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Abstract

This thesis sets out to develop an archaeological approach to the study of the
late medieval English peasantry that allows issues of power, resistance, gender
and community to be addressed. It is identified at the outset that the aims of the
majority of late medieval rural archaeology are those to do with long-term
issues of settlement development and determinations of the chronology and
function of material culture types. This thesis puts an alternative interpretive
emphasis on the material culture and documentary evidence of the period and
focuses on the ways in which detailed, contextual studies of medieval

settlements facilitate the investigation of more ‘social’ issues.

A case-study approach is advocated and utilised here, as a central contention of
the work is that specific aspects of medieval material culture, such as, for
example, regular village plans or lordly insignia on churches, do not have one
meaning applicable throughout all contexts, and that these contextual meanings
only become clear when all the available evidence for a specific settlement is
taken into account. The focus is, therefore, on the examination of three
Yorkshire villages which contained evidence of peasant settlement, standing
buildings, as well as documentary records. In addition, the material culture and
documentary evidence of the immediate regions of these villages are
investigated in order to further contextualise the suggestions regarding the
peasants’ experience of power, resistance, community and gender that are put
forward. These case studies are followed by a chapter which investigates

similar issues as they pertain to four classes of medieval material culture which
are dealt with thematically.

The thesis concludes with a discussion of the nature of gendered power among
the medieval peasantry. The importance of deconstructing deeply-entrenched
ideas about ‘public’ and ‘private’ as well as about the nature of power is
stressed, and an argument is advanced which suggests that when these concepts
are critiqued and the centrality of social practice to discussions of power is

acknowledged, it is possible to suggest that medieval peasant women may not
have experienced gendered differences as oppressive.
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1.1 Thesis aims

The late medieval English peasantry has been studied seriously by
archaeologists for approximately 45 years. However, many of the key foci of
enquiry continue to be, while far from unimportant, arguably of a preliminary
nature. A review of current research presents us with the impression of a
discipline endlessly poised in a ‘data-gathering’ phase in which the
determination of the variation, chronology and function of medieval material
culture is paramount and in which it is deemed that any interpretation
concerned with actual medieval people must await the completion of these
prefatory tasks. There is little engagement with many of the topics of modern
archaeological theory, such as debates about the relationship between structure
and agency, the role of modern ideologies in archaeological production or

explorations of experience, meaning, gender and power in the past.

The aim of the present work is to develop an approach to the archaeology of the
English peasantry of the later Middle Ages (AD 1100-1500) which enables the
exploration of issues concerning the experience of power, resistance,
community and gender. It is important for medieval archaeologists to focus on
the people who occupied the landscape, to explore the complex webs of social
relationships in which they operated, and to try to use the material culture of the
period to enquire into the practices of living in the medieval settlement and the
meanings thus invoked and revoked. The approach developed here is an attempt

to focus, not on large-scale developmental processes, but on questions of a



social nature. It is hoped that it can add to the theoretical step forward that

medieval rural archaeology needs to take.

1.2 The current state of research: The archaeology of the late medieval
English peasantry

1.2.1. Dominant frameworks

Scholars of the late medieval period have tended to adopt a fairly loose and
flexible definition of the ‘peasantry’ such as that employed by anthropologist
Daniel Thorner (1971). His definition has been favoured by historians Steve
Rigby and Phillipp Schofield, among others. Thorner defines a peasant
economy by the presence of five major features. Firstly, roughly half of the
total population must be agricultural; secondly, more than half of the total
population must be engaged in agriculture. Thirdly, there must be in existence
state power and a ruling hierarchy which has overtaken kinship and clan order.
Fourthly, there must be towns in existence and the presence of a division
between them and the countryside that is political, economic, social and
cultural, and fifthly, the most typical unit of production must be the family
household (Thorner 1971: 203-5; see also Shanin 1971: 14-17 for a similar list
of defining peasant traits). The anthropologist Eric Wolf also stresses the key
defining trait of a peasant economy as opposed to a ‘primitive’ one, as being the
fact that peasants are “rural cultivators whose surpluses are transferred to a
dominant group of rulers that use the surpluses both to underwrite its own
standard of living and to distribute the remainder to groups in society that do

not farm but must be fed for their specific goods and services in turn” (Wolf
1966: 3-4).

Wolf’s emphasis on the appropriation of peasant surplus is echoed by those
definitions of the peasantry adopted by medieval historians that emphasise the



class nature of the group. An influential definition was that provided by Rodney
Hilton in which he lists the six essential attributes of the peasantry:

“i) They possess, even if they do not own, the means of agricultural production
by which they subsist.

ii) They work their holdings essentially as a family unit, primarily with family
labour.

iii) They are normally associated in larger units than the family, that is villages
or hamlets, with greater or less elements of common property and collective
rights according to the character of the economy.

iv) Ancillary workers, such as agricultural labourers, artisans, building workers
are derived from their own ranks and are therefore part of the peasantry.

v) They support super-imposed classes and institutions such as landlords,
church, state, towns by producing more than is necessary for their own

subsistence and economic re-production” (Hilton 1975:13).

Hilton’s definition has been adopted by historians such as Barbara Hanawalt
(1986: 5). Christopher Dyer similarly suggests that the medieval peasantry can
be defined as a class and that, for all the difficulties, “‘Peasant’ is a convenient,
if rather elastic term to describe many types of small-scale cultivators” (Dyer
1989:22). There is a widespread rejection amongst historians of the medieval
peasantry of Alan Macfarlane’s attempt to suggest that the economic and
familial organisation of medieval England meant that the rural dwellers of this
time can not be defined as ‘peasants’ but rather were individualistic beings
behaving in a capitalistic fashion (i.e. operating in a developed market
economy, enjoying high levels of social and geographical mobility, treating
land as a commodity and enjoying full private ownership property), and that
this held true from the thirteenth century onwards (Macfarlane 1978; 195,
passim). The consensus of opinion among historians is now that Macfarlane’s
definition can be set aside. As Stephen Rigby (1995:24) notes, “very few, if

any, medieval historians have ever based their studies of medieval English



society on this [Macfarlane’s] model”. Overall, there is a broad agreement on

the nature of the group called medieval peasants by scholars of the period.

Prior to the nineteenth century, antiquarian interest in the remains of the late
medieval period had been confined to the great monuments of church and state
(Gerrard 2003). Archaeological investigation into the medieval peasantry did
not commence until the 1840s when a few scattered and small-scale

excavations of deserted medieval villages took place. The first large-scale
excavation of a deserted medieval settlement was carried out in the foothills of
Bodmin Moor, Cornwall, in 1891-2 (ibid.: 65), after which there was a hiatus in
archaeological exploration of medieval rural settlement. Investigation continued
in the 1930s when pioneering work was carried out by Martyn Jope at Great
Beere, Devon, and Rupert Bruce-Mitford at Seacourt, Berkshire (Hurst 1971).
Other researchers into medieval society at this time were focussed largely on
the remains of the wealthier members of medieval society with attention
predominantly being focussed on castles, large manorial buildings and abbeys
(Austin 1990:26). After the Second World War a few archaeological
investigations of deserted medieval villages continued, but both a practical and
conceptual break-through occurred in the 1952 with the commencement of
excavations at Wharram Percy, North Yorkshire, followed up in the 1960s by
work at Upton, Gloucestershire, initiated by Rodney Hilton, at Hound Tor,
Devon, carried out by Marie Minter and at Gomeldon, Wiltshire, by John
Musty. These investigations were the first to focus not simply on the excavation
of single medieval houses but were rather carried out on a much broader scale,
incorporating the excavations of several buildings, and the surveying and field-
walking of large areas surrounding the settlement. The decade of the 1960s saw
a large number of excavations of medieval settlement sites with broad aims,
although Wharram remained the only purely research-led investigation, with
many others operating, at least partially, within a ‘rescue archaeology’
paradigm (Clarke 1984:29). Excavations at deserted medieval settlement
peaked at 29 in 1968 (Gerrard 2003: 101) before numbers dropped away in the



subsequent decades, although large-scale projects such as the Raunds Area
Project and the excavations at West Whelpington, Northumberland, were still
occasionally initiated (ibid.:140). These years also saw the inclusion of

settlement forms such as hamlets into the remit of archaeological investigation

of medieval settlement.

From the 1960s to the 1980s this broadening-out of research interests
continued, with the application of archaeological material to wider issues
becoming standard and in 1984 it was possible for Helen Clarke (1984: 31) to
write that “[a] growing interest in social, economic and environmental
questions ... has left its mark on medieval village studies in the form of
discussions of changing village plans (and even their sites), village economy,
climatic influences on village development and so on”. It is my contention,
however, that this is where the discipline of medieval rural archaeology has
stalled. The research of the last 20 years has continued to be carried out within a
framework defined by the assumption of the pre-eminent importance of issues
concerning peasant economy and village development. David Austin has
observed that these issues became of paramount importance to medieval
archaeologists because of their ability to address traditional topics of historical
debate such as the differential development of English versus Continental
societies, and questions surrounding Marxist hypotheses (Austin 1990: 23-25).
He vigorously advances the position that enquiry into these ‘historical’ themes

should cease to be central to the practice of medieval archaeology.

That these themes still dominate the archaeological discipline, however, can be
ascertained by a review of major articles on the subject as well as reports in the
journal Medieval Archaeology. The festschrift for the seminal researchers into
medieval rural settlements, Maurice Beresford and John Hurst, published in
1989 (Aston, Austin and Dyer), did include, in a rare departure from the usual
concerns of medieval archaeology, a paper which investigated initiative in

settlement change and a theoretical piece which explored the relationship



between the disciplines of history and archaeology. However, the collection’s
primary foci were the growth and decline of settlements, descriptions of work
on medieval rural settlement organised by region, vernacular architecture and
village topography and development. Another major review of medieval rural
archaeology, Paul Stamper’s chapter in the volume The Archaeology of Britain
(1999), contends that current major research topics in the field of medieval rural
archaeology include the investigation of the plan and form of houses and
villages, the origin and operation of open-field systems as well as the processes
connected with, and chronology of, the emergence of villages. David Hinton’s
synthetic view of a millennium’s material culture (AD 400-1400) tends towards
a concern with the illustration of long-term social developments and
discussions of economic factors using archaeological material (Hinton 1990),
and his later major work (Hinton 2005) consists of a wide-ranging and
comprehensive review of material culture from the Middle Ages, in which the
emphasis is primarily on consolidating information than on advancing major
interpretive arguments. Production and consumption of goods is a key theme
and the significance of material culture as evidence for various types of
economic activity is emphasised. Although there are brief mentions of ‘social’
issues such as lordship in the literature, these are few and far between and are
tangential to the broad focus on the long-term development of the English
‘economy’ and ‘society’. Stuart Wrathmell (1994), in his review of medieval
rural settlement archaeology, argues that the most interesting current research
questions relate to investigation of regional variation in the extent of nucleation
and dispersion of medieval settlements and the origins of nucleation. He also
mentions the origin of vernacular housing traditions as exemplified by his own
work, and the study of the distribution of village plan forms, following the
historical geographer Brian Roberts’ classification outlined in The Making of
the English Village (1987), as key themes for the discipline.

Although the major questions for research into the medieval peasantry remain

the same, essentially, as those during the 1980s, this is not to say that the



discipline has simply stagnated. For example, the preceding brief review has
shown the way that medieval archaeologists have embraced, albeit in a limited
fashion, the work of scholars from other disciplines, notably that of historical
geography. An example of a large-scale project of this nature is the book
Region and Place: A study of English rural settlement (Roberts and Wrathmell
2003), which was commissioned by English Heritage partially to help with
devising local research strategies. The volume outlines regional differences in
settlement types, and many other variables were rigorously mapped and a
national framework developed which took into account factors such as physical
terrain, tenurial structure and enclosure. A primary argument of the text is that
the country is composed of three basic landscapes, and that the discussion of
the role of settlements in providing stability and change in regional structures is
key to an understanding of the development of the English landscape. Although
historical geography can help to answer ‘social’ questions, for example June
Sheppard’s 1976 article posits a link between regular village plans and free
tenants (Sheppard 1976), it is often an exercise primarily concerned with
describing and classifying various formal aspects of medieval settlements. In
addition, major interpretative shifts have taken place among medieval
archaeologists, notably in thinking about the longevity and robustness of
peasant housing. Ideas about the impermanence of peasant housing held wide
currency until the early 1980s, until, using documentary evidence as well as
vernacular models (i.e. those derived from assessments of extant medieval
structures built in the local tradition), it is now accepted that at least some
peasants lived in what can be described as ‘semi-permanent’ buildings (Dyer
1986; Wrathmell 1984; 1989; Grenville 1997: 123-125).

However, when reviewing excavation reports dating from the 1970s through to
2003, it can be seen that the fundamental questions asked of material pertaining
to the rural archaeology of the medieval period and the general research goals
of the discipline have remained remarkably static and that interest in large-scale

processes of development remains pre-eminent. For example, the ‘preliminary’



state of an investigation into social aspects of the peasant village utilising
archaeological sources can be seen in the reports of major excavations at the
villages of Goltho, Lincolnshire and Barton Blount, Derbyshire. The
monograph consists of a description of the excavation and finds and then a
chapter on climatic change and its possible influence on the development of the
villages. In the conclusion, it is stressed that the excavations “provided much
information about the ecology and layout of an E. midlands deserted medieval
village” (Beresford 1975: 53). These emphases may be considered to be not
untypical for the archaeology of the 1970s, but the situation remained
fundamentally unchanged when the excavations at the village of Thrislington,
County Durham, were published in 1989. In the monograph dealing with these
excavations, David Austin observes that because they were carried out in the
1970s, the research paradigm of that era as well as the fact that it was a rescue
excavation, precluded the investigation of much that would have been
considered to be of interest to scholars working in more recent periods. Some
useful contributions to a social archaeology of the peasantry are made, such as
comparisons between the use of space in the manor house and the peasant tofts,
the importance of display to the elite which can be surmised from the remains
of the manor house, and the emphasis on provision for spiritual needs in the
presence of the chapel (Austin 1989:180-1, 196). However, social
interpretations do not form the interpretive core of the concluding chapter, due,
as Austin mentioned, to the nature of the research framework prevalent at the
time of excavation. Also written in the 1980s, the reporting on the medieval
settlement of Holne Moore on Dartmoor consisted primarily of the history of
landuse and cultivation (Fleming and Ralph 1982). Similarly, the history of

development is also central in a recent discussion of settlement in Whittlewood
Forest (Jones and Page 2003).

