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THE FAMILIAR PAST?

The popular perception of archaeologists as people who dig up things from the
prehistoric or classical world is being challenged. Archaeology, as the study of
physical remains of the human past, includes the Victorian workhouse as well as
the Bronze Age axe. This collection surveys material culture from 1500 to the
present day and demonstrates how its study can bring a new understanding to
what we think of as the familiar past.

The Familiar Past? draws together current interpretative work in Britain,
explicitly influenced by recent methodological and theoretical developments.
Fourteen case studies include discussion of issues such as the origins of modernity
in urban contexts, the historical anthropology of food, the social and spatial
construction of country houses, the social history of a workhouse site, changes in
memorial forms and inscriptions, and the archaeological treatment of gardens.

The study of the material past can address complex social issues concerning
power, identity and meaning. Using a multitude of sources — documentary, literary
and material — historical archaeologists are well-equipped to examine these
questions.

The Familiar Past? is essential reading for students of archaeology and social
history.

Sarah Tarlow is Lecturer in Archaeology at the University of Wales, Lampeter.
Susie West is completing her PhD at the University of East Anglia.
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INTRODUCTION

Susie West

While we reject empathetic responses, the experience of engaging with the past
as archaeologists is intimately bound up with the impact that sites and artefacts
make through their resonances of past activities and past minds. A past populated
with individuals becomes ‘alive’, and this (indirect) contact is one of the rewards
and motivations of research. Arguably, it is this sense of contact with the past
that has been lacking in British post-medieval archaeology. Post-medieval
archaeology in Britain is conventionally held to start after 1500 or 1550, and in
practice ceases by 1750 to judge by the lack of published work going beyond that
date. Post-medieval archaeology does not have a flourishing image as a research
area, and can be unfavourably contrasted with intellectual explorations in
prehistoric archaeology. Years of data collection have not been illuminated by
questions centred on people. Modern archaeology has evolved through a vigorous
period of reassessments of the purpose and methods of the discipline since the
1960s, and is now aligned with other human behaviour disciplines such as
anthropology and sociology. The reasons for post-medieval archaeology’s lack of
involvement with the general disciplinary evolution of archaeology are not clear,
but there is some evidence that one specific definition of the practice of
archaeology has acquired a longer life within the community of post-medieval
researchers than elsewhere. The fundamental questions that define the existence
of our discipline deserve consideration in this community. Why, and how, do we
do archaeology?

Archaeology, as the study of the physical remains of the human past, includes
the nineteenth-century workhouse as well as the Bronze Age burial mound; the
country house as well as the stone axe. If prehistoric archaeology is about making
the unknown more familiar, the archaeology of historic periods is often about de-
familiarizing what we think is the known past. The recent past surrounds us,
observable daily through standing buildings and the cumulative alterations to
the landscape. Yet we live with the results of cumulative actions, phases of creation
and alteration which have their own historically specific contexts, possibly founded
on quite different assumptions about society and human behaviour. Archaeology,
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as a discipline concerned with material culture, has a valuable contribution to
make to current debates about the more recent past. These debates include,
amongst others, issues of consumption and appropriation, changing social and
political ideologies and the creation of modern identities.

This volume is the result of the editors’ interest in taking up the challenges
that American historical archaeology offers to British post-medieval archaeology,
already expressed through such work as Johnson 1996. Historical archaeology in
the United States has become increasingly better known in British archaeological
circles, through the work of prominent authors such as James Deetz and Henry
Glassie, and through urban archaeology projects which are of necessity focused
on recent centuries. British practice can draw on the innovations and successes
of American historical archaeology in producing theoretically informed and
inclusive accounts of the recent past. There is still a lack of British published
work dealing with post-medieval archaeology in the form of research-driven
projects, although individual scholars are producing innovative work (e.g. Johnson
1993 and 1996; Williamson 1995). Much published post-medieval archaeology
does not rise to the interpretative challenges that are posed by a social archaeology
able to consider social identities and multiple meanings. It is clear that British
post-medieval archaeology is in danger of trailing behind other areas of work
which do have something to say about communities and ways of living. What
have we most to gain from adopting American modes of producing historical
archaeology? How do British traditions help us develop a new formulation of the
recent past’?

An examination of the production of post-medieval and historical archaeology
in Britain and America can demonstrate structural questions arising from different
histories of the discipline. Problems in British post-medieval archaeology can be
identified and confronted by another look at the nature of the modern discipline.
One of the main issues is the naming of the subject, and brings into question the
now traditional periodization of post-medieval archaeology as being sometime
after 1500 and possibly ceasing by 1750. These dates may no longer be relevant
to an understanding of the process of becoming a modern society. Above all, the
argument must be made for producing research about the recent material past
that contributes to the wider archaeological project of understanding human
behaviour through action in the material world.

ON BEING OVER-FAMILIAR

Our starting point is that the recent past is perhaps not as ‘familiar’ to us as its
apparent accessibility through diaries, novels, plays, music, gardens, villages,
antique shops, costume dramas or television adverts suggests. Precisely because
the products of the recent past have a high survival rate around us, our own daily
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practices may rework and reassign new, contemporary meanings to the material
culture that survives from quite different social origins (think of the appeal of
the thatched country cottage for holiday homes now, compared to the grim reality
of the poverty they housed). Villages and towns have modern shopfronts inserted
into centuries-old buildings; post-industrial capitalism continues to have massive
impact on our physical surroundings as industrial sites are abandoned and retail
centres spring up in out-of-town green-field sites. Our material world is always
changing: as our immediate surroundings evolve, so do our interpretations of
them. Urban spaces might seem to become more threatening or more accessible;
countryside dominated by agribusiness and light industry becomes more economic
but less ecological; medieval churches acquire central altars and loo blocks,
becoming more relevant to modern times or destroyers of tradition? This is not
an argument about the meaning of ‘progress’, but about the presence of change
in superficially immutable places.

People change too. Empathy with previous generations is encouraged through
the availability of sources that offer direct voices from the past, but we are not
‘just like they were’. The social construction of identities evolves over time and
space, as individual people experience new factors in their relationships with
their interior life, their kin, work relations, leisure time; new political opportunities
emerge with the franchise; economic gains and losses are experienced. Individuals
in the past, however attractive to the present observer, always retain their
historically specific context, and therefore their understandings of their world
will not be ours. ‘Familiar’ people and places in the past can instead point up the
differences between now and then, and in doing so may add to our understanding
of now. Arguably, historical archaeology has more to offer than the distant
prehistoric past to the project of exploring what it is to be human. Its potential is
manifest in the richness and diversity of sources available and through its
immediacy in present experiences.

THE IDENTITY OF ARCHAEOLOGY

British archaeology has developed as a broad and varied discipline. Data retrieval
and classification developed in the nineteenth century have provided the
foundations and hallmark methods of the discipline. However, archaeology is
not just concerned with digging up the past. At its innovative best, it has the
ability to explore ‘social and material practices — what people do, the way they
do it, the meanings they attach to what they do’ (Johnson 1996: 1-2). The
assumption that material culture carries meanings beyond the obviously functional
is widely established across disciplines such as archaeology, anthropology, history,
art and architectural history, psychology and sociology. An archaeological
approach to material culture prioritizes the material results of human action in
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context, in order to gain information from the location and placement of artefacts,
structures and features in relation to each other. An artefact taken from its site
without any record loses most of its archaeological value.

The material evidence for social practices is derived chiefly from things people
construct, own, modify and discard: their own bodies (in life through clothes,
tattoos, piercing, and in death through burial practices), their animals and plants,
objects (including texts), buildings and landscapes. The debate discussed here
does not concern best practice in extracting data, but rather is about the
identification and interpretation of the different levels of meaning which are to
be discerned in material culture.

Changing attitudes to standards of explanation and interpretation within
the discipline are often outlined in accounts of the development of archaeology
through the identification of major theoretical schools which are concerned
to use material culture to define and explain human behaviour (see for example
Renfrew and Bahn 1996; Trigger 1989). In parallel with other disciplines,
there has been a movement away from an empirical, narrative-based mode of
research, through diversification in the 1960s, drawing on developments in
computer science, the history of science and the perceived need for general
explanations of human behaviour. First known as the New Archaeology,
processual archaeology gained its name through its emphasis on understanding
the processes involved in systems of human activities. Such systemic accounts
have tended to prioritize functional, adaptive explanations of human choices.
Pioneers such as Lewis Binford developed the links between archaeology and
ethnography in order to research prehistoric cultures through parallel surviving
cultures.

Traditional and processual archaeologies have not produced explicitly political
agendas. Archaeology does encompass various explicitly political philosophies,
chiefly Marxism and feminism, which themselves cover a range of formulations
and aim to produce archaeologies of all social groups. A counter-movement to
processual archaeology became prominent in the 1980s, known as post-
processualism, reacting against processualism’s attempts to produce general
statements about human behaviour from functionalist analyses and the absence
of imaginative ways of discussing the role of symbolism and abstract meanings in
material culture. Again, post-processualism included a broad range of
philosophical standpoints, and may be compared to the rise of post-modernism
in literary theory.

The chapters in this volume are all influenced by the social, contextual
archaeology that has evolved from debates between the schools in the 1980s.
Contextual archaeology prioritizes the need to consider material evidence within
a web of relationships, or contexts, that are historically specific. It defines material
culture as ‘active’: physical surroundings are seen as imbued with symbolic
meanings which shape actions (giving cues about how to behave, belonging to a
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social group, being welcome or in the wrong place, etc.). Furthermore, the socially
constructed meanings can evolve with society, without changing their physical
attributes. There is therefore a constant exchange or a ‘reflexive’ relationship
involved in the human experience of the physical world (Shanks and Tilley 1987
and 1994).

The approaches exemplified in this volume can be contrasted with a body of
work in Britain: traditionalist archaeology, seemingly untouched by any theoretical
school of archaeology. This approach rejects or ignores explicit theorization,
preferring to track cultural change without reference to social processes, through
classification and description. Traditionalist archaeology does not recognize that
material culture is active in being created by, and shaping, human action.
Processual archaeology has been criticized for failing to address this possibility
also, but it certainly recognizes that material culture involves human action in
the form of selected choices, albeit that such choices are understood as functional
and adaptive. David Clarke, pioneer of British New Archaeology, has characterized
traditionalist archaeology as historical, qualitative, particularizing, literary,
narrative, isolationist and authoritarian (Clarke 1972: 54). The historical
philosophy of traditionalist archaeology comes from its relationship with Whig—
Liberal historiography, the dominant form of historical framework perhaps as
late as the 1960s in Britain. Untouched by subsequent developments in social
history and cultural anthropology, traditionalist historic and prehistoric accounts
attempt to create Whiggish narratives of cultural change, driven by teleological
appeals to political change, i.e. prioritizing an inbuilt drive towards political
outcomes.

This definition is not intended to undermine the quality of the data that
traditionalists produce and work with. A glance over the relevant national period
journals and local multi-period journals indicates the quantity of such research.
Norfolk Archaeology, the journal of Norfolk archaeology and local history,
celebrated 150 years of its society’s existence last year (1996). In the past thirteen
years it published 127 major papers and shorter notices. Of these, some twenty-
seven concerned post-medieval material culture (after 1500 AD) using artefactual
and site evidence, while post-medieval documentary studies (often of individuals
or institutions) comprised a further nineteen. This is a very encouraging proportion
of research, but the sample falls into narrow categories. Six of the twenty-seven
papers concerned buildings, all except one now demolished, ruined or disused,
and all with early sixteenth-century origins or earlier. Most of the twenty-seven
papers focused on the seventeenth century. Developments in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries only appeared as brief episodes at the end of accounts of
these building histories. The research questions behind the papers were
predominantly concerned with establishing chronologies, ownership, occupation,
function and typological significance, rather than with any explicit discussion of
the relationship of the case study to wider research frameworks. The output of
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such a journal is a real mine of data, but such narrative case studies sit within a
theoretical, and therefore interpretative, vacuum.

DEFINING ARCHAEOLOGICAL DATA

In order to understand why British post-medieval archaeology has been dominated
by adherents of no explicit theoretical school, we can suggest that the
traditionalists’ definition of the discipline must be formulated in a way that is no
longer shared by other communities of archaeological scholars. The foundation
methods of the discipline (data collection and classification) if taken as an end
in themselves can be seen to have a profound effect on the type of cultural products
that are considered appropriate to study. It is equally the case that certain classes
of data receive more or less attention according to the theoretical perspective of
the researcher. For example, prehistoric house sites have received little attention
from processual archaeologists, since the microscale of domestic activities has
been considered as less important and detached from the macroscale problems of
regional socio-economic organization (e.g. settlement patterns, trade and
exchange) (Tringham 1991: 99). In contrast Marxist and feminist approaches
can prioritize this: ‘the analysis of social change at a microscale has long been
recognised as an essential scale for the study of social relations of production,
including gender relations, especially in non-capitalist or pre-capitalist social
formations’ (ibid.). Thus the analysis of house sites in the context of social change
has been enabled by post-processual or contextual archaeologists. However, certain
questions may not only be irrelevant to the central theoretical problems of one
perspective. They may also appear to be more easily researched through other
sources, usually texts, and be rejected for study on this ground alone.

To judge from the bulk of work dealing with the period after 1500, traditionalist
archaeology survives in Britain particularly within the framework of post-medieval
archaeology. Traditionalist questions are limited to low-level data compilation
issues of how many, where, and what forms a given product takes. The cataloguing
of medieval pottery is found to be appropriate for the discipline because of the
lack of other sources for that information. Research into eighteenth-century
factory porcelain can be rejected, because of the availability of written records
and their assumed potential for answering the low-level questions (Anon. 1967:
1). Higher-level questions, concerning the meanings assigned to the pottery, may
therefore be rejected in this formulation of the discipline as either impossible to
answer with satisfactory proof or as lying within the province of social history. In
other words, traditionalist archaeology implies a restrictive definition of what is
correct and appropriate knowledge for archaeology. This results in the ontological
problematization of archaeological knowledge within a recent historic period.
Our contention is that this limited notion of archaeological research is inevitable
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if a conception of archaeology as concerned with collecting and classifying data
within an outdated historical framework persists. In contrast, the adoption of an
anthropological formulation of archaeology makes this particular search for
‘correct’ knowledge redundant.

The link between traditionalist and post-medieval archaeology is not exclusive.
British archaeological research in historic periods after 1500 is being produced
with social theory in mind, and has been influenced chiefly by American studies
in historical archaeology. The ‘new wave’ of historical archaeologists in Britain is
only just visible in the literature, but is becoming established through recent
conferences (chiefly through the annual Theoretical Archaeology Group
conference, the biggest research forum for British archaeology). Several new
questions arise from this development: the relevance of American post-
Columbian, colonial agendas, the relationship of archaeology to histories of the
modern world, and the relevance of American treatments of archaeology as
anthropology to British archaeology. In particular, what should British archaeology
for the periods after 1500 call itself?

ARCHAEOLOGY IN HISTORIC PERIODS:
THE RISE OF THE MODERN WORLD

Current American historical archaeology has its own specific historical
trajectory. The excavation of colonial settlements in the USA and subsequent
archaeological analysis have provoked debate since 1910 over the place of
historical archaeology: as the handmaid to history (filling in textual gaps) or
as anthropology (producing interpretations in its own right). Unlike in Britain,
prehistoric archaeology has always been classified as deriving from
anthropology. Historical archaeology, defined as a subfield of history by some
early American practitioners, was initially proposed as a useful data provider,
filling in gaps in the written record and locating known historical sites such
as houses of prominent named settlers. Until developments in dating and
designing questions of artefacts showed that American archaeologists could
ask different questions from those asked by historians and get answers from
material culture products it was in danger of appearing as a retrieval technique
for antique collectors (Binford 1978; South 1978).

American historical archaeology is now firmly placed within the
anthropological project of the exploration of the rise of the modern world. This
general project itself evolved from a multi-disciplinary research expansion from
the 1970s (Schuyler 1978: 252). In contrast, British archaeologists do not have a
tradition of working within anthropology, and have preferred to treat archaeology
as a separate discipline, albeit one that is closely related to anthropology. The
potential place of historical archaeology in Britain is however exemplified by the
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place that American practice has shown can be found within an expanding
discipline. Central archaeological concerns such as ethnicity, gender, kinship,
the character of social relations of production or the meaning and transmission
of style are all anthropological questions. They are more familiar to a British
audience from research in prehistoric contexts, but are now found within historical
archaeology. In the past quarter of a century, such questions have developed out
of the exploration of the processes of change in human societies past and present,
through material culture as the expression of ideational worlds.

