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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the roles played by craft organisations or ‘guilds’ in medieval
urban society through a case study of the tailors of London in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries. Using the records of the City and of the guilds themselves, including the important
early records of the Tailors, this study seeks to answer important questions about the nature
of these organisations and the impact which they had upon urban society. Far from being the
mere ‘agents’ of municipal governments, craft guilds often performed important and
constructive functions on behalf of the artisans themselves. The first two chapters examine
the extent to which voluntarism characterized the activities of many of these associations: the
guild of London tailors, though unusual in the scale and scope of its spiritual and charitable
provision, embodied widely shared principles of association which were not articulated solely
through parish guilds. Subsequent chapters look at the ways in which the Tailors’ guild
expressed and articulated other concerns of their members and those outside the ruling guild:
in the sphere of City politics, for instance, the Tailors came to represent the aspirations of
many poorer citizens through their struggle for civic prominence. Likewise, in the sphere of
economic regulation, this thesis demonstrates the ways in which the Tailors’ guild, among
others, was able to introduce flexible and pragmatic policies of enforcement, based upon the
shared interests of those inside and outside the decision-making groups. The final section of
the thesis then examines more closely the limitations of impressions of economic structures
derived purely from guild statutes. First, the nature of apprenticeship and servanthood in
medieval London is examined with particular emphasis upon the differing perceptions of
these ‘life-cycle institutions’ by all concerned. Secondly, a systematic analysis of the
structure of the tailoring industry in London 1s carried out and explores the remarkable

diversity of economic life in the capital.
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LONG ABSTRACT

The study of the towns and cities of medieval Europe has benefitted from a
resurgence of scholarly interest over the last thirty years which has sought to bring new
approaches to bear on hitherto dormant areas of historical study. The heterogeneous nature
of urban society in the middle ages is no better evidenced than in the diversity of urban
production, and the myriad associations or ‘guilds’ established by artisans and merchants.
This thesis seeks to reassess the nature and limits of the authority which pertained to these
associations in towns in the light of the relationships between artisans and the guilds, and
between the guilds and civic authorities in the middle ages. The unusually full medieval
records of the guild of London tailors, known from 1503 as the Merchant Taylors’ Company,
provides a rare opportunity to assess the variety of roles which these organisations played in
late-medieval London, both for the artisans themselves and for the wider urban community;
other sources too enable greater light to be shed upon the diversity of economic activities in
which artisans were involved and the nature of the ‘workshop economy’ in the middle ages.
This diversity, it is argued, could never be reflected in the ordinances promulgated by guilds
which merely sought to establish a normative framework for the organisation of urban
industry. The enforcement of these ordinances was not uniform and often reflected the
preoccupations, not only of the guild authorities, but also of the majority of artisans who
were not members of these elite institutions. Guilds it is argued, possessed representative
capabilities which often had a positive impact upon economic development and innovation
in the medieval town.

Chapter One of this thesis examines the origins and development of the guild of



London tailors, known from at least 1300 as the Fraternity of St. John the Baptist. Older
studies of craft organisations have, on the whole, failed to appreciate the similarities which
existed between ‘craft guilds’ and other guilds and fraternities, notably those which were
attached to parish churches. More recently, however, the origins and functions of many craft
organisations have been re-appraised by historians who have emphasised the common origins
of these seemingly distinct associations and the continued importance of the social and
religious functions and mutual obligations which underpinned their very existence. The
Tailors’ fraternity was unusual in the range and scope of these functions which, it is argued,
owed much to their social and political aspirations in the capital. This chapter examines first
of all the evidence for the early development of the fraternity, the acquisition of a hall in
present-day Threadneedle Street and of prominent benefactors and patrons. The physical and
spiritual assets acquired by the Tailors during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries are then
considered in more detail. Papal privileges were granted on two occasions and the fraternity
acquired the use of two chapels, one at their hall, and the other in St. Paul’s Cathedral. In
addition, the fraternity received letters of confraternity from nine religious houses in and
around London at the end of the fourteenth century. As well as being an association for the
wealthiest practitioners of the craft, the fraternity admitted over 1,200 men and women from
other walks of life, ranging from members of other London craft and merchant guilds to
prominent churchmen, gentry and the nobility. The composition of the non-tailor membership
is examined in detail and an assessment is made of the variety of impulses which led many
of them to join the fraternity. This feature of the development of the Tailors’ fraternity is
particularly notable and affords an unusual insight into the religious and social aspirations of
wealthy Londoners, and the manner in which certain of the London guilds were viewed by
prominent non-citizens, many of whom established business relationships with merchants and
craftsmen in the capital.

Despite the surprisingly large non-tailor membership, the fraternity of St. John the
Baptist was, like the other craft fraternities of London, a vehicle for the expression of craft
identity. Chapter Two looks at two important ways in which the principles of frarernitas were
exploited for the benefit of the tailor membership. First, the administration of post obit
arrangements on behalf on benefactors is examined. By 1548 when the chantries were finally
dissolved, the Tailors were administering thirteen chantries and twenty-seven obits in nine

parish churches and religious houses in and around London, founded, in most cases out of



the income from lands and tenements left to the fraternity by prominent tailors. Wealthy
London citizens in general, it is argued, often saw their craft fraternities as ideal
administrators of such arrangements, despite their allegiances to their parishes churches or
local fraternities. These foundations, moreover, yielded a ‘profit” over and above the cost of
the services specified by the benefactors. This income was ploughed back into the ‘common
box’ of the fraternity and used for a variety of purposes whether connected with the
supervision of the craft as a whole or the internal life of the fraternity. Certainly, as the
chapter demonstrates, the Tailors’ fraternity acquired considerable wealth as a result of its
activities as a ‘corporate executor’ for its members. One of the uses to which such money
was put was the provision of charitable assistance for tailor members of the fraternity, a
central function pertaining to all lay fraternities, large and small in the middle ages. The
chapter describes in detail the development and operation of mechanisms to help poor
members, the criterion used to select almsmen and the various forms of assistance that were
offered. The foundation of an almshouse for seven poor tailors and their wives in 1413
epitomised the importance of the charitable dimension to the fraternity’s activities, and was
the earliest such foundation in London. The chapter concludes with an examination of the
shifts in pious behaviour which took place in the later fifteenth century in London and
elsewhere, changes which appear to have affected the provision of charity by the Tailors’
fraternity and the extent to which it continued to administer post obit arrangements.
Increasing emphasis upon the parish, in particular, appears to have reduced the role played
by fraternities of all kinds in the provision of charitable assistance.

Chapter Three takes a wider look at the functions fulfilled by craft organisations in
urban society, and particularly at the relationship between guilds and municipal government.
The argument that guilds were merely the ‘agents’ of civic authority is shown to be
simplistic, and fails to take into account the ways in which craft organisations, though
performing certain functions on behalf of urban governments, were able to represent and
articulate the interests and aspirations of their members. In London the Tailors and other
guilds were able to raise concerns in the Court of Aldermen, the Common Council and even
in Parliament which reflected the needs of their members and, in many cases, the
preoccupations of the majority of freemen who were not members of the ruling guilds. This
representative role could also, it is argued, provoke conflict as well as achieve consensus.

Dissension between the London crafts was normally dealt with by the Court of Aldermen but,
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on three occasions in the period under consideration, the Tailors were deeply involved in
disputes which were less easily resolved and consequently undermined urban stability. Civic
ceremony was, on several occasions, a focus for conflict, particularly between those guilds
attempting to consolidate or improve their positions among the greater crafts in fifteenth
century London. The ambitions of the Tailors for civic prominence, denied to them, it is
argued, because of the essentially artisan nature of their craft, resulted in the guild becoming
embroiled in radical, and often violent, movements for reform of the City’s developing
constitution. Because of the prestige of their guild the Tailors were, it is suggested, perceived
as among the natural leaders of movements which sought to increase the representation of
lesser citizens in urban government, particularly on the Common Council and at shrieval and
mayoral elections. The Crown too was dragged into these events through the charters which
were acquired by craft guilds. These charters often represented the corporate aspirations of
the London guilds and, on several occasions caused dissension when they were perceived to
be contrary to the interests of other guilds, the civic authorities, or both.

Chapter Four turns to the regulation of the craft itself. The structure of the guild is
examined to determine the criteria for the admission of tailors to the fraternity, and the
implications of this for the ways in which guild ordinances were drawn up and enforced. It
is argued that, despite the importance of wealth as a criterion for admission, there was a high
degree of common ground between those tailors who were members of the fraternity of St.
John the Baptist and the majority of freemen who were not. In particular, late-medieval
London saw the development of ‘yeomen fraternities’ within many crafts, associations which
are first glimpsed as ‘illegal’ fraternities of servants pressing for higher wages in the fifty
years following the plagues of 1348-49. By the fifteenth century, it is argued, many of these
associations, including the fraternity of yeomen tailors, consisted of all freemen outside the
ruling guild, including many craftsmen who would subsequently join the senior fraternity of
their craft. It is argued that the relationship between the ‘livery’ and ‘yeomanry’ of the
Tailors was generally free of conflict, principally because of the shared economic interests
of the two groups; such was not the case in those crafts where mercantile interests in the
senior guild clashed with those of a predominantly artisan yeomanry. The chapter then
examines the nature and limits of guild authority over craftsmen in the capital. The records
of the Tailors’ guild constitute an important source for the ways in which guild wardens

enforced their regulations. It is argued here that, contrary to the static picture which emerges



from normative and idealistic ordinances, enforcement was often a pragmatic response to the
practical difficulties of locating and fining craftsmen, and was based upon an understanding
of prevailing economic conditions and opportunities. In the case of the Tailors, it is
suggested, a policy of vigorous supervision of the activities of unenfranchised immigrant
workers enabled the guild to take a more relaxed approach to the regulation of the activities
of the freemen. Despite the large size of the craft in London, freemen tailors were subject
to relatively few regulations, a policy which, it is argued, allowed them to take advantage
of a flourishing market for new clothes in the capital. The chapter concludes by suggesting
that the attitudes and policies of guilds in many towns were often more enlightened than has
been assumed. Evidence for the detrimental effect which guild regulations had upon
industrial expansion and innovation should, it is argued, be balanced by evidence for the
ways in which guilds promoted competition and quality, either through active intervention
or, where appropriate, through a prudent laissez-faire policy.

Chapter Five examines two of the central life-cycle institutions which are commonly
elaborated and defined in the records of guilds. Apprenticeship is a subject which has
traditionally been studied from the point of view of their masters, an approach which
inevitably distorts the two-sided nature of the relationship and tends towards the idealisation
of the apprenticeship ‘system’ as merely the first step along the civic cursus honorum. For
some London tailors this was undoubtedly the case, revealing in many cases the close ties
between master and apprentice and the importance of patronage throughout an apprentice’s
career. Most apprentices were immigrants to London and, for many, an apprenticeship did
indeed provide a means of assimilation into urban society. Yet, it is argued, for every
apprentice tailor who completed his term, and obtained the freedom of the City, two more
abandoned their training, either to return home, or else to fall in among the growing ranks
of unenfranchised yet semi-skilled artisans in the capital. After the requisite skills had been
acquired, it is argued, the interests of masters and apprentices often diverged leading in many
cases to the breakdown of the relationship or its exploitation by the master concerned.
Servanthood is another so-called ‘life-cycle institution’ whose complexity, as this chapter
argues, has not always been recognized. For some tailors, a few years as a journeyman was
indeed merely an interlude prior to establishing a business and taking on apprentices. For
many more, however, wage-labour was a more or less permanent state of affairs and was

subject to remarkable variations in conditions of service, status and economic prospects.



Some crafts were more dependent upon unskilled, long term wage-labour, whereas others,
including the tailors, required skilled workers prepared to work quickly to fulfill short term
contracts.

The final chapter looks in detail at the structure of the tailoring industry in London.
The century and a half following the plagues of 1348-49 saw a rapid expansion of the craft
in London due to buoyant demand for new clothing and the popularity of new, more complex
fashions. A symptom of this was the development of the West End of London as a centre for
the production of high quality; important customers were attracted to the capital where an
ever-increasing range of consumer goods were produced and sold. The chapter then examines
the relationships between craftsmen in the urban economy and demonstrates the
interdependence of tailors and members of allied trades, the transferability of tailoring skills,
and the extent to which specialisation and sub-contracting were integral features of productive
processes in London. The implications of consumer demand, rarely examined by historians,
are considered in relation to notions of quality of workmanship and product differentiation
in the clothing industry in the capital. The various strategies employed to ensure the survival
of a business are then examined: partnerships, credit arrangements, and other tactics were
common mechanisms through which tailors provided for the future or simply attempted to
stave off bankruptcy. Finally the chapter considers the roles played by women in the
workshop. It 1s argued that, although poorly represented in formal occupational structures,
women played an important part in running tailoring businesses, often employing skills
learned informally from their husbands. As widows, many women were able to expand and
diversify their economic activities and were able to ensure the survival of their workshops

by prudent exploitation of the opportunities available to widows in London.
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INTRODUCTION: CRAFTS AND GUILDS IN MEDIEVAL URBAN SOCIETY

This thesis examines the world of the crafts and guilds of late-medieval London with
particular reference to the tailors and their guild, known from 1502 as the Merchant Taylors’
Company. Using a variety of sources, including the records of the Corporation of London,
the wills of London citizens and the records of the City Companies themselves, this study
aims to describe and analyse the structures of urban society which grew up around, and were
reflected in, the individual and corporate activities of the London tailors. In doing so this
study seeks to raise and answer a number of questions concerning the variety of functions
fulfilled by craft organisations in urban society and the structures and relationships which
related to the manufacture and production of consumer goods in the fourteenth and fifteenth

centuries.

