physical structures and set the scene for the exegesis of

various debates that had taken place since Mercer and Wood had
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published their syntheses. So, for example, I noted the importance of
understanding the symbolic implications of the different carpentry
schools 1n my discussion of material and competences in Chapter 2,
picked up the major debate about the function of ‘first-floor’ halls in

Chapter 3, queried the accepted notion of the decline of the hall in
Chapter 4, noted the revelatory impact of comparing excavated and
standing evidence for peasant buildings in Chapter 5, thereby giving the
lie to the generally accepted theory of the temporary nature of rural
vernacular building in the medieval period, and noted the importance of
understanding the relationship between domestic, industrial and
commercial uses of space in urban buildings 1n Chapter 6. These were all
major points of debate: Medreval Housing provided a single point of access
for both archaeologists and vernacular architecture specialists, providing a

wide dataset against which to rehearse the thinking I had been developing
during my eatly career and thus offering a theoretically informed

archaeology of medieval buildings that had, to date, been absent.

To that extent the book did what it set out to do, providing an up-to-date
and theoretically awate outline of the state of knowledge at that time
which has found its way on to the reading lists of all undergraduate,
postgraduate and adult education departments that profess the study of
standing buildings. More importantly, 1t provided a springboard for much
further wotk and I am gratified to note that it is widely cited, appeating in
every relevant case study article printed in Medieval Archaeology since its
publication, as well as being noted in major overviews (see Appendix 1
for a list of citations, which is probably not comprehensive). It even
attracted a mention from the doyen of theoretical archaeology, Ian
Hodder! Perhaps most gratifyingly, it finds its way into the select
bibliography of the medieval volume of the Cambridge Urban History of

Britan.

Around the time that I finished writing the book in 1996, I became a

founder member of the York Households Group which has been seminal

in the development of my thinking. This interdisciplinary group was
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formed in the Centre for Medieval Studies where I had been teaching for
some years, and was populated by staff, research students and taught
masters students. Felicity Riddy (English), Sarah Rees-Jones (History),
Jetemy Goldberg (History) and myself wete the driving forces behind it
and in a series of stunningly interesting debates, we carved out a
distinctively interdisciplinary approach to the study of families in
medieval times. I was determined that my archaeological contribution
would not be as the handmaid of history and began to think more
carefully about the role of ‘agency’ in the production of the built
environment and the active role of material culture in structuring the
soctal wotld that had been such a central part of archaeological thinking
in the UK since the advent of Hodder’s post-processual school in

Cambridge 1n the 1980s, during my period there as a PhD student.

I now tackled some of the theoretical issues I had raised in Medzeva/
Housing with more vigour in a series of papers which all arose as a result
of a rash of invitations to speak at conferences on the back of its
publication: my contribution to 2 VAG-inspired volume arising from a
conference held at Cressing Temple 1n Essex, ‘Timber framing in the
York region’ (1998); my keynote speech to the Third Nordic Stratigraphy
Confetence on the island of Aland in the Baltic, ‘Interdisciplinary
approaches to the study of the medieval household’ (2000) and a paper

that was one of a suite of contributions from members of the York
Households Group, given by invitation to an EU-funded conference on
domesticity and spirituality at Seefeld in Austria, later published as
‘Houses and households in late medieval England: an archaeological

perspective’ (2000).

The Cressing paper addressed the issue of craft competence and the
significance of style in material culture. Taking my cue from Sackett’s
(1990) formulation of ‘isochrestic variation’ in style (which argued that
stylistic differences that have no functional explanation must be
understood to confer a sense of identity on its maker/user) I outlined the

variations to be found in carpentry techniques in the York region and
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argued that we should be using these isochrestic categories of difference
to understand and explain the typologies that students of vernacular
architecture are so fond of constructing and yet so uninterested 1n
analysing for the meanings they may contain. Instead of simply noting
that York’s timber framing tradition differs markedly from that of its
hinterland, we should be seeking to characterise narrowly and explain
those differences, suggesting that an interdisciplinary approach to craft
organisation and patronage in the medieval city might provide some
answets. Off the confines of the printed page, I had been advocating a
purely political explanation: York identified itself in the fourteenth
century very strongly as the second city of the country but in this respect
it had competitors, not least Norwich. I had argued in Households
Group seminars that the peculiar and isolated form of York framing
deliberately mimicked that of the southern and eastern school of
carpentry in otder to support York’s claim to political, if not geographical,
proximity to London. The Londoner arriving for a patliamentary session
in York would be greeted by the sight of somewhat familiar buildings.
The Yorkshire peasant, arriving from the West Riding, would enter
visually ‘foreign’ tertitory, thus emphasising the high status that York

retained.

What I was moving towards was expressed more forcefully and explicitly
in the paper based on my contribution to the Seefeld conference, which
was published as ‘Houses and households in late medieval England: an
archaeological perspective’ in a festschrift to celebrate Felicity Riddy’s 60"
birthday. In this paper, much mutilated by the editors of the volume, 1
otiginally proposed a long theoretical introduction in which I noted
Giddens’ structuration theory with particular reference to the importance
he gives to time and place in his formulation (Giddens 1984). In bref,
Giddens attempts to matry the oppositional sociological schools of
explanation (structural vs social action), by arguing that structures do
indeed exist at a supra-individual level, but that individual actions are not
only conditioned by them but also reflexively act upon them through the

media of intended and unintended consequences. This seems to me to

22/02/2005 PhD Section 2 Buildings 14



be a logical and useful way of looking at the relationship between

individual action and social norms, consonant with the reflexive view of

material culture and agency expressed by the archaeological post-
processualists, but my particular interest 1n the Riddy festschrift paper
was to look at how the material surroundings of the house itself impact
upon the behaviour of the household. Hete I introduced the notion of
ontological security and explained its significance for my field of study
through an anecdote that was, to my dismay, removed from its pride of
place as the opening salvo of the paper and relegated to a butchered

footnote on page 310. I reinstate it here in full as I do not think I’ve ever

bettered 1t:

