
Research Notes  and  Queries

Murrey, the  Yorkist livery colour

Several members  have asked what colour  was murrey, one of the two Yorkist
livery colours, murrey and blue.

The definitions provided by the  Middle English Dictionary and the  Oxford
English Dictionary provide a useful  start.  The word is now an archaic one for a
colour like that of the mulberry, morum  in Latin, a raspberry-shaped fruit of a
purple-red colour. In the middle ages  ‘murrey' was  also  used as the name for  a
dish  flavoured or coloured  with  mulberries and for cloth of the colour. It has
also been used, popularly, to describe the heraldic tincture of sanguine. The
Dictionaries’quotations, showing the usage of the word, go  back  to 1305, but
the word is certainly older  and can be found in the textile trade in 1250 (G. de
Poerck, La  Draperie Médiévale  en  Flandre,  Bruges 1951, vol.  2, pp.l30-l3l).

Murrey was one of  a vast  range of reds produced by the medieval  dyer:
there were  more  medieval words to define and distinguish reds than any other
colour.  They ranged .from the luxurious pure scarlets, through the crimsons,
vermilions, roses  and madders to the  tones  that had a  base  of blue, murrey and
sanguine.  Then  came the bluer tones of the  violets, ‘sadder than your murreys’
(i.e. more sombre, MED 1475 quotation) and the ‘sad blue murrey’ (OED 1483
quotation).  The shade of a murrey was affected by the varying predominance of
its  base  colour  blue, derived from woad, or its subsequent red wash. The red
might  come  from one of the standard red dyes  such  as madder, orchil or
brazilwood, or it  might  be enhanced by ‘grain’, the expensive kermes insect that
produced the finest  scarlet  when used alone. It was then murrey ‘in grain’, the
best  murrey.  Blue  was a good and  highly desirable colour but it could rarely
compete  with a red ‘in  grain’ in the estimation of any fifteenth century man or
woman. (De Poerck, vol.  I, pp.lSO-l68, 175-184; W. Partridge, A Practical
Treatise  on  Dying,  ed. J. de L. Mann and K. G.  Ponting, Edington 1973,
pp.240-l, 248-50; J. H. Munro, The Medieval Scarlet  .  . . in  Cloth  and  Clothing
in  Medieval Europe: Essays  in  memory ofE.  M.  Carus- Wilson, ed. N. B. Harte
and K. G. Ponting, London  [984; E. M. Carus-Wilson, The Woollen Industry,
in The  Cambridge Economic History of Europe, vol. 2, 2nd ed. 1987, pp.629-80,
634.)

The colour of  a  cloth  chosen for a  livery was an accurate indication of its
quality and the status of the  person  wearing it. The  lord chancellor  and justices
of England received royal  livery of scarlet, murrey, sanguine or  violet  in the
fifteenth-century —  the expensive  colours reflected  the importance of the
offices. The mayor and  aldermen  of  London  were careful to  choose scarlet  for
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their  dress  when  they greeted the  king, and the  City’s  commoners wore murrey
in 1465, I483  and 1485 when  they went to meet Queen Elizabeth Woodville,
Richard 111 and  Henry VII.  (A. F. Sutton, Order and Change in  Clothes  .  .  .  in
Cloth  and  Fashion  ed. N. B. Harte, Pasold Institute, London, forthcoming.)
The select order of serjeants at law  also  chose their own  livery and by 1521 had
fixed  their colours  as murrey and  blue, described  accurately by a Chief Justice
in  1541  as ‘very sumptuous and precious colours' (J. H. Baker, The  Order  of the
Serjeants  at  Law.  Selden Society Supplementary Series  vol.  5, 1985, pp.76, 298).
The  Yorkists  chose their  livery colours  well  — in  contrast  the Tudor choice of
white and green  which  was  limited  to heraldry and the  dress  of the more  menial
members of  their  household  by the late fifteenth and the  sixteenth  centuries.

Lozenges  of murrey and  blue  can still be seen surroundihg Edward  lV’s
rose  en  soleil  in the margins of his  books  which survive in the Royal  Library.
White  roses  decorated  the  murrey and blue jackets of his household in 1480
when he was visited by his  sister  Margaret, Dowager Duchess of  Burgundy:
yeomen and bargemen had  woollen  jackets  in  these colours, while  knights  and
esquires  had  velvet  and satin  jackets. Their  roses  were  also graded in  size
according to rank. (N. H.  Nicolas, Privy Purse Expenses  of Elizabeth  of York
and the  Wardrobe Accounts  of Edward  IV. London I830, pp.l63-6, and see
Sutton  op.  cit, passim.)

THE  EDITOR

'  ‘Ricardian Index 1979-1984
A  comprehensiVe  author and subject index to articles,

notes and reviews in all issues of The  Ricardian,
Nos.  64-87.

£1 incl. postage and packing, from:

Miss A. E. Smith,
14 Lincoln Road,

Guildford, Surrey GU2 6TJ

Cheques _to be payable to the Richard 111 Society.

I98