THE RISE OF MODERN MATERIAL BEHAVIOUR:
AMERICAN AND BRITISH DIFFERENCES

The general project of material culture studies in historic periods is to produce
an ethnography of everyday life in a symbiotic relationship with documentary
studies (Beaudry 1988: 1). The forms of such ethnographies in America are
due to historically specific circumstances of settlement and colonization,
immigration, social organization around slavery, politico-geographical
divisions, contact and conflict with aboriginals. Broad social questions that
arise from exploring the structure and meaning of material culture are therefore
bound to address contextual circumstances. In American studies, this results
in a focus on relations between, and the created identities within, ethnic
groups. The chronological definition of historical archaeology is much simpler,
taking the circumstances of colonization after c¢. 1500. Questions concerning
the transmission of cultural attributes into colonial settlements resulted in
the formulation of Deetz’s influential model of the ‘Georgian order’. In this,
Georgian is taken to stand for a cultural shift to modernity (Deetz 1977: 39,
111-17). The different contextual circumstances of Britain and America call
for consideration of the relevance of such approaches.

First, one of the strengths of some American work lies in its prioritization of
social groups which are under- or unrepresented in the documentary record, for
example the study of slave quarters and freed households (see Ferguson 1992;
Orser 1991). Through its access to the material evidence of anonymous and
illiterate groups of people whose experience is often left out of mainstream
narrative histories, historical archaeology is particularly well placed to consider
issues like wealth and social control in the past. This can be summarized as the
drive to produce inclusive rather than exclusive history, finding a voice for
‘immigrants, children, women, slaves and free African Americans in the models
of social behaviour that are created through historical narratives’ (Leone 1995:
251). For Britain, the same categories exist, although created for differing historical
reasons, and deserve the same consideration. British history also embraced the
slave trade, provided a new nation for immigrant groups and saw ethnic identities
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survive or vanish, but to date we lack research that addresses these groups and
their relationship to material culture.

Second, the relationship between archaeology and history has to be thought
out when examining the established chronological division between medieval
and post-medieval archaeology in Britain (a relationship documented in Austin
1990). There is no comparable event in British history to the arrival of European
colonizers with a completely alien culture. Historical archaeology has not yet
become a standard term within British archaeology, and an older periodization
into early medieval, medieval and post-medieval archaeology has been retained.
Medieval archaeology ends with medieval history, and post-medieval starts with
the historian’s use of early modern, at 1500. This periodization does not seem to
be in question for traditionalists, and can be presented without definition (see
Crossley 1990). Industrial archaeology occasionally appears to succeed
chronologically, tackling the period after 1750. This periodization is clearly very
focused around medieval archaeology, and anything later is defined with reference
to what it is not, i.e. post medieval.

The first question concerns the traditional periodization of the post-medieval.
Recent work suggests that its definition in time between c. 1500 and ¢. 1750 is
losing its appeal (not a new idea within history, Braudel 1973). Instead, the
evolution of long-term structures found in the emerging modern world are located
from 1400 (Johnson 1996: 17-19). The year 1750 looks equally open to question,
relying on the arrival of an Industrial Revolution as a unique event. The need to
closely define the rise of the modern world ignores the calls for the establishment
of a sense of process and for contextualism in the production of archaeological
interpretation. This problem has parallels elsewhere, for example in transitions
in British prehistory. One idea might be to look at art-historical periodization,
and borrow ‘Renaissance archaeology’ for 1400-1600, and to positively define
Britain after 1600 as early modern, using an approximation of the historian’s
term. The question of how this would relate to the historian’s use of modern for
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is less clear, as ‘modern archaeology’ sounds
very much like a statement about the contemporary nature of its practices. Both
early modern and modern could be subsumed within the defintion ‘later historic’:
is there, given our insistence on the importance of processes, any need to further
divide the ‘rise of modernity’? Perhaps this is too sweeping. There is an argument
for considering a division in the early nineteenth century, given the substantial
social and economic changes that can be traced after this time in contrast to the
preceding decades. We then arrive at Renaissance, early modern and modern
archaeology to take us up to the new millennium.

The need to consider the relationship between the two disciplines of
archaeology and history has been raised not only by the internal history of
American historical archaeology, but also by traditionalist British archaeology’s
adoption of an illustrative, gap-filling role. No discipline of maturity can carry
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this remit: where there is material culture, there can be an archaeological analysis
and interpretation (see an early use of contemporary culture for teaching purposes,
Gould and Schiffer (eds) 1978). The development of archaeological theory has
established the value of looking to other disciplines that can contribute to
understanding material culture, such as sociology, historical geography or literary
theory. For Renaissance and later historical archaeology, modern history’s interest
in popular culture must be an essential component to finding Leone’s absent
people. One example would be the rise in interest in consumption studies,
highlighting mass consumption and the constitution of identity (summarized in
Glennie 1995).

[t is notable that none of the contributors to this volume have felt it necessary
to justify their studies either to archaeologists or to historians as a legitimate
approach to the early modern and modern periods. In the past, relationships
both with historians and with archaeologists of earlier periods have been the
source of some tension, as historical archaeologists have struggled against what
they have perceived as a double marginalization. We hope that the absence of
this discussion from the chapters of this volume signals the development of a
more mature relationship between social history and British historical archaeology.
The editors and contributors to this volume do not have a combative relationship
with social history as a discipline. Matthew Johnson has pointed out that as
historians develop an understanding of the text as material culture, attending to
the context of production and use, and as archaeologists try to ‘read’ archaeological
material through interpretive strategies developed in the study of texts, the two
disciplines are increasingly elided in any case (Johnson 1996: 14).

Reading into the output of another discipline demands familiarization with
its agendas, methods and sources if we are not to make elementary misuse of
what we identify as results to be imported into our own work (a familiar problem
for non-scientists trying to use scientific reports in archaeology). Ideally, historical
archaeologists should be willing to learn about the production of history from
historians. Without an understanding of the discipline that has to a large extent
set up the narrative framework for the historic periods we are concerned with
here, we place ourselves in a poor position to comment upon and enhance that
framework.

So far we have supported moves to bring recent centuries of British history
well within archaeology’s ambit, suggested refinements of the traditional
periodization, and called for historical archaeologists not only to be proficient in
the core skills of dealing with material culture but also to develop mature
understandings of the business of writing history. For the specialist researcher,
this may be an obvious qualification, but how does this apply to generalists working
in field units and consultancies around Britain?

While some larger units support period-specialist managers, most fieldwork
undertaken in advance of development is led by managers used to dealing with a
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range of site types and chronological divisions. Two problems affect the recovery
and interpretation of post-medieval (literally defined as after 1500) data. The
first is that archaeologists who work within the English and Welsh planning system
issue briefs requiring archaeological intervention prior to the development or
alteration of sites. These archaeologists, working within structures of management
of the archaeological resource or heritage, are in practice curators of field
archaeology. Their decisions as to the value of post-medieval archaeology can
therefore make or break the successful recovery and interpretation of recent
centuries of material activity. As Gould notes in this volume, valuing the recent
past is not an automatic part of managing our archaeological heritage. The curators
must be convinced of the potential value of collecting such data for answering
wider social questions in order to provide the basis for more developed
interpretations. Again, ‘post-medieval’ archaeologists need to become aware of
the problems inherent in defining their subject too narrowly.

Once the archaeological brief is issued and taken up by an archaeological
contractor, the second problem may arise with the level of interpretation that
results from the fieldwork. Arguably, the low level of interpretation, usually no
more than a summary description of results, required of most rescue projects is a
multi-period problem, and a structural problem in British field archaeology that
has not been resolved since policy statements on publication standards began. A
problem that particularly affects post-medieval archaeology is the full publication
of only certain phases of a multi-phase site, excluding post-1500 levels. Most of
the contributions to this volume are the result of individual research projects,
conceived and carried out by a single researcher. There is as yet little sense in
British archaeology of a research community addressing similar questions or
undertaking collaborative research. Such a community of specialist historical
archaeologists should be seen to be taking a question-driven approach, and to
encourage high-level interpretations in a way that current specialist research
groups (such as the Neolithic Studies Group) have demonstrated to be effective
in involving curatorial and contracting archaeologists. The latest layers of a site
may then have a chance to be published and ultimately form part of a synthetic
statement, if their place in a research agenda is understood. In the future, more
open and perhaps formalized structures of communication can only benefit the
social archaeology of the last 400 years.

The complaint about the lack of resources will probably sound familiar to all
archaeologists, as indeed it will to those engaged in academic research in all
disciplines in Britain today. But the archaeology of the familiar past poses particular
problems: developers, for whom archaeology is often synonymous with prehistory,
can be unable or unwilling to recognize the importance of archaeological research
into later periods; some of the funding bodies responsible for resourcing larger-
scale archaeological projects share this prejudice. As a result of these factors
there is a noticeable paucity of large-scale and ambitious research projects into
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later historical periods in Britain. There are no research-driven excavation
projects, for example, on a scale which corresponds to the large excavation and
survey projects around prehistoric or early historic sites. Where larger projects
do occur they tend to be rescue- rather than research-driven, bringing together
the results of a number of different small archaeological rescue projects which
were never selected to be part of a research programme, such as the Norwich

Survey which operated between 1971 and 1978 (Atkin and Evans 1982: 92).

INCLUSIVE OR EXCLUSIVE?

Fieldwork is one of the most direct links professionals have with the tax-paying
local and visiting public. A visitor-friendly urban excavation site can attract media
and public interest, and regular visitors can see the changes archaeologists make
to the site, long before the changes that previous occupiers have made are
published by the archaeologists (Matthews, this volume). Such sites, just as
standing buildings, have a present existence that includes, for instance, recent
attrition through bomb damage in World War II or municipal car park provision
and the development that succeeds the rescue excavation: these material
interventions are part of the story as much as the early Saxon post-holes. We
began this discussion arguing that historical archaeology had so much to offer
through the range of sources available and directness of experience for the public,
often because landscapes and townscapes are visible and accessible. An
archaeology of the local community should incorporate the recent past in a way
that elucidates the form and significance of change and survival in the physical
environment. For example, Ross on Wye is a small market town in Herefordshire.
In the centre of Ross on Wye is a mid-seventeenth-century market-cum-court
hall, recently put to new use as a heritage centre. It contains an interactive video
on the archaeology of the locality up to the Saxons, but does not discuss the
changes to the building (a large and externally intact timber-framed open ground
floor and single-room upper floor) and its market square. The designers of the
heritage centre have ignored the context of their display. The impressive physical
presence of the building is a perfect vehicle for exploring the relationship of its
material form to its social history: how it survived to the present, the historical
changes it has witnessed, perhaps exemplified by the rise and fall of markets, the
significance of the upper room, and its role as a centre of control.

Much of this part of the discussion has dealt implicitly with the public
accountability of archaeologists. Shanks and Tilley have put forward more
stringent ideas about the nature of the power of our discipline to select and discard
material evidence about different groups of people, and about ownership of the
past (Shanks and Tilley 1987). Their call for the recognition of the inherent
power relations involved in the selection of appropriate research areas should
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have resonance for historical archaeology, dealing as it should with marginalized
groups, disempowered voices and the complexities in creating and defining
communities in space and time. Let us not be shy of problematizing our own
modern society and of seeking out the unfamiliar or reinventing the familiar.

THE STRUCTURE OF THIS VOLUME

The fourteen chapers gathered here are grouped by related topical themes, in
internal chronological order. They are supported by the Introduction, which seeks
to identify how historical archaeology can and does operate within the discipline
of archaeology in Britain. ‘Afterwords Across the Atlantic’ continues to debate
the ‘archaeology of history’. Sarah Tarlow explores the broad substantive themes
found across the chapters and identifies further areas of work. Charles Orser
comments on Old and New World intellectual positions, and looks towards global
collaboration.

The first section, The Familiar Past?, introduces topics that are explicitly
supra-regional in their scope. Roger Leech discusses the origins of modernity in
urban contexts through a review of approaches to urban space, consumption and
the relationships of excavated, above-ground and textual evidence. Drawing on
historical and archaeological work, identifying the potential for a historical
anthropology of food using integrated evidence, Sara Pennell presents a detailed
overview of approaches to studying food. Alasdair Brooks shows how social and
historical models of nationalism can influence material culture analysis.

‘Familiar Spaces’ takes three case studies of classes of well-known elite buildings
that receive individual substantive treatments. Matthew Johnson deals with the
transition from medieval to modern through the parallel changes in the
reconstruction of individual identities and the reassigning of meanings to high-
ranking castles. Kate Giles also explores this transition, and focuses on corporate
identity and the physical changes to medieval guildhalls that facilitated their
continuity of meaningful use. Susie West identifies the potential for ‘de-
familiarizing’ the English country house as constructed in architectural historians’
accounts through social questions that can be explored by spatial analysis.

‘Breeding Contempt’ turns from the ‘polite’ to architecture of the masses. Gavin
Lucas traces the history of an urban site that began as a late eighteenth-century
workhouse and is currently a college of further education, and uses themes of
social control and group identities. Shane Gould relates the current good practice
of a county archaeological unit in valuing post-medieval archaeology to specific
case studies of institutions and social space. Keith Matthews discusses an
excavation of a later nineteenth-century slum courtyard, and the class relations
of its existence and clearance, with the public interest generated through its
excavation.

13
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In ‘Familiar Spirits’ Sarah Tarlow problematizes changes in memorial forms
and inscriptions as a response in the modern period to the decay of the dead
body, linking a greater degree of individualization in commemorative practice to
attitudes towards the self and the body. Susan Buckham shows how consumerist
issues can be explored through the relationship of the producer and consumer of
nineteenth-century gravestones, using documentary and material evidence to
identify choice and negotiation in the marketplace. Harold Mytum addresses
issues of identity through the construction of a specific monument form in a
Welsh context.

‘Old Familiar Places’ returns to the need to de-familiarize, in relation to
landscape issues. John Carman proposes ways of re-evaluating the significance of
battlefields, now grassy meadows but once bloody. Tom Williamson offers a review
of the archaeological treatment of gardens in the wider context of reshaping the
landscape for pleasure, and through historically specific issues of eighteenth-
century gardens.

This volume aims to demonstrate the potential of approaches to complex
social issues arising from the emergence of modernity in Britain. We hope it will
be of value to researchers who, like those published here, are seeking inspiration
for how historical archaeology can operate in a British context. To some extent,
we offer a manifesto for later historical archaeology in Britain. By this, we do not
mean to constrain future research but rather to expand and facilitate innovative
and unfamiliar ways of looking at the last 500 years of British history.

References

Anon. (1967) ‘Editorial’, Post-Medieval Archaeology 1(1): 1.

Atkin, M. and Evans, D. (1982) Excavations in Norwich 1971-1978; Part 1, Norwich:
East Anglian Archaeology for the Norwich Survey.

Austin, D. (1990) ‘The “proper study” of medieval archaeology’, in D. Austin and L.
Alcock (eds), From the Baltic to the Black Sea: Studies in Medieval Archaeology, London:
Unwin Hyman.

Beaudry, M. C. (1988) ‘Introduction’, in M. C. Beaudry (ed.), Documentary Archaeology
in the New World, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Binford, L. (1978) ‘A new method of calculating dates from kaolin pipe stem samples’, in
R. L. Schuyler (ed.), Historical Archaeology: A Guide to Substantive and Theoretical
Contributions, Farmingdale, NY: Baywood Publishing Co.

Braudel, E (1973) Capitalism and Material Life 14001800, London: Weidenfeld and
Nicholson.

Clarke, D. (1972) ‘Models and paradigms in contemporary archaeology’, in D. L. Clarke
(ed.), Models in Archaeology, London: Methuen.

Crossley, D. (1990) Post-medieval Archaeology in Britain, Leicester: Leicester University
Press.

Deetz, J. (1977) In Small Things Forgotten, New York: Anchor Books, Doubleday.

14



INTRODUCTION

Ferguson, L. (1992) Uncommon Ground: Archaeology and Early African America 1650—
1800, Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press.

Glennie, P. (1995) ‘Consumption within historical studies’, in D. Miller (ed.),
Acknowledging Consumption: A Review of New Studies, London: Routledge.

Gould, R. A. and Schiffer, M. B. (eds) (1978) Modern Material Culture: The Archaeology
of Us, London and New York: Academic Press.

Johnson, M. (1993) Housing Culture: Traditional Architecture in an English Landscape,
London: University College London Press (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press)

——(1996) An Archaeology of Capitalism, Oxford: Blackwell.

Leone, M. (1995) ‘A historical archaeology of capitalism’, American Anthropologist 97:
251-68.

Orser, C. (1991) ‘The continued pattern of dominance: landlord and tenant on the
postbellum cotton plantation’, in R. H. McGuire and R. Paynter (eds), The Archaeology
of Inequality, Oxford: Blackwell.

Renfrew, C. and Bahn, P. (1996) Archacology, Theories, Methods and Practice, London:
Thames and Hudson.

