Colchester Castle: Some Thoughts and Observations

Abstract
The article concerns Colchester Castle and covers some
key questions concerning its construction: why was it
built; when was it built; who built it and what was built.
In particular in terms of the why there is a discussion
of the symbolic importance of both the town of
Colchester and the ruins of the Temple of Claudius,
upon which the keep was constructed, to William in his
new kingdom.

possible candidates are discussed in relation to the first
phase. In terms of the structure a number of little
known features are described including a third original
stairway and a possible additional fireplace.
In addition: an error in relation to one of the two
garderobes in the north-west tower is highlighted;
some issues around the Chapel being situated on the
first floor, as part of a two storey model for the building,
rather than being sited in a demolished floor above as
in the standard three-storey model, are discussed; and
the layout of the first floor is considered along with
some new evidence. In terms of the bailey defences
the idea of two phases of construction is challenged
and it is proposed that a Roman monumental arch, that
formed the main entrance to the precinct surrounding
the temple that underlies the keep, may have survived
into the late eleventh century and been incorporated
into the bailey defences.
Peter Berridge

Late nineteenth century view of the main entrance to Colchester Castle (source the author)

The evidence that has been put forward to date the
two main building phases of the keep is discussed and
a new dating framework is proposed. It is argued that
the second phase fits better to the early 1090s, under
William Rufus, rather than the most commonly held
view, the beginning of the reign of Henry I. In terms of
who oversaw the construction it is proposed that Eudo
was most probably responsible for only the second
phase, rather than the standard view that he was
responsible for both phases, and a range of alternative
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facilitated greater recording of the structure.
These have helped in improving the
understanding of well-known features and
further elucidating some little known ones. Of
particular importance are two surveys resulting
in drawn elevations of the external and internal
walls. Both of these were commissioned by
Colchester Borough Council with the first being
conducted by the Colchester Archaeological
Trust to coincide with major repair works to the
external walls conducted between 1984 and
1994. The second was carried out by Norfolk
Property Services and was done as part of the
redevelopment of the Castle museum in 2014.
While there remain some problems linking the
two surveys, and there is uncertainty as to how
and when they might appear in published form,
the author has been very fortunate in being
allowed access to both sets of wall elevations.
In consequence of all of this the author is
currently finalising an extensive new account of
Colchester Castle that has a first part covering
its long history, both of the building and the
people associated with it, and a second part
consisting of a detailed structural description
and discussion. While this is nearing completion
there will still be a significant period of time
before a final work appears. Also decisions are
still to be taken as to whether this will form a
single volume or be published in parts covering
specific themes and aspects. It therefore seems
worthwhile to present some preliminary
observations and thoughts in advance of this
larger work.

Colchester Castle, as one of the earliest stone
keeps constructed following the Norman
Conquest coupled with its highly unusual form
and grand scale, occupies an important place in
the history of castle construction in England. A
number of significant studies of this building
have been undertaken with the two most
substantive contributions being made by the
historian Horace Round, in the late nineteenth
century, and the archaeologist Paul Drury, in
the 1980s. Round’s work was particularly
important in gathering together a significant
amount of documentary evidence as well as
making some very influential interpretations
concerning the structure that held sway
through a large part of the twentieth century.¹
Following Round it was Drury who provided the
next major development in the understanding
of the building particularly by bringing together
the results from a series of excavations both in
and around the keep.
This also, very
importantly, included an edited version of a
manuscript account by the late Rex Hull setting
out his observations on Colchester Castle based
on his many decades of close association with
the building.²
Since the time of the publications of these two
individuals, however, a significant amount of
new evidence has emerged that either directly
or indirectly relates to Colchester Castle. In
particular a large volume of new documentary
material has become accessible either through
publication or improved cataloguing of archive
sources. The potential to further understand
and interpret Colchester Castle has also been
greatly facilitated through modern accounts of
other buildings, either individually or in wider
comparative studies. Similarly advancements
in historical studies can now allow Colchester
Castle to be better placed in a wider historical
context. More directly in relation to the
building, in recent years a number of
opportunities have occurred that have

In terms of what will be covered in this article
the focus is on a series of key questions
concerning its construction. These can be
termed the four Ws: Why was it built; When
was it built; Who built it; and finally What was
built? All of these will be covered though with
a particular emphasis on aspects of the latter.
In assessing these questions it is particularly
important to recognise the special relationship
between Colchester Castle and the White
Tower. Both are of exceptional size and share
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twenty miles north of Colchester emphasises
its important strategic position.

a highly unusual ground plan, a design that was,
until relatively recently, thought to be unique
to these two great English keeps. It consists of
a north south rectangle with an apsidal
projection at the south-east corner which, in an
upper floor, houses a chapel. Another similarity
between the two buildings is that at both a
break in construction, which may have involved
a gap of a decade or more between building
phases, has been recognised. Not surprisingly
these similarities have figured heavily in many
past discussions concerning the two buildings.
However, it is also important to recognise, as
Derek Renn astutely noted, that there are also
significant differences between them and not
to fall into the trap, as Horace Round did, of
assuming Colchester Castle can be
reconstructed as essentially an exact replica of
the Tower.³

Clearly in the early post-conquest years a
combination of economic, administrative, and
military factors provide a sound rationale as to
why Colchester was chosen for one of the
earliest stone keeps to be constructed in
England. However, another very important
reason is almost certainly a symbolic one. There
are some indications that might suggest that
the idea of Helena, the mother of Constantine
the Great, the Roman Emperor who paved the
way for Christianity to become the imperial
religion, being British may go back to the late
seventh or early ninth century. Subsequently,
probably in the eleventh century, Helena was
being portrayed as the daughter of the mythical
British king Cole.⁵ Exactly when Colchester
became associated as the home of Cole, though
now in a Colchester context spelt as Coel, and
Helena, and the birthplace of Constantine, is
not fully clear but certainly by the 1130s the
idea was very well established, as seen in the
works of Geoffrey of Monmouth and Henry of
Huntingdon, and it became even more
developed over the next few centuries.⁶
Consequently it seems highly probable that it
was already an established tradition at the time
of the Norman Conquest and if so this is likely
to have been seen as significant by William. In
terms of enforcing his authority in his new
kingdom, William seems to have gone about
deliberately adopting the mantle of Rome.⁷ In
this context it seems very likely that
Colchester’s imperial and Christian connections,
no matter how legendary, were likely to have
been seen as being of special importance to the
first Norman king.

The Why?
Coming to the first question, the Why? During
the tenth and eleventh centuries Colchester had
seen significant growth and within Essex, as one
of only two royal burghs and with its own mint,
it became the pre-eminent urban settlement in
the county. In the late Saxon period some royal
council meetings were certainly held in the
town and there is even a possibility that these
took place in a hall that lay within the precinct
of the ruined temple of Claudius, the podium of
which later had the keep constructed upon it.
It is notable that in the first couple of decades
following the Conquest the majority of Saxon
burghs that acted as major administrative and
economic centres had castles sited in them and
Colchester certainly fits this pattern.⁴
Another major issue that faced the first
Norman kings were threats from both within
and without the new kingdom. In particular in
the post-conquest years there was a continuing
threat from Scandinavia from where any
invading force was most likely to land
somewhere along the eastern coast. That at
least four mediaeval invading forces (in 1173,
1174, 1327 and 1473) did in fact land only some

This matter of symbolism is not just a factor in
why Colchester was chosen but also why the
specific location within the town was selected.
Certainly when looking at the site of the Castle
within the town it is apparent that the more
logical place to build would have been at the
highest point of the town, at the western end
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of the hill where the large Victorian water
tower, ‘Jumbo’, now stands and it should also
be more typically sited against the town wall.⁸
It has been speculated that the particular
location was chosen because it was in a less
developed area of Colchester and, therefore,
building there had less impact on the existing
Saxon town.⁹ However, this seems a very weak
argument as it was demonstrably not an
overriding factor in a number of other towns
where large scale clearance of houses took place
in order to accommodate castle construction.¹⁰
Consequently other factors need to be
considered.

least gives a terminus ante quem for the
construction though as it contains the phrase
‘as my father had them and my brother and
myself’ it can reasonably be implied that the
Castle dates back to the reign of the Conqueror.
There is, however, a document, that purports
to give a date of 1076 for the construction and
which states that the person who built it was
Eudo. This document is popularly referred to
as the Colchester Chronicle, though more
correctly it is titled ‘Of Colchester and Coel’ (De
Colocestria et Coele).¹³ It is essentially a
chronology in two parts with the first covering
the period from 219 AD – 330 AD, with twentythree entries, which principally sets out the
legendary association of Colchester with King
Coel, St. Helena and the Emperor Constantine.
There is then a huge gap with the next dated
entry being 1071, after which there are only six
further entries. From this it seems clear that
the document needs to be broadly viewed as,
at least, two distinct parts with different
histories and purposes. While the two surviving
copies are later transcripts, dating to the
fourteenth century and the late sixteenth
century it seems likely to have been compiled
in the thirteenth century using even earlier
source material held by St. John’s Abbey in
Colchester.¹⁴ It seems clear that the compiler,
or compilers, in transcribing the first part chose
to add the medieval entries. These later entries
seem to have been cobbled together from bits
and pieces from other sources, but with little
understanding, resulting in the creation of a
somewhat fantastical agglomeration. The
primary purpose of these later entries was
clearly to aggrandise the role of Eudo, the
founder of the abbey. The best analysis of the
medieval section has been provided by
Stephenson who after consideration of all of the
entries concluded that matters relating to Eudo
‘must be regarded as untrustworthy.’¹⁵ From
an independent assessment, involving trying to
verify specific details against evidence from
other sources, it is certainly clear that
substantive elements of the medieval entries in

When the site of the Castle was actually
associated with King Coel, and therefore St.
Helena, is unknown but it was certainly an idea
current in the thirteenth century and there
seems a strong likelihood that it extended back
to the late eleventh century. The fact that there
was a chapel, of late Saxon origin, dedicated to
St. Helena just to the west of the site of the Castle
is also strongly suggestive of a pre-Norman
Colchester tradition. It, therefore, seems that
encapsulating the Roman temple remains was a
way, both physically and symbolically, of
founding Norman rule in Colchester on the
Roman past and not just any site but one seen
as being of special significance in both imperial
and Christian terms. This is, of course, a wellrehearsed idea that has been highlighted on a
number of occasions not just in relation to
Colchester Castle but also as a more general
feature of early Norman rule.¹¹
The When?
Now coming to the second question, the date
of construction. In doing this it is necessary to
consider dates for the two main building phases
as well as the length of the gap between them.
Unfortunately documentary sources provide
only very limited help with the earliest certain
evidence being contained in a royal charter
issued by Henry I at Christmas 1101 in which
the castle and town of Colchester were
awarded to Eudo the Steward.¹² This charter at
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the ‘Chronicle’ need to be, at best, seriously
doubted and, at worst, entirely discounted.
While the date of 1076 for the Castle’s
construction is in fact very credible and Eudo
surely did have some involvement in the
Castle’s construction, though more probably
with the second phase as will be discussed later,
doubts exist about nearly everything else.
Consequently, in the context of Colchester
Castle, no matter how attractive it seems to be
to have some nice and simple answers in
relation to its early history, the entries in the
Chronicle simply cannot be relied on.

south wall, which certainly superficially might
suggest it was a later insertion.¹⁷ Some
additional structural evidence was put forward
by Rex Hull who noted that the doorway is
wider than a stone ledge that lies just in front
of it. This ledge would have supported the
inner edge of a wooden platform from which
the main entrance steps led down. From this
Hull concluded that there must have been an
original, narrower, entrance to match the width
of the ledge. Consequently he envisaged that
the current doorway replaced this narrower
one in the same position. In addition he noted
that the ashlar from the entrance surround was
continuous with the facing stonework of the
entrance passageway through to the lower part
of the Great Stairs and from this he concluded
that the stairway and entrance were built at
the same time as part of a major re-modelling
of this part of the building in Phase 2.¹⁸ Another
element was added by Paul Drury who stated
his belief that the portcullis, which must have
been constructed as one with the entrance,
was an innovation dating to the reign of Henry
I and therefore must be post-1101.¹⁹

Due to the lack of documentary evidence it is
necessary to consider the other main line of
evidence, the building itself, specifically any
decorative elements that it possesses.
Unfortunately one of the notable features of
Colchester Castle is its overall plainness and
lack of decorative features. However, there is
one exception which is the main entrance in the
south wall of the keep (see frontispiece).¹⁶
Based on some key decorative elements,
particularly the flanking column’s capitals and
a single surviving column base as well as the
clear evidence of a portcullis, two divergent
opinions have emerged concerning their dating
implications. The first school of thought
considers the doorway to be post-1100 and that
it was a replacement of an original one which
was associated with the second phase of
construction of the keep. The second school of
thought considers that the doorway is in fact
original and not a replacement and that the
decorative elements of the doorway indicate a
date that is pre-1087.