Urban history and the Study of Craft Guilds

This study does, of course, need to be placed in its historiographical context,
particularly in the context of the remarkable resurgence in ‘urban history’ over the last thirty
years. The proliferation of academic journals, conferences, workshops and seminar series as
well as the increasingly abundant secondary literature presents a dramatic contrast to the
relative obscurity into which the subject had lapsed after a burst of enthusiasm in the
nineteenth century. This is no less true of the medieval period as of later epochs. Nineteenth
century fascination with the urban past, characterized by the publication of works such as
Alice Stopford Green’s Town Life in the Fifteenth Century,' gave way to a period of some
sixty years during which only a few ‘pioneers’ continued to work at the coal face of the
medieval town. The impressive, and diverse, work of Henri Pirenne, George Unwin, Marion
Dale and others certainly helped to keep the subject alive, although their innovative
approaches were, in many ways, overshadowed by the wider preoccupations of historians

generally.? This manifested itself in an overtly legalistic and ‘constitutional’ approach to

' 2 vols, London, 1894. This work remains an important survey of the late medieval town.

2 H. Pirenne, Medieval Cities. Their Origins and the Revival of Trade (Princeton, 1925); G. Unwin, The

Guilds and Companies of London (London, 1908 and subsequent editions); M. Bateson ed., Borough Customs,
2 vols., Selden Soc., 18 & 21, (1904, 1906); M.K. Dale, ‘The London Silkwomen of the Fifteenth Century’,
Ec. Hist. Rev., 4 (1933), pp-324-35;
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urban development in the period 1000 to 1500 which emphasised the importance of borough
charters and the rights and privileges acquired by towns and cities.! It is not surprising to
note that these ‘urban’ historians were joined by the constitutionalists such as Maitland and
Tait who viewed towns in the context of the wider development of governmental structures
in medieval England and Europe.? This approach informed much of the urban historiography
of the period from 1890 to 1940, and it certainly seems true to say that the preoccupation
with ‘constitutional niceties’, despite the importance of the compilation and discussion of
collections of municipal records, resulted in a period of stagnation in the field which lasted
for close on thirty years.> As one historian has put it, the fixation with legal structures is
bound to fail ‘accurately to embody the true character of particular societies in the past’.*
The appearance of Sylvia Thrupp’s major work, The Merchant Class of Medieval London,
first published in 1948, was a first step away from this constitutionalist approach to urban
history.” Yet this book was, in many ways, ahead of its time in its examination of the
structures of everyday life, and the social mores of the merchants of medieval London, and
of the nature of the communities to which they belonged. Like her earlier works on the
Grocers’ and Bakers’ Companies, Thrupp drew upon the work of Unwin and the
‘antiquarian’ compilers of collections of printed sources, but also brought new approaches
to bear on a wealth of primary sources, little used by historians to date.®

The recent revival of interest in the medieval and early modern town has,
consequently, brought with it both a realisation of the remarkable contribution of Pirenne,
his contemporaries and his successors, and a recognition of the limitations of their work. It

has also resulted in an awareness of the possibilities for future research, based upon a

' For instance Mary Bateson’s Records of the Borough of Leicester, 2 vols, (London, 1899-1901) and idem,

Borough Customs.

2 F.W. Maitland, Township and Borough (Cambridge, 1898); J. Tait, The Medieval English Borough

(Manchester, 1936).

? R. Holt and G. Rosser, ‘Introduction: The English Town in the Middle Ages’, in The Medieval Town,

1200-1540, ed. R.Holt and G. Rosser (London, 1990), p.3.

* G. Rosser, Medieval Westminster (Oxford, 1989), p.1.
5 Michigan, 1948 and subsequent editions and reprints.

¢S.L. Thrupp, A Short History of the Worshipful Company of Bakers of London (London, 1933); idem, ‘The

Grocers of London. A Study in Distributive Trade’, in E. Power and M.M. Postan eds., Studies in English
Trade in the Fifteenth Century (London, 1933), pp.247-92.
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profitable cross-fertilization between urban history and other strands of historical
investigation and, indeed, other disciplines. Perhaps one of the most important landmarks in
the development of a ‘new’ urban history in England was the publication of Crisis and Order
in English Towns, 1500-1700 (1972), edited by Peter Clark and Paul Slack, a collection of
essays which sought to pull together some of the emerging strands of inquiry in urban
history. Soon afterwards, Susan Reynolds made a typically thought-provoking contribution
with her book An Introduction to the History of English Medieval Towns (1977). Since the
appearance of these two books, and reflecting the diversification taking place in history more
generally, historians of the pre-modern town have produced an ever increasing number of
studies of individual towns which, though not yet as common as the ubiquitous post-
McFarlane studies of local political society in the middle ages, are gradually adding to our
knowledge of the structures of life, work and government in urban society.! Concomitant
with these studies has been an explosion of interest in a variety of themes within urban
history. The lively debate over the economic fortunes of English towns in the fifteenth
century perhaps epitomises this: never before had the evidence from urban sources been
subject to so much scrutiny and critical analysis, although that particular debate has, perhaps,
now run its course.? In the meantime other areas have been opened up, many of them related
to the changes in the economy and society of England in the aftermath of the Black Death:
the role played by women in urban society; the nature of urban government and of ‘popular’
perceptions of participation; and the extent to which changes in urban living standards
affected the production and consumption of consumer goods.? The cross-fertilization between
these investigations and the town studies can perhaps best be seen in the work of Charles

Phythian Adams, as well as in the productive discussions of the social and governmental

' For example C. Phythian-Adams, Desolation of a City: Coventry and the Urban Crisis of the Late Middle

Ages (Cambridge, 1979); R.H. Britnell, Growth and Decline in Colchester, 1300-1525 (Cambridge, 1986); G.
Rosser, Medieval Westminster (Oxford, 1989); D.G. Shaw, The Creation of a Community: the Ciry of Wells
in the Middle Ages (Oxford, 1993).

2 For a survey of the debate see D. Palliser, ‘Urban Decay Revisited’, in Towns and Townspeople in the
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structures of late sixteenth century London by Steve Rappaport and Ian Archer.! The healthy
state of the study of urban history in general and the medieval town in particular can be seen
in the series of ‘Readers in Urban History’, which brought together some of the most
influential contributions to the subject made over the last thirty years.” These essays
provided, and continue to provide, an important impetus to the development of many areas
of urban history, including the study of craft organisations, and their functions in urban
society.

Indeed, the fortunes of the study of craft organisations in the middle ages has
mirrored the development of urban history as a whole, and was subject to the same
influences and preoccupations. Before the 1930s, associations of craftsmen in the pre-modern
town had been a major subject of study for many historians of towns. The development of
‘economic history’ as distinct from constitutional history, in the nineteenth century was
motivated by the prominence of debate on the issues of organised labour, and the
relationships between employers and employees. The medieval guilds were examined by
historians such as Brentano, Lipson and Unwin with an eye on contemporary developments
in labour relations, and the origins of Trade Unions.? This began the process whereby the
study of craft organisations became separated from the study of parish guilds and
fraternities.* Preoccupation with the historical origins of the ‘guilds’ of later medieval
Europe led to the term ‘craft guild’ gaining common currency, as historians such as
Brentano, perceiving them as the ‘quintessential form of guild’, sought to trace the medieval
organisations back to the ‘gelda’ of the Germanic past, failing to take into account the variety

of associations which, at different periods, employed the principles of ‘fraternitas’ as the

! Phythian-Adams, Desolation of a City; S. Rappaport, Worlds Within Worlds: Structures of Life in Sixteenth

Century London (Cambridge, 1989); I.W. Archer, The Pursuit of Stability: Social Relations in Elizabethan
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3 L. Brentano, ‘On the history and development of Gilds and the origin of trade unions’, in T. Smith ed.,
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4 See Smith ed., English Gilds and H.F. Westlake, The Parish Gilds of Medieval England (London, 1919).

X1



basis for social organisation.! These broader studies drew upon, and in turn stimulated,
studies of individual guilds, particularly the London livery companies. Charles Clode’s study
of the Merchant Taylors’ Company, published privately in 1888, was a typical product of the
late nineteenth-century genre of Company histories: it was entirely based upon the records
of the Company, with occasional reference to published City records, and was primarily a
description of the development of the Company as an institution.” Later studies, notably
A.H. Johnson’s massive work on the Drapers’ Company, were more analytical in nature,
drawing on the work and preoccupations of Unwin and his contemporaries to look at
economic issues, as well as the institutional development of the Company.3 Guild histories,
though still published privately, often at the expense of the guilds themselves, were now
increasingly being written by professional historians and had fallen within the compass of
mainstream social and economic history. Yet this brief flurry of interest in the development
of craft organisations was to prove only temporary and the subject was doomed to be pushed
to the margins of historical inquiry. There seem to have been two reasons for this. In the
first place, the role of craft guilds in urban society had, to all intents and purposes, been
studied to exhaustion. Constitutionalists and economic historians alike agreed that guilds were
essentially agents of control, used to regulate economic and political activity by employers
and City governments.* Unwin’s work in many ways reflects these preoccupations: his
analysis of the development of the London companies is characterized by an emphasis upon
their legal position, and the importance of so-called charters of ‘incorporation’, as marking
the transition of the guilds from infancy into young adulthood, from ‘fraternities’, under the
jurisdiction of the church, to ‘livery companies’, subject to secular authority. Yet at the same
time he was keen to discuss both the struggles between merchants and artisans, the

emergence and suppression of associations of wage-labourers, and the ever-changing

' See S. Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities in Western Europe, 900-1300 (Oxford, 1984), pp.70-2.

2 C.M. Clode, The Early History of the Guild of Merchant Taylors of the fraternity of St. John the Baptist,

London, with notices of the lives of some of its eminent members, 2 vols (London, 1888). This drew on his
earlier collection of sources, Memorials of the Merchant Taylors’ Company (London, 1875).

3 A.H. Johnson, The History of the Worshipful Company of the Drapers of London, 6 vols (Oxford, 1914-

4 See for instance L.F. Salzman, English Industries of the Middle Ages (Oxford, 1923) and S. Kramer, The

English Craft Gilds: Studies in their Progress and Decline (New York, 1927).
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relationship between the guilds and civic authority.! A second reason for the untimely
demise of the study of craft organisations lay in the dramatic resurgence of interest in trade
and commerce, conducted on a large scale by wealthy merchants. This led to the
marginalisation of urban history as a whole: mercantile activity was less identifiably ‘urban’
in nature, and was much more obviously perceived as the well-spring of national prosperity
in an era in which fluctuations in the ‘international economy’ were taking centre stage.”
Towns and cities, particularly the ports, were therefore seen in the wider scheme of things,
as nodes in the economic framework which also included methods of production and
distribution in the countryside. The fortunes of an identifiably ‘urban’ history also contrasted
markedly with the rapid strides being made in the study of agrarian history, landlords and
the medieval peasantry.’

Looking back it is easy to see the weaknesses in the urban history of the early
twentieth century which led to the stagnation in the subject as a whole, and in the
historiography of the guilds in particular. The study of medieval guilds retained a
preoccupation with the early-medieval and even antique past: Emile Coornaert’s survey of
medieval guilds and fraternities continued this theme but, writing in the 1940s, his work
reflects the extent to which craft organisations, as opposed to socio-religious fraternities, had
fallen out of favour and hence they were all but absent from his surveys. All that was left
was a residual interest in the manifestations of the principles of association among men and
women in the middle ages, characterized by the lay confraternity.* Yet it was the survival

of this strand of investigation which, in many ways, provided the stimulus for much of the

' Unwin, Guilds and Companies.
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modern historiography of collective organisation in the medieval town.! Consequently,
tentative steps have been taken in the direction of looking afresh at craft organisations in the
medieval period. Sylvia Thrupp’s 1963 essay on the guilds of medieval Europe remains the
only comprehensive modern survey of this subject, but suffers somewhat from the lack of
progress made by other historians since Unwin. The prevailing interpretation was still of a
formal ‘craft system’, articulated and imposed by guild and municipal authorities upon
artisans.” Ordinances and regulations, particularly those which survive in municipal archives,
were the basic fodder for those historians who continued to look at craft organisations in the
medieval town. The collections of sources compiled and printed by the nineteenth century
antiquarians continued to suffice for many, despite the insights which Thrupp herself had
brought to the subject with her imaginative use of a wider range of guild records, and
evidence for the lives of craftsmen and women in the medieval town. From the official
governmental sources it was all too easy for historians to construct a picture of medieval craft
guilds as bastions of restrictive practices: ordinances typically limited the size of workshops,
controlled access to the civic franchise and the crafts through apprenticeship and other
mechanisms, and forbade the introduction of labour-saving machinery. It is not surprising,
therefore, that guilds have continued to be viewed as the ‘agents’ of civic authority, and that
their impact upon enterprise and innovation has tended to be perceived in a negative light.
The renaissance in urban history over the last thirty years has certainly helped to
effect a revival in the study of craft organisations in the medieval town and, more
importantly, to bring new approaches and a broader range of evidence to bear on the subject.
The principal difference between the old and the new historiography is that historians have,
at last, begun to take up the challenges presented by Thrupp and others after the Second

World War. Assumptions about the firm control exercised by the guilds over the crafts have

! For instance, Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities; R. Mackenney, Tradesmen and Traders: the World
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now been questioned as historians have begun to look at productive processes and the lives
of the artisans themselves. Elspeth Veale’s study of the English fur trade in the middle ages
combined an analysis of the stuctures and functions of one of the London livery companies
with a detailed analysis of the diversity and complexity of the ‘workshop economy’ itself, as
seen through the lives of the craftsmen themselves. This study took the traditional ‘guild
history’ into the modern era. Her subsequent article on the craftsmen on medieval London
was an important, though necessarily tentative, starting point for the wider inquiry into the
world of work: almost for the first time since Thrupp it was possible to look at the subject
from the bottom up, to examine the sheer range and diversity of economic activities in which
artisans were engaged in the middle ages.! On the continent the work of historians such as
Bronistaw Geremek similarly demonstrated the limits of the authority of craft guilds, and
showed the complexity of the work relationships which existed in the urban economy, a
complexity which could not be distilled into formal regulations. The margins of urban
society, for instance, were, until recently, a much neglected aspect of urban history.? Work
on the important role played by many women in the urban economy has similarly shown the
unsatisfactory nature of a historiography which relies too heavily upon formal regulations.’
Finally, the contribution made by archaeologists has enabled historians to understand the
nature of productive processes, although as yet there have been few successful attempts to
assess the implications of these technical processes for the relationships between craftsmen
and women in the urban economy.*

Yet, with the exception of Veale’s early contributions, there has been an unfortunate
tendency among historians of crafts and urban society once more to simplify, or even to

nullify, the role played by craft organisations. In response to the commendable attempts to

"' E.M. Veale, The English Fur Trade in the Later Middle Ages (Oxford, 1966); idem, ‘Craftsmen and the

Economy of London in the Fourteenth Century’, reprinted in The Medieval Town, ed. Holt and Rosser, pp.120-
140.