On a recent trip to Japan, I was struck by the social consequences of a failure to
understand the instructions regarding appropriate behaviour that were implied by the
architecture. I made two terrible faux pas. The first was the omussion to observe the
significance of the low step in the hallway of a university guest house. The signal here is
to remove your shoes and put on a pair of plastic slippers provided by the management.
I Enew this, of conrse, and in the company of others had performed this small ritual
many times, yet left entirely to myself, 1 forgot it entirely and marched up to my room in
my own shoes - the equivalent, perbaps, of trailing through an English house in muddy

boots. I was met on the landing by the housekeeper who gave me a very cool stare. My

second and much more disastrous error was made at a hot springs spa in the Japanese
Alips. I was taken by my Japanese hostess for a bathe and although 1 had read in
travel gutdes and been repeatedly warned by my ex-pat brother and my Japanese friends
that there is a very specific etiquette, somehow the knowledge had seeped out of my
orain and faced with what looked to me like a small swimming pool, my own cultural
conditioning took over completely and I leapt in. The look of anguished horror on my
minder’s face made me realise instantly what I had done - you should never get into a
Japanese bath or hot springs pool without showering very thoroughly first. The clear
waler is for soaking and rinsing clean bodies, and emphatically not to be sullied by
dirty ones. The heinous nature of my action was comparable to defecating in an
English swimming pool. 1 suffered unutterable embarrassment on both these occasions
(particularly the second, when, as in one of those lurid recurring nightmares of

adolescence, I was stark naked) but it forced me to think hard about social practice.
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As an archaeologist with a particular interest in the interpretation of the settings of
social practice in later medieval England, these embarrassing experiences led me in a
very immediate way to reconsider the cultural embeddedness of material cues. Chross-
cultural comiparisons can be useful in framing general theoretical problems. A low step
in contemporary [apan means take your shoes off. A similar step in a medieval ball
means ‘this is the dais - only the lord, bis family, chosen guests and servants bave a
right to step beyond here’. In appearance the two steps are the same. Theoretically, the

Jact that voth are providing cues for social bebaviour renders them identical in purpose
as well as appearance - but their position both physically within the building and
conceptually, within a culturally spectfic vocabulary of social practice, are different. We
are therefore seeking to problematise these issues of space and social practice at two

different levels; first by proposing a theoretical understanding of the role of material

culture in social practice, and second in the interpretation of specific uses of social space

in spectfic societies.

I invoked the work of Amos Rapoport, (whose clearest statement
amongst many 1s 1he Meaning of the Built Environment (1990)) to support my
view that the form, layout and contents of buildings all carry cultural
messages which may be misinterpreted at one’s peril, and which, as my
Japanese disaster had tellingly demonstrated, are by no means cross-

cultural. Rapoport’s apparatus for understanding meaning in the built
environment offers an interesting and empirically useful tripartite
analytical structure: the notion of fixed, semi-fixed and non-fixed features.
Fixed features are those elements of the environment which, he argues,
do not change without major intervention: the walls, floors and roofs of
houses, and the topography of towns and villages. I will return in my
section on conservation issues to the implications of such major
interventions. Semi-fixed features are the furniture and its layout,
decorative elements and fittings. Rapoport argues that there is more

room here for personalisation, that semi-fixed features can and do change
quickly and easily. Furniture and its layout can altet the ‘meaning’ of a
room, may be changed at different times of the year, week or day and can

mean different things in different societies. To the medieval
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archaeologist, furniture is available for study, but only indirectly. That
which has survived has been ‘curated’, in 2 museum its original position is
lost and even if it is in its original location, its relationships with other
furniture and with the society that used 1t 1s uncertain, either mediated
through the curatorial ministrations of the National Trust, and similar
bodies, or absorbed into the 21% century social practice of a private
household. The assistance of art historians and histortans with their
critical knowledge and source criticism of pictures and inventories is
crucial to a clear understanding of these elements. Finally, non-fixed
features ‘are related to the human occupants or inhabitants of settings,
their shifting spatial relationships (proxemics), their body positions and
postures (kinesics)...and many other nonverbal behaviours’ (Rapoport
1990, 96). Again, the collegiality of the Households Group has been

important here in alerting me to the importance of the documentary

recotd, as I have drawn their attention to the centrality of the physical
locale of social action. Jeremy Goldberg’s work on depositions to the
consistory court of York has shed interesting light on importance of cues
such as location and time of day as instruments of social control: ‘Despite
this promise he had again found the said John Waryngton alone with the
said Margaret in a suspicious place, that is in an upper room of his

aforesaid home whete hay lies. He believed that John had known
Matgaret carnally in that place’ (Goldberg 1995, 110). Jeremy and I agtee
that a hayloft cannot of itself be ‘a suspicious place’; what makes it
suspicious is the fact that two ‘non-fixed features’ ate in there together,
without anyone else present, at the ‘wrong’ time of day — all of it enough
to provide sufficient circumstantial evidence for the master of the house
to ‘believe’ that they had had illicit sex. The important matter here 1s that,
through interdisciplinary approaches, I have been able to demonstrate
that the deposition shows that the cues are all working 1n the way that
Rapoport suggests and it really does not matter whether the accusation
was true or false for our purposes; what 1s important 1s that the domestic
environment had meaning clear enough to be used in testimony in a court

of law and that new theotetical approaches elucidate this fact.
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‘The theoretical framework I have here developed opens the way to a
thoughtful and consistent use of interdisciplinary evidence. I would
strongly contest Rapoport’s views that non-verbal communication can be
universally understood, so much so that I would query whether the
attempts of the phenomenonological fraternity in prehistory can ever
hope to understand the embodied social messages of the Neolithic
landscape. Far from being the antiquarian pariah, I am now confident to
argue that language and cultural knowledge hold the key and these can
never be accessed in the absence of either documents or living subjects or

both. Prehistory as social archaeology, for me, 1s dead.

Lastly, in the Riddy festschrift paper which 1s my most complete

theoretical statement to date, I note that I too have travelled the well-
worn path of access analysis, as devised by Hillier and Hanson (1984). It
is a useful methodology in that it requires the observer to ‘read’ the
building in another, not immediately apparent, way. Butitisa
methodology, not a theory, and without the support of additional cultural
information, the patterns recognised cannot be ascribed social meaning,

as they have no cross-cultural validity.