In the context of the later dating of the doorway
a major contribution was made by Philip
Crummy. On the basis of a personal
communication with Professor George Zarnecki,
a leading scholar of medieval art and English
Romanesque sculpture, he put forward the claim
that the column capitals indicated a date of c.
1100 (fig. 1).²⁰ Professor Zanecki had apparently
drawn attention to comparisons with the
entrance archway mouldings and capitals at
Lincoln Cathedral which he considered dated to
c. 1092 and which he linked to the work of Bishop
Remigius. Clearly, for Crummy to translate c.
1092 to c. 1100 was something of a stretch but
the idea proved to be very influential.²¹

For some early writers the idea that the
doorway was a replacement was predicated by
a belief that an entrance to a keep must be at
first floor level. This is despite the fact that
being built upon the Roman temple podium
meant that the base of the ground floor stood
over 3m above the early Norman ground level.
There was also the fact that the ashlar surround
of the doorway seems to fit somewhat
discordantly within the general coursing of the

Now coming to the second school of thought,
while the most important contributions to this
idea are of relatively recent date there were a
number of early advocates, most notably the
Rev. Edward Cutts and Frances Nichols, that on
structural grounds considered the doorway to
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Above: Figure 1: The west side capitals of the entrance (© the author).
Below: Figure 2: Phase 1 crenellations in the southern face of the south-west tower and the western face of
the south-west buttress tower (© the author).
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be original. Nicholls also through comparative
evidence, though only using a couple of
examples, dated the decorative elements of the
doorway to pre-1100.²² It would not be until
1977 that Stuart Rigold made the next
significant contribution when, drawing on
extensive comparative studies, he considered
that the style of the single surviving column
base suggested a date before 1087. He also
considered that the archaeological argument
for a widening of the door was not entirely
convincing.²³ More recently Professor Eric
Fernie not only reassessed the dating
implications but also reconsidered some other
key structural evidence. In terms of the first
area, from a detailed comparative study of all
four of the column capitals, the archway
decoration and the single column base he
concluded that there was ‘no difficulty with
dating the portal before 1087.’ In terms of the
structural issues most notably he pointed out
that the fact that the doorway is slightly wider
than the stone ledge below need mean no
more than that the wooden platform above it
was wider. The purpose of the stone platform
was only to support a wooden superstructure
and it is this that needs to match the width of
the doorway not the masonry underneath.²⁴

Another issue to mention that could be of
some relevance to the dating issue is the lack
of chevron ornament in the doorway archway.
In a study of this form of decoration, in early
Norman England and Ireland, Rachel Moss
noted that the commencement of its use is c.
1090 and its wide scale use is at the beginning
of the twelfth century.²⁶
In Colchester this form of decoration can be
seen to great effect in the two doorway arches
in the south facade of St. Botolph’s priory. There
is also evidence that the early fourteenth
century gatehouse of St. John’s Abbey replaced
an earlier gatehouse, perhaps with the original
one dating to the early twelfth century, which
also had chevron ornament.²⁷ While it can only
be suggestive the lack of this style of decoration
in the Colchester Castle doorway could be taken
as further support for a pre-1100 date.
The final point to make concerning the dating
issue is the claim that the portcullis indicated a
post-1101 date. It is now, however, apparent
from two studies of portcullises that, either as
being early 1100s or pre-1100, the Colchester
portcullis is exceptional, not just in a British
context but in a wider western European one.
It is an isolated early outlier of a feature of
castle construction that would not begin to be
repeated until the 1130s and even then very
sparingly, a matter that will be returned to later.

At this point it also needs to be noted that
Professor George Zanecki, who had drawn
Crummy’s attention to the comparison with
Lincoln, in a general review of the use of volute
capitals in England concluded that they were a
form that came into use in Normandy about
the middle of the eleventh century, a view that
certainly gives added support to Fernie’s
opinion of a pre-1087 date. There was also
perhaps a degree of misunderstanding in his
communication with Crummy. 1092 was the
year bishop Remigius died, by which time his
cathedral was near to completion and it was
consecrated in the following year.
Consequently, strictly speaking, this must
surely mean that Professor Zanecki was
implying that the Lincoln comparative
examples dated to 1092 or earlier.²⁵

From the above it is now clear that the
weight of evidence firmly supports a date of
1087 or earlier for the doorway and the idea
of it being a replacement is now weakened,
and some further evidence in relation to this
issue is discussed later. However, while
some may still claim that the current
doorway was a later replacement they would
also have to accept the new dating
framework and so while this might not be
directly associated with the construction
date of the Castle it would, however, give
another terminus ante quem for this initial
construction potentially pushing it back even
further.
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The next dating point to consider is the
cessation of the first phase of construction. A
very notable feature of Colchester Castle is that
at the point the decision was taken to stop work
it was also decided to top most of the circuit of
the building with crenellations (figs. 2 and 5).
These battlements have led to a commonly held
view that the break in construction was a
temporary expedient forced on its builders by
a military crisis. This idea has the great
attraction that it might help to provide a fixed
point in the constructional history of the
building by potentially linking it to a known
historical event and then working back from this
to give some credible estimate of the beginning
of the first phase of construction. On this basis
it has been suggested that the cessation of work
was connected to the rebellion that was partly
centred on East Anglia in 1075. Similarly
different periods in the 1080s, especially the
year 1085, when there was a major threat of
foreign invasion, have also been suggested as a
reason for the break.²⁸ While this idea of a
military emergency halting building works has
gained fairly wide support there are some
fundamental problems. Particularly, as pointed
out by Dixon, it takes a considerable period of
time for lime mortar to set.²⁹

inevitable conclusion that at the point the
building work stopped this was envisaged as
being a permanent situation, or at least a long
term one. Another point to make is that the
idea of cessation linked to a military emergency
was first made without knowledge of the similar
constructional break at the White Tower,
though there without crenellations. In the cases
of the White Tower, of course, the idea of a
military crisis has not been thought necessary
to explain this interruption of work.³²
In terms of an alternative explanation for the
cessation of work one possibility could be that,
at least for a period, William saw Colchester as
a place suitable for a major royal residence,
perhaps heavily influenced by the legendary
association with St. Helena and Constantine.
Then, perhaps, there was recognition of the
folly of building such a grandiose building in a
location that, as events proved, was never going
to be a main centre of royal activity and so
construction was stopped. The shear effort and
cost of obtaining the huge quantity of building
material required could well have also been a
major factor leading to the building work being
stopped. This was all coupled with the fact that
William’s time and energies were increasingly
being spent in Normandy and so he was perhaps
less inclined to expend time and money on
major construction projects in England and
hence the cessation of work at both Colchester
and the White Tower.

Consequently it seems an odd idea, in the face
of a sudden emergency, to build temporary
battlements in stone and tile. It also has to be
remembered that in the first few decades
following the Norman invasion using timber to
construct fortifications, either singly or in
combination with stone, was commonplace.
Timber upper works would also become a
relatively common feature in castles, either as
permanent
additions
or
temporary
expedients.³⁰ Consequently in the face of a
military emergency timber hoarding topping
the walls would surely have been the more
logical and simpler response.³¹ Therefore, that
a combination of stone and tile were used to
construct the battlements, rather than timber,
argues against the idea that they were a
response to a sudden crisis. It also leads to the

Coming to the dating of the commencement
of the second phase of work, an idea that has
been strongly advocated is that it can be linked
to the 1101 award of the town and castle to
Eudo and that it was he who, following the
award, carried out the second phase of
construction. This idea was also clearly linked
to the belief that the entrance way, as already
described, belonged to Phase 2 and dated to
post-1100.³³ With evidence now pushing the
likely dating of the doorway back into the 1080s
or 1070s, as well the replacement idea now
being questioned the idea of linking the Phase
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2 construction to the 1101 award must clearly
also be in doubt. Instead, accepting the strong
likelihood of Eudo being involved in the Phase
2 construction based on a consideration of his
life and career, as will be set out later, there
seems a strong possibility that work
recommenced in the early to mid-1090s under
William Rufus.

order? This person may also be distinct from the
designer or architect, which is a far more complex
issue that will not be tackled here. As with the
dating issue, the two phase nature of the
construction needs to be taken into account with
the consequence that different people may have
had responsibility for the two different phases.
The first person to mention is Gundulf bishop
of Rochester who in consequence of his
apparent involvement with the construction of
the White Tower has also been frequently linked
to Colchester.³⁷ Accepting Gundulf was involved
in the construction of the Tower, despite some
problems with the source document, and
steering clear of the issue of the role he actually
played, there is some supporting evidence that
provides a link with Colchester. This involves a
story that, in around 1099, in order to found his
abbey in Colchester Eudo made a direct request
to Gundulf for help. According to the story the
request was answered in the form of a
contingent of monks being sent from Rochester
to help establish the new abbey of St. John’s,
though their stay was rather an unhappy one
and only lasted a relatively short time.³⁸ Eudo
and Gundulf would certainly have been well
acquainted particularly in their frequent
attendance on the King and there are certainly
a number of royal charters on which both of
their names appear as witnesses. If this
association with Eudo, over St. John’s, did in fact
provide a context for Gundulf’s involvement
with Colchester Castle it would then only be
logical to link this to the second phase of
construction.³⁹

In support for a mid-1090s date, given the strong
similarity between Colchester and the White
Tower, it is worth considering the dating
evidence from the Tower. Here, after a major
campaign of research, a dating framework has
been set out. In establishing this, in addition to
stylistic and historical evidence, significant
information was provided by dendrochronology,
an option unfortunately not available in relation
to Colchester Castle. In summary it was
concluded that: the initial construction probably
fitted into the period 1075-1079; a
constructional break occurred sometime
between c.1079-1083, though most probably
around 1080; the break in construction lasted
until c.1090-1093; and finally the building was
completed by at least 1100.³⁴ While it is
necessary to be wary of the seductive nature of
patterns, such a scenario would fit in fairly neatly
with the dates for the recommencement of
building suggested here in relation to Colchester
Caste. Thus the resumption of work at
Colchester could be seen as part of a renewed
interest in major construction works by William
Rufus in the early to mid-1090s as demonstrated
by the completion of the Tower and even more
dramatically with Westminster Hall, the building
of which probably starts around 1095.³⁵ An
historical context for the revival of interest in
royal castle building could also be the growing
unrest among some of the leading magnates that
would lead to the revolt of 1095.³⁶

However, the main basis for the claimed link is
the similarity of the ground plans of the White
Tower and Colchester. With the discovery of an
earlier continental parallel, as will be briefly
covered later, any arguments based on this are
now severely weakened and the other lines of
evidence are limited or circumstantial.
Consequently despite the many claims
associating him with the building of Colchester
Castle his involvement seems highly unlikely.