As well as a focus on these long-term development issues, the archaeology of

the late medieval English peasantry has also traditionally involved an emphasis

on the investigation of the remains of medieval villages, and occasionally of



dispersed settlement, as well as of associated field systems. A fully contextual
archaeology, which would include other aspects of medieval rural settlement
such as churches, manor houses and castles in terms of their relationship to the
peasantry, as well as the impact of urban environments on rural dwellers, has
not yet appeared. It is only on extremely large-scale excavations such as at
Wharram Percy, North Yorkshire, that the analysis of any standing buildings
are investigated with as much thoroughness as the below-ground deposits and
published as fully. Size itself, however, is no guarantee that these data will be
integrated. For example, in the reports on the excavations at Goltho and Barton
Blount, the chapel at Goltho is mentioned and a plan is provided, and the hall
and church at Barton Blount are mentioned, yet no systematic attempt is made

to investigate these buildings or include them in the analysis of the settlements.

These failings are not only to be found in the archaeology of the medieval
peasantry, however. It has been noted that medieval archaeology in general has

failed to connect with much modern theorising (Gilchrist 1994, 1996; Austin

1990). There are a few exceptions to this general rule, however, which will be
outlined below.

1.2.2 Alternative approaches

Roberta Gilchrist is a scholar who has investigated the ways that recent
approaches to archaeological theory can help illuminate medieval material
culture, particularly those ideas of agency and habitus. A particular theme of
her work is the use of space, which she argues can help illuminate social
relations and can be approached as a form of material culture. Her study of
nunneries (1994) investigated medieval monasticism and explored gender
identity in relation to material culture. She examined their institutional
character and similarities between them, and concluded that nunneries tended to
be both physically isolated and economically dependent on institutional

structures for cash, labour services and other resources. Male monasteries, on



the other hand tended to be larger, more financially independent, altered their
surrounding landscape more and initiated industrial activities more often (ibid. :
188). She also drew attention to the nature of differences between the physical
layout of monasteries and nunneries. She argued that smaller nunneries in
particular resembled manor houses in a way that monasteries did not, for
example nunneries did not tend to have fully developed monastic plans and
often used moats as precinct boundaries, a feature usually associated with the
manor houses of the gentry (ibid.:189). The most private and sequestered places
in monasteries tended to be chapter houses and sacristies — areas devoted to the
business of running the monasteries and for robing before services. In
nunneries, on the other hand, it was the dormitories which were most private
and the nuns were surrounded by a greater degree of architectural enclosure in
general than were monks (ibid.: 190). Gilchrist argued that the construction of a
gender identity was thus facilitated via ideas of enclosure and chastity, which
had links with the ways that gentry women also defined themselves spatially in
the manor houses and castle of the time (ibid.: 166-169, 192). She further
suggested that nunneries were not established to meet the same criteria as
monasteries, and in fact, were not intended to be self-sufficient, but instead
were sited and endowed in order that their inhabitants could interact widely
with the general community. She proposed that these differences meant that the
sense of gender identity that monks and nuns fashioned for themselves was
differently constructed with respect to factors such as patronage, filiation and
class (ibid.: 192). She argued that when gender is viewed as a comparative
category, previously unconsidered differences between architectural forms can
be recognised and that this recognition can, in its turn, inform wider

interpretations about the construction of gender in the medieval period.

Gilchrist has also studied medieval castles and utilised a phenomenological
approach to the study of gender and space, which is a common approach in

work that has been influenced by post-processualism, as Gilchrist’s is. She
suggests that both ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ were embodied in the castle

10



(Gilchrist 1999:145) in that the ‘feminine’ interior, where women resided was
characterised by vivid colours and textures and smells, but was also feminised
by courtly etiquette. However, the castle also had had ‘masculine’ resonances
of conflict and war. The fact that both men and women co-habited in the castle
and the surrounds, (she notes that women too participated in hunting outside the
castle) allows us to “glimpse the complexities of gender” (ibid.). She urges us
to consider the mutable qualities of medieval gender categories and to
historicise concepts such as that of ‘seclusion’. She argues that far from
seclusion being a sign of inferiority, as is often assumed, in medieval society it
was people of high prestige such as kings and monks and nuns who occupied
cloistered and separate spaces. She suggests that medieval aristocratic women
who occupied secluded spaces in the castle and gardens would have read this as
being a marker of their prestige (ibid.). The work of Roberta Gilchrist, while
invaluable, is concerned with exploring meanings of elite architecture and
therefore, while as an approach it is potentially pertinent, it is not clear that its
specific conclusions are applicable to the peasantry (Another example of the

use of spatial analysis of elite buildings can be found in Richardson 2003).

Another innovative study was undertaken by John Hunt who surveyed the
archaeological and documentary sources for the honor of Dudley in the West
Midlands (Hunt 1997), explicitly focusing on the influence of ‘lordship’ over
the landscape. Hunt examined the extent to which the unit of the honor
provided a framework for the strategies of the aristocracy and the extent to
which there was a relationship between the power of lords and the landscape.
Documentary sources as Pipe Rolls and Charters, Feet of Fines and Patent rolls
were examined. These sources were able to throw light on a variety of aspects
of the medieval landscape. For example, the Plea Rolls (documents containing
details of legal suits and actions in a law court) were used for establishing
activities in the region during the Baron’s War of the thirteenth century.
Sixteenth-century surveys helped identify the location of parkland and chase,

antiquarian writers allowed details of churches to be established and eighteenth-
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and nineteenth-century estate maps allows reconstruction of landscape
development. Excavated evidence from Dudley Castle, Dudley Priory, Weoley
Castle and other manorial sites was utilised as was information gleaned from
standing buildings and the earthwork remains of various manorial structures.
Hunt concluded that the local influence and control of the unit of the honor was
not strong, and that power was based upon personal relationships within the
wider locality. He also concluded that lordship was an influencing rather than a
determining factor in the use of the landscape, with environmental and social
factors being more important. Although this study, like those of Gilchrist’s,
focuses on lords’ activities, it does offer a useful, albeit primarily descriptive,
case study of the varieties of ways in which lords impacted on a particular

landscape and utilises a good combination of documentary and archaeological

sources.

Matthew Johnson has looked further down the social scale to the upper
yeomanry and the surviving vernacular buildings associated with them. Johnson
concentrates on space and meaning and the changing relationship between them
in the transition from the late medieval to the early modern period. In two of
his major works published in 1993 and 1996, Johnson describes these periods
as being characterised by ‘open’ and ‘closed’ cultural forms respectively as
evidenced by a study of both houses and fields. His observations of most
relevance to the medieval peasantry are related to his theories concerning the
congruency of spatial meaning in peasant houses with that of higher social
levels. He argues that “open [i.e. medieval] houses were of different status but
shared a common spatial, technical and decorative pattern that referred to
common structural principles running up and down the social ladder” ( Johnson
1993:149). He argued that the meaning of space in the peasant house was the
same as the meaning of space within a manor house, and that therefore
everyone knew their place, physically and socially, in a variety of settings
(ibid.:158); that there was a common spatial grammar that was utilised
throughout the social hierarchy of the time.
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Johnson’s handling of gender can be criticised, however. Statements such as
“the role of women in brewing, dairying and other activities gave them a
considerable degree of independence within the household” (Johnson 1993: 55)
are simply inadequate. Far more precision is needed when describing this
‘independence’. It cannot be assumed that women’s involvement in various
kinds of economic activity meant that they experienced independence. And it
could be asked - independence from what? And to do what? Similarly, when
discussing the ways in which the hall would frame everyday action, his
assertion that “at mealtimes, the servant would show deference to the master,
the wife to husband” (ibid.: 59) is unsupported by any historical evidence.
Johnson also fails to take into account situations in which women were heads of
households, such as when households were headed by widows, or simply at
times when husbands may have been absent. Johnson does, however, alter his
stance substantially in his later work. In a 1997 piece on vernacular architecture
he writes the “the hall is remarkably silent about relations of gender, between
master and wife — in fact, we could suggest that it deliberately fails to
acknowledge this aspect of social relations” (Johnson 1997: 146) and even goes
so far as to reverse his previous position, writing that “In some sense, though,
the house as a whole can be seen as gendered as feminine, as the woman’s

sphere of legitimate activities” (ibid.: 148).

Pamela Graves is a scholar similarly concerned with the built environment. Her
study of churches is an example of research influenced by post-processual
concerns with the ways in which meaning is constituted by social practice.
Graves focuses on an investigation of the experience and effects of medieval
religious practice on participants and explores the ways in which authoritative
practices operated in the lay-out of many late medieval churches through an
analysis of the use of space medieval ecclesiastical buildings as well as the
control and manipulation of architectural embellishment therein. She argues

that the fabric of the church was a primary locus of display for the medieval
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aristocracy and also examines the way in which the physical environment of the
church affected peasants’ religious experience (Graves 1989; 2000). She
discusses, for example, the way the division of churches into chancel and nave
would have been experienced by the peasantry, and argues that the clear
similarities in both spatial features and the use of accoutrements such as water
and linen would have created an experiential similarity between an aristocratic
hall and the chancel and altar of the church (Graves 2000:112, 161). In a case-
study of Devon churches she suggests that the peasants of this region would
have located similarities between the chancel/nave division of space in the

. church and the division of space in their own living quarters — that between
living area and byre. She suggests that the peasantry may have understood their
occupation of the nave during church services as equivalent to their animals’
occupation of the byre of the longhouse, and thus have interpreted their own
social position to have been that of social inferiority. Graves therefore
concludes that “For the majority ... the experience of orthodox Christian
worship was inseparable from the reproduction of their role in the social and

labouring structure of the manor, the household and their relations with the
manorial family” (ibid.:121).

Mark Douglas has completed somewhat similar research on a selection of
Yorkshire churches. Douglas (2003) focussed on the ways in which collective
memory impacted upon the architectural development of parish churches in late
medieval England. He argues that the manipulation of memory as employed in
churches by the wealthy of the parish was a strategy which allowed them to
partially compensate for their lack of actual coercive power in the post-Black
Death era. Using case studies from Yorkshire, Douglas explores issues of
surveillance and the re-use of architectural material in order to offer a closely-

contextualised study of the ways in which the parish church was a site of the

enactment of power relationships.
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The phenomenological aspect of medieval churches in the landscape has been
discussed by Nicholas Corcos (2001) in an investigation of the relationship
between the two churches of Shapwick and Moorlinch in Somerset. Corcos
argues that when Shapwick was taken over by Glastonbury Abbey between the
carly eighth and early ninth centuries, its low-lying and topographically
unimpressive setting was deemed unsuitable for the purposes of displaying the
ancient authority of its patron. He suggests that the church at Moorlinch served
the purpose of ‘deputising’ for Shapwick because it was sited on a substantial
promontory surrounded by impressive and possibly prehistoric lynchets. The
topography of the surrounds of Moorlinch church made it particularly
impressive when viewed from the north going south, i.e. when people were
travelling from Shapwick to Moorlinch, quite possibly utilising a track directly
linking the churches. Corcos argues that the setting of Moorlinch church has
strong visual and phenomenological affinities with the ancient site of

Glastonbury Tor and that the topography of these churches might represent a

‘monumentalising’ function.

Perhaps the case study which uses the widest range of material cultural and
documentary evidence and which is most deeply concerned with the peasant’s
experience of space, power and family relationships is that dealing with
Okehampton Park, Devon, by David Austin and Julian Thomas (1990). In this
study, the scales of the peasants’ engagement with space are divided into the
areas of the house, the farmyard, the land cultivated by the peasants and the
wider landscape, and each treated separately. The authors investigate the ways
that these spaces would have been inhabited in terms of the opportunities for
social interaction afforded between members of the community and also with
those outside it. They discuss the associations that may have clustered around
and informed the experience of these spaces. For example they comment on the
public and private spaces of the house, and the sharing of space between two
households which may suggest an equal sharing of authority. The way in which

cach of these ‘places’ may have affected peasant subjectivities is explored by
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discussing both the semiotic and functional implications of the evidence. The
authors approach the issue of the habitus of a specific group of peasants and
emphasise their concern with posing and answering archaeological questions,
in contrast with simply interpreting the data in terms of a framework and

terminology derived from historical schema.