The paper I gave at Aland covered much of the same ground as the
Riddy festschrift paper, but concentrated more, given the nature of the
conference to which it was addressed, on the methodological issues of
capturing reliable data at an approptiate level for the job in hand. This
was an issue I returned to in more detail in ‘Out of the shunting yards —
one academic’s approach to recording small buildings’ (2001). This again,
arose from a conference paper, given in Oxford at the behest of the
VAG main committee, in which I returned to some of the themes I had
explored in the joint Grenville/Motris paper to the IFA conference in
1991 (see above). By now I was regarded as the VAG’s tame theoretician,
one whom they could trust to present a level of empirical rigour in
recording and interpretation to support an abstract explanation, rather
than a grand theory loosely supported by some highly questionable

evidence. Bearing in mind its audience, ‘Out of the shunting yards’
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contains less high theoty than ‘Houses and households in late medieval
England’ but is more rigorous in its application of practice to theory. It
considers the importance of research in a contemporary context and its
relevance for answering bigger questions than simply those about
medieval social life. This i1s an area I have yet to explore fully and to
which I will return in the final section. What particularly pleases me
about both these major papers, and about which I can boast freely, since
the work is not in its execution my own, whatever my influence on its
generation and final appearance, is the very high standard of detailed and
accurate recording that is now displayed by students 1n this field. It is
very gratifying to see such a concrete result of the debate I was so
involved with in the eatly 1990s. The contribution of the York MA in
the Archaeology of Buildings, which I devised in the eatly 1990s and

directed until 2001, has been critical to the development of this important
field of research in archaeology and interdisciplinary studies and I regard

its students as my ‘output’ just as much as my own publications.

No further major publications have appeared in this field since ‘Out of
the Shunting Yards’, a reflection, perhaps of my changed academic status
(I took over as Head of Depattment in September 2001, just before the
ship was comprehensively holed below the water line by the RAE result
the following December). I undertook to act as midwife to a chapter on
Portuguese material which had been offered as a paper in a sesston I
chaired at the Leeds International Medieval Congtess in 2001, which has
subsequently appeared in a volume edited by Yotk Households Group
members (Beattie, Maslakovic and Rees Jones 2003). The material was
immensely intractable and the language more so — even with two native
Portuguese speakers to help me, 1t was almost impossible to render into
comprehensible English. My own contributions are buried within the
introduction and the conclusion and amount to little. Within the same

volume, however, I would draw attention to a succinct and carefully
thought out preface to the section (pp309-13), in which I drew together
some of my thinking on the battles between medieval history and
archaeology, and of which I am quietly proud. A recent paper (in
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Barnwell, Palmer and Airs (eds) 2004) setting out a research agenda for
the study of the medieval and post-medieval workshop represents a
useful position paper following on from ‘Out of the Shunting Yards’ by
taking a specific class of structure and considering its archaeological

potential against the threat to its survival, thus addressing some of the

conservation questions that were once again seizing my attention in the

early yeats of the decade (see Section 3).

In conclusion to this section, my contribution to the archaeology of
buildings and to its application to the study of the medieval period has
been sustained and internationally recognised since the early 1990s. My
reputation is for work that is empirically reliable, theoretically grounded,

wide ranging and thoroughly researched. A quiet period for the
Households Group is coming to an end — we are off in strength to the
USA in March 2005 as keynote speakers at a conference on medieval

domesticity at Fordham and a seminar on the same subject at Penn State

and the papers atising from those contributions will form my next

publications.
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3. The future — in theory

I have for many yeats been following two trains of thought: the first is
the nature of the relationship between societies and their buildings in the
past and how we can begin to unravel it (as discussed in the previous
section); the second, which has exercised me 1n committee work as well
as in mjr teaching, is that of contemporary societies and the decisions that
they make about their historical buildings in the present. Recently, I have
come to the conclusion that the same theoretical stance can be useful in
dissolving both problems and what follows reptesents my first attempt to
articulate this position, as a means of drawing together my two fields of

study and sketching out my future research agenda.

Within my list of publications for consideration appeats a small group

that I have yet to comment upon. These are my 1999 paper ‘Archaeology
or architecture?’ in Kate Clatk’s edited volume Conservation Plans in Actions,
which arose out of a major conference in Oxford in March 1998 at which

the concept of the Conservation Plan was launched upon the

architectural profession; two overviews of the state of British curatorial
archaeology in the 1993 first edition and the imminent second edition of
Archaeological Resource Management in the UK (edited by John Hunter and Ian

Ralston); and a paper wtitten as long ago as 1999 which has appeared

very recently in a volume published in America (Mathets, Darvill and
Little 2005).

I wrote these pieces as commentaries on cutrent policies and practice
rather than analytical explanations of the situation as I encountered and
understood it. Papers such as these date very quickly by theit nature; in
the most recent, “The curator’s egg’, which is my contribution to the
second edition of Archaeological Resource Management in the UK, 1 provide a
well-informed discussion written with the benefit of inside observation of
the workings of the state heritage agency for England. In it, I note the
impact of the political changes of the 1980s and 1990s on the delivery of
archaeological research and on the protection of the historic environment

above and below ground. I ratse some interesting questions about the
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philosophical underpinnings of the designation of what constitutes that
historic environment, how its curation is paid for and the role of
regulation 1n its protection. Undetlying these mattets ate two issues that

repay closer analysis than I was able to afford them in the original text.

Designation

The first concerns the identification of those parts of the physical
environment that are deemed to be worthy of retention for their historic,
archaeological or architectural importance. As noted in the introduction
to this integrative chapter, I have been teaching for over a decade that the
intellectual constitution of the historic environment arises out of the
intellectual and political circumstances of the late 19" century. The
dominant philosophy, as articulated by Lubbock in patliamentary terms
and by Ruskin and Motrris in campaigning literature, privileges the
material evidence of the past over all other manifestations. And that
material evidence has been assessed with relatively little sertous
controversy, within a canon of architectural history that itself has, until
recently, been rarely contested. There are two reasons why this process
has been so infrequently challenged. The first is the acceptance of
‘expertise’ within modern society: ‘Doctor knows best’ has tended to
extend, as a cultural norm, to PhDs as well as to the medical profession.

The unpublished Instructions to Investigators for the Listing of Buildings of Special
Arcoitectural or Historic Interest under Section 42 of the Town and Country

Planning Act, 1944 were written by the then Chief Investigator, the
Ministry architect, Richard Garton (apparently heavily influenced by Sir
John Summerson (Saint 1996, 129 and n42). The Instructions take this
intellectual confidence absolutely for granted: ‘the first and clearest case is
that of a building which is a work of att, the product of a distinct and an
outstanding creative mind (Ministry of Town and Country Planning 1946,
9)’ and the categoties listed thereafter exude a similar confidence of
expression: ‘the great bulk and staple of the work will deal with clear and
undoubted examples of fine buildings’ (ibid, 16). Anyway, if the
investigator on the ground is not certain of his [] ability to adjudge a

building on this or any of the other critetia adumbrated in the document,
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there will always be a higher authority whose word can be trusted as final:
‘so long as a building has special interest from any of the following points
of view it can be propetly listed or at least submitted for listing, since the
lists put in by investigators will undergo a certain degree of censorship at
Headquarters’ (ibid, 9). The popularity and iconic status of Nikolaus
Pevsner’s Buildings of England seties and the decisive, even atrogant, tone
of his assessments of the value of buildings again reflect this modernist
certainty. And secondly, in a system that has relied heavily on secrecy to
ptevent pre-emptive demolition, the mystique of the listing branch has

been strong and this is a subject I discuss in more detail in “The Curator’s

Ego’.