Schuyler, R. L. (1978) ‘Future trends’, in R. L. Schuyler (ed.), Historical Archaeology: A
Guide to Substantive and Theoretical Contributions, Farmingdale, N'Y: Baywood Publishing
Co.

Shanks, M. and Tilley, C. (1987) Social Theory and Archaeology, Cambridge: Polity Press.

—— (1994) Re-Constructing Archaeology: Theory and Practice, London: Routledge.

South, S. (1978) ‘Evolution and horizon as revealed in ceramic analysis in historical
archaeology’, in R. L. Schuyler (ed.), Historical Archaeology: A Guide to Substantive
and Theoretical Contributions, Farmingdale, NY: Baywood Publishing Co.

Trigger, B. (1989) A History of Archaeological Thought, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Tringham, R. (1991) ‘Households with faces: the challenge of gender in prehistoric
architectural remains’, in J. Gero and M. Conkey (eds), Engendering Archaeology:
Women and Prehistory, Oxford: Blackwell.

Williamson, T. (1995) Polite Landscapes: Gardens and Society in Eighteenth Century England,
Stroud: Alan Sutton.

15






Part |
THE FAMILIAR PAST?






2

THE PROCESSIONAL CITY

Some issues for historical archaeology

Roger Leech

Bristol, 21 September 1743

The new Exchange for Bristol was opened with great pomp and ceremony on
21 September 1743. A contemporary account of the events of that day provides
an insight into the nature and structure of authority and society in one of
England’s largest provincial cities, as seen through the eyes of the architect of
the Exchange, John Wood the elder (Wood 1745).

Dawn was announced with the firing of cannon from the slopes above the
city and with ships dressed in their proper colours. The authority of the
corporation was heard and seen to extend over land and sea. Bells were rung
and flags were hung — from some of the churches. Not all religious groups were
sympathetic to the proceedings of the corporation. As the morning continued,
the workmen who had been engaged in building the Exchange, the prisoners
held in Newgate for debt and the almspeople of the city all in various ways
enjoyed the favour of the mayor. [t was important that ‘all Denominations of
Men’ be cheered.

To the ‘infinite number of people’ lining the streets the main event of the
day was the procession. This was led by the master and then the boys of the
hospitals, governed by the Society of Merchants and by the mayor and
aldermen, in that order, followed by the exchange-keeper. Next walked the
city companies, their order determined by an ordinance of 1719 but somewhat
altered ‘by the hurry of the day’. In an ascending order of importance marched
the barber-surgeons with music, the weavers and then the tailors. Behind came
the city music, followed then by the city officers, walking ‘according to their
rank, the inferior officers first’, the mayor, aldermen and one of the members
of parliament coming last, then other members of the corporation. At the end
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of this long line were the master and members of the Merchants’ Hall, a long
train of carriages following.

This very lengthy procession must have commenced at the head of the quay,
winding its way through the principal streets of the city to terminate some two
hours later at the Exchange. Following the opening ceremonies the various parties
went their separate ways, the merchants and mayor to regale themselves with
bread and wine, the workmen likewise to a place appointed for them to dine, the
populace retaining possession of the opening place within the Exchange, scrambling
for copper coin thrown by gentlemen for ‘the better opportunity of increasing
their sport’.

In a mercantile city and for such an occasion, it was particularly appropriate for
the procession to be led and concluded by representatives of merchant charity
and authority. The order of the procession and the events of the day said much of
priorities and rank in mid-eighteenth-century Bristol. Those participating, and
Wood himself, were deeply conscious of their position in society.

THE CHANGING EXPERIENCE OF THE
EARLY MODERN CITY

Urban society in early modern England continues to be much studied by historians.
[t might be questioned whether historical archaeologists, with their concern for
the material world, have anything to contribute. In this short chapter, I wish to
explore just two notions drawing on the material evidence, which, it will be argued,
might extend historical understanding of the changing experience of the city in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The first is the amorphous movement
of the crowds through the city streets, the populace of infinite number, mere
spectators to the procession of September 1743. The second is the deeply layered
structure of society, evident not simply within the procession, but also in the
streets through which the procession did or did not pass.

The crowd

The movement of the populace through the streets was an essential part of life in
the early modern city. We can come closer to this experience through eye-witness
accounts, such as those of Pepys, Fiennes or Defoe, or through a range of
documentary sources, skilfully culled to provide a generalized picture of walking
the city streets (Corfield 1989). We can come closer still by grounding these
experiences in their contemporary material worlds. Two examples must suffice.
One of the great crowd-pullers of seventeenth-century London was the fair
held annually in the week centred on St Bartholomew’s Day. Although the
long lines of booths typical of a fairground were replaced by more substantial
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houses between 1598 and 1612, the fair continued to be held for many more
years, the ground-floor shops of the houses being given over annually to the
purposes of the fair. Recent research has shown how most of the houses were
provided with two entrances, one to the ground-floor shop, the other to the
stairs and upper chambers. Knowing that the booths of the fair had been
replaced by substantial houses by 1612 provides a new context and dimension
to the picture of the fair given in Ben Jonson’s play Bartholomew Fair. Although
the play was first performed in 1612, no mention is made of the approximately
175 new houses, notwithstanding that this was one of the largest housing
developments to have been undertaken in London since the thirteenth century
(see Fig. 2.1). To Jonson, as seen through the words and actions of the characters
in his play, the noise, deceits and characters of the fair were all absorbing. His
eyes did not venture upwards to the new jettied facades of row upon row of
three-and-a-half-storey houses. That the booths had now become the
permanent ground-floor shops of storeyed dwellings was inconsequential to
those for whom the fair was of all-consuming interest (Leech 1997a).

A rather different but contemporary attraction for the crowds in the city
streets was on the opposite side of Bristol Bridge to the route of the procession
of September 1743. Archaeological excavations undertaken in 1981 showed
that downstream from the bridge were two docks, both passing out of use in the
fourteenth century, one filled from its eastern and southern sides, ‘mainly with
organic refuse’, the other subsequently filled with ‘highly organic refuse’ (Williams
1982: 13). The organic refuse clearly made some impression on the excavators.
[t can now be shown that these docks were by 1473 the site for ‘a certain draught
called “Avenprevey”, by 1627 known as the ‘Common Privie’ (Wadley 1886:
152; Livock 1966: 155; a ‘draught’ was a cess pit or privy). This was approached
from the bridge by a narrow lane recorded by 1473 and again in 1574. By 1627
this lane passed below the great house built behind the river front and backing
on to Redcliff Street. Bristol Bridge, like its larger counterpart in London, was
one of the commercial centres of the city. The constant daytime procession to
the common privy, sufficient over several centuries to fill two entire docks, was
another experience to those walking the city streets. To alderman Robert Rogers,
a soapmaker and the occupier of the great house, its presence had not been
sufficient to discourage the investment which he necessarily made, to build a
new house extending over several previously separate ownerships of land (Latimer
1900: 107).

These new insights into two experiences of walking the city streets remind us
that what may seem normal or repellent today was not necessarily so to the
inhabitants of the early modern city. Here too we are reminded that the archaeology
of the recent past may be deceptively familiar: ‘each new scholarly incursion into
the pre-industrial past seems to remove the lives of ordinary people further from

our own’ (Chappell 1994: 167).
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The processional city

The procession of September 1743 passed through a city which was itself a
‘processional landscape’, a term first coined for the rural and deeply hierarchical
landscapes of Virginia in the eighteenth century (Upton 1986: 213). The
processional landscape of the seaport city had at its heart the houses and commercial
base of the mercantile elite. Walking the streets was, like passing through the
plantations of Virginia, a series of fragmented experiences, a form of architectural
discourse, drawing through observation of the material world on the overt symbols
and less obvious meanings of wealth, taste and authority (Herman 1995).

In North America one of the strengths of historical archaeology and vernacular
architecture studies has been the interplay between the material and the
documented record. The archaeological research in Charleston has depended
heavily on the identification of individual ownerships, enabling the material record
to be used in an already partly understood context (Zierden and Calhoun 1984
and 1986). The much-cited garden of William Paca in Annapolis could not have
been explored outside its context in the documented historical record (Leone
1984). The architectural and social topography of Portsmouth, New Hampshire,
has similarly drawn on both ‘objects as texts’, in this case houses, and their context
in terms of the identity of builders, owners and occupiers (Herman 1995). A further
study also drawing on Annapolis, of a Chesapeake family and its slaves, has again
made extensive use of historical sources (Yentsch 1994).

This last study exemplifies also a second strength of the North American
approach. The studies of urban communities in Charleston, New York and
Annapolis have each been set firmly within the framework of cultural anthropology.
In New York, former New Amsterdam, archaeological excavations and the study
of urban anthropology constituted the background to a processualist study of the
city’s social and spatial organization (Rothschild 1990). Yentsch’s study, conceived
of as anthropological history, sets out with considerable success to portray the
world of the eighteenth-century Chesapeake on its own terms (ibid.: 292-330).

Historians have devoted much print to unravelling the complexities of the
changing social structure of the early modern city in England. Much effort has
been expended on the utilization of data for tax distributions and occupational
categories (Schwarz 1982; Corfield 1987). Occupation has been seen as ‘an
unavoidable social indicator for sociologists and historians’ (Green 1990: 164). It
is also one which presents considerable difficulties in its use. A study of working
and living in early nineteenth-century Westminster concluded that ‘virtually every
attempt to construct meaningful occupational categories for eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century populations . . . has failed to meet with general acceptance’
(Phillips 1990: 184).

The approaches taken by North American scholars highlight that there is
considerable potential for historical archaeologists to contribute to the debate on
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the changing social structure of the early modern city. Simplistically this might
see life styles, interpreted through the reading of the material world, as indicators
of class identities. This, though, would be a misreading. Much more might be
gained by seeing the constancies and changes of life styles as shaping social and
historical process (Yentsch 1994: 296; see Friedrichs 1995: 332 for a historian’s
perspective).

Life styles might be seen as, in large part, the product of the home or ‘habitus’,
structured by the most fundamental oppositions of social class, ‘high/low’, ‘rich/
poor’, etc. Life styles are governed by taste: ‘a change in social position puts the
habitus into new conditions . . . it is taste — the taste of necessity or the taste of
luxury — and not high or low income which commands the practices objectively
adjusted to these resources’ (Bourdieu 1989: 172-5). Taste might also signify
character ideals. The subjective meanings which guide consumer action might be
central to understanding consumer behaviour. In the eighteenth century, and
indeed earlier, the romantic ideal might have directed a significant proportion of
the demand for ‘expressive’ goods such as pictures and musical instruments
(Campbell 1993: 46-55).

Taste, it has been suggested, is also an important explanation for why towns
and cities were in the forefront of adopting distinctive life styles. Lorna Weatherill
was thought to be closest to providing such an answer when she wrote that people
in towns ‘were liable to meet others and to learn about consumption and to have
the opportunity to present themselves in a variety of different situations’ (Weatherill
1988: 89; discussed by Carson 1994: 609-10). This might be seen as a long-lived
city-phenomenon. Even by the sixteenth century, the tightly packed life of the
city had made the Italian nobility more susceptible to emulative display than
previously (Burke 1993: 157).

In focusing on changes in consumption, historical studies have highlighted the
period from 1650 onwards as being of particular importance, a consumer revolution,
with the Industrial Revolution following in response (see especially Brewer and
Porter (eds) 1993; McEndrick, Brewer and Plumb (eds) 1982; Shammas 1990).
Carson’s important critique of consumerism on both sides of the Atlantic has
urged that, in looking at changes in consumer behaviour, we must extend our
horizons back beyond the beginning of the eighteenth century, if not into the
sixteenth century; for archaeologists to describe these changes as ‘Georgianization’
is to use ‘a term as awkward as it is inaccurate’ (Carson 1994: see esp. 486-95,
553—4, 607 and 683-8).

A focus on consumption is also intrinsically of wider significance. It has been
argued that the considerable and almost explosive interest in consumption
throughout the social sciences has placed it in the ‘vanguard of history’ (Miller
(ed.) 1995: 1). Until recently a subject of extraordinary academic neglect,
consumption and the world of goods must be of more than passing importance to
historical archaeology.
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HISTORICAL ARCHAEOLOGY AND THE EARLY
MODERN CITY: PROBLEMS AND POSSIBILITIES

In taking a world-view of consumption from c. 1500 to 1800, Peter Burke has
highlighted a methodological problem — what are the sources? Some, notably
probate inventories, are well known, but others demand much further exploration:
‘we need an archaeology of early modern Europe, not only in the metaphorical
sense associated with Michel Foucault but also in the literal sense’ (Burke 1993:
150). In extending our understanding of social change and consumer behaviour
in the early modern city, archaeologists and architectural historians, recording
and interpreting the material world, the world of taste and consumers, might
therefore have much to contribute. ‘The lack of information about ordinary living
and working conditions, in even relatively literate societies, in relatively recent
times, is very striking’ (Priestley and Corfield 1982: 93). A brief look at London
and Bristol will reveal some of the problems and possibilities for widening our
understanding of class and consumption in the deceptively familiar recent past.

One problem has been that, in England, archaeologists have not been over
anxious to use the evidence from the material world, to explore further the social
experiences of the early modern city. In Bristol, for instance, there have been
numerous excavations of houses and tenement plots occupied in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. But little use has been made of this information to probe
how the inhabitants of this city engaged with the material world in relation to and
with one another. Rather, the focus of most work concerned explicitly with the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries has been the manufacture of ceramics and
clay tobacco pipes.

Research into living and working conditions within the early modern city in
England might be undertaken most profitably in suburbs newly created in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, where tenurial boundaries are often more
easily identified, and where archaeological interpretation may be facilitated by
the absence of earlier deep deposits. In Bristol such areas are easily identified.
Towards the centre of the city, streets of new houses were built on the site of the
castle demolished in 1656. Most of those in Castle Street were two-room-deep
houses for ‘the middling sort’, with shops at the ground floor, and an increasing
number of smaller houses being built in the yards and gardens by the end of the
century. Castle Green was initially a street of entirely residential houses for some
of the wealthiest citizens, the first such street in the seventeenth-century city.
Documents provide good information on the identities and religious affiliations
of the successive inhabitants of these streets in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries (Chalklin 1989: 105-6; Leech forthcoming). Much evidence for the
material life and taste of these townspeople must be encapsulated in what is now
an open city park; some could reside in the data from as yet unpublished excavations
of the castle from 1967 onwards (see Ponsford 1979). A second and contrasting
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area of Bristol is one which was noted in the 1710s by Daniel Defoe (see Fig. 2.2).
‘There is one remarkable part of the city where the liberties extend not at all, or
but very little without the city gate. Here and nowhere else, they have an accession
of new inhabitants; and abundance of new houses, nay some streets are built’
(Rogers (ed.) 1971: 362). This was the estate developed by Nathaniel Wade in
the first two decades of the eighteenth century, predominantly of one-room-deep
houses, inhabited almost entirely by artisans and craftsmen (Leech 1981: 17).
Most of the area was redeveloped following slum clearance in the 1930s,
considerable areas of land being left as open space. Here, even more so than in the
castle, the evidence for the material life and taste of the inhabitants of these streets
must largely lie in the below-ground archaeology.

Such research is perhaps more difficult in the complex townscapes of long-
lived city centres. In London, Cheapside before the Great Fire has been the subject
of intense investigation by archaeologists and historians. In sketching the broad
pattern of social and economic change before the fire, it was concluded that ‘the
archaeological evidence, unfortunately, makes only a limited contribution to our
knowledge of these developments’ (Keene 1990: 192). This should not be a
deterrent to the investigation of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century suburbs
of East London. The extensive excavation of a row of at least eight dwellings to
the south of Aldgate, undertaken in 1974, provided the material evidence for the
life style of a community of relatively poor residents, not accessible through the
documentary sources (Thompson, Grew and Schofield 1984).

ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY, THE CONTINUUM AND
THE ELITE

A different problem is that, in London and Bristol, architectural historians have
seen the classical architecture of the Georgian period as a distinct entity, almost
divorced from the world that preceded it. The seventeenth century has come to
be seen as a great divide between the medieval world and that inspired by Palladio.
Before the Great Fire London was largely a medieval city, now the subject of
Medieval London Houses (Schofield 1995). The origins of later seventeenth-century
and especially Georgian London have usually been seen as residing first in Inigo
Jones and the introduction of Palladian architecture into England, and second in
the post-Great Fire rebuilding. These twin paradigms have continued to dominate
thinking on the origins and development of the Georgian city, seeing the
seventeenth century, and these events in particular, as a cultural break in the
building of urban houses in the metropolis (Summerson 1969: 27-51; Downes
1979: 8-9; Cruickshank and Burton 1990: xiii—xv). Only recently has it been
argued that there was far less of a divide. Newly planned streets, brick houses and
a taste for amenity were all to be found in the redevelopment of St Bartholomew’s
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Fairground, from 1598 onwards (Leech 1997a). The town house in Bristol has
been viewed from a similar perspective. There have been at least three studies of
the Georgian period (Denning 1923; Ison 1952; Mowl 1991), but only latterly
has research begun to examine the developments of the eighteenth century in the
context of life in the seventeenth-century and earlier city (Leech forthcoming). It
is by looking at the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as a continuum
that we are likely to understand the changing structure of society and the growth
of urban consumerism.