Austin and Thomas address the important matter of the ways in which the
inhabitation of certain places structured peasant consciousness. However, at
some points in their paper this is a subject that is not dealt with adequately. The
conclusions they proffer tend to be those which utilise typical structuralist
categories. For example they write that “As in many discussions of social
discourse, we are finding expression through opposition: upper/lower,
private/public, human/animal, inside/outside” (Austin and Thomas 1990: 59).
Alternatively, they offer interpretations that take explanatory leaps and ascribe
meanings which are not supported by specific evidence. An example is their
suggestion that a separate room in a house may have been for the older
generation, serving to keep them near to the house/hearth but necessarily away
from decision-making. This sort of explanation may stem from modern
attitudes towards the elderly and is not supported by any specific evidence from
the site in question. Similarly, they posit inhabitants’ ‘frustration’ at their
supposed inter-dependence with respect to arable production. Terms such as
‘inter-dependence’ and ‘frustration’ are loaded and complex ones and therefore
need more specific evidence to support their use in a historical context. Other
conclusions are very general in nature, such as the fact that people would have
interacted in the church and the marketplace and when taking their stock to
pasture. These shortcomings constrain the use of this work as a model approach
to medieval settlement sites. The paper is, nonetheless, useful as an introduction
to a variety of conceptual tools, particularly with regard to highlighting possible
differences between houses and the types of conclusions that could be drawn
from these, and in its general (and unusual) insistence on concentrating on

peasant experience. It must be noted, however, that David Austin later rejected
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the notion of public and private which he outlined in this paper, and embarked
on an investigation into the genealogy of these concepts (Austin 1998). In this
later work he suggests that notions of public and private are inextricably
intertwined with the state of modern capitalism and that we must look, instead,
at the way medieval people used these words before uncritically using them in
historical writing. This approach, he suggests, helps us avoid inserting terms
loaded with modern meaning into work on the past. In this later study, he traces
the history of the meanings of the words ‘public’ and ‘private’, and concludes
that the use of the word ‘public’ as meaning a state in opposition to the private,

only came into use in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

Spatial relationships in medieval society and the linkages between space and
social power have also been investigated by Tom Saunders (1990; 2000).
Saunders takes an explicitly Marxist approach, and investigates the way that
space was active in constructing the class relationships of feudal society. He
argues that the rigorous organisation and definition of space in the medieval
village was an expression of feudal authority which allowed the lords to survey
and thereby control their subjects. Saunders stresses that both in village and
town the movement towards bounded settlement morphology was significant in
expression of lordly feudal identity on both an inter- and intra-class basis, and
that one of the strategies which augmented this was the sharing of space
between manorial buildings and churches. However, he also observes that
“feudal strategies of surveillance could always be circumvented in the day-to-
day management of production” (Saunders 2000: 222) and draws attention to
the way that nucleated villages brought together populations of people into
village communities which could potentially place limits on the powers of
lordship. Similarly, in the process of urbanisation and particularly in the
expansion of towns, new and unplanned social identities could develop to

counter those imposed by the lords.
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Another scholar who discusses the identities produced by medieval landscapes
is Karin Altenberg, who has endeavoured to “develop theories concerning the
experience of the landscape and to assess how aspects of gender, status and
regional and local identity were manifested in the landscape during the Middle
Ages” (Altenberg 2003: i). Altenberg is concerned with applying modern
archaeological theorising to medieval archaeology using specific case studies,
and she concentrates not on nucleated villages which are so often the focus of
medieval landscape studies, but on ‘marginal’, dispersed settlement. Altenberg
utilises a novel approach to her data in presenting them on three levels: the
perspective from the inside, the outside and from the point of view of the
modern scholar. A comprehensive range of material culture from the case
studies of Bodmin Moor, Dartmoor and the Romele Ridge, Sweden, is dealt
with, and a wide array of issues considered. She discusses the concept of
marginality in a highly original manner and presents a particularly impressive
interpretation of the phenomenological experience of ecclesiastical structures of
Bodmin Moor and Dartmoor. She argues that on Dartmoor chapels were
located in liminal zones in order to protect the civilised world from the
unknown world, but that on Bodmin Moor these structures were located in the
centre of the moor in order to civilise the people who lived on it and to

incorporate them into ecclesiastical parishes (ibid.: 111).

Some aspects of Altenberg’s study, however, are slightly problematic. Some of
her conclusions are strictly functionalist: for example, she writes that “one can
assume that the prehistoric and medieval settlers chose the same position for
their settlements on a functional basis” (ibid.: 150) without considering any
others reasons — social, or spiritual for example — for the siting of particular
settlements. She also states that we “need to be careful not to overstate the
value of power, ritual and hierarchy when studying a specific medieval context
because ... men and women on the moor probably were more influenced by
functional and cultural factors” (ibid.: 262). This statement betrays a lack of

appreciation of the ‘cultural’ nature of what is considered to be functional in
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any given society and appears to separate ‘function and culture’ from power,
ritual and hierarchy, failing to consider the ways in which all these concepts

interpenetrate each other in individuals’ and societies’ use of land.

Altenberg also attacks the phenomenological conclusions about landscape
proposed by prehistorian Chris Tilley for being, among other things, too
subjective and not amenable to replication (Altenberg 2003: 27), as well as the
explanations in Austin and Thomas’ paper for using supporting material from
historical contexts outside those under discussion (ibid.: 57-8). However, she
too uses an assortment of evidence from a variety of temporal and geographical
contexts. For example, at the end of a discussion on mobility in her study area,
she mentions, presumably as an argument regarding the experience of
landscape, that, as illustrated in Dante’s Divine Comedy, the forest was
portrayed as an image of fear and disorder “in medieval thinking” (ibid.: 94). In
order to avoid anachronism the use of examples such as these need to be closely
tied in with the context under study. For these written sources to be relevant to
her interpretations she would need to demonstrate that individuals in the
medieval landscape of Bodmin Moor or Dartmoor would have been aware of
this play, written by a Venetian and finished in 1321, explain how she had
established the existence of this awareness, and outline its social, spatial and
temporal reach, or at least demonstrate that Dante’s perspective was widely
adhered to in medieval society by providing further examples of its social
currency. Similarly, in her treatment of the relationship between food and
gender on the moors she draws on the suggestion of Christine Hastorf, an
archaeologist who studies pre-Hispanic Andean cultures, that when male
dominance is threatened, the exercising of power in gender relationships may
be connected to food. She also mentions Henrietta Moore’s work, based on
ethnographic study of the Marakwet of Kenya, on the relationship between
gender and food and the way the provision of food is related to control over

sexuality (ibid.: 261). Again, it is not intrinsically problematic that these
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sources are used, but their validity for her specific context must be

demonstrated; linkages must be made and not merely assumed.

There are also instances in Altenberg’s work in which it would have been
useful for more evidence to have been provided in support of some assertions.
For example, she argues that “in the countryside, identity and status seem to
have been controlled by the community” (ibid.: 20). However, no evidence is
offered to support this statement nor mechanisms suggested whereby this
control was exerted. Similarly, she states that that “the good of the community
was more important than the success of the individual” (ibid.), but provides no
evidence in support of this. She also writes that “a person’s spatial referents are,
to some extent, formed according to group identity and socio-spatial structures
are therefore usually regionally specific” (ibid.: 21). This begs several
questions, including whether the only ‘groups’ which form spatial references
are regional ones. Members of different gender, age and status groups within
the moors settlements will have experienced and read the spatial references
differently according to factors associated with their own taskscape (defined as
“an array of related activities; Ingold 1993:8). These differences problematise

her notion of a solid ‘group-identity’ which needs to be more nuanced in its
exposition.

On the whole, however, Karin Altenberg’s work is a valuable start to the
project of understanding the range of ways in which the landscape could be
experienced by medieval people, particularly because it deals with non-
nucleated settlement. It utilises a range of theoretical tools and deals with a
comprehensive range of issues although, at times, the theoretical promise of the
work is not thoroughly carried through in its exposition. It can be seen, in sum,
that only limited attempts have been made to address ‘social’ questions in the

archaeology of the medieval peasantry, and some of those that have are marred
by, at times not inconsiderable, flaws.
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1.3 Historical approaches to the late medieval peasantry.

In contrast to the limited attention paid by archaeologists, issues of power and
resistance, gender, agency and community in the late medieval English
community have been dealt with extensively by historians of the period. There
are many examples of historians using the documentary record to explore these

and other facets of peasant life, often with illuminating results.

Gender differences have been addressed by medieval historians. Women’s
work, and evidence for changes throughout the life-course in terms of economic
opportunity, have been analysed by, among others, Judith Bennett. Her study of
the manor of Brigstock, Northamptonshire, in the early fourteenth century
investigated the relationship between the sexes and how this varied throughout
a lifecourse using the evidence of manor court rolls. She argues that it was the
conjugal nature of households which largely structured relations between the
sexes and that it was household position — whether a person was head of a
household or a dependent — which largely determined individual experience.
She points out that these positions in a household were very often gendered but
that it was the position a person occupied rather than their gender which
necessarily mattered. She also argued that lower-ranked women exercised
slightly expanded social opportunities, such as attending court, vis-a-vis those
of higher rank, but that this was fairly minimal. In contradiction to many
authors, including Jeremy Goldberg, she also argued that, given the model
provided by her work in Brigstock which suggests that changes in women’s
‘status’ did not improve with a general improvement in the economy, the
changes wrought by the Black Death in the fourteenth century are unlikely to

have substantially altered medieval peasant women’s position (Bennett 1987).

Judith Bennett (1996) also completed a study on women’s participation in the
brewing industry between 1300 and 1600. This study utilised a large range of
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sources but especially ale-tasters’ presentments and records of the Brewers
guild in fifteenth-century London as well as literary and artistic evidence. She
emphasised the continuities in women’s involvement in this trade throughout
the profound changes over these 300 years and argued that, although there were
changes in the structures of the industry, there was no transformation in the
status of the work women did insofar as it remained low status, low skilled,
poorly paid and was accommodated around family tasks. She discusses the
commercial changes which took place, such as the professionalisation of ale
production owing to the increased market which came about from improved
living standards after the Black Death. Organisational change also occurred,
with guild regulation becoming common. Technological change which led to
beer, rather than ale, being brewed and regulatory changes such as various
schemes to licence brewers all affected the trade. All these changes are
discussed in terms of their impact on brewsters. She also considered the
ideological factors which affected the representation and therefore social
perceptions of brewsters and female victuallers. She argues that these changes,
insofar as they eventually forced women out of ale and beer production,

affected single women and widows before they did married women.

Another prominent historian of medieval peasant women is Barbara Hanawalt.
She published a seminal work on the medieval English peasant family in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries with a focus on the investigation into changes
wrought to this unit by the upheavals of this period (Hanwalt 1986). Her
fundamental thesis is that there was a considerable amount of continuity in the
medieval family because of its inherent flexibility. She discusses economy and
household size as well as the affective relationships between members of the
household. The sources for the study were mainly coroners’ records from
accidental-death inquests from Norfolk, Cambridgeshire, Lincolnshire,
Northamptonshire, Bedfordshire and Wiltshire but Hanawalt also consulted
wills, manor court rolls and literary sources. She also, rarely for a medieval

historian, used the evidence of archaeological material, to discuss, for example,
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village replanning, and used earthwork evidence to discuss the layout of tofts
and crofts (Hanawalt 1986:25, 43). She also utilised ceramic and faunal
evidence in her discussion of peasant standards of living (ibid.: 46, 52).
Hanawalt also published a collection of essays on the importance of reputation
in establishing and maintaining social order in the Middle Ages (1998), some of
which touched on these issues as they related to the peasantry. Of key
importance in these essays was an emphasis, using a variety of documentary
and literary sources, on spatial boundaries and their gendered connotations in a
variety of spheres in the Middle Ages. For example, she discusses the
ambiguous spaces of medieval taverns and the semi-public role the women who
worked there occupied and that this aroused hostility and suspicion. She also
investigates ways in which women were exhorted to behave in public spaces,
using the advice of advice books and sermons, and discusses women who

appeared to transgress these norms, such as Beguines and prostitutes.

Gender and social control has also been the topic of enquiry of Karen Jones and
Michael Zell (1998) who, using the court records of the Kent borough of
Fordwich, looked at evidence for social concern with personal morals and noted
a marked increase in this concern at the end of the fifteenth century. Even work
which is descriptive of, rather than analytical about, the various roles played by
medieval peasant women is important and much has been carried out by Jeremy
Goldberg. He has drawn on evidence for the variety of tasks medieval peasant
women were engaged in, changes throughout the lifecourse, women’s
recreational activities and so on (Goldberg 1992a). Masculine identities in the

Middl Agesamong have also been discussed by in terms of recreational practice
by historian Jeremy Goldberg (1999).

Peasant marriage has been much discussed by medieval historians. Jacqueline
Murray (1998) has discussed the implication of the church’s doctrine of
consensual marriage for the gender regime of the period. Using manor court

rolls she has argued that seigneurial control over choice of marriage partner was
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limited. For example, the court roll evidence from a manor in Norfolk between
1284 and 1290 indicates that pressure to marry particular people exerted by the
lord of the manor was actively and successfully resisted, thereby indicating that
the power of the lord was weak in this respect. Shannon McSheffrey (1998) has
examined court depositions to discuss gendered strategies in marriage
arrangements, for example women’s use of the ploy of needing consent of
friends or kin as a reason not to marry; issues also dealt with by Martin Ingram

(1981) in his work on various ecclesiastical courts.