* B. Geremek, The Margins of Society in Late Medieval Paris, trans. J. Birrell (Cambridge, 1987); idem,
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reconstruct the working lives and conditions of artisans there has been, in certain quarters,
an attempt once more to characterize guilds as institutions which were created and controlled
by muncipal authorities. This indeed was the approach adopted by Heather Swanson in her
otherwise well-considered analysis of a number of medieval crafts and their practitioners,
centred on the craftsmen of York in the middle ages.' Craft guilds, for her, were merely the
political tools of mercantile civic authorities; their representative, and even their regulatory,
functions were merely empty rhetorical gestures. Yet it is the argument of this thesis that
guilds were much more than ‘agents’ of urban government, and that their role in the affairs
of their respective crafts was often pragmatic and constructive. There were, of course, limits
to the authority exercised by craft guilds but, as will be argued, guild regulations had an
fundamentally normative function; they were never designed to reveal the complexities of
urban productive processes, and could not reflect the blurred distinctions between crafts, the
role played by women, and the variety of strategies adopted to ensure the survival of a
business. Guilds, it is argued here, adopted a pragmatic approach to the enforcement of
regulations, the effect of which was, from the point of view of legitimate practitioners of the
crafts, far from being restrictive.> At the heart of this argument lies the nature of the
medieval craft guild itself. Once more, Elspeth Veale has made an important contribution
with her analysis of the origins of the ‘Great Twelve’ London livery companies: in reviving
the concept of the ‘craft guild’ as a ‘fraternity’, with important social, religious and
charitable functions, her article raises important questions concerning the autonomy which
guilds could possess and exploit on behalf of their members.” A central aim of this thesis
is to build on these findings using a variety of sources, not just the municipally enrolled
ordinances used by Swanson and others, in order to assess the capacity of craft organisations
to ‘represent’ in some way the wider interests of merchants and artisans, using structures

they themselves had created and adapted.
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The Tailors of London and their Guild: Sources and Objectives

The period covered by this thesis saw the continuation and elaboration of many
existing trends in urban development across Europe, and in London in particular. The
gradual clarification of governmental structures and practices, for instance, can be seen in
the Liber Albus, a compilation of predominantly early fourteenth century London customs,
made by John Carpenter, who held the important office of City Clerk in the early fifteenth
century.! An increasingly articulate and demanding laity, drawn from all but the poorest
sections of society became a constituency to which both church and state began to pay
attention, regardless of the fact that formal political power in towns continued to rest with
small, usually mercantile, elites. The proliferation of guilds and fraternities in towns, many
specifically concerned with a particular craft, others not, is one of the most potent symbols
of this self-confidence. The records they left, if used correctly, provide an invaluable insight
into the individual and collective concerns of townsmen in the later middle ages.

The historian of later medieval London is relatively well served for documentary
sources, despite the loss, in the eighteenth century, of the financial records of the City
Chamberlain which contained lists of admissions to the freedom, records used effectively by
historians of other English towns.? Though not as extensive as the archives of many Italian
towns and cities, for instance, the records of the City of London, whether it be the thousands
of surviving wills, or the records of the City government itself, do provide an important
framework within which to study the evolution of the guilds and the activities of their
members.? Indeed, as will be shown, information about the day-to-day activities of artisans
can often be gleaned more readily from sources other than guild records: legal records,

testamentary evidence and household accounts are vital sources for economic history at this

Ec.
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level.! As far as the guilds themselves are concerned it is important to be able to assess their
functions in the light of the ways in which they were perceived by craftsmen, whether
members or non-members; such sentiments can be found in sources as diverse as the
proceedings of the Court of Aldermen and Common Council, or the numerous surviving wills
of London citizens.” Indeed, the importance of testamentary evidence for the historian of
guilds can be illustrated by reference to the will of a prominent tailor of London, John
Brynchele. Brynchele described himself as citizen and tailor but was also the clerk of the
tailors’ guild, known as the Fraternity of St. John the Baptist, and seems to have been
responsible for the compilation of the fraternity’s accounts, the taking of minutes at meetings,
and other administrative tasks. He was evidently a learned man, and consequently well-suited
to his position. In his will, proved in 1420, he left several books, including three copies of
Boethius’ Consolations of Philosophy, one of which was in Latin with the others written in
English. Not averse to less intellectually demanding literature, he also left to the fortunate
William Holgrave (a fellow tailor) ‘librum meum vocatum Talys of Caunterbury’.’?

The records kept by Brynchele and his successors constitute one of the best medieval
archives of a London livery company. While, once again, overshadowed by the records left
by their counterparts on the continent, the Tailors’ archive is of particular value in that it was
generated by the guild of a predominantly artisan craft; the other extensive archives belong
on the whole to the mercantile companies, such as the Mercers, Drapers and Grocers.*
Analysis of the role played by the tailors’ guild must, therefore, involve consideration of the
ways in which the structures and functions of guilds took account of ‘local’ conditions within

the respective crafts. The fraternity of London tailors is unusually well documented,

' See esp. Chapter 6 below.
2 Those wills proved in the Husting Court of London are calendared in CWCH, I-I1.

3 GL, MS 9171/3, f.64v. This appears to be the earliest mention in a will of a copy of the Canterbury

Tales. A note on this is currently in preparation.

4 For the Merchant Taylors’ Company in the later sixteenth century see N.V. Sleigh-Johnson, ‘The
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Trade; T.F. Reddaway, and L.E.M. Walker, The Early History of the Goldsmiths’ Company (London, 1975).
See also 1.W. Archer, The History of the Haberdashers’ Company of London (€hi.chestar , 1991) which covers
the entire history of the Company but, despite the absence of early records, sheds important light on the
medieval haberdashers and the origins of the guild. For the medieval records of other artisan guilds see Thrupp,
Merchant Class, pp.43 n.96, 393-94.
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principally because of its early establishment and rapid development.! Three main groups
of sources survive from the fifteenth century, and each sheds light on the functions of the
guild and the activities of its members. First, records of a legalistic nature, so beloved of the
antiquarians, survive in the form of letters patent from six kings, and a short run of early
fifteenth century ordinances. These records, it is argued here, present an essentially
normative picture of the craft and the way in which it was supposed to be regulated. They
should not, however, be rejected on these grounds but should be interpreted in the light of
the ways in which guilds could and did attempt in some way to embody and ‘represent’ the
needs and aspirations of the freemen of the craft by endeavouring to protect their
employment opportunities and extend the jurisdiction of the guild into new areas.? A second
source, which seems to reinforce this view, is the short series of minutes of the Tailors’
Court (1486-93). As well as important apprenticeship records, specifying the social and
geographical origins of would-be tailors, the minutes also contain details of the settlement
of disputes between craftsmen, arbitrations by senior members of the guild and the
punishment of offenders. It is suggested here that the Tailors’ Court, although increasingly
dominated by merchants, was an important forum for the fair settlement of disputes, and the
articulation of concerns by craftsmen at many different levels.

The most extensive and fruitful of the surviving sources is the run of Wardens’
Accounts which survive (with a gap 1445-53) from 1398 until 1484. Written in French until
1445, and in Latin from 1453, these are unusually full and record in detail items of income
and expenditure for which the Fraternity was responsible. The fifteenth century saw the
Fraternity acquire significant amounts of property in and around the City, such that its
corporate income rose from £82 in 1398-99 to over £200 by 1460, of which well over half
normally derived from property.® Other regular sources of income included fees for the
enrollment of apprentices (3s 4d) and entry to the fraternity (20s), and fines imposed for
breaches of guild regulations. The fraternity spent money on such things as the salaries of
officials (the clerk and the beadle) and the salaries paid to the numerous chantry priests

employed to say mass daily for the souls of those who left properties to the Tailors. The

! See below, pp.4-9.
2 See Chapter 3 below.

3 See Appendix 111.
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acquisition and maintenance of these properties entailed a great deal of expenditure, whether
it was the hefty legal fees incurred to settle disputes, the regular repairs carried out to the
properties, or the extraordinary expenditure, (usually funded through a levy of the
membership) such as that undertaken for the construction of an almshouse in 1413.! Analysis
of the Tailors’ records, and particularly the Wardens’ accounts, revealed that the religious
and charitable functions of the tailors’ guild were remarkably prominent, and were in fact
more developed than those of most of the London craft organisations, with the possible
exception of the Skinners. As will be shown, the Tailors expended a great deal of time and
money in building up their ‘spiritual assets’, including a large and influential membership
from outside the craft, links with religious houses, and two chapels. In turn the fraternity was
perceived as a trustworthy administrator of charity and post obit arrangements.? These
developments, it is argued here, were closely related to the Tailors’ own desire for
prominence in a City dominated by merchants. The successful creation of a corporate
identity, through their wealthy fraternity, gave the tailors a means to seek wider goals: there
is convincing evidence that the political and economic concerns articulated by prominent
tailors did, in many ways, reflect the underlying tensions and expectations within the
citizenry as a whole, particularly among the artisan classes. It is suggested, therefore, that
craft guilds were not merely the tools of civic authorities but could act as the vehicles for the
aspirations, not only of their own members, but also of a wider consitutency of artisans. in
the capital. These ‘representative’ functions of guilds manifested themselves in various ways:
in the case of the London tailors, the political turbulence of 1376-92 and 1439-44 facilitated
the expression of concerns which, though initially related to their own craft, soon came to
encompass a wider movement for political reform in the City. As an unusually prominent
artisan guild, the Tailors were ideally placed to articulate these radical demands.?
Nevertheless, craft guilds did indeed fulfill important functions on behalf of muncipal
authorities, the most significant of which was the regulation of their respective crafts or
‘misteries’. Yet even here it is clear that guilds could act with a flexibility which stemmed

from their ‘representative’ attributes. Much depended upon the structure of a particular craft:

! See below, pp.79-81.
2 Examined in Chapters 1 and 2.

3 See below, pp.106-134.

XX



the tailors’ guild, it is suggested, was better able than most to cater for the needs of all
freemen because of the common economic experiences of members and non-members.
Moreover, evidence from the tailors’ records suggests that, where such common ground
existed, craft guilds could be effective administrators of their crafts, but only because they
made conscious and pragmatic choices about the ways in which they chose to enforce their
ordinances. Using the City records and the Tailors’ accounts it is possible to demonstrate the
interaction of economic and social conditions in London with the collective thought processes
of the guilds during the fifteenth century. Enforcement of craft ordinances was prompted by
the concentration on certain issues: the successful containment of the economic threat posed
by non-freemen, for instance, meant that not all guilds resorted to more draconian controls,
such as the restriction of access to the formal structures of the crafts (particularly
apprenticeship), in order to protect the opportunties for freemen. Such flexibility and
pragmatism in the sphere of economic regulation could never be reflected in official craft
ordinances which varied little from craft to craft in the middle ages and fulfilled an
essentially normative function.'

Similarly it is argued that the negative impact of guilds upon enterprise and
innovation has been much exaggerated. In many spheres of the urban economy and craft
regulation a laissez-faire attitude of sorts prevailed: the Tailors’ guild made little effort to
control or limit the enrollment of apprentices by their craftsmen, whereas other guilds
introduced barriers in the form of limits on the size of workshops, or hefty enrollment fees
in order to protect, in the long run, the interests of their freemen. One of the central
arguments here is that the prevailing market conditions in London could sometimes render
such controls unnecessary. In the clothing industry, for instance, it is argued in that a laissez-
Jaire approach was influenced by a buoyant market for new clothing, stimulated by rising
standards of living in the aftermath of the Black Death.? On the other hand, those guilds
which did introduce more drastic restrictions on the activities of freemen were, it is
suggested, not trying to frustrate innovation, but were endeavouring to encourage fair
competition, and promote the quality of the training provided by masters and of the goods

produced.

' Below, pp.163-80.

2 Arguments outlined in Chapters 5 and 6.
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This thesis also seeks to demonstrate the normative functions of guild ordinances, and
the inherently simplified, and incorrect, picture of the craft described in such ‘official
sources’. The reconstruction of the careers of craftsmen has demonstrated the in-built bias
towards those who completed their apprenticeships and ended up as masters in their own
right or even as members of the guild itself.! Consequently the image of the ‘independent
artisan’ with his workshop, family, apprentices and servants is one which is most obviously
supported by guild records. Yet this study suggests that such a picture formed only one part
of the overall structure of many urban crafts, including the London tailors. A variety of
external evidence is employed to demonstrate the complexity and adaptability which existed
in the work relationships between craftsmen. The diversity and specialisation in the nature
of artisan production described by Veale can also be seen in the ‘formal’ structures of the
craft: servanthood and apprenticeship, for example, were far from rigid concepts in the late-
medieval period, and a more complex picture emerges when one looks beneath the rhetorical
stipulations of guild ordinances at the reality of the so-called ‘workshop economy’.’
Servanthood, for instance, was widespread within the crafts of medieval London, but its
extent within a particular craft often varied: the low cost of establishing a tailoring business,
for instance, contrasted with the relatively high costs of the metal-working trades.
Consequently, whereas there were large numbers of freemen working as wage labourers in
these latter trades, servanthood within the tailoring industry may have been less prominent
and more short term in nature. Similarly, although it is suggested that the tailors’ guild
essentially operated in the interests of the freemen of the craft, yet the fact that only about
a third of tailors completed their apprenticeship means that any definition of a ‘craft’ must
take into account those failed apprentices and unenfranchised immigrants working on the
margins of the urban economy. The limitations of guild authority are most obvious in this
area; it is argued here that, in the case of many artisan crafts in particular, apprenticeship
was not in fact the means of assimilation into urban society.?

