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Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed

Abstract
In the CSG Journal 28, discussion of the history
of Lancaster Castle centred on the origin and
form of the keep or great tower. A case was
made for an early date for its construction
c. 1090-1110. The following article focuses on
the Great Gatehouse, dating from c. 1400-1420.
The writer has had two opportunities to study
the building on site, the last occasion being the
CSG’s Lancaster study day in March 2015.
The building is described externally, then inter-
nally, room by room, with discussion as to how
the rooms may have functioned and how they
communicated with each other. The building
subsumes an earlier twin-towered gatehouse,
probably built by king John c. 1209-12 which
perhaps explains a number of inconsistent fea-
tures or anomalies within the gate-passage. In
its final appearance it has been called ‘one of
the greatest of English gatehouses’. Whilst its
massing and its towering presence is impres-
sive, upstaging the imposing keep, it is also
austere; functional and appropriate rather

Lancaster Castle & Priory church; steel vignette, 1840s. Engraver: W Banks & Son. A view from
Cable Street, form the north-east.

than delicate and subtle, having a bellicose
appearance, but interiors that undermine any
serious claims to being a product of military
necessity or imperative. It is a building with an
aesthetic arising out of the full flowering of the
Perpendicular style, dressed in a particular
gritty northern expression of that style; but
nonetheless it attests to the power of Henry IV
and Henry V who developed Lancaster as their
short-lived northern base and powerhouse.
Whilst later structural interventions during its
life as a state prison have marred much of its
undoubted interior finesse, the building still
gives insights into elite architectural ambitions
in the early 15th century.
Possible influences and affinities are suggested
(Appendix 1) which may have included the ide-
as of ally William Wykeham and king’s works
architects William Wynford and Henry Yevele,
both still at the height of their powers in the late
1390s, by drawing on details to enhance the
status and magnificence of the Duchy and the
gatehouse.
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The Lancaster Castle gatehouse
The gatehouse is not well documented.1 Writ-
ing in 1912, A. Hamilton Thompson noted (p.
327) that Lancaster castle has ‘one of the great-
est of English gatehouses [figs. 1-4].2 It was
known to have been built as late as about 1405,
for the arms of Henry V, as Prince of Wales,
appear on a shield above the gateway. It is
therefore one of the latest military works in the
castles of the Duchy and the last of a series of
gatehouses which owed their origin to lords of
the house of Lancaster, and includes other
noble structures such as Dunstanburgh, Tut-
bury and Knaresborough [….] Flanked by two
huge [semi-] octagonal towers, this gatehouse
is the perfection of the type which is seen at
Bothal (fig. A1-11) and within the keep at
Alnwick. The window openings towards the
field are few and small; the battlements are
boldly corbelled out and machicolations of

large size are left between them and the wall. In
a corner of each of the flanking towers rises a
turret, the interior of which apparently served
as a magazine for ammunition. The interior of
this gatehouse, although the space is ample, is
fully in keeping with its sombre exterior. Each
of the two upper floors contains three rooms,
one in the central block of the gatehouse, the
others in the towers at the sides. These rooms
are large and lofty and their wooden ceilings
still retain traces of colour; but they are gloomy
and ill-lighted to the last degree. The apart-
ments on the first floor communicate directly
with one another, but those on the second floor
are entered from an outer passage which passes
between them and the inner, or west wall of the
gatehouse. The guardrooms on the ground floor
are approached in the usual way by doorways
near the inner entrance. The main stair is a vice
in the south-west corner of the building’.

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed

Fig. 1. Lancaster Castle gatehouse from the south-west. 20 metres (65 ft) in height with 3 floors.
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In Emery, 1996, Vol. 1, 173,3  a note is added
about the gatehouse that moderates Hamilton
Thompson’s understandably (1912) overly mili-
taristic view of the gatehouse’s function. He
notes: ‘The town of Lancaster had been badly
damaged by the Scots in 1389, and it is assumed
that fear of renewed attack was the initial reason
for Henry IV (1367-1413) building such a for-
midable machicolated block. It was also an os-
tentatious symbol of the new king’s power, in a
town from which the Duchy took it’s name. In
addition it provided badly needed accommoda-
tion for the constable, and was used by Henry IV
when he received the king of Scotland and the
French ambassadors there. The three-room plan
of lofty central and side chambers is repeated on
the uppermost floor with a more private outer-
passage approach’.
The late John Champness, 1993, 9-10,4 discuss-
es the precise dating of the gatehouse, now seen
as being erected between 1402-1413. Duchy

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed

accounts show that the Lancaster castle staff
were authorised to spend 200 marks (£133) per
year on building work between 1402 and 1422,
the year Henry V died. At that point they had
spent £2500, and much must also have been
spent reorganising [adding floors and other
embellishments to] the Norman keep.5 He sees
the apartment on the first floor as being used
used by the constable. This floor also contains
the mechanism for the portcullis in the forward
part of the central room. After the Civil War the
gatehouse rooms were occupied by debtors.
John Goodall, 2011,6 describes Henry IV’s ac-
tivity and the gatehouse thus: ‘As duke of Lan-
caster and almost irrespective of his difficulties
as a king, Henry was the pre-eminent castle
builder of the kingdom7. In 1402 he initiated a
substantial program of works at Lancaster castle
which continued into his son’s reign [£133 6s 8d
annually]. By 1422, a total of more than £2,500
had been laid out in the buildings there. As part

Fig. 2. The 1778 view (from the south-west) of the gatehouse by William Byrne and Thomas
Hearne prior to the building of the Gaoler’s House, thus showing the west side of the Well Tower.
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of the operation, the existing castle gatehouse
was subsumed inside a new building with a
twin-towered façade. Ornamented with the
king’s arms and those of Henry of Monmouth as
Prince of Wales, the building was probably com-
pleted before the latter’s accession in 1413’ […]
‘The busily detailed array of turrets and battle-
ments gives a fantastical finish beloved in castle
architecture of this period. Notice that the tallest
turrets in this composition align with the inside
face of of the gate-passage below [see fig. 1].
There are also turrets on the outer corners of the
building to the rear. This arrangement echoes the
distinctive design of the great gate at Dunstan-
burgh, begun in 1313. [See fig. 46] Such points
of similarity are likely to indicate that the duchy
of Lancaster masons had access to a working
collection of architectural drawings similar to
those preserved in the ‘king’s works’ (p. 242,
and caption to fig. 261). Expenditure records are
detailed in the Duchy accounts.8

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed

The ‘Listing’ description
‘The Gatehouse, of three storeys and with two
towers which have projections of semi-octago-
nal plan, linked by a passageway arch which dies
into the reveals, and has machicolations and
embattled parapets. To each side square turrets,
with taller stair turrets, rise above the parapets.
Above the gateway a niche contains a statue of
John of Gaunt (1340-1399) by Claude Nimmo,
installed in 1822, flanked by shields of arms of
Henry V when Prince of Wales (1407-1413).
Gatehouse Internal Rooms: the upper rooms of
the towers contain cambered roof beams carried
on corbelled wall posts. A [third floor] corridor
above the entrance passage contains the follow-
ing graffito incised into the stone: ‘John Bailey
Committed April ye 15th, 1741 by Brindle, for
kissing', together with a drawing of a fiddle’.  [It
is the work of an 18th century prisoner incarcerat-
ed in the gatehouse at the time].

Fig. 3. Watercolour with pen and ink, dated to 1810.  Shelfmark: K Top Vol 18 Item umber: 70e
Length: 31.4 Width: 42.9. © Trustees of the British Library. Reproduced with thanks. The new
Governor’s House can be seen to the right of the gatehouse. The niche is still empty.
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Fig. 4. A copy of the 1562 Duchy drawing,
made as part of the Duchy survey. (PRO.
DL. 31/112 renumbered as MFC 1/207).

Fig. 5. The S & N. Buck view of 1727,
(detail). From the south-west.