Other issues discussed by medieval historians of the period include peasant
agency in the use of the courts, and the evidence for the clear political strategies
which emerge has been studied by Goheen (1991). Peasant perceptions of time
have been examined by John Bedell (1999). He uses proof of age records,
which were documents produced by the hearings which were held to determine
whether a ward of a lord had yet come of age, to discuss issues such as
relationships between peasants. He notes, for example, the emotion used in
descriptions of friendship. He also analyses which events were considered to be
of importance to the peasantry, interpreted as such because they were the ones
predominantly remembered by them. For example, mothers’ purification rituals
after the birth of siblings was frequently referred to by the jurors as well as the
deaths of brothers and fathers. Gender solidarity can be inferred from these
conclusions, as it was male relatives whose deaths were more frequently
remembered by the male jurors than that of female relatives. Similarly, the birth
of sons was remembered by the jurors more frequently than their own
weddings, although the weddings of female relatives were referred to more than
those of males, possibly because it was the jurors themselves who were
responsible for arranging these events. Bedell notes that it was family and
village events which were remembered most, whereas events of national

political importance such as wars and treaties hardly ever figured in these
recollections.
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The operation of power in the medieval village has been widely discussed in the
historical literature. A major debate has been the ability of aristocrats to
influence spatial organisation, and this is a key theme for those wishing to
discuss the peasant’s experience of power in the late Middle Ages. One of the
main participants in this debate is Christopher Dyer. He emphasises the unity of
the peasantry and suggests that the lords had neither the power nor the
inclination to exercise complete domination (Dyer 1985). He also argues,
among other things, that the lack of similarity in settlement form between
different estates of the same lord (and estates of the same type of lord), and the
lack of coincidence between manor and township as well as between the
distribution of nucleated villages and lordship type, provides us with evidence
that settlement form in this period was dictated more by the nature of the
settlement type prevalent in the region rather than by direct intervention from
the landlord (Lewis, Mitchell-Fox and Dyer 1997). Historians who, in contrast,
have argued that the power of the lord over the lives and physical surroundings
of the peasantry was much stronger include Christopher Taylor (1983) and
P.D.A. Harvey (1989). Taylor suggests that large numbers of all medieval
villages (and possibly also of dispersed settlements) were planned while
Harvey, although accepting that lords could be very respectful of local custom
on a day-to-day level and uninterested in the internal organisation of the vill,
considers that they were often extremely dictatorial when it came to matters
dealing with the village as a whole. He argues that this situation was not in fact
contradictory, and that the lords’ dictatorial powers were themselves an aspect
of custom. These conclusions, Harvey suggests, help to makes sense of the fact
that historians often conclude that medieval lords moved gingerly and carefully
around peasant customs whereas archaeologists are confronted with evidence
for lordly initiative having caused sweeping changes to the landscape (ibid.:35).
Although Harvey states that he is positing seigneurial power as only a possible
source of initiative in settlement change, he argues forcefully throughout that in

situations in which lordly will is not obviously the pre-eminent driving force, it
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can be seen that what was at stake in these situations had simply been judged to

be unimportant for the advancement of the lord’s interests.

Christopher Dyer has explored many other issues connected with seigneurial
power and peasant community. In a number of publications, he has used an
array of documentary sources to outline the specific practices through which
both the power of lordship and community were enacted (Dyer 1980; 1991;
1994a; 1998). He has outlined the role of village officials and the manor court
in mediating this relationship using specific case studies such as that of the
Bishopric of Worcester. Using fourteenth-century court rolis from this manor,
he drew attention to the way that orders made by manorial courts were not
always obeyed and deduced from this that there is evidence for administrators
being somewhat lax in pressing the lords’ interests. Many other historians have
also tackled these issues. Phillipp Schofield discusses the role of the manor
court in the lord/tenant relationship as well as such issues as the power of
kinship in the lives of the peasantry. He argues that the strength of family
networks varied and was dependent on the existence of opportunities for family
members to continue to live together and that a wealth divide was probably a
feature of the strength of kinship. He argues that poorer peasants were more
independent of both their immediate and extended kin as their families tended
to be smaller than those of wealthier peasants. The smaller landholdings of
these poorer peasants also meant that it was less likely that the children of these
peasants would inherit a piece of land of adequate size to subsist on, and that
this led to poorer people migrating to other settlements, away from their kin, in
search of economic opportunity (Schofield 2003). Miriam Miiller (2001, 2003)
also writes about peasant experience of seigneurial power, emphasising the
importance of personal freedom to the peasantry (although this is a debated
topic and will be dealt with in Chapter Six). Martin Pimsler (1977) uses manor
court evidence from Elton in Huntingdonshire to discuss the nature of solidarity
in the medieval village. He argues that the limited amount of reciprocal

pledging in this village suggests a lack of close ties among the peasantry and
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that officials were used for this purpose because neighbours did not have close
relationships with each other. Another historian to investigate interpersonal ties
in the medieval village is Elaine Clark. Clark (1994) investigated evidence for
“social welfare”; the ways in which peasant communities looked after the most
vulnerable amongst them. Using literary sources, handbooks of pastoral care,
and cartularies from monasteries she investigated treatment of orphans, the ill,
the old, labourers and vagrants and concluded that “the parish formed a world

where generosity counted and fellowship prevailed” (ibid.: 404).

The classic study by Edward Britton (1977) also stands as a testament to the
way that the use of documentary evidence by many historians can tell us about
“how the village actually lived” (ibid.: 167). His study covered the period from
1288 to 1340 and focussed on the manor of Broughton in Huntingdonshire. The
study dealt with issues such as the internal structure of families, and viewed the
village in terms of the community as a whole rather than focussing on manorial
history. Britton primarily used court rolls, but also account rolls and rentals. His
intention was to “give form and meaning to the lives of the villagers” (ibid.: 6).
Families were reconstructed from the court rolls and the role of village officials
was investigated, and it was found that social status and economic position
tended to be related to the holding of an official post in the village. The
hierarchy of the village was examined and co-operation in the form of personal
pledging and concords (out of court settlements) investigated. Land exchanges
and debt deals were also examined to determine the nature of peasant co-
operation and it was concluded that the behaviour of wealthier families was
different from those of the less wealthy families. Friction, in terms of criminal
behaviour as well in terms of cases of defamation and false claims was
considered, and it was apparent that it was between members of the lower and
highest groups that most conflict occurred rather than between villagers of
similar status. Social mobility was also explored and it was found that although
the people and families could move in and out of various social grades, the

structure and nature of these grades themselves remained relatively stable. In
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essence, it was the study of the village community that was at the heart of this
work, along with exploration of the practices which sustained or undermined

this community, both within the village itself and in the immediate region.

An aspect of peasant community dealt with by Britton, as well as other
historians, is that of social differentiation within the village and the roles played
by wealth, and the occupation of the role of the village officials among other
factors. Marjorie McIntosh (1986) wrote extensively about the difference

between cottagers and ploughmen, the use of the manor court and the position
of women in her study of the manor of Havering, Essex. Rodney Hilton was an
influential Marxist historian who was interested in the class nature of medieval
society. He discussed both solidarity between members of the class as well as
differences within it (e.g. Hilton 1975). His analysis of peasant women is a
classic example of Marxist thinking on gender inequalities, in that he interprets
the position of medieval peasant women as relatively favourable due to the
improving conditions for all members of this class after the middle of the

fourteenth century rather than as due to any social conditions which affected

them specifically because of their sex (ibid.).

1.4 Archaeology and history

From this necessarily brief review, it can be seen that it is historians rather than
archaeologists who have been most interested in, and who have most
successfully investigated, questions of gender, power and experience in the late
medieval English village. But archaeologists should not abandon the study of
these issues to historians, assuming that archaeology cannot address them and
that it is best to confine ourselves to issues many steps removed from actual
medieval people. The debate surrounding the relationship between history and

archaeology as disciplines, their source materials and the appropriate questions
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to ask of these provides is a useful prelude to explaining the approach to be
taken in this thesis.

Some scholars have argued for the importance of archaeology in investigations
of the past on the grounds that documents were written for the elite and that
therefore their use only allows us to see the rest of the population through their
eyes (e.g. Dyer 1988; Austin 1990: 12). It has also been claimed that historical
records may tend towards the official record of dominant groups (Miller 1989:
76), so that “archaeology itself therefore becomes an instrument of the limits of
dominance by recovering that history which time itself was expected to repress
in favour of the state chronicler” (ibid.). John Moreland, however (1991; 2001),
has refuted this view and has stressed that both documentary and archaeological
objects are conscious productions. Further, he has noted that archaeology is not
uniquely capable of writing the history of non-elite groups, and draws attention
to the work carried out by a variety of radical historians such as Martin Hall
who has written on the last two millennia of South Africa’s history and who

draws attention to the biases and suppositions inherent in the reading and

writing of historical narratives.

Documents have often been considered to be of limited use by archaeologists
because of their “particularistic” view of the past (Austin 1990:35) and because
they are best able to tell us about events rather than, as with archaeolo gical
material, give us information about processes (Tabaczynski 1993). It can be
argued, however, that the outcome of research into archaeological and historical
data is very much a product of the way they are interpreted and is not inherent
to data sources themselves. Depending on the approach adopted, an excavated
pilgrim badge, for example, can tell us simply about an event in the life of a
single peasant. Yet it can also tell us about the development of lay piety in the
late medieval religious sphere, including the popularity of particular shrines,
what was considered to be the most ‘powerful’ features of the shrine in terms of

the features which are recorded on the badge, and so on. Similarly, manor court
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rolls can tell us about individual events in the lives of the specific people
mentioned or, if evidence for unpaid fines, uncompleted labour services and
non-attendance at court were investigated over a protracted period, for example,

they can be read for evidence of long-term processes such as relations between

lords and peasants.

In fact, it may be a measure of medieval archaeology’s insecurity that there is
an apparent need to state the reasons for the inadequacy of the documentary
record and thereby stress the importance of archaeological data. Yet it simply
needs to be acknowledged that material culture and documents are both data
types whose production and consumption always were implicated in social
processes in which power was integral. Neither is ‘innocent’ of these effects
and the interpretation of both needs to be made with care and thought.
Historical archaeologists as well as historians of the medieval period need to be
aware that “there was no archaeology, no history, no architectural history in the
Middle Ages. There were total systems of communication” (Moreland 1998:
94). Essentially, we need to be aware that in the lived lives of the peasantry,
both writing (for example, in the context of the manor court), and material
culture played a part, that they were experienced ‘at once’, as it were. Both
sources need to be utilised by practitioners of both disciplines and it needs to be
recognised that both writing and material culture were oppressive of, as well as
being co-opted and negotiated by, the peasantry.

It is important that historical archaeology rejects the role of ‘handmaiden’ to
history, and therefore the present research has placed primacy on the possible
meanings produced by peasant encounters with material culture. Documentary
sources and concepts derived from them expounded by historians have certainly
been used in this thesis, as these concepts would have structured the lives of the
peasants themselves. But it is not the case that a ‘historical’ example needs to

be found to ‘prove’ a suggestion made via an investigation of the material
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culture. These evidence types need to sit side-by-side one another, and one

should have no more explanatory force than the other.

1.5 Key themes

1.5.1 Power

A central part of the current research is an investigation into the operation of
power among the inhabitants of the late medieval English village. The notion of
‘power’ has been thought about in many different ways and conceived of from
different angles by a variety of thinkers. The classic and influential Weberian
conception of power is one in which institutions or people hold power and gain
legitimacy from their position within the structures of society (see particularly
Weber’s discussion of political communities (Weber 1968: 926-40)). This has
meant that the state and other government institutions are usually seen as the

foci of struggles for social power (Paynter and McGuire 1991:6).

More recent theorising about the nature of social power, however, has viewed it
as a force which is not possessed by institutions but exercised by people, one
that is present in all social situations and one that is both enabling and
constraining, which both shuts down and opens up possibilities (see Lukes
1986). Michel Foucault has been a particularly influential thinker in this
‘second-stream’ of power research. He conceived of power as something which
is not essentially oppressive, but which is, in fact, productive of social
phenomena. The present work has been influenced by several of Foucault’s
concepts of power, particularly the notion of the linkage between power and the
production of knowledge. He writes that “there is no ... knowledge that does
not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations” (Foucault
1977: 27). Foucault’s concept of ‘force relations’ is also important in

understanding these ideas about power in that it allows us to conceive of power
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as existing in all relations and not as being ‘held’ by particular institutions.
Foucault (1978: 92) writes that “power must be understood in the first instance
as the multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they
operate and which constitute their own organisation”, and that “it is the moving
substrate of force relations which, by virtue of their inequality, constantly
engender states of power” (ibid.:93). Similarly, his notion of power as an effect
rather than as a property allows us to talk about it as being pervasive in all
social situations: “Relations of power are ... the immediate effects of ...

divisions, inequalities and disequilibriums” (ibid.:94).

Archaeologists have not been slow to consider the implications of this type of
theorising for their own work. Daniel Miller and Christopher Tilley have
utilised the distinction between ‘power-to’ and ‘power-over’ in their
discussions (Miller and Tilley 1984). This is a useful way to conceive of power,
which prevents it from being seen merely as repressive. Many feminist
archaeologists have also embraced these new formulations of the theory of
power (although it must be noted that there are significant tensions in the social
science literature between much Foucauldian thought and feminist concerns;
see papers in Ramazonglu 1993). For example, Tracy Sweely rejects large-scale
institutional, top-down ideas of power and writes that “power as a generative
source is produced not through authoritative discourse which is ...
unquestionable and therefore static, but in the interactions among individuals in
which its meanings and terms are continually created” (Sweely 1999:3). She
also adopts recent theorising about the nature of power by acknowledging the
role that personal, rather than institutional, factors can play. She writes that
archaeologists should start “including theories of interpersonal relations in
models of power relations based on archaeological data” (Sweely 1997:394)
and argues that “given that individuals’ interpretations of ideological
frameworks develop first in interpersonal contexts, the power that is associated
with these contexts for shaping, first, individuals, then the larger society

through the actions and interactions of those individuals, needs to be
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acknowledged” (ibid.: 396). Similarly, Alison Wylie (1992: 51) writes that “a
crucial insight of what has come to be known as ‘post-processualism’ is most
simply that power is a central dimension of all social relations” and,
importantly for the present work, she draws attention to the suggestion that the
“historically specific politico-jural form of authority that evolved in the west
appears to have come, by itself, to signify the total concept of ‘legitimate
authority’” (March and Taqqu 1986 cited in Wylie 1992:57). This point will be
taken up in Chapter Six and allows us to re-conceive the nature of what ‘power’

might mean in different times and places, without always referring back to our

own views of the loci of its operation.