The Who?
Now coming to the third W, the ‘Who’. As a
royal castle the instruction to construct a castle
in Colchester came from the king and so
consequently the matter that needs to be
considered is who was it who enacted the royal
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consequence was able to make some significant
gifts to monastic bodies. Finally it is clear from
Domesday that he died some time prior to 1086.
As such a figure in the royal service operating in
the eastern counties, it is certainly not beyond the
bounds of credibility that he would have been
The burgesses of Colchester and of
given the task of overseeing the construction of a
Maldon pay £20 for the mint. Waleran
royal keep, if he had the necessary expertise to do
arranged this. They summon the King as
so. Consequently, despite the fact that there is no
protector [to the fact] that he pardoned
evidence linking him to any other construction
them £10. Bishop Walkelin holds [it]; he
work, he must stand as a possible candidate for
demands £40 from them.⁴⁰
involvement in the first phase of construction of
On this basis it has been reasonably concluded
Colchester Castle.
that in 1086, at the time Domesday was
Having considered Waleran, on the basis of
compiled, Walkelin, bishop of Winchester, held
the
same Domesday entry linking him to
the main administrative responsibility for the
Colchester,
it is also necessary to briefly consider
two Essex boroughs, otherwise how could he
Walkelin.
Accepting
the interpretation of the
have had any control over the taxation level of
Domesday
entry
that
he
did have administrative
the mints. Then, at some point prior to this, in
responsibility
for
Colchester
in 1086 then clearly
the early post-conquest period Waleran
this
role
must
have
extended
for an unknown
preceded him in this role.⁴¹ With such an early
period
both
before
and
after
this date.
administrative role in Colchester clearly
Compared
to
Waleran
there
is
far more
Waleran needs to be seriously considered as
information
concerning
Walkelin
as
he was a
having a role in the construction of the Castle.
very significant figure in early Norman England.
In addition to this Domesday entry Waleran
He was appointed as Bishop of Winchester in
has left a smattering of other documentary
May 1070, a post he held until his death in
references which allows a very basic outline of
January 1098.
As well as having the
his life and career to be constructed.⁴² He can
responsibility directly associated with his
first be traced in pre-conquest Normandy
bishopric, like Waleran though at a far higher
where he is likely to have formed part of the
level, he travelled around the country
ducal court. He next appears to have taken part
conducting royal business, including in eastern
in the Norman invasion of England and been
England, both for William and even more so for
involved in some of the early battles of the
William Rufus. Significantly it is known that
conquest. Then in post-conquest England he
Walkelin was involved in one of the major
became a trusted administrator, acting on the
construction projects of the time, Winchester
King’s behalf, operating in Norfolk, Suffolk and
Cathedral, and he may have also been involved
Essex and which involved him in an official
with other ecclesiastical building works. It is also
capacity at both Colchester and Norwich. To
relevant that Walkelin’s cathedral was planned
those he was charged with overseeing he may
on a truly immense scale as was Colchester
well have been an oppressive figure particularly
Castle.⁴³ This certainly makes him a credible
at Norwich where in Domesday he was listed
candidate to be considered as the overseer of
as one of the causes of its devastation in the
the construction of a large royal castle, though
early post-conquest years. As well as holding
given his broader responsibilities both at
land in Normandy, following the conquest he
Winchester and more broadly within the
was rewarded by the King with various
kingdom any time he would have had available
properties in Suffolk, Essex and London and in
would inevitably be limited.
Having dismissed Gundulf the next figure to
consider is a man of the name of Waleran who
for a period, prior to 1086, seems to have had
charge of Colchester as shown in an entry in
Domesday. The relevant entry reads as follows:
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Another type of royal official who must be
viewed as possible candidates for overseeing
the construction, of both phases, were those
holding the post of county sheriff in the decades
following the Norman Conquest. These
appointed royal officials would certainly have
been figures who could be trusted, and
expected if required, to conduct major works
on behalf of the King including castle building.
In terms of the various post-holders in Essex in
the late eleventh century the strongest case for
involvement in the first phase can be made for
Swein. He seems to have been appointed to
the post of sheriff by at least 1068, having
replaced his father Robert Fitz Wimarc, and he
continued to hold the post until at least 1075.
Even after this he continued to be a prominent
landholder in Essex and by the time of
Domesday he held sixty-five manors in the
county. In 1086 the scale of his holdings in Essex
were in fact only surpassed by one other
individual, Eustace de Boulogne who was one
of the super-rich of early Norman England.

by Christmas 1101 when he was addressed as
such and he may have continued in post
through to 1115.⁴⁷ So these are the early
sheriffs of Essex and it is certainly conceivable
that one or more had some involvement with
the building of Colchester Castle.⁴⁸
At the time of Domesday the Bishop of London’s Colchester holdings are listed as: fourteen
houses; more than 10 ½ acres of land; a mill;
two villagers; eleven smallholders; and one
slave. Together these had a combined value of
£2 10s.⁴⁹ Within the town, these were the
highest value holdings in the possession of any
individual, apart from those held directly by the
king. Between 1051 and 1075 the post of
Bishop of London was held by an individual
named as William. William was then replaced
by Hugh d’Orival (or d’Orevalle) who was elected sometime after the end of August 1075 and
then remained in post until his death on 12th
January 1085. There was then a gap before his
replacement, Maurice was consecrated on April
1086.⁵⁰

Though Swein’s holdings were mainly centred
around Rayleigh, in the south-east of the
county, they did include two houses in
Colchester. In Domesday there is also a very
significant entry under Rayleigh that: ‘in this
manor Suen has made his castle.’ This
involvement in castle construction combined
with his administrative role and standing in
Essex certainly makes him a credible candidate
to be involved with the initial construction of
Colchester Castle.⁴⁴ In terms of his immediate
successors Ralph Baynard replaced Suen at
some point in the late 1070s as he was certainly
in post by 1080. At the time of Domesday Ralph
is also recorded as holding some property in
Colchester.⁴⁵ By at least 1085 Peter de
Valognes, who incidentally was also Eudo’s
brother-in-law, had become sheriff and he
probably continued in this role well into the
reign of William Rufus. Prior to this Peter was
serving as sheriff of Hertfordshire before also
being awarded responsibility for Essex.⁴⁶ Hugh
de Brocland (or Buckland) was certainly sheriff

In relation to these bishops there is a very
interesting royal charter which includes the
following instruction from William: ‘That he has
granted to Maurice bishop of London the castle
of Stortford, and all the land which bishop
William, his predecessor, held from the King.’⁵¹
If the bishops of London were trusted individuals to hold one royal castle in the east of
England then perhaps they could be trusted to
be involved with the construction of another?
Colchester lay within the jurisdiction of the
bishops of London and later, in the first half of
the thirteenth century, two successive postholders certainly held the custody of Colchester Castle on behalf of the Crown. So it is
entirely conceivable that William or Hugh were
involved with its initial construction and even
perhaps Maurice with the second phase. There
is also an interesting architectural comparison
that might, at the least, suggest an influence of
the bishops of London over an aspect of the
design, as will be discussed later.
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may have been rewarded by being given the
post of ducal steward. This perhaps also
provided an opportunity for Eudo, at an early
stage in his life and career, to enter into the
circles of the ducal court and perhaps become
acquainted with a young William Rufus with
whom he certainly later seems to have had a
special relationship.

Now coming to Eudo the Steward, the person
most commonly associated with the construction of Colchester Castle. The claim that he
built the Castle is principally based on the
Colchester Chronicle which, as already mentioned, has to be viewed as unreliable. There
is, however, another early source containing a
corroborative statement of Eudo’s involvement. This is the foundation history (the Genealogia Foundatoris) of Tintern Abbey which
includes the statement that ‘Eudo Steward of
the Norman king, who built the castle of Colchester’.⁵² Though the reference to Eudo occurs in a rather confused entry, that in at least
one other detail is inaccurate, it is clearly supportive of the idea that there was a relatively
early tradition of him having a role in the
Castle’s construction.

It does seem probable that Eudo was among
the band of adventurers that embarked with
William on his conquest of England in 1066. The
role he played in the new kingdom in the
immediate
post-conquest
years
is
undocumented but by 1074 he was serving as
one of the Stewards to the new English King. At
the time of Domesday he can be shown to have
been one of four Stewards and it has been
suggested that at any one time there would
normally have been this number serving in some
kind of rotational manner. The requirement of
the Steward to be in attendance on the King, and
therefore travel with him as he moved about his
realm, is amply reflected in the number of
charters bearing Eudo’s name as a witness. For
instance in the reign of the Conqueror he
appears as a witness to eighteen royal charters
at a range of locations in southern Britain and
Normandy. Strictly speaking the office of
Steward involved duties such as serving the
dishes to the king, though such menial tasks
might be delegated.

In the late eleventh and early twelfth century
Eudo was a prominent figure in early Norman
England and one who successfully steered his
way through the turmoil and political intrigues
of the reigns of the first two Norman kings and
a substantial part of the third. For most of his
life, while he only gets an incidental mention
by one of the major chroniclers, he formed part
of the inner circle of the royal court. He was
undoubtedly a man of national importance, but
he was also a very significant figure in the
history of both Colchester and its Castle.
Consequently, in both a national and local
context, he is worthy of an in-depth account far
beyond the previous treatments of his life that
have so far been attempted.⁵³ Such an account
is being prepared for the planned larger work
on the Castle and so all that will be included
here is a brief summary.

More widely it involved management of the
‘hall’ (including overseeing the kitchen
arrangements, staff, storage, supply of food
stuffs and more). Inevitably this meant the post
holder played a significant role within the royal
administration, including having some financial
responsibilities.
As a consequence the
Stewards very probably derived considerable
influence and power from the nature of their
role. Certainly in terms of salary they were, at
least by the end of the reign of Henry I, the
second highest paid royal officials in early
Norman England, with only the Chancellor
receiving more.⁵⁴

To start with he was presumably born at Ryes
just to the north-east of Bayeaux. His father
was Hubert de Ryes and while nothing is known
of his mother he seems to have had at least four
brothers, Hubert, Ralph, Adam and Robert, and
two sisters, Albreda and Muriel. His father
committed a very notable act in the mid-1040s
when he helped protect young Duke William
from an assassination attempt for which he
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Eudo’s standing in the new kingdom is well
demonstrated by Domesday in which he is
recorded as having been awarded properties
in eleven counties, in the East Midlands, East
Anglia and Essex, which together had a value,
in terms of annual income, of just over £390.
While this did not place him in the bracket of
the super-rich it still ranked him among the fifty
wealthiest landholders in England.⁵⁵ Among his
holdings those in Essex had a total value of
£150 12s., the largest in any county and this
clearly indicates his main area of interest. In
terms of Colchester the total value of his
holdings stood at £1 10s. below those of the
bishop of London, Eustace de Boulogne and
Hamo, another of the royal Stewards. Also, as
already outlined, it seems that in 1086
Walkelin, and before him Waleran, had
administrative responsibility for Colchester.
Consequently by 1086 while Eudo was certainly
a significant figure in Colchester he was not
seemingly the dominant one.

and sister of Gilbert de Clare. This linked him
to one of the most prominent Norman families
who had illustrious connections going back to
Richard I Duke of Normandy. The advantage
of this marriage to Eudo is clear but it must
also indicate that there was some significant
benefit to Rohese’s family. This is further
supportive of the idea that Eudo did have some
kind of special status with the King which made
him worthy of a marriage alliance with a family
in the very upper echelons of Norman society.
This apparent special relationship with William
Rufus and evidence of increasing status would
certainly provide a good context for Eudo
coming into dominance in Colchester during
this time and that, under royal instruction, work
once again began on Colchester Castle. If the
Castle was completed under Eudo’s custody it
would certainly not be surprising that within a
few generations he would become associated
with the entire building work as any memory or
understanding of a two phase construction
would surely have been lost.

