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Sport and Social Hierarchy in
Medieval England

Thomas S. Henrick*

One of the better-known indictments of industrial society is Thorstein Ve-
blen’s The Theory of the Leisure Class.that work, Veblen turned his ironic

wit upon the mercantile magnates of late nineteenth-century America whom
he assailed for a number of vices, including their devotion to sport., Sporting
activity, in Veblen’s view, has a dual function for the industrial elite: Not only
is it the means by which the “predatory temperament” of this group is culti-
vated but also it provides an occasion for the invidious display of leisure sta-
tus! As Veblen informs his readers at the outset, the model for this critique is
the behavior of the elite of feudal Europe, a group who raised the conspicuous
display of leisure into an art forfn.

Like many so-called “classics,” Veblen’s work is more often an object of
distant admiration than of careful scrutiny. Clearly, his attempt to portray in-
dustrial life in terms of a pre-industrial model is a dangerous enterprise. Not
only does the simple division between “leisure” and “industrious” classes
disregard the complexity of the American class system; it also over-simplifies
the motives of groups within that structure. Furthermore, there is a question as
to whether Veblen's model even does justice to the motives and divisions of
the medieval setting.

The Theonryof the Leisure Class not an example of patient and fair-minded
scholarship. Rather it remains a classic because of its quality of insight, its
moral vigor, and the challenges it raises for future scholarship. Among these
challenges are Veblen’s stimulating suggestions about the display functions of
various social forms, including sport. Veblen realized that because sport is
almost by definition separated from the world of practical or “productive”
consequence, it may assume significant symbolic functions. As he phrases it:

Sports satisfy these requirements of substantial futility together with a colorable make-believe of
purpose. In addition to this they afford scope for emulation, and are attractive also on that ac-
count. In order to be decorous, an employment must conform to the leisure-class canon of reputa-
ble wasté,

*Mr. Henricks is an Assistant Professor time Department of Sociology and Anthropology at
Elon College, Elon College, North Carolina.
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In this sense, sporting activity may have specifically cultural implications
(i.e., it may dramatize the values or ethos or a group). It may also—or in-
stead—reflect more purely social concerns (i.e., it may illustrate the “invidi-
ous” position of that group in society). Finally, it may showcase individual
status (i.e., the honor or prestige of a person within that setting).

Despite the promise of this approach, Veblen's work is marred by its assump-
tion that elite sports more or leisevitablyfunction in the above ways. How-
ever, the error itself is instructive, for it invites the modern researcher to
re-think two questions made pertinent by Veblen’s analysis: 1) How are in-
vidious social distinctions maintained in the sporting world and 2) Under what
conditions does sport become more ritualistic or display-oriented? In the cur-
rent paper, these questions regarding sport and social hierarchy will be inves-
tigated in a return to the medieval context. More specifically, the paper will
analyze military sports, hunting sports, and ball play within one society, Eng-
land, from 1100-1500. After viewing the different histories of sports within
these categories, the author will offer some generalizations about sport, both
in its medieval setting and more broadly.

Military Sport

Few activities illustrate the development of ritualism and display better than
the military tournament. Brought into England from France in the twelfth cen-
tury, the early tourneys fulfilled a number of functions for the knightly class.
They provided training for battle and an outlet for martial fervor between
wars. They offered landless or poor knights the opportunity to win prestige
and perhaps to attract the patronage of a superior. They provided the chance
for economic gain through capture and ransoming. They were a pretext for the
gathering of influentials, who might parade their strength or seek allies. Grad-
ually, the event left behind most of these purposes and assumed more strictly
symbolic functions.

The armies of Norman England were composed primarily of two groups, the
feudal “host” (which consisted of mounted noblemen and their knights) and
the old Saxon “fyrd” (an infantry of ordinary people summoned by the local
sheriffs)° As each nobleman brought his own supporters into the field and
supervised their participation, there was little organization to the fighting. In-
stead, as equals, the knights fought in long lines across the front. This relative
lack of organization was paralleled by the fyrd, whose amateurism made them
particularly susceptible to the “shock troop” assaults of the armored cavalry.