The gatehouse - exterior
Henry, duke of Lancaster, became Henry IV in
1399. Almost immediately he began to build the
present gatehouse. It was built partly for defence
but was certainly an ostentatious symbol of Hen-
ry’s newly-established regal power.9 Its semi-
octagonal towers rise up over 20m (65ft) sup-
ported on massive sloping apron plinths (figs. 1,
5), more prominent in the past (figs. 4 & 5) when
the path levels were lower. The three-storey
gatehouse faces south towards the town with an
unequivocal forbidding presence. Its width to
the field is nearly 21m (69ft)  x 16.5m (55ft) in
length. Both east and west semi-octagonal flank-
ing tower fronts (both 8m (26ft) wide) have five
ground-level cruciform arrow slits each, central
to each facet. Fig. 4 (above) has an exaggerated
view of their form, and some slits have now
been blocked. In most cases the short horizontal
slits have been removed by masonry infill and
some of the vertical slits have been widened to
create glazed windows. The best examples of
their original configuration are to the far external
angles, one of which is seen in the Buck print (to
the left). They originally had oillets at their base.
The full gatehouse block, with a footprint ap-
prox. 336 sq metres, (similar in size and volume
to the Edwardian-type gatehouse at Tonbridge c.
1260), stood completely forward of the curtain
until the 19th century prison additions. To the

left the female debtors’ prison ward was built in
the 1790s (fig. 23), and to the east the Gover-
nor’s house was built in 1811 (fig. 3), both hard
up against the outer gatehouse walls so that the
length of gatehouse wall exterior to the present
curtain wall is now about half its original length.
The machicolation
The wall-head is crowned by a distinctive cornice-
type machicolation and crenellated parapet that
wraps around the complete roofline and extends
out from a series of three-tiered corbels (fig. 10).
The machicolation slots are real enough but the
whole display is an extravagant expression of
wealthy power-play. The Lancaster gatehouse is
one of the earliest examples in England where
continuous trabeated (non-arched) machicolation
completely covers the whole gatehouse wall-head
rather than just the entrance. Contemporary Mor-
peth (fig. A1-13), on a smaller scale has some-
thing similar. The gaol, Hexham (1332) may be
the first. In the south, Bodiam (1385) precedes
Lancaster with the round-arched type and Herst-
monceux followed (1441). French influence
through Henry IV’s close friendship with Jean,
duc de Berry in the 1390s could have been a
source for the adoption of continuous machicola-
tion (see Très Riches Heures, Saumur, Vincennes,
etc) though trabeated was used at Conwy (1283-
95) (six-tiered west and east barbicans) and at
Warwick around Caesar’s Tower (1350-60s).10
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ABOVE: Left. Fig. 6. The west side of the entrance illustrating (L-R) 1: hollow chamfers of the two orders of
gate-arch jambs, Square 5 inch portcullis groove, and flanking arrow-slit - since widened but with oillet still
in place. Right: Fig. 7. Corresponding east side with arrow-slit, oillet (without cross-loop) and (blocked)
portcullis groove.

BELOW: Left: Fig. 8. The west gatehouse tower face with original arrow-slit still in place (with flared top).
Right: Fig. 9 Arrow slit on the east tower facade with original mouldings.
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The canopied niche, shields and statue
The statue of ‘John of Gaunt’ above the entrance
was only placed in its canopied niche in 1822. It
was thought at the time that John of Gaunt had
been the builder of the gatehouse. According to
Champness it originally contained the statue of
a saint, it but probably contained that of Henry
IV11 (figs. 10, 11). The shields on either side are
the royal arms of England quartered with France
modern, with the lions of England in the first and
fourth quarters. These were the arms adopted by
Henry IV (1399-1413) in 1406 except that when
displayed in England (as here at Lancaster) the
three fleur-de-lys of France are always in the
first and fourth quarters. On the helm stands the
crest of a lion statant guardant (at gaze). Whilst
the shields have been identified as the arms of
Henry IV, they could equally well be for his son
Henry V, (then Duke of Monmouth).12 Two
similar shields are seen at the English Tower at
Bodrum Castle, Turkey, where the quarters are
reversed (fig. 13).13 These may have been erect-
ed c. 1418-20. See (CSGJ 29, 2015-16).
As to origins and affinities, gatehouse niches
containing the image of a monarch come to the
fore with Edward II (Denbigh, Caernarfon etc).
Like Caernarfon (King’s Gate, 1320s) the Lan-
caster niche has a projecting canopy, (i.e. it’s not
arched on one plane), the canopy forming a
‘corona’ of three canted planes, each with a
straight, foliated head. For Caernarfon this was
an unusually precocious early feature.14 Such
canopies are usually seen as a fully Perpendicu-

lar feature and became widely used during the
mid-to-late 15th century in ecclesiastical contexts
in tombs, choir screens, west fronts, as well as
gatehouses. Whilst in the 1390s William Wyke-
ham (in the circle of Henry IV’s close supporters)
with his mason William Wynford were adding
not dissimilar gatehouse niches at Oxford and
Winchester, the Winchester niches (fig. 14) are
stylistically different from the one at Lancaster,
in that there are no projecting canopies; their
ogee arches and the form of their crocketing,
particularly the way in which the arches termi-
nate as ‘poppyhead’ finials also differs, while the
jambs of the surrounds are angled out and are not
ornamented as at Lancaster.15 A closer analogy
may be Thornton Abbey gatehouse (1382-90)
(fig. 15 & Inset), another early instance of the use
of projecting canopied niches (at least in a gate-
house, i.e. in a more secular context), but no
master mason is so far named in any of the
sources.16 It is difficult to pinpoint the Lancaster
niche as resulting directly from any of these later
sources apart from Caernarfon, though Yevele’s
work at the north front of Westminster Hall (from
1394) may be the immediate precursor. Henry IV
then, may have had access to the ‘King’s Works’
masons and their archive of drawings. What is
clear is that Henry IV was using this mechanism
to promote the prestige of the monarchy, borrow-
ing a deliberate iconographic expression of king-
ship and authority for a Lancastrian emphasis of
their hereditary claims, with an attempt to adopt
ecclesiastical symbolism to assert their monar-
chical legitimacy within the Universal Church.17

Fig. 10. The trabeated machicolation over the gatehouse entrance and around the flanking towers.
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Fig. 12 (above). The niche as depicted in the
earliest known representation - the 1562
Duchy survey. Statue apparently missing.
Fig. 13. The heraldic arms of Henry V as
depicted in the c. 1418 sculpture on the English
Tower, Bodrum.

Fig. 11. Detail of the ‘John of Gaunt; projecting canopied niche and (1822) statue with the shields
of Henry IV & V. Flat panel jambs, with missing/ worn crocketed finials. The images of the badly
weathered. The armorial symbolism beneath the pedestal have yet to be deciphered. They might be
representations of an eagle, panther, and lion. See also Appendix 3, figs 1-4.
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ABOVE: Fig. 14.  Winchester College, by William Wynford, 1390s. The Virgin Mary centre, Bishop
of Winchester William Wykeham in the niche on the right. Perhaps more in the ‘Decorated’ style.
BELOW: Fig. 15. Thornton Abbey Gatehouse, 1380s A series of projecting canopied niches over the
entrance by an as yet unknown mason. (Inset) Gatehouse niche of Edward II at Caernarfon).
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The gatehouse entrance
The deep, outer, four-centred arch is of two orders
that die into the reveals (fig. 18). It spans an en-
trance of 5m width (16ft) reducing to 3.5m (12ft)
at the point of the inner jambs (fig. 17).  The arch
is defined by delicate hollow chamfers, ¼ round
ovolo mouldings, fillets and inverted ovolos along
the arch facing, almost a wave moulding. Toward
the rear of the outer arch, within the soffit are two
small square ‘murder holes’. The inner arch, be-
yond the 5" square portcullis grooves, has jambs

with hollow chamfers crowned by unusual abaci in
contrasting stone, that follow the profiles of the
jamb mouldings, and that has a singular dogtooth-
type ornament along the fascia (fig. 17). The
present portcullis grate is modern, but in theory
could be lowered if the blocking is removed. There
is no evidence of the 15th century gatehouse ever
having a drawbridge, but there may have been a
ditch in front of the original 13th gatehouse (fig.
16). Further details of the gate-passage features are
described in a separate section below.