Moving into the reign of the second Norman
king, William Rufus, it is necessary to mention
one of the fantastical tales deriving from St.
John’s Abbey. This involves William Rufus
almost entirely owing his accession to the
English throne to the efforts of Eudo.⁵⁶ While
Eudo was clearly not the kingmaker as
described in the St. John’s story he does seem
to have been close to William Rufus. Analysis
of Rufus’ charters has revealed that Eudo was
the most frequent attester, with his name
appearing on thirty-seven.⁵⁷ It is perhaps
relevant that of the nine most frequent
witnesses three held the post of steward and
this might simply imply that these royal office
holders were convenient figures to act as
witnesses, as one should have been in
attendance on the King at all times. However,
it is also strongly suggestive that Eudo was a
favourite of the second Norman monarch.

While under William Rufus it seems probable
that Eudo simply held the custody of the town
and castle of Colchester on behalf of the crown
this was altered at the beginning of the reign of
Henry I when the award was made outright as
seen in the 1101 charter that has already been
mentioned. This, along with other awards, was
clearly done by Henry in order to secure the
continuing support of a man who had so ably
and loyally served both his father and brother
before him through the turbulent times of the
new Norman kingdom. Eudo continued to hold
Colchester, the town and the castle, until his
death in 1120.
The What
Now coming to the most substantial part of
this article, the fourth W, the What. This is
not, however, a detailed description of the
Castle but rather a matter of highlighting a
number of little known aspects as well as
taking the opportunity to question some old
ideas and present some new ones.

That Eudo’s overall status had risen at the
beginning of Rufus’ reign is certainly indicated
by the fact that in early 1088 he married
Rohese, the daughter of Richard Fitz Gilbert
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A Roman Origin for the Unusual Ground Plan?

Channel. Consequently Colchester Castle and
the White Tower can now be seen as part of a
wider tradition.⁶¹ Also subsequent work at the
White Tower has now discredited the idea of a
change of plan.⁶² In consequence of these
issues Drury’s hypothesis is clearly no longer
tenable and it has been reported that he has
now modified his interpretation.⁶³

In terms of the structure of Colchester Castle a
first issue that is worth considering is a very
thought-provoking proposal put forward by
Paul Drury.⁵⁸ This was that the overall form of
the ground plan of the keep was due both to
the Roman temple and a fourth century
expansion that involved an extension along the
southern front, which included an apsidal
eastern end. This was based on the
interpretation of some perceived structural
evidence from excavations within the keep and
some apparent indication that the apsidal
south-east corner of the White Tower
represented a change of plan after construction
had started.⁵⁹ On this basis it was believed that
Colchester must have provided the inspiration
for the change of plan at the Tower.

However, this still leaves the structural
evidence from Colchester that had previously
been seen as so convincing. The intention is not
to consider all of this here but simply to
highlight one aspect. An excavation conducted
in June 1932, in the old prison area of the Castle
in the south-east corner, revealed a tile raft
filling the gap between the ruined southern
front of the temple podium and the inner edge
of the line of the south wall of the Norman keep.
It also sat above the nosed foundation of the
temple steps that extended out to the south
from the edge of the temple podium. In being
the first to present these results in print Rex Hull
was in no doubt that the tile raft was Norman
in date.⁶⁴ However, when the tile raft was
re-exposed in March 1977 a different
conclusion was reached and this was in part
based on evidence provided from an analysis of
mortar samples from various contexts,
including from the tile raft.⁶⁵ On the basis of
the presence of impurities this analysis divided
the samples into two groups and it was
considered that this enabled the identification
of the kiln type that the lime for the mortar was
produced in. Lime produced from a flare kiln is
normally free from impurities whereas lime
produced from a running kiln is generally
contaminated. It was further noted that the
Romans only used flare kilns and therefore it
was concluded that any mortar identified as
coming from a flare kiln should indicate a broad
Roman date. On this basis as the sample
representing the mortar matrix of the tile raft
sample fitted into the group free of impurities
it was concluded that it was Roman. Given that
the tile raft extends out and above the nosed
foundation of the temple steps then it was

This idea was of course made at a time when
the ground plans of Colchester Castle and the
White Tower were thought to be not only
unmatched in England but also in Normandy
and France more generally.
The situation, however, is now very different
with the recognition of the same form at Ivryla-Bataille in Normandy. Ivry not only shares
the same unusual ground plan but has a
construction date that is significantly earlier
than the two English royal keeps. Built at the
command of Aubrey, wife of Raoul Comte
d’Ivry, the keep was completed in the early
eleventh century. While the architect, Lanfred,
was prevented from disseminating the form of
his design, as Aubrey had him executed to
expressly prevent this, that the building
continued to be well known, and therefore a
source of inspiration to later castle builders, is
amply demonstrated by Orderic Vitalis who,
writing in the early twelfth century, described
it as the ‘famous tower’ (turris formosa).⁶⁰ Also
a number of prominent figures in early Norman
England, particularly William Fitz Osbern, had
close links to the castle and so could well have
provided a conduit for the transmission and
implementation of the design across the
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In terms of Phase 1A, initially the east, west
and south walls, the north-west, south-west,
south-west buttress and south-east buttress
towers and the apse were all raised so that they
reached an average height of 34.32m OD. In all
these cases it is also evident that at this point
they were topped with crenellations. In the
case of the north wall and the north-east tower
they were seemingly not raised to quite the
same height and were not topped with
crenellations.

further proposed that it must represent a late
Roman extension, perhaps dating to the fourth
century linked to a Christianisation of the
building. The problem with this conclusion,
however, is that while flare kilns were certainly
the norm in the Roman period they were also
typical of the Norman period. It was only in
the later medieval and post-medieval periods
that running kilns become far more extensively
used.⁶⁶ So the analysis of the tile raft mortar
established nothing apart from the fact that it
was unlikely to be late medieval or postmedieval. In fact the only mortar that was
sampled that at the time was thought to be
Norman was from a posthole cut into the tile
raft. Drury interpreted this as relating to a
scaffolding pole used to support a wooden
form that enabled the initial construction of
the Norman vaulted room. This was, however,
on the basis that they were cut into his claimed
late Roman tile layer. In fact it seems far more
likely that the postholes are post-medieval in
date and linked to the use of the area as a
prison. The fact that the mortar sample from
the posthole was apparently produced in a
running kiln certainly strongly supports this
conclusion.

Then, representing Phase 1B, the north-west
tower, the south-west tower and the southwest buttress tower were all raised by an
average of 1.65m, to a height of 36.02m OD,
and again topped with battlements. Except for
the southern corner of the north-west tower
and the western corner of the south-west
buttress tower this was initially done through
the use, at the quoins, of several courses of
Roman tiles before returning to a few courses
of ashlar.
Seemingly the apse and the south-east
buttress tower were not heightened as part of
the Phase 1B build and a further complexity
occurs in relation to the north wall and the
north-east tower. As seen in the quoins of the
central pilaster buttress of the north wall a
distinct break occurs at a height of c. 33.11m
OD, with a transition from ashlar to Roman tiles.
That this marks the construction break, even
though it is over 1m lower than the other three
walls, seems clear due to a major change in the
pattern and number of putlog holes that is
evident between the lower Phase 1 wall and the
upper Phase 2 wall, a matter that will be
returned to later. Similarly in the case of the
north-east tower the break between the two
main phases seems to occur at c.33.49m OD.⁶⁹
Also both the north wall and the north-east
tower have no clear evidence of crenellations.
Consequently the result of all of this was that
at the end of Phase 1B the building seems to
have had a decidedly lopsided and uneven
profile.

The First Phase Structure
It was Arthur Jarmin, in 1922, who first
explicitly recognised the two phase nature of
the keep and that at the junction between the
two building phases were the remains of
battlements.⁶⁷ Following Jarmin the next
major advance in the matter was when Rex
Hull recognised a second higher level of
battlements in the south-west buttress tower,
the large south-west tower and the north-west
tower indicating that there were in fact three
building phases evident in the walls. Hull
concluded that the lower level represented an
initial build, which he designated as Phase 1A,
and then at some point, with Hull suggesting
that it could have been after only a single
building season, a heightening of the corner
towers took place which he designated as
Phase 1B.⁶⁸
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These Phase 1 battlements seen around much
of the circuit of the building are a rare, perhaps
unique, survival of early Norman architecture
in England.⁷⁰ In the case of most Norman
keeps any battlements seen today are not
original but are the product of later
modification and in some cases are reimaginations of what they might have once
looked like. In terms of the Colchester
battlements it is apparent that in the main
walls there is consistency in the width and
heights of embrasures. From measurements
from the east, west and south walls the
average embrasure width is 0.58m (with seven
measurements of 0.58m and two outliers of
0.54m and 0.62m) and the average height is
0.72m (with a tight range of measurements
from 0.70 -0.74m). In the case of the merlons,
the raised area of walling between the
embrasures, there is, however, far greater
variance in their width. In the case of the east
wall the first merlon extending out from the
north-east tower is 1m wide, the next to the
south 1.64m, then 1.64m and 1m at which
point the northerly of the pilaster-buttresses
is reached. This last merlon in effect combines
with the pilaster-buttresses, which is 2.46m
wide, and the first merlon of the middle bay,
which is 0.44m, to create an extended merlon
of 3.90m in width. The next merlon in the
central bay is 2.34m wide, then 2.28m and
finally 0.54m at which point the next pilasterbuttresses is reached, though unfortunately
after this no fully reliable measurements for
merlons can be obtained in the southern bay.
In the case of the south wall only one reliable
measurement of a merlon width is possible and
this is 1.90m.

widths (the northern bay is c.7.18m, the middle
bay c.7.50m and the southern bay c.6.64m). In
the four towers with evidence of battlements
(the south-east buttress tower, the south-west
buttress tower, the south-west tower and the
north-west tower) because of their varying
dimensions there would have been even
greater inconsistency in the width of merlons
but once again there is a general consistency
of width and heights of embrasures.
The heightening from 1A to 1B allowed the
creation of rooms in the south-west and northwest towers. In the case of the north-west
tower this allowed the two garderobes that had
already been partially constructed in Phase 1A
to become fully functional by being in an
enclosed room. Also a window was inserted
through the north wall of the tower. In the
heightening process the outline of a Phase 1A
embrasure was left visible in the inside wall,
the only location internally that an embrasure
can be seen. In the case of the south-west
tower there are also two garderobes that were
probably planned as part of Phase 1A, though
perhaps only becoming functional, or rather
enclosed, in Phase 1B. A notable feature of the
four west side garderobes is that Caen Stone is
involved in the makeup of the surrounds of the
external openings of the waste chutes.
With the decision to cease construction, with
perhaps no prospect of when, or if ever, work
would be resumed, a decision was taken to
allow the building to have a functional use,
rather than remain as a construction site. This
is clearly shown by the existence of the
battlements. At this point the building must
also surely have been, in part at least, roofed.
There is in fact a possible indication of a Phase
1 roofline in the first floor space in the southeast part of the building, here described as a
chapel but by a number of other writers as a
crypt or sub-chapel (see fig. 3). In the arched
recess at the western end of the room, where
the obscuring layers of plaster have been
removed, there is a very sharp distinction
between the Phase 1 and the Phase 2

This difference in merlon width was probably
due to the fact that in order to accommodate
a standard number of embrasures per wall
section differences in length were required.
For example in the case of the east wall while
it is divided into three bays by two pilasterbuttresses, and each of these bays has three
embrasures, the bays are of slightly different
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construction through a change from horizontal
courses of septaria to Roman tile set in
herringbone fashion. However, this is not a
horizontal break but rather an angled one rising
from north to south at roughly 40o.⁷¹ This is very
intriguing and one possible explanation for this
highly unusual situation is that this could
represent the line of a pitched roof. If so this
could indicate that the whole southern end of
the building was roofed at this time. In terms
of the roofing of the rest of the internal space
nothing is evident but perhaps it remained as
three open courtyards separated by the two
internal north-south walls, assuming they were
constructed at this time and there is some
complexity in relation to these walls that needs
further consideration. In such a scenario the
Phase 1 building would have been somewhat
similar in form to a shell keep.