In a post-modern society, neither of these positions seems to be

acceptable. First, a public voracious for conservation would rather vote
for their favoutite buildings in Restoration than be Civilised by Sit Kenneth
Clark and while the old guard shudder at the attendant vulgarity of the

proceedings, the avant-garde academic community embraces public
participation with enthusiasm as proof of popular engagement with 1ts
cause. (Incidentally, a prescient passage in the 1946 Instructions
foreshadows this development: ‘the sentimental interest is more elusive
and yet sentiment is probably the strongest single thread in our interest in

the past’. (Ministry of Town and County Planning 1946, 14)). Secondly, a

principal plank of the proposed new heritage designation system 1s an
open and consultative system (again discussed in mote detail in “The
Curatot’s Egg’). Decisions made about the selection of those elements of
the historic environment to be protected must now be as transparent and
defensible as any other public actions. If the specialist can no longet
appeal to an uncontested canon, or attempt to extend the canon to
include ‘unpopular’ buildings such as the relics of the largely unsuccessful
social housing experiments of the 1950s and ‘60s without challenge and
cannot operate in sectecy but rather must constantly submit to the

scrutiny of the taxpayer, 2 new rationale for the definition, identification

and protection of the heritage must be found.
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Theorising the heritage

My second issue arises out of the first and relates to the importance of

the exercise of power as an explanation for actions in the past and the

present. ‘Hertage’ is often seen by modernists and post-modernists alike
as a product of the conditions of modernity: to condense a long series of
discussions, most commentators agree that in a rational, science-based
society the industrialised, alienated population of a nation-state requires
the invention of tradition to provide the cultural reference points that
neither personal experience or depersonalised social institutions offer in a
non-traditional society (see, for example, Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983,
Lowenthal 1985, Kohl and Fawcett 1995,) . In this formulation, heritage
must necessarily be either the product of the dominant political class or a
weapon against that social order in a conscious struggle by subaltern
groups to reposition themselves with greater autonomy (see Smith 2004).
Within this broad paradigm all explanation resides at some level in
conflict perspectives, whether Matxist or associated with Conflict Theory
or any number of post-modernist positions. Whilst I shall not argue for a
consensus view, the point I wish to take issue with 1s the assumption that

ultimately 1t 1s power that determines which view will prevail.

My disenchantment with this theoretical stance arises from two
observations. First, I simply do not consider that the desire for power is

the prime mover in human affairs; rather I view the assumption of power
as but one way to overcome the existential anxieties that motivate social
behaviour, and it is a solution that brings its own problems: all power
corrupts. Secondly, I have noted in my activities on behalf of English
Hentage that where decisions have been unduly influenced by motives of
powet-seeking they tend to be poor decisions, whose ultimate
consequences have been detrimental to the historic environment. My
reflections on these matters have, inevitably, intertwined with my thinking
on the social use space in the past as outlined in Section 2, and I am

beginning to formulate an overarching theotetical approach that welds

the two fields together to form a single explanatory engine for both the
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archaeological study of buildings and for the role of historic buildings in

decision-making in spatial planning.

The over-niding concept that seems to provide explanations for the
different ways in which societies behave in different times or in different
geographical locations and helps us to find acceptable compromises in
forwatd planning is that of entological security (Giddens 1990, Chapter 3;
1991, passim but see especially Chapter 2). The idea of ontological
security as formulated in psychology concerns the specific process of
successful soctalisation of infants. It addresses matters of presence and
absence of carers in the lives of very young children and the success with
which the child manages to break free and form a self-identity. This I
shall take as read but it is important to note that part of ontological
secutrity inheres in routines. These routines are anchored 1n space and in
repetitive actions (hence, in a cyclical way, also 1n time). This has
implications for the disruption of space. Furthermore, central to the idea
of ontological security is the view that, if successfully inculcated, 1t allows
the child to calculate and accept risk. This in tutn 1s connected to the
essentials of creativity, the ability to accept and initiate change, without
which individuals become neurotically absorbed in repetitive routines.

Ability to accept change is therefore a measure of ontological security.

My project is to find a convincing way of showing that ontological
security 1s not merely a function of socialised individuals, but by
extension of social groups and that the environment (built and
landscapes) forms part of its formulation to the extent both that it stays
the same and that it changes. Different societies encode theit
surroundings in different ways, hence the sense of ontological insecurity
that one experiences in a strange country, and the difficulty of
understanding precisely what is going on in the past in these terms. In
medieval and post-medieval buildings, we can understand far more about
their meanings if we accept that an interdisciplinary approach will yield
culturally specific clues to the cues embedded in the use and form of

architecture and space. In the absence of pan-cultural meanings it is not
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possible to do this for prehistoric societies but with the documents and
representations in tandem with the buildings and topogtaphy, we can say

far more than we thought we could about medieval soctety.

In contemporary planning, we may be able use the concept of ontological
security to understand and measure the health of a community as a whole
by obsetving its attitudes to conservation and we might even be able to
use 1t to broker solutions. Different segments of communities have
different interests and these naturally lead to different and often
conflicting ideas about what to do with a given development opportunity.
Levels of trust are important here: we could pethaps open a very formal
dialogue in which trust between communities with different degrees of
ontological secutity founded on different cultural givens, could proceed
to the stage where either side could contemplate taking risks. Overt use
of power, either coercive or subversive, tends to reduce levels of trust, so
I shall be arguing for an understanding which sees power mongering, and
theorising based only on this aspect of behaviour, as unhelpful and in the

case of the academics, as positively bolstering an unsatisfactory mode of

social negotiation.

