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Preface

Torre Abbey is one of the more impressive monastic
sites in Devon, both as a ruin and as a conversion to
a comfortable post-medieval mansion. For the 15th
century compiler of the itinerary for travelling
between the Premonstratensian houses of the
'White Canons', it must have seemed as remote as
Shap Abbey at the other end of the country, but its
quiet and sunny location on the south coast could
hardly have been more different from the Cumbrian
fells, even if its remoteness is difficult now to appre-
ciate surrounded by a busy seaside town. The
acquisition of the site by the municipality in the
20th century was an enlightened move, and the
redisplay of the museum has resulted in the latest
archaeological episode on the site reported here.
The earliest explorations by Watkin (conducted
with the encouragement of the owner Col. Cary)
were carried out with more antiquarian enthusiasm
than scientific objectivity, and it was only gradually
that the careful methods pioneered by William St
John Hope became the norm (though had Hope
turned his attention to Torre there might been little
left for others who came later). The opportunity
came in the 1980s, with a series of excavations
under Messrs Calway, Patch and Pye by the Exeter
Museums Archaeological Field Unit, funded by
Torbay Borough Council and the Manpower
Services Commission. This was a carefully con-
ducted research excavation of the monastic church
with a view to the consolidation and display of the
ruins, but as with many enterprises of that heroic
period of archaeology, the work was more easily
carried out than brought to conclusion in a publica-
tion. It was left to a later phase of museum
reordering and redisplay to seize the opportunity
for further exploratory work and final publication,
first with Museum of London Archaeology, and
then with the watching brief on the final phase of
completion under Oxford Archaeology.

The standing remains of the cloister and abbot's
house that were incorporated in the post-medieval
mansion were investigated first by Keystone
Historic Buildings Consultants, and later by a
number of individuals working independently, and
by MOLA and OA staff. These investigations were of
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the greatest importance in capturing evidence that
was revealed (even if not destroyed) in the course of
a long campaign of repair, repointing, and render
replacement. Together with the results of below-
ground work, the story of the development of the
abbey and its transformation into a mansion house is
now much better understood than when Watkin
published his first account over a century ago.
Historical research culminating in the thesis by John
Jenkins (Oxford 2010) has provided an important
baseline of what can and cannot be said from the
documentary evidence for the abbey, while Michael
Rhodes’ investigation of the later history of the site
has now supplied a published account of the later
periods that are not covered by the present volume.

The continuity of witness and understanding
provided by Hal Bishop and Michael Rhodes, both
formerly of Torbay Council, has been a vital element
in the completion of this work, which relies so much
on drawing together earlier work by others. It is to
be hoped that the present publication provides a
balanced account of the archaeology of the
medieval abbey, and fairly represents the huge
amount of work by EMAFU and MOLA before OA
came onto the scene. And while the contribution of
those who have worked on the sculpture, architec-
tural remains and floor tiles from the excavations is
a very significant aspect of this publication, it
cannot be claimed that all the finds from the site
have been fully identified or investigated. The
changing conditions of museum storage and access
in a comprehensive building campaign have been
exacerbated by staff changes, and made it impos-
sible to carry out a thorough exploration of the
collections, and it must be left to others to make
further discoveries in the museum stores.

It remains to signal some regret in the delays to
the final completion of this study, but 30 years after
the commencement of the project is still within the
lifetime and memory of many of the participants,
and it is to be hoped that they can take some
pleasure in seeing their hard labours brought to
fruition in this publication.

Julian Munby






Summary

Torre Abbey, standing at the head of Tor Bay in south
Devon, was founded in 1196 by William Brewer as a
house of the Premonstratensian order, the ‘White
Canons’ (who were not monks restricted to the
cloister, but might serve as priests in the secular
community). The church and the monastic buildings
round the cloister were built soon after and not
greatly modified in later medieval changes. After the
dissolution of the abbey in 1539 the abbot’s house
and part of the cloister were transformed into a
mansion. The house belonged to the Cary family
from 1662 until 1930, when it was taken over by
Torquay Borough Council as a ceremonial centre
and then a museum.

Serious investigation of the site began with
explorations by Hugh Watkin in the early 20th
century, which established the extent of the
monastic buildings. It was not until the 1980s that a
major programme of excavation was undertaken on
the church by the Exeter Museums Archaeological
Field Unit, the results of which form the major part
of this monograph. In the course of building repairs
in the 1990s important observations were made on
the historic fabric, and in the present century, a
major reordering of the site and museum facilities
led to a series of excavations and observations by
Museum of London Archaeology, and for the later
phase by Oxford Archaeology. These are reported
here, together with other discoveries, including a
series of geophysical investigations and the results
of continuing historical and documentary research.

