The chapel of St. Mary Magdalene, Ludlow castle

Fig. 1. Ludlow castle chapel of St. Mary Magdalene. View from the south, as seen with its new roof (2021).
Two of the four original Norman windows sit above the billet-moulded string course. The five roof-top merlons
on the north side are ‘new’/recreated. The square-headed Tudor window on the ground floor could be c. 1500.
The photograph was taken from the top of the gatehouse/keep. The nave and chancel footings are marked
on the Thomas Farnolls Pritchard plan of 1771 (as Rotunda (15) and ‘chapel [chancel] now down’).
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Fig. 2. Ludlow Castle, from the west. A recent aerial view showing the newly-roofed nave of the early 12th
century Norman circular chapel (centre). The upper level was once linked by a bridge to the Great Chamber.

The Chapel of St Mary Magdalene
Ludlow castle
This was the most important chapel in the
castle. It had a circular nave (28ft - 8.54m
internal diameter), most of which remains
standing, a 12ft (3.66m) square chancel (or
presbytery) and polygonal (semi-octagonal)
apse beyond that, now ruined. Round naves
were built in imitation of the church of the Holy
Sepulchre in Jerusalem, erected c. 1048 on the
supposed site of Christ’s tomb. This was seen by
knights who had been on the First Crusade in
1099 and was later copied into the country. Only
four circular nave churches survive in Britain,
the best known being the Temple Church in
London, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre,

Northampton, and the Church of the Holy
Sepulchre, Cambridge. Remains of others have
been found, one Herefordshire (St. Michael’s,
Garway). Some of these churches are connected
with the Knights Templars who first came to
England in 1128, but others were probably built
earlier. The date of the chapel at Ludlow is a
little uncertain. The founder may have been
Hugh de Lacy I (d. ante 1115), a known
benefactor of other religious houses (St John
Hope, 1908 ). Coppack considers that it was built
no earlier than the 1120s or 30s by Gilbert I de
Lacy (Shoesmith & Johnson 2000, 145-154). The
design of the interior wall arcades is consistent
with such a date, but the enrichment of the door
and chancel arch could be a little later.
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Fig. 3. Thomas Hearne (artist), William Byrne (engraver) 1798. The chapel from the southwest. Hearne
seems to be suggesting that the white render, traces of which are still apparent at ground-floor level, was
also used on the face of the upper storey. The decorative window above the west entrance was once filled
with a commemorative plaque? or perhaps a clock in its later life (see fig. 5).
Below: Fig. 4. A similar view. Godfrey Bingley, 1907, V & A collection (which has a large collection of Bingley
views taken when St John Hope was on site). .
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Fig. 5. The Norman chapel in 1684, as drawn by Thomas Dineley. The ascription to Prince Arthur is of interest.
‘The Ieaden Fountain’ was ‘the goodly Iardge founteyne of Iymestone and ledd‘ built by Sir Henry Sidney
before 1581. From: The Account of the Official Progress of His Grace Henry, the First Duke of Beaufort through
Wales in 1684 - a printed version was sponsored by the Cambrian Archaeological Association in 1888.

Fig. 6. The floor plans of the Norman chapel, made by William St John Hope, following excavations from 1903
to 1907. The Norman chancel (right) was 12ft square with a polygonal (semi-octagonal) apse beyond. The
new chancel built in the late 16th century (1570s-80s) by Sir Henry Sidney reached to the curtain wall. Left:
upper floor section/ Right: ground floor with arcades and stone benches.
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Fig. 7. Ludlow chapel interior - south side with chancel arch to the left and central west entrance to the right.
Drawn by Edmund Aikin (1780-1820) and engraved by T. Bonnor, for Britton’s Architectural Antiquities of Great
Britain (9 Vols 1805-15). The inserted c. 1500 rectangular window is above the seated gentleman (one of two).