Change in the public realm may depend upon levels of public confidence
or lack of it. So the sweeping urban redevelopments of the 1950s and

‘60s could be seen as a confident wave of modernism, but equally might
be considered in a more negative light to reflect a disenchantment with
the outcomes of pre-war politics, which, in conditions of post-war
reconstruction, could be given major material expression. Yet, as we
have noted above, major and sudden change brings in its wake a sense of
ontological insecurity, bringing with it a ‘sentimental’ desite to retain the
familiar and hence the ineluctable rise of conservation in the 1960s and
“70s. This in turn can lead to notions of heritage conservation as being
concerned only to ‘pickle in aspic’ and to retard economic progress, thus

engendering a situation of inevitable conflict in which power games can

provide the only answers.
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If, however, we were to redefine conservation, and indeed, spatial

planning in general, as the art of balancing the ontological securities of a
familiar environment against the necessary ontological insecurities of risk-
taking that are the central plank of the development of a confident and
independent individual (and by extension, society), then it may be
possible to reach some more nuanced solutions. In an environment
dominated by fear of risk, conservation can easily slide into politically
right-wing and exclusionist policies — but if larger communities could
recognise and feel secure in their own broad self-1dentities, they might be
better able to tolerate change and difference 1n the subaltern communities
in their midst, thus avoiding a monocultural ‘Merrie Englande’, without
lapsing into bitter asides about ‘political correctness’. As noted above,

ability to accept change is an indicator of ontological security.

I am arguing that social institutions other than formal or informal power

can help to combat these anxieties and if we understand that, it may be
possible to find an alternative way of understanding the relationship of
society to its built environment and its landscapes. Such an
understanding would act not only to provide explanations for actions in
the past, thus being applicable to my wotrk in medieval archaeology, but
also to aid decision-making in the present. Thus the same theoretical
stance can be employed in both my fields to provide strong explanatory
models. There 1s much work to be done on this approach and I have

barely scratched the surface, but it is not my intention to do more than

this here. Future publications will addtess the issue in detail.

My publications cover a wide field, which might, indeed, be considered to
be two separate areas of intellectual endeavour. I hope that this final
section has indicated ways in which the two are but alternative

formulations of the same problem, namely that of the impact of the built
environment on social behaviour in the past and the present, which

forms the core of my intellectual project. To date, I have established
myself as a clear voice in the field. Future work will, I hope, provide

some crucial changes to the way in which the past is understood and the
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way in which we engage in spatial planning: the heritage is not merely a
visitor attraction to be exploited as a tourist asset, but is a central plank of
a healthy society. Government, cleatly, still requires persuading of that

matter.
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Medieval Housing. By JaANE GrenviLrE. London, Leicester University Press, 1997. 230 pp.,

numerous illus. 1sBN 0 7185 1478 5. £59.95.
Greater Medieval Houses of England and Wales 1300—1500. Vol. 1 Northem England. By ANTHONY

Emery. Cambridge University Press, 1996. 435 Pp., 104 figs, 210 pls. IsBN 0 521 49723 x.

£80.00.

Medieval Housing is an excellent survey, fair but undogmatic, regularly addressing theory and with
constant references to current literature; like others in the ‘Archaeology of Medieval Britain’

series it provides a clear summary of an expanding area, with stimulating _thoughts on where to

go next. It makes a good case for the archaeological study of buildings, and its only fault is to
place too little emphasis-on the historical sources that are still poorly understood by some
practitioners. For example, the currently fashionable interest in the use of space can be
considered from room plans and access diagrams, but can also be illuminated by records of
coroner’s inquests, surveyors of nuisances, domestic inventorics and legal disputes. The
numerous if stylised medieval paintings of interiors, and even more the post-medieval genre
paintings of domestic scenes are worth investigating to appreciate the sparsity of domestic

furnishing. But Grenville does not get carried away by theory, and rightly reminds us that ‘we
should never dismiss the work of earlier writers as atheoretical simply because they did not use

the same vocabulary as later scholars’ (p. 17). . _ e ‘

The background chapter on the ‘practicalities of medieval building’ 1s a good intreduction,
mostly to timber framing (which rightly emphasises the importance of London devclopqmcnts
. seen in excavated remains); in dealing with stonework reference is rightly made to the continuing
value of Margaret Wood’s study, but it might be worth a backward glance at the huge Victorian
literature on the subject, of which so few people seem now to be aware. Two chapters on post-
Conquest and later medieval halls serve as an outline narrative of domestic planning through

the whole period, include much new work and literature as well as old favourites; the summation
of the ‘first-floor hall’ debate is neatly used to discuss the use or misuse of historical and

archaeological material by each discipline. . :
It is of course the chapter on ‘peasant housing’ that can most effectively bring together current

fieldwork above and below ground with the current historical debates, and here Grenville gives
an informative and stimulating guide to the developing, literature; her example shows a

methodology for deconstructing archaeological reports, and promotes an awareness of
interpretive mood-swings dependent on current fashion. By contrast, ‘urban housing’ has missed

out on the marxist tidal wave that engulfed peasant studies (its study originated in Oxford rather
than Birmingham), and is perhaps left rather less sparkling now the tide has gone out. However,
as Grenville rightly remarks, the subject holds ‘an enduring fascination’, and interesting
- discoveries continue to be made. but here one might add, if nowhere else, there has to be more
work on documentary sources, for aspects such as the 12th-century stone house, and the origins
of the inn can only be understood by study of contemporary sources, and there may be a danger
in relying too much on the splendid visual evidence from post-medieval London sources. On the
other*hand, as is recognised here, urban housing continues to be threatened by partial and
wholesale destruction, and controlled rescue recording is still a significant contributor to
knowledge, as it has been since Pantin started work in the 1930s. Two trivial points: the
inhabitants of Farnham in Surrey will be distressed to learn that Westminster Hall was made at
the seaside in Hampshire, and some text is missing on p. 6o. .

Greater Medieval Houses is the firgt of three volumes offering a madern version of Turner &
Packer, this ohe for Northern England. The project must be welcomed for the elegant and
juditigus summary of the history o ost 200 dwellings, ranging frolq pele towers to large
castles,\and rectories to country houses, The scope is a gentle reminder that a generation of
study at the vernacular level has not altojether replaced the significance of lqrger houses (and
that urban ahqd peasant housing are large an¥ separate fields of study).

Each property has been-visited within thd last decade, and the text takes
gazetteer with an “individual appraisal’ of each hbuse, that is an 1llustrated summary Yescription,
with bibliography. The aim is to produce ‘a sourcé\book on the greater houses of latednedieval
England and Wales’ with a view to stimulating er study. In this it succeeds, and Yaere is
much concentrated wisddm in the text, and unsuspecting wit lurking in footnotes. There ar® also
discursive county bibliographies, lists of licences to crenellate, and county commentaries which
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MEDIEVAL HOUSING. By JANE GRENVILLE. Pp. x and 230, Illus. 87. Leicester University Press,
- 1997. Price: £65.00. ISBN 0 7185 1478 §.

