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This joint paper, given by an art historian and a social historian, explores the forms taken by a 
material renaissance in English provincial houses in the second half of the sixteenth century 
and the first decades of the seventeenth century. The paper develops from a wider study of 
the use of material culture in everyday domestic life at the middling level of society.1 
Existing studies in the field tend to focus on examples of extraordinary (usually elite) 
buildings, individuals, art works and material goods as well as on special occasions within the 
life cycle such as birth, marriage, appointment to office and death. Less attention has been 
paid to the material culture and living conditions of middling groups or the routine aspects of 
domestic life. And yet it is at this social level that the household was becoming an 
increasingly significant arena for the presentation and use of domestic objects in relation to 
the articulation of gender, religious and social identity. Combining quantitative and 
qualitative methods, the wider project aims to outline the kind of domestic material culture 
which separated the middling sort from their less affluent neighbours, and to analyse the 
impact it had upon their practices and attitudes. 
 

For this paper we have chosen to focus on the configuration of space and objects in relation 
to one room; the parlour. This is because there is a broad consensus within the secondary 
literature that the emergence and proliferation of parlours in early modern England responded 
to a desire for greater comfort and privacy while advertising wealth and status through the 
display of impressive material goods. This room above all others could, therefore, be 
understood to represent a rise in domestic luxury and self-conscious materialism associated 
with a ‘material renaissance’. 
 

Most of the standard texts on early modern architecture agree on a fairly straightforward 
definition of the location, form and function of the parlour. It is usually described as a 
ground-floor room, positioned at the superior end of the hall. In terms of function it is 
universally identified as a ‘bed-sitting room’, used for entertaining and dining, but particular 
emphasis is placed on the presence of beds. Parlours are generally assumed to be the same 
sort of distinct space in rural and urban houses and throughout England. Indeed, the latest and 
most comprehensive account of English Vernacular Houses 1300-1800 by Matthew Johnson 
has surprisingly little discussion of parlours— just one paragraph in his chapter on ‘everyday 
life in the traditional house’—and this repeats the standard description and definition of the 
room as “still generally reached from the upper end of the hall” but “a warmer and enclosed 
inner space” which “contained a bed, for the master and mistress of the house... this was the 
best bed in the house, often of a framed four-poster form with curtains. It was the most 

                                                            
1 This wider project includes the activities of an AHRC-funded research network, Ways of Seeing the English 
Domestic Interior, 1500-1700: the case of decorative textiles (2012-13) and Leverhulme-funded research 
towards a co-authored book, intended for publication with Yale University Press in 2015. 
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valuable piece of furniture in the house, so it was logical to place it in the parlour where 
guests could admire it.”2 
 

A notable exception is Maurice Barley’s ‘glossary of names for rooms in houses of the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries’ published in 1963 which points towards important 
regional distinctions and the fluidity between the designation ‘parlour’ and ‘chamber’.3 Later 
studies have provided important quantitative data. The comprehensive study of Kentish 
inventories for the period 1600-1750 by Mark Overton et al appears to confirm much of the 
conventional wisdom about the emergence and development of the parlour, adding weight to 
the suggestion that this room, in particular, expressed social status and progressive room 
specialisation over time:  
 

In larger houses, new functionally specialised rooms, notably the kitchen and parlour were 
added, so the hall lost much of its former status...The presence of a parlour was clearly 
related to the size of house: the larger a house, the more likely that it would contain a 
parlour. Less than 10 per cent of the Kentish houses sampled with only two rooms had a 
parlour, while over 95 per cent of those with 15 rooms or more had one. .. The function of 
the parlour in our sample of Kent inventories changed during the seventeenth century from 
a room for sleeping in, to one for sitting, eating and dining. 4 

 

Despite this quantity of data, significant questions pertinent to the idea of an earlier ‘material 
renaissance’ remain. To what kind of individual does a ‘larger house’ belong, for instance, 
and were changes in function developments of modifications underway in the sixteenth 
century, or a new phenomenon in the later period? There is little tangible sense of the 
changes affecting the location and material form of the parlour over time or the varieties of 
rooms/spaces termed ‘parlour’ in different regions or contexts. Importantly for this 
conference, there is also a lack of clarity within the secondary literature about the nature of 
any relationship between the development, form and functions of the parlour in traditional 
rural houses and the kinds of rooms given the same name in urban houses. 
 

In what follows we will investigate the extent to which the parlour can be characterised by its 
‘inner’, ground-floor location, ‘enclosed’ form and conflation of private/social, 
intimate/display functions as both bedroom and entertaining space by analysing extant urban 
buildings and a range of documentary sources for provincial domestic life. Combining object-
based study with qualitative analysis of documents such as probate materials and court 
depositions we offer a more nuanced sense of how contemporaries perceived and experienced 
domestic spaces and goods, one which examines the way the connections between spaces and 
objects shaped everyday practices and helped express degrees of status within urban society. 
 