As there was little organized training for knights, mock battles were an impor-
tant way of honing military skill. As the twelfth century chronicler Roger of
Hoveden puts it:
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A youth must have seen his blood flow and felt his teeth crack under the blow of his adversary and
have been thrown to the ground twenty times. Thus will he be able to face real war with the hope
of victory. ’

The clearest picture of these events at this time comes from the biography of
William Marshall, an originally landless knight, who through his skill in tour-
neying and talent for social contacts, ultimately gained both land and a cele-
brated position as guardian to the heir to HenfyRAtom this, it is clear that
there were minimal rules (covering such issues as time of fighting, types of
weapons, etc.) that organized the activities of two or more groups of knights.
The contest was generally the “melei@’which all the knights took part at
once; and the fighting might range over an area of several squaré€ miles.

In the jaundiced view of his biographer, Marshall was more interested in chi-
valric glory than in any economic rewards which might derive from his
skills.'® Others seem to have taken a more business-like approach. In 1176,
for example, Marshall and his newly-crowned protege, Henry Ill, encoun-
tered the tactics of the Count of Flanders, who waited until the other comba-
tants were exhausted from the melee and only then dashed in with his support-
ers to capture them. Not only does Marshall gain a bit of revenge on the
Count; he later teamed with another knight, Roger of Gaugi, a rather profit-
able alliance which netted them over 100 captives in ten months. At any rate,
it seems that the twelfth-century tourney was something of a free-for-all, with
both landless knights and grandees struggling to augment simultaneously their
reputations and pocketbooKs.

Greater formality emerged during the thirteenth cenfttifthis development

was accompanied by a change of settiffger open fields to the confines of

city streets or castle yards that would be filled with gaily colored tents and
crowded spectators. In London, for example, a favorite site became Cheap-
side, one of the widest streéfsThe new accommodations for spectators, as
well as the presence of judges and noble women, mark an important change in
the character of the evelftEmphasis was shifting from the rude effective-
ness of a knight in garnering prisoners toward the display of individual hero-
ics.

The new formality may also be attributed to the French fashions of chivalry
and courtly love, which were popularized during the last quarter of the twelfth
century®® In England, this was combined with the imagery of the Arthurian
legend. In 1252, for example, Matthew Paris first mentions a “round table,”
presumably a military game with blunted weapons which was held along with
other exercises, like skipping or throwing stondsThe knight of the later
Middle Ages wished to exhibit allegiances (to family, order, aand estate) and
also to receive individual honors at the dances and festivities which became
increasingly important parts of the event.
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Another source of the movement toward formality was the intervention of
both church and king. Since about 1130, the church had railed against tour-
neys—enforcing its disapproval with threats to excommunicate participants,
to confiscate their lands and goods, and to treat those killed in the events as
suicides.’ Partly in response to this clerical pressure but also in recognition of
the inferiority of English knights to the French, Richard | in 1195 tried licens-
ing the events as a means of controlling them. Henceforth, such affairs were
to be conducted at five sites south of the Trent River (the North being some-
what less predictable in its loyalty), with fees ranging from twenty marks for
an earl to two marks for a landless knighBeyond this, steps were taken to
prevent misbehavior by participants or rioting, concerns which continued
throughout the periotf. Thus, the relationship of the medieval ruler to the
tourney was an ambivalent one. Tournaments were potentially dangerous
events in that they brought together large numbers of armed men; so the En-
glish kings before Stephen (r. 1135-54) prevented them. However, later rulers
tended to follow a policy of control rather than prohibition—permitting some
as a means of generating both revenue and military zeal for some foreign ad-
venture.

Changes were taking place in the nature of warfare, however; and these un-
dercut the significance of the tourney as a military event. Oman has argued
that the decisive advantage of armored cavalry had passed by the end of the
fourteenth centur§® It is worth remembering that the great victories of the
English over the French in 1346, 1356, and 1415 were dependent on the supe-
riority of the longbow rather than on cavalry charges. With the increasing
deployment of trained infantry—as pikemen and gunners—the decline of the
knight as a military vassal was hastened further.

A new theatricality developed. Froissart records an event at Smithfield in
1343 where knights came into the lists dressed as the Pope and his c&rdinals.
Similarly, he comments on a tourney in 1386 at the same location where the
knights were led into the lists by ladies leading them on silver thfé&ys.

the fifteenth century, these elements were predominant. Now it was only the
king or the wealthiest nobles who sponsored such events; and the events them-
selves became simply additions to the festivities surrounding weddings, coro-
nations, or great victories. On such occasions, it was common for the hosts of
the event to assume the personnage of characters in fairy stories and to defend
castles or mysterious passes from invited challerfde$s. diminished were

the military habits of the old order that a book printed by Caxton in 1484
could claim:

Alas, what do ye, but sleep and take ease, and are all disordered from Chivalry? | would demand
a question if | should not displease—How many knights be there now in England that have the
use and exercise of a knight? That is, to wit, that he knoweth his horse, and his horsé*him . . .