Jane Grenville’s book aims to give a general survey of the current state of medieval building

archaeology in England. She sets herself the task of examining the range of approaches taken to

standing and excavated buildings by medieval archaeologists, and of producing a balanced, reasonably

detailed survey of our current state of knowledge. Medieval Housing largely succeeds in these aims. As

such, the text stands as a fairly accurate reflection of medieval buildings archaeology in this country.

Medieval Housing is arranged in a straightforward manner. Grenville starts by discussing the range
of current approaches to buildings archaeology. Different techniques such as photogrammetry and
rectified photography are reviewed before Grenville moves on to consider different theoretical
approaches to the study of buildings. She steers a finely judged course through recent controversies
over ‘stratigraphic’ approaches, and the coverage of traditional versus ‘social’ interpretation is well
balanced.

A chapter on ‘Materials and Competence’ reviews timber-framing techniques clearly: Grenville
goes on to consider post-Conquest and late medieval halls before chapters on peasant and urban
housing. The style of all these substantive chapters is one of tight synthesis; existing interpretations
are reviewed and occasionally some startlingly original points made. For example, Grenville
demonstrates that on present evidence halls did not decline in size towards the end of the Middle
Ages, and dares to say interesting things about carpentry techniques.

One senses a tension in Grenville’s text : is the intention simply to summarize existing work, or to
put forward new insights? This tension is my sole source of dissatisfaction with the book. There is,
for example, no discussion of brick and stone to go alongside that of timber framing, on the grounds
that such material has been covered by other authors; but Grenville’s careful discussion of timber.
framing suggests she would have useful things to say on these other subjects also, and I would prefer
in any case to hear her thoughts over the authors she defers to as authorities. Again, careful reviews of

the evidence on the origins of the hall are precisely that; they cover existing ground well, but have
few new suggestions to make.

This timidity is surprising given that elsewhere in the text Grenville endorses new ‘social’
approaches emphatically. But the implications of these new approaches are often not followed
through. Some recently published but more conservative books on medieval housing that richly
deserve critique are treated with kid gloves, and as a result the novel and innovative aspects of

Grenville’s work are understated.
These are minor quibbles, and in any case are criticisms that are not central to the author’s brief.

As a standard text on medieval housing, Grenville’s book is second to none. It is the book I would
give to my students first, and one I am already using as a standard work of reference. It will become a

standard text on its subject, and remain so for many years to come.
MATTHEW JOHNSON
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Medieval Housing (The Archaeology of Medieval Britain). By Jane Grenville. 17 X 24 cm.
1x + 230 pp., 84 figs. London: Leicester University Press, 1997. 1SBN 0—7185-1478-5.

Price: £59.95 hb.
Although this book touches on the Anglo-Saxon period and has much to say on some

aspects of aristocratic housing, its main focus is vernacular houses from ¢. 1100 to ¢. 1600.
It is a field of study in which major works of synthesis were written several decades ago,
since when, an outpouring of articles in national and local journals has brought forward
fresh evidence and raised new questions for debate. Jane Grenville has undertaken the
daunting task of digesting these multifarious publications and has produced an invaluable,
up-to-date survey which points the way for future research.

Grenville outlines the way in which academic disciplines tend to develop from data
collection and classification towards the emergence of djﬂfércnt, and sometimes conflicting,
theoretical propositions from which new research takes its direction. Her book is ample
testimony to the fact that her field of study is now reaching this mature stage. While
acknowledging the pioneering work that has already been done in the classification of
building materials, roof-types and carpentry techniques, she does not seek to give an
exhaustive account of these topics. Instead, she constantly selects appropriate material to
give a clear and balanced view of rival positions, drawing on wide-ranging evidence from
excavation, standing buildings and documentary sources. Should we explain changes in
house plans largely in terms of technical improvements or of social/symbolic trends? Are
the earliest surviving peasant buildings evidence for the date of the first durable structures
or of the first houses adaptable to subsequent needs? Is the widely accepted view that the
hall diminished in importance in the late middle ages really sustainable? Are medieval -
town houses simply an adaptation of rural forms to a restricted street frontage, or do they
also reflect the diversity of urban trades? These, and many more questions, are discussed
in a lively and stimulating way. All in all, it is a book bursting with ideas that should be
quoted, discussed and challenged for years to come. .

A disappointment, however, is the high price for a fairly slim volume and the quality
of the printing of the photographs which varies from adequate to frankly poor. The
publishers should at least be persuaded to bring out a much less expensive paperback
edition so that this book gets the wide readership it deserves.

EDWARD ROBERTS
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The Rows of Chester: some thoughts
on the results of recent research

Jane Grenville

This paper seeks to describe a group of buildings which is certainly unique in Britain, to
discuss the results of recent research and to offer some thoughts on the origin of the
building type. The Rows extend along the four main streets of the city of Chester which lies
on the River Dee, approximately eight miles short of the northernmost point of the
English-Welsh border and so close to that border that its modern western suburbs lie
within Wales. The nucleus of the town stands on a low ridge, skirted to the south and west
by the river, at the northern end of the rich agricultural land of the Cheshire Plain. The
strategic importance of the site was recognized by the Romans during their campaign
against the Ordovices of north Wales; a fort was established in the 50s AD and a
permanent legionary fortress was begun in the:70s AD. Named ‘Deva’ after the river on
whose banks it was situated, a civilian settlement flourished around the legionary fortress
(Petch 1987). The post-Roman history of the site is obscure, but an entry in the
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for 893 suggests that the city was occupied by a Danish army, while
Acthelflaed, daughter of King Alfred the Great, is credited with the restoration of
Chester’s defences in 907 (Thacker 1987). Domesday Book records a flourishing late
Saxon town in 1066, with 500 houses, 7 moneyers and a court known as the Hundred. After
the Conquest, Chester grew in importance and became the centre of a quasi-independent
earldom forming a buffer zone between England and an often hostile Wales: ‘In the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries there certainly seems to have been a distinction in
contemporaries’ minds between Cheshire, England and Wales’ (Harris 1979). As well as
an important strategic and administrative centre, the city also developed as a port, with
foreign connections with Ireland, Gascony, Italy and Spain (Hewitt 1967) and a more local
market serving a very wide hinterland.

