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Inside we find the double box bed taking up so great a portion of the space that three or four chairs, a 
rickety table, a dresser and a washing tub, crowd the remainder. As occupants of the box beds in one of 
these houses there were two grown up men (one of whom was laboriously striving to make pot hooks 
in a copy book on his knee), tw o  girls approaching w om anhood, an elderly w om an, w h o  appeared to 
be their mother, and three or four children.1

The visitor to a small household in rural Scotland during the nineteenth century could not 
fail to be impressed by the dominance of the bed —  most usually a box bed. Contemporary 
descriptions present a picturesque image of the overcrowded cottage in which, along with a 
cheer>’ hearth, the box bed was the central feature. To the modem Scot, the box bed is an 
aspect of past folk culture, but examples do survive in sufficient numbers to enable a pattern 
of regional variation to be ascertained. This article will concentrate on a particular type 
which occurred in the eastern Lowlands.

Most box beds were very large pieces of furniture; frequently of such a size that they could 
be used as room dividers, placed foot to foot or even back to back in multiple blocks, they 
performed an architectural role in small house interiors throughout mainland Scotland and 
the off-shore islands. James Robb, editor of Scottish Farmer and author of a detailed report 
on the accommodation of agricultural workers in 1 8 6 1 ,2 made some useful observations on 
the use of box beds as room dividers in the eastern counties. In central East Lothian, where a 
large proportion of the population was employed in agricultural labour, he observed:

A  large number of the hinds’ cottages in this quarter have as yet only one room for eating and sleeping 
accommodation of the whole family —  two box beds (joined feet to feet) which are common in East 
Lothian, being so placed on the floor as to afford space behind for a little pantry’.3

In Fife, the author investigated ‘improved’ cottages, noting that storage was still a high 
priority’ in households with more than one room, and that the kitchen remained the main 
sleeping area:

In several instances, however, where there were two rooms, each with a fireplace in it, we found the 
best room occupied by seed potatoes and firing, while two beds, for the accommodation of the whole 
family, were crushed into the kitchen among the water kits and kettles.4

This seems to have been the case at an ‘ improved’ cottage at Newton of Wormiston, Crail, 
Fife (Fig. i), where the surviving double box bed (Fig. z) is situated in the kitchen, opposite 
the cooking hearth. The bed, six feet five inches high and twelve feet two inches long at 
cornice level is placed against a partition wall and so does not perform an architectural 
function, but it does possess a particular and handsome architectural appearance which is 
typical of the type in eastern counties of Berwickshire, East Lothian, Fife and Forfarshire. 
The decorative ‘signature’ of the eastern Scottish box bed is the simple keystoned arch 
flanked by pilasters which forms the side opening. Even in i860 , the advent of larger 
single-storey cottages with separate bedrooms and the increasing popularity of the 
‘hygienic’ iron bedstead, frequently in bunk form,5 meant that box beds were being taken 
out. It would be very difficult to research the subject today were it not for the fact that
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i. ‘Improved’ cottage, Newton of 
Wormiston, Crail, Fife

2. Double box bed from cottage 
at Newton of Wormiston. 
Patination of interior shows 
original height of the bedding
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3. Box bed front re-used to finish an internal 
arch