Architectural historians concerned with the seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century city have also tended to focus on the life style of the elite. Schofield’s
study of medieval London houses spans society at the beginning of the seventeenth
century, but the occupants of the smallest houses, and particularly their relationship
to the wealthier groups in society, receive little attention, effectively one paragraph
(Schofield 1995: 53). An important study of the London house in the later
seventeenth century was very much concerned with those situated in the smarter
streets of London as it extended westwards (Kelsall 1974). Studies of the Georgian
house in London have focused very much on the houses of the wealthier sections
of society. The population of London’s East End had reached 60,000 by ¢. 1700,
but, beyond Spitalfields (for which see Survey of London 1957), merits not a
mention in Life in the Georgian City (Cruickshank and Burton 1990). In 1978 it
was said, with particular reference to London’s East End, that ‘we know too little
of the merchants and craftsmen who lived in the towns, to worry overmuch about
mean streets and obscure people on the periphery’ (Power 1978: 29). Looking
specifically at Shadwell, the same writer concluded that ‘very little direct evidence
survives of the wealth and style of life of east Londoners at this period, certainly to
rank different occupation groups in a pecking order’ (ibid.: 113). This observation
returns us to the concept that the material evidence for wealth and life style is
central to understanding social change.

DISTINCT LIVES

In recent years archaeologists and historians have moved away from avowedly
scientific statistically based generalizations to focusing on the lives of individuals.
Archaeological investigation of carefully targeted and documented tenement plots
has the potential to provide some very interesting stories of individual lives. This
move towards the lives of individuals need not exclude the normative statement.
The recent work on the redevelopment of St Bartholomew’s Fairground has
identified many of the early seventeenth-century occupants of the newly built
houses. John Havers was the tenant of no. 74 Long Lane, a recently identified
surviving house of c. 1598 (see Fig. 2.1). His house was of identical arrangement
to at least 140 others, a shop on the ground floor, a cellar below, two chambers

28



THE PROCESSIONAL CITY

and a garret above (Leech 1997a). Here, generalizations can proceed from
individual lives.

The detailed documentary research on which such identifications are
necessarily based might be extended to those whose possessions were listed at
probate in inventories. Much work has been undertaken by historians
examining probate inventories, notably looking at consumer behaviour
(Weatherill 1988; Shammas 1990), based almost entirely on samples of
inventories, sometimes from broad regional or rural/urban categories. The most
detailed study for any city has been that of Norwich, one of its main objectives
being ‘to investigate the uses to which rooms were put and their change through
time’, the houses being those of a range of Norwich inhabitants ‘of markedly
varying wealth and social standing’ (Priestley and Corfield 1982). The
difficulties of using inventories as a basis for statistical analysis were, though,
well recognized, and, perhaps for this reason, no attempt was made to tease
out more information on the structure of Norwich society from this body of
evidence.

In Norwich it proved possible to link only two inventories with identified houses.
Current research in Bristol has proved much more productive in this respect,
enabling an approach which has focused on the lives of individuals in identified
houses or locations. Used together, inventories and the material record of habitus
reveal distinct life styles, most clearly different from one another when
fundamentally opposed. Two examples can be given.

To at least the 1660s, the houses of a number of wealthy merchants included a
‘hall’, that is an open hall, generally unheated, still furnished with weapons, bucks’
horns, pictures, tables and chairs or forms, but little else. Sir Henry Creswick’s
house in Small Street, the contents of its rooms listed in his inventory of 1668,
was typical of these houses. His open hall was an early sixteenth-century
refashioning of an aisled hall of the late twelfth century. It was one of many rooms,
but it was the also the largest and occupied a central position in the house.
Creswick’s father, Sir Francis, had started his working life as apprentice to a Bristol
hardwareman in 1598 and was admitted as a burgess in 1608. An ardent royalist,
he had sheltered both Charles I and the future Charles II here in 1643, before
having his estate sequestered in 1646. For his son, Sir Henry, the open hall was
not a room for living in; the contents did not even include a pair of andirons for
the fire. Rather it served to emphasize the family’s position. Weaponry signified
gentry status, whilst a hanging ship indicated the position of the Creswicks in the
merchant community. Adorned with the arms of Elizabeth, it certainly served to
gloss over Sir Francis’s apprenticeship in hardware, begun five years before the
death of the late queen. Six years after the Restoration, this medieval open hall,
beatified by the presence of the martyred king, must have provided ample legitimacy
to a very new-founded urban dynasty (McGrath 1968: 92-7; Latimer 1900: 183;
Leech 1997b: 158-9).
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Recently built or constructed in that same decade, the inhabitants of the
new and substantial three-and-a-half-storey houses in Castle Street lived
without ‘halls’, open or otherwise (see Fig. 2.2). Typical in its organization
was no. 59, the house of Flower Hunt and his family. The will and inventory of
Hunt, who died in 1672, used in conjunction with the records of adjacent
houses, provide a very clear picture of his life style and aspirations (Leech
forthcoming). On the ground floor were a shop and kitchen, the rooms above
the ‘forestreet’ and ‘back chamber’, those on the second floor similarly named,
but prefixed ‘upper’, with ‘garrets’ above. Behind the house, and distinguishing
the Hunts from their neighbours, were the working rooms, equipped for the
manufacture of clay tobacco pipes; these would be of consuming interest to
the post-medieval archaeologist (no. 59 should be added to the list of kiln
sites given by Peacey 1996). In his bequests to his sons, Flower Hunt viewed
his family’s legitimate position in society as resting sufficiently on the tools of
his craft and his silverware. The latter included his two inlaid muskets, but
these were kept in the kitchen along with the close stool, not in a medieval
open hall adorned with the royal arms. Hunt’s real concerns were perhaps for
his pipe-maker’s vices and tools, for these were the sole subject of a final codicil
to his will. The organization of his house and his view of life were fundamentally
distinct from those of Creswick.

Living in a house with an open hall at its centre, used not for everyday living
but for the assertion of position and legitimacy, and living over the shop and
with the tools of one’s trade, were two of a number of life styles, some more
precisely definable than others. Grounded in real lives, interpreted through
both the material and the documentary record, these differences provide a
new level of complexity to the map of the seventeenth-century city, one that
will need to be examined against the claims made by historians, working almost
entirely from documents, for the ways in which the social topography of Bristol
changed between the sixteenth and the eighteenth centuries (Sacks 1991:
146-9, 356-7; Barry 1985: 79-80).

These distinctions also throw new light on some of the conclusions of the
Norwich analysis: after 1655 ‘halls are found less often in the inventories of
small houses, until, after 1705, no inventory of a house with less than 5 rooms
mentions a hall, and 71 per cent of halls are found in houses of 10 rooms or
more’ (Priestley and Corfield 1982: 105). The identification of individual lives
might show that these distinctions are not simply ones of degree related to
numbers of rooms, but clear and significant differences between distinct life
styles with their own separate and peculiarly urban genealogies (which would
require more space for discussion than is available here) — distinction in
Bourdieu’s sense.

For the larger towns and cities, the sampling and statistical approaches generally
adopted for the study of inventories may therefore have been most misleading.
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Excessively normative statements may well have masked the material evidence
for quite real differences in life style between social groups.

THE UNFULFILLED ROLE OF HISTORICAL
ARCHAEOLOGY

The ‘processional city’ offers a rich harvest to the archaeologist concerned to
investigate the social experience of the early modern large urban centre. Even
by the end of the medieval period, there were vast differences in wealth between
the richest merchants and landless newcomers (Britnell 1993: 230). It has
been said that ‘the dialectic of conditions and habitus is the basis of an alchemy
which transforms the distribution of capital, the balance-sheet of a power
relation, into a system of perceived differences, distinctive properties’ (Bourdieu
1989: 172). Historians of the early modern city have been much concerned to
tease out the beginnings of merchant capitalism. David Sacks has argued that
‘Bristol’s history between 1450 and 1700 created a center of early modern
capitalism out of a medieval commercial town’. To a citizen of the fifteenth
century, ‘Bristol had appeared as a replica of the cosmos, an ordered and
harmonious arrangement of parts that made a unified whole’. By the 1670s
the social and religious geography of the city had been transformed, these
changes reflecting the emergence of a capitalism itself born of the growth of
the Atlantic economy and the new political conditions of Restoration England
(Sacks 1991: 331-62). These are questions linked intimately to matters of
taste. Increasingly, or perhaps for longer than we or Sacks have realized,
consumers had determined, through their own individual choices and taste
(be it the taste of luxury or that of necessity), where to live and how their
houses might be organized and furnished. Archaeology, below and above
ground, linked when appropriate to the use of documents, has a vital and as
yet hardly fulfilled role in extending our understanding of the early modern
city.
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THE MATERIAL CULTURE OF
FOOD IN EARLY MODERN
ENGLAND c. 1650-1750

Sara Pennell

Two quotations from different authors represent the rock and the hard place
between which the student of the material culture of food might locate herself. In
her novel The Robber Bride (1993), Margaret Atwood has Tony, a female scholar
of military history, muse upon what her male colleagues in her department believe
to be a more appropriate realm of study for the female historical academic: ‘they
thought she should be doing social history, who ate what when’ (p. 22). In the real
historical world few historians of either sex have considered the history of food to
be a sufficiently serious object of study, except where food commodities or their
absence intersect with economic and social histories of dearth and supply. Paul
Shackel, the American historical archaeologist, provides the hard place in his
observation that ‘studies that explore the symbolic and active nature in material
culture, and those studies which integrate archaeology, history and theory are even
rarer’ (Shackel 1993: 18). Such pessimism needs to be confounded, and the
research from which the following observations are drawn is predicated on the
belief that we can know more about food practices, and particularly non-elite food
practices in the early modern period, than existing historical studies currently tell
us, and that the material environment cannot be ignored in the re-evaluation of
such practices (Pennell 1997).

While this study addresses a concrete historical ‘problem’ framed by Atwood’s ‘who
ate what when’ (to which must necessarily be added ‘and why’), it also supplies an
examination of method and theory in the practice of socio-economic history. It is
twenty years since Fernand Braudel suggested that ‘the mere smell of cooking can evoke
a whole civilisation’; arguably historians have been resistant to Braudel’s at least
superficially multi-disciplinary conception of our route to past cultures, and in that
resistance lies the relegation of food and food practices to the socio-economic periphery
of historical investigation (Braudel 1973: 32).
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The methodological questions which underpin this research are simple: how does,
indeed how can food ‘fit in’ for historians, as it does so pivotally for other social sciences?
Are its dimensions suited only to the ‘true’ social sciences, rather than to a discipline
which periodically lays claim to membership of that group? Moreover, what is meant
by ‘food’, an ‘ethnographically complex and variable’ term which may encompass diet,
commodification, economic policy, moral engagement and social strategy, as well as
the material foodstuffs and contexts of production and consumption (Charsley 1992:
4; Murcott, Mennell and van Otterloo 1992)? What is interpreted as edible and
inedible is culturally, temporally and geographically variable, and the botanic
cornucopias described in early modern New World prospectuses, and the gradual
permeation of some of these plants into English horticulture and experimental
pharmacopoeia, underpinned the very mutable contemporary understanding of what
‘inedible’ embraced (Harris 1986: 13—18; O’Hara May 1971; Sauer 1976: 824-6).

The possibilities of methodological and empirical rapprochements between the
historian, ethnographer and archaeologist also demand attention. Anthropological and
sociological treatments of food practices tend to result in an opposition between
prioritizing economic explanations and symbolic signifiers. However, functionalist and
structuralist accounts from both disciplines tend to describe rather than assist in
explaining objects and situations. Human beings can feature as mere actors who are
incidental to the inscription of meaning/function. The historian reading such accounts
is also aware of their atemporality; as Rhys Isaac observes, historians are ‘unable to .
.. generate their own documents by looking about them, notebook in hand’, creating
procedural problems for the historical adoption and adaptation of such theoretical
positions (Isaac 1986: 51-2). The rare synthesis which Shackel bewails is nevertheless
what the historian Lynn Hunt seeks in urging practitioners to synthesize ‘texts, pictures
and actions’ at the heart of cultural-historical analysis (Hunt 1989: 21).

Yet possibilities for multi-dimensional histories are raised on the interactions of
multiple sources; the socio-cultural historian must juxtapose all the available ‘ghostly
images of the past’, especially the artefactual past, in order to gain ‘stereoscopically’
enough detail to view its cultures (Wheeler Stone 1988: 71). But in this embrace of
the artefactual, the documentary should not be neglected, not least because the literary
remains of a culture are no less a material cultural artefact; this is especially true for the
written record of early modern England, fashioned within a society which increasingly
privileged the literary record over oral transmission, but in which the written forms
were styled for particular ends. And even if foods, food utensils and food events are not
in the foreground of such sources, their register in texts is in no way inferior to the
survival of objects or residues. While Anne Yentsch has argued that it is ‘archaeology
and only archaeology that enables scholars to see [objects] with enough breadth to
become aware of . . . how they were as necessary . . . as basil in the garden or chicken
in the pot’ (Yentsch 1994: 311), the potential of the textual register of material culture
lies in viewing the object in use, in space and time, both prescribed and described,
which cannot be derived from the archaeological record in isolation.
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Material historical investigation of food is fraught by its very ephemerality,
notwithstanding the increasing sophistication of techniques in archaeobotany,
palynology and zooarchaeology. Yet food, especially staples, takes pre-eminent
significance as a consumer good, a pre-eminence which has inexplicably been left
unexamined by many historians of consumption. Food occupies the area of quotidian
consumption which socio-economic historians are beginning to locate away from the
over-exposed arena of emulative acquisition (Glennie 1995). Specialist food histories
are indeed thriving. However, the use of conventional historical periodizations —
‘Tudor’, ‘Georgian’ — does not necessarily enhance their presentation of the nature or
pace of alimentary change, and muddies the contributions made by factors like
geography to dietary and associated technological shifts (C. A. Wilson 1991; Mennell
1985; Paston-Williams 1993). The success of monograph treatments also arguably rests
upon their concentration upon commodities and events which are indelibly ‘historical’
— for example, the advent of sugar in the west — and upon extraordinary, rather than
quotidian, features of particular food cultures (Mintz 1985; Charsley 1992).
Ethnographic exploration of regional food cultures is central in French and North
American culinary history, illuminating contours of dietary particularism, its resilience
and acculturation (e.g. Benes (ed.) 1984; Flandrin and Hyman 1986). Yet for English
contexts, such themes tend to be submerged either by the preoccupation with mapping
subsistence crises, or with uncritical anti-quarianism (but cf. Brears 1987).

Food preparation and consumption have been subject to a degree of attention in
Lorna Weatherill’s and Carole Shammas’s massive analyses of English and American
probate inventories.! These are both studies which purport to be at once historical and
material approaches to early modermn culture through the lens of consumer conduct;
indeed Weatherill insists that changing consumption patterns between 1660 and 1760
are best illustrated in the swelling ownership of food-related utensils such as saucepans,
cutlery and pewter hollow- and flatwares, registers of ‘new eating habits, new cooking
techniques, new drinks’ (see Table 3.1). But both scholars, while observing the caveats
attendant upon using inventories as partial representations of the domestic
environment, nevertheless pay negligible attention to the archaeological record.
Indeed Shammas'’s focus upon ceramic ‘semi-durable’ commodities is not supported by
a single reference to, or illustration of, artefactual material, despite the vast arrays of
ceramic goods which, though seldom appraised in inventories in detail, proliferate
archaeologically (Weatherill 1988; Shammas 1990).