Medieval Chester, though still small in size, was a city of considerable strategic and
economic importance. Its significance in terms of architectural innovation lies in the
survival of a form of building known as ‘The Rows’. The Rows consist of a series of
buildings on the frontages of the city’s four main streets with covered galleries at first-floor
level. These galleries run continuously, parallel to the street, through properties of various
dates and architectural styles. Figure 1 shows a section through a typical Rows building. It
IS important to note a peculiarity of the topography of Chester, that levels rise between
main streets and back lanes so that while the Row storey is at first-floor level at the front of
the building, it is at ground-floor level to the rear. To avoid confusion, this has led to the

World Archaeology Volume2l No.3 Architectural Innovation
© Routledge 1990 0043-8243/90/2103/446 $3.00/1
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Figure 1 Chester: section
through a typical Rows build-

ing.

chamber

H '
Row

back lane

sirant

abandonment of the terms ‘ground, first and second floor’ in favour of ‘street level, Row
level and Row + 1level’. Street-level units are often reached down a short flight of steps.
They are not undercrofts in the strictest sense of the term since they are semi-subterranean
and are vaulted only in a minority of cases, but the nomenclature readily distinguishes
them from the Row-level elements above, which correspond in form to street-level
elements in the more typical medieval townhouses. Above, the Row walkway is normally
set back from the street frontage behind the Row stall, a raised sloping board providing the
headroom needed for the steps down to the undercroft beneath, Opening off the Row are
further units, typically a shop and further accommodation to the rear. In some cases an
open hall survives to the rear at Row level. More often it has been ceiled or rebuilt to

provide additional accommodation at Row + 1 and Row + 2 levels.
As early as the late sixteenth century, the existence of the Rows was perceived as a

peculiarity. William Smith, writing in 1584, was at pains to emphasize their uniqueness:

The Buildings of the City are very ancient; and the Houses builded in such sort, that a
man may go dry, from one place of the City to another, and never come in the street; but
go as i1t were in Galleries which they call the Roes, which have shops on both sides, and
underneath, with divers fair staires to go up or down into the street. Which manner of
building I have not heard of in any place of Christendome. Some will say that the like is
at Padua in Italy but that is not so. For the houses at Padua are builded as the Suburbs of
this city be, that is, on the ground upon Posts, that a man may go dry underneath them;
like as they are at Billingsgate in London, but nothing like to the Roes. (King 1656: Part

I, 40).

Smith’s description notes that the Rows had shops on both sides, an arrangement which is
well documented, but now only exists for two short sections.

Speculation and debate about the origins of the Rows has continued, albeit with some
hiatuses, to the present day. A popular early explanation for this particular form of
building was defence; William Webb, writing in the 1620s, remarked that ‘because their
conflicts with Enemies continued long time, it was needful for them to leave a space before
the doors of those their upper buildings, upon which they might stand in safety from the
violence of their Enemies horses, and withal defend their houses from spoy!’ (King 1656:
Part II, 19-20). In the eighteenth century Stukeley and Pennant argued for the direct
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imitation of Roman colonnaded streets and several descriptions compare the Rows with
Italian piazzas (Palliser 1980). The debate gained momentum in the late nineteenth
century when a number of papers appeared in the Journal of Chester Archaeological
Society, and Canon R. H. Morris published Chester in the Plantagenet and Tudor Reigns
(1894). Arguments included the deliberate opening up of the Rows through private
property; the lowering of the street level, either deliberately through excavation of the
main thoroughfares by Roman legionnaires, or gradually through erosion of the soft
underlying sandstone by traffic; and the building of houses on Roman debris on either side
of the streets and the subsequent excavation of the undercrofts. Morris, who was able to
identify from his researches in the city records that the earliest documentary reference to a
Row dates to 1331, largely followed this last theory which places strong emphasis on the
survival of Roman debris. In 1958 P. H. Lawson and J. T. Smith produced a seminal article
on the Rows. After discussing the evidence provided by the surviving stone undercrofts,
they offered different theories of origin. Following Morris, Lawson argued for gradual,
piecemeal development dictated by the pre-existing topography. Smith, by contrast,
postulated a deliberate act of town planning after a major fire in 1278: ‘the Rows were
devised immediately after 1278 as part of a plan for a fireproof town to terminate the
succession of disasters which had several times ravaged the city since the Conquest’. In
conclusion, both authors urged a systematic survey of the surviving buildings before they
were further damaged in rebuilding and repairs.

By 1984 when the Chester Archaeological Society held a one-day conference on the
subject (Harris 1984), no further work had taken place specifically on the Rows, although
Faulkner (1966) had touched tangentially on the problem (see below) and Dodgson (1968)
had offered a new theory based on place-name evidence. At the conference, Strickland
was able to demonstrate the considerable influence of the topography of the Roman town
upon its medieval successor, implying a high degree of survival of Roman remains (1984).
Ward offered a post-Conquest date, perhaps in the twelfth century, for the redivision of
land in the city centre into long narrow plots and pointed out that when the Rows appear
for the first time in the records it is as public thoroughfares (1984).

Systematic archaeological investigation of all the buildings within the Rows has been
undertaken by the personnel of the Rows Research Project since 1985 and is continuing.
An interim report has been published elsewhere (Brown, Grenville and Turner 1986), but
a summary of the major findings will be useful here. Although much of the fabric surviving
today is of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century origin, the degree to which medieval fabric
survives within later buildings is surprising. In Watergate Street nearly every undercroft
contains either fragments or substantial remains of early masonry and the uniformity of
layout has led us to suggest the possibility of deliberate planning, or at least some control
by bye-laws. At Row level, W. E. Pantin had identified examples of open halls both at right
angles and parallel to the street (1963). These have now been studied in detail,
reconstructions postulated and further examples discovered. In each case, the Row
element appears to be integral to the early fabric. Early techniques of building with timber
have been identified (Turner 1988). Perhaps the most exciting data have been provided by
dendrochronology, which give a cluster of dates for early structures in Watergate Street of
AD 1280-1325. Not all the tree-ring results have been conclusive: a number of buildings
have produced no firm dates since there was no correspondence between samples from the
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same building or any significant matching with other chronologies. The implication is that
the timber was drawn from quickly grown and different stands of trees. A reliable earlier
set of dates, 1160-1180, has been established at 6 Lower Bridge Street, the Falcon Inn, but
it should be noted that these were derived from timbers in the undercroft which were
clearly re-used. A reconstruction has suggested, most convincingly, that they were
originally elements of a crown post roof, but their original location cannot be established

beyond doubt,.
Recent research, then, combined with the work of earlier investigators, suggests a set of