88% (4043 pieces), occurs in the Phase 1 walls,
with only 12% (537 pieces) found in the Phase
2 walls.⁷⁴ While the situation is slightly blurred
by higher surface loss of the upper walls,
including particularly at the quoins, the
difference is still clear. There is also a very stark
difference in the amount of Caen stone used
between the two phases with some 1,880
pieces in the Phase 1 walls and only 14 noted
in the Phase 2 walls. Similarly while Barnack
stone marginally represents the largest
percentage of imported stone in the Phase 2
walls, as it does in the Phase 1 walls, this only
involves 342 pieces, compared to 2,024 in the
lower Phase 1 walls. Of the other type of
imported stone, Quarr stone, it is only present
in relatively small numbers with only 139 pieces
identified in the Phase 1 walls and 181 in the
Phase 2 walls. It is noteworthy that a similar
reduction in the amount of imported stone has
been noted at the White Tower in relation to
the Phase 1 walls and the Phase 2 walls.⁷⁵

Building material types and the a difference
between the two phases
In terms of building material the predominant
types used throughout the keep are reddish tile
and Septaria, along with a significant amount
of Kentish Ragstone. The majority of this
material was clearly derived from robbing the
extensive Roman structures within and around
the town. This recycled material was, however,
supplemented by finer quality stone, that could
be dressed to shape. This included Barnack
stone from Northamptonshire, Quarr stone
from the Isle of Wight and Caen stone from
Normandy.

A difference in the amount and pattern of
putlog holes between the Phase 1 and Phase
2 builds
Around the circuit of the keep, both externally
and internally, the square holes, known as putlog
holes, used for securing the scaffolding used
during construction, are plainly visible. In terms
of the external walls there is a particularly
notable difference in the patterning and quantity
of putlog holes between the lower Phase 1 walls
and the upper Phase 2 walls. In the east, west
and north walls, the north-east tower and three
of the four faces of the north-west tower there
is a surprising paucity of putlog holes in Phase 1.
In all these cases what is represented is a single
horizontal line lying at c.28.80m OD. In the case
of the east and west walls this leaves c.5m of
walling up to the constructional break with no
putlog holes present. This limited number is
strikingly different when compared with the far
greater number present in the Phase 2 build.
For instance in the case of the east wall in the
Phase 1 wall there is a single horizontal row of
seven (though probably originally eight) but in

As is typical in early keeps this better quality
dressed stone was used mainly for quoins and
features such as window and door surrounds
while the main body of the walls were
principally made of the poorer quality
materials.⁷² There is, however, a significant
difference in the amount of this imported stone
used in the lower Phase 1 walls and the higher
Phase 2 walls. In total, as part of the Norman
construction, 4,379 pieces of imported stone
were identified during the survey of the
external walls conducted in the 1980s and
1990s.⁷³ The vast majority of imported stone,
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Fig. 3. The west end of the Chapel showing the angled junction which may represent a Phase 1 roofline (© author).

Another important aspect to note in relation
to the Phase 2 putlog holes in the external walls
is that in many cases it is clear that the lowest
row are sited in the base, typically in one or
other of the corners, of Phase 1 embrasures.
This is particularly evident in the case of the east
wall. In some parts of the wall circuit this is
particularly valuable in identifying the presence
of embrasures in areas where traces of them
are only partial, for instance in the south-east
buttress tower and around the apse.

the Phase 2 wall there are thirty-seven, arranged
in a grid pattern. This change therefore
represents another very distinctive marker that
can help differentiate between the two building
phases around much of the wall circuit.⁷⁶
In the interior, as with the exterior walls,
there is also a marked increase in the presence
of putlog holes from the ground floor to the
first floor. In fact the interior sides of the
external walls, at ground floor level, have no
putlog holes at all. Putlog holes are only to be
found on the ground floor on either side of the
surviving north-south internal wall (six in each
face), a single example in the north-south
internal wall on the eastern side of the
entrance area and another solitary example in
the north wall of the Lucas Vault, the central
room at the southern end. This total of
thirteen putlog holes compares with fifty that
are visible on the first floor. These first floor
putlog holes occur not only in the surviving
internal north-south wall (ten in the western
face and seven in the eastern face) but also in
the internal faces of the external walls
(fourteen in the west wall, sixteen in the north
wall and three in the east wall).⁷⁷

In the case of the north wall it is this difference
in putlog holes that provides an important
marker that helps to establish the break
between the two building phases. This was first
noted by Rex Hull who stated that ‘the lowest
of the Phase 2 scaffold poles were laid,
apparently, on the straight top of the Phase 1
wall.’⁷⁸ However, this lowest row lies at 33.40m
OD and so is in fact slightly higher, by c.0.29m,
than the apparent structural break as seen in
the pilaster-buttress which is at c.33.11m.
There are also some other issues with the north
wall that might suggest greater complexity and
some further thought needs to be given to this
matter.
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Building rises

Interestingly such a polychromatic effect is also
to be found in many Roman structures, as can
still be seen today in the case of the Roman
town walls of Colchester. So once again the use
of this design in the Castle could be another
deliberate reference back to the Roman past.⁸³
However, Eric Fernie has put forward a strong
counter argument in relation to Norman
construction methods. As he stated:

In terms of the overall structure an interesting
aspect of both the external and the internal
walls is that patterning, caused by the use of
different types and sequences of building
materials, in the coursing of the walls may
indicate annual seasons of construction work.
In the case of the external walls this is
particularly evident in the pilaster-buttresses
in the east, west and north walls but it is also
apparent in other sections of the walls. In
broad terms, above the plinth, the lower Phase
1 external walls can be broken down into three
zones with an overall average rise of 2.04m.⁷⁹
However, in the case of the south-west
buttress tower, the south-west tower and the
north-west tower a fourth higher rise is
evident, representing the Phase 1B
heightening, and these represent an average
rise of 1.65m. In the Phase 2 walls, two zones
can typically be recognised, with remnants of
a third where the walls survive higher. The
average rise for the Phase 2 zones, excluding
the higher third partial zones, is 1.51m.

Blocks of stone recognizable by their
different colours and textures are
sometimes arranged in patterns of
alternating layers. While in a few cases
this may have been for polychromatic
effect, in the great majority it was a
technique
intended
to
avoid
concentrating the defects of one or the
other type in one place.⁸⁴
He also argued strongly that the normal practice
in Norman architecture was to cover the walls
of buildings, both internally and externally with
a surface finish. As he put it: ‘a building was not
considered finished until the masonry had been
hidden.’⁸⁵
While this is an issue that is never likely to be
properly resolved, at Colchester Castle a strong
case for external rendering can be made due to
the fact that the patterning in the walls is
inconsistent. This is very evident in slight
differences between the bays in the east, west
and north walls. There are even some differences
within single bays on either side of a window.
This inconsistency is also particularly evident in
relation to a course of tiles set vertically, or
slightly angled, seen around much of the circuit
of the building. While surface loss, re-facing or
restoration work may account for some missing
sections of this distinctive course this is clearly
not the case in some parts of the wall circuit, such
as in south-west buttress tower and the south
wall, where it is entirely absent or, as in the north
wall, where it is only partially present. Surface
rendering would certainly explain the apparent
inconsistency in the coursing of the walls as it
simply did not matter.

These average rises calculated for the
Colchester external walls compare to the
proposal by Renn that for Norman castles
typically every ten to twelve feet (c. 3.10m to
3.70m) represented a single building season.⁸⁰
Clearly the figures for Colchester lie well below
this range and one explanation for this could be
the exceptional size of the area that the keep
covers which would have inevitably placed
constraints on the amount of building work that
could be achieved in a single building season.⁸¹
Surface Appearance
It has been proposed that a part of the design
of Colchester Castle, and some other early
keeps such as Guildford, was a polychromatic
visual effect in the external walls created
through the use of different building
materials.⁸² If this was a deliberately designed
effect then it clearly implies that the wall
surfaces were intended to be seen and not
given any kind of surface rendering.
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Figure 4: The possible Phase 1 and Phase 2 junction in the Great Stairs (source the author).
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The Great Stairs

that the stairs were planned from the beginning
and cannot represent a change of plan.

In a number of studies of Colchester Castle it has
been stated that the Great Stairs in the southwest tower was constructed as part of Phase 2
and represented a major remodelling of this part
of the building, including the entrance.⁸⁶ One
person who has cast doubt on this issue is once
again Fernie who noted ‘a change of material
(from ashlar to rubble) about halfway up the
newel’ with the implication that this represents
the break between the two phases of
construction.⁸⁷ This also links to his belief that
the doorway was original and his observation
that the ashlar from the doorway runs into the
ashlar forming the entrance and lower part of
the Great Stairs which would seem to indicate
that they were built at the same time.
Examination of the Great Stairs fully confirms
Fernie’s observation with the lower part of the
stairwell’s outer wall being constructed of large
dressed stone blocks and then on reaching close
to the top of ground floor level there are two
courses of ashlar running horizontally at the base
of the wall but after this there is a change to
alternating bands of Roman tile and Septaria
(fig. 4). This change occurs at c. 32.09m OD
which, while over 2m lower than the Phase 1A
junction seen in the same face of the south-west
tower, must surely mark the junction between
the Phase 1 and the Phase 2 work. It is also
interesting to note that, visually at least, this is
strikingly similar to the transition from the Phase
1 to Phase 2 work seen in the north-west, northeast and south-west turret stairways in the White
Tower.⁸⁸

The Second Building Phase
Now coming to a consideration of some aspects
of the second phase of construction. At the
outset it should be noted that the author is a
strong advocate for a two storey structure
rather than the three storey or four storey
models that have been favoured by others.
Evidence for this has been presented elsewhere
and so will not be rehearsed here particularly
as it will be dealt with in far greater detail in the
author’s future more extensive account of the
building.⁸⁹ In relation to this, however, it is
worth considering whether at this stage a major
change of plan occurred perhaps with a shift
from an original intention to have built higher.
While there is no way to be certain on this
matter there are some clear indications that a
change of plan, at least in terms of some details,
did occur. Firstly in the case of a garderobe in
the east wall in the process of constructing the
waste chute it was necessary to cut down
through the Phase 1 wall and break through the
line of a Phase 1 merlon (fig. 5). This clearly
demonstrates that it was not planned from the
beginning.⁹⁰ As has been mentioned the
external openings of the waste chutes of the
four west wall garderobes all have some Caen
stone and so it may be significant that the
surround of the east wall garderobe waste
chute opening does not involve any Caen stone
but instead is made up of blocks of Barnack
stone and one of an unknown form of
limestone.