Locating the parlour 
 
The parlour as an inner, ground-floor room reached through the hall, as described by 
Johnson, was certainly the conventional and desirable layout for rural houses. The ideal floor-
plan is illustrated by Gervase Markham in The English Husbandman of 1613. Markham 
provides a floor-plan of what he calls ‘the model of a plaine country mans house’. At the high 
end of the hall marked B on the plan, is “The dining parlour for entertainment of strangers” 
(Figure 1). 

                                                            
2 Matthew Johnson, English Houses 1300-1800: vernacular architecture, social life (Harlow, 2010) pp.149-150 
3 Maurice Barley, ‘A glossary of names for rooms in houses of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries’ in I.L.L. 
Foster and L. Alcock (eds), Essays in honour of Sir Cyril Fox (London, 1963), pp.479-501. 
4 Mark Overton, Jane Whittle et al, Production and Consumption in English Households, 1600-1750 (Abingdon, 
2004), pp.130-132. 
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Figure 1. Floor-plan of ‘the model of a plaine country mans house’ from Gervase Markham’s The 
English Husbandman (London, 1613) 
 

Discourse around parlours reinforces the concept of the parlour as an ‘inner’ room, intimately 
associated with the owner’s physical presence, character and identity. It is expressed, for 
example, in the ‘godly treatise’ by Thomas Wilson, published in 1620: 
 

I may compare our hearts to a great large house, whose hall is love, and the parlour 
brotherly kindnesse: as then a great man admits all friends, strangers, one and other 
into his hall, so our love is to lie open unto all men, without respect or difference; 
but our brotherly kindnesse we communicate onely to such as our even Christians, 
as we doe allow our nearest acquaintance onely to have accesse into our parlour.5 

 

This association with nearest acquaintance and restricted access adds to the sense of the 
parlour as an enclosed, secure space. Raphael Holinshed’s account of the murder of Thomas 
Arden, sometime mayor of Faversham, Kent, in 1551 provides the additional detail that 
Arden and his companion/soon to be murderer Mosby “went straight into the 
parlour...through the hall”6 and the fact that this innermost domestic space was where the 
murder took place presumably created additional shock value, contributing to its sensation 
and subsequent dramatisation in the anonymous play Arden of Faversham, in which Arden is 
murdered as he plays at tables before dinner with Mosby, and their servant tries to wash away 
the blood from the floor while ‘the guests are at the doors [Knocking]’ (scene XIV, line 261). 
 

We should be wary, however, of accepting this literary and dramatic trope as evidence of the 
layout of most urban houses. In fact Thomas Arden had achieved this traditional arrangement 
of hall and parlour by appropriating the guest accommodation of a sacked priory, so his house 
design reflected the late medieval country house rather than the sixteenth-century town 
house. Other members of the urban elite also chose to appropriate dissolved monastic 
establishments and were able to retain this traditional relationship of hall to parlour. The 
residential rooms of St Nicholas Priory in Exeter, for example, were converted to domestic 

                                                            
5 Thomas Wilson, Saints by calling; or Called to be saints. A godly treatise of our holy calling to Christ, by the 
gospell (London, 1620), p. 370. 
6 Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland (Second Edition, 1587), 3 vols in 2, Vol. III, 
pp.1062-1066. 
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use after the dissolution, and in the 1580s these spaces were renovated and updated with wall 
paintings and plasterwork by one William Hurst, grandson of a leading citizen of the same 
name who had five times served as Mayor. The ground-floor parlour adjoining the ancient 
refectory was fitted out with panelling around this date indicating its continuing utility and 
purpose as a withdrawing space beyond the hall.  
 

Apart from these converted mansions, it is possible to identify two basic templates for urban 
housing of the late sixteenth century, although there is obviously considerable diversity in the 
configuration of spaces within these general plans. One is basically a version of the rural 
floorplan, with hall and an additional ground-floor room (usually to the side rather than 
behind). Larger versions of this floorplan might have a separate service room at the other end 
of the hall and/or a rear extension or outbuildings. The second type of building layout reflects 
the specific pressures on the arrangement of accommodation of an urban setting, with rooms 
arranged vertically over several floors. This layout is evident particularly with properties 
newly built in the later years of the sixteenth century. It is significant that in these houses the 
most impressive ground-floor room is sometimes situated at the front of the building, 
overlooking the street, rather than as an ‘inner’ room.  
 

The profound difference between these two configurations of space can be illustrated by 
comparing two early seventeenth-century houses in Great Yarmouth in Norfolk. Row 111 
house has its best ground-floor room to one side of a central hall, with a service room at the 
other side (Figure 2). This probably reflects the appropriation and improvement of an 
existing, older building. By comparison, the Old Merchant’s House newly built just a few 
rows along in the first quarter of the seventeenth century has its best ground-floor room, 
which is decorated with a plasterwork ceiling containing the arms of James I, at the front of 
the property, facing the street and the Quay beyond (Figure 3). This ceiling is an impressive 
feature with a striking geometric design and the additional rich detail of flora and fauna 
depicted in relief within the interlaced sections. The white, reflective quality of the material 
would have maximised the light that was newly admitted into domestic buildings with 
increased use of glazing in larger windows. Such decoration is therefore particularly well 
suited to rooms lit directly by extravagant windows, as is the case at the Old Merchant’s 
House. It also seems likely that the eye-catching brightness of this fashionable decoration was 
meant to be noticed by people passing the front of the house. 
 