Corresponding to these changes was the popularization of the joust, the regu-
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lated combat between two mounted performers. Jousting seems to have be-
come fashionable during the thirteenth century, and it developed as an in-
creasingly artificial contest by which one gained individual renown and the
approval of the ladieS. By the fourteenth century, plate armor—of heavy
construction and calculated to deflect an opponent’'s blows—made the feat of
unhorsing an opponent by horse alone difficult. Thus, during the first few
passes, the contestants contented themselves with breaking their lances on the
opponent’s armor. If the lances had been broken and both remained mounted,
the fighting continued on foot with blunted swords. Around 1400, in response
to accidental (and sometimes intentional) collisions of the horses, a tilt or bar-
rier was adde® This was clear concession to the demands of sport rather
than war; and this theme is illustrated further by the scorecards which
emerged about this tinfé.Emphasis was given not only to the number of
lances broken but to the ways in which they were broken as well.

Thus, to return to Veblen, the increasing formality and display of the tourna-
ment seems to have been encouraged by a number of factors: the separation of
the tourney from its military applications, the periodic hostility of the church,
the efforts of monarch to regulate potentially hostile subjects, and the popu-
larization of courtly love. A final element is the changing nature of the elite
itself. The later feudal period saw an increasing usescotage—literally
“shield money” which could be paid to escape knight serffcvith this
disinterest in taking knightly vows and assuming the dangers of war, there
was a need to promote knighthood as the honorific and romantic status it had
been beforé® The later tournament then became a ritual of group identifica-
tion or pageant which gathered together the greater leaders of the country
within the old traditions of military duty and fealty to the kifig.

Hunting Sports

In a society based largely on subsistence agriculture, land was a dominant
source of wealth and prestige. As landholders parcelled out acreage to their
social inferiors, an interesting question arose: Which of the several layers of
tenants should have rights to the wild beasts residing on those lands? Hunting
privileges thus became a way of illustrating the superiority of station. Indeed,

the history of hunting in England is anchored about the twin concepts of ex-

clusion (by means of forest, chase, park, or warren) and poaching.

Before the Norman conquest, freeholders generally were permitted to hunt
upon their own land' However, the Conqueror was intent on dramatizing his
new status as tenant-in-chief. Therefore, he extended the “king’s forest’—
i.e., those areas within which game could be taken only by his permission.
Young has estimated the new areas of royal prerogative ultimately reached as
one-fourth of all England; and this extension was resented not only on princi-
ple but because it sometimes, as in the case of New Forest in Hampshire,

24



involved the de-population of villages and hamfét&uthermore, it was a
hardship for those remaining in or near the forest because now any use of the
land, such as “assart” (i.e., growing crops), “waste” (removing wood for
lumber and fuel), and “purpresture” (raising fences to keep animals from
cropland) was prohibited along with hunting. Such prohibitions may seem ar-
bitrary, but the kings’ favorite prey required deep woods and therefore any
encroachment by the populace was seen as a threat. Beyond this, violations of
these prohibitions were an important revenue source for the Crown.

The enthusiasm of the Norman kings for hunting and the ferocity with which
they enforced their claims is well-known. Regarding the habits of William,
the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records:

He made great protection for the game

and imposed laws for the same,

That he who slew hart or hind

Should be made blind.

He preserved the harts and boars

and loved the stags as much

as if he were their father.

Moreover, for the hares did he decree that they should g&“free.

These early kings might sell off or relax their claims when they needed money
or support (as did Stephen), but more typically their efforts were directed to-
ward extension and harsh forms of deterrence (e.g., Richard | added castra-
tion to the list of punishments for forest offens®s).