In the same way, the provisions of guild ordinances make little allowance for the

fluidity and flexibility inherent in the urban economy, and in the production of consumer

! See below, pp.192-216.
2 See Veale, ‘Craftsmen’. An important contribution on this subject has been B. Geremek, Le salariar.

3 See below, pp.192-203.
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goods. The diverse career paths taken by medieval artisans are examined: the blurred
distinctions between occupations, and the transferability of skills in the urban economy, lent
a dynamic to work relationships and craft identifications which historians have generally
failed to emphasise.’ This was particularly so in the cloth and clothing industry, but a
similar picture can be seen in other sectors of the urban economy. Workshops were
interdependent in ways which cannot be reduced to the theoretical dependence of one craft
on another as suggested by formal guild structures; the putting out ‘system’, it is argued here
was as much a product of a constant skill-based dialogue between craftsmen, as it was a
means by which a few wealthier capitalists could control artisan production. Studies of other
pre-industrial economies are suggestive: Michael Sonenscher, for instance, uses the term
‘productive network’ to describe work relationships in pre-revolutionary France, a model
which should be borne in mind by historians of earlier urban environments.? The skills
possessed by artisans are considered here in relation to the available archaeological and
iconographical evidence, as well as documentary evidence for the employment of these skills
on a variety of tasks. The thesis also aims to assess the economic implications of the
important changes in fashions and garment construction which took place from the mid-
fourteenth century; these had far-reaching consequences, not only for tailors and their work,
but also for consumers whose demands and expectations appear to have become more
prominent as a result of the improvement in living standards which was experienced by many
town dwellers in the century following the Black Death.

This thesis, therefore, aims to make a contribution to the study of towns and cities
in the middle ages, drawing upon the valuable work undertaken by historians over the last
three decades as well as the pioneering efforts of Unwin and his contemporaries. The aim
here 1s to approach this broad subject from below so to speak; to complement the work of
historians of a later period, such as Archer and Rappaport, who were primarily concerned
with governmental structures and urban stability, by examining the role played by craft guilds
in urban society through the detailed examination of one craft, the tailors of London. Such

studies are essential if urban historians are to begin to enlarge their understanding of the

' Although Swanson, in her Medieval Artisans, draws attention to this phenomenon.

> M. Sonenscher, Work and Wages. Natural law, politics and the eighteenth century French trades,
(Cambridge, 1989), pp.99-174.
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functions fulfilled by these organisations, not only for the wider task of creating and
maintaining urban stability, but also as vehicles for the articulation and representation of the
preoccupations of citizens. In this sense the similarities between the Tailors and other crafts
in London and elsewhere are as important as the differences: the argument advanced here
seeks to portray guilds as organisations which were developed by their members along
similar organisational lines, but which applied their regulations to the crafts in a flexible and
responsive manner, inspired by an appreciation of the needs of craftsmen and an implicit

understanding of the complex world of artisan production in the middle ages.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE ORIGINS AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE FRATERNITY OF
ST. JOHN THE BAPTIST, 1300-1500.

I. ‘Mistery’ and ‘Fraternity’
In 1603 John Stow, citizen and Merchant Taylor, described the origins of his

company in typically authoritative style:

I find that King Edward the first...confirmed this Guild by the name of Taylors and Linnen
armourers, and also gaue to the brethren thereof authority euery yeare at mid-sommer to hold
a feast, and to choose vnto them a gov ernour, or Mayster with wardens: whereupon the same
yeare 1300, on the feast day of the natiuitie of saint lohn Baptist, they chose Henry de Ryall
to be their pilgrim, for the maister of this misterie (as one that trauelled for the whole
companie) was then so called....and the foure wardens were then called Purueyors of almes.'

Between 1200 and 1500 the governmental and institutional structures of urban
communities in England underwent significant change. One of the most important was the
development, within many urban trades and occupations, of craft organisations or ‘guilds’
which performed a variety of functions within urban society. In a recent invaluable
contribution to the debate over the origins of craft organisations Elspeth Veale has rightly
emphasised the variety of the groups set up by the craftsmen of London in the thirteenth
century, the different forms which these took, and the multiplicity of motives which lay
behind such foundations. Veale further emphasises the variety of paths which the ‘organised
misteries’ of thirteenth century London took subsequently: some, like the Tailors, Skinners
and Goldsmiths, founded large and active socio-religious fraternities, confirmed by the
acquisition of royal charters; others, such as the Vintners and Ironmongers, saw no further
organisational development beyond what was needed for the administration of their respective
crafts. This latter role was common to most of these associations: by 1300 admission to the
freedom of the City of London had to take place through one of the numerous crafts or
‘misteries’ and, with the increasing popularity of apprenticeship as a route to the freedom,
some sort of organisational structure within the crafts became essential.” Equally, the order

of this process could be reversed so that some existing parish fraternities, often dominated

''J. Stow, A Survey of London, ed. C.L. Kingsford, 2 vols (Oxford, 1908), i, 181.
2 This was confirmed by the City’s charter of 1319, see G.A. Williams, Medieval London: from Commune

to Capital (London, 1963), p.283. Apprenticeship prospered at the expense of patrimony and redemption as a
route to the freedom, see CPMR, 1364-1381, pp.xxvii-lix.
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by practitioners of a particular craft, took on regulatory functions.! The chronology, and
popularity of the ‘fraternity’ as an essential part of the development of craft organisations in
Europe is well attested and raises a number of issues. Of particular importance is a
recognition of the range of terms employed by contemporaries for their associations, coupled
with a realisation that these could refer to more than one ‘type’ of organisation. The terms
fraternitas and gilda did not correspond to our modern distinction between ‘religious
fraternities’ and ‘craft guilds’, but were often used synonymously for organisations which
cherished principles of brotherhood and mutual support often (but not always) expressed
through religious, charitable and convivial activity. Such associations were founded with
increasing frequency throughout western Europe from the early fourteenth century; the
‘fraternity’ was the natural organising unit for men and women who were not blood relatives
but who wished to use the analogy of brotherhood in order to achieve corporate aims.? The
emphasis such associations placed upon harmony and order, underpinned by religious values
and attitudes, fitted equally well into the sphere of economic relations as into the religious
context. Contemporaries did of course distinguish between the different sorts of fraternities,
but it is just as important to stress the common ground between all these organisations. For
instance, although the arri (the crafts) were clearly distinct from the scuole in renaissance
Venice, the political and administrative functions of the former were inseparable from their
devotional activities.? In England, the guild returns of 1388-89 are equally clear about the
attributes which the fraternities of crafts shared with those with no economic dimension to
their activities.* In late-medieval London, and in many provincial towns and cities, the need
for the supervision and organization of the crafts or ‘misteries’ (from the Latin ministerium
and the French mestier, meaning ‘art’ or ‘calling’) was often met by the utilisation of pre-

existing principles of association among a small but influential elite among the practitioners

' Veale, ‘"Great Twelve", pp.237-63.

%S. Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities in Western Europe 900-1300 (Oxford, 1984) ch. 3, esp. pp. 67-

3 Mackenney, Tradesmen and Traders, p.44.

* For those returns in English see T. Smith ed., English Gilds (EETS, 40, 1870), pp.1-122. Returns from

London can also be found in R.W. Chambers and M. Daunt eds., A Book of London English, 1384-1425
(Oxford, 1931), pp.41-60 and C.M. Barron ed., ‘Four Newly-Discovered Middle English Guild Certificates
of 1388-9’ (forthcoming).



of a particular craft. The enforcement of ordinances, for instance, was of particular
importance for craft fraternities and so wardens were given extra duties, such as the ‘search’
for sub-standard workmanship, whilst maintaining their ceremonial duties as collectors of
alms. In a sense, it is true to say that many craft guilds were identified as such through ‘the
exploitation of the fraternity structure for other purposes’, namely the regulation of the
craft.! Furthermore, the fact that so many craft guilds began as such voluntary associations,
often with no regulatory functions, must lead to the questioning of existing generalisations
which assert that craft guilds were established by municipal authorities to serve their own
goals of political, economic and social control.” This chapter provides a starting point for
the wider inquiry into the position occupied by craft guilds in urban society by examining
the origins and development of a guild by the London tailors, known as the fraternity of St.
John the Baptist.

Throughout this thesis the terms ‘guild’ and ‘fraternity’ are used synonymously, to
denote the exclusive associations of craftsmen which exercised jurisdiction over the crafts or
‘misteries’. What did of course vary greatly was, first of all, the extent to which such ‘clubs’
were founded within crafts: many misteries merely retained a loose, often ad hoc,
organisational structure, geared primarily towards the supervision of craftsmen on behalf of
municipal governments. Secondly, where they did exist, these clubs also varied in the degree
to which they were capable of providing religious and charitable services for their members,
as their ‘non-craft’ equivalents did. Historians have often been guilty of a premature
dismissal of the potential for action of these craft fraternities, preferring often to locate the
focus for the religious lives of citizens exclusively in the parish.’ The weight of evidence
for the religious and social activities of the London companies has, however, ensured that

the fraternities they founded have been given a measure of consideration by historians such

' R.N. Swanson, Church and Society in Late Medieval England (Oxford, 1989), p.282.

2 This view has been taken to its extreme by DrBSwanson in ‘The Illusion of Economic Structure: Craft
Guilds in Late Medieval English towns’, Past and Pf‘esent, 121 (1988), pp.29-48. Here and in her Medieval

Artisans (Oxford, 1989), the internal lives of the guilds are either ignored entirely or deprecated in favour of
portraying guilds merely as the ‘agents’ of municipal authority .

3 Swanson ‘Craft Guilds’, pp.29-49; M. Rubin, Charity and Community in Medieval Cambridge

(Cambridge, 1987), p.250.
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as George Unwin and Sylvia Thrupp.' The foundation of a fraternity by men of a particular
craft was in many ways a process of ‘going public’: despite the exclusive nature of such
organisations and their emphasis on the non-disclosure of the ‘secrets’ of the craft, the
adoption of a patron saint and, later, the acquisition of a royal charter gave a craft an identity
in the City, over and above their role as regulators of the misteries. Indeed, the ‘fraternity’
often acted as the persona of the ‘mistery’ in the wider urban context. Civic ceremonial, for
example, provided an opportunity for the expression of identity, with the fraternities
providing the means, both physically through the wealth they had built up, and conceptually
through the symbolism generated by the devotion to a particular saint or feast day. Once an
identity was created, occasions such as processions and ridings were indicators of the state
of the civic hierarchy, and opportunities for adjustments to be made to it.? It is with this in
mind that the extraordinary development of the Tailors’ fraternity must be discussed. In
particular, the dichotomy between the artisan nature of the craft and the relatively modest
wealth of its practitioners, and the presence of the mistery in the ‘Great Twelve’ above many
mercantile companies raises the possibility that status could be acquired through a conscious

assertion of corporate identity through a large and successful fraternity.

II. The Early Years of the Tailors’ Fraternity, 1267-1345

Evidence for collective action on the part of the tailors of London before 1300 is rare.
Corporate spirit was certainly demonstrated in 1267 when tailors were engaged in running
battles with goldsmiths through the streets of London, but the first indicator of a ruling body
within the craft occurs in a will of 1278 in which one Robert de Mounpeillers left a quitrent
and rent charge on a shop and solar, belonging to the Tailors, to two of his sons.? Stow’s
evidence, quoted above, would seem to suggest that, by 1300, the Tailors had not only
founded a fraternity, but had secured royal support for it. Henry de Ryall appears in other
records between 1300 and 1305 as a prominent common councilman which lends credibility

to Stow’s account and suggests that, through the leadership of such men, the craft as a body

! See Unwin, The Gilds and Companies, ch. 8 and Thrupp, Merchant Class, pp.19, 30-32, 256-7.

2 C. Phythian-Adams, ‘Ceremony and the Citizen: The communal year at Coventry 1450-1550°, in The
Medieval Town, ed. Holt and Rosser, pp.238-64. The role of the tailors’ fraternity in civic ceremonial and in
urban politics ts discussed in Chapter 3.

3 De Antiquis Legibus Liber, ed T. Stapleton, Camden Society, 34, (1846), p.99; CWCH, 1, p.38.
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was sufficiently well-knit to be able to support a fraternity. The Goldsmiths and Skinners,
like the Tailors, appear to have founded fraternities by 1300 - in the case of the Skinners this
was only thirty years since they first appear in the records acting collectively. Not all crafts
saw such developments: the Fishmongers and Vintners do not seem to have founded
fraternities as such although many individual vintners maintained close links with the parish
of St Martin in the Vintry. The government of these crafts was conducted through much
looser, less formally constituted associations.! The rare survival of a late twelfth-century
agreement between the saddlers of London and the canons of St. Martin le Grand indicates
that formal organisation into a fraternity attached to a religious institution could occur at an
early date.’ Veale suggests, however, that although corporate activity on the part of most
of the ‘Great Twelve’ was very much a feature of thirteenth-century life, the process of
establishing properly constituted fraternities was not really in full swing until the close of the
century.’ The geographical concentration of crafts in certain parts of the City, for instance,
may have meant, in some cases, that a formal craft organisation was superfluous given that
disputes could be dealt with, and the craft supervised, at local level by the wealthiest and
most influential members of the craft.* The religious and social needs of local craftsmen may
well have been fulfilled by a parish fraternity such as that of St. Botolph Aldersgate which,
although counting a large number of brewers amongst its membership, never grew into the
governing body of that craft.” It must also be realised that in some cases it was a while
before a fraternity founded by members of a particular craft came to have control of the
affairs of the mistery as a whole. It was the fraternity founded by the drapers of Cornhill
which came to govern the craft, not that of the ‘burellers’ in St. Mary Abchurch. The

Skinners’ fraternity, dedicated to the feast of Corpus Christi, was thriving in the early

! Veale,*"Great Twelve"’, pp.240-52.