Figs.  16-18  Top Left: Fig. 16. The approach to the gate, on a rising slope that continues through
the gate-passage. Right: Fig. 17. The portcullis slot, jambs with hollow chamfers, twin abaci, and
inner arch of the gate, creating a rebate for the two-leaved gate. Below: Fig. 18. The gentle
contours of the two-order outer arch that dies into the reveals.
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Fig. 19. Gatehouse from the courtyard. 13th century newel stair to the far left. There is a second
spiral stair in the first entrance to the right of the gate-passage (west). Three floors to roof level.

The view of the gatehouse from the courtyard
The  view from the rear is interesting for the way
that the 1402-13 gatehouse utilises a pre-existing
building to its left. This is a stair turret that con-
tains an early cut-slab (as opposed to vaulted)
13th century spiral stair that probably originally
continued up to the height of and gained access to
the curtain wall-walk that ran eastward (figs. 19,
21). The upper north-east corner of the superim-
posed new building sits, a little awkwardly, on the
top of this stair-turret without mediating a round-
ed corner to a square, the intention being to con-
tinue the vice-stair up to the gatehouse roof. This
narrow stair turret is entered through a plain
chamfered pointed-arch door (a 1240s Henry III
improvement?) and ascends to both first and sec-
ond floors up to the long (second) floor east-west

corridor; it is more of a ‘service’ stair and contin-
ues up to the battlemented turret that matches the
turret on the west. The full length of the second-
floor corridor is indicated both by the three small
rectangular lights below the larger flat-headed
twin-light ‘clerestory’ windows that illuminate
the three axial chambers. The building now adja-
cent to this spiral stair is part of the 19th century
Governor’s (or Gaoler’s) House (out of the pic-
ture). The light-coloured doorway to the right of
the spiral-stair entrance, with the shoulder-arched
head now allows access to the vaulted ground-
floor (guard)-room that runs parallel with the
gate-passage (plan, fig. 25, Room 1), but may
have originally been a window, as the main en-
trance into ground-floor Room 1 is via the gate-
passage. (see figs. 21, 23 and plan fig. 25).

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed
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Fig. 21. Robert Freebairn c. 1800. View of the inner courtyard looking toward the rear of the
gatehouse. As well as the gatehouse, it shows, from right to left: The Dungeon Tower (demolished
in 1818), Gatehouse; Well Tower, with the Bowling Green in front. The curtain walls that butt up
against the rear of the gatehouse have since been pushed forward. (Courtesy of Lancaster City
Museums). INSET: Detail of the two-light super-mullion windows at Lancaster.

Fig. 20. Lancaster Castle gatehouse. The top (3rd storey) rear windows looking onto the courtyard,
giving direct light to the three most prestigious rectangular chambers that run parallel and on axis
with the gate-passage. Designed in a rather muscular late-perpendicular style the straight-headed
two-window lights with heavy drip-mould and supermullioned drop tracery has four-light demi-panels
above (cf. Chapel Tower, Wressle Castle, c. 1390s and the Bishop’s Hall, Howden, without the
hoodmoulds). Each window is trefoiled. Flat-headed windows of this kind are usually seen in church
clerestories. Compare similar lights in the upper storey of Thornton Abbey c. 1390, nor far from
Wressle,  or a series at the church at Wortham, Suffolk, or at Warton (St. Oswald’s), near Lancaster.
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Fig. 23. The plan of the castle published in 1807, from Christopher Clark’s Account of Lancaster. The
plan shows only three of the 5 arrow-slits in each gate-tower. The plan also shows wall recesses in each
tower indicating fireplaces. By this time a large newel stair (C) has been inserted into the west tower.

1

3 2
A

B

A: 13th century vice-stair
B:    Early 15th century vice-stair

C C:    18th century inserted wooden stair with half landings
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D

Fig. 22a. Ground
floor Room 1.
Shouldered arch
postern door. ‘E’

Fig. 22.b. Ground
floor Room 1.
Facing the field.
Embrasures now
hidden behind
plasterboard and
cupboards in the
staff rest room.

Ground floor - Interiors - Rooms 1 & 3
These spaces in the present ground-floor areas -
Rooms 1 & 3 - are used by duchy security staff
and contain office, storage, plant and CCTV mon-
itoring equipment. Room 1 has been compart-
mentalised, but a modern corridor leads to the
front semi-octagonal chamber that faces the field
(figs. 22-25, marked A in yellow). There are five
lights/arrow loops in narrow embrasures (now
boxed in, some with glazed windows), with one
embrasure per facet (not shown on plan). To the
rear east side (fig. 23E) there is a shoulder-arched
postern door that led to the curtain berm (cf Aln-
wick, fig. A1-10). There is no ascending stair
from either of these these chambers - standard
practice in ground-floor guardrooms. Unusually,

for ground-floor gate-passage side-chambers, the
ceilings are not vaulted, but use the same corbel
wall-post and timber-bracing system for the joists
and beams as seen in all the chambers above on
the first and second floors. Most features de-
scribed here for Room 1 also relate to the western
guardroom, Room 3, (fig. 25, area B in yellow)
with its mirrored five arrow-loops (1-5). The
ground-floor room on this side can only be en-
tered via the pointed-arch door in the gate-pas-
sage, not from the rear. Additionally there was a
latrine or garderobe closet in the thickness of the
west wall (23D). The vaulted gatehouse-passage
(Area 2) is dealt with separately (see below).  To
the right of the gate-passage - looking from the
rear - are two other shouldered-arch doors. The
first, with iron gate and up four steps which origi-

E

D:    Garderobe
E:     Postern
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Fig. 24. The ground floor (Room 3, Area B) of the gatehouse; the semi-octagonal frontage facing the
field. Of the 5 round-headed embrasures containing the arrow loops the other two are now concealed
by cupboards or plasterboard; others are glazed. Corbel wall-post and timber bracing system above.

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed

nally gave access to both the first floor (Room 2)
(fig. 25) and second (top) floor corridor (fig. 29,
marked 3.1), now only gives access to the corri-
dor on the second (top) floor. The short corridor
off the spiral stair that led to (first floor) Room 2
has been blocked off. This 15th century spiral
stair is the wider of the two and would appear to
be more of a guest stair, (the other, east stair being
older, early-to-mid 13th century). To the right
again, another shouldered-arch door - probably an
insertion - leads to a straight flight of (inserted)
stairs that turns left via a quarter space turn up to
the first floor and no further (fig. 25, marked 3.2).
All first three doors to the rear of the gatehouse

described each give access to various floor levels,
but only one takes the spiral stair further up onto
the roof-top level - the eastern spiral - that starts as
the old 13th-century vice stair and continues as a
15th-century extension. However, there have
been many interventions in this area - for example
the insertion of a metal newel stair (fig. 29, plan),
and the straight stair (3.2) with the quarter landing
turns must be a post-medieval addition added
when the building was serving as prison accom-
modation. Room 3, above, is probably ‘The Pi-
geons’ depicted in the 1836 series of engravings
of prison life, looking north. (Appendix 2, fig. 1).
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Fig. 25. Lancaster Castle gatehouse 1402-13. Ground-floor survey plan. North at the top.
© English Heritage. Reproduced with thanks.  Room 1: East guardroom with access to forward
turret marked A. Area 2: Gate-passage.  Room 3: West guardroom with access to forward turret B.
3.1. Entry to the more commodious newel stair that ascends to the 1st (blocked) and  2nd floors.
3.2: Probably the original entry to 3 but now rises through an inserted open stairwell to the 1st floor.

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed

1

3.1

3.2

3.3

1
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B

 Lancaster Castle gatehouse.
Ground-floor survey plan.

Portcullis slot

Postern door
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Fig. 26. Lancaster castle, gate-passage, (16.7 m) 55 ft in length, looking south.