One last thing to note on this issue is the scale
of the south-west tower that houses the
stairway. Nobody has suggested that the whole
south-west tower was rebuilt as part of Phase 2
and there is certainly nothing to suggest this.
However, its grand scale, from the foundation
upwards, was clearly in large part predicated by
the fact that it was always intended to house the
Great Stairs, the largest vaulted newel staircase
in any Norman keep in Britain. This surely shows

Evidence of a more substantial change of plan
is demonstrated by the covering over of the
southerly of the two garderobes in the northwest tower by the addition of a second spiral
stairway that starts on the first floor and goes
upwards. This would seem to clearly indicate
that it was not initially intended to have a
stairway starting here but that the Phase 2
builders subsequently saw a clear advantage in
having one and so sacrificed the garderobe.
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Top: Fig. 5. The west exterior wall showing the Phase 2
garderobe cutting through a Phase 1 merlon (© author)
Left: Fig. 6: George Buckler’s plan of the north-west
tower at first-floor level showing the position of the
two external garderobes waste chutes (marked ‘e’
and ‘f’) and the claimed entrance to a blocked
passage (marked ‘g’) (Buckler 1876).
Right: Fig. 7: The arched space in the north-west
tower mistakenly believed to be the entrance to a
blocked passage (© author).
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at the end of this passage (see fig. 8).⁹⁴ While
this depiction was purely hypothetical it proved
to be highly influential and has been
reproduced on a number of occasions through
into the early twenty-first century.⁹⁵

A Wrongly Located Garderobe
Another issue concerning the garderobes in the
north-west tower is that an error has become
embedded in the literature concerning the
position of the southerly of the two garderobes.
This garderobe is clearly evident due to the
presence of the waste chute opening in the
external wall. Internally, however, in the
process of constructing the spiral stairway in
the north-west tower the garderobe was
covered over, as just described. This lost
garderobe was noted as far back as 1740s in a
plan though this inaccurately depicted the
position of the spiral stairway in relation to both
of the tower’s garderobes, putting it to the
south of them.⁹¹ Over a century later George
Buckler correctly identified that the location of
external waste chute clearly indicated that the
lost garderobe lay directly under the stairway
and marked as such on a plan (as ‘f’ in fig. 6).
However, he also noted what he considered to
be a blocked entrance with an arched top,
leading to a passage just inside the tower on
the southern side.⁹² At some point, possibly
influenced by Buckler’s claim of a blocked
passage, someone removed part of the blocking
to this presumed entrance to a hidden passage
(fig. 7). This action is evident today in the form
of a v-shaped cut in the walling, which originally
nearly ran down to floor level. This cut was
then subsequently partially re-filled though the
top was left open.⁹³

The Royal Commission plan, however, was
wrong. This is established in two ways. Firstly
by examining the remaining opened up space
in the upper part of the walling. It consists of
two distinct spaces, with the first being a semidomed cut that is c.1.55m wide and that
extends in southwards by c.0.80m. Then at the
back of this, opening of from its south-western
side, is a second narrower cut which at the
opening is c. 0.80m wide and from there it
extends in westwards by c. 1m. None of the
exposed surfaces represent original wall faces
but are simply irregularly hacked out areas that
have been made into originally solid walling.
All of this space seems to have been created by
whoever attempted to reveal the presumed
passageway. The second way of disproving the
existence of the southern passage is provided
by measuring the distance between the
openings of the two garderobe waste chutes on
the external western wall of the tower and then
laying this out internally. This establishes that
the lost garderobe in fact lies directly under the
base of the stairway and not beyond the walling
to its south, exactly where Buckler depicted it
back in 1876, and so there was no need for a
southern passage at all.
So having set this out it only remains necessary
to explain the arched, recessed, space that has
been believed for so long to be a blocked
passage. Firstly it represents the end of a
north-south barrel vaulted passage that leads
to the north wall of the tower and the east-west
barrel vaulted passage leading to the northerly
of the tower’s garderobes. It is also in fact a
necessary mechanism to allow the doorway at
the bottom to open inwards into the stairwell.
Exactly the same situation can also found at two
locations in the Great Stairs. In this stairway,
at its base, it starts with a short barrel vaulted
space orientated north-south which creates

The nature of this infill, an irregular
arrangement of tiles and septaria set within a
very light mortar, is very distinct from the
surrounding Norman walling that it cuts
through. The work certainly had the effect of
exacerbating the impression of the existence of
a blocked entrance way leading to a hidden
passage. Very probably heavily influenced by
the appearance of the wall, the Royal
Commission in 1922 published a plan of the
building clearly depicting a second garderobe
passage to the south of the stairway and
inaccurately placing the waste chute opening
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floor. While it is important to stress this there
is, however, a second possible configuration that
needs to be seriously considered.
This
alternative idea has been most clearly advocated
by Dr Pamela Marshal and involves an L-shaped
room that occupies the equivalent combined
space as the ground floor entrance area, the
Well-House and the Lucas Vault. Under this
interpretation it has been proposed that its
purpose would have been as a waiting room for
people before admittance to the narrow central
chamber and then to the Great Hall.⁹⁶
The only discordant note in relation to this
scenario is that it involves a divergence from
the ground floor layout. There is, however,
some structural evidence that might support
such a divergence. Firstly, on the 1745 plan,
referred to earlier in relation to the north-west
tower garderobes, there is an indication of a
recess in the south external wall that is labelled
as one of a number of ‘Large Places like Niches
not through the Wall.’ This, however, is where
a north-south wall should have met the south
exterior wall if the first floor room
arrangements mirrored those of the floor
below. If this was the case it would surely rather
be expected to see the stump of a wall
protruding out and not a recessed space if the
internal wall had bonded into the external wall.
Alternatively, if the two walls simply butted up
against each other a flat face should have
existed and not a niche.

arched topped vertical faces on both sides. The
identical situation is found at the point of the
transition of the Great Stairs to the first floor.
The arched recesses created at both these
points clearly do not represent blocked
passages and nobody has ever suggested that
they do. In the case of the north-west tower it
seems it was only due to the confusion over the
locality of the southern garderobe that the idea
developed.
The First-floor Plan
In terms of the Phase 2 construction there
remains some uncertainty over the
configuration of first-floor spaces along the
front on the south-west side. The simplest
explanation is that the rooms match those of
the floor below. This mirroring of layouts
between the ground floor and the first floor,
with walls rising above walls and doorways
sitting above doorways, is certainly the pattern
observable in all parts of the building where
matters have not been obscured by the late
seventeenth century demolition activity or the
eighteenth century restoration. On this basis
the initial first floor room opening out from the
Great Stairs would have been a space of the
same dimensions as the combined entrance
area and Well House on the ground floor and
would have had a doorway on its northern side,
close up against the west wall, leading through
to the area of the Great Hall. To the east of this
first room would have been a second room of
the same configuration as the room below,
known as the Lucas Vault, meaning that this
second first floor room extended out around
another 4m further to the north than the first
room. This second room would also have had
its own door allowing it to be entered from the
long, narrow, central chamber that ran along
the eastern side of the Great Hall, and traces of
such a doorway are in fact clearly visible in the
expected position.

Consequently, as first tentatively proposed by
Philip Crummy, could the niche in fact indicate
the site of an original fireplace within an Lshaped room?⁹⁷ Today this spot is in fact
occupied by a fireplace composed of a late
medieval stone element along with some
upper, wooden, seventeenth century elements
that were added relatively recently (fig. 8 for
the site of the fireplace).⁹⁸ The early stone
element and the 1745 plan are certainly
suggestive of a fireplace in this location in the
The scenario just outlined certainly offers a
late medieval or early post-medieval periods
strong and viable interpretation of how to
and therefore that it was also, perhaps, the site
reconstruct this part of the building on the first
of an original Norman fireplace.
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Figure 8: The first-floor plan of Colchester Castle produced by the Royal Commission and published in 1922. It
incorrectly shows the position of the southerly of the two garderobes in the north-west tower (see fig. 6 for the
correct position). In terms of this detail the plan proved to be highly influential and has been replicated in most
plans published since 1922.
In the Royal Commission plan the site of the newly described staircase (see pages 31-4), in the easterly of the
two north-side apses in the room here considered to be the chapel, is also incorrectly shown as having a passage
going right through the width of the wall at the back. To avoid confusion it should be noted that the plan also
shows eighteenth century and later features and, for instance, the stairways depicted in the westerly of the
north-side apses of the chapel relate to the building opening as a museum in 1860, though they pass through
the location of an original doorway (source: the Royal Commission , 1922).
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The Chapel

The idea of an L-shaped room is also supported
by some aspects of the doorway remnant that
originally led through into the long narrow
central chamber to the north. This remnant
consists of the eastern side of the doorway and
just the beginning of the curve of the doorway
arch at the top (fig. 9). This doorway sits
directly above the doorway into Lucas Vault
below.
While this doorway has been
recognised in previous accounts, a relatively
new observation is the presence of a drawbar
hole, the shallower of the two holes, the
position of which may also provide some
critically important evidence in terms of the
room configuration (fig. 10). From the
appearance of the wall surfaces, on either side
of the drawbar hole, it seems possible to
establish which way the door opened. The wall
to the north has a relatively good smooth face
largely made up of courses of horizontally laid
tile, though with a small number of pieces of
septaria and a partial course of tiles set at an
angle. In contrast just to the north there is a
sharp junction with walling that is rubble built
and has a rougher surface.

Which space within the keep represents the
main chapel is intimately linked to the height
debate. A case for Colchester Castle having only
ever been two-storeys high has been set out
elsewhere.⁹⁹ In such a scenario the first floor
room in the south-east corner of the building
would be the chapel. Certainly during the
eighteenth century through to the late
nineteenth century this space was known as the
Chapel (fig. 11) Then following Round’s major
reappraisal of the building in 1882 the room
became known as the Crypt. However, in
general form the room certainly has the
appearance of a chapel as acknowledged by Eric
Fernie who stated that the room was
‘recognisably a chapel’ even though, based on
his acceptance of the idea that there must be
another storey in which would be the main
chapel, he considered that it must be a subchapel.¹⁰⁰ In this context it is interesting to note
that in terms of its architectural form Fernie
made a direct comparison between this
particular space in Colchester Castle and the
church of St. Michaels and All Angels at Copford
a few miles outside Colchester.¹⁰¹ Copford
originally consisted of a single storied barrel
vaulted space with a half-domed apse at the
eastern end which is pierced by three windows,
as at Colchester. It also seems to have had four
short cross vaults though with flat arched ends
and not half-domed apses. Another local church
that has some similarities is St. John the Baptist
at Great Clacton which also originally seems to
have been a single-storied barrel-vaulted
structure with the nave having three short cross
vaults, again with flat arched ends.¹⁰² This basic
similarity of form might suggest some kind of
link between the design of the room here
considered to be the Colchester Castle chapel
and that of the two churches. In this context it
is noteworthy that both Copford and Great
Clacton have been interpreted as originating as
bishop’s palaces linked to the bishops of
London. Colchester lay within the jurisdiction
of the bishops of London and, as discussed

