
CHAPTER 8

Beds

Privacy and Prestige

Tudor and Elizabethan beds were big. Paul Hentzner visited Windsor castle in 
1578 where he saw ña chamber in which are the royal beds of Henry VII. and his 
queene, of Edward VI., and of Anne Bullen (Boleyn), all of them eleven feete 
square, and covered with quilts shining with gold and silver.ò Even these royal 
beds were dwarfed by the bed made for the Duke of Burgundy for his marriage 
to Princess Isabella of Portugal in 1430: it was a magnificent 19' long and 12' 6" 
wide.

The Great Bed of Ware, at 10' 8" square, was also huge, though made in 
about 1595 when the size of beds was decreasing. Its overlarge size gave it instant 
fame. Shakespeare wrote Twelfth Night in 1601, only half a dozen years after the 
bed was made, yet he could rely on the audience getting the point when he made 
Sir Toby Belch refer to ñas many lies as will lie in thy sheet of paper, although the 
sheet were big enough for the bed of Ware.ò 

The maker of the Astley Hall bed (figure 8.1) was like many of his col-
leagues in recognizing that furniture of this scale needed to be treated as architec-
ture: what he was really making was a private chamber within a public space. The 
scale of the bed had two effects: its exterior displayed the wealth of the owner. 
amd its interior provided him and his wife with privacy. 

In the Elizabethan period, as today, privacy was one of the most impor-
tant purchases the wealthy could make. Throughout the sixteenth century, both 
bed and dining chambers became increasingly common in the great houses. 
The bed chamber afforded a welcome personal space that was used for more 
than sleeping and dressing: inventories show that it was often equipped with 
furniture designed for writing, needlework, or chess-playing. The bed chamber 
was also used to receive high status guests and, particularly in the later seven-
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