The English post-medieval archaeological record is however no less partial, and
arguably even less accessible, with its overwhelming concentration upon industrial
processing and finishing sites, defences and urban environments; with the limited
exception of the latter, the domestic environment is virtually omitted from the
underdeveloped post-medieval analytic (Crossley 1990; cf. Johnson 1996: 1-3, 10-14).
The greatest lacuna, however, is in the interpretation of floral and faunal deposits, and
their critical integration with excavated artefactual and surviving architectural
assemblages. While the North American journal Historical Archaeology has devoted a
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Table 3.1 Percentage frequencies of selected food-related goods in English inventories,

1650-1750
Year(s) Sumple  Suuce  Pewter  Pewter  Cutlery Chma Earthen- Ho
size (N} -pans  dishes  plues ware  drinfs
goods
England 1673 5320 2 39 9 1 4] 27 Q
Londan 16750 50 32 12 4 & 4 64 z
London
166050 50 & 32 24 0 0 18 4]
MNorwich
166080 30 10 48 8 2 0 46 0
Westmorland
1650-70 5{) 0 15 Q 0 Q 16 i
Thames Valley
166080 50 2 30 36 2 4] 8 0
1650f60-70/80 5 42 7 ! a 22 0.5
sarnple fean
England [705* 320 11 47 34 4 4 36 2
London 17050 50 76 14 14 35 45 12 45
Londen
1690-1710 () 70 62 Hi o 6 40 4
MNorwich
1690-1710 ad 44 72 54 8 0 50 2
Westmorlatd
L1690-1710 50 z 28 14 0] & 56 Q
Thames Valley
16901710 50 10 58 48 3] Y 12 0]
16901710 32.5 55 44 35 3 4! 1.5
sample mean
England 1725* 390 23 55 45 10 4 a7 1%
Lendon 17250 50 &84 70 16 64 50 s 96
London
172040 50 3] B0 88 50 40 76 a8
Morwich
172040 a0 20 88 bt 26 Z0 80 36
Westmorland
172040 a0 2 40 38 12 4 44 12
Thames Valley
172045 0 22 74 74 g 2 34 16
172040145 525 72 72 24 215 595 305

sample mean

Sources: a: taken from Weatherill 1988: 26 (Table 2.1).
b: taken from Weatherill 1988: 27 (Table 2.2).
All other data from Pennell 1997.

special issue to analysing such remains at colonial and post-colonial American sites
(Historical Archaeology 1993), a search of the indexes of Post-Medieval Archaeology since

its inception in 1967 produces only two explicit references to ‘food’, both comments
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in general site reports; and one full-length article — by an American, concerning
American data (Yentsch 1991a). It is surely telling that one of the authors of the former
considers the ‘food debris’ uncovered during excavations as interesting only for ‘the
possibility of inferring ancient husbandry practices’ (Holmes 1975: 159). This is not
to reject entirely the (primarily) urban studies which strive for evidential integration,
not least the reports generated under the auspices of the Norwich Survey, and the
volume of medieval and post-medieval finds for Exeter (Jennings (ed.) 1981; Allen
1984; Atkin, Carter and Evans (eds) 1985). Nevertheless, the household-focused
small-finds volume based on the Norwich Survey excavations is undeniably a rarity
among published excavation reports (Margeson (ed.) 1993).

These general concerns are noted as preliminaries to the three areas which
contribute to the construction of the cultural and cognitive resonances of food in early
modern England: consumption and consumerism; domestic sufficiency and the
production and consumption of food staples beyond the household; and food actions
or events (daily and ritual meals, food gifts and other transactions involving food).

CONSUMPTION AND CONSUMERISM

Material consumption exerts an undeniable fascination for historians of the early
modern period who wish to find in the aggregation of purchases and ownership the
phenomenon of mass consumption and hence the roots of modernity (e.g. Shammas
1990: 76-118; Shackel 1993). Certainly, the substitution of labour time for ‘leisure
time’ in the attempt to generate a monetary surplus with which to purchase marketed
commodities is a phenomenon which arguably arises in the provisioning of the early
modern household earlier than it does in the furnishing or the clothing of the
household (de Vries 1993; Styles 1994). Yet the stress which has traditionally been laid
upon novelty residing in an object’s material, design and manufacturing must now also
accommodate the ways in which domestic goods entered the non-elite household and
which were not entirely novel (Styles 1993). The re-framing as necessities of goods
previously construed as non-essentials or luxuries was not simply (or even) a supply-
side ruse; it required the informed participation of consumers who could, and wanted
to, accommodate such goods in their domestic environments. The complex interaction
of these variables underlying what is all too simply labelled as merely ‘consumption’
may be illustrated through the example of the saucepan, the archetypal ‘new’ kitchen
good identified by Weatherill and by specialist culinary historians (Weatherill 1988:
77; Weinstein 1989). The saucepan enters both Weatherill’s and my inventory samples
at the right time — that is, the close of the seventeenth century —and becomes one of
the most commonly owned food-related items among urban decedents? by the middle
of the eighteenth century (Table 3.1). But saucepans were not an eighteenth-century
innovation, nor merely an urban cooking utensil. Late sixteenth-century inventory
appraisals from Worcestershire, a primarily agricultural county (albeit one with
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connections to the developing metallurgical trades of Birmingham and the West
Midlands), contain more references to saucepans than appraisals from the same county
a century later (Rowlands 1975; Overton, n.d.).

With only a very few contemporaneous excavated examples to set an artefactual
context to shifting forms and medium, the ‘new’ saucepans of inventoried decedents
are tantalizing, made from every metal from silver to bell-metal, and even from
earthenware, with lids and without, small and large. Non-excavated artefactual
survivals support this variety, and that the saucepan was indeed an object undergoing
modification — as much at the hands of its users as via manufacturing decision-making
—but was not truly novel (Styles 1993). And yet there were instances in which novelty,
as a relative value, might attach to an object like a saucepan: when what it was used for
was either unfamiliar to the social groups now in possession of such an object; or when
the object was being used in a novel manner other than its name suggests (Thrift and
Glennie 1992; Bianchi 1996).

Upward trajectories of consumption are also complicated if the forms, nomenclature
and function of goods supposedly ‘new’, and likewise of those supposedly approaching
obsolescence, are considered. This is not helped by the confusing variety of terms
employed by early modern appraisers and culinary writers, and more pointedly by
modern archaeologists and museum curators. Certainly all the ‘porridge/pottage’ pots
appraised in early eighteenth-century inventories cannot solely have been used solely
for making porridge/pottage (Fig. 3.1). Indeed, their increasing numbers mirror the
accompanying decline in ownership by decedents of pots denoted simply as ‘brass’ or
‘iron” in the same period, suggesting that porridge pots were neither formally nor
functionally ‘new’, but merely differently named (Trent 1989). While nomenclature
shifts complicate chronologies of use, there were undoubtedly objects which fell out
of use and new items which appeared, but not necessarily as substitutes. Cauldrons,
commonly large free-standing cooking vessels which loom large in the annals of
culinary history, are notably absent from the majority of appraisals by 1750. They simply
do not appear in any of the London or Thames Valley documents and in negligible
numbers in the Norwich sample. Only in Westmorland do they appear to have been
more common (Pennell 1997). This decline may again be deceptive, given under-
representation of goods, but it is a movement also exhibited in inventory data for
Worcestershire, Herefordshire and Lincolnshire between 1550 and 1750. In the
Worcestershire sample, cauldrons disappear almost completely from the record by
1640, while in the Lincolnshire inventories they hardly register in even the earliest
decennial periods (Overton n.d.). A tentative geography of use is presented in these
data, with cauldrons a feature of West Midland and north-western hearths, but a feature
gradually supplanted by cooking pots in differing media and sizes, as the organization
and fuelling of the cooking hearth were modified.

There is something to be said for simplification in noting cooking vessels and other
culinary forms by their medium or function alone, for typological purposes; however
in doing this we risk losing sight of distinctions contemporary observers and users
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Figure 3.1 Percentage frequencies of various cooking pots in English inventories, 1650—

1750

thought it important to make and to stress, distinctions which illuminate not only
culinary practices and their specificity, but also the contours of cultural geographies,
via lexical/dialect shifts and the strength of the values vested in an object: economic,
cultural, familial, gender-related (Trent 1989). Indeed, in pursuing the consumption
dynamic as a gauge of modernization and individualization, it is also too easy to devalue
food goods by ignoring the plural values with which domestic goods were invested, in
favour of mere economic worth. Although often monetarily negligible in purchase cost,
and certainly so in re-sale value, hearth goods and culinary utensils carried moral
resonances for household formation and maintenance which allowed their owners to
project them as items of social capital (Bourdieu 1984 and 1990). Contrary to Anne
Yentsch’s presentation of these articles as ‘utilitarian . . . not mysterious . . . plain’, it
is clear that even the smallest culinary tool might be converted from being merely an
object into a possession, by the engraving of a name, a monogram or date (cf. Yentsch
1991b: 206, 212). Saucepan and skillet handles, ceramic porringers and plates were
emblazoned with improving phrases, ramifying the user’s duties to keep herself, her
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hearth and her table orderly (Fig. 3.2). Arguably it is these artefactual exhortations
which framed the quotidian experience of housewifery as much as any literary
prescription contained in the plethora of contemporary culinary and household advice
texts (Pennell 1997). Plainness is also hardly the word to apply to the multicoloured
glazes and decorations available on all but the most basic red clay-bodied earthen- and
stonewares — birds, Adam and Eve representations, the monarch, even copies of
wallpaper designs found their way on to ceramic surfaces of hollow- and flatwares
(Lipski 1984; Gooder 1984). Such ceramics were often found by inventory appraisers
in the main food preparation area of a decedent’s house, along with birdcages (and their
songbird inhabitants), prints, looking glasses and clocks; kitchens were thus key
locations for consuming, in more than just the obvious alimentary sense (Pennell
1997).

The domestic control and influence which women — be they wives or servants —
could and did derive from culinary knowledge and its material aspects is also obscured
in analyses emphasizing patriarchal subordination as a factor structuring the non-
functional ramifications of food and food goods (Yentsch 1991b). Household goods
comprised a substantial part of decedents’ estates amongst the non-elite, and while
testamentary documents are commonly unforthcoming about the precise details of
goods included in the ‘household stuff’ often bequeathed to surviving wives, daughters
and other female associates, there is evidence to suggest that it was not merely clothes
which a female legatee could expect (Erickson 1993: 26, 143-5). Bequests of kitchen
equipment, particularly of metalwares, were a means not only of affirming ‘close ties
of female friendship’ but also of providing some practical insurance against female
economic vulnerability (ibid.: 222). Kitchen utensils were not only ‘valued for trusty
service, ingenuity and sometimes novelty’ (Vickery 1993: 283, 292-3). They comprised
the material components of a predominantly female sphere of operation, items which,

in their frequent descent from female to female, were invested with personal
significance as possessions rather than merely utensils, and which thus participated in
the moulding of a woman’s adult character.

Figure 3.2 Decorated skillets, late seventeenth century, detail of handles. After Seymour
Lindsey 1964: plates 117-119
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Figure 3.3 Engraved brass pastry jigger, dated 1723. After Gentle and Fedd 1994: 239

Similarly, the circulation of recipes which contributed towards the compilation of
early modern manuscript recipe collections presents a relationship, predominantly
between women, which moves beyond the purely functional or pedagogic. Issues of
credibility and reliability were involved in these recipe transmissions. The appending
of aname to a recipe is not merely a mark of donation, but also a register of witness and
circulation; the recipe lives up to its title in being worthy of transmission. Thus a
manuscript cookery collection is as much the product of a sociological process suffused
with implications for gender identity as a culinary curiosity (Pennell 1997).

Thus, far from ‘enclosing’ and subordinating their users, food-processing and
preparation utensils were, if not objects in which power might reside, then objects
central to order and ordering. In this sense, food-related objects, however much they
outwardly appeared indistinguishable and merely functional, resisted commodification
as Matthew Johnson has defined it —a ‘despiritualization’ of goods —and were vehicles
for complex meanings, writ admittedly small, but no less powerfully felt through daily
usage (Johnson 1996: 87-90, 16378, 200-1).

SUFFICIENCY

In recent work on household textile production in northern England, the historian
John Styles has pinpointed the lacuna in both consumption and artefactual studies of
discussions of availability and supply of staple rather than luxury domestic commodities
(Styles 1994). In viewing the alimentary experiences of the non-elite household, it is
not only imperative to investigate how the boundary between homemade and
purchased goods — utensils and foodstuffs — moved over time; but also the distinctions
such shifts effected between male and female domestic and market-oriented activities
(Pruitt 1984). The unswerving linear trajectory from self-sufficiency in domestic food
production to the ‘proletarianization’ proposed by Shammas simply cannot be
supported by any sensitive material cultural reading (Shammas 1990: 40-6). But an
archaeology of market integration is not easily achieved (although it would be a
valuable supplement to Johnson’s version of an ‘archaeology of capitalism’). Many
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household tasks common to the medieval domestic economy were already located
beyond the home by the mid-sixteenth century, in rural areas as in urban, but the
evidence for this is not simply presented in the absence of key production implements
from inventory appraisals (Hilton 1985; cf. Shammas 1990: 26-7).

The paucity of thoroughgoing floral and faunal post-medieval site analyses beyond
quantitative discussions of deposits and spatial distributions, nevertheless weakens the
contextual interpretation of domestic sites. Emphasis upon butchering techniques, for
example, is stressed via the volume of bone deposits to determine whether such
practices were pursued commercially rather than domestically (R. Wilson 1991); but
inventory data suggest it is very difficult to disentangle the two in terms of the utensils
used and the location of their use, except on the very largest commercial scale.
Arguably closer contextual study of certain faunal deposits could help clarify the still-
confusing picture of urban livestock-, pig- and poultry-ownership supplied in decedent
inventories (Henn 1985; Bowen 1993). Likewise greater attention to non-elite garden
plots, rather than to the archaeology of planned aristocratic and gentry gardens, might
assist in further explicating and enhancing terse inventory and household account
references to seeds, flowerpots and other gardening equipment.

Even if artefacts of domestic production survive, we cannot ignore the fact that
much household processing and preparation utilized vessels which were unspecialized,
indeed multi-functional. Certain strands of domestic production, notably
compounding medicaments, simple distilling, meat-curing, malt- and mustard-milling,
may simply not register in specialized utensils, such as churns and bread ovens. Meat-
curing and soft-cheese-making required simple vessels, tubs and woodenwares which
were appraised without further description. Wine-making and some methods of
distilling did not require complex apparatus and thus are almost entirely invisible in
inventories. Preparation of many medical cures and palliatives necessitated little more
than earthen- or stoneware glazed pots (gallipots), pans and a pestle and mortar. It
might be possible to interpret from material criteria the purposes for which vessels were
best suited, but alternative applications cannot be discounted (Pennell 1997).

Arguably it is in smaller utensils, rather than the specialized tubs, troughs and
churns for beer, bread and dairy goods production, that the character of domestic
provisioning in this period is revealed. In early eighteenth-century Westmorland
inventories, the growing presence of malt mills in appraisals signals an uptake of
household milling, even while the brewing of the malt might be increasingly pursued
on a larger scale, beyond the household. The domestic presence of these mills may
also evidence the way in which improved technology in modest implements could
return elements of processing, hitherto located in commercial or specialist spheres
by their scale and cost, to the household. The vagaries of inventory analysis are never
better shown, however, than in the paucity of references to relevant foodstuffs, either
processed or raw, to accompany such utensils. In the case of malt mills found in
Westmorland appraisals between 1720 and 1740, none of the inventories lists malt
alongside them (Pennell 1997).
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Absence of a good does not entail ignorance of how it is used; nor even lack of use
—inanother location. The domestic removal of apparatus for home production cannot
be dissociated from the expansion in food staples retailing, but increasing premiums
upon domestic space surely also contributed to the re-evaluation of domestic priorities.
Subsequent alterations to architectural fabric, chiefly in the adaptation or removal of
fixed utensils like bread ovens and brewing boilers, push scholars back to what few
contemporary house plans and interior descriptions survive (e.g. Schofield (ed.) 1987).
Similarly the inconsistent coverage of post-medieval urban excavations may obscure
ovens in bakery and tavern locations which were accessed for communal use on
payment of a fee, and where ceramic deposits might assist in illuminating the socio-
economic profile of the ‘clients’ of such facilities.

FOOD EVENTS

Consuming events involving food and drink are now, after a century of anthropological
examination, conventionally construed as ‘instruments of social diplomacy’ (Douglas
and Isherwood 1979: 88-9). But while quotidian and lifeevent commensality and food
gifts can be assessed as vehicles for social differentiation and confrontation, for this
period it is perhaps most instructive to seek out status-evocative rather than merely
status-confirming aspects of provisioning and eating.

The increasing materialization of life- or rite-of-passage events amongst the
non-elite, especially in the commemoration of funerals, is reinforced in the
multiplication and increasing stylization of the foodstuffs served forth; Naples
biscuit and small cakes such as wiggs (yeasted buns) were characteristic funeral
foods by the middle of the eighteenth century, an alimentary complement to the
accoutrements of coffins and grave which were serving less as Renaissance memento
mori than as material marks of the deceased’s status, achieved or merely idealized
(Gittings 1988; Molleson et al. 1993). Exchange and gift acts focused on food
incorporate implicit and explicit prompts to effect asymmetrical relationships, by
creating immediate or future ‘debt’ obligation; but they also comprise
acknowledgements, confirmations and revisions of ‘mutual estimations and
regards’ (Humphrey and Hugh-Jones (eds) 1992: 17-18).