2 G.H. Martin ‘The Early History of the London Saddlers’ Guild’ in ‘Towns and Townspeople in Medieval
and Renaissance Europe’, ed. B. Pullan and S. Reynolds, B/RL, 72 (1990), pp.147-52.

3 Veale, ‘"Great Twelve"’, p.247. This revises the earlier view that the greater misteries were headed by
fraternities before the mid-thirteenth century - see Williams, Medieval London, p.60.

4 Veale, ‘"Great Twelve"’, p.240.

5 P. Basing ed., Parish Fraternity Register. The fraternity of the Holy Trinity and SS. Fabian and Sebastian
in the Parish of St. Botolph without Aldersgate, London Record Society, 19 (1982), pp.xxii-xxiii.
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fourteenth-century, but it was not until 1344 that it came to have full control of the mistery;
before then not all prominent skinners were members of the fraternity.'

It is important, therefore, to examine the evidence for the existence of the tailors’
fraternity in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. Stow’s account of the early
years of the Tailors’ fraternity is particularly valuable given the paucity of such evocative
language in other sources. The City Letter Books, for example, contain many references to
the crafts, but these rarely hint at the existence of a fraternity, concentrating as a matter of
course upon the role of senior craftsmen as ‘governors’ of the misteries. References to the
Tailors of London in the first half of the fourteenth century are no exception: in 1328, for
example, the names of the twenty four tailors elected to govern the mistery are listed;
subsequent lists were regularly entered by City authorities keen to ensure that the misteries
were being effectively regulated.” A more complete picture of the functions and duties of
some of these individuals emerges from the fortunate survival of a grant to the Tailors’ guild,
dating from the second quarter of the fourteenth century, of a quitrent, issuing from
tenements in the parish of St. Martin Outwich.? The grant, made by John de Totenham who
was sworn in as a carpenter for the assize of nuisance in 1325, names five tailors one of
whom, John Pecche, appears in the 1328 list, with the other four, William de Derby, Robert
de Gyldeford, Giles de Westmill and Roger de Coloigne included in a subsequent list of
masters of 1340.* This grant moreover confirms the nomenclature used by Stow, for it
refers to Pecche as the ‘peregrinus’, with the others being termed the ‘collectores elemosinae’
of what was obviously a fully fledged fraternity. The use of such terms is a clear indication
of the extent to which those individuals who appear as governors of the mistery in some
sources were just as active in other areas, such as the collection of alms from members of
the fraternity and their distribution to the poor and needy. The term ‘pilgrim’ is particularly

evocative of the contemporary prominence of crusading and pilgrimage, and its translation

" Unwin, Gilds and Companies, p.106; Veale, Fur Trade, p.107.
* Cal. of Letter Bks., E, p.234.
3 AMB, 9, p-12. The grant is wrongly dated as 7 Hen. V.

“ Cal. of Letter Bks., E, p.201; ibid., F, p.53.



into the principles and language of fraternities, whether or not they were associated with
particular crafts.!

Essential to the operation of these and other functions was the acquisition of some
kind of physical space in which to conduct the business of the fraternity, and to administer
the affairs of the mistery. Most of the craft fraternities founded in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries were initially located in religious houses or parish churches: the Saddlers
were attached to St. Martin le Grand, the Skinners to St. John Walbook, the Grocers to St.
Antonin’s and the Drapers became established first at St. Mary of Bethlehem (by 1361) and
later at St. Mary le Bow. Even the Mercers, less active as a fraternity in the fourteenth
century, were meeting in a room at the hospital of St. Thomas of Acon from 1347.2 The
tailors, however, appear to have taken a slightly different path in that there is no mention of
any formal connection to a parish church in early fourteenth-century references to the
fraternity, or in Stow’s account. The most obvious reason for this lies in the fact that the
tailors of London do not appear to have been concentrated in a particular area of the City,
unlike the pepperers of Soper Lane who were the driving force behind the Grocers’
fraternity, or the Skinners, many of whom lived and worked in the peltry which ran
southwards from the church of St. John Walbrook.” The surviving late thirteenth century
subsidy rolls, for example, show that tailors were scattered throughout the city, although the
wards of Cheap, Cripplegate (within) and Broad Street were better represented than most.*
No clue to a possible location for the tailors’ fraternity can be found in the tantalizing
reference to a shop and solar occupied by the tailors, contained in the 1278 will of Robert
Mounpeillers cited above.

It is possible however that the Tailors were already based in the parish of St. Martin

Outwich (see Map 2, p.47). Such a view would certainly fit in with what is already known

' See C. Tyerman, England and the Crusades 1095-1588 (Chicago, 1988), ch.10. Fraternities can be found

providing funds for pilgrims in the late fourteenth century cf. Smith, English Gilds, pp. 157, 177, 180, 182 (the
Tailors of Lincoln) and 231. There also existed a guild of ‘palmers’ at Ludlow, ibid., pp.193-99.

2 Unwin, Gilds and Companies, pp.95-107; Veale, ‘"Great Twelve"’, pp.258-259. See J. Imray, The

Mercers’ Hall (London Topographical Society, 1991), pp.11-14.

? Veale ‘"Great Twelve™, pp.253-54; Veale, Fur Trade, pp.44-7.

4(1292), Two Early London Subsidy Rolls, ed. E. Ekwall (Lund, 1951), pp. 85-6. The establishment of a

concentration of wealthy tailors in Fleet Street was, as will be shown, a later development.
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about the acquisition of Tailors’ Hall in the mid-fourteenth century. Although the Tailors did
not actually come to own their hall in ‘Bradstrete’ until 1392, it had been held by trustees
on their behalf since at least 1345. In that year the lands were conveyed by John de Yakslee,
the king’s tentmaker, to John Aystwich who subsequently conveyed them to a more
permanent group of trustees. Yakslee himself had acquired the estate from Edmund Crepin
in 1332." Two further pieces of evidence suggest that the fraternity was already based in the
area by 1332, and may well have been renting premises from Yakslee before 1345. The
prominence of pavilions as emblems in the first grant of arms to the Tailors in 1480 certainly
recognized the debt owed by the fraternity to Yakslee, but this act of remembrance is
unlikely to have represented gratitude to a mere vendor.? A more attractive explanation
would be that Yakslee’s grant of the lands and tenements to a trustee in 1345 was the
culmination of a long standing association with the fraternity. This view receives a measure
of support from the witness list of Crepin’s grant of 1332. One of these witnesses was the
same John de Totenham who was involved with the fraternity at about this time. His grant
of a quitrent in the parish of St. Martin Outwich, combined with the eloquence of his
description of the Master and Wardens of the fraternity, suggests a close connection. His
appearance as a witness to the transfer of the properties from Crepin to Yakslee strongly
suggests that the tailors’ fraternity had built up some important relationships with local
citizens well before 1345, and may indeed have begun life operating from premises owned
by one of them.? This does not, of course provide us with any clue as to the focus for the
spiritual life of the fraternity; as will be shown, subsequent developments saw St. Paul’s
Cathedral established as the first spiritual home of the fraternity by 1370, but there is nothing
to suggest that the tailors were involved there in the earlier part of the century when, as Stow

implies, they were busy celebrating the feast of the Nativity of St. John the Baptist.*

' H.L. Hopkinson, The History of Merchant Taylors’ Hall (London, 1931), pp.7-9; Cal. of Letier Bks, E,
p.269.

? Clode, Early History, 1, p.126.
3 Cal. of Letter Bks., E, p.269.

4 (24 June) Stow, Survey, i, p.18l1.



III. The Development of the Fraternity, 1345-1500

The confluence of mistery and fraternity can be seen in several different areas of the
development of the Fraternity of St. John the Baptist. The provision of charitable assistance
and of post obit arrangements for members are discussed fully in the next chapter - the
intention here is to examine the development of the structures which made such provision
possible. In many ways the most important ‘enabling device’ for any fraternity was a grant
of royal letters patent. In the context of late-medieval London these were essential: in the
first place they confirmed, and often enlarged, the regulatory powers (such as the search for
defective workmanship) which the City devolved to senior figures in the mistery. Secondly,
as has been shown, they frequently located the source of this authority in a fraternity and,
in addition, granted it collective powers which ensured the creation of a permanent and
secure organisation. One charter was not always sufficient however: the tailors were
themselves granted charters in 1327 (confirmed in 1341), 1390, 1408, 1439, 1465 and
1503." Each grant was the product of circumstances and the current needs and
preoccupations of those who governed the craft. Although the fraternity was probably in
existence by 1300, the first charter, granted by Edward III, did not mention the fraternity,
and the petition from the Master and Wardens, dated 10 March 1327, stressed merely the
Tailors’ desire to be granted the right to search for defective goods and te supervise
workers, particularly aliens and other immigrants.? The same was true of the charters
granted to the Skinners and Goldsmiths in the same year: rights of search were confirmed,
but no mention was made of their fraternities and no steps taken to ensure their
development.’ This does not, of course, mean that the fraternities were unimportant, just that
no need was felt to establish them more publicly as the controlling bodies of the misteries.

By 1390 the situation was radically different. The development of fraternities of all
kinds had come on apace since the thirteen-twenties and with it new needs, of which the
ability to hold lands in mortmain was perhaps the most pressing for a corporate body intent

on securing its long term future. This movement reached its peak in the late fourteenth

' See F.M. Fry and R.T.D. Sayle eds., The Charters of the Merchant Taylors’ Company (London, 1937),
pp-9-46.

2 Clode, Early History, 1, App. 2, pp.344-45.
3 Thrupp, Merchant Class, p.20; Unwin, Gilds and Companies, pp.158-9.
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century, a period which saw the acquisition of charters by several prominent London craft
organisations. It is significant that this period also witnessed an increase in the level of
suspicion, on the part of authorities, of associations of all kinds, culminating in the
governmental enquiry of 1388-89. Firm action was taken against associations of servants and
journeymen who met ‘under a feigned colour of sanctity’ in order to combine against their
masters to raise wages.' This unfavourable climate made it essential for the existing craft
fraternities to have their privileges confirmed, and further incentives were provided both by
the inquiry of 1388-89 and, in particular, a mortmain statute of 1391 which made it clear that
properties could not be acquired without royal licence.? As Sandra Raban has shown, the
period following the promulgation of this statute saw a dramatic increase in the purchase of
mortmain licences to a level not seen since the thirteen-thirties.® It is not surprising,
therefore, that the thirteen-nineties saw several prominent London craft fraternities acquire
charters which contained clauses allowing them to hold lands in mortmain: the Goldsmiths
and Mercers in 1394 and the Saddlers in 1395.* The need for the Tailors to have such a
charter would seem to have been just as pressing: Tailors’ Hall was still at this time held on
behalf of the fraternity by a group of trustees, and these developments would seem to
constitute an obstacle to the acquisition not only of these premises, but any others that might
be alienated to the fraternity. In the light of the events of 1388-92, and the popularity of the
‘fraternity’ among Londoners, therefore, it is interesting to note that the tailors had in fact
acquired a charter in 1390, the year before the mortmain statute. These letters patent,
moreover, did not contain a clause allowing the fraternity to hold lands in mortmain.’
Possibly the Tailors did not realise the determination of the authorities to press ahead with
legislation, and were reacting to the threat posed by the inquiry of 1388-89: the Tailors’

fraternity was among several London guilds which had to submit their charters for inspection

' Riley, Memorials, pp.542 (1396, saddlers), 495 (1387, cordwainers), and see below, pp.147-56.
y PP ppP

2 Thrupp, Merchant Class, p.20; (15 Ric. Il ¢.5), Statutes, ii, pp.79-80. See also The Wesminster Chronicle,
1391-1394, ed. L.C. Hector and B.F. Harvey (Oxford, 1982), pp.482-3.

3 S. Raban, ‘Mortmain in Medieval England’, Past and Present, 62 (1974), p.14 and graph on p.6.
* Unwin, Gilds and Companies, pp.158-9.
3 The fraternity had become, by this time, a well supported source for prayers for the souls of testators,

as the twelve bequests made to it between 1368 and 1390 testify, CWCH, 11, pp.113, 139, 148, 152, 154, 158,
181, 218, 248, 265, 272, 281; CPR, 1389-1392, p.321.
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by the City authorities in 1389.! On the other hand, the failure of the fraternity to secure a
mortmain clause in 1390 does not seem to have hindered its subsequent development as a
property-holding association. Indeed, between 1390 and the grant of another charter in 1408,
the Tailors benefited from three grants in mortmain, the first of which, made in 1392, saw
the long-awaited transfer of the Hall and other premises to the fraternity.” It is possible that
when the Goldsmiths, Mercers and Saddlers came to petition for new charters in the mid-
1390s, circumstances had changed for the worse: the inquiry of 1388-89 may not have been
considered as grave a threat, by the majority of the crafts, as the mortmain legislation and
the deteriorating relations between the City and the Crown.? This may have encouraged
those crafts without recent charters to seek new guarantees.

Mention should also be made of the phrasing of some of these new charters which,
in particular, allowed the crafts to establish a ‘perpetual commonalty’ of themselves. Unwin
was quick to emphasise the legal significance of the ‘incorporation’ of the fraternities in the
thirteen-nineties, but it is easy to draw too clear cut a practical distinction between the
‘incorporated’ fraternities and the rest.* The Tailors’ charter of 1390 did not contain such
a provision, yet its ability to act as a corporate body was unimpaired. The fact that the later
charters did contain such a provision may be once again an indication of changed
circumstance which required a more explicit statement of corporate identity. Certainly, by
1408, when the Tailors became a ‘sound perpetual and corporate fraternity’ the
‘incorporation charter’ was the normal form of royal grant. In this charter, the right to hold
land to the value of £100 was confirmed, the fraternity could have a common seal, and could

plead and be impleaded.’

' CPMR, 1381-1412, p.149.