Resistance to power is also a key theme of the present work and one which has
received sustained attention by various theorists, including archaeologists. For
example, Daniel Miller writes that power should be seen as “a force

establishing a domain of possibilities incorporating within itself the generation
of both domination and the modes of its resistance” (Miller 1989:64). This
leads us to expect resistance to power and to look for it in all contexts; to
assume its appearance. It can be argued that it is the lack of resistance, rather

than its presence, that should be explained. Scholars have started to stress the

need to look not just at obvious, major episodes of public resistance (for
example, the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381), but to see resistance in many low-level,
everyday activities. James Scott (1990) has brilliantly outlined the many and
varied ways in which those in a ‘subaltern’ position resist power, and urges us
not to accept the ‘official transcript’ of a society, but to look beneath it to the
reality of struggle. Many of the ideas outlined in his book are able to inform our
interpretations of archaeological material culture. Particularly relevant is his
notion of ‘infra-politics’, defined as “the circumspect struggle waged by
subordinate groups” (ibid.:183), an “unobtrusive realm of political struggle”
(ibid.), in which subordinate groups take part in “veiled cultural struggle and
political expression” (ibid.: 184). Scott’s approach allows us to view social

phenomena in a new light. For example, in his discussion of the nature of
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gossip, instead of viewing the practice merely as a means of deploying social
control between a group of equals, he illustrates — drawing on a variety of
conceptual tools as well as an empirical anthropological study of modern
Andalusian villages (ibid.: 143) — the way gossip works to maintain conformity
within a group, and thus a united front against dominant others. This concept of
infra-politics has been used extensively in the present study and it is argued
that, while not ‘invisible’, the infra-political activities of medieval peasants was

often either covert or extremely subtle.

Archaeological approaches to resistance have also been developed by Robert
Paynter and Randall McGuire (1991). These authors have encouraged
archaeologists to look for everyday forms of resistance and suggest that
villages, for example, may be a vital locus of resistance in some societies as
they were distant from dominant architectural symbols. It can be argued that
this is an overly-simplistic suggestion and one that fails to recognise both that
rural locations have their own forms of dominant architecture and that power
effects are produced in a myriad of ways. However, it is a useful beginning in
conceptualising the role that material culture can play in the deployment of
resistance to power. Similarly, Bill Frazer discusses possible archaeological
evidence for resistance. He argues that “resistance is often manifest in efforts to
“maintain” or refashion a perceived continuity of secure, familiar daily
existence. This sort of resistance is often related to proximate spatial relations —
the sharing of lived experiences — as well, and thus involves the creation or

maintenance of localized collective identities” (Frazer 1999:7).

Central to discussions of power and resistance, then, is the idea of practice.
What physically occurred, what possibilities and meanings were evoked by the
material culture that we study is key to understanding archaeological material
as evidence for the exercising of power and for resistance to it. Medieval
peasant studies, whether based on documentary or archaeological evidence,

tend still to conceive of power as emanating from institutions, and people’s
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power as being solely related to their access to these institutions. This stance
has particular implications for discussions of gendered power and is elaborated
on extensively in the final chapter. Medieval archaeologists must attempt to
read space, buildings and artefacts in terms of what they can tell us about

peasant practice and what meanings of power and resistance would have been
evoked thereby.

1.5.2 Gender

The archaeology of gender is practiced according to two, relatively discrete,
programmatic strands. Both Roberta Gilchrist (1994) and Marie Louise
Serensen (2002) dichotomise gender archaeology in terms of a
feminist/American practice and a non-feminist (apolitical) /European practice.
This dichotomy is further elaborated with the inclusion of a posited difference
between an interest in individual subjectivities (European) and a focus on the
division of labour and sex roles (American) in which the former approach is
seen to address issues of hierarchy and oppression while the latter does not. A
range of other ideas cluster around either side of this dichotomy, perhaps the
most important of which is the argument that the ‘ Americanist’ approach

universalises the experience of all women and fails to appreciate the way age,

sexuality and class interacts with it.

A sub-text of these discussions is one that can be seen to be involved with
historical veracity. Many authors take an embarrassed step away from second-
wave feminism’s role in initiating the study of gender in archaeology and argue
that the interest in questions about a division of labour and related issues is
simply a reflection of present political concerns and does not provide an
adequate framework for discussion of past societies. Their plea to investigate
difference rather than dominance, however (e. g. Gilchrist 1999:53; Meskell
2001:195), inspired by the works of queer theorists and theorists of ethnicity,

35



can be seen to be equally bound up with modern political frameworks, deriving

from post-modern emphasis on the politics of representation.

What this should make clear, once again, is the way our archaeological practice
is inescapably embedded in political frameworks. The writing of explicitly
feminist archaeology, which may include discussions of ‘phallocentricity’ or
‘patriarchy’ (e.g. Baker 2000), is logically no more ‘biased’ than the work of
archaeologists who discuss embodied subjectivities. This is due to the fact that
those discussions tend to be forced to rely, at some stage, on data which has
been collected or analysed using a positivist empirical framework, frameworks
which have themselves been shown to be products of very specific cultural and

political contexts. The notion of value-free research is, in any case, a chimera.

In some respects, the ‘American’ and ‘European’ types of research are
displaying only differences in scale and categorisation. My research is

focussed on specific villages and the relationships embedded therein (which
could be seen as an example of the ‘European’ approach), rather than, for
example, women’s exclusion from guilds or medieval legal attitudes to rape
(which could be seen as more explicitly ‘feminist’ in orientation and therefore
more typical of an American approach). This is only because I am interested in
exploring the contextualised experience of power rather than particular
categories in which power operated. The merits of this contextual approach can
certainly be argued for and are outlined below (see pp. 44-46), but it cannot be

suggested that these approaches allow us to produce archaeologies which are

safely neutral in terms of present political concerns.

Within the debate about the various ways to approach an archaeology of
gender, various concepts have been both bundled together and separated in a

way that, it can be suggested, is unsatisfactory. The concepts placed on either
side of the dichotomy are as follows:
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Gender groups/rights/sex roles/gender as an effect/ feminist archaeology
As opposed to

Individuals/subjectivities/discursive existence/gender as experience/non-

political archaeology

These concerns can be seen to be, in practice, ultimately connected. This
connected-ness is related to ideas about knowledgeable agents. One has both an
experience of sex roles, and a knowledge that one is fulfilling them as part of
various institutions connected to the exercise of power. Part of our subjectivity
can be constituted of our rights or lack of them and knowledge of that position.
There is nothing intrinsic about either approach to rule out, or insist upon, a
discussion of domination or patriarchy. In fact it can be seen that
contextualising gender, which is one of the often-stated goals of the ‘European’
school (e.g. Boyd 1997), is a fundamental first step in any political discussion
of gender as only this process has the power to de-naturalise current unequal

gender relations and, as these are often bolstered by appeals to their ‘natural-

ness’, de-legitimise them.

However, there is a certain type of gender archaeology which is problematic

and examples of this can come from practitioners on either side of the Atlantic
and is exemplified by a paper by Joan Gero (2000). In this paper, Gero argues
that recent discussions of agency are inherently ‘masculinist’ as they focus on
things such as decisiveness and assertiveness rather than traits such as empathy
which she implicitly suggests are female. Gero’s writing embraces as
essentially female, traits such as the ability to sustain caring relationships which
can be seen to have been ascribed to women by patriarchal institutions for their
own ends. These traits may well reflect women’s experience in many
situations, and there is therefore certainly a place for the discussion of these
characteristics and their linkages with women in specific historical situations.
However, to position these features as so absolutely essential to women that

theories which apparently leave them out are accused of being fundamentally
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flawed and essentially sexist, as Gero does, is to valorise characteristics that
have been ‘allowed’ to women by institutions which have always treated them
unequally, which can only serve to re-encage them. In addition, it could be
argued that this apparent focus on decisiveness, assertiveness, leadership and so
on is as much related to class as it is to gender. It is not possible at this stage to
assert either that some essential femininity exists or, if it does, what it consists
of. The type of opinion that Gero expounded can equally be found in much

radical feminist theorising (see Tong 1989) and is deeply problematic.

There has also been significant discussion in the literature of the social sciences
in general, as well as within archaeology, about the possible diversity of
‘genders’. The work of archaeologists such as Nordbladh and Yates are
exemplars of a certain type of research which argues, from current advances in
biology, that sex is as much constructed as gender. They write that “the gender
archaeologists present us with this vision: we will always have been labouring
under the tyranny of genital difference, which will always have been resolved
on the basis of the presence or absence of particular anatomical differences, on
to which have been grafted secondarily, the cultural apparatus of gender”
(Nordbladh and Yates 1990: 223). They go on to demonstrate that people have
a variety of chromosomal characteristics and that there are more combinations
that the usually-recognised XX and XY. Roberta Gilchrist (1999: 57-8)
similarly stresses the existence of third sexes and hermaphrodites in various
historical contexts. These types of arguments can be seen to be tied in to
broader post-structuralist feminist debates in which various writers, notably
Judith Butler, have, as an attempt to demonstrate the constructed nature of our
categories and the mutable nature of sex, been led to deny the real existence, in
any sense, of the presence of two sexes, and this in fact, leads them to
deconstruct materiality altogether (see Butler 1993: 9-10). However, in order to
de-naturalise our writing of socio-sexual arrangements in the past, which is
presumably the goal of writers such as Nordbladh and Yates, it is not necessary

to focus on the body and to insist that third sexes and so on are involved (see
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Moi 1999). Obviously, we must be sensitive to the possibility of more than two
genders, but, as Serensen (2002) points out, societies do react to perceived
differences between the categories ‘men’ and ‘women’ and therefore it is not
inappropriate for archaeologists to focus on these categories. In any given
context, it must be established, insofar as it is possible, whether these two
categories were the way in which gender was perceived by members of the
society in question. Once this has been established, it is hardly a ‘tyranny’ to
pursue analyses based on the assumption. It is only tyrannical if this dualism is
unquestionably accepted. The purpose of such focus on chromosomes,
hormones and the like is to make us think about denaturalising categories.
However, it is biologically deterministic to equate socio-sexual arrangements
with the body only. There are other ways to make us reconsider gender
arrangements which are not based on denying biological differences between
the sexes, and this is, in fact, attempted in Chapter Six. In addition, we must
question the validity of arguments based on new conceptions of human biology

for societies in which the relevant medical technology necessary to enable these

facts to be ascertained was not present.

Archaeologies of gender should seek to uncover the ways in which gender was
socially constructed in the past in a particular context and how material culture
was involved in this (Serensen 2002: 71). They should seek to investigate the
ways in which people became gendered and what this gendering involved in
practice. Material culture is productive of gender differences (Moore 1994
reprinted in Thomas 2000: 317-28; Gilchrist 1994: 15); particularly, it is
suggested in this study, through practices which tended either to be gender-
specific or which were carried out routinely in a shared spatial and temporal
context. Familiarity with a similar range of material culture produces shared
identities and shared habitus which strengthens the sense of similarity between
those who share it (Miller 1987: 104). This familiarity is especially implicated
in the construction of gender as it has been argued that gender identity in

particular is connected with a cumulative identification with a repertoire of
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forms and social practices (Sofaer-Derevenski 1998, cited in Chapman 2000:
173). This aspect of gender identity and solidarity — with the implications of a

shared familiarity with certain types of material culture — is an important part of

the concerns of the present research.

An archaeological discussion of gender also needs to take into account the kind
of micro-politics referred to in the previous section, defined as small-scale,
localised actions and practices which have power effects, as it has been
suggested that it is particularly useful to analyse sexual differences in these
terms (Gatens 1992). An analysis of these practices can tell us much about the
ways that gender ideologies which were propounded on a society-wide scale

could be undercut by practical behaviour in the actions of everyday life (Gero
and Scattolin 2002).

1.6 Key concepts
1.6.1 Agency

Ideas of ‘agency’ have gained currency in recent archaeological theorising and
the present thesis has this concept firmly embedded within it. As opposed to
meta-theories which see human beings as merely subjects determined by
environmental or economic forces or by over-arching social structures, the
concept of agency refers to the capability inherent in human beings for
purposeful action (see Hodder et al. 1995: 232). In many respects, the adoption
of this concept in archaeology was a reaction to the types of work that are still
prevalent in the investigation of the medieval period — archaeologies which deal
only with long-term processes of development. It was also a reaction to
structuralist interpretive frameworks in which interpretation of cultural contexts
was often made in terms of universalising dichotomies. Agency theory is an

attempt to put the people back into archaeology; to demonstrate that history is

40



made by people and that we need to attempt explanation on the level of people
rather than of broad processes which provide only abstract interpretations

which, at times, explain very little (see papers in Dobres and Robb 2000;
Barrett 2001).

The concept of agency has, however, been critiqued as being problematically
intertwined with notions of individualism and in positing an ‘agent’ too similar
to the archetypal rational subject of the humanist tradition, and also as
capitalistic and masculinist due to its focus on drive and power. Joan Gero
(2000:35) writes that “Subtly or blatantly, conscious or implicitly, most
“agents” of social theory — and the values they act upon - are gendered male.”
She bases this claim on her interpretation of current agency theory as valorising
‘masculine’ attributes such as decisiveness and assertiveness. Gero’s paper has
been critiqued above and, as well as re-encaging women in old stereotypes, it
can be suggested that arguments like this fundamentally misunderstand what
most agency theorists advocate, which is simply a re-focussing of analysis
back on practices and processes of change that are not functionalist or
structuralist. Gero suggests that we are merely replacing these overarching
categories with a similarly universalising one like ‘agency’ which, she suggest,
produces a monolithic ‘person’ ‘acting’ in monolithic ways “untethered to time
and space” (ibid.:38). Although no examples are given, it can be argued that if
work like this is actually produced by archaeologists, it would simply be the
result of a failure to practice contextual archaeology sufficiently skilfully rather
than being due to a conceptual flaw in the idea of agency as she suggests. In
terms of the supposed masculine-bias of the concept of agency, the contention
seems to be that a focus on characteristics that women have traditionally been
denied the ability to exercise (drive, power and so on) is yet another exclusion
of them from history. However, it can be argued that no-one is every wholly

oppressed, that humans in most situations have power always to resist in some

way and that it is not the concept of agency itself which is problematic but

rather some uses of it. Gero’s claim about the masculinist nature of agency
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theory is similar to other writers’ claims that a focus on power itself is
masculinist (Meskell 2001; Sweely 1999). It can be suggested, on the contrary,
that it is fundamentally important that power is theorised particularly when

there is a focus on a subordinate group (or groups which have been traditionally

conceived of as subordinate).