The forest reached its largest dimensions and most systematic administration
in the reign of Henry Il (r. 1154-1189) and then slowly diminished throughout
the period. Three documents that indicate the shift away from monarchial pre-
rogative are the so-called Forest Laws of Canute during the reign of Henry |
(1100-1135), the Assize of Woodstock (1184), and the Forest Charter of
1217. The first is believed to be a concoction of the Normans which gave their
own severe forest laws some bogus Ango-Danish precefietiese penalties

were differentiated between freeman and villein, with the latter receiving such
punishments as the loss of a hand, plunging an arm in boiling water, or ulti-
mately death itself. The second document, the Assize of Woodstock, is im-
portant for its preamble, which indicates that this was not an arbitrary act of
the ruler but rather a joint act of King and Couricit codified forest policy

and checked some of the worst abuses of the forest officials. Finally, the For-
est Charter ended the worst punishments, replacing these with fines, or for an
offender unable to pay, imprisonment for a year and &dayrthermore, the
process of afforestation was reversed, and magnates were granted limited
rights to take beasts of the forest when traveling through the king’s preserves.
As a political document, it is correlary to the new balance struck by the Great
Charter of 1215.
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Even though the kings were jealous of their hunting territories (a jealousy
which extended to woods and wasteland they might never visit), one need not
feel sorry for the knightly class. For the most part, they had their hunting.
Such rights could be acquired in two ways. First, there were the rights by soil;
freeholders (and this included yeomen farmers) could take game on their own
land provided it was outside the king’s forest. Second, there were rights by
privilege; one could apply to the monarch for permission to hunt within the
forest. These rights commonly were granted to the leaders of the*lengly

to the important citizens of the towfiss well.

Access to land was then a basic means of sporting discrimination. Beyond
this, rights might be demarcated by the kind of animals which could be
taken? A first category was the beasts of “venery” or “hunting”. These
included the red deer (both hart and hind), the boar, and sometimes the wolf
and hare. They were so termed not only because they were excellent prey but
because they slept during the day in the forest where they were roused and
pursued. A second category was the beasts of the “chase,” including the fal-
low deer (both buck and doe), marten, and roe HeEnese creatures were
more often chased in open country. For legal purposes, both groups might be
combined as “beasts of the forest.” When a person with the right of forest or
chase was allowed to enclose an area for his own use, the result was termed a
“park”. Finally (and least prestigious) was the right of “warren”. This per-
mitted the pursuit of smaller game, such as rabbits, pheasants, and partridge,
which would be caught in open wasteland. Warren seems to have been the
privilege most commonly grantéd.

An important new element in the pattern of privilege and prohibition, how-
ever, occurred in 1389. In that year, the Commons complained to Rithard

Foreasmuch as divers artificers, laborers, and servants and grooms keep greyhounds, and other
dogs, and on holidays, when good Christian people be at church hearing divine service, they go
hunting in parks, warrens, and connegries of lords to the very great destruction df same.

In response to this accusation, a property qualification was introduced to re-
strict those who could rightly keep hounds, ferrets, nets, or “other engines to
take and destroy deer, hares, or coneys, or other gentlemen’s game.” By this
act (13 Ric. I, ch. 13), the qualification for keeping such instruments was
forty shillings a year for a layman and a benefice worth ten pounds for a cler-
gyman. The punishment for infraction was one year's imprisonment. This
change seems to reflect the differentiation of ranks that was occuring during
the late feudal periotf. The decline of population during the plague years had
made labor scarce and upset the old contracts between lord and peasant. New
groups of unattached laborers were forming in the towns. The 1380’s had thus
been a time of political unrest, with the lower orders trying to rise against an
elite intent on maintaining the old patterns of subservice. In this context, the
Commons added fuel to their argument by insinuating that “some times under
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such colours, they [the above-named artificers, laborers, etc.] make their as-
semblies and conferences and conspiracies to rise and destroy their alle-
giance.*® One demand of the ill-fated Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 had been free

fishing and hunting rights; now such privileges were even more sharply cur-

tailed’” So began nearly 440 years of property qualifications in England.

Hunting, then, illustrates some interesting mechanisms for maintaining in-
vidious social distinctions in sport. Access to land (through tenancy rights or
special privileges) was most basic. However, this system was refined by the
delineation of rights to certain animals or (when this was not effective) by
stipulations regarding the ownership of hunting implements. This elaboration
of hunting as a distinctive pursuit of the governing groups was perpetuated as
well by the development of formality.

Gautier has written of the feudal elite that their lives were ruled by three pas-
sions—war, hunting, and the tournamentand that the last two were prepa-
rations for the first® This military emphasis was especially pronounced in the
par force hunting of the stag, which the Normans popularized. An unsym-
pathetic account of this is provided by John of Salisbury, writing about 1159:

In our time, hunting and hawking are esteemed the most honourable employments and most ex-
cellent virtues by our nobility and they think it the height of worldly felicity to spend the whole of
their time in these diversions, accordingly they prepare for them with more solicitude, expense,
and parade than they do for war, and pursue the wild beasts with greater fury than they do the
enemies of our countf.