The rough surface could indicate where a
missing projecting door jamb once was. Certainly
the draw bar hole indicates that the door must
have had jambs protruding out and so this does
seem to be the only place where one could have
been present. On this basis then the doorway
would have had to have opened out to the north,
into the narrow central, chamber and so could
have been locked to prevent access from the
south.
This would certainly make sense if this door acted
as a way through from the Great Stairs to the
central chamber and from there to the Great Hall,
on the west, or the senior private apartments, to
the east. If instead the room configuration
matched that of the floor below then barring the
door would presumably have been for the purpose
of locking someone within, with the only logical
conclusion following from this being that the room
was for keeping prisoners. However, this seems a
very unlikely location for a prison cell.
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Top Left: Figure 9: The doorway remnant to
first- floor room in the southern front (© author)
Top Right: Figure 10: Drawbar hole in the side
of the doorway (© author)
Left: Figure 11: Depiction, by Josiah Parish, of
the first-floor room known as the Chapel
(Jenkins, 1853)
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In relation to the consideration of the nature
of possible wall paintings in the chapel of
Colchester Castle it is particularly valuable to
return to the example provided by the nearby
church at Copford. While the wall paintings at
Copford have been heavily restored in the
Victorian period they still give a very good
impression of what might be expected in the
late eleventh and early twelfth centuries. On
the basis of this comparison the wall paintings
in the Colchester chapel are likely to have
begun half-way up the main walls and start with
horizontal bands of geometric forms, such as
zig-zags and chevrons, or foliage patterns.
Above these, on the side walls could be
expected figurative scenes representing biblical
episodes. The sides of the window elements
are also likely to have been decorated with
geometric or foliage designs. The half-domed
ceilings at the ends of the two cross vaults
would have leant themselves particularly well
to large key scenes and the domed ceiling at
the eastern end of the main barrel vault, as the
main focal point of the chapel, would surely
have had a portrayal of the figure of Christ.
There may also have been areas of walling
covered with fake mortar joints, giving the
impression of ashlar, but having no relation to
the actual construction of the underlying
wall.¹⁰⁶ In conclusion, in visual terms the
Colchester Castle chapel would surely have
been a highly colourful and vibrant space.¹⁰⁷

earlier, one or more of them may even have
had some involvement in the construction of
the castle and so could there have been some
cross over in terms of design through this route?
On the basis that this first-floor room is the
main chapel one issue that needs to be
considered is its apparently unusual appearance
with a lack of any carved decoration. One
answer to this is that in the context of an early
Anglo-Norman castle it may not in fact be that
exceptional. Of particular note is John Goodall’s
major study of Rochester Castle in which he also
noted the plainness of its chapel which he
described as an ‘outstanding oddity.’ In
attempting to find comparisons with Rochester
he noted that the chapel in Norwich Castle was
also relatively plain.¹⁰³ At the time of writing
Goodall would of course not have considered
Colchester Castle as another comparative
example due to the prevailing view that the
location of the chapel was in the supposed lost
third storey. However, with the different
viewpoint of a two-storey building it can now be
added as a viable comparison to Rochester. So
with the examples of Rochester, and possibly
Norwich, as relatively plain early castle chapels,
can this phenomenon be considered to be that
exceptional in an English context given the
relatively small number of comparisons in the
late-eleventh and early-twelfth centuries?
Something else that is significant from
Goodall’s study is that, based on this apparent
exceptional plainness, he concluded that the
Rochester chapel must have had a painted
interior and he also extended this idea to
Norwich. In the context of a chapel this is of
course exactly what would be expected and it
would in fact be surprising if such a space was
not decorated in this way as Norman religious
spaces where normally richly adorned with wall
paintings.¹⁰⁴ As stated by William of
Malmesbury, in terms of sacred spaces, it was
considered that they fell far short unless the
walls were ‘bright with many-coloured
paintings and invite the sun to play upon the
ceiling.’¹⁰⁵

Another aspect of the room being the chapel
relates to the apparent problem, with a twostorey model, that there is only one certain
access point to it from the other first-floor
rooms and this was via the rooms on the
eastern side that seem to represent the senior
private apartments.¹⁰⁸ However, there is in fact
another entrance to the room that partly
overcomes this problem. This is via a stairway
coming up from the floor below, a feature that
has been overlooked in most accounts of the
building. This stairway opens out into the back
of the apse at the northern end of the easterly
of the two cross vaults (fig. 12). Notably this
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apse is smaller than, and so not in proportion
to, its opposite number on the southern side
and consequently breaks what is otherwise a
symmetrical design along an east-west axis.
The opening at the back of the apse has on
occasion been interpreted as a passage cut
through into the post-medieval prison building
that was then later blocked up with cemented
rubble. However, from an examination of the
other side it is clear that the area of disturbance
does not go through the wall. On investigating
the area in the early twentieth century A. M.
Jarmin was very clear in his interpretation as
shown in the following description:

extended northwards before disappearing
behind the later blocking. The walls appeared
to be principally made of septaria. These two
wall faces extended up to the level of the chapel
floor after which, on the western side, the wall
surface was rough and uneven and had clearly
been hacked back to a very slight degree. In
contrast, on the eastern side the good wall face
continued upwards but as it went in northwards
there was a slight, but distinct, curve inwards
for a short distance before a similar rough
uneven face, as seen on the western side, was
reached. This upper part of the wall face
appeared to be principally composed of tile and
brick set in a whitish mortar. At the southern
side of the hole, extending down from the
current floor level, there was a reasonably good
vertical wall running east-west before, at a
depth of c.1m, there appeared to be the
remains of several steps made of septaria.

In a recess of a wall of the crypt was
discovered the remains of a narrow
stairway. The passage is blocked with
debris and as a modern fixture at
present prevents fuller explorations,
the solution of the mystery must
perforce be deferred.¹⁰⁹
Later in 1929 Eric Rudsdale also briefly
investigated the space but he was unclear as to
what it represented.¹¹⁰ It was then not until the
late 1960s that it was explored once again, this
time by David Clarke, during refurbishment
work in the room. Though Clarke only made a
couple of passing references to it in the
museum annual reports he did concur with
Jarmin that ‘it appeared to be a staircase
leading to the ground floor.’¹¹¹

At the lowest level reached, the last step
uncovered still had a tile present which seemed
to form the original tread. From this it can be
suggested that the steps above also were
originally surfaced in tile but that these were
subsequently robbed. At the back of the area
was the vertical, mortared, rubble face that
clearly represents a much later fill with the
original walling of the space extending in behind
it. It was this later fill which suggested the idea
of a passageway to some observers.

Following these various observations
knowledge of this apparent stairway was for
many years largely forgotten particularly as it
was boarded over and the space above used as
a museum showcase. However, an opportunity
arose in 2014 for the author to carry out a very
brief and limited examination of the area. This
involved lifting the obscuring boards flooring
the space and then removing some of the
rubble fill below (figs. 13 and 14). Firstly it
should be noted that the opening is not central
to the apse but lies on its western side. On
either side, c.1.50m apart, two good parallel
north-south wall surfaces were evident. These

In conclusion, what was revealed seems to be
a spiral stairway, with a semi-domed top, that
proceeds downwards in an anti-clockwise
direction to the ground floor. The mortared
rubble filling seems most likely to relate to the
time when the space below formed the cells of
the Castle gaol. At this time it would clearly
have been thought necessary to prevent
prisoners having a route up to the first floor
and, from there, wider access to the rest of the
building. There still remain significant issues to
resolve concerning this intriguing feature and
clearly it needs further investigation and
detailed recording at some point in the future.
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Figure 12: Top left: Easterly of the two north
side apses in the Chapel showing the entrance
to the stairway (© author)
Figure 13: Top right: The Chapel stairway with
obscuring boarding removed (© author)
Figure 14: Left: The Chapel stairway in the
process of investigation by the author with some
modern rubble removed including broken milk
bottles and light bulbs (author)
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A particular issue that currently remains
unresolved is the location of where the stairway
comes out on the ground floor as the area of
walling directly below shows no signs of an
opening though the matter is obscured by
layers of whitewash and plaster.
A Possible Fireplace in the North-East tower
In terms of the first floor there is another
feature to note in the room in the north-west
tower that has largely escaped notice. Due to
its inaccessibility during the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries the first floor room in the
north-east tower was rarely described in early
accounts of the building. This inaccessibility was
initially due to the fact that it formed the back
room of the house used by the gaolers and then
later by the first curator of the museum. Then,
after the demolition of the house in 1881, it
could only be accessed via a ladder.

Fig. 15. Plan of the first-floor room in the north-east
tower with the letter ‘r’ marking the position of the
possible fireplace (source: George Buckler, 1876)

In consequence of these issues not surprisingly
few ventured to investigate the room in these
early years. Two individuals who did make the
effort to gain access were George Buckler and
George Clark. The most notable aspect of their
accounts was the recognition of an infilled
recess in the western wall. Buckler marked the
site on a published plan and simply described it
as ‘an opening ... filled in’ (fig. 15).¹¹² Clark was
slightly more expansive, making the following
statement: ‘In the west wall is an indication
either of a fire-place never completed, or of one
walled up.’¹¹³

The Portcullis
One particularly intriguing feature of Colchester
Castle is its entrance portcullis, the slots for
which can clearly be seen on either side of the
doorway and above it (fig. 16). While in the
popular mind portcullises are thought of as a
typical feature of a medieval castle they are in
fact very rare in early Norman England. So the
presence of one at Colchester is notable in itself
but, as revealed in two important surveys of
castle portcullises in Britain and Western Europe,
it currently stands as the earliest known example
in any medieval fortification.¹¹⁴ This remarkable
observation remains the case irrespective of
whether the doorway, and hence the portcullis
that forms part of it, belongs to Phase 1 or was
a later insertion as part of Phase 2. The next
dated example of a portcullis in England is at
Rochester where construction started sometime
after 1127 and was probably completed by
1136.¹¹⁵ Perhaps even more surprisingly is the
fact that the earliest examples in France seem to
be at Montargis in north-central France and
Arque-la-Bataille, in Normandy, both of which
probably date to the mid-twelfth century.

Today this recess is no longer visible, being
hidden by layers of whitewash added after the
1930s re-roofing scheme when a new floor was
added on the eastern side. However, if it is the
remains of a fireplace it does seem that it must
be an early feature and not post-medieval as
from the views of the roof areas of the old
gaoler’s house there is no chimney present in
the relevant place. Consequently was it an
original Norman feature or a later medieval
alteration? This is clearly a very intriguing
feature and something that would be worthy of
further investigation in the future.
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Fig. 16. The portcullis slot in the south entrance (© author).

influence spread east and south across Europe
transference of ideas from both the Byzantine
and Islamic world would inevitably have
occurred. So the Colchester portcullis can be
seen as both a continuity of a tradition
stretching back over fifteen hundred years as
well as the beginning of a new concept in
medieval castle construction.
Another aspect to consider concerning the
portcullis at Colchester is what was its purpose?
Superficially it would seem to be an obvious
defensive measure intended to give added
protection to the main entrance. However, if
this was the case then why was it not repeated
as a fairly standard feature in other early
Norman castles?
As has already been
mentioned its use would not re-occur until the
construction of the second castle at Rochester
in the 1130s and then even after this it is still
relatively rare until its use proliferates in the
thirteenth century. So perhaps it is necessary
to think once again in terms of symbolism,
another instance of harking back to the Roman
past and enshrining it physically and, very visibly,
in the present. A last point to make is that some
have doubted whether a portcullis gate was in
fact ever fitted? Given that the slots for the gate

These last two examples are also in gatehouses
to bailey areas and not in the entrances to the
keeps themselves. It is only from the 1190s
through into the thirteenth century that
portcullises start to be found more widely in
keeps in France. So the presence of a portcullis
at Colchester does stand out, particularly as it
does not seem to be an innovation derived
directly from other medieval structures from
Normandy or France.¹¹⁶ So a question arises as
to where the inspiration for this new idea in castle
building came from? Portcullises were a feature
of the Greek and Roman world and evidence for
them can still be seen today in the cases of a
number of well-preserved Roman gateways,
though notably there is no evidence of their use
in Britain. Following the end of the Roman era
the use of portcullises seemingly ceases in
Western Europe but they did continue to be
features of Byzantine and Islamic town gates and
fortifications.¹¹⁷ So it seems it was from these
areas that the idea of a portcullis was
transmitted back to Western Europe and to
Colchester. Travel among the elite of medieval
Europe, in both aristocratic and ecclesiastical
circles, would certainly have provided a
mechanism for this. In particular, as Norman
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are very narrow it is clear that they can only
have been intended for an iron portcullis rather
than one of wood.¹¹⁸ It has been noted that
there does not appear to be signs of wear in
the slots and so would seem to indicate that
there never was an actual portcullis gate.¹¹⁹
That there was a functioning portcullis is,
however, clear from a record of 1333 in which
it is stated that the Castle’s constable of the
time, Adam Le Bloy, took down and removed
parts of the Castle including ‘the gate at the
entry of the tower called Portcolys.’¹²⁰

case of the western group. The surviving deposits
here were far shallower and cut by a number of
later features. The third and most important
issue, however, concerns the actual stated
differences between the two ceramic groups.
The essence of the claim were some differences
in the percentage of some fabric types, especially
Thetford ware, and the presence, or increased
frequency of, certain rim forms and types of
decoration in the 1964 group. There is no doubt
that this conclusion was based on the best
available evidence at the time but it involved only
a relatively small amount of comparative
material, both from within the town and the
wider region. The situation is now very different
due to the large amount of material that has
subsequently become available, particularly from
a series of major excavations within the town
conducted by the Colchester Archaeological
Trust. John Cotter’s major study of the postRoman pottery from these excavations has now
provided a firmer dating framework within which
to place the pottery from the Castle
excavations.¹²⁴ In consequence of this the rim
forms and types of decoration within the
supposedly later assemblage, even though they
are more common in post-1100 contexts, can all
be found in pre-1100 contexts with some going
back to c. 1050. The issue around differences in
the percentage of Thetford ware was weak from
the beginning as it involves such relatively small
numbers of sherds and a fabric type that fits into
both pre-1100 and post-1100 contexts.