 
Figure 2: Plan of Row 111 House, Great Yarmouth. 1: service room/kitchen; 2: hall; 3: best ground 
floor room (parlour) with integral chimney and stairs to room above; 4: later addition c.1650s 
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Figure 3: Plan of Old Merchant’s House, Great Yarmouth. 1: narrow through passage to service 
room (4) at rear of property; 2 and 3: originally one large room with plasterwork ceiling (the 
dividing chimneystack is a later addition). The section of wall to the right of 1 and 2 running parallel 
to the front of the property is a later addition.  
 

A similar pattern can be identified elsewhere, which suggests a new development in the later 
sixteenth century involving the flipping around of the principal room from an ‘inner’ parlour 
at the side or rear of the ground floor reached through a hall, to the front of the property, or in 
houses where the front ground-floor room was given over to commercial business, to the 
first-floor ‘fore chamber’, overlooking the street. Two extant buildings in the town of 
Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwickshire illustrate the difference between these house plans. 
The house in Henley Street long identified as the birthplace of William Shakespeare, 
probably built in the mid sixteenth century, adopts the traditional rural plan with a central hall 
and parlour to one side heated by a central chimneystack and an unheated service area at the 
opposite end of the hall. A house in the High Street now known as Harvard House, by 
comparison, was largely rebuilt in 1596 by Thomas Rogers, a butcher and corn dealer, 
following a devastating fire in the town. While the configuration of the ground floor is no 
longer discernible the room on the first floor overlooking the street was clearly decorated to 
function as a space for receiving visitors; it has panelling and a plasterwork overmantel above 
the fireplace. The room above, presumably the main bed chamber, was also decorated with 
wall paintings to imitate wood panelling. This investment in semi-permanent forms of surface 
decoration suggests that these front rooms had become the main showpiece of the property.  
 

This impression is supported by an inventory of this same property taken in 1639 following 
the death of Thomas Rogers, a maltster, the son of the Thomas Rogers who rebuilt the house 
in 1596. This later inventory records the original form of the main house, excluding 
outbuildings, with 7 rooms over 3 floors; hall, parlour, little chamber, joyne chamber, upper 
chamber, next chamber, and ‘staire head’ chamber.7 This corresponds to the assumed form of 
the original plan as two rooms deep divided by a large chimneystack and staircase,8 if with 
the addition on the ground floor of the ‘little chamber’ characterised as a service/storage area 
by the flasket, stone pots and wicker basket recorded there. A comparison of the items in the 
parlour and the ‘joyne chamber’—which from this description as well as the order of rooms 
listed we can assume to be the panelled first-floor chamber overlooking the street—indicates 
the relative status of these two spaces; a half-headed bedstead in the parlour compared with 
the joined bedstead in the chamber, less seating and considerably less textile furnishings in 

                                                            
7 Jeanne Jones, ed., Stratford-upon-Avon Inventories 1538-1699, The Dugdale Society, 2003, 2 Vols, Vol. II, 
pp72-75. 
8 As described in ‘The borough of Stratford-upon-Avon: Introduction and architectural description’, A History of 
the County of Warwick: Volume 3: Barlichway hundred (Victoria County History, 1945), pp. 221-234. 
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the parlour.9 This suggests that the first-floor chamber, rather than the parlour, was the room 
meant to be seen, experienced and appreciated by guests. The values assigned to goods listed 
in these two rooms (1li 10s compared with 5li) reinforces this distinction between the quality 
of the furnishings.10 
 

In ye parlour (total value: 1li 10s) In ye joyne chamber (total value: 5li) 
one half headed bedsteed one table board & frame 
two tables two foarmes 
one foarme one chaire 
one chaire two stooles 
one stoole one joyne bedsteed 
one bible one court cupboard 
a paire of handirons one chest & one coffer 
one fire shoole one carpet 
a paire of bellis with linckes & tongs one cubberd cloth & cushion 
 sixe other cushions 
 

This change in internal layout in the later sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries to situate 
the best rooms at the front of the property has been noted by Chris King in relation to 
Norwich houses but there has been little consideration of the impact of this profound change 
in domestic arrangements on the experience and practices of daily life.11 This reorientation of 
living space can be understood to express new attitudes to both domestic and community life 
in the form of (quite literally) a more outward-looking interest in the goings on of people 
outside the front of the house. This new location for the best rooms also creates visibility for 
those wanting to attract the notice of neighbours through tangible evidence of wealth and 
status. This might explain why decorations such as newly fashionable plasterwork ceilings, 
which could be seen from the street outside or below, were created in advance of more 
practical considerations such as heating. This is the case with the ‘Tudor House’ in 
Worcester, the home of a weaver, where a first-floor room of modest size overlooking the 
street has a fairly basic but modish plasterwork ceiling of about 1617, but no hearth. This 
suggests a semi-public function for this upper room, perhaps as an additional withdrawing 
space from a ground-floor parlour.  This sort of investment in forms of permanent decoration 
fixed to the surface of the wall or ceiling is a form of consumer behaviour that has attracted 
very little attention in accounts of the period, and yet it can offer an insight into how 
occupants understood the relative importance of their various domestic spaces as part of a 
language of social display and articulation of status. 
 