The par force hunt began early in the morning when the forester with his
lymer (or scenting hound) located the beast to be pursued. It was then the task
of the huntsman to rouse the beast and lead the mounted hunting party in the
chase. When the animal finally was brought to bay, it was the prerogative of
the host or whomever he appointed to dismount, rush in, and slay the beast
with his sword?’

While it is difficult to know much of early hunting practices, the books which
emerged during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries indicate a fairly elabo-
rate body of technique and terminology. Of works directed toward an English
audience, the first ise Art de Veneri€1327), written in Norman French by
William Twiti and dedicated to Edward fit. This short work includes a dis-
cussion of the various beasts, their habits, the different horn calls to describe
their movement during the hunt, instructions for flaying them, and the seasons
when it is licit to pursue them. It concludes with rules for dividing the kill. By
the time of the Duke of York’'She Masterof Game(1406-1413), it is clear

that the hunt servants (unless they be royal servants) were on foot while the
principals rod€? The various horn calls are again discussed as are certain
points of etiquette (e.g., it was always a servant who roused the game). Fur-
thermore, there is a proliferation of terminology marking the experienced

27



hunter. For example, if one is dislodging an animal from its lair, it is proper to
say that he is “unharbouring” a hart, “starting” or “moving” a hare, “rear-
ing” a boar, “raising” a wolf, “bolting” a coney, “rousing” a buck or doe,
etc. Likewise, it might be noted a group of hart or hind is a “herd,” that of
hare is a “hushe” or “down,” that of boar, a “singular” (though for wild
swine, it is a “sounder”), that of fox, a “skulk,” of wolf, a “rout,” etc. It is
difficult to know the intended audience of these books. However, it seems
likely that they were pitched to the new reading public—i.e., the citizens of
the townswho now had their sporting rights and who wished to emulate the
landed class who had grown up with this knowledge. At any rate, the some-
what artificial restrictions and terminology suggest that there was an “elite”
form of hunting which might be distinguished from the humbler forms.

As hunting was thémystery of the woods,” so hawking was the “mystery

of the rivers.” This was because wild fowl were favorite prey and because
open flat land was needed to follow the course of the birds on hors&back.
Until the perfection of the gun made it possible to “shoot flying” in the sev-
enteenth century, it was the joy of both men and women of the elite to ride
after their hawks, necks craned upward, watching the dizzying ascent of the
falcon, its eventual stoop on the prey below, and the battle of attacker and
attacked as they plummeted toward earth. So large a part of the life of the elite
was hawking that Abram considers it the distinctive medieval Sport.

The representations in the Bayeux tapestry of various mounted figures with
hawks on their wrists and the pictures of May in illuminated calendars (with
wealthy youth bearing hawks) suggest that the hawk may have been a symbol
of rank at this time. During the Norman period, hawking was more or less
restricted to the nobility, and the elite took their birds with them on journeys.
The position of falconry as a high-status activity is emphasized by Frederick Il
in his great continental work on the subjé&xt, Arte cum Avibugl247):

Since many nobles and but few of the lower rank learnadfully pursuethis art, one may
properly conclude that it is intrinsically an aristocratic sport.

In reference to the specifically English customs, Strutt argues that “no act
could be reckoned more dishonourable to a man of rank than to give up his
hawk.”®

While the privileges of owning a hawk were extended to every free man by
the Forest Charter of 1217, penalties for the theft of a hawk or destruction of
its eggs remained quite strict. This use of law to articulate sporting rights is
illustrated by a proclamation of Edward Il in 1380By that proclamation,
anyone finding a hawk of any description was ordered to deliver it to the local
sheriff, who in turn would announce the find throughout the district. If the
finder was not claimed within four months, the ownership of the hawk would
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revert to thefinder—if he was a gentleman. If the finder was ngeatleman,
the sheriff could keep the hawk and merely recompense the finder.