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed

The gate-passage
The gate-passage is not all 15th century work
(fig. 26). The side walls near the gates look early
and they are probably part of the 13th century
works of king John; the passage was lengthened
toward the front and rear in the 15th century
building campaign, and includes two mirror op-
posite pointed-arch doors in the newly built rear
section. In addition the vaulted roof may have
been strengthened with four chamfered trans-
verse ribs supported by highly unusual foliated
corbel capitals though the dating is uncertain.
Cox, 1896, 114-6)18 describes these features
thus: ‘the underside of the corbel is rounded and
ornamented with foliage in low relief, character-
istic of the Early English period in its transition
stage. These run up as short round shafts on the
wall’. Cox felt that the capitals/abaci had been

ingeniously replaced by those of a later style - the
semi-octagonal, suggesting that the stone was of
a slightly different type (figs. 27-28).19 This writer
is inclined to agree; the abaci - early 15th century,
skilfully placed over 13th century corbels mediat-
ed by a fillet cut into both.20 The ribs may be of
either period. There is a rebate for the two-leaved
inward-closing doors to the front, but no hard
evidence for any further doors to seal the rear of
the gate-passage. Forward of the doors in the
entrance-arch vault is a chase or slot running up
through the archivolt to the first floor with square-
sided grooves for a 5" wide portcullis slot (fig. 25,
highlighted in yellow). The portcullis remains in
situ (but is not original). There is a niche along the
east wall of the passage, perhaps for a porter to
shelter from traffic upon opening the doors.
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Figs. 27 (above) & 28 (below). Two of the six corbels that support the transverse ribbed vaulting
along the gate-passage. Each has the same pattern except the rear left (below), where the base is
plain. The corbel design is highly unusual, and opinions differ on their artistic origin and date. See
fns., 19, 20 regarding their form and affinities. (Images: Courtesy of Malcolm Hislop).
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Fig. 29. Lancaster Castle gatehouse 1402-13. 1st floor plan, north at the top. © English Heritage..
Room 1, A: probably a latrine (on the exterior wall). B: door to middle Room 2. C: door to
portcullis chamber D. The portcullis chase is actually to the right of the door (see below).
Room 2: E: Fireplace. F: Access corridor from the window reveal to original spiral stair
(Blocked). G: Door to Room 3:
Room 3: H: Window light on west wall. I: Modern insertions (spiral stair and services.). The party
wall has obscured other features in the NW corner, perhaps a latrine similar to Room 1 A.
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Fig. 30. First floor, Room 1, looking south. Arched door to portcullis chamber, far right.
Inset above: The original prestigious exterior frame for this central light, had 4 panels (See inset
from the 1562 drawing) The adjacent side windows are now blocked and plastered over.

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed

First-floor rooms  - Room 1 (figs. 30-31)
All three first-floor rooms are similar. All have
flat timbered ceilings, the joists supported by
original beams, stone corbels and arched brac-
ing. The rooms run parallel from front to rear on
the same axis as the central gate-passage, and
inter-room access is (now) possible by through-
room connecting doors. Original entry and ac-
cess to this room was via the ‘service’ spiral stair
on the east side with a door into Room 1 via a

short corridor off the stair (fig. 29). There is no
obvious fireplace and it is probably concealed.
At the southern end of this room are two doors
to the right (west) (fig. 30). The furthest door
(fig. 29C) leads to the small portcullis chamber
(marked ‘29D’ on plan) which has one small
central light with a wooden shutter overlooking
the entrance. (See Portcullis Chamber below).
The second door (marked B), which may or may
not be an insertion) leads to central Room 2.
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Fig. 31. First floor, Room 1, looking north toward the courtyard. Garderobe chamber (marked A
on the plan) to the right. No obvious fireplace seen, though one is suspected on the east wall. Far
door (turning right only) leads to the original east spiral stair. Through door to Room 2 (marked B
on the plan) is just out of view to the left. It is uncertain if this door is original. The exterior window
to the courtyard  is oddly offset to the right and not directly beyond the external door (above centre).

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed
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Fig. 32. First floor, Room 2, looking north toward the courtyard. Door to the left leads to Room
3. Portcullis chamber to south (but no access to it from this room). The door from the window
recess leads via a short passage to the (west) spiral stair but access to the stair is now blocked.

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed

First Floor - Room 2  - Centre  (figs. 32, 37-8).
This shorter central chamber (Room 2) is lit only
from a single light from the rear, courtyard side
(fig. 32, above), and must have been a little
gloomy. A plain room, it contains one small
fireplace in the east wall in the N-S spine wall
that separates Rooms 1 & 2 (figs. 29E, 37-38),
though there may have been a kitchen-type
range here in the 18th century. There was a short
passage in the thickness of the window reveal
(above & fig. 29F) to the north that led to the

western, larger, spiral stair (access to which is
now blocked). A further (inserted?) door in the
north-west corner (above, left) (fig. 29G) leads
(over inserted stairs) into Room 3. In the
18th/19th centuries Room 2 was used as part of
the Debtor’s prison (see  Appendix 2, fig. 2) and
was known as the ‘Chancery’ with its large
wrought-iron range and flagged floor (but with
no obvious door to Room 3 at that time). There
is no obvious latrine location, and Rooms 1 & 2
may have been a suite of rooms for the Constable.
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The portcullis chamber has the typical support-
ing arch to take the weight of the portcullis, some
10 ft to the rear of the south window (figs. 29D
33-34). It is probable that the current lifting pul-
ley wheel is in the same position as the original.
If so, the portcullis cannot lift much higher. This
raises an interesting question. How did they get
the portcullis out for replacement/repair? The
portcullis is probably about 15-20 ft in height, so
it could not be lifted out at this level without
removing the arch and the vault above it. The
same problem is apparent at Bodiam. Here the
outer portcullis (one of three) was inserted and
the superstructure and arch were built up around
it. The intention must have been never to replace
it. The only way to do it here is to have a chase
through the floor above allowing the portcullis to
run up to the second (top) floor which has suffi-
cient height and clearance to extricate the frame.
There is no evidence here that this is the case.
The arrangement here, apart from the winding
gear, (which itself must be truly antique) is a rare
and fine example of the workings/structure of an
early 15th century portcullis mechanism.

Fig. 33. ABOVE. Portcullis chamber to the south of Room 2. Left: View from the east. Right: Fig.
34. Portcullis chamber looking from the west with entrance far right. BELOW: Left. Fig. 35.
Comparison of portcullis chamber on the first floor of the Bloody Tower, Tower of London c. 1360.

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed
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Fig. 36. First floor, Room 3, looking north toward the courtyard (but window to courtyard
blocked by the partition). Left hand wall (west) now a party wall. Inset: Window in the west wall.
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First Floor - Room 3 - West - (figs. 29, 36, 39).
This room is now partitioned into two spaces and
the northern, courtyard, end has seen 20th century
modifications with the insertion of a metal spiral
stair (behind the partition - above). There were
facilities for a garderobe in the NW corner - (see
fig. 52) (although it was only blocked when this
outside wall became a party wall). There is still an
additional light source (fig. 29H, 36, Inset) in the
south-west section of the outside west wall (in-

set). Original access to the room may have been
(via a door in the north window reveal) from the
west spiral stair (now assumed blocked). The
whole of the first floor appears to be accommoda-
tion for the custodian or constable controlling
access to the castle. However, Rooms 1 and 3
could have supported self-contained independent
accommodation separately from Room 2 but ei-
ther of these two rooms could be viewed as form-
ing part of a suite, as central Room 2 (a heated
room) had no garderobe, but rooms 1 and 3 did.
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ABOVE: Fig. 37. First floor - Central Room 2 looking north, with fireplace. Door to Room 3 on the left
is probably a later insertion.  Compare Appendix 2, fig. 2.
BELOW: Left:  Fig. 38. First floor Central Room 2. Looking south toward the portcullis chamber
(behind the blank wall), with fireplace to left & door top left corner from Room 1.
Bottom Right: Fig. 39. First floor - Room 3. looking south (with semi-octagonal front) to the field.
Whilst only one central light is visible, adjacent lights are seen on the Survey drawing fig. 4.