2 CPR, 1391-1396, p.139. The final group of trustees was led by a prominent armourer of London, Simon

Winchecombe, and three tailors; The remaining two grants were made in 1401, ibid., 1399-1401, p.455, and
in 1405, ibid., 1405-1408, p.56.

> C.M. Barron, ‘The Quarrel of Richard II with London 1392-7°, in The Reign of Richard II: essays in

honour of May Mckisack, ed. F.R.H. Du Boulay and Caroline M. Barron (London, 1971), pp.179-82.

* Unwin, Gilds and Companies, pp.158-9.

5 CPR, 1405-1408, p.466. On the development of ‘incorporation’ see S. Reynolds, ‘The History of Grou
P P y p

Litigation’, UCLA Law Review, 37 (1989), pp.421-431, a review of S.C. Yeazell, From Medieval Group
Litigation to the Modern Class Action (New Haven and London, 1987). I am grateful to Susan Reynolds for
referring me to this article.

11



The charters of the thirteen-nineties are perhaps most significant for the way in which
the social and religious activities of the craft fraternities are bound up with their economic
functions. Devices such as common seals, licences to hold lands and so on were designed as
much to facilitate the provision of charity to poor craftsmen, or the furnishing of a chapel
as to pay officials responsible for the annual search. The charter granted to the Saddlers in
1395, for instance, specifically mentioned the need for poor relief among members of the
mistery, and the consequent need to obtain land to provide the necessary resources.' These
documents were therefore a reiteration of the principles which lay behind the foundation of
the craft fraternities: each successive charter of the Tailors confirmed the right to wear
liveries, to meet as the fraternity of St. John the Baptist and to hold assemblies for the
purpose of making ordinances for the governance of both mistery and fraternity. As the guild
returns of 1388 show, these ordinances frequently included stipulations for attendance at the
funerals of deceased members and on other occasions at which prayers and masses were said
for the souls of the dead.? This provided a stimulus for bequests and a subsequent
enlargement of the range of services provided. In the case of the Tailors this was given a
dramatic boost by the fact that membership of the fraternity was not just confined to wealthy
practitioners of the craft, but extended to senior members of other guilds and to prominent

figures in public life.

IV. The Acquisition of ‘goostly tresoure’.

As will be shown, the spiritual life of the Tailors’ fraternity was both rich and
vibrant. It was made all the more so by the large numbers of clergy, 148 in all, who joined
the fraternity, paying the standard entry fee of 20s. Some of these had a particularly close
relationship with the fraternity, not least the chaplains employed 1in the chapels at the hall and
in St. Paul’s. For the rest, several categories can be discerned from the lists of admissions.
First, the fraternity appears to have forged links with certain incumbents in parish churches
in and around London. The failure of the fraternity to attract their successors perhaps
suggests that the relationship was more with the individual, in response to a particular service

provided, than with the church itself. In 1422-3, for example, the parsons of Holy Trinity

' CPR, 1391-1395, p.560.

2 See Smith ed., English Gilds, passim.
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Aldgate, St. Mary le Bow, and St. Benet Fink were admitted.! A more systematic policy is
shown in the regular admission of the bishops of London, beginning with Nicholas Bubwith
in 1405-6, although, as shown below, the link with the bishopric may have been established
in the late fourteenth century through a close association between the fraternity and Simon
Sudbury, bishop from 1361-75.2 Even such eminent clergymen were not exempt from the
20s admission charge, nor from the yearly obligation to pay a shilling into the alms-box.
Robert Fitzhugh, bishop of London from 1431, evidently failed to pay any alms whatsoever:
it was only after his death in 1436 that 19s was handed over ‘pur sa almoigne arere par Xix
ans’.’

From the mid-fourteenth century the fraternity began to build up a series of formal
links with churches and religious houses in and around London. In 1464-65 the fraternity
paid 10s 1d to compose, write, illuminate and paint a table of indulgences and remissions
granted ‘per diversos papas archiepiscopos, episcopos ac alios prelatos’. This table was,
apparently, to hang in the Tailors’ chapel in St. Paul’s.* This remarkable document,
decorated in red and blue, survives in the archive of the Merchant Taylors’ Company and
is an invaluable record of the privileges acquired by a fraternity, particularly when looked
at in conjunction with the lists of admissions.” The manuscript comprises copies of two
separate documents: the first of these, a copy of a Papal Bull granted by Calixtus III in 1455,
is discussed further below. The rest comprises a copy of a document prepared by John
Prynce, master in 14535, and his wardens, who set out to describe the ‘goostly tresoure’ built
up by the fraternity ‘willyng all cristen people to be partiners of singular and all such
indulgences pardons and remissions by oures of blessed memory precessours and
predecessours of entier charitee purchased long tyme secrete’.® The manuscript then includes

extracts from what were almost certainly letters of confraternity issued by eight religious

' Accounts, I, f.134.
2 Accounts, I, £.28v; Clode, Early History, 1, 293.

3 Accounts, I, £.265v. ‘maister Robert ffithugh clerk’ had been admitted as a ‘confrere’ in 1417-18, Ibid. ,
f.101v.

4 Accounts, II, .261. For this chapel see below.
5 AMB, 2, {1.10-20, printed in Clode, Early History, 1, pp.110-119.

¢ AMB, 2, t.17.
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houses. In each case the name of the prior is given, thus providing a chronology for the
establishment of the links. The first of these, granted by the hospital of St. John of Jerusalem
at Clerkenwell between 1355 and 1377 is the fullest of the extracts, serving as the exemplar
for the others:

Frere John Pavely of the holy hospital House of Seint John in Jerusalem Prioure of
thordoure in England and all the brethern of the same hospitall to oures welbeloved in Crist
all and singuler Taillours in the citee of London which are of the Fraternitee of Seint John the
Baptist in the saide citee of London and to all others of the saide fraternitee brethren and
sisters helth in oure Lorde Jesu. Advertisyng and brynging to mynde the grete zele and ryght
many benefyttes by you don to oure religion and trustyng to be don we yeldyng love for love
have receyved and receyve you all and singular into oure fraternitee and of thole religion we
admitte you withouten and grauntyng you to be partiners of Masses Mateins and other houres
of prayers fastynges almesdedes hospitalitees abstynances watches pilgrimages goostly laboures
and of all other goode dedes by the brethern of oure religyon don or to be don worlde
withouten ende. '

The other partnerships were established with the monastery of Our Lady near the
Tower, Holy Trinity Priory Aldgate, the Hospital of Our Lady without Bishopsgate, the
Hospital of St. Mary Elsyngspitall, St. Bartholemew’s Smithfield, the Hospital of St. Mary
Rounceyvale at Charing Cross, and the foundation of St. Briget of Syon in Middlesex. The
names of the heads of these houses suggest that all these connections, apart from the latter
one, were established between 1373 and 1400.2 The issuing of such letters of confraternity
is an important feature of the structure of relations between clergy and laity. No doubt the
religious houses hoped to gain from the bequests of those lay individuals and institutions
whom they admitted into such partnerships, and the laity were equally enthusiastic at the
prospect of benefiting from the prayers of what David Knowles termed ‘intercessors par
excellence’ .’ Indeed throughout Europe merely to be connected to a parish chuch was not
enough for craft fraternities which drew their members from all quarters and strata of urban
society. In Venice, for instance, fraternities forged similar bonds with religious orders,

monasteries and convents, as well as with senior churchmen, in order to ensure the pooling

V1bid., f.17v.

2 Ibid., tf.18-20, printed in Clode, Memorials, pp.49-51; VCH, London, 1, 464, 474, 480, 534, 537 and
ibid., Middlesex, i, pp.190, 200.

3 For lists of such letters see W.G. Clark-Maxwell, ‘Some Letters of Confraternity’, Archaeologia, 75

(1924-5), pp.19-60 and idem, ‘Some fturther letters of Confraternity’, ibid., 79 (1929), pp.179-216; D.M.
Knowles, The Monastic Order in England 943-1216 (London, 1940), p.475.
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of good works and prayers.! Likewise the wills of Londoners demonstrate the enthusiasm
which existed for the prayers of religious houses, an enthusiasm which was surely an
important factor in ensuring that the Tailors’ fraternity attracted a large and influential
membership from outside the craft. As indicated above, most craft fraternities had links with
at least one parish church, but the Tailors’ spiritual assets were unparalleled, even by the
fraternities of the goldsmiths and skinners which were founded at around the same time.’

These links continued to prosper well into the fifteenth century. The monastery at
Tower Hill (St. Mary Graces) certainly continued in an active relationship with the fraternity:
five abbots were admitted between 1419 and 1459.° In 1432 Robert Mallory confirmed the
relationship established by his predecessor as prior of the hospital of St. John’s Clerkenwell;
the same year he was admitted as a brother of the Tailors’ fraternity.* In 1439-40 his
successor, Robert Botall was also admitted, indicating a further renewal of the ties between
the two institutions. The relationship was further strengthened when the fraternity of yeomen
Tailors, those freemen of the craft who were not members of the senior guild, came to use
St. John’s church at Clerkenwell for their own annual celebration.’

The admissions of clergy also show that links of a less formal nature were kept up
with many other individuals and institutions. Bishops from fourteen sees became members,
with three bishops of St. David’s joining the fraternity between 1411 and 1435, to add to the
five bishops of London. In addition, the parsons, vicars and rectors of twelve London

parishes became members.® Of the latter, the relationship between the fraternity and the

' B. Pullan, Rich and Poor in Renaissance Venice: the Social Institutions of a Catholic State to 1620
(Oxford, 1971), p.48.

? See Veale, ‘"Great Twelve"’ and Unwin, Gilds and Companies, pp.203-6.

3 Accounts, I, f.113 (1419-20), 134 (1422-23), 151v (1424-25), 236v (1432-33) and I, f.152 (1458-9).
4 AMB, 2, f.17v; Accounts, 1, {.226.

3 See below, p.150.

¢ Accounts, I-II, passim. The sees represented were Canterbury (1 archbishop - Thomas Arundel), London
(5 Bishops), Wells (dean), St. David’s (3 bishops), Winchester (1 bishop), Norwich (1), Carmarthen (1
archdeacon), Worcester (2 bishops), Carlisle (1 bishop), Salisbury (2 bishops), Ely (2 bishops), Exeter (2
bishops) and Durham (1 bishop). The rectors of London parishes came from: St. Martin Outwich (4), St.
Clement’s (1), All Hallows the Great (1), Holy Trinity Christchurch (2), St. Mary le Bow (1), St. Benet Fink
(1), St. John the Evangelist (1), St. Laurence Poulteney (1), St. Dunstan in the West (3) and St. Mary Wolnoth
(1.
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church of St. Dunstan in the West, Fleet Street appears to have been particularly close: the
three rectors of the church appointed between 1435 and 1444 were each admitted as
members.! The reason for this may lie in the fact that, in the mid-fifteenth century, many
prominent tailors appear to have lived and worked in the parishes immediately to the west
of the City wall, in St. Dunstan’s and also in St. Bride’s Fleet Street (see Map 1 (b) below
p.46).? William Chapman, Master in 1428-9 and one of the sheriffs of 1437-8 typifies this
link: in his will proved in 1446 he asked to be buried in the chancel of St. Dunstan’s,
founded a temporary chantry there and left 20s to the Carmelites in Fleet Street as well as
bequests to the poor of both the parish and his craft. His executors included Thomas Gay,
another prominent tailor parishioner, and George Adyff, the rector of the church who had
been admitted to the Tailors’ fraternity three years earlier.’ It is probable that the growth
of a tailoring community in this part of the city in the fifteenth century was encouraged by
the proximity of many large houses belonging to prominent clergy and noblemen and that the
links between tailors and these residents led to many becoming members of the fraternity.
The development of the inns of court in Fleet Street and Holborn may also have produced
links with the tailors; 26 lawyers came to join the fraternity in the fifteenth century.*
Tailoring links with St. Dunstan’s persisted into the sixteenth century with several tailors
appearing as churchwardens.’

The most important bond established by the fraternity was in fact one of the last to
be created. In 1405 John Churchman, a prominent London grocer, granted the fraternity the
advowson of the church of St. Martin Outwich, close to Tailors’ Hall, as well as four

messuages and seventeen shops in the parish.® Existing evidence for Churchman’s life,

" Accounts, I, ff. 267 (1435-36), 294 (1437-38) and 373 (1443-44). See G. Hennessy, Novum Repertorium

Ecclesiasticum Parochiale Londinense (London, 1898), p.137.

? The tailoring connection with the West End is discussed below, pp.224-26.
3 PRO, Prob.11/3, £.240-240v.

4 The British Atlas of Historic Towns, iii: The City of London from Pre-historic Times to ¢. 1520, ed. M.D.

Lobel (Oxford, 1989), maps 1-2.

3 See M. Sullivan, ‘ "My Masters of the Parish": Religious practice and parish government in St. Dunstan’s-

in-the-West, London, ¢.1520-1558" (Unpub. University of London M.A. thesis, 1993), pp.15 (Thos Broke),
16, 22, 25 (John Fisher).

¢ CPR, 1405-1408, p.56.
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collated by Sylvia Thrupp, stresses, quite properly, his attachment to his home county of
Norfolk. He was probably born in Necton, had a house in Norwich and established a
perpetual chantry in the church of Heylesdon.! As a citizen and alderman of London,
however, it is vital to take into account the nature of his connections and the loyalties he
established in the city. His membership of the Tailors’ fraternity is suggested in 1388, when
he helped to resolve a dispute over a piece of land by granting a piece of garden to the
trustees of the fraternity’s tenements and lands in Bradstrete.? A deed in the possession of
the Company shows that the relationship was still close in 1405 when the Master and
Wardens granted to James Billingford two chambers which Churchman himself had occupied
- these might have been in the hall itself, or perhaps in the tenements Churchman had just
granted to the fraternity.’

