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Newcastle upon Tyne Castle - Aspects of the Great Tower

Newcastle upon Tyne keep from the south-east. Possibly by Samuel Hieronymous Grimm, c. 1783
(detail). Hand coloured engravings of this 'View of the Old Castle of Newcastle upon Tyne'  were
made by James Fittler c. 1786.
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THE GREAT TOWER
 NEWCASTLE UPON TYNE

In 2012 the Castle Studies Group met for the
annual conference in Durham. It was an opportu-
nity to examine Newcastle upon Tyne’s magnif-
icent castle, particularly to scrutinise certain
aspects of the keep or Great Tower (1172-79)1,
the Black Gate (1250), and town walls (fig. 1).
For the writer, a number of specific points of
detail were under review. First, the first-floor
window /door aperture opening onto the south,
bailey-facing side of the keep or donjon at ‘Level
II’. Second, the appearance of the keep’s roofs-
cape - did it originally have elevated corner tur-
rets or not? Third, the configuration of the keep’s
north-west multi-angular corner tower, and
fourth, the form and location of the ‘motte’ and
how it may or may not have developed into a
shell keep in the period of King John and/or later.

FIRST-FLOOR  ‘APPEARANCE DOOR/BALCONY’

An examination of the Samuel Hieronymus
Grimm drawing of the south façade of the keep
(fig. 2) dated to the 1780s, along with other
pictorial evidence, confirmed that this might
have been more than a window. It was seem-
ingly full length, had no obvious present-day
evidence of a dividing mullion, and appeared
wider than any other comparable aperture on
this floor (48 ins. 1.22 m). It had a rich, decora-
tive, external appearance, with block capitals,
nook shafts and orders of roll-moulded arches
comparable to the Great Hall, (or King’s Hall)
windows above on the second floor, Level III.
It had all the look of a royal ‘appearance door-
way’, a subject about which Pamela Marshall
has written extensively and convincingly (see
Château Gaillard 25, 233-241).2 The more

Fig. 1. A 16th century plan of Newcastle-upon-Tyne. It is thought to date from around 1545 and to
have been drawn by Gian Tomasso Scala. War with France had resumed in 1542 and 1545 saw
the English and French Fleet meet in Spithead, the Mary Rose had sunk and the French land on
nearby Isle of Wight. Fortification works at nearby Tynemouth were a response to French plans
to land a force in the north of England. In the 1540s Henry VIII employed several Italian military
engineers, and here on the map the inscriptions are in Italian. Reflecting the concern with defence,
the castle, churches and fortifications are individualised but the houses, of less military signifi-
cance, receive generic presentation. For greater detail see also figs. 12, 13.
© British Library, Shelfmark: Cotton Augustus I. ii, Item number: f.4, Length: 34.5 Width: 55.
Reproduced with thanks.
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Fig. 2. S. H. Grimm. Newcastle upon Tyne, Great Tower, from the south, drawn c. 1780.
The mouldings - hood-mould, capital and column shaft - at least on one of the sides of the
‘appearance door’- are still in place (ringed). The hood-mould arch appears to extend far lower
than the windows above it. Functionally it appears - at this stage - the 1780s - to be used as an
access door, with a kind of flat-linteled ‘shouldered arch’ inserted. Why a middle section of the sill
base has been removed remains unresolved - either robbing or perhaps to facilitate the movement
of bulky items. © The Trustees of the British Library, Shelfmark: Additional MS 15543.
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Fig. 3. Newcastle upon Tyne castle. 1825. From ‘Ancient Castles of England and Wales’,engraved
by W. Woolnoth (after Gastineau) with historical descriptions by E. W. Brayley, Vol. I. Frontispiece.
The Great Tower, c. 1168-1178. From the south. Considerable re-facing was undertaken in 1848
and between the 1960s and 1980s. The four corner ‘towers’ and the connecting crenellated parapets
were added/reinstated in the 1810-12 restoration and do not pretend to copy what went before.

Newcastle upon Tyne Castle - Aspects of the Great Tower



189THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP JOURNAL NO 29: 2015-16THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP JOURNAL NO 31: 2017-18

obvious Romanesque examples in England and
Wales are non-exhaustively listed by Marshall
and include: St. Leonard’s Tower (1090),
Chepstow; Richmond (1172-89?); Colchester
(1080-1120); Norwich; Castle Rising (1140s)
and Dover (1180s). Corfe (c. 1100) might be
another possibility. A few of the donjons men-
tioned above had a subsidiary ‘rear’ entrance to
the principal floor which also doubled up as an
‘appearance doorway’. The opening at Newcas-
tle upon Tyne faces south towards the castle’s
outer bailey and not toward the town. But this
is not unusual. As Marshall points out, ‘appear-
ance doorways are also found overlooking the

Fig 4. Newcastle upon Tyne castle - The Great Tower, or keep, south front. The ‘appearance
window/doorway/balcony’ at Level II, the Lower Hall today. It is assumed, from the Lewis
Vulliamy (1791-1871) drawings (figs 5, 6) , that the mouldings of this aperture - externally at least
- were similar in their richness to the large paired windows on Level III, the Great Hall (above).