Eating ‘out’ or away from the domestic sphere also generated experiences of food
quite different from those gained domestically; and not always in a sociable context,
since food payments remained a significant wage component in agricultural and
construction labour (Earle 1991: 51-7; Woodward 1995: 147-59). Excavations of
period tavern sites in London and Oxford have however concentrated upon the
provenance and forms of ceramic assemblages, rather than analysing such finds in terms
of the strategies employed by patrons to secure clientele of appropriate standing; or the

range of foodstuffs and liquor on offer to customers (Hassell, Halpin and Mellor 1984;
cf. Clark 1983).
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Inns, taverns, communally accessed bakehouses — all were arenas for witnessing and
absorbing consumption practices, as much as early modern shops and the marketplace.
But if diaries like that of mid-eighteenth-century Sussex shopkeeper Thomas Turner
are at all typical of the period in regard to conduct at table, some of the more elaborate
socio-cultural extrapolations from archaeological deposits must be revised, if not
completely abandoned (Vaisey (ed.) 1984). Shackel’s mathematically precise mapping
of ‘segmented’ and thus ‘modern’ table activities in the proliferation of porcelain and
creamware plate discards from later eighteenth-century Annapolis (Maryland)
domestic sites has to be measured against Turner’s almost daily record of what he ate
for dinner between 1755 and 1764, both domestically and away from home, a record
in which the type, number and array of plates, let alone the linen upon which they were
set and the cutlery used in their dispatch, are never detailed (cf. Shackel 1993).

Culinary aptitude could manifest itself in presents of food, like the veal pasty one
Mrs Coates gave to Thomas Turner in April 1761. Such gifts are truly ephemeral —
Turner tucked into the pasty the very next day —and we simply cannot know whether
the seeds of exotic fruit often noted amongst floral finds are the discard from a simple
household acquisition or came from a present, as from the basket of strawberries
Turner was given in 1755 by the local parson’s wife. Such fleeting transactions
invoked enduring feelings, the prompt to further material and yet ephemeral
responses. Turner’s scrupulous notes of what he served his guests at his table and what
food gifts he received constitute an artefact of his commensal practices as much as
any set of plates appraised in his inventory (which does not survive) or dug up in the
garden of his house (which does survive, although much altered) (Vaisey (ed.) 1984:
88-9, 220-1, 232).

CONCLUSION

Not only are food goods ‘technological systems[s] of tools linked in series’ for specific
domestic chores (Cowan 1989: 33), but they are also implements of transformation
and ordering, deployed by (usually) housewives to convert and improve fire, food,
flavours (St George 1982: 168-70). These utensils linked their users to a wider world
of production, technological and commercial; but also to very personalized experiences
of property and possession which surpass the merely economic and reinvoke its early
modern predecessor, ‘ceconomic’. The ethic of ceconomy permeated early modern
English society, right to the core of the household and the ordering of the hearth
(Pennell 1997; cf. de Vries 1994: 255). Notably absent from existing readings of early
modern consumption however is a sense of how individuals accommodated a
proliferating material environment within what was still a profoundly ordered world,
albeit a world in which prescriptions and experiences of order were multiplicitous. The
significance of food and its material culture as an ordering tool and a template of a
particular variety of order cannot be underplayed.
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The pervasiveness of food practices as a structuring cultural component sets up the
possibility of reading too much into what few sources there are available to the culinary
and social historian. While we have recipes, inventories and even the survival of
kitchen equipment, and testimonies of meals, preparation and the social events centred
around food, the reassembling of the multiple levels of experience of food in early
modern England remains an ideal. This should not however discourage us in a more
rigorous and careful use of those sources. This is the sense in which the material culture
of food is essayed here. Although such documentation, artefactual and literary, in
isolation presents the ‘shattered fragments’ rather than the serendipitous ‘intact Delft
platter’ of culinary practice and food experiences, such sources supply an understanding
of food practices, not necessarily more definitive than what has gone before, but more
nuanced in its account of chronologies of stasis and innovation (cf. Vickery 1993: 293);
of perceptions of gender, social and spatial distinction; and of personality and locality
in the phenomenon of consumption.

Notes

1 These are lists of moveable domestic goods (‘chattels’) and personal possessions, taken
for administrative purposes after the decease of an adult individual, usually a householder.
In early modern England they were required for anyone owning moveable estate worth
more than £5, but were frequently made for smaller estates. The frequency with which
detailed inventories were made declined after c. 1740. For further discussion of their
uses see Garrard 1980 and Spufford 1990.

2 This term is used to denote the (dead) subjects of inventories; it is used in preference
to the more usual ‘testators’ or will/testament makers, since not all people who had
inventories made of their estates left wills, and vice versa.
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BUILDING JERUSALEM

Transfer-printed finewares and the
creation of British identity

Alasdair Brooks

[ Will not cease from Mental Fight
Nor shall my Sword sleep in my hand
Till we have built Jerusalem
In England’s green and pleasant Land.
William Blake, ‘Jerusalem’

Nationalism is a marketable commodity. High street Irish pubs, the bagpipe and kilt
heritage industry of Scotland, and cottages representing a bucolic, hazily nostalgic
rural little England, all attempt to sell to the public a version of the past that might
never have existed, but which the public at large clearly wants to exist. Twentieth-
century Britain hardly has a monopoly on marketing a created self-image. Since the
arrival of mass marketing and mass production following the Industrial Revolution,
producers have by necessity catered to current fashions of public taste as well as
creating their own fashions and trends. The Staffordshire potters of the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth century were no different in this regard. It is one thing to say
that industrial potters were catering to public tastes, however, but quite another to
examine what forces formed and informed those tastes. Material culture does not
exist in a vacuum, and those that manufacture and those that use ceramics are both
influenced by wider social, historical and cultural subtexts. This chapter examines
just one small current of the cultural stream, how the creation of a specifically British
identity in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries influenced the designs of transfer-
printed finewares, and what aspects of that identity those same finewares represented.
By examining this meaning, as well as providing some potential site interpretations
based on this analysis, this chapter hopes to demonstrate ways of expanding ceramics
analysis to include a more interpretive and contextual approach.

Ceramic studies in historical archaeology have tended to be based on economic

issues (e.g. Miller 1980 and 1991; Spencer-Wood and Heberling 1987) or on advancing
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the level of quantification in ceramic analysis (e.g. South 1977: 201-30). While
pottery in historical archaeology has also been examined with a more interpretive
eye — Yentsch, for example, has studied the relationship between the symbolic meaning
of pottery, gender and spatial relationships ( Yentsch 1991) — the study of the symbolic
meaning of ceramic decorations on pottery post-dating 1750 has remained largely
unexplored. The study of material culture meaning and symbolism has, of course, a
long tradition in historical archaeology, dating back to the well-known work of Glassie
and Deetz mentioned by West in the introduction to this volume. The early
structuralist and processualist model embraced by Glassie and Deetz has since been
replaced by a more interpretive paradigm (e.g. Shanks and Hodder 1995; Shanks and
Tilley 1992), but the examination of the deeper symbolic meaning of artefacts remains
an important focus of the discipline. Transfer-printed ceramics are particularly ripe
for interpretation. The decorations are not only frequently clear and identifiable, at
least in their general thematic content, but there is a wealth of documentary evidence
available to the archaeologist to aid in interpreting the deeper symbolic content.
This is a clear example of how, as Pajer (1990: 23) amongst others has noted,
documentary evidence can increase the value of post-medieval archaeological
evidence.

Ingersoll and Nickell’s study of the American Tomb of the Unknown provides
a particularly useful context for examining the role of deeply embedded cultural
meaning in material culture. The authors note the tension in western thought
between the Greek intellectual tradition of rational process and the more enigmatic,
mystical and symbolic Judaeo-Christian intellectual tradition. Western symbolic
thought today tends towards the concrete and rational, but symbolism is not lost,
it is merely submerged, particularly in the form of material culture (Ingersoll and
Nickell 1987: 202-5). Not all material culture can be quite as visible or contain
quite the obvious mythic symbolism as a Tomb of the Unknown, itself amongst
the most ‘arresting emblems of the modern culture of nationalism’ (Anderson
1991: 9). Nonetheless, on some level all material culture reflects similar deeply
embedded symbolic themes and messages. This is as true of the obvious, such as
Ulster wall murals (Jarman 1996), Welsh gravestones (Mytum 1994) or early
ironclad warships (Garrison 1995) as it is of the less obvious, such as feminine
hygiene products (Ginsburg 1996), Zippo lighters (Walters 1997) or the humble
toothbrush (Shackel 1993). As will be seen in this chapter, deeply embedded

symbolic themes and messages also undeniably exist on transfer-printed ceramics.

NATIONALISM AND BRITAIN

The rise of nationalism — and its symbols — in post-Enlightenment Europe has produced
a vast literature (e.g. Anderson 1991; Colley 1996; Dietler 1994; Hobsbawm 1990;
Hobsbawm and Ranger 1992; Schama 1995). Because of the very specific topic of
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this chapter, English transfer-printed ceramics, Linda Colley’s Britons: Forging the
Nation 1707-1837 has been selected as the primary model — those familiar with the
literature will no doubt be able to identify other influences. The topics of ‘rural
prosperity’, ‘war’ and ‘nationality’ explored here are broadly analogous, rather than
identical to, those in Colley’s book. This chapter does not claim that these themes
are the only relevant ones, or that they comprehensively address all of the socio-
historical issues, but they do serve to highlight certain symbolic themes that occurred
in the material culture of the time.

‘Britain’ is a relatively modern creation. James I and VI became the first king of
both England and Scotland in 1603, adopting the title ‘King of Great Britain,
France and Ireland’ in October 1604 (Mackie 1978: 188). The Act of Union between
England and Scotland dates to 1707, and the United Kingdom was only created in
1801 when Ireland was (temporarily) added to the British body politic. Wales, of
course, had been forcibly united to England from the much earlier date (1282 —
though fully so de jure only from 1536), but the remoteness of the Welsh landscape
and the very different language stopped Wales from being totally subsumed into
England. With the arrival of the Act of Union, three very different nations suddenly
found themselves forced to negotiate a new common identity within a larger political
framework, and the creation of the United Kingdom added a fourth. It is the role of
transfer-printed ceramics as material culture within this identity that is explored
hereafter.

THE PATTERNS

The patterns discussed in this chapter are representative of the themes under
discussion, rather than a comprehensive list of the relevant vessels. The patterns
are not, however, intended to be representative of transfer prints as a whole; abstract
floral patterns and romantic oriental scenes are but two common pattern types
not discussed here. Vessels (usually plates) representative of the themes discussed
in this chapter have been excavated as far afield as northern Pembrokeshire (Brooks
1992), central Virginia (Brooks 1994) and Brazoria, Texas (Earls et al. 1995).
However, since the study of transfer-print symbolism is still in its infancy, identifying
a large sample of excavated materials can prove problematic; therefore the primary
sources for the patterns discussed here are modern pattern books, particularly the
two volumes of the Coysh and Henrywood Dictionary of Blue and White Printed
Pottery 1780-1880, one of the standard works on the topic. Finally, it should be
stressed that ‘meaning’ is a multi-layered concept, rather than a definable absolute;
different interpretations of the same piece of material culture by different
individuals are entirely possible. The symbolism ascribed to certain patterns in
this chapter are not the only or final possible interpretations, they are potential
meanings in a specific socio-historical context. Other valid interpretations
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dependent on other contexts (whether large-scale or individual) will also exist.
This chapter explores the tremendous potential of transfer-print symbolism.

Rural prosperity

Any perusal of eighteenth- and particularly nineteenth-century transfer prints
will reveal a striking number of patterns representing bucolic scenes of a calm and
prosperous countryside. Two views of the British countryside are represented in
these patterns, one a Britain of stately homes dominating the rural landscape, the
other a rustic vision of peaceful, content millers and farmers. It would be impossible
to do the vast catalogue of such patterns justice in a chapter of this length, but
two series of patterns, ‘British Scenery’ by an unknown maker (Coysh and
Henrywood 1982: 59-62) and the ‘Titled Seats’ series of the Careys, c¢. 1823 to c.
1842 (ibid.: 363), are examined here as representative examples of the types in
question.

[t was only with the Act of Union that Scottish peers joined their English and
Welsh counterparts in a united House of Lords. As the century wore on, the
aristocracy — the titled and landed families of Britain — became recognizably British
as intermarriage between the Celtic and English nobility became increasingly
common. As Colley notes, ‘between 1750 and 1800, there were more than twice
as many marriages between daughters of the Scottish peerage and Englishmen
than there had been in the first half of the century’ (Colley 1996: 170). National
prejudices did not of course disappear overnight, but cooperation, competition
and interaction between the English and Celtic aristocracies occurred to the point
that internal divisions were less important than national unity. Yet the new British
aristocracy formed by this process felt particularly vulnerable in the wake of the
American war, the French Revolution and subsequent wars, occasional serious
riots (such as the anti-Catholic Gordon riots), and the parliamentary reform crisis
of the 1830s. Radical writers such as Thomas Paine and John Wade published
scathing attacks on the privileges of the aristocracy, attempting to undermine the
power of a group that comprised a tiny minority of the British population but a
disproportionately large percentage of the governing class (ibid.: 162—4). This
was a period where Britain frequently lurched between intermittent crises.

The atmosphere of crisis felt by the aristocracy is not reflected on the transfer
prints of the period. Take, for example, patterns such as the ‘Titled Seats’ series
prints of Alton Abbey, Inverary Castle and Castle Freke, Cork (Fig. 4.1). All of
these patterns radiate calm and prosperity. This is a Britain of a prosperous ruling
class secure in its own position, a Britain of, to use Langford’s title, ‘a polite and
commercial people’ (Langford 1992). It is difficult to identify to what degree, if
any, the aristocracy directly influenced the choice of pattern or representation
made by the original potters. Miller’s work, however, has demonstrated that between
1790 and 1850 a transfer-printed refined white earthenware plate was at least
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Figure 4.1 ‘Castle Freke, Cork’ pattern (by kind permission of R. K. Henrywood)

2.11 and up to 4.33 times more expensive than its undecorated counterpart (Miller
1991: 14). These were very much the higher- status wares. Heath’s analysis has
shown that poor white artisans working in central Virginia (who purchased their
own pottery) owned less expensive ceramics than slaves (who received cast-offs
from their owners) working at the same plantation; the artisans’ plates were
particularly inexpensive, and not a single transfer-printed vessel occurred in the
assemblage (Heath 1991: 62-70). While this is a North American example, it
serves to illustrate the discrepancy of purchasing power and ceramic acquisition
that could exist between the wealthy landowner and poor worker. Given that the
market for these wares was therefore intended to be the wealthy, it is likely that
the potters were indirectly influenced by their market, which in this case included
a landed aristocracy eager to project a self-image of bucolic calm and prosperity in
a time of uncertainty and therefore amenable to acquiring material culture which
projected that image. In a sense, the patterns under discussion therefore become
pieces of unintentional propaganda, symbolically — if perhaps subconsciously —
making the implicit connection between stability, prosperity and the aristocracy.
Acquisition of these patterns by the less wealthy would have served to further
spread this subconscious symbolism, however unintentional the process might
have been.

[t should be mentioned that Britain in this period was unusually stable and
prosperous, at least compared to its European contemporaries. Despite undoubted

55



ALASDAIR BROOKS

hostility and not infrequent violence towards Catholics and Dissenters, religious
freedom was far more extensive than in most cases on the Continent (Langford 1992:
291-3). Where France suffered no fewer than sixteen national famines between 1700
and the Revolution, the Scottish famines of the 1690s were the last national famines
on the British mainland (though not, of course, in Ireland); as Colley notes, ‘Britain’s
fruitfulness . . . fed its war machine, as well as its complacency and its people’ (Colley
1996: 38-9). This is the Britain of the ‘Riverside Cottages’, “The Watermill’ and
‘Cottages and Castle’ (Fig. 4.2) patterns of the ‘British Scenery’ series. Once again,
the patterns convey symbols and messages of a stable and prosperous Britain. This
time, however, the rural population implicitly shares in and benefits from the national
prosperity. Ironically, the rather nostalgic rural Britain represented by these patterns
was disappearing at this very time. To take but two examples, emigration to the

Figure 4.2 ‘Cottages and Castle’ pattern (by kind permission of R. T. Henrywood)
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industrial southern coalfields led to a seismic demographic shift away from the Welsh
countryside (Davies 1993: 352-6; Williams 1985: 156-7) and the sheep clearances
and Improvement movement utterly transformed the Scottish Highlands, devastating
the rural population in the process (Devine 1994: 60-75; Whyte and Whyte 1991:
151-2). But as mentioned in the preceding paragraph, these patterns were not for
the most part being purchased by a displaced rural poor who might well have argued
with the iconography, imagery and symbolism. The patterns were far more likely to
be purchased by wealthier households. A Staffordshire potter was unlikely to produce
an expensive vessel which undermined or contradicted the desired national self-
image. Although the focus may be slightly different, once again the plates serve to
project a powerful symbolic image of a calm and prosperous rural Britain.