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed
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Fig. 40. Lancaster Castle gatehouse 1402-13. 2nd floor plan showing roof structure. © English Heritage.
Room 1: A: Entrance from Corridor. B: Recess leading to a latrine. C: Fireplace.
Room 2: A: Entrance from Corridor. B: Only door to Room 3. C: Blocked fireplace.
Room 3: A: Chimney flue to roof (from the ground-floor). Does it conceal a large fireplace in
central Room 2? There was probably a recess in the NW corner leading to a garderobe (now
blocked ?). B: Window. C: Probably a concealed fireplace in the SW corner.
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ABOVE: Fig. 41  Left. Second floor - Corridor looking west from stair B to Stair A. Nearest door left
- Room 1, next door left Room 2 (with bluish light light falling onto the floor). Fig. 42. Right. Corridor
looking west nearer Stair A. Blocked spiral to roof/ or change of plan. No door to Room 3.
BELOW: Fig. 43. Left: 2nd floor corridor looking east from Stair A to Stair B. Room 2 followed by Room
1 on the right.  The winders continue but the stair is blocked.  Fig. 44 Right: Entrance into Room 2.

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed
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Fig. 45. Lancaster Castle gatehouse. Second Floor, Room. 1. (East) This was the prison officer’s
mess room until 2011. Facing south. Large fireplace to far left. © English Heritage. (1990s).

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed

Second-Floor Rooms - Rooms 1 - 3
Undoubtedly the finest, most prestigious rooms
in the gatehouse, these three rooms are a little
shorter than those below because an exterior
courtyard-facing full length east-west corridor
gives access to two of the three rooms, offering
greater privacy. Room 1, to the east (figs. 45-47
above), was used by prison officers as a mess
room until quite recently and was equipped and
furnished accordingly. This has now been
stripped out showing the original stonework,
roof beams, corbels and braces  (fig. 46). There

is a large fireplace in the south-east corner with
a monolithic lintel, now exposed, and what was
once a garderobe in the east, exterior wall (now
blocked); hence the room is self-contained. Light
came from two sources, north, from above the
exterior corridor and the small window to the
south facing the field (figs. 46-7). The rare oak
timberwork / carpentry is original to the early
15th century and matches that seen in Rooms 2
and 3, the Great Hall, and upper storeys of the
keep and bears comparison with the roofing in
the side aisles of the priory church.
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Fig. 46. Second floor. Room 1 (east), looking south, after partial stripping out. Fireplace left. The
view is from the same aspect as previous figure 45. Inset: Fireplace with its monolithic lintel.
Compare the segmental arch over the window with Dunstanburgh (figs. A1-6,7).
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Fig. 47. Second  floor, Room 1, looking north to the external corridor and the super-mullioned
window above.  Right: Recess, revealed after stripping out, that led to a garderobe. The room may be
the one depicted as the ‘Smugglers’ room in the 1836 engraving. See Appendix 2, fig. 3.

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed
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Fig. 48. Second floor. Room 2, central, with two lights looking south. No garderobe. For fireplace see
below. Between & below the two windows, on the exterior, is the niche and statue (of ‘John of Gaunt’)
and the arms of Henry IV and the Prince of Wales, the future Henry V. The niche may have originally
contained a statue of Henry IV. This room may have served  as a hall, audience chamber, courtroom or
chapel, with a withdrawing chamber to the west (Room 3). Inset: blocked fireplace in the east wall.

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed

Second-floor - Room 2 - Central  (figs. 48-50)
This central room is slightly wider than the two
rooms either side; it is distinguished by having two
mirror image lights to the south (figs. 48-50). It has
a connecting door in the north-west corner to
Room 3 which is probably original (for the simple
reason that there is no other apparent door into
Room 3). There is evidence, established on the
CSG study day (April 2015), of a blocked fire-
place along the N-S dividing wall between Room
1 and 2 (Inset, above). In fact the disturbance of
the stones above this blocked fireplace might indi-

cate evidence of an earlier substantial hooded
fireplace that was later reduced in size. However,
alternatively, the whole fireplace might be a 19th
century insertion of a range in its days as a Debt-
or’s prison. There is no garderobe. This chamber
may therefore have originally been some kind of
assembly room, courtroom or audience chamber
for officials. Determining this room’s function,
along with its relationship with Room 3 (which
may have been a linked ‘withdrawing chamber’
is crucial to understanding the room and the
floor’s use. It was used as a chapel in later periods.
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Fig. 49. Second floor. Room 2. Central position. Looking north toward the courtyard. Entrance
and door to Room 3 on the left. Inset: Detail of the c. 1410 medieval demi-panel lights above (3 of
the 4 divisions) set back over entrance corridor.
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Fig. 50. Second floor, Room 2, (central position). Roof structure looking south. Rare original 15th
century cambered roof beams carried on corbelled braces or wall posts, similar to Rooms 1, 3.

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed
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ABOVE: Fig. 51. Second floor, Room 3 to the west. Looking north towards the courtyard. Roof
structure. Chimney flue (inserted?) to the right.

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed

Fig. 52. Possible garderobe chute or fireplace
flue in the NW corner for Rooms 3 (first &
second floors). Now hidden. From Mackreth,
1778, (CSGJ. Vol. 28)

Second-Floor - Room 3 (West) (figs.  51-53)
Room 3 is similar in form to Room 1, but is distin-
guished visually by the imposition of a chimney
flue, proud of the spine wall, which appears to have
been an insertion. The spine wall on this side is
quite thin and any fireplace may have been an
afterthought. The flue may be drawing from a
fireplace from rooms below (e.g. ground floor).
Room 3 may have served as a private ‘withdraw-
ing chamber’ off the central audience chamber
(Room 2). Any window lights to the north-west,
which was once an exterior wall have been blocked
and hidden (see fig. 52 - ringed). Likewise with a
potential recess and passage to a garderobe, which
was probably in the NW corner. (See fig. 52 right
and CSGJ 28 p. 146, fig. 6). Like Rooms 1, 2, it
has decorative windows to the north, plainer to the
south. There are modern prison interventions in the
north-west corner concealing late-medieval work
and this could be investigated. There might be a
blocked (hidden) fireplace in the south-east corner.



202THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP JOURNAL NO 29: 2015-16THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP JOURNAL NO 30: 2016-17

Fig. 53. Second floor, Room 3, (west). Looking north towards the courtyard. Modern prison washing
facilities obscure the late-medieval arrangement in the N-W corner. Tiling around the flue conceals
any fire grate that there may be in this room.

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed
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Fig. 54. Lancaster Castle. Gatehouse from within the courtyard. Photogrammetric survey
© English Heritage.
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Fig. 55. Lancaster Castle. Exterior of Gatehouse, gate, east facade as far as can be seen with
various facets of the polygonal fronted towers. Photogrammetric survey © English Heritage.
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End Notes
1  Much research work was done by Brian Oldroyd,

the Senior Works Officer of Lancaster Prison in the
1970s. Some information from his research was
incorporated in the publication ‘HMP Lancaster-An
Historical Outline’, (Directorate of Works, Lon-
don), Oct.,1986. In regard to the gatehouse, Old-
royd suggests that from 1399-1420 Henry IV and
Henry V carried out extensive works, namely: con-
struction of the gatehouse by Henry Yealand, on the
site of King John’s twin-towered gatehouse; exten-
sive repairs to the Well Tower and to the Dungeon
(Tower) block [destroyed] now the site of K Wing.
[Nothing is known of Henry Yealand, but further
research is ongoing. The parish church of Warton
(St. Oswald’s), near Yealand, contains supermul-
lioned windows similar to those at the rear of the
gatehouse].