Externally, the nave is divided into two storeys
by a string course worked with a double row of
large, emphatic billets. The west doorway has a
round-headed arch of three orders, together
with ornamented twin-cushion volute capitals
and imposts/soffit carved wit star (chip-carved)
patterns. Two of the orders have chevron
decoration. Inside, there is an arcade of seven
arches on each side of the entrance. The arches
are round headed and alternately moulded and
worked with chevrons (fig. 7). They are
supported by low stone benches. Three roundheaded windows survive above in the upper
register. A mezzanine floor was inserted in the
early 16th century to create a useable upper
storey and no doubt the roof was raised to
approximately the present level at that time. The
fourth Norman window (north) was enlarged to
accommodate an entrance via the roofed
corridor bridge which linked the early sixteenth
century gallery with the Great Chamber block
(Fig. 16). This work may be associated with the
presence at Ludlow of Prince Arthur (1486-1502)
and his wife Catherine of Aragon (1485-1536).

The corbels supporting the floor have a variety of
carved heads from different periods while higher
corbels supported an original steeply pitched
oversailing roof (perhaps conical). The magnificent
chancel arch is one of the most impressive features
in the castle. The chancel and apsidal space beyond
has been demolished but the foundations remain.
The original Norman chancel was extended and
replaced by a new building in the later 16th century, (c. 1570s) possibly of a timber construction.
The upper floor to the nave was inserted in c. 1500,
complete with the modified window/door giving
access via the gallery from the Great Chamber. The
context for the work is the installation of Prince
Arthur and his bride Catherine of Aragon in January
1502. The Blakeway manuscript¹ describes the
first-floor private pew that projected through the
12th century chancel arch as a ‘seat raised high for
the Prince and nobility’. Coppack assumed from
the spread of the corbels that there must have
been a central pier or post on the ground floor.
¹ Bodlean Ms Blakeway 11, f221. It records comments by R
Perkes, town clerk of Ludlow from 1719-151 (whilst the
floors were still intact). (See Coppack p. 150).
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Fig. 8. The scale model of the new chapel roof designed by architects Garner Southall, built off-site and erected
/ installed by Phillips and Curry. View from the south. The model was completed in 2019 by the late Jack Poyner.

The new roof
For the first time since it fell into ruinous decay in
the late 18th century the much photographed
Norman chapel within the Inner Bailey has been
repaired and re-roofed by Shropshire building
company Phillips & Curry, who specialise in building
conservation, conversion and intervention, using
traditional values and workmanship with a modern
approach. The owners and commissioners of the
work, the earl of Powis and the Trustees of the
Powis Castle Estate, worked closely with experts
from Historic England for three years to get the
project off the ground. The roof is constructed in
oak using traditional methods. There were no
existing drawings for reference but architect Mike
Garner from Garner Southall in Llandrindod,
Powys, researched roof structures of the time and
he, with Historic England, agreed that it would be
in keeping with the original intentions [of the c.
1500 changes made for Prince Arthur, when the
roof was heightened, not the original c. 1120-30s
form of the roof, which is believed to have
oversailed the walls and may have been lower].

