Teacher’s Guide
to the Guildhall
This guide will help you navigate the building,
answer the questions on the trail and give you
extra information to discuss with your class.
Guilds were like clubs of workers in the same trade, similar to today’s trade unions.
They controlled who could work in that trade, craftsmen’s behaviour, the training of
apprentices and prices that could be charged among other things. Each Guild had a
room in the Guildhall where they met regularly. Food and drink seems to have been an
important part of these meetings!
The Guildhall is a Grade 1 listed building and is one of the four oldest buildings in
Carlisle. The others are the Castle, Cathedral and the Tithe Barn.
The original Guildhall was built in the 14th century by wool merchant Richard de
Redness. He gave the building to the city of Carlisle.
Dendochronology (working out dates by counting tree rings) shows that the oldest
timber dates back to 1382.
It was restored in 1844 when the original stone roof slabs were replaced with slates
and the grotesque figures were added to the outside.
When the Guildhall was restored in the 1970s the new timbers were planed
smooth—they are also much lighter in colour that the original ones.

First Floor
A—The Muniment Chest
This chest dates back to around 1400.
It was used to store the city’s most
important documents. It has four locks
on it. Each key was given to a different
key holder for maximum security. It’s
also fire and axe proof.
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B—Wattle and Daub

C—Dragon Beam

Wattle was made by weaving twigs
together and then a daub made from
a mix of clay, straw, horse hair and
even animal dung was used to fill in
the gaps. To create a smooth finish
the walls were painted with white
lime wash.

A diagonal beam (or Dragon Beam)
was used here as the corner of the
Gulidhall is jettied—this is where
upper floor sticks out further than
the lower floor, meaning the roof
below it would need extra support.
This increased the available floor
space without obstructing the
street.

D—Carpenter’s Marks

E—The Ship’s Cabin

If all the bricks and wattle and daub
were removed from the Guildhall it
would still stand. The strength of
the building is in its timber frame
which was put together like a model
kit.

One of the problems with old timer
framed buildings is that the wood
warps and bends over time— that’s
why you may feel a bit wobbly or
like you’re going to fall over as you
walk around! The room behind the
gate is the most wobbly room in the
Guildhall, so we can’t let visitors in.

There weren’t any instructions but
carpenter marks were used to show
where pieces of wood slotted
together.

If you look through you can see the
Oriel built in the Tudor period—this
is a window that projects out from
the main wall to add space. If you
look carefully you can see where the
original outside wall was—look for
the mortises (holes).
The Shoemakers Guild used this
room.

F, G & H—Tanners Room
Tanners used urine and animal
dung as well as tannin from oak
galls and salt solution to turn
animal skins into leather.

Second Floor
L

J

M
K

I

H

G
F

The timber frame is kept together
by oak pegs. These were often
called treenails. No iron nails
were used in the building of the
Guildhall because wood expands
and contracts with the weather
and eventually iron nails would
fall out!

I—The Small Room!
The Weavers Guild used this room.
The loom is very old and was originally
used in Caldbeck.

J—The Merchants Room
The Merchants Guild was one of the
biggest in the city. The Guilds that still
meet today are the Merchants,
Butchers, Skinners and Glovers and the
Shoemaker. They meet in the
Guildhall on Ascension Day each year.
In this room there’s a beam in the roof
called a King post — it’s the stumpy
beam that comes down from the roof
to a horizontal beam and has two
trusses (smaller beams) supporting it
on either side.

The Tanners Room
(continued)
The beams in the roof of this room
are called Queen’s posts — they
are two curved trusses (small
beams) that arch from the roof to
a horizontal beam.

K, L, M—The Final Room
This last room was rebuilt in the Victorian period so looks more modern.
The Butcher’s Guild met here—the clue object is the Water buffalo skull.
The beams in the ceiling and around the windows are very old though and
people have carved names or dates in them, perhaps the dates when they
were meeting, or when some building work was being done. The earliest
date is 1620 which can be found in the left hand side frame of the right-hand
window.
There are dressing up clothes to try on, activity sheets and games in this
room to explore if you have time.
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1. Drawing showing timber
construction
2. The Guildhall in the 1880s
3. The Guildhall before 1935
4. The only image of the Guildhall
before the 1844 restoration
drawn by the young John Ruskin!
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