Unlike hunting, hawking could claim little military relevance. However, it
had certain advantages in that less time and space were required and gambling
was possible when two birds were sent after the same prey. Furthermore,
hawking, as opposed to hunting, was essentially a spectator sport. It was the
training of the bird and the expertise of the handler which brought credit to its
owner. Again, the aristocratic nature of the sport was almost guaranteed by
the exsp;ense of the birds, their special diets, and the extensive training re-
quired:

The number and kinds of falcons owned was also a status symbol. The prize
bird, according to Frederick, was the gerfalcon (which was imported from
Norway), while the saker (from the Mediterranean) was a close second. Oth-
ers in his list of “noble” birds included the varieties of peregrine (some from
the British Isles) and the lanner (from the Mediterranean). In general, the true
falcons (which have long or sharp wings) were considered socially superior to
the shorter-winged hawks, such as the goshawk or the sparrowhawk. This
preoccupation with status is given an interesting expressidhdarBoke of St.
Albans,written sometime during the fifteenth century and reprinted more than
any other text of its time, excluding the Bible. In that work, the author lists
the 5\garious types of hawks considered appropriate for the different stations of
life.

The eagle, the vultuf8,and the merloun for an emperor.
The ger-faulcon, and the tercel of the ger-faulcon, for a king.
The faulcon gentle, and the tercel gentle, for a prince.
The faulcon of the rock, for a duke.

The faulcon peregrine, for an earl.

The bastard! for a baron.

The sacre, and the sacret, for a knight.

The laner, and the laneret, for an esquire.

The marlyon, for a lady.

The hobby, for a young man.

The gos-hawk, for a yeoman.

The tercel, for a poor man.

The sparrow-hawk, for a priest

The musket, for a holy water clerk.

The kesterel, for a knave or servant.

There is no evidence that such a listing was ever put into force. Rétiser,
one illustration of the medieval propensity to define human activity byostat

Ball Play

There is no evidence that the military elite of Angl-Norman times were ball
players. While there are some illustrations which suggest the importance of
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ball games for women and childrénthe men seem to have preferred the
vigorous pursuits provided by their horses, hawks, and dogs. Even by Chau-
cer's time, the “parfait knight” of his prologue is hardly a gamé3ter.

During the fourteenth century, however, this indifference to ball play began to
soften. The modification was due in part to French influencejeiorde
paume,an early form of handball, was played in the courtyards of castles and
monasteries there. During this time, the first walled-in courts began to appear
andjeu de courte paunmigecame differentiated frojeu de longue paunighe
outdoor gamej! The former type (which became known in England as
“real” or “court” tennis) combined the hazard of a net with the buttressed
walls of cloister or courtyard. The French origin of court tennis is attested by
the French terminology of the ganf@edans, grilleetc.) and by the fact the
earliest prosecutions of unlawful tennis in England came from towns near the
French coast, e.gCanterbury and later Lydd. By 1370, tennis was en-
trenched enough that Chaucer could assume a general familiarity with the
game in hisTroilus and Crysede:

But canstow pleyen racket to and fro
Nette in, dokke, now this, now that, Pandfre

By the mid-fifteenth century, the demand for tennis implements was substan-
tial enough that Edward IV was petitioned to prevent the import of tennis
balls. In response, a monopoly was granted to the ironmongers for this pur-
pose. From th&egister of the Ironmongers’ Compadyring 1454- 1533, it is
apparent that they sold balls in large quantities throughout the Sérind.

fact, the size of some of the orders (ten gross, twenty-five gross, etc.) and
repetition of certain names suggests that some of the sales may have been to
the proprietors of tennis courts.

If the wealthy pursued the game within the closed quarters of their great
houses or at the “public” courts in town, the poor did not have these possibil-
ities. Like hunting and military exercises, tennis’ history is a record of social
discrimination. The first prohibition thought to be aimed at tennis (among
other games) was by Edward Il in 1365. That king forbade all able-bodied
men under pain of imprisonment to “meddle in hurling of stones, loggats,
quoits, handball, football, club ball, cambuc, cockfighting, and other games
of no value.®® Instead they were constrained to practice archery. This is re-
peated by Richard Il in 1389. However, now there is a new element: “That no
Servant of Husbandry, or Labourer, nor Servant [or] Artificer, nor of Victu-
aller, shall bear . . . any Sword, nor Dagd&rihstead, they “shall have
Bows and Arrows, and use the same on Sundays and Holydays” rather than
pursue the above games. By 1410, Henry IV slapped a penalty of six days’
imprisonment on the offendef®.

During the fifteenth century, tennis rated more specific attention in these pro-
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nouncements. In theroceedings of the Court of the Common Coundilon-
don in 1476, one may read:

My lord the Maire chargeth and commaundeth that manner persone what degree of condicion he
be haff suffer any temys playing, play at the Cloich [bowls] or the Cailes [nine-pins] to be used in
his hous or his ground.

