
Anya Lucas talks to Paul Holden  
about her new book The Livery Halls  
of the City of London – an often 
overlooked civic typology

You describe Livery Halls as a nationally 
important building type but go on to say 
they represent an ‘under-researched group 
of buildings’. Why do you think this is? 

The Halls have perhaps been neglected both 
because of where they are and what they are. 
The City of London more generally is under-
researched and, although British architecture 
has been well-served by typological studies, 
houses and churches were the traditional 
focus. The Livery Halls stand to benefit 
from a relatively recent upsurge of interest 
in communal or civic building types and 
from efforts to better understand how built 
environments perpetuated citizen culture. 
The City of London in general, and the Livery 
Halls in particular, are very fertile ground for 
the exploration of that question. 

Splendours of the City
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The book is a real collaborative effort.  
Can you explain how this collaboration 
came about? 

The idea of a book-length study of the Livery 
Halls had been mooted for some years by 
various people with a connection to them 
and/or fascination with their architecture. 
Here was an important collection of buildings 
with a rich history in the heart of London 
which had not been the subject of a book 
since 1981. Even then, the scope of that 
publication (co-authored by W.A.D. Englefield 
and Peter Lubbock) did not allow for a 
sustained exploration or, crucially, for 
considering the Halls collectively as a 
building type. There was a clear space on the 
shelves for a well-researched, well-written 
and well-illustrated book on the subject. 

Appropriately, it was the Worshipful Company 
of Chartered Architects (WCCA) which 
spearheaded a new publication project on 
the Halls (as a way of marking their thirtieth 
anniversary of full livery status). They 
approached [publisher] Hugh Merrell with 

the idea. I had just completed a PhD on the 
architecture of the Halls at the Courtauld 
Institute of Art under the supervision of 
Professor Christine Stevenson. Christine 
suggested the subject to me having become 
intrigued by the buildings when researching 
her book The City and the King (Yale University 
Press, 2013). Merrell and the WCCA asked 
me to write the new book’s introduction and 
an account of the ‘Lost Halls’; from the livery 
buildings burned in the Great Fire to those 
constructed in its aftermath (many  
of which were in turn replaced in the 
nineteenth century or destroyed in 
the Second World War). The writer and 
conservation expert Henry Russell was then 
brought on board to produce a gazetteer of 
the existing Halls (among which are buildings 
designed by Basil Spence and Eric Parry 
Architects). An equally vital collaborator was 
the photographer Andreas von Einsiedel 
whose sumptuous, specially commissioned 
images illuminate our discussion of the 
buildings and make the book a very 
attractive object. 
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opposite The Goldsmiths’ 
Hall on Foster Lane, 
designed by Philip 
Hardwick, and completed 
in 1835

above The Fishmongers’ 
Hall, designed by Henry 
Roberts and Gilbert Scott, 
1834



income. Unlike the heralds at the College of 
Arms – also a corporate body rebuilding its 
headquarters in the City after the Fire – the 
Companies were not able to petition the 
king for permission to collect subscriptions 
from wealthy individuals outside the Square 
Mile. They were, for the most part, limited 
to levying small subscriptions from freemen 
– the Company rank and file. They did this 
extremely effectively and assiduously and the 
ability to extract subscriptions and donations 
effectively became key to the progress of 
Hall reconstruction (these many small but 
vital contributions can be traced in surviving 
subscription and promissory books in 
Guildhall Library). Occasionally a particularly 
wealthy or ambitious member of the livery 
offered to defray, or at least temporarily cover, 
the cost of wainscotting or plastering of a 
room within the Hall but overall the buildings 
were funded collaboratively.

For me the fascination of this building 
type is its organic development. Livery 
Halls suffered significantly during the 
Great Fire of London and through enemy 
action during the First and Second World 
Wars, how do you think this affected their 
architectural survival?

One of the observations most commonly 
made about these buildings is their capacity 
to absorb and survive changes, disruption 
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In the introduction you say that livery halls 
were funded collaboratively. Could you 
expand on how they were paid for? 

The reconstruction effort that followed 
the Great Fire provides a useful illustration 
of how the buildings were paid for. 
The Livery Halls were among the first 
buildings to be completed after the Fire 
but whereas successive parliamentary Acts 
for Rebuilding the City provided a formal 
funding mechanism for the reconstruction 
of the City churches and such ‘public’ 
buildings as the prisons, the Halls were 
funded entirely privately. One could dismiss 
this as a task easily accomplished on the 
part of rich guilds, but heavy demands 
had been placed on their finances in the 
preceding decades, and, by destroying 
rental property across the City, the Fire had 
robbed the Companies of a vital source of 

Few Companies, once in 
possession of a Hall, have 
countenanced being without 
one: reconstruction has 
almost always followed 
destruction

and disaster. Evidence of this resilience can 
be found across the City today: in Mincing 
Lane, for example, there have stood six 
incarnations of the Clothworkers’ Hall, 
Thames Street has had three Fishmongers’ 
Halls and Gresham Street five Wax Chandlers’ 
Halls. Many Companies have occupied 
the same City site for centuries and the 
degree of continuity is truly remarkable in 
some cases. The Halls have been of central 
importance to the Companies’ corporate 
self-image and few, once in possession of 
a Hall, have countenanced being without 
one: reconstruction has almost always 
followed destruction. As occupants and 
architectural patrons, the Companies also 
seem to have had a capacity to conceive of 
each replacement Hall as both new and old/
original. After the Great Fire, for example, the 
Pewterers’ Company, having constructed an 
entirely new Hall, gave thanks that they had 
been restored to ‘their ancient habitation … 
which not long since lay in Ashes’. 

