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Abstract

This article asks what we can know of historical individuals in pre-Reformation England.While recognizing the challenges of writingmedieval biography, it
points to the opportunities offered by a range of under-utilized sources for engaging both with medieval individuals and the pre-modern world more
generally. Using the records of numerous property disputes and related cases litigated at theWestminster equity courts, it examines the actions and attitudes
of one individual: Sir Robert Constable of Flamborough (c. 1478e1537), a Yorkshire landowner who was frequently brought before the courts for his
involvement in local property disputes and ultimately implicated in the Pilgrimage of Grace. It explores Constable’s activities through themultiple and often
contradictory versions of events presented to the king, his advisors and the lawcourts, assessinghismotivations and characterwhile also recognizing that the
fragmentary nature of the evidencemeans that Constablewill always be an uncertain subject. In focussing on Constable and his connections to the lives and
landscapes around him, the article also highlights much about the experiences and agency of the medieval men and women who shared his world. It
considers the local personalities and community politics surrounding episodes of enclosure, building on recentwork by social historians, archaeologists and
historical geographers in order todrawattention to the roles played byordinaryand not-so-ordinary individuals in shaping the landscape. The paper notonly
underlines the importance of thinking geographically about the pre-modern world, but also goes some way towards ‘peopling’ the medieval countryside,
conceptualizing it as a landscape brought into being through the attitudes and actions of those living and working within it.
� 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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As Stephen Daniels and Catherine Nash note, the arts of geography
and biography have long been intertwined. In the introduction to a
special issue of the Journal of Historical Geography, they highlight a
range of historical engagements between biographical and
geographical writing arguing that ‘life histories are also... life ge-
ographies’.1 In following their lead, wemay point to two developing
areas of research in which the biographical and the geographical
impulse are seen to interact. Firstly, a number of geographers have
drawn attention to ‘the difference that thinking geographically
makes to the writing of a life’, an idea echoed by biographers and
historians influenced by the wider ‘spatial turn’ in the humanities.2

Thus, for example, the medieval historian David Gary Shaw has
argued that ‘in considering people, we need to know where their
social selves were’, arguing for a physical and geographical
perspectivewhich takes bodies, families, property, places and social
networks into account in exploring the lives of individuals.3 Sec-
ondly, geographers have themselves engaged with biographical
approaches to the past. The last twenty years have witnessed a
proliferation of books and articles drawing on geo-biographical
perspectives, often as a tool for examining the histories of the
discipline, the historical geographies of empire and women’s his-
tories and geographies, and sometimes accompanied by critical
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reflections on how the researcher’s own ‘self’ intersects with the
subject’s.4

Yet for geographers at least, biographical approaches to the past
have predominantly been an exercise in modern historiography,
only rarely touching on pre-modern lives. Most of the existing geo-
biographies take nineteenth- and twentieth-century individuals as
their subjects, although notable examples from the eighteenth
century and earlier can also be identified.5 Far fewer in number are
the geographers who have engaged with medieval or sixteenth-
century individuals, a reflection in part of geography’s recent
neglect of the Middle Ages more generally.6 Thus the royal and
saintly lives discussed by historical geographers like Rhys Jones and
David C. Harvey are very much the exception to the geo-
biographical rule.7 This paper addresses just this gap in our un-
derstanding, presenting one such medieval life geography as a way
exploring the actions and motivations of one manwhilst also going
some way towards ‘peopling’ the medieval landscape: that is, un-
derstanding the landscape as being brought into being through the
attitudes and actions of the individuals, groups and communities
living within it, many of whom it is now difficult to recover from
the archive. At the same time, in focussing on one late medieval
individual and his connections to the lives and landscape around
him, the paper explores important questions about how we can
know the pre-modern world.

The phrase ‘peopling the landscape’ has recently acquired cur-
rency within the discipline of archaeology where it is used to
describe archaeologists’ efforts to interrogate individuals’ and

communities’ interactions with past landscapes, particularly in the
context of the prehistoric landscape.8 This is not to suggest that
historians and geographers have previously been unconcerned with
the people living within past environments. Much mid-twentieth
century historical geography and economic history sought to un-
derstand the impact lords and peasant communities had on the
landscape around them. Initially conceptualized in terms of Anglo-
Saxon and Norman lords’ power to re-plan settlements and lay out
field systems, the new ‘history from below’ of the 1970s recognized
that the reactions and initiatives of ordinary villagers might also
make important contributions to change whilst nevertheless main-
taining the binary opposition between manorial authority and local
custom.9 However, the early, probably pre-Conquest origins of both
nucleated villages and open field systems mean that there is often
little in the way of surviving evidence to answer such questions and
both the lords and the other people involved in laying out both the
planned settlements of the North and the classic Midland, open field
villages remain ‘very shadowy figures’.10

More recently, social history’s interest in the negotiations, me-
diations and everyday politics taking place within e and constitu-
tive of e local communities and environments has also refocused
attention on the people living within past landscapes.11 Andy
Wood, Steve Hindle, Steve Hipkin and Nicola Whyte have all scru-
tinized the ways community politics, customary practices and local
personalities might interact to shape episodes of landscape change,
particularly in the context of enclosure and the extinguishing of
common rights in the later sixteenth and seventeenth century.12
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