St Andreu-’s Preservation Trust

4. Fixed bedstead which employs 
architectural pattern commonly found 

in east coast box beds 
Bell Rock Cottage, St Andrews

decorative and functional appeal of the box bed has ensured that many good examples were 
converted rather than being completely discarded. The pitch pine or grained and scumbled 
fronts of mid-nineteenth-century examples were sometimes re-used, for instance, to finish 
an internal arch. Two were used in such a way in the reconstruction of a cottage to form the 
St Andrews Perservation Trust Museum in 1 9 3 7  (Fig. 3). Like the bed fronts at Newton of 
Wormiston, they have a basket arch between fluted pilasters. The same pattern can be seen 
in eighteenth-century examples, safeguarded by re-use, such as that illustrated in Figure 5. 
This is a relatively elaborate variant of the design, comprising a depressed arch with fluted 
moulding and keystone flanked by moulded and fluted pilasters with foliate capitals. A  full 
cornice and carved shell motifs completes the scheme. It has been converted into a sideboard 
recess in what was once a small farmhouse immediately outside the city walls of St Andrews. 
A nearby contemporary survival, converted into a cupboard, indicates how the same 
established design could be interpreted in a radically different way. The bed in Figure 4, 
constructed from pine which has remained unpainted, displays a very simple segmental 
arch, with keystone, between slender strip pilasters. It is one of the original fixtures of an 
eighteenth-century inn, The Bell Rock Tavern, in which it once provided sleeping accom
modation for travellers disembarking at St Andrews pier. The few examples which remain 
reveal that in areas of east Lowland Scotland such as Fife, the box bed followed a
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5. Re-used box bed in eighteenth-century farmhouse 
outside St Andrew’s city walls 6

6. The Corinthian Order from Andrea Palladio, 
Quattro Libri dell’architecttura (1570)



characteristic pattern which was interpreted with varying degrees of sophistication in a 
range of rural and urban locations.

The use of a distinct architectural vocabulary in the decoration of box beds in eastern 
Scotland could perhaps be attributed to the Scottish wrights’ traditional combination of the 
crafts of furniture making and housebuilding, but surviving wrights’ records indicate a 
more precise source. The box or ‘doss’ bed6 was one of four standard essay pieces7 executed 
by apprentice wrights in the United Incorporation of M ary’s Chapel, Edinburgh (estab
lished 14 75 ), the most influential body of wrights in Scotland. Descriptions of the essay 
pieces in the Incorporation Minutes8 clearly show that architectural design sources for the 
beds were prescribed by the masters. For example, on 14  July 16 8 3  the wright Charles 
George’s essay piece was

ane CIoss bed the lidds to be of ravsd work out of the timber it self angled from poynt to poynt with ane 
dorick entablature, to be all done in wainscott.

Palladio is first mentioned as a specific source for an essay piece in 16 9 2  and from this date 
onwards, Vignola and Scammozzi also appear. Thomas Rutherford’s essay piece, recorded 
in 2 6 March 16 9 2, was, for instance, ‘a CIoss Bed according to the Doric order of Vignola’. 
But Palladio was the most commonly cited source for essay pieces during the eighteenth 
centur\r and it is almost certainly his model which provided the inspiration for the type of 
bed discussed in this article. The simple keystoned arch and pilasters beneath a cornice 
would appear to be ultimately based on the orders illustrated in Book One of the Quattro 
Libri dell’architettura, 15 7 0  (Fig. 6). Continued use of the pattern in rural areas of eastern 
Scotland up until the late nineteenth century could be seen as an archaic survival of a 
seventeenth-century’ Edinburgh fashion, but it is important not to discount the influence of 
other guild centres such as Culross or St Andrews. The nature of early essay pieces in these 
Burghs, and the dates at which continental pattern books first became available to them, 
remain to be discovered.

Widespread use of the domestic box bed in urban Edinburgh appears to have declined by 
the turn of the eighteenth century, to such an extent that the beds were viewed with 
suspicion by some. Two young travellers on a walking tour from Edinburgh to Perth 
describe their box bed encounter outside St Andrews in The Scots Magazine 180 4:

The storm having somewhat abated, we soon reached the ‘public’. After regaling ourselves with what 
cheer we could procure, we were shown into a dormitory (for chamber it could scarcely be called) 
containing two beds, resembling nvo wooden presses. In one of these presses was already deposited 
the body of a ploughman, and it was destined still to receive another. We travellers were to occupy the 
other bed. Certainly all such confined beds should be universally discarded, as prejudicial to health 
and unfavourable for cleanliness. It was not without examinarion and hesitarion, and after finding 
everything tolerably clean, that we resolved to enter our box. After having encountered a storm, even 
such shelter was sweet. We had entire confidence in the integrity and honour of our host and his 
ploughboys, and gave ourselves to sleep, without any dread for our persons or property’. Happy 
Scotland!’