2 Thompson,  A. Hamilton Military Architecture in
England in the Middle Ages, 1912

3  Emery, A.,1996, Greater Medieval Houses, Vol. 1
4 Champness, John, Lancaster Castle: A brief history,

Lancashire County Books, 1993.
5 Recent dendro-dating of timbers by the Historic Eng-

land Scientific Dating Team (Report 35/2016, au-
thored by R.. Howard and A. Arnold), suggests that
the dating of the structural timbers from both the
keep and gatehouse are similar, indicating a build
period of between 1390 and 1420. The gatehouse
range (all floors) is between 1400 and 1420. Whilst
the previous CSG Journal 2014-15, Vol. 28 (pp.
175-6) concluded this and that the insertion of an
additional floor over the keep’s first floor (great hall)
was of a similar date, what is surprising is that the
timber-braced spine support in the undercroft that
supports the (renewed) floor of the great hall could be
as early as 1385-90. See:
http://research.historicengland.org.uk/Report.aspx?i
=15527&ru=%2fResults.aspx%3fp%3d1%26n%3d
10%26t%3dLancaster%2520Castle%26ns%3d1

6 Goodall, John, 2011, The English Castle, Yale
University Press, London.

7  In addition to initiating a substantial programme of
works at Lancaster, development of Pontefract Castle
by John of Gaunt continued, including the Swilling-
ton Tower (1399-1405) at a cost of £370. Between
1400-1409 a large residential tower was erected at
Leicester. At Tutbury a new wall and towers were
added under the direction of John of Gaunt’s master
mason at Kenilworth, Robert Skillyngton. For fuller
details see: Anthony Goodman, John of Gaunt: The
Exercise of Princely Power in Fourteenth-Century
Europe, Routledge, Oxford, 2013.

8 DL. 42/15, f. 127; DL 42/17, f. 70v.;   DL29
/728/11987-732/120029; DL 5/1, ff. 143v-144.

9 See Appendix 1 for an analysis of the precedents,
models and affinities of contemporary gatehouse
design. The period of Henry IV’s reign is signally
lacking in the issuances of licences to crenellate.
In the reign of Richard II (23 years) 52 castles
were licensed. After his time, the troubled state of
the country brought the rate of new building still
lower and the tendency was probably encouraged
by royal policy. Henry IV, in 14 years issued only
10 licences to crenellate. Henry V, in 9 years only
1. The long reign of Henry VI from 1423 to 1461
saw only the issue of 5. Many of the licences of
Henry IV were requested by local burgesses for
town walls and there are none for any significant
or particularly memorable buildings. The only two
that stand out are for Broughton Castle (for Tho-
mas Wykeham, related to William Wykeham,
from whom he inherited money, and Witton, (Wit-
ton-le-Wear) for Ralph de Eure, 1410, which was
a Durham Palatinate pardon for what may have
been started prior to Henry IV’s reign. Both are
more akin to slightly defended manor houses.

10 For Conwy, the 1742 engraving by Samuel and
Nathaniel Buck shows clear evidence for linteled or
trabeated machicolation slots along the east barbi-
can curtain from the Chapel Tower to the King’s
Tower, sitting on a tier of 8 stacked corbels. Like-
wise the west barbican are machicolated in the same
way (in reconstruction, Conwy Cadw guidebook,
2007, p. 25). These stretch from the NW  to the SW
Tower and cover the main entrance into the Outer
Ward. At Warwick the machicolation adorns both
Guy’s Tower and Caesar’s Tower all round, but
there is none around the gatehouse, perhaps because
of the added provision of the barbican gate.

11 The gatehouse niche probably contained a statue of
a standing Henry IV, and its overall form probably
ultimately stems from the statue of Edward II at
Caernarfon (where the king is shown, as at Denbigh,
as sitting). The design of the niche frame bears some
comparison with those found at New College, Ox-
ford and Winchester College, both of which were
initiated by the Bishop of Winchester and Chancel-
lor of England, William of Wykeham; and executed
by master mason William Wynford in the 1380s and
90s. William Wykeham was concentrating on his
foundation at Winchester College at the time Henry
IV deposed Richard II in 1399, but he welcomed the
new king in Winchester in 1400 and financially
supported him. Henry would have become familiar
with Wykeham’s (and Wynford’s) work and the
rear of the gatehouse at Winchester College that
carries a central statue (of the Virgin Mary) in a
niche (one of three), is not dissimilar to the Lancas-
ter canopied niche, though perhaps a little more
old-fashioned. The statue’s octagonal pedestal base
is also similar to the gatehouse vault-corbels and



206THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP JOURNAL NO 29: 2015-16THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP JOURNAL NO 30: 2016-17

Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed  - Notes

their semi-octagonal abaci. Wynford’s last major
work was the remodelling of the nave of Winches-
ter Cathedral in the latest Perpendicular style. Here
the interior nave column capitals are also similar to
Lancaster’s gatehouse, although octagonal abaci
were generic, widespread and universal at this time,
and cannot be used to identify particular masons or
schools. (Wykeham died in September 1404 and
Wynford in 1405. See figs. 14, 15 and Appendix 3.

12 See  E. W. Cox, 1896, ‘Lancaster castle’ Transac-
tions of the Historic Society of Lancashire and
Cheshire Vol. 48 p. 95-122, esp p. 106.

13 See CSG Journal Vol. 29, ‘The Heraldry on the
English Tower at Bodrum Castle’ pp. 286-307.

14 Statues of kings, either individual or a series in an
arcade is a development of the early 14th century.
An example is the choir screen at Old St Paul’s
cathedral where an arcade of 8 kings / saints was
added. (See the Hollar (1607-1677) engraving,
‘Old St. Paul’s choir screen’. The Royal Collec-
tion, Windsor). These are all standing portraits.
These sculptures could be as early as the 1320s
(see Goodall, 2011, p. 306), a similar time to the
Edward II Caernarfon statue. However, the niche
frame is different. A more immediate, precise
architectural precedent for the Henry IV statue at
Lancaster might be the north front of Westminster
Hall (see the Hollar engraving, 1647), remodelled
by Henry Yevele from 1394. This included an
arcade of kings on the exterior, emulating or bor-
rowing the forms and iconography from ecclesias-
tical precedent, intending to emphasise the
legitimacy of regal authority given by divine right.

15 There is another contemporary statue of Henry IV
at St Mary Magdalene in the village of Battlefield,
Shropshire (fig. A3-2). The church is built on the
site of the infamous Battle of Shrewsbury in 1403,
between Henry IV and Henry "Hotspur" Percy, and
is probably built on a mass burial pit. It was com-
pleted by 1409. It was replaced by the present
church in 1460. The east window is in the Perpen-
dicular style and has five lights. Above this window
in a niche is a statue of a standing Henry IV, under
a projecting canopy simpler but similar to Lancas-
ter. It probably came from the original chapel on the
site and repositioned on the present church. The
church was built at the request of Henry IV, report-
edly: “for the souls of those who fell”.

16 See Thornton Abbey, North Lincolnshire: Histori-
cal, Archaeological and Architectural Investiga-
tions, Report number: 100/2010, (eds.) Goodall, J.,
Oswald, A., Payne, A W., Sutcliffe, T J, 2010.
English Heritage. Available online.

17 In connection with using the church to promote his
regal and hereditary credentials, Henry IV, like
Richard II before him, seems to have encouraged

or promoted the use of statues in the decoration of
choir screens as a means of royal state propaganda.
The first important work was imposing his statue on
the great choir-screen set up at Canterbury when the
nave was finished in c. 1400.  This includes six
portraits of kings, about 6 feet high, and ‘of a higher
standard of accomplishment than any other portrait
sculpture hitherto achieved in England’ (Evans)
(fig. A3-4). This seems to have set a fashion which
endured for some 70 years. Similar screens fol-
lowed at Wells, Durham, Winchester, Beverley and
York. Most screens showed a succession of kings,
but it was a Lancastrian attempt to ingratiate their
line as part of the natural order as a divine right. See
Joan Evans, English Art, 1307-1461, Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1949. Also Arthur Gardner,  English
Medieval Sculpture, reprinted,  2011, Cambridge
University Press.

