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We, as a group, portray a very small section of Elizabethan society. Within our numbers there are many classes and ranks which, in general, echo Elizabethan society as a whole. We have both servants and nobles with different stations and degrees in each category. Not every servant is a groom; not every noble is an earl. 

We are trying to show the audience how Elizabethan society functions; how different ranks and stations interact with each other on a daily basis. Today we live in what is commonly called "a classless society". This is not quite true, but most people like to think of the United States in that way. Members of the DuPont, Trump, Rockefeller, Kennedy or Astor families do not, as a rule, mingle with or associate themselves with people from the ghetto, barrio, or hood. Children of these families don't, usually, attend the same schools as poor children, and there, generally, isn't much intermarriage. It is the same way with our mock nobility or famous personalities. Would you expect Elizabeth Taylor to stay at a Motel 6?; eat at a Denny's Restaurant?; fly coach on an airplane? No. A star's life is considered glamorous; something more than what the average Joe and his family have on a day-to-day basis. Class in the United States has to do with fame and fortune. Not so in Elizabethan England, where class was based on birth. 

Our main goal as a group, as I understand it, is to show life in the court of Elizabeth I. To do that, we have to understand that in the Elizabethan culture class consciousness, station, place, and rank affected everything these people did or thought. It was such a basic or common knowledge that they didn't think about it at all. Scholars and theologians may have sat around and discussed The Great Chain of Being and how all men deserved certain rights but no-one else did. It just was. But times were starting to change and, eventually, a civil war would be needed to settle the problem. But that is in our future. Unless you are Dr. Dee and have a crystal ball you can't even imagine what the world would be like if class and rank didn't exist. 

For us, as actors, to portray this society properly, we must understand The Great Chain of Being. To put it simply, the Elizabethans believed that there was and should be a place for everything and everything was and should be in its place. Even today, in these supposedly modern times, it feels good to belong, to find your niche, your place in life, your vocation, your calling. But finding your calling doesn't mean that it might not change. The same was true in Elizabethan times; you could be knighted or even ennobled. Look at the Earl of Leicester. He was ennobled. So was Burghley. It didn't happen very often, but it could and sometimes did happen. 

In the Great Chain of Being, the Queen is the highest ranking or highest link in the chain here on Earth in England. She, in turn, is but a link in that portion of the Chain held by Princes of the Body. Above them comes the nine orders of angels and, finally, at the top of the chain, God. Below her are the Peers of the Realm, both Temporal and Spiritual. Then everyone else in pretty much the same order as we practice at rehearsals. That is what precedence is all about. Where you stand in relation to others on the Great Chain of Being. 

Reputation is very important to the Elizabethans. A man's reputation is maintained by those who are in a relationship with him, be they higher or lower in station. An earl's servants take part of their rank from their master. If he is a drunkard and a lout the servants' reputation will fall because they let the master be seen that way in public. If the earl's servants are drunkards and louts it reflects on the master because he let them be seen that way in public. It is a vicious circle. 

There is an interdependency among the links in the Chain. They are interacting all the time. For example; a nobleman takes care of his people (servants, tenants, etc.) because it not only is expected, though that is some of it, but is the right thing to do. Noblesse oblige. Nobility obliges. It doesn't mean that a noble is compelled to do something against his will, he does it because it is what he is supposed to do. It's an obligation. With rank comes responsibility. Those born to rank know this intrinsically. Those who are not born to that station have a harder time of it. For example, Sir Ralph Sadler, who was notoriously mean to his tenants, was a horrible rack-renter. Rack-renters raised the rents on property to the point that tenants paid most of what they earned on rent. Whereas older families would probably let the rents slide if the crops had failed, rack-renters would demand payment and, if the tenant was unable to pay, would put the tenants out. 

One of the comforting things about the relationships between those in the Great Chain is the knowledge that you will be cared for when you can no longer care for yourself. This is especially true between masters and servants. When Aunt Polly can no longer clean a room because her back hurts too bad she may be set to do the mending. When her eyes can no longer thread the needle she may be given the task of looking after the household children and when she can no longer do that she'll just be allowed to sit in the sun and be taken care of. A noble's tenants can expect much the same treatment. That is why members of the old guard nobility distrust these new men. How can you trust someone who doesn't take care of their own when they are in need? 

So, how do we show the audience class differences? Clothes are an obvious answer. But there are other ways also. Speech patterns. Even though BFA is probably very much like the speech of the nobility of the time it is not used by members of the Guild of St. George because it sounds common to the modern ear. Instead we use a modified BBC type of speech. The use of "thee and thou" also shows the difference in rank. Another method of showing rank is deference. The reverence and the removal of a man's cap are the primary methods of showing deference, but manners are also an example of deference. A man will stand when a woman walks into an area and offer her a chair. Friends reverence each other even if they are of equal rank. A gentleman will remove his cap while talking to someone of higher station. 