The box bed was to be found in a wide range of households including farmhouses, inns, 
fishermen’s, miners’ and weavers’ cottages but it is chiefly associated with the one- or 
two-roomed cottage of the married agricultural worker or hind. The married farmworker 
had to purchase his own furniture, and box beds, the principal items, required a consider
able financial outlay. Robb recorded the general opinion that ploughmen married too
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young and before they had saved sufficient to purchase furniture, adding; ‘The consequence 
is, that many of them remain for years in debt to country wrights, who of course repay 
themselves for their long outlay by charging heavy prices for the articles.’ The introduction 
of the iron bedstead must have been a blow to the monopoly of the local wright. Many 
unmarried ploughmen stated a preference for bothy life where their furniture, bothy beds 
and forms, was the responsibility of the landlord. The men brought just their own kists or 
provender chests.

The box bed, paid for or not, was obviously an item of great prestige for the married 
worker and his family, and theirs to decorate and finish to their own requirements. The most 
important extra, which could be made at home, was the mattress, or ‘ tike’ , very deep and 
thick, covered in canvas cloth and filled regularly with fresh chaff (caff, cauf E. Scotland) 
from the mill. A  tike would normally last about three months, after which it would be 
burned or taken to the cow byre to be trodden into manure and recycled. Curtains, which 
hung from the inside of the bed opening, were usual, as was a ‘pend’ or valance running 
along the base of the bed, hiding objects which might be stored beneath. The inside of the 
bed could be used for hanging clothes and might have a shelf for a candle.

What the Scottish encyclopaedist]. C. Loudon10 observed to be ‘The principal item in a 
cottager’s home’ can be seen to have taken different regional forms, but its spatial function 
and priority within the household were constant features. The box bed may now have 
largely disappeared, but, in the national consciousness, it remains as a folk object of 
considerable importance.
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into panels, one of which a: top and another at bottom are fixed, and two between them slide in grooves, and form the door of the 
bed. The roof is o f boards, and the bottom of laths, three inches wide, and about two or three inches apart. There is generally a shelf, 
and sometimes two, fixed to the inside of the bottom of the bed, just above the bedclothes; and sometimes there is one at top, close 
under the roof. There are also sometimes one or nvo shelves against the back of the bed; so that this piece of furniture no only serves 
as a bed, but as a wardrobe and linen chest. In some parts of the country the bed doors fix within by bolts, or have a lock to fasten 
them on the outside; so that a person going to bed, with all his treasure round him on the surrounding shelves, may secure it while he 
is asleep at night, or going out to work in the daytime, by bolting or locking the doors. These box beds can be easily taken to pieces, 
and put together again; the ends, backs, and roofs being in separate pieces, and fining into grooved in the posts, and in the top and 
bonom rails, in the manner of Manning’s portable conages, s 5 1 1 .  Besides serving as a wardrobe, & c ., a box bed may be made to 
supply the place of a partition, two of them being often placed, in Scotland, as well as in Alsace, across any apartment of fourteen or 
fifteen feet in width, which they thus divided into two rooms (a but and a ben), leaving a passage between them. In roomy cottages, 
four are sometimes so placed back to back; thus giving nvo beds to be entered from the kitchen, and nvo from the parlour. A bed of 
this son, well made, was formerly considered the principal article in a Scottish cottager’s furnishing; and this is still the case in 
Alsace and Lorraine, as we learned when we visited those countries in 18 19 . Something might be made of these beds in any country 
where the cottager's house is his own, and where he is likely to be a permanent resident; but they are too costly, and too 
cumbersome, for a tenant at will, or on a short lease.

J. C. Loudon, Encyclopaedia o f Cottage, Farmhouse and Villa Architecture and Furniture (1839  edition), p .3 33 .