By 1477, Edward IV proclaimed that no “person should use any unlawful
Games as Dice, Caoits, Tenis, and such like Games . . . upon Pain to have
imprisonment of three years. . .2”In London, the Common Council in
1480 again focused this ordinance more specifically on laborers, servants, and
apprentice$® This was continued by Henry VIl in 1495 who proclaimed that

noon apprentice ne srvaunt of husbandry, laborer ner srvaunt artificer play . . . the Tenys
Closshe Dise Cardes Bowles nor any other unlawful game in no wise out of Chffstmas.

The association of tennis with bowling and dice in these proclamations sug-
gests strongly that tennis was a gambling sport at this time. Furthermore, the
records of the Ironmongers make it likely that public courts (perhaps attached
to inns) were now in existence. It is also apparent that the brunt of these at-
tacks on tennis was directed at young laborers who presumably would be bet-
ter off at archery practice or at work. The elite had their téhniand the

poor continued to play where they could. Often their playground was the

street or churchyard as this complaint by the Bishop of Exeter Cathedral in

1417 makes plain:

Atte whych tymes, and in especial, in tyme of dyvyne service, ungoodly rules people, most cus-
tomably yong people of the said comminalte, have exercised unlawful games, as the toppe, penny
prykke, and most atte tenys, by the which the walls of the saide Cloistre have been defowled and
the geI?ass wyndowes all to brost, as it openly sheweth, contraries to all good and goostly gode-
nesse.

This pattern ofprohibition and permission thenontinued during théfudor
period wherthe popularity of tennis boome{.

Sport and Social Hierarchy

This paper was instigated by a desire to make some assessment of sport in
medieval England and, on that basis, to draw broader conclusions about the
nature and significance of sport in society. While it is clear from the previous
summaries that each sport seems to have had its own pattern and pace of de-
velopment, certain similarities do emerge.

Medieval sport is interesting because it showcases what might be called “cul-
tural” discrimination’® In this pattern, an elite (or some other group with

power to enforce its ambitions) attempts to reserve an entire category of ac-
tivity for its exclusive use. As has been indicated, the prominent members of

31



society had their jousting, their hawks and hounds, and later tennis. The lower
orders were directed away from these activities toward archery practice; fur-
thermore, they possessed their own traditions of mass peasant’games.

Such a scheme is difficult to enforce, particularly amidst the shifting condi-
tions of the Middle Ages, when new types of free men were becoming power-
ful in the towns. Since a broad category like hunting could not be reserved, it
was more practical to specify the conditions under which one could hunt or
detail the kinds of hunting permissible. A basic method of discrimination then
was to limit access to land, with the further proviso that only certain animals
could be taken. Another effort was to limit the possession of the implements
by which game could be taken. At points during this period, villagers were
forbidden to possess a bow with sharp arrows near the king's forests or to own
large dogs which had not been hobbidttempts to prevent the possession

of ferrets, nets, or “other engines” have been noted as well.

With this reference to the difficulties of enforcement, it is time to comment
more clearly on the first of two questions posed by Veblen’s analysis: How is
social “distance” or discrimination maintained in the sporting world? The
medieval materials suggest the importance of at least four different kinds of
mechanisms by which people may be excluded from an activity. A first is
wealth. Only great wealth could have outfitted the participants in the later
tourney and supported the magnificent displays which surrounffedalth

was a necessity to falconry, and land ownership was a basis of hunting rights.
Furthermore, it was central to the development of court tennis, where access
to a large room with certain characteristics was required. Of course, economic
criteria remain as important mechanisms in the modern world; a poor person
simply cannot assemble the implements pertinent to yachting or polo.

A second criterion, which was more important during the Middle Ages than
today, isknowledge A person cannot embark upon an activity in its proper
form because he does not know how. During the Renaissance, the explosion
in book production (including how-to sporting manuals) meant that middle-
class people now had access to the intricacies of upper-class life. During the
Middle Ages, such knowledge still depended on socialization and oral trans-
mission. Thus, the amazing welter of terminology (often French) and tech-
nique which surrounded hawking, hunting, and real tennis (which is among
the most complicated ball games in the world) guaranteed that practitioners of
these arts could keep them safe from imitations.