Was the Upper Bailey Circuit built in one phase
or two?
Now moving outside the keep it has been
proposed that the upper bailey circuit was built
in two phases, with the northern and most of
the western and eastern sides being
constructed first, pre-1100, and then with the
southern and remaining parts of the western
and eastern sides being built later, post-1100.¹²¹
This was on the basis of two strands of evidence
the first of which was some differences noted
between two pottery assemblages, coming
from beneath the north-eastern corner of the
bank and from under the south-western bank.
The former group was assessed as dating to the
late eleventh-century and the latter group as
being post-1100 in date.¹²² The second line of
evidence was an apparent change in the line of
the inner ditch edge on the western side, as
seen in an excavation conducted in 1964. Here
it has been claimed that a junction between a
wider section of the ditch, to the north, and a
slightly narrower stretch, to the south, was
discernible and so suggesting that they were
dug at different times.¹²³

In terms of the claimed difference noted in the
1964 ditch excavation, on the basis of the
published plan, the evidence seems very subtle
indeed and far from convincing. From the
published details it is also very clear that the
exact position of the apparent change of profile
was disturbed by a wall and its foundation
trench which in turn was cut by a later pit.¹²⁵
Together these features obscure the profile of
the ditch in the critical location. Consequently
the combined lines of evidence used as a basis
for idea of the two phase construction of the
upper bailey do not seem convincing. Another

Concerning the first strand, the pottery
evidence, there are a number of issues that
weaken the conclusion drawn from it. Firstly,
the comparison between the two ceramic
groups was based on relatively small
assemblages. Secondly, while the northern
group certainly came from a very secure context,
with the bank surviving to a considerable height,
the same cannot be so convincingly stated in the
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Fig. 17. John Speed’s 1610 plan showing stone
elements of the bailey defences still surviving along
the southern front..

Fig. 18. 1622 plan of the Castle, showing a stone
structure still surviving to the south of the keep.
(Source ERO)

point to make on this issue is that the two-phase
idea for the bailey clearly had an implied link
with the two phase construction of the keep.
However, given that the break between the two
building phases stretched over several years,
perhaps even ten to twenty, then it would seem
distinctly odd to leave the bailey defences in an
unfinished state for such a long period. At the
end of the first phase the effort was made to top
most of the walls of the keep with crenellations
in order to improve its defensive qualities, even
though the building was at a much reduced
height, so surely the completion of the bailey
ditch and bank would also have been seen as
essential if the building was to be left in a
defensible state at the point of the cessation of
the Phase 1 work.

is also a possibility that the monumental Roman
entrance arch to the temple precinct area may
have been deliberately incorporated and utilised
as part of the upper bailey circuit. Though it now
lies under a modern road the location of the arch
(or at least its western edge) has been
established by archaeological work.¹²⁶
Intriguingly two early seventeenth century
depictions show something still standing in
roughly the position of the arch. The first of
these is a 1610 plan of the town, dating to 1610
by John Speed, published in his great work
Theatrum Imperii Magnae Britannae, and the
second is a 1622 plan, setting out the extent and
tenancies of the Castle lands (figs. 17 and 18).¹²⁷
On the first a significant stretch of the bailey
wall, along the southern front, can be seen to
have survived up until this time. In the middle
of this is a structure with an arched entranceway with two windows above. Just to the west
of this is what appears to be a twin towered
structure that could also represent a gateway
though no entrance way through it is depicted.
Significantly one of the three causeways that
Speed depicted crossing the southern ditch lies

The Upper Bailey Entrances and the Possible
Incorporation of the Temple Precinct’s
Monumental Entrance Arch
The keep of Colchester Castle was famously
constructed on top of the ruined podium of the
Temple of Claudius, almost certainly as a symbolic
act as mentioned earlier. In addition to being
constructed on top of the temple podium there
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close to them, though not directly aligned with
either structure. In the second plan it can be
seen that, by 1622, the bailey wall had been
entirely removed apart from one structure,
again with an arched entrance way, though
oddly with what looks like a spire on top of it.
This structure seems to roughly coincide with
the position of one or other of those in Speed’s
earlier depiction. Once again a route across the
area of the ditch seems to be indicated through
a slightly sinuous line that runs right up to the
arched entrance of the spired structure. While
this structure must surely have been part of the
upper bailey circuit, its survival, when the rest
of the masonry elements had been demolished,
would seem to suggest that, in structural terms,
it was distinct in such a way that made it more
robust. This could then imply that this structure
had a different structural history than the rest
of the upper bailey stone elements. So could
what is being seen in these two early
seventeenth century images be the Roman
entrance arch into the temple precinct area?
If this was the case then incorporating it into
the upper bailey defences would have been a
very conspicuous way for the Norman builders
to enshrine the Roman past, both physically and
symbolically, in the new castle defences.

point, apparently in the form of a causeway over
the ditch, though it is slightly confused in the
manner of the depiction and could be interpreted
in different ways. However, coupled with the 1622
plan it does seem that it was an attempt to once
again show a walled passageway.

It seems clear from documentary evidence that
at some point there were in fact two entrances to
the upper bailey area. This is indicated by some
rental agreements from the late 1440s through to
the late 1470s which record land tenements ‘at
the west gate of Colchester Castle.’ The need to
use the term ‘west’ implies a need to differentiate
this gate from another one, presumably further to
the east, and this could well be one formed by the
Roman arch. In terms of the ‘west gate’ there
certainly appears to be a strong case that this lay
at the south-west corner of the upper bailey,
where the modern Museum Street approaches
one of the main entrances to the Castle Park. The
1622 plan certainly seems to show two parallel
wall lines running along the course of modern
Museum Street.¹²⁸ Speeds map of 1610 also
shows an entrance to the Castle bailey at this

¹
²
³
⁴
⁵

Archaeological work has now also revealed
some structural evidence in Museum Street of
this gateway that clearly links with these two
seventeenth century depictions. What has been
uncovered are a number of fragmentary
stretches of wall that extend out southwestwards for c. 37m, from the area of the
former bailey bank out over the ditch.¹²⁹ They
could be interpreted as the remains of an inner
gateway with an extended passageway or
barbican to the front. Also, as suggested by the
excavator, one distinct possibility is that the
remains represent parts of the western side of
a gateway passage with the other side lying
under the buildings to the east of Museum
Street. Currently this can only be a matter of
speculation and it is to be hoped that further
archaeological investigations might one day
help to elucidate the situation.
Peter Berridge
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worthwhile to see if any evidence of original
painted plaster might survive covered over by
the many layers of plaster and paint repeatedly

Phase 1B but the evidence simply does not seem
to support this (Hull, 1982, 322).
Harris, 2008, 54-5.
It is interesting to note that the pitch angle of the
White Tower original roofs is also 40o as measured
from the published drawings in Harris, 2008, 79, fig.
52.
Hislop, 2016, 59.
Unfortunately stone identification was not undertaken as part of the 2014 internal wall survey.
However, the wall elevations certainly provide an
excellent template to record such information and
it is to be hoped that it might be possible to
undertake this at some point in the future.
In giving the total amount of stone types there is
inevitably a degree of error, both in the counting
and the identification processes, but the broad
patterns are still very clear.
Harris, 2008, 31.
Derek Renn seems to have been the first to note
that there was a change in the pattern of putlog
holes between the two phases, though he did not
give any details (Renn, 1968, 34).
The presence of any putlog holes on the internal
face of the south wall, partially on the ground
floor and totally on the first floor, is unfortunately
unknown due to obscuring whitewash but even
if there are some hidden putlog holes this would
not substantially alter the overall situation.
Hull, 1982, 330.
The first rise is an average of 2m, the second
rise 2.30m and the third rise 1.82m.
Renn, 1960, 1-2; and Renn, 1968, 26. It is interesting
to note that John Harvey, in an ecclesiastical context, also recognised a preferred pattern of between
ten to twelve feet per season in relation to medieval
tower-like buildings (Harvey, 1950, 17).
As with the exterior walls some distinct zones are
evident in the interior walls which also seem likely
to relate to distinct construction seasons. This
principally relates to the ground floor walls which
can be divided into three distinct zones. These do
not, however, neatly equate with the levels of the
standard three Phase 1 zones seen on the exterior
of the wall and so there is a greater degree of
complexity here and more analysis is needed.
Renn, 1955; and Drury, 1982, 392.
Wheatley, 2010, 133-4.
Fernie, 2000, 294.
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applied since at least the eighteenth century.
¹⁰⁸ It should also be noted that despite some claims
of a doorway through the west wall this is entirely
spurious (Crummy, 1981, 80; Dixon, 2008, 246;
and Marshall, 2009/10, 186).
¹⁰⁹ Jarmin, 1922, 206.
¹¹⁰ ERO: D/DU 888/12.
¹¹¹ Clarke, 1968, 7; and Clarke, 1969, 8.
¹¹² Buckler, 1876, 14.
¹¹³ Clark, 1882, 250.
¹¹⁴ Mesqui et al, 2008; and Guy, 2015-16.
¹¹⁵ Goodall, 2006, 265-6 and 278.
¹¹⁶ The only slight note of caution that needs to be
raised is that while portcullises are clearly absent
from such early castles as Ivry-la-Bataille, Langeais, Loches and Falaise it has to be remembered
that several other significant keeps in Normandy
have been in large part destroyed, including Caen
and Rouen, and so their entrance arrangements
remain unknown (Mesqui et al, 2008, 290).
¹¹⁷ Some late Byzantine examples of town gate portcullises occur at: Ankara, dating to possibly around 859;
Păcuiul lui Soare on the banks of the Danube built in
the 970s; and Ochrida in Macedonia, dating to the
990s (Lawrence, 1983, 205-6, fig. 12, 218-20 and
plate 15b). In the Islamic world the fortified palace
of Ukhaidir in Iraq, which probably dates to the last
quarter of the eighth century, provides a striking
similarity to a castle. As well as a portcullis at each
of the entrances on the west, east and south sides,
that all open into the large courtyard area, the main
north entrance that opens directly into the palace
building also had a portcullis. At Ukhaidir, however,
the portcullises are all at the beginning of long
entrance passages, and not directly in front of the
gates, and they probably involved solid barriers,
rather than lattice style gates (Creswell, 1932, 57-8
and 98; and Creswell, 1952, 108-12).
¹¹⁸ If it had been of wood it would have had to have
been so thin that it would have been entirely
ineffectual as a defensive barrier. It also now
seems very clear that all early examples in
England (Rochester, Castle Hedingham and
Orford) were similarly of iron (Guy, 2015/16, 136).
¹¹⁹ Govier and Mathews, 2015, 11.
¹²⁰ Calendar Inquisitions Miscellaneous, vol. 2, 346
no. 1418.
¹²¹ Drury, 1982, 379 and 397-8.
¹²² Cunningham, 1982, 362 and 379.
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