Function 
 
A quantitative analysis of probate inventories in the crucial decades from the 1560s to 1600 
offers one way of analysing the function of such spaces: it shows very broad trends in the 

                                                            
9 Seven beds are recorded in the inventory. The only room not containing a bed is the hall. The parlour and little 
chamber have half-headed beds, the other four rooms have a ‘joyne bedstead’; the ‘next chamber’ has an 
additional ‘truckle bed’. 
10 One puzzle is that the parlour is the only room with hearth furniture listed in the inventory and yet the central 
chimneystack could service 6 rooms and the ‘joyne chamber’ certainly had a hearth; the presence of decorative 
plasterwork on the chimneybreast in this room has already been noted. 
11 Chris King, ‘The interpretation of urban buildings: power, memory and appropriation in Norwich merchants’ 
houses, c. 1400-1660’, World Archaeology, 41:3, pp.471-488. 
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type of objects which were kept in parlours over a forty year period.12 The following tables 
represent the most commonly found objects in two towns in Kent:  
 

Count of object in Canterbury 
Parlours 

 Count of objects in Faversham 
parlours 

type number  Type Number 
cushion 678  stool 305
stool 640  cushion 299
table 246  tablecloth 213
chair 226  chest 182
chest 203  table 121
form 176  chair 116
table cloth 171  featherbed 99
cupboard 166  bedstead 86
curtain 153  curtains 78
featherbed 148  cupboard 70
bedstead 141  form 70
 

Strikingly, although the full list of objects runs to nearly 80 in both towns, the goods in these 
top sections are identical, although they are differently organised. In both cases, seating can 
be seen to be a significant function of the room—stools and cushions are found in the largest 
numbers; tables, chairs and forms are also prominent. The bedding which is provided is of the 
highest quality: only featherbeds feature at the top of the table, the cheaper flockbeds coming 
24th in Faversham and 21st in Canterbury.  
 

There are far fewer parlours than chambers in the houses in these towns of course (in 
Faversham, for instance, 497 chambers; 166 halls; 129 parlours), and only around half (47%) 
of the houses contained a parlour in the first place. Despite these figures, a basic breakdown 
of the location in which goods were kept by room shows parlours as surprisingly likely to 
contain certain types of goods. Although only 16% of named rooms were parlours, just under 
a third of the stools and cushions in the town were to be found within them (30% of stools; 
27% of cushions). They contained a similarly high proportion of objects related to leisure and 
literate pursuits: 21% of the books in Faversham, 33% of the desks, 50% of the musical 
instruments, and 39% of the playing tables were kept there. Items indicative of comfort were 
similarly prevalent in parlours which housed, for instance, 31% of the town’s carpets and 
39% of the pictures. However, there are also some interestingly low percentages here. It 
seems hard to argue for the importance of this room for the storing of increasing numbers of 
key status possessions in the town as a whole, as it contains only 18% of the tablecloths, 10% 
of the plate and 17% of Faversham’s chests. 
 

If we look at the inventory data across time, rather than as an aggregate of the 40 years, by 
the end of the century the room was certainly still being used for sleeping. It was, however, 
numbers of higher status bedsteads which showed the most prominent increase, and their 
numbers were also consistently higher across the period, as were the amounts of featherbeds 
kept in the parlour (in contrast to the moveable truckle bed and its cheaper flock bed 
mattress). There is some suggestion that some individuals used the parlour to display their 
valuable goods. Although numbers of chests declined in the room across the sixteenth 
century, numbers of cupboards and presses rose a little, indicating that the increased amount 
of tablecloths, spoons and silverware might have been intended to be used for dining in these 

                                                            
12 For more information on these inventories see Catherine Richardson, Domestic Life and Domestic Tragedy 
(Manchester University Press, 2006). 
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rooms, displayed on the cupboards rather than being put away there. There is no sense, 
however, that there is an explosion of such goods being kept in the parlour. One of the most 
striking rises is seen in numbers of stools, and to a lesser extent tables, suggesting a perceived 
need to seat larger groups of individuals. Numbers of instruments, playing tables, books and 
looking glasses also show a modest increase. The image presented here, then, is one of a 
certain amount of parlours in which the space and objects for leisure activities is an important 
function of the room, but another group, or perhaps the same rooms, in which a high-status 
bed was also important. This suggests that the shift that Overton et al identify in the function 
of the parlour from “a room for sleeping in, to one for sitting, eating and dining”,13 began to 
gather pace towards the end of the seventeenth century, and was not obviously connected to 
peoples’ sense of the room in this earlier period. In the sixteenth century, parlours used for 
sleeping still appear to have contained some of the best bedding in the house. 
 