A third factor (which also seems to have been more important then than now)
was statusor prestige.Certain activities simply were deemed unsuitable or
inappropriate for certain group$Because of the smaller number of occupa-
tions, the role of guilds in defining the duties of each group, and the restric-
tions on mobility (both from place to place and up and down the status sys-
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tem), relatively clear portraits of the various ranks of life might be etched.
Medieval society was a web of corporately-situated individuals. Differences
between these groups might be expressed in terms of dress, weapons owned,
titles or names, punishments under the law, language spoken, etc. In this con-
text, sport (and leisure more generally) was not a sidelight but rather a funda-
mental way of expressing group membership.

Normally, these three criteria work together to keep an elite version of an
activity distinctive. However, during times of social change or disagreement,
other mechanisms may be required. In this regaotitical poweris the abil-

ity to call upon others (especially the state) to enforce one’s ambitions. During
the Middle Ages, sport became a subject for law. Hunters without a certain
property qualification might be punished for overstepping their rights as might
the tennis-playing apprentice or the poor man who kept for his own the hawk
he found. Thus, most of the sporting proclamations came after the mid-four-
teenth century-when new categories of free men were deviating from the
proprieties of the old rural order.

The second question posed by Veblen's analysis concerned the causes of for-
mality and display in sport. In essence, this has meant the proliferation of
normative elements (i.e., rules and values) for an activity and the ostentatious
performance of individuals within this context. The player not only tries to
win; he tries to win in a courteous or socially graceful manner. To some ex-
tent, this growth of “artificial” challenges or obligations is related inversely
to political or economic consequences of the sport. As the medieval materials
show, the early tourney highlighted both military training and economic re-
wards; the free-wheeling battles of that time stand in stark contrast to the regi-
mented individual displays which pertain after the event lost these characteris-
tics. Likewise, both falconry and tennis were activities which had little
economic or military relevance; hence, they developed in fairly formal ways.

In general, formality and display are characteristics which reflect the superior-
ity of the group over the individual. The former is produced when individuals
submit to a collective framework of values and norms; the latter, when they
orient themselves toward gaining the regard of that group. In this light, regu-
lations may be enforced by the group leader. In the late medieval case, this
leader was often the king, who wished to control the behavior of his subordi-
nates. The kings’ regulation of the military tourney was motivated by a desire
to manage potentially hostile groups of armed men, to gain some revenue in
the bargain, and to reaffirm a secular ethic (i.e., military chivalry) in the face
of Church prohibitions. These are fairly specific concerns; however, Weber
suggests that this interest in formality and the inculcation of values was a gen-
eral characteristic of the patrimonial rufdrThis emphasis was opposed by
his vassals, who yearned for individual exploits. Just as the de-centralized
aspects of feudalism bred a competition among the elite and a glorification of
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the game, so centralized authority imparted formality upon these competi-
tions. This theme has been treated as well by Elias, who argues that it was this
ultimate centralization that led to “courtly” or “civilized” manners in gen-
eral®

Finally, the development of formality may be related to a group’s need to
solidify its identity (i.e., its social position and ethos). McFarlane has argued
that this need existed for the elite during the late feudal p&ois his thesis

that between 1300 and 1500 there occurred a stricter definition of the ruling
group and a greater differentiation between its members. In 1300, a dozen or
so earls shared their nobility with perhaps 3000 lesser landowners; by 1500, a
small and graded class of fifty to sixty was predomifiaihis growth of a
herditary peerage was accompanied by a general diminution of the knight
(what McFarlane calls “bastard feudalism”), by a proliferation of the gentry,
and by a more aggressive attitude toward agriculture. In the case of the tour-
ney at least, this intra-class differentiation promoted greater exclusiveness and
formality. It may also have been pertinent to the increased sophistication of
hunting or tennis. Under such conditions, sport for the elite was as much a
ritual of group solidarity (vis-a-vis contending elements of the gentry or bour-
geoisie) as it was an occasion for competition with the group itself.

To return to Veblen, it seems that ritualism and display are not “natural”
conditions of elite sport; rather they depend on special circumstances. Fur-
thermore, it appears that the two questions which have been posed here may
be related. As cultural discrimination became more difficult to enforce (due to
the new categories of freemen with time and money), formality and display
became more exaggerated. Thu§He Theoryf the Leisure Clasfinds any
parallel to feudal life, it is in the later Middle Ages. It is at that time that the
new categories of free men with money and time, the taste for luxuries, the
solidification of a noble class, and the general status-striving made conspicu-
ous display and formality an important part of hunting, ball play, and military
sports.
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