War

The search for a united Britain can be seen through a particularly martial glass.
During the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Britain was a nation almost
continuously at war. An incomplete catalogue includes the Jacobite rebellions,
the spectacular success of the Seven Years War, the equally spectacular failure of
the American War of Independence, the aftermath of the French Revolution,
and the long struggle with Napoleon. Nations facing external threats, whether
real or imagined (and until Trafalgar, the Napoleonic threat was very real), naturally
tend to create a united identity in the face of that threat. As Colley has noted,
Time and time again, war with an obviously hostile and alien foreign power had
forged a semblance of unity and distracted attention from the considerable divisions
and tensions within. In a very real sense, war . . . had been the making of Great
Britain’ (Colley 1996: 339). Material culture in the form of transfer-printed
finewares symbolically reflected and contributed to this sense of unity.

The Jones and Son ‘British History’ series of c. 1826-8 (Coysh and Henrywood
1982: 58) contains several martial themes: ‘Elizabeth Addressing the Troops’, ‘Battle
of Waterloo’, ‘Interview of Wallace and Bruce’, ‘Hamden [sic] Mortally Wounded’,
‘Death of Nelson’ and ‘Death of Wolfe’. The deaths are particularly notable. Heroic
death became an important part of the British national myth. Paintings of the
deaths of Wolfe and Nelson are the most famous examples of a series of quasi-
religious representations of a British warrior class that was willing to be martyred
for the nation. A considerable amount of material culture was produced by this
cult of heroic death. Not only ceramics, but mass-produced fabrics, woodcuts and
inn signs all catered to the market for the patriotic iconography of war and
martyrdom (Colley 1996: 193-5). This was also a very British iconography in its
conception; Arthur Wellesley (The Duke of Wellington) was an Anglo-Irishman,
and while Moore’s last words at Corunna may have been ‘I hope the people of
England will be satisfied; I hope my country will do me justice’, he was nonetheless
a Scot. Once again, the potters were catering to a ready-made market, but
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additionally, transfer prints containing these martial images of death could serve
as symbolic reminders of the forces of unity by their display of the shared national
imagery of the sacrifices made by the new nation’s military leaders.

The ‘British History’ series was far from unique in its representation of martial
themes. For example, ‘Night Sea Battle’ and ‘Trafalgar’, both by unknown makers
(Coysh and Henrywood 1982: 334, 369) would have reminded owners of Britain’s
naval achievements. The celebration of military achievement could reach quite
tangential extremes. In a particularly clever piece of marketing, the ‘Napier’ pattern
(Fig. 4.3), most probably named after Admiral Sir Charles H. Napier, contains an
oriental pattern with no connection whatsoever to its namesake’s then famous
exploits (Brooks 1994; Coysh and Henrywood 1986: 143). While the symbolic
imagery of these patterns may not be quite as forceful as those of heroic death,
they could still serve as tangible patriotic reminders of the external threats facing
Britain, as well as the ongoing victories.

Figure 4.3 ‘Napier’ pattern, John Ridgeway, 1830-40 (Dept of Archaeology, Thomas
Jefferson’s Poplar Forest)
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Nationality

The creation of a single British identity did not mean that other national identities
vanished overnight. Indeed, it was entirely possible to be both British and distinctly
Scots, Welsh or Irish. These separate identities could be subsumed and appropriated
by the wider body politic as necessary. National identities could be expressed in two
ways on transfer prints, one symbolically representing a sense of separate identity and
the other a sense of merged identity.

The use of distinctly Scottish- and Welsh-themed plates grew out of the Romantic
movement. The use and subtexts of Romantic-period Scottish and Welsh mythic
themes have been extensively discussed elsewhere (Brooks 1997). To summarize,
patterns such as the Davenport firm’s ‘Scott’s [llustrations’ series representing scenes
from Sir Walter Scott’s novels and the romantically Welsh Cambrian pattern (Fig.
4.4) by George Phillips represent a created version of a romanticized past. The
popularity of Celtic culture following the Romantic-era revival should not be

Figure 4.4 ‘Cambrian’ pattern, George Phillips, c. 183448 (Dept of Archaeology, Thomas
Jefferson’s Poplar Forest)
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underestimated. While the poems behind the Ossian phenomenon of the 1760s were
later proven to be largely forgeries (Gaskill 1991: 1-16), the unveiling of these putative
masterworks of a third-century blind Gaelic bard unleashed a full-blown Celtophilia
in Britain and North America. In the nineteenth century, the ‘Balmoralization’ (Jarvie
1989: 199) of Scottish culture led to further appropriation and absorption of the
mythic Celtic past by Britain’s elite. This process was further aided by the actions of
the Celtic minorities themselves. Harvie notes that the Scots realized that ‘prosperity,
materially and intellectually, required collaboration with the English’ (Harvie 1994:
81), and as a result they were able to understand and manipulate the wider national
identity and ideology in a way that was unusual for national minorities in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. With this in mind, the use of distinctly Scottish-
and Welsh-themed plates by the Staffordshire potters is more understandable: they
were reacting to both popular demand and national ideology. The appropriation of a
Celtic imagery by English potters signals that these images were no longer considered
potentially subversive in their symbolism, as they might have seemed when the Jacobite
threat was still very real.

If some patterns represented a very separate picture of Britain’s national identities,
others emphasized how much those identities had merged, at least within the ranks
of the aristocracy. Take, for example, the previously discussed Titled Seats’ series. At
least two of the patterns represent non-English scenes: The Duke of Argyll’s seat at
Inverary and Lord Carbery’s house at Castle Freke, Cork. There is no means of
distinguishing either of these from their English counterparts. The ‘British History’
series contains a representation of a scene from one of the defining eras of Scotland’s
history, the ‘Interview between Wallace and Bruce’ (Fig. 4.5). There is nothing in
this transfer print to suggest anything even remotely Scottish. Indeed, Wallace and
Bruce are attired in a manner more suggestive of Roman legionaries than of medieval
warriors. These and similar plates mark a high tide of sorts in the material culture of
British identity. The implicit symbolic ideology of these vessels suggests that the
United Kingdom is no longer a land of four very different peoples, but rather a single
socio-political entity. Of course, the co-existence of patterns representing both merged
and separate national identities strongly suggests that the tensions between the two
were never fully resolved. However, whether merged or separate, these patterns help
to demonstrate that the national minorities had been successfully appropriated to
the point that they were considered symbolically ‘safe’ rather than potentially disruptive
or divisive.

INTERPRETATIONS

There are several ways to explore this type of ceramics analysis, and one potential
means of interpretation, cultural affiliation, will be examined here. In order to
demonstrate some of the inherent complexities of this analysis, this chapter qualifies
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Figure 4.5 ‘Interview between Wallace and Brace’ pattern, Jones & Son, c. 1826-28 (Dr R.
K. Henrywood)

the interpretation of cultural affiliation by linking two further interpretative issues,
those of function and of acquisition and availability. Various interpretations are
by no means mutually exclusive, and indeed, are perhaps best used in combination.
It should be stressed that these are not the only methods of archaeologically
interpreting the symbolism of transfer prints, but they will serve to demonstrate
how this type of analysis can contribute to site interpretation.

The use of transfer prints to interpret cultural affiliation requires a comparative
analysis between geographical areas and is strengthened by corroborating material
culture evidence. Take for example Mytum’s 1994 analysis of Pembroke gravestone
inscriptions. Mytum noted that Pembrokeshire was divided by both language (a
geographical divide) and religion (a more class-based divide). English was
(unsurprisingly) the most common language on gravestones in English-speaking
southern Pembrokeshire. In Welsh-speaking northern Pembrokeshire, Welsh was
disproportionately common on poor non-conformist gravestones, whereas English
was more common on the gravestones of the wealthier Anglican community. This
use of Welsh might well be seen as a rejection of the Anglicized elite in favour of
a Welsh identity (Mytum 1994: 259-64). Following this example, the presence or
absence of British-themed patterns at nearby Welsh sites could potentially signal
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information about the cultural affiliations of a site’s occupants. Thus the potential
absence of British-themed transfer prints on sites in north Pembrokeshire associated
with poor farmers could serve as a further indication of a rejection of Anglicization.
This type of corroborative analysis is important; material culture is not a passive
reflector of cultural symbolism that always adheres to a single contextual analysis.
Examined as part of the totality of a site’s cultural, geographical and historical
context, however, an interpretation can enhance our understanding of both the
site and the artefact.

The issue of cultural affiliation cannot, however, be examined by itself; the
multi-layered complexities of transfer-print symbolism demand that other issues
also be considered. The acquisition and availability of goods also impact site
interpretation. Praetzellis and Praetzellis have noted the pitfalls of assuming that
material culture acquisition is always culturally biased; use of English and American
pottery by the inhabitants of Sacramento’s Chinatown did not indicate that they
were becoming more American and less Chinese, but was rather a result of the
local Chinese population using an American supplier and middleman who
purchased the goods on their behalf (Praetzellis and Praetzellis 1997). The closely
related topics of acquisition and availability in fact involve a wide range of complex
issues, some of which are discussed in Buckham’s chapter in this volume. To single
out but one of these potential issues, as well as continuing with the example from
the previous paragraph, poor farmers in northern Pembrokeshire might not have
been purchasing all of their own ceramics. Given the complex relationships of
interdependency amongst the Welsh cottagers (D. Jenkins 1971: 117;]. G. Jenkins
1976: 20-2), finewares might have been acquired as a payment for goods and
services. Therefore, the finewares might have been purchased by wealthier farmers
or the gentry before being handed down to the poorer members of the community.
This would obviously impact the interpretation of cultural affiliation from transfer-
print analysis, but it would also serve to give a more complete picture of a site’s
wider socio-cultural environment.

The function of the material culture, in this case the finewares, might also
be considered. For example, Miller (as noted earlier) has conclusively
demonstrated that transfer-printed wares were the most expensive fine
earthenwares available (Miller 1980 and 1991). Given the value of these
vessels, would a rural Welsh family have used them on a day-to-day basis, or
were they more likely to be used for display purposes, such as on a Welsh
dresser? An examination of wear marks (particularly knife marks) on the
finewares in question can prove particularly useful in these circumstances.
Light wear might suggest display use, whereas heavy wear marks might suggest
day-to-day use. The former would be the more conclusive evidence — heavy
wear merely indicates that the vessels were used on a regular basis at some
point, not that they were never used for display purposes. Items displayed in
the household might well hold a stronger contextual meaning than they might
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otherwise; these are the items that a household could choose to establish their
identity, the items that could consciously and subconsciously tell visitors ‘This
is who [ am’ and ‘This is what [ believe in’.

To summarize the three areas of interpretation examined above, if a household
controls its own fineware acquisition, if those finewares are used for display purposes,
and if corroborative material culture were available, the conclusion would be clear:
the fineware assemblage at a farm site in north Pembrokeshire associated with the
rural poor would be demonstrably informed by wider issues of cultural identity. By
focusing on different interpretative areas, or the same ones to different degrees,
other researchers will be able to examine other areas relating to transfer-print
symbolism. This may seem to be a considerable amount of work but the benefits
are worth the effort. This type of analysis can contribute greatly to a deeper
understanding of a site’s socio-cultural context.

CONCLUSION

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, much valuable work has been done in
the study of the economics and quantification of ceramics in historical archaeology,
but comparatively little in the way of ceramic symbolism, particularly the symbolism
of ceramic decoration. Given that archaeologists and material culture researchers
have expended a considerable amount of effort teasing out the cultural symbolism
of far less obvious items of material culture, this is somewhat surprising. This chapter
has examined but three themes (rural prosperity, war and nationality) within a
single topic (the creation of British identity in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries), and it has not even begun to address the totality of the vast panoply of
transfer-printed vessels that British potters produced in this time period.
Nonetheless, even within this relatively narrow context, it is clear that transfer-
printed ceramics are laden with symbolic meaning. Perhaps part of the problem is
that in the past, historical ceramicists were unsure of how to approach and interpret
the symbolic meaning of their transfer-printed vessels. Given the traditional heavy
focus on typology and quantification (both important fields of study in and of
themselves), this would be unsurprising. Nonetheless, this chapter has explored
the potential of how to apply this type of analysis to wider site interpretation, and
has set an agenda for further discussion of this valuable area. Questions of cultural
affiliation, acquisition and function of transfer-printed wares broaden our
understanding of a site’s social environment, and these are not the only areas of
investigation available to the archaeologist. Continued analysis of transfer-print
symbolism — and indeed of other decorative techniques — can only serve to further
our understanding of these important artefacts and the sites from which they are
excavated.
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RECONSTRUCTING CASTLES
AND REFASHIONING
IDENTITIES IN RENAISSANCE
ENGLAND

Matthew Johnson

New Historicists are sometimes said to be guilty of ‘the principle of
arbitrary connectedness’; that is, they conjoin what should by rights
be kept apart, gluing together in a zany collage pieces that do not
properly belong in the same place. But how do we know what is
‘proper’? Who controls the categories that govern the distinction
between the arbitrary and the appropriate? And what exactly are
we supposed to see when we look into a mirror?

(Greenblatt: 1994: 99)

This chapter has its origins in ongoing research into late medieval and Renaissance
polite architecture, and a particular interest in the reuse or continuing use of old
structures such as castles. Its arguments arise from a conviction that we need to
explore new ways of talking about late and post-medieval architecture, ways that
acknowledge and even celebrate the strangeness and otherness of the past, and
that we need to move away from the easy familiarity of architectural discussions
that talk of fashion, show, status, display, conspicuous consumption. (We also
need to move away from similarly easy talk of ideology and misrepresentation
such as that found in Johnson 1991.) Such strangeness and otherness is most
clearly seen in the terms of reference we use for identity and the self.

Identity in the Renaissance, as New Historicist scholars have repeatedly stressed,
is couched in terms not only superficially familar but actually unfamiliar to us. It
is concerned with what they saw and we see in the mirror; what they saw and we
see in the mirror is complicit with what they saw and we see around us, in dress,
architecture and landscape for example. Identity is a term that embodies very
different categories, all of them shifting and fluid: gender, the body, sexuality,
class, ethnicity. The thrill of working on the Renaissance is that we not only need
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to question identities in the manner of the prehistorian, but that we can see
‘modern’ identities shifting into focus. Such past identities are both familar and
strange. They are presented here as essentially strange, in counterpoint to the
usual narratives of familiarity in which fifteenth- and sixteenth-century England
is presented as essentially familiar and consequently banal.

[ want to stress that identity and familiarity are clearly difficult issues that are
as complex as they are wide-ranging. As such the arguments I present here are not
only provisional in terms of their content; [ also want to explore new ways of
experiencing old buildings and places, and new ways of talking and writing about
those experiences. In these terms, this chapter stands at the beginning of a long
journey whose ultimate destination is a domain where very different discursive
rules to those presently governing buildings archaeology and architectural history
might apply. The initial stages of such a journey involve a rejection of pat divisions
between medieval and post-medieval, vernacular and polite, archaeology and
history.

[ argue specifically that:

1 Changes in style and planning of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century architecture
need to be thought about in much more subtle and penetrative ways than
simply a blithe ascription to the ‘vagaries of fashion’ or the ‘impact of the
Renaissance’.

2 Architecture must be seen as one expression of changing cultural identity. In
particular, architecture was one form of ‘Renaissance self-fashioning’ in the
phrase made popular by Stephen Greenblatt (1980).

3 The mid- to late sixteenth century saw the construction (no pun intended) of
elite domestic architecture as a discursive object. More precisely, this period
saw the application of new discursive rules to the inscription of architectural
forms on the physical and cultural landscape.

4 Having been re-constructed through new discourses in this way, old buildings
such as medieval castles came to carry very different meanings. Such new
meanings in turn were actively deployed in the construction of the identities
of sixteenth-century elites.

My conclusion therefore is that sixteenth-century identities are constructed around
the way buildings are viewed, rather than simply changing architectural styles
(Perpendicular, Renaissance). Such a conclusion, is, of course, a starting point in
its turn.

Elements of the argument outlined above fall into a familiar narrative. It is
easy to demonstrate that sixteenth-century architecture is about more than
‘the Renaissance’ in simplistic terms, as [ have done elsewhere (Johnson 1991
and 1996). The application of Renaissance rules to architectural forms can be
deconstructed to the extent that ‘the Renaissance’ ceases to be a meaningful
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category; Maurice Howard’s analysis of Classical ornament at Kirby Hall,
Northamptonshire, does this in some detail (Howard 1990).