This is just a short article on a subject that was very near and dear to the Elizabethans' hearts. If you would like some more information on The Great Chain of Being may I recommend The Elizabethan World Picture by E.M.W. Tillyard. 

SOCIAL HISTORY

http://www.directcon.net/wander/lizsoc.htm

In order to understand the clothes the Elizabethans wore, you must understand why they wore them. To do this, you need to know how their society worked.
The Elizabethan social world was based on a concept known as The Great Chain Of Being. This was the idea that everyone had their own, God-ordained position in society. The top of the chain was God, directly below God was the Queen and everyone else was below her, in descending degrees of importance. 
While this social order was beginning to break down, it still held true in general. People had their rigidly ordered stations in life, and their clothing reflected who they were.
The social order is often broken into peasants, middle class, and nobles. 
Peasants were the agricultural laborers and their families. they usually lived their entire lives in one small village, working the land owned by the nobleman of the area. They had little leisure time and almost no cash. Their clothing was limited and designed for practicality.
Middle class people were the artisans, craftsmen, servants, and small merchants. Their clothing was still practical but also reflected that they had a bit more leisure time and a bit of money to spend on clothing. Servants of this class were likely to wear livery uniforms provided by their employers. 
The wealthy middle class were the prosperous merchants, the highly skilled artisans, and the servants of nobles. They had money to spend on clothing, and they were the one social class with overriding ambition to climb the social ladder, so their clothing was often very fashionable. There were legal restrictions on what they could wear, called "Sumptuary laws". Sumptuary laws set fines for people who wore clothing above their station. They were usually ineffective because they added the additional status of having been able to afford to pay the sumptuary tax on the garment in question!
Nobles were the high status knights, earls, countesses, etc, who comprised "high society". Since they were often in attendance on the Queen, their clothing reflected their wealth and their respect for her position. Clothing at that time held approximately the same value that cars do today for reflecting social and financial status. Some noblemen's suits were literally covered with jewels, and might have a value equivalent to hundreds of thousands of dollars today. 
The highest person in the land, and therefore the best dressed, was her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth I. Elizabeth's clothing reached an unprecedented level of artifice and onament. One reason for this was simple propaganda. Her claim to the throne was uneasy, and needed to be shored up. One of the ways she did this was to represent herself as beyond human-- the Faery Queen. The outrageous styles she affected helped convey the impression. 
Men's clothing, in particular, reached its ascendancy with Elizabeth's reign. When the Queen is a single woman who is known to be fond of handsome men, catching her eye becomes very important. 
All these factors led to one of the most clothes conscious cultures ever. To a costumer, few periods offer the range of challenges that this one does. 
A Brief Overview of the Legal System During Elizabeth's Reign
by Fred Louaillier http://guildofstgeorge.com/courts.htm
The first thing one needs to be aware of is that I am concentrating on Elizabeth's reign only, not before and after -- this is a legal system very much in transition. Also, there are as many different courts in the Tudor kingdom, mostly minor, as we have special election districts, school districts, air quality districts and the like. I'm only touching on the major points and there are many, many exceptions to what I'm about to say. Still, this is enough to bedazzle and confuse your audience.

The first major judicial system I will deal with are the so-called "Councilor Courts." The Councilor Courts derive their authority from the fact they are the sovereign's council. There are three significant Councilor Courts: 

· Star Chamber. Star Chamber is the Privy Council's alter ego. The judges are the Privy Councilors, the Attorney Generals for the Ancient Courts and one or two others. Their remit is very limited in that they can only deal with breaches of the sovereign's peace, i.e., riot. Of course, what is defined as riot is sometimes flexible. It could not execute a man nor take his property. It could only fine, imprison, or other like punishments (pillory, etc.). It can deal with the cause of the riot as well, thus broadening it's authority out again. It's often confused with the council because it issued its orders in the same form as orders from the Privy Council, simply substituting the words "Star Chamber" for "Privy Council."

· Court of Requests. It was always a special court for poor men's causes -- people who were too poor to get into Common Pleas. The chief judge during the early part of the reign is Dr. Thomas Wilson, Doctor at Law, also a Privy Councilor.

· Court of the Duchy Chamber of Lancaster. This is one of the three Palatine Courts, the other two being Durham and Chester. Like the other two courts, it reviewed all cases that occurred in its jurisdiction, rather than sending them on to the courts at Westminster or the Assizes. Unlike the other two, its jurisdiction was not just the county for which it was named. Crown property all over England was administered by the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster. As a result, any offense occurring on any of the property anywhere in England went into the Duchy court. Since the Duchy court was better staffed and more efficient -- with a smaller case load -- therewas an effort on the part of plaintiffs and the other central courts in London to push as much as possible onto the Duchy court. The law administered is the same law -- Common Law -- but it was faster and bettered carried out. The Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, who was the supreme legal officer for the Duchy is Sir Ralph Sadler.