Churchman’s grant marked a new and important stage in the development of the
fraternity. As will be shown, it enabled the fraternity to build accommodation for its
almsmen, and provided a location, close to Tailors’ Hall, for the administration of the
chantries of deceased members (Map 2, p.47).* The advowson itself provided the fraternity
with an important local focus for worship. Ironically, given the other spiritual and physical
assets of the fraternity, roots in a local parish church were the only thing the fraternity had
lacked in its development in the fourteenth century. The association with the church enabled
larger gatherings of the fraternity to take place than had been possible before: an ordinance
of 1507 concerning the election of the Master and Wardens stipulated that all members of
the fraternity, in their liveries, were to attend a solemn dirge at the church after dinner on
the feast of the Nativity of St. John the Baptist, and return there at nine o’clock the next
morning for Mass.’

St. Martin’s provided a forum for the public celebration of the life of the fraternity,

just as the table of privileges was designed to make a public statement of its status. Bequests

' Thrupp, Merchant Class, Appendix A, p.332.

2 Hopkinson, Merchant Taylor’s Hall, pp.53-54.

3 Merchant Taylors’ Company, Ancient Title Deeds, III, 53.
4 See Chapter 2, pp.54-6, 79-81.

5 Clode, Early History, 1, 357-8. The yeomen tailors too were required to attend services there on the feast
of the Decollation of St. John the Baptist (29 August) from at least 1437: AMB, 2, t.8v.
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to the church, ‘next the well with ii bockets’ (as it was often referred to), were made by
some prominent tailors who displayed their loyalty to their craft fraternity and the links it had
established, as well as making significant bequests to their own parish churches.' Yet the
records of the Tailors’ fraternity show that the force of such external statements depended
upon internal, more private rituals which celebrated the bonds of fraternity through devotion
to their patron saint. The actual election of the new Master and Wardens, for instance, was
carried out in secret by a select group of senior liverymen; the consequent transfer of
authority was ratified by a mass held in the chapel at the Hall attended by just the new and
old officials, after which the new Master and wardens were taken into the parlour ‘and sette
in their romes and place by their next predecessours’ according to ancient custom.? It must
be emphasised, therefore, that St. Martin’s was not the main focus for the regular devotional
activities of their fraternity; these were centred upon the chapel at the Hall and the chapel
acquired by the Tailors by the north door of St. Paul’s Cathedral.

Use of the chapel at St. Paul’s, ‘halowed in thonoure of St. John Baptiste’, was
granted to the Tailors by Simon Sudbury, bishop of London between 1361 and 1375,
according to the table of privileges.®> Even if the Tailors had used the chapel since its
foundation in 1349 it would not have acted as their physical base of their fraternity given that
by then they were using the Hall in Bradstrete. As a result the origins of the fraternity
remain obscure: possibly they were based in another part of St. Paul’s or else, as suggested
above, in a tenement near the site of their Hall. Either way it was not long before the chapel
was in full use as a means to express the identity of the fraternity. As early as 1389 an
embroiderer, Thomas Carleton, gave lands to the fraternity asking that the master and
wardens administer a chantry there in perpetuity.* The wardens’ accounts appear to show
that the priests who were employed to say masses daily for Carleton were treated as

fraternity priests, rather than confined to the administration of his chantry. Consequently in

! See, for example, the wills of Thomas Brews (1472) and Henry Kellow (1493), GL, MS 9171/6, ff.120v-
122v, PRO, Prob.11/10, ft.173v-174v.

2 Clode, Early History, 1, 357; See the election of 1493: Court Minutes, II, ff.70-70v.
3 AMB, 2, f.18. The chapel was founded as the chantry chapel of a draper, Sir John Pulteney in 1349, W.
Dugdale, The History of St. Paul’s Cathedral, ed. H. Ellis (London, 1818), p.22. The grant to the Tailors is

not mentioned in Sudbury’s register.

* CWCH, 11, p.272.
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1405, on the death of Thomas Sibsay, (master in 1392), the fraternity did not employ a new
priest when Sibsay set up a temporary chantry in St. Paul’s, but employed the services of the
priest already in situ.' When, however, Lady Beatrice de Roos came to set up a perpetual
chantry in the chapel in 1409-10, things were very different. An agreement between de Roos
and the fraternity established that the Tailors would pay the priest out of an annual rent of
twelve marks from various tenements to be given to the fraternity; the choice of the priest
would lie with her descendants.? Thus the fraternity had little say in the actual arrangements:
only in 1443, due to the minority of Thomas de Roos, did the Master and Wardens present
a priest (John Winter) to this chantry.’?

Although no new chantries were administered by the fraternity in St. Paul’s after 1409
the fraternity remained deeply committed to the chapel in the cathedral. The decision to hang
the table of indulgences in St. Paul’s, rather than St. Martin’s, testifies to their regard for
the chapel, despite the fact that by 1464 the fraternity was administering five obits and a
chantry in their local church.* It also indicates an appreciation of the favourable publicity
that the display of such a document in St. Paul’s might bring. The Tailors’ accounts reveal
a strong desire to turn the chapel into a showpiece for the fraternity. Each year expenses are
recorded for the ‘floreshyng’ of three torches in the hall and in St. Paul’s, and for washing
the altar-cloths and the vestments worn by the fraternity priests. The effort expended is
typified by an entry of 1401-2 when the large sum of 47s 6d was paid to ‘Moris steynour pur
steynure des draps en le chapell a Poulis’.> Other expenses included £4 1s for new pews in
1463-64.% All of this gives the impression of a richly decorated chapel which was evidently

still an important place of worship for the fraternity well into the fifteenth century.

VIbid., 11, p.359. Sibsay also asked to be buried in the chapel itself, or failing that in his parish church of

St. Thomas the Apostle. The will of his wife Alice, who died in 1408 shows that, for some reason, his first
preference was not granted: PRO, Prob.11/2, f.132.

? Printed in Dugdale, St. Paul’s, pp.354-7.

3 St. Paul’s Chapter Acts 1411-62, GL, MS 25,513, f.212/218. 1 am grateful to Irene Zadnik for this

reference.

4 Below pp.54-6.

5 Accounts, I, f.14. Moris Archer rented a large chamber and kitchen from the fraternity and was replaced

as the fraternity’s painter-stainer in 1438 by Roger Aleyn who also worked on the chapels, ibid., 1, ff.113, 17,
257v, 308v.

6 Accounts, 11, £.247.
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The Tailors were keen to have their right to use the chapel confirmed and amplified:
at some point between 1375 and 1381 the archbishop of Canterbury and sixteen bishops had
granted forty days of remission to those ‘that put theire helpyng handes to the laud of God
in this chapell’; and in 1399 the fraternity obtained a grant from Pope Boniface IX of 100
days remission ‘to all cristen people that wyll putte to theire helpyng handes to the makyng
of the said chapell or to the mayntenaunce of Goddes service in the said place’, and to all
those who visited the chapel on certain days and gave alms.' Such privileges set the seal on
the devotional activities of craft fraternities which were not attached formally to a parish
church: of the London crafts only the brewers (in 1466) obtained a grant of this kind, for the
chapel of St. Mary in the hospital of St. Thomas of Acon.? As shown above, the Tailors’
fraternity was also careful to maintain good relations with the see of London through the
admission of the bishops, normally upon their election. An entry in the accounts of the
fraternity for 1453-54 shows that the relationship was bearing fruit: in that year the bishop
celebrated Mass in the chapel in St. Paul’s on the feast of the Nativity of St. John the
Baptist.’

Not content with the grant from Boniface IX, the fraternity continued to acquire
privileges to an extent unknown among even the wealthiest craft fraternities of London. In
particular, further papal privileges were acquired by the fraternity in 1455, this time in
relation to the chapel in their hall. The grant of Calixtus III was copied into the table of
indulgences, and constitutes one of the fullest statements of the aims and objectives of the
fraternity.® The Tailors’ petition had stated that ‘a number of faithful departed of their
society or confraternity in which are many ecclesiastical prelates and nobles and divers other
persons of both sexes in great number’ had founded the chapel in St. Paul’s ‘for the great
concourse of the members of their society.....celebrating masses and other divine offices
therein for the souls of them and the men or brethren and sisters of their confraternity’.
Subsequently, continues the grant, certain members of the fraternity ‘considering that the

members of their society and confraternity of both sexes had increased so much in number

' AMB, 2, {t.18-18v and see Calendar of Papal Registers, V (1396-1404), p.252.
2 Ibid., XII, p.453-4.
3 Accounts, 11, f.19v. The fraternity paid for the bread and wine used on this occasion.

4 AMB, 2, tt.10-12 and Cal. Papal Regs., X1 (1455-1464), pp.240-1.
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that the said chapel was too small to hold so many’, a chapel was founded in ‘the house or
inn of their confraternity called Tailleur halle’. The petition then asked for permission to
celebrate masses and other divine services in the chapel, and to celebrate anniversaries there
also. This was granted by Calixtus who even allowed for bells to be rung, as long as the
rights of the parish church of St. Martin’s were protected.! In addition, the full version in
the Tailors’ records lists the indulgences granted in respect of the activities of the fraternity:
the administration of eight chantries, and the payment of 17d a week to the almsmen and
women.’

This grant implies that the chapel at the hall was founded in the mid-fifteenth century,
and, as will be shown, the increase in the membership of the fraternity before 1450 would
certainly have justified it. It is clear, however, that this was merely a confirmation of an
existing practice: the regular use of the chapel at the hall from at least 1403 is indicated by
the yearly purchase of torches and candles for both chapels, not just for the chapel at St.
Paul’s.® What is certainly true is that the chapel at the hall did not benefit from the same
degree of lavish expenditure as the chapel in St. Paul’s. This remained the case until 1438-9
when the hall chapel was given a new lease of life. In that year a large quantity of ‘flemysh’
cloth was bought for the chapel and Roger Aleyn, the fraternity’s new painter-stainer, was
paid to decorate the altar-cloth, two side cloths and the ‘frontell’ made from this cloth. The
expenses continued with 16s 2d paid for the insertion of ‘xxx fote whitglas for the wyndow’;
a joiner was paid 20s for ‘le crest en le chapel’ and a painter completed the job by painting
and gilding the crest and painting the chapel with ‘steres of gold’.* Four years later the
finishing touches were put to the chapel when Aleyn was employed ‘for makyng of the
crucifixe’.® The refurbishment of the Hall chapel, and the continuing investment in the
chapel at St. Paul’s meant that by 1450 the spiritual and physical resources of the fraternity

were at their most impressive: religious privileges had been acquired; two chaplains were

' Ibid. The references to women as members of the fraternity are particularly significant as regards the
broad nature of the fraternity’s membership, discussed below.

2 AMB, 2, ft.11v-12. For these services see Chapter 2.
3 Accounts, I, 1.19.
4 Accounts, 1, £.308v.

5 Accounts, I, £.351v.
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employed in addition to several chantry priests; and, in their two chapels and St. Martin’s,
the fraternity had acquired three foci for the expression of their collective identity, through

prayers and masses for deceased brothers and sisters, and the celebration of community.

V. Symbolism and Ritual: the Community of the Fraternity

Historians studying civic ceremonial and ritual have emphasised ‘the importance of
ritualized forms of behaviour as a symbolic thread which helped bind together the social
fabric of the townscape’.! Whilst ritual occasions could also be opportunities for, and even
causes of instability and tension, the potential function of ritual as a force for the creation
of cohesion was reflected in the day-to-day operation of guilds and fraternities away from the
public arena.? Obligations such as the payment of alms and the attendance at funerals or the
annual feast, although onerous, fulfilled the valuable function of attempting to create a sense
of community, often among groups of people with differing and often competing economic
interests. Subsequent chapters will explore the ways in which the Tailors’ fraternity,
exploiting its wealth, prestige and sense of common purpose, was able to ‘represent’ the
interests of the majority of craftsmen, for whom membership was never a possibility. The
fraternity was, first and foremost, an organisation for senior craftsmen: membership was an
essential step along the cursus honorum within the craft. As will be shown in the next
chapter, the charitable assistance provided by the fraternity, and the chantries it administered
were functions used primarily for the benefit of tailor members: the only non-tailor to be
buried at the cost of the fraternity was Richard Reynold, a Vintner.? Tailor members were,
apparently, required to attend the funerals of all deceased brethren of their craft. The oath
sworn by tailor members also specified that they should attend the obits of benefactors such
as Thomas Carleton and John Churchman.? That efforts were made to enforce attendance
is shown, however, by the recording of fines for non-attendance at ‘chivaches’ (ridings) and

at ‘diriges’. While these do not specify which fines were for non-attendance at a funeral as

' M. Berlin, ‘Civic Ceremony in Early Modern London’, Urban History Yearbook (1985), p.15.
2 Phythian-Adams, ‘Ceremony and the Citizen’, pp.57-86.
3 Accounts, I, f.196v.

4 AMB, 1, t.2. As shown below, non-tailors do not appear to have been obliged to take part in the public,
craft-centred rituals of the fraternity.
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opposed to, for instance, mayoral processions, the ritual year of the fraternity was not merely
composed of obits and civic ceremonial which were planned in advance, but also the
unforseen funerals of tailor members. The records of the London companies show that great
care was taken to maintain the public image of the craft, channelled through the fraternity,
at what was essentially a public ritual: the pewterers in the late sixteenth century insisted
upon attendance ‘in cleanly apparel and without their aprons’, and in 1558 Henry Machyn
noted the attendance of ‘mony morners in blake, and many clarkes prestes and all the
Compene of the Marchand Tayllers’ at the funeral of a member.! An inventory of 1512
shows that the fraternity was prepared for every eventuality, and could put on a lavish
display on such occasions: a ‘gret coffyn’ is listed, together with three silk banners
embroidered with the images of the Virgin, St. John the Baptist and ‘tholy crosse and a
dyademe in paper gilt’.? Post obit and charitable services were provided by all the greater
guilds in London, thus removing the need for the Tailors’ fraternity to cater for its non-tailor
membership in this way.

