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Each month of this 125th anniversary year,
COUNTRY LIFE will illustrate a period in the development
of the English great house, from the Middle Ages
to the present day. This week, John Goodall looks
at the 16th-century home

N May 20, 1612, two gentlemen

arrived at the village of Ewelme,

Oxfordshire, with a royal com-

mission to value the remains
of the manor house there. This once mag-
nificent building, erected in the 1440s, had
fallen into neglect and its materials were
a tempting source of money for the cash-
strapped James L. Soon after the visit, there-
fore, the site was almost completely cleared
and the brick, tile, stone, timber and iron sold
off. The survey is one of several documents
that can be used to reconstruct a uniquely
detailed impression of this exceptional lost
building and—Dby extension—the organisa-
tion, appearance and furnishing of a great
English house in the 15th century.

Ewelme Manor was a favoured residence
from 1435 of William de la Pole and his wife,
Alice, the granddaughter of the poet Geoffrey
Chaucer. William, who inherited the Earldom
of Suffolk, secured the favour of the boy king
Henry VI and—in the eyes of hostile critics
—proceeded to usurp the resources of the
realm to himself. He was elevated in 1444 to
the estate of Marquess and then, in 1448,
to that of Duke of Suffolk. Following English
reverses in France, however, his enemies
struck back and, in 1450, he was brutally
murdered; decapitated with a rusty sword
in aparody of anobleman’s execution. Alice

Fig 1: Great Chalfield, Wiltshire, of the
1460s. The grouping of gables reflects
the developing interest in symmetry

survived him for a further 25 years and, as
a widow, proved a formidable power herself.

The manor at Ewelme, the former seat of
Alice’s father, was one of several residences
regularly used by the couple. They also owned
Wingfield Castle in their titular county of
Suffolk and a great house at Kingston-upon-
Hull, East Yorkshire, where the de la Pole
family first made their money in the wool
trade. Their household regularly moved
between these properties and London, the
seat of the royal administration, as pleasure
and business demanded. Ewelme, standing
in relative proximity to Henry VI's favoured
seat at Windsor, served both purposes, hence
its extravagant remodelling from 1444.

As were all grand medieval residences,
the manor house was the focus of an agri-
cultural estate and, according to the 1612
survey, including stables, barns, a pool and
other ancillary buildings, extended over nine
acres. No less conventional—although not
referred to in the survey—is the fact that the
village parish church, which was completely
rebuilt by the couple in the 1430s, also formed
part of its architectural landscape (Fig 7).
The church still has attached to it not only
the burial chapel of the Chaucers (the dead
of English noble families usually resided close
to the living), but an almshouse for family
retainers and a school founded by the Duke
and Duchess in 1437. Both still operate today.

In 1612, the entrance to the domestic heart
of the manor house was through a gatehouse
two storeys high. This gave access to an >
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. 5. The great chamber at Lydington,
ﬁiﬂ;gnd, naked of tapestries and fittings
spinga quarter of a ton crossing the hall,
weis adly, offers no insight into their form.
but,, Seasy to forget that both Lee and Leland
s red Ewelme Manor as an architectural
adm! ith only its permanent fittings—ceil-
hell zmdows and spaces—visible (Fig 5).
in Yhe Duke and Duchess, it would have
” dnakedin this form because, when they
5661“2 residence, it would have been filled
W? i lortable possessions of immense value.
W]ﬂ} %ibbﬂ at Ewelme, we can glimpse that
'I.e through a surviving series of inven-
%lltydfawn up between August and Decem-
tor 254 66 that describe the house dressed for
. Ccupation of Duchess Alice and for the
~ . of her daughter-in-law, Elizabeth,
) 111:1: pss Of Suffolk, the sister of Edward IV.
uch]ese were almost certainly drawn up by—
~y/Alice’s chaplain, the punctilious man
or folSiness Master Simon Brayles. Given the
b]u Jications of living between houses, they
e ) particular concern with recording the
ghoW nance of objects, whether stored at
P"Ovl;e orbrought from Wingfield or London.
o most important of them is a room-by-
en Jescription of the tapestries on both the
mollls and beds of the principal rooms.
i nglish domestic spaces had long been
azvith fabrics for decoration and warmth,
llllnf’t was Richard IT (d. 1400) who pioneered
b lEnalish taste for these portable wall-
‘ e,eri:gs woven with imagery. Tapestries
cov pot only fabulously expensive, but they
” also extremely difficult to acquire. Those
werewamedto buy them needed to operate
Whough agents in the centres of their pro-
mriioﬂ in northern France in modern-day
glellcgitlnl (including Arras, by which name they
o qometines known). They also required
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Fig 6 above: Domestic ceilings could be painted, in the manner of surviving church