There are two extensions of the Privy Council that are very significant in a study of the legal system. First is the Council of the North. By Elizabeth's time, it was essentially a mini-privy council dealing with the northern counties. It has the Star Chamber type of authority for dealing with riot in it's jurisdiction, and Chancery created a sub-office in York under itsauthority, sending cases there.

The other important one is the Council of Wales. It has the same authority in relationship to Wales as the Council of the North does to the Northern Counties.The activities of both are carefully monitored by the Privy Council in London.

The other important courts are the Ancient Courts. They are comprised of the three courts in Westminster and Chancery court. The three in Westminster are: 

· Court of King's Bench. It oversees all cases which touch the king, especially criminal cases of allkinds. It also, if you can prove a technical error in your case, you can try to appeal it to King's Bench, they might hear it.

· Court of Common Pleas. It covers all suits between party and party, i.e., civil law. It is by far the busiest and the slowest. No one wants to go there.

· Court of Exchequer Pleas. Originally a financial court, by Elizabeth's time it handled a large number ofcivil suits and in 1579, Parliament passed statutes to convert it into aparallel Court of Common Pleas. It handled the same types of cases as Common Pleas and claimed it was co-equal. This created so much trouble that as of1589, the two chief justices met on a regular basis to keep them from coming into conflict. They were partially successful.

Chancery Court liked to call itself a court of common sense. You went there if the law was so ancient it obviously produced an injustice, or if the civil law hadn't caught up with whatever your problem was.

Other significant courts are the Admiralty Court -- if it's a crime and occurson the sea, it is under the authority of the Lord Admiral. It may be considered a "councilor court."

There is also the Stannery Court, which deals with mines and mineral rights and some other things.

The other very important court system is the Ecclesiastical Courts. These are divided into two types -- Courts Ordinary and the High Commission. 

Courts Ordinary covered the following types of offenses: misbehavior of the clergy. Certain types of misbehavior by the laity, marriages, problems betweenthe laity and clergy, failure to pay tithes, and what is arguably the single most important function that touches everyone -- probate is under the ecclesiastical courts. For example, the will of Sir Ralph Sadler was probated in the Archbishop of Canterbury's court.

The High Commission is just what is sounds like. It is a commission that also sits as a court monitoring and controlling all church activities. Big Father is watching you. It's a court of Ecclesiastics and laymen. In the first part of the reign, the laymen slightly outnumbered the clergy. From 1580 on, the balance went slightly the other way. For our purposes, it is nine members --Matthew Parker, Archbishop of Canterbury, the Bishop of York, the Bishop of London, and the Bishop of Winchester and the following laymen: Sir Francis Walsingham, Sir Ralph Sadler, Sir Francis Knollys, Dr. Thomas Wilson, Sir Francis Bacon.

It is interesting to note that Elizabeth never seems to have put any peers on the High Commission and all the laymen were Privy Councilors.

One final note: there are dozens of minor courts. Manorial courts, whose authority is rapidly vanishing, Pied Powder Court, who administered justice atfairs relating to commercial matters, and a ton of others much to numerous to mention.



This article first appeared in the April 1996 issue of The Court Newsletter.
© 1994 by Fred Louaillier. All rights reserved. 

Order of Precedence in the Sixteenth Century
Compiled by Shelly Monson
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Note: Here is the list of precedence as it stands now. I am deliberately not putting dates on it because they make no sense. We just have to take it as an absolute. In the Lords Journals when they move people around, they don't talk about dates, they talk about putting A before B and after C. So, they thought of it as an absolute too. 

Regards,
Shelley Monson, January 25, 1999
[ MS Word.doc -20kb ] 

Order of Precedence - by Title 
Dukes
Norfolk

Marquises
Northampton (extinct 1571)
Winchester

Earls


Arundel
Oxford
Northumberland
Westmorland
Shrewsbury
Kent
Derby
Worcester
Rutland
Cumberland
Sussex
Huntingdon
Bath
Warwick
Southampton
Bedford
Pembroke
Hertford
Leicester
Essex* (cr. 1572)
Lincoln* (cr. 1572)
Nottingham* (cr. 1597)

Viscounts
Hereford* (before 1572)
Montague
Howard of Bindon

Barons


Abergavenny
Audley
Clinton* (before 1572)
Zouche of Haringworth|
Willoughby d'Eresby
de la Ware** (after 1597)
Berkeley
Morley
Dacre of the North (of Gillesland & Greystoke) (in abeyance 1569)
Dacre of the South (of Herstmonceaux)
Cobham of Kent
Stafford of Stafford
Grey de Wilton
Scrope of Bolton
Dudley
Latimer of Braybrooke
Stourton
Lumley
Mountjoy
Ogle of Bothall
Darcy of Menell & Aston
Monteagle
Sandys of the Vyne
Vaux of Harrowden
Windsor of Stanwell
Wentworth of Nettlestead
Burgh of Gainsburgh
Mordaunt of Turvey
St. John of Basing
Cromwell of Ulcombe
Eure of Witton
Wharton of Wharton
Rich of Leze
Willoughby of Parham
Sheffield of Butterwick
Paget of Beaudesert
Darcy of Chiche
Howard of Effingham* (before 1597)
North of Kirtling


