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This book makes a strong claim to be the first, fully- 
rounded study of domestic material culture and 
middling social identity in England. While the first part 
of the title suggests another book of the ‘Daily Life in 
Shakespeare’s England’ coverall format, the second 
reveals its academic credentials, collating recent 
historical data from an inter-disciplinary perspective 
with thoughtful analyses. Whereas much design history 
of the period (and many museum collections) 
concentrates on elite social groups, its focus is the 
middling households belonging to people that were 
neither very rich nor very poor, a varied group below 
gentry level, with servants, that included yeomen, 
merchants, professionals and clerics. These middling 
households are an interesting group for RFS members 
because they correspond to the durable joined and 
carved oak furniture that has survived surprisingly well 
from the later 16th and 17th centuries, but which mostly 
lacks a particular provenance and can therefore seem 
anonymous.

The picture of household life presented is based 
broadly on evidence from the South, South-west and 
Midlands of England - house layouts and decoration 
that includes wall painting, chimney-pieces and 
piasterwork, inventories and other legal records, 
household manuals for living a good life, as well as 
surviving objects. Regionality matters because the high 
cost of land transport contributed to most furniture 
being made locally, though special purchases — often, 
one suspects, those that have survived less well — might 
have travelled further, like the close stool bought in 
London in 1608 by Thomas Cocks, a cldrk at Canterbury 
Cathedral, for 10 shillings plus carriage. A well-chosen 
selection of quantitative analyses and individual case 
studies help define typical behaviour. We learn that total 
annual expenditure for ‘middlings’ ranged between £500 
and £5,000 (p. 162), and that high spending on furniture 
might be concentrated into a few months, such as the 
short phase just before a man’s marriage when a new 
home had to be furnished in a fashion appropriate to his 
status and means.

As suggested by the title, the six chapters are 
organized around the pattern of a typical day and the 
association of activities with particular rooms: waking 
and dressing (the chamber), meal preparation (service 
areas), sociability and instruction (the hall), work (the 
shop and study), writing and reading (the parlour), 
eating and sleeping (the chamber). The structure 
certainly helps make the book readable but inevitably 
some lengthy passages of discussion are dry, and more 
likely to be referred to using the very serviceable index 
than read for pleasure. It should be stressed that this is 
not a book of conventional furniture history - there are
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barely more than a dozen images of moveable furniture, 
and no contemporary views of interiors that are as vivid 
as the cover. It does however enliven the social context 
for furniture in ways that are provocative and allusive, 
inviting the reader to think more broadly about how 
furniture was chosen, used and displayed at different 
times of day. It is particularly good at suggesting the 
range of sensory experiences: the role of scent in ‘living’ 
rooms that often contained stored foodstuffs for 
example, or the impact of sound between rooms or in 
the more brightly lit and visible rooms overlooking the 
street. The sense of a house as a moral and religious 
space opens new perspectives: how should our view of a 
‘simple’ wall cupboard for glassware with an open front 
of turned balusters be modified given that the virtue of a 
married woman was often compared to the precious 
fragility of a Venetian drinking glass? The end-notes are 
succinct and the bibliography extensive, particularly rich 
in recent historical studies that may be unfamiliar to a 
general reader.

In a period that saw a gradual rise in chambers and 
parlours, and new patterns of dining as the main meal of 
the day shifted from noon (c. 1600) to the early evening 
(c. 1700), there is more about furniture in certain room- 
focussed chapters than others. Even though dining might 
be taking place in a parlour or chamber furnished 
comfortably with smart textiles and other evidence of 
leisure and sociable behaviour such as devotional books, 
desks, musical instruments and ‘tables’ (i.e. 
games-boards), the hall still contained significant, if old 
fashioned, pieces. Large tables and cupboards were



inheritable ‘standards’ - what we might think of as 
monumental fittings, often bequeathed to the eldest 
son - that communicated hospitality, community and 
good citizenship. In richly decorated chambers we would 
expect to find bedsteads and the best furniture but 
chambers were also important for storage: because the 
chamber was a more secure, ‘close’ space it was also a 
good place for numerous chests with contents that were 
customarily used elsewhere in the house. Chapter four 
(shop and study) includes a stimulating discussion of 
new furniture for organising documents such as the ‘box 
of drawers’ or ‘frame of boxes’. In 1634 John Hayne of 
Exeter traded up his desk for a more prestigious scriptor, 
and later had a ‘foot’ or stand made for it. It’s often 
tempting to assume that a surviving furniture ‘marriage’ 
of mismatched old elements is the result of recent sharp 
practice, but Hayne’s account book shows that other 
explanations are possible.

Social histories of English domestic life in the period 
usually refer to William Harrison’s famous commentary 
The Description of England (1577) and W. G. Hoskins’ 
influential thesis of a Great Rebuilding (1953). A Day at 
Home ... builds on a wealth of recent scholarship to 
enlarge the discussion in cogent and vivid ways. It repays 
the effort of reading by illuminating the moral and social 
dimensions of daily life as well as the furnished and 
decorative ones.
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