The abbey church and claustral buildings were
constructed from 1196. The church had a nave with a
single aisle, a crossing and transepts with pairs of
chapels, with stone vaults. The monastic choir
extended from the nave screen through the crossing
and into the chancel. Surviving stonework suggests
there were a series of plain lancet windows, not
dissimilar to Cistercian churches of that era. Later
medieval changes included alterations to the choir
and nave screen, and a refenestration of the church
with more elaborate window tracery and stained
glass. The tower over the crossings was rebuilt in the
14th century (and survived until destroyed in the
18th century). The church was a popular place for
burial, and graves and monuments occur throughout
the building, and particularly in the north-east
chapel that was extended out from the north
transept. The most significant finds from the church
were the numerous sculptural fragments from
monumental effigies, and the remains of miniature
architecture from church fittings and monuments.
These were only partial remnants of some fine
monuments, though the nature of their destruction
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and partial removal did not allow an immediate
association with individual tomb recesses or monu-
ments in the church and chapels.

Excavations in the cloister uncovered a series of
changes to the arrangements for the central access
to the monastic buildings, and evidence of
reroofing, but relatively little survived in the way of
architectural fragments, apart from large quantities
of tiles. The cloister was used for a small number of
burials, including a special one (possibly of an
abbot) with a decorative grave slab, just outside the
chapter house and sacristy. Other monuments of
Torre abbots exist in a nearby parish church, and are
published here.

The east range of the cloister, being as usual the
location of the chapter house and dormitory, has
one surviving wall (rebuilt to form a post-medieval
dovecote). This has a fine Romanesque portal to the
chapter house, and remains of another high-status
entrance to the sacristy were discovered in the
recent works. The plan outline of the dormitory and
latrine (reredorter) remains uncertain, though the
east wall has now been found in two places. It
remains likely that the ruined structure to the east
was the monastic infirmary.

The south range, built over a primary vaulted
undercroft, has the appearance of a Georgian
mansion, and both it and the pair of side wings to a
large extent were built or reconstructed in the 18th
century. However, removal of render on the front
and back of the building revealed a series of
medieval window openings, some of which must be
the original windows lighting the monastic refec-
tory, and others belonging to the storeyed ends of
the range, either of medieval date or modified when
the building became part of the mansion house after
the Dissolution. The remains of the door to the
refectory from the south side of the cloister had
already been uncovered (and its nearby lavabo),
and at the east end of the cloister walk the supposed
warming room was found to have a central pillar,
but no remains of any fireplace.

The west range of the cloister (which has a
vaulted undercroft) may originally have contained
accommodation for the monastic lay brothers, but
was appropriated to the abbot’s lodging. This con-
sisted of an open hall at the north end (now the
domestic chapel), and a series of chambers at the
south end, reached by a stair tower, and much
modified by the post-medieval conversion to
comfortable domestic interiors, with staircases and
fireplaces. Once again, the replacement of render on
the outside of the building led to a much better
understanding of the development of the structure
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(and in particular the entrance tower), though much
of the story on the inside remains to be discovered.
There is a particularly complex arrangement at the
south end of the range, where the monastic kitchen
must have been located, and the remains of the later
kitchens and 18th century range retain parts of the
medieval structure and the links through to the
Mohun Gatehouse.

The 14th century gatehouse and the reconstructed
monastic barn are important survivals alongside the
claustral buildings, but were not further investi-
gated, although the geophysical surveys have
indicated the existence of other buildings in what
must have been the outer court of the monastery.

Apart from the stonework, the major finds of
interest were the ceramic paving-tiles, making a
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significant addition to the corpus of Devon tiles and
recent discoveries from other sites in the region.
While only limited areas of tile flooring were recov-
ered, the decorated patterns included a number
related to the earls of Cornwall and their relatives.

Remains of stained glass included tantalising
fragments, in sufficient quantity to determine
something of the quality of the early 15th century
reglazing of the church windows. Other finds and
environmental material were of limited extent,
and often more relevant to the post-medieval
occupation than monastic life and economy.
Only 13 burials were removed and studied (all
from the church), and these probably mostly
comprised secular individuals of some status
rather than canons.
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