18 E. W. Cox ‘Lancaster castle’ in Transactions of the
Historic Society of Lancashire and Cheshire Vol.
48, 1896.

19 Cox, 1896, stated (pp. 115-6): ‘The underside of the
corbels is rounded and ornamented with foliage in
low relief, characteristic of the Early English period
in its ‘Transition’ stage. These run up as rounded
shafts on the wall and probably had similar capitals
to those in Adrian’s [Hadrian’s] Tower; but these
have been removed and large octagonal capitals of
the 15th century replace them, which not only have
the large mouldings, but are of a different quality of
stone from the wall and corbel shafts. The stone
corresponds with the cross-ribs. Thus we see the
two periods so ingeniously joined as to look like
one design, while they disclose the extent to which
the more ancient gate-tower was rebuilt’.

20 It is not inconceivable that this work (adding a low
vault including transverse ribs and corbels) is mid-
13th century. Under Henry III the castle was regular-
ly repaired until its alienation in 1267, and from time
to time considerable sums were expended upon it by
the sheriff: in 1243-4 he claimed £128 for repairing
the gate and bridges, and in 1254-5 he spent £257
and the curtain wall and gateway. (HKW, Vol. II p.
692). Refs: Cal. Liberate Rolls 1240-5, pp. 48, 161,
245; Pipe Roll 27 Henry III, rot 10; 28 Henry III, rot
1d.  Cal. Liberate Rolls 1251-60, pp. 15, 62; Pipe
Roll 39 Henry III, rot. 6. Large chamfered transverse
ribs were coming into use in gate-passages at the
time (1250s), as were semi-octagonal abaci, but such
decorative corbels were highly unusual in any gate-
passage. Cox’s analysis (ftn. 12) may well be correct.
It is possible that the lower components (springers,
basal annulets and shafts) are mid 13th century and
were re-used in the early 15th century (presumably in
situ) whilst the upper parts (abaci, astragals and
necking) are part of the 15th century refurbishment,
which may include the vaulting ribs themselves.
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The Lancaster Gatehouse - Antecedents
The direct line of descent of the Lancaster gate-
house probably starts with the duchy of Lancas-
ter’s castle at Dunstanburgh (figs. A1-6, 7) and
some of the motifs are drawn from it. Especially is
this true of the roofscape with its busy skyline of
battlements, turrets and chimneys. It may also be
true of the very wide segmental openings for nich-
es and windows on each floor and the gate-arch
mouldings. John Goodall is undoubtedly correct
in suggesting that the duchy maintained a skilled
team of masons that could call upon an archive of
drawings rather like the King’s Works team in
London (Goodall, 2011, 342-3).
The D-shaped twin-towers preferred at Dunstan-
burgh are here replaced by semi-octagonal towers,
a feature well established in the late 13th, 14-15th
centuries; Berwick, (1296-98), Alnwick (1340
50s), Maxstoke (1350s), etc. But it is the Outer
(Barbican) gatehouse at Alnwick (1340s?) that
appears to be, in addition to Dunstanburgh, one of
the main models for Lancaster, especially in re-
gard to room planning on the ground and first
floors, although it is unclear about how the accom-
modation was arranged above (figs. A1-8-10).
Whilst the aesthetic and outward appearance of
the Duchy’s Kidwelly gatehouse-keep is a long
way from Lancaster, it was a building started by
John of Gaunt in 1388 and completed in two
further building phases by Henry IV. Again, this
follows the custom of domestic and service rooms
for the constable directly over the gate-passage.
But there is a cross-axis hall and withdrawing
chamber above, which together rise up two floors
and are located behind the portcullis and draw-
bridge chambers; but these rooms can all be ac-
cessed without crossing the more formal
chambers. So whilst the plan and layout is rather
different, like Lancaster, the portcullis and draw-
bridge chambers, at least, are in separate discrete
chambers detached from the hall and chapel. Sir
Robert Bertram’s handsome gatehouse at Bothal
(1343-50) with its semi-octagonal gate-towers  is
based on Alnwick and may have influenced
Bothal’s design (figs. A1-11,12), but the floor
and room plans follow the Edwardian keep gate-
house style with a full width cross-axis hall on
the second floor. Both Morpeth (fig. A1-13) and
Bywell (fig. A1-15) show similar characteristics
of form and planning to Bothal, although whilst

both appearing rugged they are more modest in
height, materials and in the trappings of defence.
However their interiors are cleverly composed to
suit their unique circumstances. However, one
thing all these have in common is that the gate-
house is the dominant architectural feature.
Whilst at Lancaster the Norman keep’s footprint
is actually larger, and the ground level is higher,
the gatehouse dominates the approach. The gate-
house-cum-tower-house concept finds its origins
in Norman castles; its later medieval appearance
in Northumberland possibly starts with Bothal,
then Dunstanburgh with its conversion to a don-
jon in the 1380s continuing with Morpeth and
Bywell, each having their varying degrees of
comfort and defensive attributes, the latter often
minimal. But all probably had open full-width
halls or spaces on the top floors and all are char-
acterised by their wide, spacious rooms on a
cross-axis to the gate-passage.
However, Lancaster does not conform to these
formal qualities. It is certainly built to impress.
Its mass is imposing and its defences look im-
pressive, although the actuality is different. Some
of its detailing follows the duchy of Lancaster’s
house-style, but its function seems unique. On
the first and second floors the tripartite division
of rooms all run on axis with the gate-passage
(compare the hall in the centre of the Constable
Gate, Dover, CSGJ 25, 134). Whilst the first
floor, with its portcullis chamber and access to
other rooms readily suits accommodation for the
constable, the upper floor is deliberately de-
signed with privacy in mind with its direct stair
approach, and high-status level of accommoda-
tion. The top central room, (Room 2) without
latrine might indicate a particular function, per-
haps serving as a courtroom or formal meeting
chamber, with a withdrawing chamber with la-
trine to the west (Room 3). At the same time, it is
obvious that money was also spent on the keep,
introducing extra floors to accommodate Henry
IV’s household and it may be that the first-floor
great hall of the keep was still fitted out for the
grand formal occasion. Today, with rooms bare
and appearance distorted by institutional use, it is
difficult to visualise how commodious, even
grand, the gatehouse rooms must have been.
Even though this period in history is not known
for its high quality of architecture, Henry IV and
V certainly had the means and the resources.
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ABOVE: Fig. A1-1. Suggested east front of Berwick Castle as it might have been in 1300. Main
façade facing east. The south corner Constable tower far left. Gunner’s Tower right.  © Jim
Herbert. Reproduced with thanks.
BELOW: Fig. A1-2. Base and part of the first floor of the Constable Tower, Berwick Castle,
showing similarities to The Grey Mare’s Tail Tower at Warkworth Castle.
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Fig. A1-3. Bird’s eye view of Berwick Castle in the late 16th century. Bodleian Library, Oxford, (Gough
Gen Top. 34, Vol 3, p. 256) (accession 1789). It shows the remains of the octagonal frontages to the
gatehouse. Constable Tower far left, and Gunner’s Tower, right (a little unclear how angular this tower
is, but apparently polygonal). Fig. A1-4. Below: Schematic plan of the castle, courtesy of  J. Herbert.

Berwick on Tweed
Berwick on Tweed’s medieval castle stands on
rising ground between the east bank of the River
Tweed and the North Sea. The 12th century
castle was strengthened by Edward I from 1296
and the east curtain was developed over the next
10 years. A central polygonal gatehouse ‘don-
jon’ was added flanked by the polygonal Consta-
ble Tower to the south and Gunner’s Tower to
the north. The keep gate-house appears from
early plans to be polygonal or semi-octagonal,
with a broader front face than usual, similar to
the King’s Gate at Caernarfon. The forward
ditch and drawbridge arrangements, and the out-
work, the later Percy Tower were formidable
obstacles. There are no known drawings of the
completed gatehouse, which was demolished in
the late 17th century, so Jim Herbert’s drawings
are a little speculative but very useful.
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Dunstanburgh
A licence to crenellate was granted to Thomas, Earl of Lancaster
in 1315, and the principal buildings were probably completed by
1322, by which time Thomas had been executed. In the 1370s
John of Gaunt (1340-99) remodelled the Great Gatehouse form-
ing a great tower or donjon, and reorganised a new gatehouse
and barbican entry further to the west. The gatehouse became
self-contained. It has a vaulted gate-passage, with large trans-
verse ribs, murder holes and a rear half-round portcullis slot. It
was three-storeyed. On the first floor were rooms of uncertain
function, with two-light windows, and on the second floor lay
the hall with the kitchen at one end and the dais and great
chamber at the other. Above the three storeys the semi-circular
or D-shaped twin-towers were carried up in two further storeys,
still curved at the front but square at the rear. On the inner side
the square towers were taken even higher, and one still stands at
full height. There were mirrored spiral stairs at the corners. At
second-floor level, the chambers in the towers opened onto the
principal apartments distinguished by wide segmental arches;
one of these survives (inset). (See the EH Dunstanburgh Guide-
book, by Alastair Oswald and Jeremy Ashbee, 2007).