interiors, as here at the Great Hospital, Norwich, Norfolk. Fig 7 below: The characteristic
juxtaposition of church and castle at Tattershall, Lincolnshire, begun in the 1440s
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Fig 8: Domestic glass of the 1440s by royal glazier John Prudde at Ockwells, Berkshire.
It includes mottos and the device of crossed distaffs, an emblem of service to the Queen

royal licences to import them. Today, tapestries
can look fustian, but the modern viewer must
imagine them as portable wall paintings,
freshly made and brilliantly coloured. Indeed,
those who couldn’t afford the real thing painted
cloths with imagery to resemble them.

Such was the prestige attached to tapestries
that they changed the form of the English
interior: to hang them, it became conventional
to elevate the windows of halls—and some-
times other formal chambers, too—to the
cornice level so as to create a blind lower
register to the wall (Fig 4). Insmaller rooms,
tapestries would hang between windows,
often concealing doorways. At Ewelme, large
windows created rooms that Leland admired
as ‘exceeding fair and lightsome’.

The inventory begins in the ‘great cham-
ber’, usually a first-floor room accessible
from the dais of the hall up a stair. This was
a grand reception room, where formal social
protocols would have been observed. It was

furnished with a canopied bed, probably
used by Alice as a throne. The walls were hung
with tapestries celebrating women, including
an image of the Tourney of Hercules, when
the hero is worsted by Amazonian warriors
(this story is narrated in Christian de Pisan’s
Les Cité des Dames, of which Alice possessed
a copy at Ewelme). In the great chamber
of a powerful widow, this theme must have
been deliberately and pointedly chosen.
Beyond this were two more rooms hung
with tapestry and furnished with beds. Again,
these were probably day rooms, with their
splendid beds used as thrones rather than
for sleeping (another inventory in the set
records that several principal bedchambers
and the nursery were provided with hangings
in cheaper worsted). Household protocol
demanded a sequence of rooms to which it
was possible to withdraw and transact busi-
ness. In one there was imagery of ‘bergery’
orrustic scenes. The otherincluded depictions

of birds in cages and the brutal story of Duke
Herkenbold woven in gold. This must have
been a particularly valuable tapestry; the
subject was otherwise associated with court-
rooms and the public exercise of justice.
Opening from these rooms were two closets,
rooms for private devotion overlooking the
chapel. One was—called the ‘Chamber of
Ape Clogs’, doubtless referring to decoration
of the ceiling with this device—for the use
of Alice and the other for her gentlewomen.
Both were counter-intuitively hung with hunt-
ing scenes in ‘counterfeit arras’, presumably
slightly less costly than the real thing.

¢ Such was the
prestige attached to
tapestries that they
changed the form of
the English interior ?

The chapel itself had two tapestries, one
of the Fifteen Signs of Doom, depicting the last
days of the world, and one of the story of St
Anna. The household had a substantial clerical
component (Fig 2) and there is an independ-
entnote of a great chest delivered from Wingfield
filled with vestments, liturgical instruments
and even books of music; the Duke is known
to have been a patron of the French composer
Dufay. It also lists literary works; the Duchess
was a patron of the poet John Lydgate.

The last room described is the ‘Great Par-
lour’, probably a ground-floor chamber at the
head of the hall immediately below the Great
Chamber. Parlours are first referred to in des-
criptions of English houses in the late 14th
century and, as the French-derived name sug-
gests, were rooms for informal conversation.
It consequently had no bed, but was decor-
ated with tapestries of the Seven Sciences
and abed-covering hung as a tapestry showing
men and women playing cards. There follows
alist of the contents of the ‘Great Wardrobe’,
crammed with household goods and several
standards or great chests that were locked
with keys in the possession of ‘my lady’.

Ewelme Manor is representative of the finest
15th-century domestic buildings not only for
its splendour, but also—sadly—because it
no longer exists. It's important to rescue this
and other lost buildings of the period from
obscurity, however, because the English have
a bad habit of viewing the Tudor age as the
horizon of their history. The interest and
sophistication of the Tudor house, which we
will explore in the next article, only properly
makes sense as adevelopmentof Lancastrian
and Yorkist domestic architecture. o
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