That is not to say that the fraternity operated exclusively in the interests of the Tailor
membership. From the beginning non-tailor members had obligations to their fellow
members, as well as opportunities for involvement in the life of the fraternity. The admission
ceremony was, of course, the first occasion for participation in the ritual life of the
community. The surviving fifteenth century oaths of the Tailors’ fraternity (1491) show the
different categories of members, and the differing duties attached to each.’ Oaths were
sworn by the master, wardens, the ‘twenty four’ (the Court of Assistants), the clerk, the
beadle, the chantry priests, the rentgatherer and other officials, all of whom were tailors. The
most frequently used oaths were, of course, those of the men and women who joined the
fraternity of St. John the Baptist, and here a distinction was made between the oath of ‘an
hole broder admitted into the lyvere of the crafte’ (a tailor) and that sworn by ‘an oute broder

of the said fraternitie’ (a non-tailor).* The main differences between the oaths revolved

"'Unwin, Gilds and Companies, p.212; The Diary of Henry Machyn, citizen and Merchant-Taylor of London
from AD 1550 to AD 1563, ed. J.G. Nichols, Camden Soc., 42 (1848), p.173.

2 Clode, Memorials, p.85.
3 AMB, 1, ft.1-6 (1491).

4 Ibid., ff.1v-2v.



around civic ceremonial, the public expression of identity: the oath for tailor brethren insists
upon attendance at quarter-days, ridings, processions and other assemblies, stipulating that
‘ye shall not refuse nor forsake the crafte of Tayllours for noon other that is to sey in
clothyng goyng and rydyng’. The expression of the solidarity and identity of a craft guild in
public was a right jealously guarded by their ruling bodies. Such thinking presumably lay
behind the omission of such requirements from the oath for non-tailors: these individuals
were not expected to affirm their membership in public and, in the case of members of other
London craft guilds, were frequently subject to similar obligations by their own guilds. A
potential conflict of loyalties and jurisdiction was thereby avoided. Similarly, non-tailors
were not required to attend the annual feast. Other clauses were duplicated, however,
indicating that non-tailors, though not privy to guild secrets, were equally part of the internal
religious and social life of the fraternity. The requirement not to plead or implead any
brother or any man of the craft in a court of law put non-tailors under the ‘local’ jurisdiction
of the Master: any dispute had to go to arbitration before it was allowed to enter the public
domain in order to protect the reputation of the fraternity.! Non-tailor members were
required to contribute alms to the fraternity on midsummer’s day ‘as other brethren of other
felaships within this citie are accustomed to do’. From 1453 onwards, however, a distinction
was drawn in the accounts between alms received ‘de confratribus huius mistere’ and ‘de
confratribus extra artem cissorum’. The wearing of liveries by non-tailors was another area
of potential conflict and was probably confined to internal ritual occasions. It was normally
expected that these liveries would be bought by the members at their own expense, as in
most socio-religious fraternities, but on occasion, the fraternity did show its regard for
certain individuals by giving them a hood; William Crowmer, the prominent draper and
Mayor, received one in 1428-29.

The expenditure on the Tailors’ chapels reveals that religious imagery and symbolism
abounded in the decoration of the physical spaces occupied by the fraternity. Such symbolism
was widely employed by the London craft guilds: funeral palls, for instance, were often
elaborate and contained representations of figures and objects associated with the craft and

the fraternity. The surviving fishmongers’ pall focuses on the person of St. Peter, whereas

VIbid., ff.2-2v.
2 Accounts, 1, £.197. Chapman’s hood was a relatively expensive one, costing the fraternity 6s 8d.
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the Tailors’ two palls, dating from the late fifteenth century, emphasise the life of St. John
the Baptist and depict images of tailors’ shears, and the Agnus Dei enclosed within suns.'
The devotion of the Tailors’ fraternity to St. John the Baptist stemmed from that saint’s role
as the harbinger of the Lamb, hence the legend ‘Ecce Agnus Dei’ by one of the figures. The
representation of a tent is placed between the blades of one of the shears, recalling the
fraternity’s debt to John de Yakslee. The Grant of Arms of 1480 made a similar public

statement of the associations of the fraternity, and echoes the themes depicted on the pall:

Silver, a pavilion between two mantles imperial garnished with gold in a chief azure, an holy
lamb set within a sun; the crest upon the helm a pavilion, purple, garnished with gold, being
within the same our Blessed Lady St. Mary the Virgin in a vesture of gold sitting upon a
cushion azure, Christ her son standing naked before her, holding between his hands a vesture
called tunica inconsutilis, his said mother working upon that, one end of the same vesture set
within a wreath gold and azure, the mantle purple, furred with ermine.?

In the absence of tailoring implements, the depiction of Christ’s seamless robe is a
striking 1dealisation of the craft and its practitioners.

By 1464 the month of June had become a busy time for the fraternity, with the
celebration of three obits on the eighth, eleventh and eighteenth of the month, all of which
would require the attendance of at least the Master and Wardens, and often the entire tailor
membership.’ The Feast of the Nativity of St. John the Baptist (24th June) was the high
point of the ritual year of the fraternity, and the opportunity for the reaffirmation of the
Tailors’ devotion to their patron saint, often in the presence of important guests.* The annual
feast was the most ancient of the activities of the fraternity, and in fact lay behind the
foundations of most such associations: all the other activities and functions of fraternities
arose from the practice of meeting together once a year to transact the business of the
fraternity and to elect officers. By the fifteenth century, most fraternities, particularly those
of the London crafts, had developed elaborate ways of celebrating their annual feast, and

exploited fully the resources, both material and symbolic available to them.’ As the Tailors’

' Unwin, Gilds and Companies, pp.214-5 and plate facing p.226; Clode, Memorials, p.133.
2 Ibid., p.126.
3 Accounts, I, £.260.

“ In 1464-5 the fraternity paid 4s for a barge to enable the master, wardens and brethren to go to
Westminster to invite the King and Queen ‘ad festum Sancti Johannis Baptiste’, Accounts, 11, f.261.

S See Unwin, Gilds and Companies, pp.194-197.
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accounts show, symbolism was all important: each year five torches were purchased, three
for the hall and two ‘pur offrir a seint Johan’. Further expenses are recorded ‘pur peinture
des v torches ove solailes et scheres’ - a yearly reaffirmation of the importance of these
symbols for the fraternity.! Images of St. John the Baptist were commissioned: 40s was
spent in 1401-2 on the carving and painting of one such image, and in 1435-36 another was
received as a gift from the duke of Northumberland, Henry Percy, who had been a member
since 1419.% An inventory of 1512 lists ‘an image of saint John Baptist, gilt, standyng in a
tabernacle gilt’ and perhaps even more striking, ‘iii costrynges of red saye with borders
steyned of the lyf of Saint John hangyng there the more part of the yere’.?

On the day itself three torches were hung before the image which stood in the hall
which was decorated ‘cum grene bollis’, as if to complement the ‘jarlondis des rosis’ bought
each year for the ‘mestres et maistreses’ attending the feast, and the rushes which were
strewn on the floor.* Minstrels were hired each year to play in the gallery and were provided
with hoods at the cost of the fraternity. The feasts themselves were doubtless lavish, judging
from the surviving records of other craft fraternities, and the Tailors certainly had the means
to prepare them, as the expenses for building and enlarging the new kitchen between 1425
and 1432 testify.” The Tailors’ records contain few references to the expenses for food on
such occasions, despite the comprehensive nature of the surviving accounts. The main reason
for this was the nature of the obligations entered into by brethren and sisters when they
joined the fraternity: each member was required to pay an annual sum ‘for mete and alms’
at Midsummer: this acted as a membership fee as well as a contribution to the feast and to

the provision made to the almsmen and women.®

' Accounts, 1, £.127 (1421-22); the first grant of arms (1480) contained ‘an holy lamb set within a sun’,

Clode, Early History, p.126.

2 Accounts, I, ff.14, 271, 113.
3 Clode, Memorials, p.84. ‘Costryngs’ were side pieces or hangings.
4 These were standard items of expenditure, see for example Accounts, I, f.3.

5 Unwin, Gilds and Companies, pp.194-97; £149 18s 5d was spent in 1425-6, £37 15s 10d in 1426-7, £71

19s 4d in 1430-31 and £36 9s in 1431-32, Accounts, I, ff.166v-169, 179, 221-222, 233. To assist in the
planning of the enlargement, men were sent ‘for to see kennyngton kechyn roof” in 1432-33, ibid., 1, £.242.
The kitchen at Merchant Taylors’ Hall is still extant: see J. Schofield, The Building of London (London, 1984),
p-117 et seq.

¢ Court Minutes, 11, £.21v (5 May 1490).
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The ritual year of the fraternity encompassed a variety of events ranging from civic
ceremonial, at which the identity of the craft with the fraternity came to the fore, to the
simple celebration of masses in the chapels at St. Paul’s and in the Hall. All aspects of the
business of the fraternity were sanctioned by ritual and religious symbolism: the first entry
in the ordinances of 1507 is a prayer which asks ‘that we may often in Brotherly and true
love assemble and meete together to thy glory and our mutall comforte in Christ Jesus’. The
notion of the community of the fraternity lay at the heart of its existence and, in the same
way that the fraternity acted as an extended family to all its members, the community was
extended to include ‘our good friends and brethren deceased’ who were remembered at obits
and the quarterly meetings of the fraternity.! The chantries and obits administered by the
Tailors were a continuing celebration of the community of the fraternity, both living and
dead; the feasts and other annual occasions were, in a sense, opportunities for the renewal

of fraternal bonds in an atmosphere of piety and conviviality.

VI. The Membership of the Fraternity

The guilc?s:fkraternities founded by many of the crafts of London in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries were primarily associations for the most senior craftsmen. Later these
fraternities became known as the ‘livery’ of the craft to distinguish them from the ‘yeomen’
fraternities, formed within many misteries to cater for craftsmen of lesser standing,
disadvantaged by financial circumstances and/or age.’ Yet in some instances membership
of the senior craft fraternities was extended horizontall)*/;oindividuals from other trades and
occupations, or even to representatives of the clergy, gentry and aristocracy. In the case of
the Skinners of London, for instance, the fraternity of the livery (dedicated to the feast of
Corpus Christi) contained large numbers of brethren and sisters who were not members of
the craft.> On the continent the fraternity of Our Lady in the Snow, founded by the tailors
of Bruges, possessed a large and influential membership from outside the craft, including

Charles the Bold and his mother, Isabella of Portugal.? Similarly their London counterparts,

' Clode, Early History, 1, p.359.
? Below, pp.147-56.
* Veale, Fur Trade, p.114.

4 See R. Strohm, Music in Late Medieval Bruges (Oxford, 1990), pp.47-8.
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from an early date, enjoyed good relations with non-tailors: the earliest known bequest to the
fraternity was made in 1345 by a mercer, John de Aylesham, and both John Churchman, a
grocer, and Simon Winchecombe, an armourer, figured largely in the affairs of the fraternity
between 1390 and 1405.' Although the accounts of the fraternity no longer survive prior to
1398, it is likely that such people were in fact fully paid up members of the fraternity. A roll
of ‘honorary members’ delivered to James I on his visit to Merchant Taylors’ Hall in 1607
listed the prominent noblemen and clergy admitted to the fraternity in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, the earliest being Roger Mortimer who was apparently admitted in 1351.2
As the lists of ‘entres de confreres’ entered in the accounts demonstrate, the 1607 roll
contains only the most important figures to have joined the fraternity in the fifteenth century;
it ignores lesser clergy, for instance, as well as practitioners of other crafts in London. There
seems every reason, therefore, to read back many of the conclusions which follow well into
the fourteenth century. Before examining the composition of the non-tailor membership and
their motives for joining, it is important to gain an impression of the size of the fraternity
of St. John the Baptist, and the relative numbers of tailors and non-tailors. As Table 1:1
shows, in the period for which extant and legible accounts survive (1398-1445 and 1453-73)
1,883 individuals joined, the vast majority of whom paid the full admission fee of 20s. Of

these a remarkable 1,228 (65.22%) were non-tailors.
Table 1.1. Admissions to the Tailors’ Fraternity, 1398-1445, 1453-1473

Years Tailors Non-Tailors Total

1398-1445 487 (10.36)" 1031 (21.93) 1518 (32.29)
1453-1473 168 (8.4) 197 (9.85) 365 (18.25)
Total 655 (9.78) 1228 (18.33) 1883 (28.10)

“ Numbers in brackets indicate the average numbers admitted each year.
As the table shows, the admission of non-tailor members was particularly prolific before
1445: during this period alone, 84 % of the non-tailors who joined between 1398 and 1473
were admitted, at a rate of almost twenty-two each year. This was double the admission rate

of tailors to the fraternity. After 1445 admission rates for non-tailors more than halved

' CWCH, 1, p.484; CPR, 1391-96, p.139 (transter of Hall); Ibid., 1405-1408, p.56 (grant of properties in
parish of St. Martin Outwich and the advowson of the church).

2 Clode, Early History, 1, pp.292-302.

28



whereas there was only a small drop in the numbers of tailors being advanced to the livery
each year. The relative stability in the numbers of tailors admitted has important implications
for the relationship between the fraternity and the craft as a whole, particularly at a time
when the craft was expanding in London, a conclusion suggested by the increasing numbers
of masters who enrolled apprentices in the fifteenth century. Subsequent chapters will seek
to determine whether or not this relative contraction of the elite within the craft had a
detrimental effect upon the ability of the fraternity to represent and cater for the interests of
all craftsmen.’

The consistently high level of the recruitment of non-tailors before 1450 was
undoubtedly related to the extraordinary development of the fraternity, and in particular the
acquisition of the two chapels, the link with St. Martin’s Church, and the spiritual
partnerships with religious houses in and around London. With this in mind it is possible to
attempt an analysis of the various groups which made up the 1,228 non-tailors and make an
assessment of the possible reasons lying behind their membership. All but 175 of them can
be identified by occupation, and thus the Tailors’ accounts constitute one of the largest and
most complete membership lists for any English fraternity in this period.

Making up by far the largest sub-group (36.5%) of the non-tailors, were the 448
members of other London crafts, sixty occupations in all being represented. These included
lone representatives of small, specialised miste<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>