Fig. A1-6. Dunstanburgh Castle. Gatehouse. c. 1320, and remodelled to become a gatehouse-keep or
donjon in the 1380s. Some elements of Dunstanburgh were probably copied at Lancaster (Inset:
Example of the wide segmental arches on the inside of the drum towers).
Fig. A1-7.  Below: Gatehouse plan from the EH guidebook. © English Heritage. Reproduced with thanks.
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Alnwick - Barbican & outer gatehouse
The barbican gate and three-storey gatehouse
was built c. 1340 as an integrated communicat-
ing unit. Whilst there is no record or evidence
of a barbican at Lancaster, there are some
features about the Alnwick gatehouse that res-
onate with the design of Lancaster. The
ground-floor plan is similar, with semi-octag-

ABOVE: Fig. A1-8 left: Looking east into the
courtyard through the Outer Gate gate-pas-
sage. Fig. A1-9. Right: The rear of the Outer
Gate gatehouse from the bailey.
LEFT: Fig. A1-10. Ground-floor plan of the
Alnwick Outer Gate barbican and gatehouse.
The semi-octagonal towers have spurs, a for-
mat not taken up at Lancaster or elsewhere.

onal turrets to the front and long narrow guard-
rooms to each side with fireplaces and latrines.
The block stands completely proud of the cur-
tain wall and access to the guardrooms are from
doors along the gate-passage. A postern to the
rear side of the south tower gives access to the
curtain berm. The interior courtyard façade has
a similar flat profile which originally had a row
of four double lights along the same plane on
the third floor, and possibly on the second.
These upper floors are now open plan wall-to-
wall, but they may have had tripartite divisions
on axis with the gate-passage when first built.
The first floor must have been used as self-con-
tained lodgings for the custodian, with access to
the portcullis chamber. There is one vice-stair in
the north-east corner that ascends from the first
floor after being reached by a straight stair from
the gate-passage. However the way the lighting
is configured there could not have been any
corridors on any floors offering privacy if they
were used as suites of domestic apartments.
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ABOVE: Fig. A1-11. Bothal Castle gate-
house. c. 1343. Possibly by S H Grimm.
This view of the castle near Bothal
shows the huge crenellated gatehouse
decorated with heraldic crests. It was
built by Robert Bertram, obtaining his
licence to crenellate in 1343, no doubt
influenced by Alnwick. The gateway is
shouldered by two semi-octagonal tow-
ers. On the roof there is an embattled
parapet with two stone fighting figures.
RIGHT: Fig. A1-12. Plan of the ground
floor (left) and second floor of the gate-
house.



213THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP JOURNAL NO 29: 2015-16THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP JOURNAL NO 30: 2016-17

Appendix 1 - Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed - Comparative Gatehouses

Morpeth
The gatehouse was built in
the late 14th or early 15th
century, probably more for
show than defence but once
within the curtain wall, you
could be inside the most re-
mote Border stronghold. In
1271 the castle itself passed
from its first owners, the de
Merlays to the Greystoke
family, who chose to use it
as a centre of administration
for all their other castles.
The castle started the 16th
century in grand style, wel-
coming the likes of the wid-
owed Queen of Scotland
Margaret Tudor, sister of

Henry VIII. However by the latter years of the century the castle was described as "mightily
decayed." By 1988 extensive work was required, especially to the roof, at which point the
Landmark Trust stepped in, and the property now offers holiday lets. Anthony Emery, in GMH
Vol. 1 favours a late 14th- or early 15th-century date. In particular, the machicolation that wraps
around a substantial part of the rooftop may have influenced Lancaster’s gatehouse or vice-versa.

Fig. A1-13. Morpeth Castle by S. H. Grimm, 1780s. Gatehouse. Late C14 or early C15 (Emery).
Three floors. First floor with fireplace. Second floor not shown on the plan but it was also
originally open plan on a cross-axis to the entrance as per floor below. No portcullis. 3 stepped
corbel trabeated machicolation.

Fig. A1-14

Ground floor First floor

BELOW:
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Bywell
A large flat-fronted rectangular gatehouse
tower, 59 ft x 38 ft, (18 m x 11.6 m) c.
1420s, built by Ralph Neville. The gate-
house was probably intended to be part of
a bigger enclosure which was never com-
pleted. Total of three floors. The centre
section of the embattled parapet is set
forward on 3-step, four-slot machicolation
oversailing the entrance (and is repeated
to the rear). It is protected by a portcullis
forward of the two-leaved gate as is noted
by the grooves. The gate-passage is 10 ft
8 inches wide (3.25m), with only one set
of two-leaved doors and not sealed at the
rear. The corner turrets have octagonal
corbelled out tops (like Lumley).  The

whole of the ground floor is vaulted. The first floor has been divided by a later C15 cross-wall
towards the east end, whilst the top floor seems to have been a single large room.

Fig. A1-15. Bywell Castle gatehouse. S. H. Grimm, 1786.  Built by Ralph Neville early in the 1420s.
A flat-fronted rectangular gatehouse with ground-floor barrel vaults. Floors above may have
single-space rooms. Reproduced courtesy of the British Library. Shelfmark: Additional MS 15543.

Fig. A1-16. Bywell Castle.  Ground-floor plan, show-
ing portcullis, rebated two-leaved gate and vaults.

Appendix 1 - Lancaster Castle - The Gatehouse Revealed - Comparative Gatehouses
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The Lancaster-style gatehouse design continued
into the sixteenth century with the Henry VIII
gate at Windsor, built in 1509-11. It is much
altered externally today, but the Hollar drawing
highlights its tripartite axial design, its semi-
octagonal twin-towered front, narrow rectangu-
lar lights, central machicolation and crenellated
parapet. It even had a functioning drawbridge.

TOP: Fig. A1-17. The Henry VIII gate at Windsor Castle, 1509-11. BELOW: Left: Fig. A1-18.
Detail from a bird's-eye view of Windsor Castle in 1658, by Wenceslaus Hollar. Right: Fig.
A1-19. Ground-plan of the Henry VIII gate from HKW, Plan IV. © HMSO. Reproduced with thanks.

The only nod towards more peaceful conditions
was it lack of a portcullis.  Even 100 years after
its completion at Lancaster, its gatehouse had
become an immutable stylistic iconic design,
much imitated, even with courtyard country
houses of the period edging toward a Renais-
sance aesthetic. It had became an enduring archi-
tectural symbol of royal power and authority.
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 Lancaster Castle - Appendix 2 - Debtor’s rooms in the Gatehouse - 1836

Fig. A2-1 Fig. A2-2

Fig. A2-3

Fig. A2-4. The Gatehouse (detail). 1836. All
engravings from ‘Lancashire Insolvent Court’
sketches of the Debtor’s Prison at Lancaster
Castle by a 'Briefless Barrister'. Designed and
drawn on stone by E. Slack.
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 Lancaster Castle - Appendix 3 - Niches & Images of Henry IV

Figures.
A3-1 The Lancaster
gatehouse niche. De-
picts ‘John of Gaunt’
added in 1822, but the
original image was
probably similar to ‘2’.
A3-2. The Henry IV
statue at St Mary
Magdalene, Battle,
Shrewsbury.
A3-3. The niche and
statue of Edward II at
the King’s Gate, Caer-
narfon, c. 1320.
A3-4. Niche of Henry
IV - one of six kings
along the choir screen at
Canterbury Cathedral.
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