Although presumably some writers could use the concept of agency to write a
free, unencumbered, competitive individual into their archaeologies, there is
nothing inherent in the concept which means that these types of writing will
necessarily be the outcome of its application. A variety of writers have stressed
that agency is best thought of as referring to action, not individuality (e.g.
Bender, cited in Last 1995:149), and that the key to agency is how people effect
change, which necessarily involves all members of a society (Last 1995). As
George Cowgill (2000) has pointed out, it may be best to think of ‘agents’
rather than ‘agency’, which helps focus on the fact that all humans have some

measure of agency and can employ it to affect their situation, albeit sometimes

minimally.

Writers who emphasise the importance of people rather than structures can also
appear to give a very consensual view of society with their emphasis on
knowledgeable agents maintaining the structures of their culture, in their focus
on the individual, and in their privileging of the ‘moment of interaction’ as the
site of all meaning-creation. For example, Meskell (2001: 196) writes that
“identities are not coherent or prior to the interactions through which they are
constituted” and Hodder writes that “in the practice of the lived moment it is
impossible for all the abstractions and constraints of systems and structures to
be present except in the simplest of terms and most provisional of way”
(Hodder 2000: 26). These writers appear to give very little weight to supra-
individual structures — in Meskell’s case implying that one makes oneself anew
in each interaction and thereby failing to take into account the generative nature

of habitus (which both constitutes and is constituted by structures). Similarly,
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Hodder’s formulation assumes the existence of some a priori human

behavioural template which people employ ‘behind the back’ of structures.

Other writers, however, do address agency in a way that allows the theorising
of power that is so vital to an understanding of the perpetuation of long-term
inequality and the reality of oppression and which does so without resorting to
the reification of structure. For example, Barrett (2000: 66) insists that agency
is not the study of individuals per se and places resources at the centre of his
thesis, also noting that actors are specifically and therefore differently enabled
with not all having the same resources at their disposal. He argues that it is only
in terms of structure that agency becomes intelligible. Similarly, Judith Butler
writes that “construction is not opposed to agency, it is the necessary scene of
agency, the very terms in which agency is articulated and becomes culturally
intelligible” (cited in Hekman 1995: 203). These ideas are linked into this
thesis insofar as it is assumed that the actions of the medieval peasantry were

not determined by overarching ‘structures’, but were consciously carried out in

the furtherance of various strategies.

A final point to be made concerns the relationship between Foucauldian theory
and concepts of agency. It was mentioned above that aspects of Foucauldian
theory have been found useful in this research as have concepts of historical
agents. It can be argued, however, that these two concepts cannot sit easily
together and that Foucault’s discourse theory — which outlines the regulated
conventions and rules which govern the constitution of knowledge — allows no
space for subjects. For example, John Ransom (1993:133) observes that, for
Foucault, discourse “is identifiable without reference to subjective experience,
intentionality or personal aspiration”. However, agency is not necessarily
precluded in Foucauldian analysis. His later writings tended towards discussion
of the ways human beings turned themselves into subjects and did write that
local resistance is able to effect social change (Foucault 1982: 211-212; see
Preston 2000). Although it is true that his work often discuss power and
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insubordination as forces opposing each other with the people seemingly left

out, it is clear that individual agents are implicated in his thinking. For example,

he writes that:

Power is exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar
as they are free. By this we mean individual or collective
subjects who are faced with a field of possibilities in which
several ways of behaving, several reactions and diverse
comportments may be realized. Where the determining
factors saturate the whole there is no relationship of power;
slavery is not a power relationship when man is in chains.

(In this case it is a question of a physical relationship of
constraint) (Foucault 1982: 221).

It can be argued, therefore, that there is no contradiction between the use of

Foucauldian concepts and the consideration of historical agency.

1.6.2 Case studies: Ways of approaching the past

The bulk of the present thesis is comprised of three major case studies of

Yorkshire villages: Osgodby, Wawne and Wharram Percy. The approach taken
is of a detailed investigation of three settlements and their immediate

surroundings in order to elucidate the particular workings of power, community
and gender in specific situations. It is only by taking this approach that it is
possible to contextualise fully the operation of power and to avoid the
discussion of isolated aspects of past people’s lives which become dis-
embedded from the totality of their lived environment. This is an approach that
has been advocated by a variety of writers. Stine (1992: 104) notes that “we
cannot understand issues of social inequality without looking at the inter-
relationships of variables, moving away from isolated studies of a single
component™ and Gilchrist (1999) argues that many lines of evidence are best as
they may allow us to see possible areas of contestation. Bill Frazer writes that

“for archaeology ... we need more specific empirical studies that examine the



minutiae of local relations of power but contextualise them within a broader
social field” (Frazer 1999:6). Anthropologists have similarly argued that “it is
in the kind of material produced by ... fine-comb ... studies in confined contexts
that mega-concepts can be given the sort of sensible actuality that makes it
possible to think not only realistically and concretely about them, but, what is
more important, creatively and imaginatively with them” (Geertz 1973: 23).
Similarly, with regard to gender, Toril Moi (1999: 76) has written that
“concrete study of specific cases will tell us exactly what it means to be a

woman in a given context”.

Colin Renfrew has commented, however, that “the significance of most case
studies is clearly often felt to reside in their wider applicability and relevance”
(Renfrew 2001:125) and that they mostly are “based upon concealed
generalizations” (ibid.: 124). He stresses that this point needs to be analysed
carefully as it “hints at a lacuna in many theories of interpretive and
postprocessual archaeologies” (ibid.: 125). I do agree that case studies are
usually written to comment on more than their immediate subject. My own
work is a case in point. It is not the intention to comment only about the three
villages under consideration, but rather to elucidate an approach to the study of
the medieval peasantry which allows a consideration of the diversity of
experience of power and gender in late medieval contexts. There are also
examples of ‘generalisation’. It cannot be expected that there will be direct
evidence for how the fields at the village of Osgodby were used, for example,
but very safe assumptions can be made based on our extensive knowledge of
medieval field systems built up from a raft of evidence from other examples. It
can, in fact, be suggested that these characteristics of case-study approaches do
not, on the face of it, ‘hint at a lacuna’ in post-structuralist thought (the nature
of which is not explained, in any case, by Renfrew). The basis of Renfrew’s
objection seems to be that “one of the legitimate objectives of archaeology ... is
the explanation of long-term change” (ibid.: 125) which must “deal with a

range of factors some of which operate beyond the individual and the local”.
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This certainly is a legitimate goal, among others, and the pertinent factors do
operate beyond the individual and the local. It can be suggested that case
studies are concerned with investigating the specific, ‘on the ground’ operation
of these large-scale processes. Such studies are, it is true, related to a specific
locality but they do allow us to think about the possibilities of diversity within
the broader historical context under consideration. It can be argued that the

_usefulness of case studies is most pronounced when they accrete, with one
layering upon another, in order to provide a variety of ‘local’ views of various
processes and allow us to move towards investigating the diversity of these
processes; what appears unchanging between different contexts and so on. It
can be suggested that long-term change is explained this way more

satisfactorily than by the invocation of forces and processes which appear to

require no human intervention.

This thesis attempts the contextual archaeology of the medieval peasantry, and
in order to contextualise the experience of these people satisfactorily, it was
necessary to deal with all of the information it was possible to obtain about
particular contexts, in this case, three medieval villages. Instead of isolating one
form of evidence, perhaps a church, or a village lay-out, in order to try to
discuss the experience of the villages, it was felt necessary to deal with all of
these sources as all would have been part of the lives of the villagers. It is only

through doing so that a truly contextual archaeology can be achieved.

1.6.3 Other influences

The use of “thick description’ as a part of archaeological writing has been
advocated by archaeologists such as Matthew Johnson and John Moreland.
Clifford Geertz, its most well-known proponent, has stated that it involves the
investigation of “piled-up structures of inference and implication” (Geertz
1973:7) ; a consideration of all the meanings an action may have and a

drawing-together of “densely textured facts” (ibid.: 28). Geertz gives an
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example, following Gilbert Ryle, of the differences between a ‘thin’ and a
‘thick’ description of an event, in this case, the act of winking. In a ‘thin’
description, this action would be described as “rapidly contracting his right
eyelid” (ibid.: 7). The ‘thick’ version draws attention to the fact that a wink is
communication of a particular kind which is deliberate, to something in
particular, which imparts a particular message according to a socially-
established code and which ignores others in the group (ibid.: 6). Geertz then
goes on to describe other actions, such as parodying an observed wink, the thin
description of which might be the same as in the first instance but of which the

social meaning varies considerably and is explicable to the participants.

Matthew Johnson (2002:70) argues that employing ‘thick description’ is a way
of developing a “multi-layered and deep understanding of some of the
meanings and allusions that a particular ... feature might have had to
observers” and John Moreland (2001:117) calls for an “attentiveness to all ...
voices, achieved through the kind of close-grained analysis of texts and objects
which produces a Geertzian thick description”. A problem with the utilisation
of this approach is that it can result in writing which appears merely to list all
the various associations any object or piece of material culture might have had
in a particular time and place without any particular rigour appearing in the
making of these linkages. For example, Matthew Johnson, when discussing the
meaning of medieval castle gates and their characteristic opening and closing,
draws on an example of a seventeenth-century siege of Derry, Ireland, which is
not obviously relevant to the meanings which might pertain to gates in a
medieval English context (Johnson 2002: 71). He also suggests that some of the
possible meanings of gates were sexual, but only offers in support of his
argument the example of the thirteenth-century poem Diu Crone, which reads
“a knight attempting to rape a lady began to search for the castle, pressing
forward with great force so he could throw down as much of it as we wished ...
the bars with which the gate was secured could not be broken by his battering
ram” (ibid.: 72). Johnson does not make explicit linkages about how well-
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known this poem was and, if so, by whom, within what time-frame and so on. If
this type of problem is avoided, however, there is much promise in applying
this method to archaeological writing. It is linked with the idea of ‘tracing
connections’ (Shanks 2001:296); the thinking about possible referents,
experiences of and actions enabled by material culture. This approach
acknowledges that we will not be able to produce a definitive description of
what a particular piece of material culture means to a particular group of
people, but nevertheless attempts to suggest some possible meanings it may
have carried. The present research attempts to make connections and posit
conjunctions (Shanks and Hodder 1995); to explore the various contextually-

derived meanings that medieval material culture may have evoked for members

of the peasantry.

Phenomenology is another method which archaeologists have proposed to aid
understanding and description of culture in the past as it was “experienced by a
subject”, and thus make room for a discussion of the past which is not solely
concerned with societal structures (Tilley 1994). This approach has furnished
archaeology with a number of extremely useful ways to conceptualise space.
Particularly important among them is the insight that place is fundamental to
the establishment of person and group identities. Another valuable product of
this type of approach is the insight that space is comprised of various different
types: These are somatic space, which refers to the physicality of the body
which imposes schema on space such as left/right, and up/down; perceptual
space which is the space encountered and perceived by individuals in the course
of their daily practice; existential space which can be thought of as ‘group
space’ and is socially meaningful; architectural space which is deliberately
created; and cognitive space which is the site of reflection and analysis (ibid.).
Concemns expressed about the utilisation of a phenomenological approach
include the claim that it universalises bodily experience as if there was only one
way that all people experience the same space, thereby eliding differences

created by individual or group past experiences, as well as specific cultural
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beliefs about the perception and use of space (see Fleming 1999). Similarly,
positioning the body as the primary source of meaning not only privileges the
individual as the main locus of meaning-generation, it ignores the active nature
of material culture, that is, the ability of material culture to produce meanings.
Despite potential pitfalls, however, both ‘thick description’ and

phenomenological theorising have had a considerable, if indirect, influence on

the way this thesis has been approached.

A key focus of the present research is the positing of possible experiences, by
which is meant an exploration of the way in which individuals were constituted
by experience rather people having experiences (Scott 1991). Marie Louise
Serensen, however, has argued that archaeological studies of gender (but other
factors could equally apply) will be concerned with gender as an effect and a
process “rather than as an experience or as a state of being” (Serensen 2002:
74). She argues that this is because archaeology is best based on analysis “of
how gender is expressed through and with objects and actions” (ibid. emphasis
added). Her conception of gender being expressed through objects, however,
implies that there is a pre-existing gender to be expressed, which fails to take
into account the fact that the object itself will affect gender. This ‘idealist’
framework is what prohibits Serensen from allowing material culture to be
interpreted as affecting the experience of gender. It can be argued that gender is
experienced partly through objects which already have meaning or are part of
actions which have prior meaning which then affects the experience of the
object and of gender. Objects are not simply expressions or reflections of
gender. The interpretations offered in this thesis, with their substantial emphasis
on experience, are, it will be seen, ‘inventive’ in some sense (see Shanks and
Hodder1995). The interpretations are offering an interpretation, an
understanding (Graves 2000: 15 provides a précis of relevant aspects of
Gadamer’s hermeneutics) and have no pretentions to being the only possible
ways of understanding the meanings this material may have had. However, it is

hoped that the interpretations suggested are rigorously contextually bound and
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that therefore they, at the very least, provide an adequate starting-point for a

discussion of peasant experience.