It is the objects associated with comfort and interior decoration which show the clearest 
acceleration in ownership, however. The probability of there being a picture on the walls of 
the parlour had increased almost three-fold and, whilst this shift in some ways mirrors a 
similar modification of the space of the hall, its scale is more striking. The increase in 
ownership of pictures in the sixteenth century was especially concentrated in the parlour then, 
indicating its function as a room thought suitable for aesthetic engagement. And this, along 
with the movement from hanging cloths to painted cloths and a decline in painted cloths in 
the seventeenth century suggests a movement towards more fixed and permanent forms of 
decoration, which we might see as connected to the investment in plasterwork mentioned 
above. There was also a significant rise in the numbers of curtains the room contained, and a 
more modest expansion in the amount of carpets and cupboard cloths. By the end of the 
century, there were approximately a third more cushions in parlours than there had been in 
1560, and there had been a similar increase in the number of parlours in which fire equipment 
is listed. The growing number of stools might be likely to be softened by a cushion in the 
parlour, then, and numbers of window curtains may well have been expanding in relation to 
the increased use of glazing. With the room increasingly heated a percentage of parlours can 
be seen to be very comfortable, highly embellished rooms, across the period, and subtle 
negotiations of the relationship between the interior of the room and the town as a whole  
were evidently taking place. 
 

It is clear from such a quantitative analysis – one in which ownership of goods in parlours 
increases, but not necessarily proportional to the growing numbers of parlours overall – that 
several different kinds of room are in fact being given this name by the appraisers of 
inventories. In some ways this makes the parlour no different to other rooms – houses might 
contain ‘great chambers’ and ‘servants’ chambers’; the sample treats halls across the wide 
middle of the social hierarchy. And yet in these other rooms there is a recognisable 
typology—a sense of how the space functioned which is relatively common to all rooms, and 
within which social distinctions are given material form in greater or smaller numbers of 
goods and in their various qualities. In contrast, of all the rooms the parlour seems most 
flexible when it comes to definition, but there is no evidence that this is because it is in a state 
of change from one function to another. Rather, it is its unique status as a room with which 
not all those within a given community might be familiar—not every household had one—
which gives it a central role to play in the definition of social status. 
 

The key to understanding the rich data from probate inventories, then, must be to divide the 
material by social group. If we distribute the data according to office-holding status, we get 
some sense of the particular qualities of the room which might be needed by urban 

                                                            
13 Overton et. al., p. 132. 
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administrators. There were much larger numbers of parlours in office holders’ houses than 
those of their peers. The Canterbury officer’s parlour had the same percentage of beds as that 
of the town as a whole, but less storage provision. However, it did have a larger number of 
cupboards, and this may be linked to the increased amount of silverware which it housed. 
There is a suggestion that the parlour was a room used for leisure pursuits in these houses: the 
majority of the playing tables and instruments were to be found within it. It had a larger 
amount of the seating provision, especially of stools, and a slightly higher percentage of 
tables. It also had higher levels of decoration than the parlours in the town as a whole, with 
more hangings and pictures. Both within and without the town, these men’s parlours can be 
shown to be more highly embellished: compared to office-holders’ parlours in other 
surrounding towns, as well as to those of their neighbours, this was the case. As a result, the 
room offered a more appealing environment in which to spend leisure time.  
 

But a qualitative analysis of this inventory material is also instructive for our understanding 
of the function of the parlour. Looking at the nomenclature applied to distinguishing between 
rooms in instances of houses with more than one parlour reveals some sensitivity to notions 
of inner and outer space: in Faversham, for instance, the rooms are distinguished from one 
another as parlours and inner parlours, or parlours and parlours next to the street. The rooms 
are most frequently distinguished either by size: great and little parlours, or parlours and little 
parlours, or by additions and alterations made to properties: parlours and new parlours, but 
not new and old rooms, indicating that new rooms were built on with a rather different 
purpose in mind. 
 

Such distinctions can be expanded with an analysis of an individual property. William 
Neale’s 1565 inventory lists a hall with the usual chairs, stools, long settles and table. In the 
parlour next to the hall was kept a similarly described and identically priced long table with 
frame and form, a joined stool and the hangings – a fairly sparse room.14 But there was also 
an inner parlour in which was placed a table with stools and settles, but this time with chests 
containing linen and silverware, a bedstead, featherbed and curtains. Two rooms above were 
listed as the ‘parlour over the parlour next the hall’, and the ‘chamber over the inner parlour’. 
This could, of course, be an error, but if not then it is instructive. The chamber over the inner 
parlour, although apparently over the larger downstairs room, was modestly furnished with 
bedstead, tester, two featherbeds and painted cloths worth £2 1s 4d. The parlour over the 
parlour next the hall contained the deceased’s clothes, two bedsteads, one joined and one 
wainscot, two featherbeds, tester, close stool and hangings valued at  £3 14s 4d excluding the 
clothes. In other words, if there is a distinction between rooms called parlour and those called 
chamber, it seems to have to do both with location and function – either a downstairs room in 
addition to the hall, or a room with a good bed and some facility for leisure activities, perhaps 
one where the householder, as opposed to his servants, slept. 
 