[t is also easy to refer to some of the changes in identity experienced by the
elite at this period. A potted narrative of some of the broader changes in sixteenth-
century elite culture might include a shift from values of bastard feudalism, however
defined, to those of early modern ‘civility’: the rise of literacy and with it literate
culture, the break-up of communities of honour and martial valour, the associated
decline of ‘brutality’ most notably discussed by Norbert Elias (1978). The financial
crisis associated with the decline in great households, religious reformation, and
the rise of the middle classes and the nation state in terms of both cultural
domination and political power might then be cited (Gaimster and Stamper 1997),
along with the rise in social mobility, whether real or merely perceived by
contemporaries (Stone 1984).

Having gone through such a list of changes, a potted version of sixteenth-
century architectural history might contrast two buildings as epitomes of their
respective ‘ages’. To take two more or less at random, Gainsborough Old Hall,
in Lincolnshire, can be seen as a late fifteenth-century agglomeration of
buildings in three ranges around a central court; it was dominated by a central
hall with the usual accoutrements of a dais end with oriel window and a cross-
passage; beyond each a rambling suite of rooms, large kitchens and a solar
wing. The whole is inward-looking, a rambling structure. Pair Gainsborough
with the late sixteenth-century Hardwick Hall: the hall is now relegated to
the role of an entrance vestibule; new architectural features include a gallery
running the length of the building. Overall, the plan is two rooms deep, and
has an organic unity — it is formed of two interlinked Greek crosses. The whole
also looks outward. The courtyard has been lost; huge glazed windows view
the landscape around rather than the courtyard within. It is tempting therefore
to contrast 1500 and 1600 at opposite ends of a simple, unilinear process, and
draw the implication that we should contrast ‘elite culture’ in 1500 and 1600
at opposite ends of such a spectrum also.

Now large elements of such a picture are true at a general level, and indeed
[ have given this account as a frame upon which to hang a more detailed
analysis of architecture and identity. Such a picture is nevertheless excessively
normative, even Whiggish. I want to qualify such a narrative by stressing that:

1 Different buildings and different families of owners reveal a diversity of
experience, both at individual and regional levels. There are also subtle but
important distinctions to be made between between royal, aristocratic and gentry
architecture and cultural identity.

2 There is also an apparent continuity in many respects. Military prowess and
the concept of honour continued to be a key component in the identity at least
of many elite men throughout this period, though it was framed in different
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ways in different contexts.

3 Such an account does little justice to the complexity of manipulation of
architectural symbols and the changing way these came to signify elite identities.
Such subtlety is more than simply ‘noise’ around clear underlying principles or
trends, since it is this complexity that was such an important component of
how buildings could be constructed and reconstructed by the elite.

The rest of this discussion will concentrate on point 3. Specifically, I think that a
model in which we line up buildings from this or that date and see them as examples
or archetypes of their time conceals such complexity and subtlety, and in particular
conceals one of the most interesting aspects of sixteenth-century architecture:
the reuse of buildings from the past to carry very different meanings in a present
whose nature was under dispute.

Let’s take a specific individual, building and historical event as an example of
such complexity: one episode in the popular uprising of the Pilgrimage of Grace
in 1536. A crowd came to gates of Wressle Castle in eastern Yorkshire to demand
‘a Percy to lead the rebellion’. Meanwhile the Percy Earl of Northumberland lay
tactfully ‘ill’ inside, refused to come out and played no further part in the rising
(Fletcher 1973).

What is going on here? First, one could argue that the crowd sought legitimation
for its actions by appealing to the traditional role of the Percy family as the leader
of an independent North. (Whether the rebellion was genuinely popular or not is
a vexed question.) Percy’s refusal was in part a rejection of these values, or at least
could be read as such by participants; his ‘illness’ an attempt to ameliorate this
rejection. The castle of Wressle was thus used as a stage setting for a complex
piece of political action.

Now Wressle Castle was both an old and a new building (Fig. 5.1). Built over
100 years earlier and closely linked in terms of its form to the quadrangular castles
of Bolton and Sheriff Hutton in the same county, it was of a courtyard plan still
not noticeably archaic in the mid-sixteenth century; an outer court had recently
been added. The castle presents a traditional face to the rebels; but there was a
new park and garden round the other side and a library called Paradise in one of
the rectangular towers. The identity of the castle is as complex as that of the
protagonists in this episode.

[t is very easy to forget that medieval buildings that survived were also sixteenth-
and seventeenth-century buildings, that they may have carried very different
meanings in those contexts, and that we are as much concerned with their
continuing use as their construction. The fourteenth-century inner court at Wressle
was a sign of the ancient character of the Percy lineage; the sixteenth-century
building of an outer court ‘framed’ this old structure, placed it as the core of a
great feudal palace. The meanings of that building were then referred back to in
the actions of the different parties.
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Figure 5.1 Wressle castle, Yorkshire; drawing of the castle in c. 1600 (after Neave 1984: 59)

[ shall now make some more detailed comments about the relationship between
identity and architecture in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century England. [ will look
first at elements of late medieval architectural forms before examining the
sixteenth-century manipulation of architecture to create new cultural authorities
and identities in greater detail.

LATE MEDIEVAL CASTLES

Late medieval architecture, in particular that of castles, is at once loquacious and
silent. It is intensely expressive of a system of values and identities; and yet that
system hardly emerges into written or overt discourse. The system of values is
coherent, but is rarely if ever spoken out loud.
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Bodiam and Warkworth are two of the most frequently cited structures in
this regard. Bodiam, built in the later fourteenth century, is an ‘old soldier’s
dream house’, the depth and detail of its sham defences being so carefully laid
out that some stubbornly traditional architectural historians refuse to venture
from the shadow of the general’s armchair and acknowledge it as such. The
visitor to Bodiam moves along a series of carefully defined causeways through
a carefully defined landscape; past ornamental ponds, along the undefended
scarp holding back the moat, around and back to the main gate (Fig. 5.2). As
he does so (and 1 suggest that the castle is constructed with a primarily male
audience of fellow knights in mind), he notes all the sham accoutrements of
defensive literacy that mark the identity of the old soldier whose residence
this is: flanking towers that do not really flank, drawbridges and portcullis
grooves that do not really work, and so on.

If Bodiam is an apparently sham castle, Warkworth consists of additions to a
much earlier structure originally of motte-and-bailey form. Its most notable element
is a spectacular donjon or great tower (Fig. 5.3). Much ink has been spilt over the
‘origins’ of these late medieval towers; whether descended directly from the great
‘Norman’ keeps, or an innovation in terms of layout and function, or to do with
tensions between master and mercenary in ‘bastard feudalism’. Again, I suggest
this misses the point. Whatever the outcome of the anti-quarian’s search for
‘origins’, by the fifteenth century the tower was in part a statement about lordship.

Figure 5.3 The great tower or donjon at Warkworth
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The Warkworth tower is usually dated to the early to mid-fifteenth century,
though there is no certain documentary evidence for this date; it is of an
apparently unusual plan. But [ suggest Warkworth is not as unusual as all that.
[ts outline of a Greek cross, it has been suggested, conceals a more traditional
arrangement of hall with service at lower end and parlour at upper, with cellars
below. In this view the light well in the middle of the building is simply a tiny
version of the central courtyard of a quadrangular castle or palace (Fig. 5.3;
Simpson 1938: 127). Pevsner asserts in a characteristic and revealing comment
that ‘the design of castles and bastions as a rule has nothing to do with
architectural history . . . Considerations of aesthetics are as a rule completely
absent. But the Warkworth Keep is a work of architecture in the sense that
both its mass and its inner spaces are beautiful as well as useful’ (Pevsner 1957:

315-16).

Figure 5.4 The Percy lion, north face of Warkworth keep
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Warkworth is a piece of architectural symbolism as witty and as complex as
anything from the [talian Renaissance. It has a tower that from the outside appears
to be central; on the inside the light well seems to fill this role. In fact neither is
central. The tower is placed upon the old motte of the eatlier castle with all its
historical associations. The whole castle is covered with the heraldic mark of the
Percy lion (Fig. 5.4).

How does a Warkworth mark the identity of its owners and builders? Like
Wressle, Warkworth was one of a number of castles owned by the Percy earls of
Northumberland. Warkworth is an old castle of twelfth-century origins: its spatial
position reflects a feudal control of space. Its orientation is axial, with the main
street behind dominated by a large carved, and probably formerly painted, Percy
lion on the tower. The plan of the fifteenth-century castle refers back to its origins
in its retention of the motte-and-bailey form, and the rebuilt keep on top of the
older motte to its fifteenth-century owners.

Such buildings, then, are best ‘read’ as having a series of layered meanings.
They relate to the continuing use of military symbolism; to the deliberate use of
archaic forms such as the great tower; and so on. Such layering of meanings is
seen most clearly and overtly in the practice of heraldry. The historical
antecedents of heraldry are a matter of dispute, but by the fifteenth century
heraldic marks had become badges of lineage, of ancient ancestry and of right to
land; heraldry can also be argued to be totemic and metonymic in its symbolic
associations (the lion rampant of the Percys being an obvious example). The
great tower at Tattershall, one of the largest in terms of scale but arranged
internally like a much smaller manorial solar tower, is adorned insistently and
repetitively with Ralph, Lord Cromwell’s arms (a pair of moneybags and the
motto ‘The Right Is Mine’). Innumerable gatehouses of all types of ostensibly
military, domestic or religious structure are covered in badges and devices of
this type. This insistence and repetitiveness is worth further exploration — recent
work has linked such a form of patterning with that in contemporary literary
and musical forms (Evett 1990).

Overt discussions of this symbolism, though, are almost non-existent. I know
of no overtly articulated discussion of Warkworth as a piece of architecture until
the later sixteenth century; most famously James I’s remark that ‘the lion holds up
this castle’. It is striking that at the same time the formal, stylistic and decorative
vocabulary of late medieval secular architecture remained strikingly constant and
unchanging, to the extent that architectural historians often find it difficult to
date a building between the late fourteenth and late fifteenth centuries in the
absence of documentary evidence.

To summarize, late medieval meanings were not the subject of overt discourse,
either in terms of writing or in terms of stylistic change. If we look, for example, at
the comments of the early topographical writer Leland, writing in the 1510s, most
comments are confined to the scale of the building; aesthetics or symbolism are
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hardly mentioned beyond comments like ‘very fair and pleasant’ or even ‘one
thing I liked very much was . . .” (Chandler (ed.) 1992).

If the identities expressed by late medieval architecture were complex, the
bearers of those identities remained remarkably silent about it. Identities were
negotiated through movement through space, placement of actions, and visual
and iconic images such as heraldry; not in the first instance through writing things
down. To borrow Foucault’s terminology, the meanings of architecture were not
constituted as a problem in late medieval English discourse. Thornbury was built
by the Duke of Buckingham in the 1510s as a great palace, with all the
accoutrements of crenellation and heraldry; it succeeded to such an extent that
its owner was executed in part for building ‘too grandly’ before the palace and its
associated garden were even half finished. But the phrase ‘too grandly’ is not
elaborated upon; its meanings were taken by contemporaries as self-evident.

SIXTEENTH-CENTURY MENTALITIES

Now the interesting thing when we come to consider sixteenth-century elites is
that this silence has disappeared a century later. Elizabethan writers expressed
overt anxiety, intellectual and emotional, over some of the very theoretical
concerns that involve us in considering changing marks of identity. To clarify, a
series of late sixteenth-century texts quite explicitly identify and discuss questions
of meaning and identity. Two themes stand out in particular: concern over the
self, and over the nature of signification — how symbols work.

To take the self first, I suggest that one of the anxieties of the sixteenth century
was the distinction between inner and outer man: most obviously through traditions
of Protestant thought, but a distinction also seen within Renaissance humanism.
This deepening of personal identity, underneath the surface roles of allegiance and
loyalty, has been noted in literature (for example, the casting of Machiavelli as a
horrifying figure in Marlowe’s Edward II; the peculiar horror of Shakespeare’s lago
and Richard III, two characters who dissemble, are not what they seem). It carried
the implication that identities were more problematic and could be negotiated in
more complex ways than simply the late medieval techniques of surface appearance;
the carrying of livery and other badges on the body, the taking of oaths, values of
service and patronage — these were no longer enough to determine identity. Who
you were was no longer a simple matter of placement on a grid of status; as Keith
Wrightson has noted, the language of social division in this period shifted uneasily
between different categories of status and class, evolving into a ‘language of sorts’
(Wrightson 1994).

Most of this anxiety was, of course, masculine. To be a ruler was to be male; and
to be male was a cultural distinction rather than a biological one. Masculinity was
intellectually conceived by many male writers as a positive mark; men who failed
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to actively maintain the boundaries of identity, for example by dressing in women’s
clothing on the stage, were in danger of lapsing back into femininity (Laqueur
1990; Levine 1994). This was a specifically elite masculinity, and liable to become
more so. The deeper and more problematic the identity, the more it was agonized
over and subjected to abstracted analysis by literate men, the more divorced it
became from the more ordinary concerns of popular culture, tradition and the
everyday. The rise of published texts — in other words, forms of discourse available
only to a literate few — accentuated and reinforced this division.

If the identity of the self could be renegotiated, so could identity in another
sense: that of linguistic identity, or what would be called by modern theorists the
relationship between signifier and signified. We see a concern over the nature of
language and literary form and the relationship of such forms to, for example, the
political form of the nation state. Different forms of literature could signify different
political ideologies (Helgerson 1994). One artefact of this anxiety was an increasing
number of emblem books from the late sixteenth century onwards. Emblems were
pictorial representations of mottoes or statements; and these could be collected
together in books that were frequently derivative one from another. Bath (1994)
has discussed how emblems were a problem: did their meaning reside within the
picture, or was it assigned by the observer? Was this a direct or indirect relationship?

Questions of self and meaning came together in the marking of identity. Late
medieval identities were placed on the body, and marked rank, role and status.
Retainers wore ‘livery’ bearing the badge and devices of their masters (Warwick’s
ragged staff; Richard III’s white boar). In the early sixteenth century Henry VII
prohibited livery or the use of armed retainers bearing such marks of identity and
allegiance, a move usually seen as that of a prudent king establishing rule over
unruly barons but which [ suggest has much deeper symbolic associations. By the
later sixteenth century elite dress was less dependent on formal signification of
role, played with identities more overtly and was more subject to ‘fashion’. Male
dress in particular was perceived as being more ‘effeminate’ (Levin 1994).

SIXTEENTH-CENTURY ARCHITECTURE

[ am suggesting, then, that new rules of organizing architecture also organize the
discourse and meanings of architecture; that is, as what you build changes, so do
the rules by which you and others ‘read’ that building. Such organization of meaning
shifts as much in relation to old buildings such as castles as it does in terms of new
structures.

[t is easy to fit some of the changes noted by traditional architectural historians
into this context. In mid- to late sixteenth-century England, we see the
emergence of named architects, the publication of Classical texts, and self-
consciously ‘witty” architecture. The meanings of architecture are now other
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Figure 5.5 Rushton Triangular Lodge, Northamptonshire

than transparent — they need explaining to the uninitiated, they cannot
necessarily be experienced directly simply by moving through space — and are
more amenable to overt discussion. The classic example is Rushton Triangular
Lodge, built by the Catholic Sir Thomas Tresham. The lodge refers to the
symbolism of the Holy Trinity: it has three sides each with three three-lobed
windows and three gables; each side is thirty-three-and-a-third feet long; Latin
inscriptions appear on each side of the building (thirty-three characters to each
side) and over the door (Fig. 5.5). The rabbit warren to one side of the building
has recently been convincingly argued to be an allusion to Catholic conceptions
of the soul (Stocker and Stocker 1996).

First, different forms of architecture were less embedded one in another. A
building like Wressle could be described as a castle or a palace; it could accomodate
a king or a noble. The battlements and other accountrements on late medieval
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religious architecture contained clear allusions to both religious and military themes
(the cruciform arrowslits at Bury St Edmunds Abbey Gate, for example: Coulson
1982). By the mid-sixteenth century not only had the monasteries been dissolved,
many of them had either been demolished or were now housing new secular
residences. Quite apart from other changes the Dissolution of the Monasteries
marked, it represented a rupture in a genealogy of architectural forms stretching
back in England to the early Middle Ages.

If religious and domestic architecture were no longer embedded one in
another, neither were fortified and unfortified. While late medieval castle forms
are both ‘military’ and ‘domestic’ to the extent that academics can fail to agree
over whether they are defensible, the same cannot be said of military and
domestic elite architecture by c. 1600.