1.7 Broader objectives

The aims of this research are to develop an archaeological approach to the study
of the medieval peasantry in a way which looks holistically at the evidence
available and which allows interpretations of power, community and gender
relations, of meaning and experience to be made. More broadly, it attempts to
contribute to a project outlined by Shanks and Tilley (1992; Tilley 1995). These
authors argue that we must use “the past as a basis for strategic intervention in
the present” (Tilley 1995:111) and that our studies must have “critical,
transformative intent” (ibid.: 115). It must be recognised that archaeology is a
micro-political practice, and therefore inherently embedded in contemporary
political discourse. The writing of any history can be one which “creates pain,
limits desire, mediates and bounds ... practice” (Shanks and Tilley 1992: 252)
or one which is a “locus of political action” (Wylie 1989: 95). The importance
of archaeology in efforts to critique and transform current social relations,
however, should not be overstated. It does, however, have the unique ability to
de-naturalise these current arrangements by demonstrating their historical
contingency (Wylie 1992, 1995). Alison Wylie mainly comments on the
potential of archaeology to denaturalise gender arrangements, a call taken up by
many other gender archaeologists (e.g. Baker 2000), but it can also do so for
other forms of power relationships. Frazer writes that “archaeologies that
address resistance are, potentially, not just writing power and agency into a
neglected past, but, in a small way at least, are also about writing power and

agency into a neglected present, and about writing hope into a future” (Frazer
1999: 8).
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The present research hopes to describe the specific processes whereby power
was deployed, resisted or acquiesced to in the medieval period. It is an account
of how peasants were both united and divided by their use of material culture,
how its deployment both bolstered and undercut seigneurial power, and how its
use was implicated in the negotiation of gender relationships. Demonstrating
differences between members of the peasantry as well as highlighting the
specific ways in which peasants resisted or complied undercuts the model of
monolithic seigneurial authority oppressing a monolithic, toiling mass of
peasants that is often constitutive of the images of the popular imagination of
this period. It is particularly important that new interpretations are presented to
the wider public, as confining them to an academic audience alone negates the
possibility that they can be used in wider social transformation. When current
interpretations of the medieval peasantry are problematised, it is usually by the
use of historical records, thereby rendering material culture of secondary
importance in the playing-out of these relationships. A history which presents
medieval power relationships as active and contested offers a history of
resistance which is valuable in encouraging the possibility of questioning our
own society. Problematising and undercutting monolithic ideas of masculine

control is also important; it should be a significant project for scholars of this
period and is expanded on in the final chapter.

The Middle Ages are a particularly important locus for this type of “critical,
transformative’ work. As many writers have noted, they “have been rendered a
point of origin in metanarratives of history” (Cohen and Wheeler 1997: xi). The
European Middle Ages is often a period of “example, metaphor and myth” in
the construction of modern social and political theory (Austin 1990: 14). The
medieval period of English history is one which is often harked back to as a
vital origin of English culture. Arthurian legends, romantic castles, knightly
honour are key concepts in the public’s consumption of the medieval past.
Images of the peasantry are of the ‘Baldrick’ type, dirty, plague-ridden,

humorous bumpkins. Because of these images and the place of ideas of the
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Middle Ages as being of foundational importance for the English notion of ‘the
past’, it can be seen to be very important to write about resistance to power and
the contingent processes whereby it was exercised in this period. This sort of
writing can emphasise the specificity of power relationships in the Middle Ages
and can help to avoid the co-option of the history of this period to support a
teleological narrative of domination in which societal and gender divisions are
forever the same and are therefore natural and unalterable. To be sure, the
archaeology of gender and power of Iron Age Kenya, for example, would be
equally fascinating but the position that Europe holds as coloniser, able to
impose its history and values on so many, and make its history dominant over
so many others makes it particularly critical to demonstrate the contingency and
negotiation in the power relationships at this time, in order to encourage a

consideration of the contingency of those in operation in our own time.

1.8 Thesis structure

As mentioned above, the bulk of the thesis consists of three case-studies, and
the reasons for this have been outlined. These three chapters are followed by
Chapter Five which is a study of various forms of material culture in a thematic
rather than case-study context. The reasons for this approach are explained at

the beginning of that chapter. The process whereby the case-studies were

chosen will now be outlined.

It was decided to concentrate on selecting settlements with substantial peasant
habitation remains as well as evidence of other types — manor houses, churches,
castles, field systems, documentary evidence — in the area that comprised the
three Ridings of Yorkshire before the boundary changes of 1974. Yorkshire
was chosen as the area from which case studies were to be drawn due to the
relatively large selection of excavated sites it was possible to choose from, as

well as to the existence of many churches with medieval fabric including wall
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paintings, and to the fact that a good corpus of medieval documentary records,
(notably court rolls) from the county are available. The decision to concentrate
on Yorkshire also hinged around the site of Wharram Percy, located in the

Yorkshire Wolds. Given that this work is developing an approach to the social
archaeology of the medieval peasantry, ensuring that it could be applied to the

most well-excavated medieval peasant village in the country was a priority.

The first step in the selection of the case studies was to research all published
sources of this type of work. Therefore, all volumes of the Yorkshire
Archaeological Journal were consulted; all annual reports from the Deserted
Medieval Village Research Group, Medieval Village Research Group and
Medieval Settlement Research Group were referred to as were as a number of
gazetteers and published surveys of excavated medieval rural settlements, of
which the following were the most informative. Maurice Beresford’s “The Lost
Villages of Yorkshire Parts II to IV” published in the Yorkshire Archaeological
Journal in 1955 listed all deserted villages in the three Ridings of Yorkshire
which had been identified from maps, documentary sources such as subsidy
rolls, and surveys as well as air photographs and field survey. The updated list
of these deserted villages along with a gazetteer of all excavation at medieval
house and village sites in the county from Beresford and Hurst’s (1971) volume
Deserted Medieval Villages: Studies was also consulted. The three volumes of
West Yorkshire: An Archaeology Survey to AD 1500 were also read (Faull and
Moorhouse 1981). These included the use of detailed archaeological, place-
name and documentary evidence which enabled the identification of all
archaeological sites in this county. The survey also set out a list of all known
artefacts and sites so a full picture of archaeological remains for this county was
able to be achieved. In addition, Archaeology in Eastern Yorkshire: Essays in
Honour of TCM Brewster was consulted (Manby 1988). This volume included
various articles on the archaeology of this county and a useful gazetteer of

medieval research carried out by T.C.M. Brewster on deserted medieval
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settlements in the county, among other important articles on the medieval

archaeology of the area.

This preliminary research based on published sources provided a list of
Yorkshire sites in which there was known medieval rural settlement remains.
The unpublished corpus was then investigated. Six Sites and Monuments
Records Offices - Humber SMR, North York Moors National Park SMR, North
Yorkshire SMR, South Yorkshire SMR, West Yorkshire SMR, and York City
SMR and UAD - were initially visited between October and December 2003.
The Yorkshire Dales National Park SMR was corresponded with by post
between December 2003 and January 2004. At these SMRs, a print-out,
computer database or other list of all medieval rural settlement records for the
relevant area was consulted. Each entry on these lists was investigated and the
type of information held on each recorded. All entries pertaining to the

archaeology of peasant settlement was explored further and, if necessary, the
information contained therein followed up by obtaining information from
English Heritage and the National Monuments Record. At all of the SMRs it
was also requested that a print-out be produced or any information available be
provided for sites which had been identified through the published corpus, to

enable as much information as possible for these sites to be consulted

Once these data were compiled, the case study selections were made and
numerous follow-up visits were made to Humber SMR and North Yorkshire
SMR throughout 2004 and into the beginning of 2005, primarily to investigate
medieval evidence for the immediate region of the villages. Three case study
villages were chosen because, firstly, they contained sufficient quantities of
both peasant-related material as well as that from the other data types required.
They were also selected because each offered different amounts of
archaeological data, and it was important that the approach to be developed was
able to be applied to villages in which archaeological investigations of various

scope had taken place. These were the villages of Osgodby, Wawne and
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Wharram Percy. At each of these places, the macro-scale processes of
siegneurial power and community impacted on the peasantry in variable ways,
and the holistic consideration of the material and documentary evidence

enabled productive insights into these specific experiences to be achieved.
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2.1 Introduction

The medieval village of Osgodby in the former North Riding of Yorkshire is
now a heavily-populated suburb of Scarborough (Fig. 1) and the only extant
signs of the settlement are a very small amount of ridge and furrow and one
house platform; all other traces have been totally subsumed by modern
development. The Scarborough and District Archaeological Society carried
out four excavations on the site of the village in 1956, 1963, 1964 and 1965
initiated by the finding, in the spring of 1956 of a quantity of medieval
material. A limited amount of excavation was undertaken at this time in
both Fields 1 and 2 (Fig. 2). In 1963 a complete survey of Field 1 was
completed, and trial pits and two buildings were partially excavated.
Another small excavation took place in 1964 and a final and major series of
excavations on Field 1 occurred in 1965. The results of these investigations
have been published in two reports, the first reporting on the 1963
excavation only, and the second dealing with the remainder of the material
(Farmer 1965; 1968). The pottery recovered had earlier been published in a
Research Report in 1961 (Rutter 1961) as had a review of all documentary
evidence relevant to the village (Rimington 1961a). In 1990, further
fieldwalking and geophysical survey were carried out by the Society in what
would have been the western side of the north-south row (Pearson 1991).
There have also been numerous small-scale investigations carried out by
commercial units prior to various phases of development work (Upson-
Smith and Hall 1997; On Site 1998a; 1998b; Martinez 1998; MAP 2000a;
MAP 2000b; MAP 2001a; MAP 2001b) and two larger reports were also

commissioned prior to road building which was to have affected Osgodby
(BHWB 1996; Dennison 2002).
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The following summary of the medieval material is drawn from all of the
various investigations into the medieval settlement mentioned above. In the
southern section of the east-west road pits with faunal remains were
recovered. These pits were associated with pottery of the thirteenth century
as well as a cobbled floor of the fourteenth century. On the north side of this
road, a number of enclosures were excavated. Each appeared to contain one
building all of which dated to the fourteenth century. In Enclosures A, B and
D there was evidence of thirteenth-century occupation followed by that of
the fourteenth century. Enclosure D contained a complete building of
fourteenth-century date, the wall between Enclosures C and D contained
thirteenth-century pottery, and Enclosure F contained the remains of a
fourteenth-century dwelling. The evidence indicated that, although some
pottery and pits dating to the twelfth century and thirteenth centuries were
recovered from the village site, no complete buildings of these centuries
were found; all substantial structural remains were dated to the fourteenth

century. In addition, there were no noteworthy finds of pottery or structural
evidence recovered datable to the fifteenth century.

No complete medieval standing building remained at the time of the primary
investigations in the 1960s, however the north and west walls of the
fourteenth-century chantry chapel were still standing at this time. A report
on the chapel, which utilised both documentary and architectural evidence
was published in 1960 (Rimington 1960).

2.2 Households at Osgodby

The available evidence for an investigation of households at Osgodby is, as
outlined above, fairly thin, as not only were the excavators interested solely
in the remains of buildings and medieval pottery, many of the remains
themselves had been affected by post-medieval disturbance. In addition, it
has not been possible to utilise any artefactual or faunal evidence as only a
very small amount has been published and even that lacked information

about provenance or date. It appears that this information, if ever recorded,
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has been lost as the excavation archive in the Scarborough Museum contains
no trace of it. The household evidence at Osgodby consists, then, of the
excavated remains of five house enclosures from a row of six of which only
three had any significant information about the medieval structures therein.
However, despite the limitations of the evidence, we can still attempt an
investigation into the possible experiential aspects of the peasantry’s
encounter with the material culture of the households of Osgodby and, as all

of the structures date to the fourteenth century, this investigation will take

the form of a synchronic analysis.

It must be pointed out at this stage that, although it is often difficult to
differentiate domestic from agricultural buildings in medieval peasant
contexts, there seems sufficient evidence to argue that at least two of the
excavated buildings at Osgodby were domestic buildings of the fourteenth
century; these are the building in Enclosure E which contained a significant
area of burning, and the structure in Enclosure D which had a hearth. The
first point that can be made about the households of the village is that there
was a considerable definition and separation of household enclosures. Each
was separated by a bank at least one metre wide, and in one case almost four
metres wide (Farmer 1965). Not only were the enclosures clearly separate
units as confirmed by both excavation and survey work, there is no evidence
that any alteration of these units occurred at any time in the fourteenth
century. As Serensen (2002: 160) has commented, “Architecture ... provides
a physical form to which categories and meaning can be attached”, and it
can accordingly be suggested that these clearly-defined units of space also
defined a categorical unit. This unit — the household — can therefore be
posited as a distinct experiential and conceptual entity which remained

unchanged in its architectural manifestation over the course of the
fourteenth century.

A second significant feature of the household evidence at Osgodby is that
there is no indication of any internal divisions to any of the buildings

excavated; the buildings all appear to be single-roomed (Farmer 1968).