Use 
 
This paper has begun to outline the particular qualities of these rooms which might fit them 
for different kinds of urban display, and it is now necessary to consider the evidence for 
specific types of practice within such spaces.  Evidence for the use of parlours from 
ecclesiastical court depositions falls broadly into three different categories: there are 
handfastings which take place in the parlours of ale houses, testamentary cases where the 
deceased makes their will in a parlour of their dwelling house, and semi-official meetings 
which take place in the parlours of important men within the town. All these cases suggest 

                                                            
14 CCAL PRC 10.1.7v, 9/2/65. A William Neale was mayor of the town in 1560. 
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public events with a sizeable number of individuals, and a space which shapes the quality of 
that event and gives it a certain gravitas. In the first two types of case, formal words – of 
handfasting or of the bequethal of bodies, souls and goods – are used self-consciously, and 
this indicates the extent to which certain types of parlour provided a meeting point between 
individuals and a community which both supported and validated their life-cycle events by 
bearing witness to them. The latter group, of semi-official meetings, tells us a good deal 
about the relationship between urban office-holding and the developing space of the parlour, 
and therefore helps to expand upon the status distinctions between the different kinds of 
parlours explored above. The cases discussed here have been chosen because they are so 
closely linked. Although they are more broadly representative in terms of the kinds of 
activities they identify, the men who give these testimonies knew one another and were 
familiar with each others houses, and it is argued that this kind of ‘administrative familiarity’, 
and the privileged spatial knowledge which comes with it, is a part of the significance of a 
particular kind of urban parlour. 
 

In Canterbury, for instance, Thomas Stransham, Mr Thornehurst and Mr Hyde were trying to 
sort out a dispute about tithes.15 They were ‘sitting in the parlour’ of ‘the howse where Mr 
Ugden latelie dwelte in Canterburie before Mr Doctor Drewrie ... for hearing of the matters in 
contention betwixte this respondent and the said Thorneherst’. The contention could be 
addressed in the parlour partly because of its more secluded nature, but also as a result of its 
table space: ‘many books of eyther syde were there shewed and exhibited’. The sheer number 
of volumes which could be spread out is suggested by the unfortunate circumstance of some 
mistakenly being taken away by the wrong man at the end of the meeting: ‘the said 
Thornehurst in the end of the talke at the tyme had by chaunce emong his owne books 
wrapped upp the said books of Accompte subscribed by the said Mr Collens’. A room in 
which complex matters could be addressed by literate and skilled men, in the centre of the 
town where they might all easily gather, was clearly essential for various kinds of urban 
business. 
 

There is also a small amount of evidence for a more social use of these rooms, however. Mr 
Ugden, in whose house the previous case took place, appears in a more active role in another, 
earlier contention which occurred in Canterbury in 1560.16 John Richardson, a 40 year old 
fletcher of St Paul’s parish, states that ‘in the moneth of September or October last past and 
the same day that Mr Ugden kept his lawe day which this dept saith was apon a Friday, this 
dept was at the house of Mr John Twyne in [the] parish of St Paule of Canterbury, Alderman, 
in theevening between the houres of vi and vii togithers’. In addition to being alderman and 
in previous years mayor, Twyne was the first headmaster of King’s School in Canterbury, a 
post from which he was more or less forcibly removed in the year of this case for his catholic 
sympathies.17 Twyne had also invited the usher of the school, and ‘John Bale son to Mr John 
Bale prebendary of Christchurch Canterbury’ to his parlour that evening. Bale senior was a 
former monk turned protestant reformer, whose plays were a significant element of anti-
Catholic propaganda in the 1560s, and a source of considerable tension between the different 
religious factions within the town. Twyne had not, it seems, invited Mr Ugden who, ‘assone 
as they three wer all set downe at the table’, Richardson states, ‘cam in unto them into Mr 
Twynes parlour.’ Ugden and Twyne had both been important men in Canterbury’s urban 

                                                            
15 CCAL x.10.12 f 156, 1566. 
16 X.10.7 f136v 
17 See ODNB article by G.H. Martin for further details of Twyne's life and antiquarian works. He was also 
accused of conjuring a ‘black thing like a great rugged black dogg which wold daunse about the house and hurle 
fyer about the house’ early on winter mornings ‘when as the scholers wer come downe and had a good fyer 
towarme them’, CCAL Y.2.24 f. 69v. 
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administration but currently were experiencing an uncertain time. The latter, 60 at the time of 
the case, had been forbade from holding public office, and both men were on the opposite 
side of the confessional divide to Bale, a point which is deftly made by Ugden’s opening 
address: ‘at his coming in he said that the crucifix and Rood in Christchurch shuld be set up 
again, And then this dept [Richardson] said no and trusted to god never to see that day. And 
thereupon Mr Ugden said to this dept thow art damned into hell as black as my capp.’  
 