The roof was built off-site and transported to
the castle in kit form for fabrication once some
of the merlons and walling had been rebuilt. The
stone and mortar used was agreed by Historic
England and chosen to match a panel of post16th century blocking on the chapel so as to
distinguish later work from original; a mix of
stone from two local quarries was selected; a
green buff stone from Garstone Farm, Weobley
and a red buff stone from Weston Hill, Bredwardine. The work reuses the existing four drain
slots for the lead rain-water spouts. Four new
corbels were inserted in the interior to support
new struts for the roof. The work aims to protect
the fabric of the chapel and increase its longevity
for future generations to enjoy. It will also
provide an all-weather wedding venue. Work
was completed by the middle of 2019. The late Jack
Poyner built a scale model using the architect’s
drawings and the custodian / manager Sonja
Belchere advises that the model is now on display
in the gift shop, showing the completed roof.
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Figs. 9-11 clockwise from below:
9. S. Prout, (artist), J Grieg, (engraver) from J.
Storer’s ‘Antiquarian and Topographical cabinet’
(1800-1818), Vol 3 (of 6), plate 11. British
Museum Ref: 1981,U.2398. View from the west
(cropped), showing the damage to the wall and
crenellations on the northwest side. Note the way
the west window, has been depicted (cf. Towne).
10. Francis Towne, 1777, View from the west
(cropped). Watercolour, Birmingham Museums
Trust ref: FT108. The walls and surfaces appear
to be more complete than Prout, and the upper
window is more open. It appears there was less
damage to the crenellations at this stage (1770s)
11. Contemporary photo. 2021. View from the
southwest (from the keep) highlighting the form
of the new leaded roof, and repairs to the
crenellations, guttering and rain-water spouts.
In c. 1500, the wall was heightened by about
1m, crenellations added, and a flat? leaded roof
incorporated. It is unclear to the present writer
if the Dineley idiosyncratic 1684 print (Fig. 5)
shows an additional building on the roof with its
wavy line fascia or if it is part of the roof itself.
It could have been a large bellcote.
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Fig. 12. The chapel from the north. Left: the chancel arch; right the semi-blocked Norman window (top) and the
c. 1500 created doorway below, into the inserted upper floor, using the lower part of the window and cutting
into the Norman string course and below it. This is the least photographed side of the chapel and (in 2016 as
illustrated in the inset) showed the ruinous upper part of the wall and crenellations (now carefully restored in
2019 - the area within the red box).
The buttresses that join the nave (left) indicate that there was a (rib?) vaulted roof over the presbytery/chancel.
An inserted ground-floor north door (under the inserted upper door) has been blocked.
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Fig. 13. Ludlow chapel circular nave - the new roof structure from the interior. The fresh mortar indicates
where the section of the wall has been restored/reinstated up to and including the battlements. Four new
corbels have been inserted to support the joists. BELOW left: Fig. 14: Half blocked Norman window to facilitate
a new first-floor door into the chapel from the link bridge. BELOW right: Fig. 15. Blocked ground-floor north
door into the nave (below the bridge) from the interior, added when the west door was blocked.
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Fig. 16. The conjectural reconstruction of the private/royal chapel from the on-site display panel, showing
the inserted floor and the link bridge to the great chamber. Coppack suggests that these changes could have
been implemented in c. 1500 in advance of the arrival of Prince Arthur and Catherine of Aragon, perhaps
creating an upper household ‘closet’ to view the mass in the chancel below (Rawlinson, 2011, 198).
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Fig. 17. Reconstruction drawing of the chapel of St. Mary Magdalene, Ludlow, showing the members of the
Council of the Marches at worship. The drawing is by the artist Chris Jones-Jenkins - commissioned by the
Friends of Ludlow Museum and the Ludlow Castle Trust. The reconstructed chapel chancel assumes a date of
about 1570-80. View from the SW. Reproduced courtesy of The Friends of Ludlow Castle and the LCT.

The reconstruction drawing of the Elizabethan
chapel (chancel) (Fig. 17) originally appeared in
the publication The Ludlow Castle Heraldic Roll,
in 2019 (see References), and has since also
appeared in Philip Hume’s ‘The Welsh Marcher
Lordships 1: Central and North’. (See CSGJ 35
New Books/ Reviews). It is hoped to review this
book, along with the second book in the trilogy
(South-east (Brecknockshire, Monmouthshire &
Glamorganshire) next year.
Fig. 5 - Thomas Dineley’s drawing of 1684, and
Chris’s meticulous onsite photographic surveys,
along with William Mytton’s texts form the basis
for the reconstruction. It shows the gable end
of the chancel embedded into the curtain wall
and traces of the abutment remain. The inserted
upper-floor balcony juts out from the nave, just
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as described by the Rev. William Mytton in c.
1735, before the balcony fell into ruin. William
Mytton (1693-1746), was the son of Richard
Mytton of Halston, Shropshire. He was
educated at Wadham College, Oxford, gaining
his BA in 1714/15 and his MA in 1719 and was
incorporated at Cambridge in 1726. He was an
antiquary and a Shropshire genealogist and was
Rector of Habberley, Shropshire. This material
is held at University of Birmingham, Cadbury
Research Library, Special Collections, ref:
GB150 MYT.
The Heraldic Roll parchment reflects the decorative scheme undertaken at the behest of Sir
Henry Sidney and thought to be completed in
1574. The roll begins with the eleven perceived
owners of the castle in chronological order.
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