There are, for example, no discontinuous areas of stone walling which are
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typical of separate bays in buildings (see Wrathmell 1989a: 7), or internal
masonry which would enable us to suggest the existence of a cross-passage,
or slots in the floor which would allow us to surmise the existence of a
partition made of material other than stone. There is also none of the usual
evidence for a long-house structure either, such as byre stone or different
types of flooring surface (the latter, for example, was a feature of the
medieval houses in the village of Wawne, see Chapter Three). Farmer
himself writes that all the buildings were single-roomed, with the exception
of the building in Enclosure D, which he states was “almost certainly a four-
bay cruck cottage” (Farmer 1968: 59) a claim recently repeated by Dennison
(2002). However, Farmer confusingly writes earlier in the 1968 article
about the building in Enclosure D that “as there was only some six feet
between [the] flat stones and those of the southern wall did not match those
of the northern wall, the usual cruck-type cottage seems to be ruled out”
(Farmer 1968: 54). Indeed, upon detailed examination of the illustrations, it
seems clear that the ‘padstones’ do not line up but Wrathmell (1989a) has
alerted us to the fact that the absence of padstones does not preclude the
existence of cruck construction. Regardless of the construction method, the
size of the building in Enclosure D rules out the possibility that it was a
longhouse or, indeed, multi-roomed. It was only five and a half metres long,
the same length as the other house for which we have this information at
Osgodby, that in Enclosure B. These lengths certainly preclude the
possibility that the buildings were longhouses. In comparison, at Wharram
Percy, longhouses ranged between approximately 12 and 27.5 metres in
length (Andrews and Milne 1979; Wrathmell 1989a) and Type C
longhouses at Wawne were no shorter than 10 metres (Hayfield 1984). The
Osgodby buildings, therefore, do not seem to have been long enough to
have housed both humans and animals, nor to have been multi-roomed.
There are other excavated examples of non-partitioned peasant houses, for
example House One in Site II at Boulby, Cleveland (Aberg and Smith
1988,) and House Three in Hatterboard, near Scarborough, dated to the
thirteenth or fourteenth century, (Rimington 1961b), the period 2 House 5 in
Croft A in Goltho, Lincolnshire dated to the thirteenth century and House 22
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in Croft C at Barton Blount, Derbyshire dated to the fourteenth century
(Beresford 1975).

The internal arrangement of space of the houses of Osgodby is not known in
detail. The only building for which we can be certain of the placement of the
hearth was that in Enclosure D. In this structure, a fireplace had been
constructed of sandstone blocks with a hearth made of narrow limestone
slabs in an ‘inglenook’ arrangement. This was located at the west end of the
building, indicating that cooking and other activities were not located in a
central part of the house. The information from this house, therefore, does
not accord with Matthew Johnson’s assessment that the late medieval house
was focussed upon a central room which formed the second part of his
postulated tripartite design which included a chamber, a hall and a service
end (Johnson 1993). Other examples of medieval single-roomed houses are
known from Yorkshire, such as from the excavated house on the ‘farm’ site
of Great Close on Malham Moor in the Yorkshire Dales (Raistrick and
Holmes 1962) in which a charcoal area, presumably used for cooking, was
located against the wall of the building, not at the centre. Although it is
certainly possible that areas of the houses at Osgodby were differentiated
from each other by various non-architectural and archaeologically invisible
means, Parker-Pearson and Richards (1994: 24) stress the reflexivity of the
relationship between the physical and the conceptual. This allows us to
suggest that, at the very least, houses in which there were architectural
divisions would have been the site of more profound conceptual and

activity-based differentiation than those without.

The information we have for the houses at Osgodby, in their lack of internal
division and absence of central hearths (in those cases for which the hearth
position is know), contradicts one of the most prevalent assumptions about
medieval peasant housing. That peasant houses were divided into separate
areas of space, which mostly took the form of a tripartite division into a
byre/storage area, central living area with hearth and a third area, possibly
for sleeping, tends to be assumed by most writers (see Grenville 1997: 121-
56). When single-roomed houses are noted they are either interpreted as
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being examples of an earlier building tradition (ibid.: 134-5) or as examples
of the housing of poorer members of society (e.g. Beresford 1975: 23, 28;
Clarke 1984: 33). However, the argument that single-roomed houses were in
existence earlier in the Middle Ages than were longhouses does not hold.
The example from Hatterboard, North Yorkshire, was dated to the thirteenth
or fourteenth century, House 5 at Goltho was occupied in the thirteenth
century, and House 22 at Barton Blount was dated to the fourteenth century.
However, it is possible that single-roomed houses were occupied by the
village poor and that the wealthier peasants built and lived in longhouses
and, later, courtyard farms. At Osgodby, as the excavated houses were
positioned together along one side of the east-west road, it is possible that
the houses represented an area in which the houses of the village poor were
spatially concentrated. However, the likelihood of this being the case is
weakened by the evidence we have for the presence of relatively ‘high-

status’ items on some enclosures (see below p. 64).

The presence of these single-roomed houses in Osgodby also challenges
many of the more general arguments made about the organisation of
domestic space in the Middle Ages. Amongst those who have discussed the
organisation of space in the peasant house is Matthew Johnson. As
mentioned in the previous chapter, Johnson argues that the meanings of
space within the peasant house were congruent with the meanings of space
within a manorial seat, and that the division of the house into a hall with
rooms coming off it was present even in humble peasant houses (Johnson
2002: 169). Johnson believes that the occurrence of a uniform tripartite
design throughout all medieval houses reflected common principles of
medieval patriarchy (Johnson 1993; 1997; 2002). He claims that this
arrangement meant that everyone knew their place, physically and socially,
in a variety of settings (Johnson 1993:158). David Hinton similarly argues
that “by the end of the thirteenth century there was an underlying unity in
the concept of what a house should provide” and that the “similarity of
internal space suggests a cultural unity” (Hinton 1990:163), a view echoed
by Mark Gardiner who writes (2000: 159) that the “key features of the

domestic form were to be found at all social levels.” These assertions need
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to be problematised. Certainly, it appears that it was more common for
medieval peasants to live in longhouses or buildings divided in some way.
However, the thrust of these arguments is the contention that the presence of
these spatial divisions was uniform throughout the various strata of
medieval society. The data from Osgodby, and from the other sites
mentioned, show that this uniformity did not exist. If only some, not all,
peasants lived in houses divided up this way, it can be seen that this spatial
code was not universally recognised throughout the Middle Ages, and that
the arguments for shared social knowledge and cultural unity therefore do
not apply to all social contexts of the period. In some settlements at some
times, this uniformity between social groups may have been apparent and
Johnson’s conclusions thereby substantiated, but it can be seen that they are
not universally applicable, and that in villages like fourteenth-century

Osgodby, space in peasant houses was deployed differently from the way it
was in most aristocratic residences.

There is also only sparse evidence for the presence of paths on the tofts at
Osgodby. On two of the enclosures (A and F) there is evidence for the
presence of more than one structure, and a pathway flagged with
cobblestones was found running between the two in Enclosure A. The
existence of more than one building suggests a separating-out of activities
within the toft and ideas of the ‘proper placement’ of different types of
material culture. But as we have absolutely no evidence to suggest the

functions of these buildings it would be imprudent to speculate further.

Finally, it must be noted that during the course of the 1966 excavations, one
coin was found. It was an Edward II (1307-27) silver penny from the
Canterbury mint (Farmer 1968). There is no mention of its context so it is of
course possible that it was dropped by the lord of the manor or a visitor to
the village. However, we do know that peasants themselves made extensive
use of coinage for a variety of purposes in the late medieval period (Dyer
1997). These included for the payment of rent, and the purchasing of goods
at local fairs which, in the case of Osgodby, would have included the fair at
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Scarborough (which lasted for an extraordinarily long period of 45 days a

year at this time (Rowntree 1931)).

The presence of the coin alerts us to the range of relationships which the
peasants of Osgodby were engaging in both within the village and more
widely. It also draws attention to the extent of the ‘monetisation’ of peasant
consciousness in this period. I do not intend to engage with the arguments
about the economic system of medieval England as a whole; the extent to
which it was already capitalist (e.g. MacFarlane 1978; Hoyle 1995; Snell
1989) and so on, but rather to emphasise a significant aspect of peasant
mentalités. It is not suggested here that the value of goods and land did not
have a deep and symbolic resonance for the members of the peasantry,
particularly in the case of land — this is inevitable given the generations-long
periods for which families occupied a particular plot. Nor is it suggested that
the lay-out and use of land was not intensely symbolic as Matthew Johnson
argues (Johnson 1996). It must be understood, however, that this symbolic
component did not operate in opposition to ideas of monetary value. In
many settlements in this period there was an active land market, for
example. Moreover, peasants had an acute sense of monetary value as can
be seen by a glance at any set of manorial court rolls from the period -
values in shilling and pence are routinely placed on all sorts of losses, be the
offences crimes against property or against the person. For example, in the
session of the manor of Wakefield from the 13 May 1332, “an inquisition
finds that John Milverson beat the wife of Robert de Ourum to her damage
4d. Therefore he is to make satisfaction to her for the 4d” (Walker 1983:
70). Peasants at this time, including those of Osgodby, engaged in a variety
of extra-familial relationships which had money as a medium, and they did

conceive of many of the resources which they utilised in terms of their
monetary value.
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2.3 The Village
2.3.1 The village community

One of the most immediately noticeable features of the archaeological
evidence at Osgodby on the village-wide scale is the extent of the variability
evidenced in buildings of the same period. For example, the buildings in
Enclosures E and F were positioned much closer to the road than were the
buildings in the remaining enclosures. There was a considerably wider bank
(of approximately six metres) between Enclosures C and D than between
any of the others. Similarly, the enclosure baulks ‘“varied in height and
width” (Farmer 1968). It is also quite possible that the building in Enclosure
B was made entirely of stone as the walls were much thicker than those of
the other buildings and were capable of supporting a single-storey stone
building and there was, in addition, no evidence (e.g. post-holes) for timber
construction. There was evidence of external paving in Enclosure E but
nowhere else. And while it seems likely that the buildings in Enclosures D
and B were thatched as no roofing material was found, that in Enclosure A
not only produced evidence for ridge tiles but also a high percentage of
glazed pottery. The building in Enclosure F had predominantly glazed
pottery associated with it and also green-glazed roofing tiles (ibid.).

It can be seen that the variation between the buildings in these enclosures
was quite considerable and would have been apparent to the medieval
inhabitants. This has implications for the way we approach a discussion of
the peasantry’s self-image as a community in this context. Two points can
be made here. Firstly, the evidence does not support David Hinton’s
argument that peasants wanted their houses to be similar to others in the
same social position to bolster the corporate sense of community (Hinton
1990). Secondly, this evidence challenges the deductions of a number of
authors who have argued that the lay-out of many medieval villages is

evidence for a particular kind of peasant self-image. For example, Andrew



Fleming argues in his analysis of settlements in Swaledale, Yorkshire, that
houses which lie together along the same axis represent a “close-knit
community” (Fleming 1988: 110). Matthew Johnson has also argued that
the lay-out of the medieval village reflected the cohesion and self-image of
the population (Johnson 1996). Although there clearly is a regular
arrangement of tofts at Osgodby, the available archaeological evidence does
not present us with a picture of fundamental similarity in house appearance
and construction. It seems clear that more than the arrangement of similar-
size enclosures side-by-side along a road needs to be considered before
deductions about peasant community are made. What the observed variation

does imply, however, is villagers’ power to alter and affect the structure of

their household. It is clear that the inhabitants of this village in the
fourteenth century (at least those in the archaeologically-visible buildings)
had the resources needed to erect very different sorts of houses both in terms
of freedom from seigneurial constraints and, for some at least, financial

resources. It is equally clear that these resources or the intentions of the

actors varied between them.
2.3.2 Lordship and religion in the village

It has been suggested that Osgodby was, at least in part, a planned medieval
village of possibly two phases (Dennison 2002: 14). Dennison considers that
an assessment of the earthworks implies that, instead of the dog-leg
morphology of the road that we see in the excavated village (and which in
fact is still in place today), the main road may have originally been located
considerably to the west of the present main road, positioning the
earthworks in Field 4 to the east of this road. The hall complex would
therefore, at this stage, have been positioned at the northern edge of the
village. He suggests that the east-west aligned road, which the excavated
enclosures are on the north side of (and one house platform has also been
excavated on the south side of this road), may have been a planned
extension to the village carried out by the Bard family possibly in the early
fourteenth century at which time they held the entire manor. (ibid.: 7, 14-
15). He makes this argument based on earthworks to the west of Field 4
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which he believes indicates that the initial north-south road ran along this
trajectory. The existing north-south road, he believes, was a back lane and
the east-west road, along which the excavated house plots lie, is then
interpreted as a planned extension, an interpretation strengthened, he argues,

by the regularity of the lay-out of these house plots.

Yet, despite the scholarly attention routinely paid to the regularity of
medieval villages as evidence for lordly planning, it is arguable that, in
terms of assessing the peasant experience of these settlements, these issues
of planning are of less significance than they may at first appear. A grid-like
‘planned’ structure would have been familiar to fourteenth-century residents
of Osgodby from other contexts, most notably the town of Scarborough
which was only two and a half miles away from Osgodby (Pearson 1987).
The villagers, therefore, would have experienced a lay-out similar to that of
their own village in a situation in which the seigneurial situation was
different from their own. Thus, in conjunction with the evidence about the
variety in material culture discussed above and the implications for the lack
of seigneurial constraints this evidence may denote, it would be difficult to
argue that the possibly-planned nature of Osgodby was one experienced and
‘read’ by its inhabitants predominantly in terms of lordly power. Although
people may not choose the form of some of the structural features of their
lives, the initial intention or author of these conditions can quickly become
redundant in the lived experience and co-option of them. It is therefore
possible that for the villagers of Osgodby in the fourteenth century, it was
wholly irrelevant whether or not the lord had originally laid out their plots.

The topographical setting of lordship in the village is also of interest.
Although the full extent and lay-out of the medieval village is not known,
the presence of ridge and furrow, banks and fish-ponds in various areas
around the settlement clearly show the limits of occupation (On Site 1998a;
1998b; MAP 2000; MAP 2001a; 2001b, Martinez 1998.). The hall was,
thus, always a focal point of the village and was positioned to the west of
the enclosures in which the excavated buildings lay. In one sense, the

inhabitants of the excavated enclosures were in very great proximity to the
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