buildings incorporating an integral continuous gallery. Stylistic analysis by Margaret
Wood (1965) suggested a mean date of c. 1280 for those undercrofts with dateable
features, though such arguments can often be circular. A review of this work is currently
underway as part of the Rows Research Project programme. Dendrochronological results
from reliable contexts extend into the early fourteenth century. An explanation must be
sought for a phenomenon which apparently has a dateable point of origin, and it is best to

begin, therefore, by examining the historical context.
For a time at the end of the thirteenth century Chester held a position of national

strategic importance. Edward I mounted two massive campaigns to subdue the Welsh, the
first in 1277 and the second in 1282-3 with Chester as the main military mustering point on
both occasions. Michael Prestwich in his biography of Edward (1988) describes the
massive build-up of men and equipment: the Earl of Warwick’s force was billeted at
Chester from January to July 1277 at a huge cost of £1,094 in wages, implying a sizeable
troop. They were joined in July by the main muster from Worcester. In February an order
was sent to Ireland for 600 quarters of wheat and 1,000 quarters of oats to be shipped to
Chester. The 26 ships of the fleet of the Cinque Ports arrived in July. Strong forward bases
were established at Flint and Rhuddlan, and for the purposes of castle-building, quantities
of timber were brought from the Wirral via Chester and picks, axes and other equipment
were purchased in the city. The second campaign was sparked by a Welsh rebellion in
March 1282. It was a far greater undertaking, aimed at achieving the total submission of
the Welsh. Again, Chester served as a mustering point, and again as a major market for the
needs of war: in August the building of a pontoon bridge to facilitate the invasion of the
island of Anglesey demanded the purchase of ships from the port. The organisation of
supplies to the immense army (up to 8,000 foot at any one time and 276 heavy cavalry
appearing on the main pay roll alone) for over a year was effected from ‘a great central
victualling depot at Chester under William de Perton’ (Prestwich 1988:199). By the
summer of 1283 the power of the Princes of Gwynedd had been destroyed, but Edward was
determined to maintain his advantage. A massive programme of castle building was
initiated.

The ring of English castles which surrounds Snowdonia today is a monument to Edward
[ and to his military architects, James of St George and Richard the Engineer being the
chief among them. Their construction is potentially of significance to the development of
Chester. After its years as a military base the city found itself playing host to an equally
impressive army of skilled workmen and labourers from across the country. The details of
the composition of this workforce have been compiled and published in the History of the
King’s Works (Colvin 1963) and a map, reproduced here (Fig. 2), offers a graphic
\llustration of the scale of the impressment, which involved 6,530 woodcutters, 1,100
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Figure2 Movement of labour 1282-3.

diggers, 410 carpenters and 115 masons. Building campaigns were vigorous throughout the
1280s and further work took place after an unsuccessful rebellion in 1294 to complete
Caernarvon, Conwy and Harlech Castles, with Beaumaris started in 1295. With the
building season by and large restricted to the summer, many of the craftsmen for whom the
journey home was impractical would spend the winter months in Chester.
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Chester in the 1280s and 1290s and to a certain extent in the early years of the
fourteenth century must have experienced a considerable economic boom. Soldiers,
craftsmen and labourers, paid in cash for their services, flooded into the town, doubtless
boosting trade. Major supplies ordered by the King and his authorities were purchased
from Chester merchants such as William of Doncaster, who developed interests
nationwide (Hewitt 1967). Whether or not archaeological evidence for a fire in 1278 is
forthcoming, other factors provided an ideal context for major rebuilding; the money was
available, and so was skilled labour. Richard the Engineer had a fifty year association with

the city and owned a house in Lower Bridge Street (Harvey 1987). James of St George and

others must have regularly passed through. Archaeologically, a major phase of new
building, incorporating Rows, in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries

together with the historical context support the thesis that this is the period of the creation
of the Rows system.
The search for comparative material for the distinctive morphological form of the Rows

has thrown up a number of interesting ideas about potential sources for the type. One
possibility is that the form was once a common one, of which the Rows are the only

examples remaining. This has been argued by Faulkner, who touches tangentially on the
problem of the Rows when he asks ‘are the Rows only exceptional in their survival?’
(1966: 130). Alternatively, it might be that the form 1s a peculiarity within the general run
of medieval townhouse types, but a peculiarity whose evolution may nevertheless be
logically traced. These propositions must be examined within the context of medieval
English townhouse studies to show how the Chester buildings conform to or differ from the
general pattern of merchant house plan types. This class of medieval townhouse plan
represents the adaptation of the almost universal rural tripartite types of open hall and
service wing (separated by a screens passage) and solar, or private quarters. In the
adaptation of the rural plan to the urban situation, the chief constraint derived from the
principal function of the town as a market. Hardly surprisingly, a universal aim was to gain
a foothold on the commercial thoroughfare. Originally wide plot divisions were divided
and subdivided in town after town to maximise the number of tenements with direct access
to the trading frontage. The resulting pattern was one of narrow, but deep plots, often with
a depth/width ratio of 6:1 or greater. In some towns (Ludlow, Colchester) it has been
possible to establish original standard plot widths and show the processes by which they
have been subdivided (Platt 1976). No standard plot widths have been identified in
Chester, but none the less the general principle holds and long narrow plots line the narrow
streets. The tripartite plan was adapted to fit this situation in two ways, identified and
illustrated in an article by Pantin, which has yet to be superseded as the basis for
classification of townhouse plans (1963). Houses were built either at right angles with the
solar above the shop or parallel to the street, often in a compact form with the solar above
the service rooms. Such a categorisation clearly must reflect material wealth; a building at
right angles occupies one plot only, while a parallel hall must either spread across a number
of plots or occupy a single wide property. The street frontage was characteristically
occupied by a fourth element, the shop or workshop. To this general pattern may be added
a less universal fifth element, the undercroft. Absent in some medieval towns, (e.g. York,
King’s Lynn, Hull, Salisbury) they were numerous in others (e.g. Colchester, Gloucester,

Norwich, Coventry, and Chester).
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Halls at right angles to the street survive to a greater or lesser degree at several locations
in Chester, including No. 11 Bridge Street Row, No. 49 Bridge Street and Nos 28-34
Watergate Street, but perhaps the best preserved example is the Leche House at 17
Watergate Street, dated stylistically to the fifteenth century (Fig. 3). Here the open hall
survives behind a single-storey shop unit with solar above. The position of the screens
passage can be reconstructed and beyond is a parlour with chambers above. A side passage
introduced in the seventeenth century offered independent access, now blocked, to the
hall, and a gallery running above it provides communication between the front and rear
rooms at first-floor level. Documentary sources record a kitchen, free-standing to
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