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Despite extensive rebuilding after the Second World War, 
Exeter still contains an important group of early buildings, 
one of which is the 15th century hall of the city’s 
Company of Weavers, Fullers and Shearmen. Now 
squeezed between shop-fronts and hidden behind a 
Victorian stone facade in Fore Street, it has few visitors, 
although meetings of the Guild are still held there. Gordon 
Reid, beadle of Tuckers Hall, and responsible for its day- 
to-day running, gave us an introduction.

Built in 1471 as a chapel for the Exeter guild of woollen 
cloth workers, the hall has a fine barrel-vaulted roof and 
originally had a gallery supported by a massive oak beam. 
It was converted into a hall during the Reformation, to 
avoid confiscation; then, in 1576, the room was divided in 
two by the insertion of a new floor, the upper half forming 
the hall and the lower half a schoolroom for children of 
guild members. In the upper hall the vaulted roof can still 
be seen, and traces of early wall-painting have been found 
behind the 17th century panelling. The panelling appears 
to be much restored, and was altered to fit around the 
window recesses when the front wall was rebuilt in 1875. 
The present window panes have painted flowers and 
inscriptions closely following those by Burne-Jones and 
Webb at William Morris's Red House of the 1860s.

The furniture, consisting of two long tables, two carved 
armchairs and a set of caned chairs in 17th century style, 
all appears to date from the 19th century, but the guild has 
an interesting collection of early artefacts including 
armour, muskets, swords and wooden powder flasks found 
in 1901 when a late Tudor plaster ceiling was removed. 
Also on display are a cylindrical cash-box for subscriptions 
and fines, a voting box, and items relating to the woollen 
industry: early shuttles, a spinning-wheel and winder, and 
a large pair of metal shears for trimming woollen cloth.

The ground-floor room, currently used as an office and 
store, contains two 17th century benches. The guild has 
been successful in attracting funding to move the office to 
the building behind in order to use the room as an 
interpretation centre, and building work is currently in 
progress.

Mr Reid gave us an interesting account of the origins of 
the guild. The Company of Weavers, Tuckers and 
Shearmen regulated the woollen cloth trade in Exeter, 
which was an international centre from the 1430s until the 
end of the 18th century, most of the finished cloth being 
exported to Holland. Once the cloth was woven, the 
tuckers, (a regional name for fullers), washed and bleached 
the woven cloth using fuller’s earth and urine. Finally the 

cloth was sheared, pressed, and dyed before being sent 
abroad. At one time there were 27 water-powered woollen 
mills along the river Exe. The trade died in the early 19th 
century, unable to compete with the new coal-powered 
mills in the north of England, but the guild has continued 
as a charitable body still administering funds donated by 
early benefactors whose donations and rules are 
memorialised on large painted panels around the hall.

St Nicholas ?tiot)7
Nearby in a lane off Fore Street is another remarkable 
survival: a wing of a pre-Reformation monastery, St 
Nicholas Priory, built in the distinctive red Exeter stone. We 
were guided by the access officer, Kate Osborne, 
accompanied by Victor Chinnery who acted as consultant 
on a recent renovation project and who had kindly

Fig 1 Window dating from 1875

Fig 3 Barrel-vaulted ceiling, Tuckers Hall
Fig 2 Turned cashbox
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prepared notes for members. The building is formed of the 
guest wing and kitchen of the Benedictine priory, which 
was established in 1087 by monks sent from Battle Abbey, 
Hastings, by William the Conqueror. At the Reformation 
most of the quadrangular monastery was pulled down, and 
the remaining side converted into a town house. Only the 
Norman undercroft remains relatively unchanged.

Records suggest that from 1574 to 1602 a wealthy 
Elizabethan family, the Hursts, lived in the house. 
Accordingly, the decision was made during the recent 
renovation (2007) to present the main rooms, kitchen, 
parlour and bedchamber, as they might have appeared in 
1600. Evidence was drawn from Hursts will, the 
archaeological survey, and the orphan’s court inventories for 
Exeter. In the Elizabethan period Exeter interiors had a 
specific regional identity so the project concentrated closely 
on the local style: reproduction oak furniture was 
commissioned from Coryndon of Marlborough, with relief 
carving in the Exeter carvers’ style, and has not been 
darkened but left to age naturally. Devon folding chairs 
were made by Chris Currie.

The parlour has its Tudor plaster ceiling, but the oak 
panelling on the walls came from a house at 229 High 
Street and is now brightly painted following the evidence 
of surviving panels from another Exeter house in the Royal 
Albert Memorial Museum. The museum has worked hard 
to create a lived-in feel, with reproduction cushions, a 
table carpet, and painted cloths by David Cutmore. The 
adjoining kitchen, built in the 15th century to service the 
monk’s refectory, is now furnished as an Elizabethan 
kitchen with replica implements, furniture, and pots based 
on the stoneware pottery found in the archaeological 
record, all designed to be handled and used by visiting 
school parties.

Chest al St Nicholas Priory
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The bedchamber over the parlour has a fine arch
braced timber roof dating from the 15th century, when it 
would have been used as sleeping quarters for monastic 
guests. It still has its 15th century garderobe in the corner. 
The room has been hung with red and green panels of 
woollen saye, a choice informed by the orphans’ court 
records. Next door in the great chamber RFS members 
admired the original monastic panelled screen and 
examined a chest carved with the arms of the Company of 
Weavers, Fullers and Shearmen (three lions’ heads holding 
shuttles in their mouths), dating from about 1620-40. 
Inside, the chest is lined with early printed floral paper 
and pages from a newspaper dated 1779. The guild 
obtained a royal charter in 1620, becoming the 
Incorporation of Weavers, Fullers and Shearmen, 
suggesting the possibility that the chest commemorated 
that event. Our thanks go to Gordon Reid, Kate Osborne 
and Victor Chinnery for introducing us to these two 
important early buildings.

Kate Hay


