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hidden graffiti
Most of the craftsmen who worked in houses such as Parham before the 20th century have left only the impress of their workmanship to indicate any individuality. They have rarely left any written evidence, so the graffiti revealed when panelling was removed in the blue room was one of the most exciting discoveries made during the Pearsons’ restoration. The words and language may give a clue to at least one of the undocumented people associated with the house in the 17th century. 

The hidden texts are clearly graffiti and not instructive epigrams in ornate lettering of the kind used to decorate other rooms in that period. At that time writing and drawing on walls was quite widespread in England. Research by Juliet Fleming (2003) on early modern graffiti has concluded that ‘the unleisured of every class wrote (usually in chalk, charcoal or marking stone) on walls, furniture and other suitable surfaces.’ Considerable amounts of text written in English and Latin have been found, but texts such as this one, in Flemish, appear to be uncommon. If the writer had been one of the Bisshopps or a guest we might expect the words to have been be more accessible and clearer.

It is more likely to have been written by a Flemish worker employed to plaster or panel the room, who may not have intended the texts to be seen. The persecution of Protestants in France and Holland had led to a steady stream of immigrants seeking safety – and employment – in England. English workers, who had always been suspicious of foreigners, saw this influx as a threat. The Flemish particularly became scapegoats for difficulties experienced by workers in a time of bad harvests, high inflation, plague, and the threat of invasion from Continental Europe.

It seems that these texts may have been concealed as soon as they were written, making their dark tone seem subversive. The Adam and Eve text was taken from a sermon given by the Lollard priest, John Ball, at the time of the peasants’ revolt in 1381. Having asked the question ‘when Adam dug, and Eve span, were there then any nobility?’, Ball exhorted his listeners to ‘cast off the yoke of bondage, and recover liberty’. Could these unhappy lines of doggerel reflect the resentment and dislike of a persecuted immigrant worker towards the unsympathetic English? The texts were written on the plaster in an educated hand but in out-of-the-way places: two high up almost at ceiling level, one above the fireplace, and the last by the door in what is now a cupboard. All are difficult to read, but have been authenticated as early 17th-century Flemish work by the Department of Manuscripts at the British Museum, which translated three of them. The fourth text, a translation of which is preserved in the Parham archives, reads: At … … en Dreck en frijve … … at stille: If you don’t do according to my will/Eats … … and dirt … and cleans …… The final piece, discovered in 2006 behind a coat-rack, is a single word, ‘model’.
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