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SOMERSET ARCHITECTURE

THE HISTORY
Gurney Manor is a 14th century manor house situated in Cannington, a small village just outside of the Somerset town of Bridgwater. The building is late medieval and was originally a small house built in 1350 which was then developed into a manor by the son of Jane Gurney: William Dodisham. Dodisham was a wealthy lawyer who used his money to add a new solar block, new porch and windows to the hall, a new kitchen range as well as other works (Haslam, 2015). Through history the house was poorly maintained and eventually became a farmhouse in the 17th century. The manor continued to be badly conserved until 1986 when it was bought by the Landmark Trust who then began an 8 year renovation project to restore the ancient structure (Haslam, 2015). 
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(Figure 1, Gurney Manor as farmhouse, (The Landmark Trust, nd)


Figure 2 is an early image of St Mary’s Church, the oldest building in Bridgwater (Evans, 2008). The church predates the Manor by roughly 150 years and was originally built on the site of an Anglo timber church. It is in the Early English style, with Decorative and Perpendicular additions put to it later in time. In 1367 a 34.9m (114ft 7.5”) spire was constructed on top of the 20m (64ft) existing tower where there are 8 bells: 3 medieval and 5 Elizabethan (Woolrich & Cattermole, The Bells, 2019). The spire was completely unadorned to make it look as sleek as possible, which was unusual for its time (Pevsner, 1958).
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(Figure 2, A post card from 1904 featuring St Mary’s Church, (Bridgwater Heritage Group, 2020))
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(Figure 3, St Mary’s bell, 2022 )

THE PLANS AND SECTIONS
In the plans for Gurney Manor, you can see what would have been the kitchen (present day games room) where there is an impressive fireplace in the east wall. This enclosed the south side of the courtyard where the pentice was then built to keep the servants dry, these were both one of Dodishams many developments (Haslam, 2015). The original house is on the north side, however all that exists of it is the floor which is now under the manors’ hall (Haslam, 2015). In the mid 1900’s the manor was divided into 9 flats to try to bring life back into the property but was converted back into a 5-bedroom manor house roughly 40 years later (Baggs & Siraut, 1992). Overall, the modern-day plan of the house closely represents the plan from the 15th century, besides a few modern adjustments such as additional bathrooms. 
[image: See the source image]








(Figure 4, Floor plans for the present-day Gurney Manor, (Haslam, 2015))
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(Figure 5, Gurney Manor pentice, (Haslam, 2015))

Figure 6 shows the complex cruciform floor plan of the church in 1785 (left) and also the current day plan (right). From these we can see that the church has been through several stages of development, including a recent one in 2017. A talk with Richard Philpott, St Marys churchwarden, revealed that “it was during this project that the West gallery was removed for health and safety purposes”. The biggest works were completed during the Victorian period where they raised the ceiling height to add a clerestory with a new hammer-beam roof and enough pews to seat a total of 1,463 persons (Woolrich & Cattermole, The Victorian Re-Ordering, 2019).  Articulating the south transept is a Jacobean screen and underneath the south side lay a crypt which was later filled in with concrete (Woolrich & Cattermole, Jacobean Screen, 2019).
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(Figure 6, 18th & 21st century floors plans for St Mary’s Church, (Woolrich & Cattermole, Floor Plans, 2019))
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(Figure 7, St Mary’s nave, 2022)
MATERIALS AND LIGHT

For the most part, Gurney Manor is made up of stone and timber, alongside other natural materials such as clay and slate in the tiles (Hammond, 2021). The walls have been lime washed and lime rendered leaving a smooth cream coloured finish to them and on the first floor there are beautiful, exposed timber trusses, revealing extraordinary craftsmanship and can be seen in figure 8. Around the doors, windows and fireplaces is local beer stone which complements the openings well and within some of the windows are the original iron stanchions (Heritage gateway, nd).
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Description automatically generated with low confidence](Figure 8, Bedroom from Gurney Manor, (The Landmark Trust, nd))














(Figure 9, Drawing of Gurney Manor entrance, 2022)

St Mary’s Church is mostly constructed from red sandstone and blue lias limestone, both of which came from local Somerset quarries (B2 Architects, 2019). Once inside, the first thing that catches the eye is the Victorian timber ceiling with its 45 decorative bosses, each one with a different design. Richard Philpott informed me that “these were originally painted a very dark brown during the Victorian era but since then have been stripped back to their natural colour, as well as the oak and pine pews that fill the nave”. In regards to light, the lower level and clerestory windows allow a wholesome amount of natural daylight inside, elevating the visual weight of the building.
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(Figure 12, Hammer-beam ceiling inside St Mary’s, 2022)
(Figure 11, Buttress supporting St Mary’s tower, 2022)
(Figure 10, Stained glass window at St Mary’s Church, 2022)


USE

Nowadays, Gurney Manor is rented out by the Landmark Trust for guests to enjoy the character and the 14th century atmosphere that hangs around the property. It is a very popular destination which is shown in the number of its bookings and its 4.5-star rating: the manor is fully booked up to late December 2022 (The Landmark Trust, 2022).  Flats 3, 6 and 7 are situated in the East wing and are not currently in use as they are yet to be restored.

St Mary’s church is still in use as a religious building, thriving with life with its weekly services and events such as crafts club, prayer and communion services running between 8am till 7pm (St Mary's church, 2022). Alongside this is a café for congregants and members of the public to enjoy which brings in money for the church to keep it well maintained. St Mary’s also holds funeral ceremonies and bell ringer practice (St Mary's church, 2022).

CONCLUSION
Both historic structures show their age but are presented beautifully in our modern world. The church has been far better maintained through the years than the manor house, mostly for its stature as the main place of worship through Bridgwater and its surrounding towns. However, the Landmark Trust charity have well restored Gurney Manor and has made it a principal point of interest for large communities.
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