Chandos of Sudeley
Hastings of Loughborough (extinct 1572)
Hunsdon
St. John of Bletso
Buckhurst de la Ware** (before 1597)
Burghley
Compton Cheney of Toddington (extinct 1587)
Norris of Rycote
Howard de Walden (cr. 1597)

*listed under two titles
**listed twice, because his precedence was changed by Parliament in 1597

	Order of Precedence - by Gender
	 

	Men

Dukes, by date of creation
Marquesses
Dukes' eldest sons [rank as marquesses]
Earls
Marquesses' eldest sons [rank as earls]
Dukes' younger sons [rank as earls]
Viscounts
Earls' eldest sons [rank as viscounts]
Marquesses' younger sons [rank as viscounts]
Bishops
Barons
Viscounts' eldest sons [rank as barons]
Earls' younger sons [rank as barons]
Barons' eldest sons [rank above knights banneret]
Knights Banneret Viscounts' younger sons [rank as knights banneret]
Barons' younger sons [rank as knights banneret]
Knights Bachelor
Knights Bannerets' sons
Knights Bachelors' sons
	Women

Duchesses, by date of creation of their Dukes
Marchionesses, by date of creation [etc. for all ranks . . .]
Dukes' daughters who are sole heirs [rank as marchionesses]
Dukes' eldest sons' wives [rank as marchionesses]
Dukes' daughters* by date of father's creation [rank as marchionesses]
Countesses
Marquesses' daughters who are sole heirs [rank as countesses]
Marquesses' eldest sons' wives [rank as countesses]
Marquesses' daughters* [rank as countesses]
Dukes' younger sons' wives [rank as countesses]
Viscountesses
Earls' daughters who are sole heirs [rank as viscountesses]
Earls' eldest sons' wives [rank as viscountesses]
Earls' daughters* [rank as viscountesses]
Marquesses' younger sons' wives [rank as viscountesses]
Baronesses
Viscounts' daughters who are sole heirs [rank as baronesses]
Viscounts' eldest sons' wives [rank as baronesses]
Viscounts' daughters* [rank as baronesses]
Earls' younger sons' wives [rank as baronesses]
Barons' daughters who are sole heirs
Barons' eldest sons' wives
Barons' daughters **
Knights' Bannerets' wives
Viscounts' younger sons' wives
Barons' younger sons' wives
Maids of Honour
Knights Bachelors' wives
Knights Bannerets' daughters
Knights Bachelors' daughters
Ranks listed in italics supplied by SM.
Blood Royal outranks older date of creation.
* If married to a baron or above, go by husband's rank, and if married to a knight or below, go by birth rank.
** If married to a man below the degree of a knight, follow the knights' wives.


 

Order of Precedence - Combined

Dukes
Duchesses
Marquesses
Marchionesses
Dukes' eldest sons
Dukes' daughters who are sole heirs
Dukes' eldest sons' wives
Dukes' daughters*
Earls
Countesses
Marquesses' eldest sons
Marquesses' daughters who are sole heirs
Marquesses' eldest sons' wives
Marquesses' daughters*
Dukes' younger sons
Dukes' younger sons' wives
Viscounts
Viscountesses
Earls' eldest sons
Earls' daughters who are sole heirs
Earls' eldest sons' wives
Earls' daughters*
Marquesses' younger sons
Marquesses' younger sons' wives
Bishops
Barons
Baronesses
Viscounts' eldest sons
Viscounts' daughters who are sole heirs
Viscounts' eldest sons' wives
Viscounts' daughters*
Earls' younger sons
Earls' younger sons' wives
Barons' eldest sons
Barons' daughters who are sole heirs
Barons' eldest sons' wives
Barons' daughters"
Knights Banneret
Knights Bannerets' wives
Viscounts' younger sons
Viscounts' younger sons' wives
Barons' younger sons
Barons' younger sons' wives
Knights Bachelor
Maids of Honour
Knights Bachelors' wives
Knights Bannerets' sons
Knights Bachelors' sons
Knights' Bannerets' daughters
Knights' Bachelors' daughters
Ranks listed in italics supplied by SM.
List interfiling sexes by SM; original source only gave each sex alone.
* If married to a baron or above, go by husband's rank, and if married to a knight or below, go by birth rank.
** If married to a man below the degree of a knight, follow the knights' wives.
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