The details of this case, in their exploration of whether or not a slander took place, show 
clearly the kind of behaviour which was expected within the parlour of the urban elite. 
Richardson is at pains to show a distinction between the entertainment intended by their host 
and the behaviour of the uninvited guest: ‘And then Mr Twyne brake of that convercacion 
and so this dept and thussher went to tables.’ Drinking and playing at tables define the 
sociable space which the parlour offered for invited guests, and the movement to the latter 
breaks up the argument for the time being. Pawlyn, the usher, indicates the different kind of 
attention the game demanded, saying that he did not ‘note nor marke all the talk that Mr 
Ugden had at that tyme’, because of their play.18 In his own, rather different version of 
events, Ugden describes the quiet interaction possible in such a room – he spoke secretly, he 
says, to Mr Bale ‘being than at the bourdes ende’ in the parlour, ‘beholding’ the men playing 
at tables, but thinking that neither they nor Twyne, ‘being at thother bourdes end hard not’.19 
The tempered behaviour suggested by this low-key interaction and apparently expected in 
such a space is observable in the breach, however, when Richardson gives his sense of what 
happened ‘after they had plaied two setes at tables’, when Ugden this time directs his anger at 
the younger Bale, ‘saying unto hym amonge other talke by goddess soule every man saith thy 
father is an heretick and thow art not his son, with suche othe apon othe as this dept is 
ashamed to reherse, saying unto the said young Bale ‘Mr Bale is a tall man and thow art but a 
litill light knave, som fryer lept in whan he was away’’.  
 

Twyne’s role as host is that of peacemaker, and he tries to manage the situation in a parlour 
to which the uninvited guest gains admittance presumably because of his status within the 
town and his long acquaintance with the host. As he himself puts it, he ‘had invited thussher 
of the scole, John Richardson, and young John Bale to drincke with hym’, but ‘untoward Mr 
John Ugden cam into the parlour’.20 ‘Untoward’ carries a primary meaning of ‘unsuitable’, 
but increasingly comes to signify ‘inappropriate’ or ‘unseemly’ acts – in other words it is 
developing meanings connected with the civility of behaviour – contemporary usages include 
John Bale senior’s The apology of J. B. agaynste a ranke papyst (as he might indeed have 
described Ugden) ‘That rawe and ragged clause whych ye haue vntowardly torne out of hys 
xxi. homely’. The parlour as a space which facilitates small, controllable group occasions, 
should guard against such behaviour, and Twyne’s wife registers her shock, saying ‘Good 
lord what meaneth this man…to use suche manner of talke’;21 her husband says that, 
reproving him ‘for his so saying’, he ‘prayed hym to hold his peace’.22 When Ugden begins 
to talk of how he will ‘confute’ Bale the elder on four points, Twyne stops him after two: ‘Mr 
Twyne interrupted the said Ugdens convercations and spake not of the other two words that 
he wold have said’. From these subtle descriptions of language and actions we get a strong 
sense of expected behaviour and its links to urban authority as they are contained and defined 
by the particular space of the parlour. 
 

                                                            
18 f 139. 
19 X.10.8 f2v, 14th January 1560/1. 
20 f.140. 
21 f. 138. 
22 f..140v. 
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These depositions fuse events and spaces, identifying an unspoken language of religio-
political tension and its negotiation through interpersonal relationships and hospitality within 
domestic space. Both these cases and the testamentary ones, which give access to the writing 
of the will at the deathbed, show individuals making pragmatic use of the significant pieces 
of furniture which the inventories showed characterised different kinds of parlour—the bed, 
the large table and the playing tables. But there is also a silent context of display which lies 
behind these depositions, an aesthetics which must have had a powerful role in shaping the 
participants’ sense of appropriate behaviour. 
 
Domestic luxury 
 
Finally, then, this paper confronts the question of the parlour’s investment in the material 
changes of the sixteenth century head on, in order to assess their social, cultural and 
economic importance. It does so through a consideration of the kind of domestic ‘luxury’ 
which the parlour offered in a small minority of urban properties – those identified in the 
quantitative analysis of probate materials and in the description of events in court depositions 
above. A qualitative case study elucidates and expands those patterns of possession. Peter 
Lyly, Registrar of Canterbury, son of the grammarian William Lyly and father of the 
playwright John Lyly, died in Canterbury in 1569, in possession of the lease of the Splayed 
Eagle, the house in which John Ugden (the railing catholic) apparently lived and in which 
documents were spread out on the table in the parlour to weigh the various claims in the tithe 
case above. Lyly seems to have lived in one of the large medieval properties bordering the 
precincts and near the main gate of Canterbury Cathedral, a house incorporating a certain 
amount of stone building which indicates some age, and whose internal configuration makes 
it at least possible that it had had a previous life as a monastic building, similar to Thomas 
Arden’s house, with which this paper began. It was a house with three rooms named as 
parlours.23  
 

These parlours need to be understood in the context of the rest of the accommodation in what 
is a rather remarkable urban property: a fairly plain hall with hanging cloths, framed table, 
joined form and two stools; a great parlour, stone parlour and little parlour; an office with 
table, settles and shelves, and a chamber next to it with a bed and a case for books; cellars for 
wine, beer and wood; storehouses and kitchens; two galleries (one hung with 20 maps and 
with pictures including 4 of kings and queens); and a range of chambers over two upper 
floors. The three parlours are distinguished from one another by their contents: the great 
parlour contained two tables: a drawing one with two joined forms around it and an old 
Venice work carpet on it, and a square one with a frame with six joined stools and another 
Venice-work carpet. A court cupboard with a Venice-work cupboard cloth and a joined chair 
completed the furniture, suggesting that the tables and cupboard were covered in matching 
cloths, and the identification of the work implies the appraisers’ sense that it was striking, and 
formed a part of the value of the items. The room was additionally furnished with six 
cushions and six pictures—five written tables and one story—and hung with cloths, while a 
pair of andirons indicates that the room was heated.  
 