What connects all of the examples you 
show in Russell’s heroic gazetteer is the 
ambition of the architectural space. Was 
there a level of ‘one-upmanship’ between 
the Companies to outdo their rivals? 

above The Armourers’ Hall, completed in 1872



above The Stationers’ Hall, built in c.1600 and 
remodelled by Robert Mylne in 1800

n The Livery Halls of the City of London by Anya Lucas 
and Henry Russell with photographs by Andreas von 
Einsiedel is published by Merrell Publishers (£45, 
merrellpublishers.com). The book is available for the 
special price of £40 including free postage and packing 
(UK only) by telephoning Marston Book Services on 
01235 465 500 and quoting the offer code MPMERLIVS. 
The offer closes on 31 December 2019.

Architecture has always provided an outlet 
for competitive comparison between the 
Companies – each of which has its place in 
a strict order of precedence. Records of the 
reconstruction of the Halls after the Great Fire 
offer many examples of this kind of jostling 
and sizing up. Each Company appointed a 
dedicated committee of liverymen to oversee 
rebuilding. One of their tasks was to select 
the best models and this often entailed 
a review of what other Companies were 
building or intended to build. The Brewers’ 
Court minutes, for example, list viewing 
‘new built Halls in London’ as their rebuilding 
committee’s first task. On 29 March 1670: 

‘A view was taken by the said committee 
of severall new built Halls in London in 
order to rebuild the Companies Hall by 
the most suitable patterns vizt.   
Coopers Hall  
Weavers Hall  
Skinners Hall  
Fishmongers Hall  
Drapers Hall’. 

Four of these buildings (the Coopers’, 
Weavers’, Fishmongers’ and Drapers’ Halls) 
had been completed with the assistance, 
before his death in November 1668, of the 
City Surveyor Edward Jerman, who had acted 
as designer/architect or surveyor/contractor 
for several other Halls besides. Having 
completed their view, the Brewers turned 
to the design of their own building and 
declared they wanted the ‘two Corners of the 
Hall & the Windows [to] be of Rustick Stone as 
the Coopers Hall is’. The Brewers’ committee 
repeated this exercise in March the following 
year when the carcass of their Hall was ready 
to be fitted out, ordering ‘that a View be taken 
of Companies Hall in London wainscoted 
& a report thereof made to the Company’. 
Similarly, when the Tallow Chandlers’ 
rebuilding committee were commissioning 
their new hall screen from the joiner John 
Symes they ordered that it was ‘to have a 
front in the middle as is in the Middle of the 
plot drawne for the Upper end of Goldsmiths 
Hall’ (here the Tallow Chandlers were showing 
considerable ambition by looking up the 
order of precedence from a relatively lowly 
position to a design commissioned by a 
prestigious and powerful Company among 
the so-called ‘Great Twelve’). 

As working buildings, I have always 
assumed that access is very limited. Is this 
still the case? 

When conducting research for his Survey 
of London in the late-sixteenth century, 
the antiquary John Stow found the 
Companies less than forthcoming. The door 
of Vintners’ Hall was closed on him and 
his enquiries dismissed. Their neighbours, 

the Fishmongers’ Company, he declared 
shamefully ‘ignorant of their antiquity’ and 
wary of visitors. Although many things about 
the companies are unchanging, the situation 
in that respect at least is very different today. 
SAHGB members with an interest in the Halls 
but (like me) no personal connection with 
Livery Companies, will find doors are willingly 
opened to them on request. The Clerk is a 
good first point of contact, and I have found 
always archivists (where a company has one) 
very helpful. Many of the Halls are homes to 
impressive collections of art, plate, furniture 
and so on, so are of interest to a wide range 
of specialists. Some companies offer their 
own – or open their doors to – group guided 
tours and it is worth looking out for Halls 
taking part in Open House London if you 
would like to see several in one day. As 
spacious – and in many cases very handsome 
– buildings in the City, the Halls are hired 
for third party events; attending a dinner or 
reception in one of the older Halls such as the 
Tallow Chandlers’, Apothecaries’ or Stationers’ 
provides a powerful evocation of early 
modern London and is still perhaps the best 
way to understand the buildings’ original and 
essential function: binding citizens together 
(often with the help of good food and wine) 
and structuring a shared identity.

n Paul Holden
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