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This important new study examines the market trade of medieval
England from a new perspective, by providing a wide-ranging critique
of the moral and legal imperatives that underpinned retail trade. James
Davis shows how market-goers were influenced not only by practical and
economic considerations of price, quality, supply and demand, but also
by the moral and cultural environment within which such deals were
conducted. This book draws on a broad range of cross-disciplinary
evidence, from the literary works of William Langland and the ser-
mons of medieval preachers, to state, civic and guild laws. Davis scru-
tinises everyday market behaviour through case studies of small and
large towns, using the evidence of manor and borough courts. From
these varied sources, Davis teases out the complex relationship between
morality, law and practice and demonstrates that even the influence of
contemporary Christian ideology was not necessarily incompatible with
efficient and profitable everyday commerce.
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Notes to the text

Currency and measures

A pound sterling (£) consisted of 20 shillings (s., ‘solidus’) and 240
pence (d., ‘denarius’), with 12 pence to a shilling. A ‘mark’ was worth
two-thirds of a pound (13s. 4d.) and a ‘groat’ was worth 4d.

A ‘quarter’ was a dry measure, equivalent to eight ‘bushels’; a bushel
was equivalent to eight gallons. Other measures included the ‘peck’,
which was equivalent to two gallons or a quarter of a bushel, the pottle
or potel (1/2 gallon) and the ‘quart’ (1/4 gallon). The ell was a measure of
length, particularly for cloth, equivalent to 45 inches in England.

The troy pound was mostly used for money and bread and often delin-
eated in pounds, shillings and pence: 20 pennies to an ounce, 12 ounces
to a pound (lb.), 64 lb. to a bushel, and 512 lb. to a quarter. A tower
pound consisted of 5,400 barley grains, a troy pound of 5,760 barley
grains, and an avoirdupois pound (of 16 ounces) of 7,000 barley grains.
Many other scales were also employed throughout the period covered by
this book, with numerous local variations.

Extracts from contemporary texts

The original Middle English versions of vernacular texts are given where
possible, and modern English translations are provided for certain dif-
ficult words or passages. Middle English includes the letters þ (thorn),
generally pronounced ‘th’, and з (yogh), similar to ‘gh’. Translations of
Middle English, Latin and French texts are either the author’s own or
taken from published sources as referenced.
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