The stone parlour, in contrast, seems to have provided a smaller and highly decorated version 
of the same space: three little joined tables, two forms, two joined stools and two little chairs. 
There was a round joined cupboard of wainscot, and five books including a Bible, the 
paraphrases of Erasmus, and the works of Mr Beacon, a fellow Christchurch resident. This 
room was also heated and hung with hanging cloths and two pictures. There is some 

                                                            
23 Information is from his inventory, CKS PRC 21.1.142v, 16/2/1569. 
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suggestion, with the three small tables and the fact that it housed the house’s books, that it 
might have functioned as a kind of reading room. 
 

The little parlour contained hangings of yellow and red buckram, a folding table and folding 
chair, two cupboards, one a court cupboard, covered with an old green carpet and a green 
cupboard cloth respectively. There were two little joined stools and a Flanders chest covered 
with leather and bound with iron plate, and there was also a little joined bed with turned 
posts, a new featherbed and bolster with a tapestry coverlet, and a tester and curtains of green 
and red say. There was a table of images with two pictures, and the room was heated. The 
amount of furniture in a room designated ‘little’, the folding table and chair, and the bed, 
suggest that this was a smart and brightly decorated downstairs chamber, called ‘parlour’ 
because of its location. 
 

It seems most likely that the large collection of plate which is listed separately and probably 
kept in an upper chamber – including two sets of bowls, two salts and a standing cup – would 
have been used in the great parlour then, as the seating and the tables appear more generous 
here. This was Lyly’s most impressively furnished and most important room for entertaining. 
And there is one further distinction between these rooms: his hall, great parlour and stone 
parlour all had portals – spaces ‘within the doorway of a room, partitioned off by an inner 
door…sometimes forming a movable piece of furniture’24 – and this provides a useful way of 
thinking through the differences between a downstairs chamber and a room for entertainment. 
The portals suggest ways of regulating access to space which are achieved through material 
additions to the room itself. Through such ways of keeping heat in and unwelcome visitors 
out, he was able to deploy the effect of certain key objects which defined a level of luxury, 
even in the 1560s in a provincial town: table carpets, cushions, pictures, small tables for 
leisure activities, and the identification of recognizably foreign craftsmanship and style. Later 
on in the sixteenth century in these towns other items, such as wainscot, window glass and 
window curtains, would also become important elements of the decoration of the parlour. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Material changes in the form, decoration and furnishing of domestic houses in the long 
sixteenth century impacted directly on the experience of urban society in England. While the 
nature of these changes on the micro-level vary tremendously even within the same region or 
town it is possible to identify patterns in what we might call consumer behaviour which 
served to differentiate the houses of the urban elite from their less affluent neighbours. 
Whereas less wealthy citizens might have a ground-floor room that was identified as a 
parlour there is no discernible difference in the presentation and use of this room compared to 
other rooms in similar houses identified simply as chambers. In fact, if the presence of 
decoration is an indicator of investment then the first-floor room overlooking the street 
appears to have usurped the traditional parlour as the principal and most impressive room for 
receiving and entertaining visitors in houses owned by those of lesser middling status, such as 
craftsmen and tradesmen compared with the greater urban elite who served as administrators. 
For these wealthiest citizens parlours were furnished and used in ways that identified and 
fashioned their status and authority; it was here that they kept leisure objects and luxury 
continental items identified with centres of production and commerce such as ‘Venice-work’ 
carpets or a ‘Flanders’ chest.  
 

The other important distinction noted here is in the age of the property in which the parlour is 
located. Innovative behaviour can be seen in the new building which was taking place around 
                                                            
24 Oxford English Dictionary, online edition. 



 

14 
 

the turn of the century in provincial towns. Here, particular attention in the form of semi-
permanent decoration seems to be paid to the fore chambers, and there is a clearer connection 
between these newly-built spaces and the street through the display function of large glazed 
windows. For a small number of the urban elite, however, the preferred house plan was a 
more traditional one, with a more formal arrangement of hall and main parlour, but with 
novelty and proliferation of rooms indulged through additional parlours. This arrangement 
was most readily achieved through appropriation of older, ex-ecclesiastical buildings. Further 
work is needed to reveal whether this represents a concerted rejection of novelty linked to 
ideas of pedigree and lineage. 
 

As these distinctions show, the parlour, its location, furnishing and decoration, were at the 
heart of the visual and material processes of urban social distinction. It has therefore been 
argued here that we need to see any kind of ‘material renaissance’ not only in terms of the 
presence of decoration or luxury goods in particular spaces, but in the uses to which such 
ornament and objects might be put, to define degrees of status and condition behaviour 
during social interactions between the owner and members of his community.  
 