castle ward, as already noted [in addition to
Richmond] at Langeais, Chepstow and Loch-
es’, perhaps to address ‘more exclusive gather-
ings within the castle courtyard’. The practice
probably continued beyond 1180. Figs. 4-10
clearly illustrate the position and format of the
appearance window/doorway and the captions
elucidate the supporting visual evidence. Figs.
7-8 indicates that the height of the rather crude-
ly constructed ‘modern’ sill infill is approxi-
mately the same height that would have been
reached by the three steps. (The present floor
level appears one course lower than original).
The window’s elaborate embellishment to the
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Fig. 5.‘Plans, elevations, and sections of the castle of Newcastle-upon-Tyne’, published in Vetusta
Monumenta,' 1835 (Vol. 5. plates x–xviii). Elevation of the south front of the castle. From Vol. V.
Plate 11, showing the (proposed reinstated)‘appearance window/doorway’ of Level II, the Lower
Hall. Vulliamy has not included a dividing mullion seen in the two-light windows above it.
Reproduced courtesy of the Society of Antiquaries of London. The upper (twin-light) windows were
not eventually reinstated as Vulliamy had drawn.
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Fig. 6. ‘Plans, elevations, and sections of the castle of Newcastle-upon-Tyne’, published in Vetusta
Monumenta,' 1835 (Vol. 5. plates x–xviii). Facing south - section from east (left) to west (right).
From Vol. V. Plate 13, showing the interior of the suggested appearance window/balcony of the
second floor (Level II, Lower Hall) (as framed), with the three broad steps leading thereto.
Vulliamy does not ghost insert a putative mullion as he does on the two upper windows. Repro-
duced courtesy of the Society of Antiquaries of London.
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Fig. 7. Newcastle upon Tyne Castle. The vaulted approach to the south ‘appearance window’ from
the interior of the Lower Hall, Level II. The window sill and casement is ‘modern’. The rough stone
edges at the base of the splayed jambs of the wall at either side indicate where the original steps up
to the window / balcony have been removed. Inset: Fig. 8. A clearer view of the east wall of the
appearance window/doorway recess showing original position of the steps in the vaulted passage-
way leading up to the opening. Photographed prior to more recent changes to fittings.
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exterior, its interior width and shallow rise of
the steps marks it out for regal function, or for
the king’s local representative. Like contempo-
rary Richmond, it also commands extensive
views over the river and surrounding country-
side beyond the bailey. A cautionary note is,
however, necessary. It is worth illustrating the
floor plans and section that were published by
W. D. Simpson, 1957, 28-41, in his detailed
analysis of Newcastle’s great tower. The Simp-
son section and plans used are, in fact, bor-
rowed from W. H. Knowles (d. 1943)3, 1927,
and the first-floor hall ‘appearance window’ is
shown with a putative (dotted line) mullion,
similar to the windows above it in the second-
floor King’s Hall (figs. 9, 10). The present
knee-high sill represents 19th or 20th century
repair and infill, and whilst the vaulted and
splayed jambs are of similar dimensions to the
two equally embellished two-light windows
that light the King’s Hall above, there remains
a small element of doubt that there was not

originally a central mullion.4 However the steps
are so low and shallow it could easily have been
designed as an appearance window provided it
lacked the mullion. Because there has been so
much stone robbing, as shown in the Grimm
drawing (fig. 2), with the central stones of the
base missing, (perhaps to facilitate removal of
the ashlar mullion), it is now difficult to be too
definitive or dogmatic about what precise form
this window or appearance doorway took.
KITCHEN DOOR?  - KING’S HALL

Of equal interest is the narrow ‘door’ in the
service area on the north side of the ‘King’s
Hall’ on the second floor (fig. 20, north, off the
Well Room). As Simpson notes: ‘From this
room another ‘door’ opens in the outside wall.
At present this door gives access to nothing but
mid-air’. So was this a door, and if so, how did
it function? Did it (rather implausibly) ‘lead to
an outside timber annexe, bracketed onto the
wall, and doubtless containing a fireplace cook-
ing stance?’ Comments are invited.

Fig. 9. Newcastle Great Tower. Floor plan of the first floor (Level II). From W. Douglas Simpson,
1957, p. 34, after Knowles, 1927. The ‘appearance window /doorway’ is adjacent to the SW corner,
with a width of 1.2 metres (ringed). The shaded areas indicate post-medieval works to widen lights
or insert doorways. The plan indicates the presence of a mullion to divide the aperture.
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Fig. 10. Newcastle Great Tower. Section East (left)-West looking south. From W Douglas Simp-
son’s Exploring Castles 1957, (Fig 11) (from W. H. Knowles, 1927). In the section marked * ‘First
floor’, to the right (west) of the modern central pier, the ‘appearance window/door’ is shown as a
putative - but with no evidence - two-light Norman window with raised (but no steps) sill similar
to those above on the second floor (but at floor level, not high up at gallery level).
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THE KEEP ROOFSCAPE AND CORNER TOWERS

The present top sections of the projecting cor-
ner turrets, paved flat roof and crenellated par-
apets are the result of early 19th-century
interventions, part of the 1810-12 restoration
work that reflected the growing fashionable
Gothick taste in architecture. The appearance
of the original medieval roofscape remains un-
certain. Both the Vulliamy and Knowle draw-
ings clearly show where original material
remains, and where some imaginative restora-
tion was planned or had taken place. Some
views might suggest that the tower may not
have had elevated corner turrets, but simply a
continuous parapet with widely-spaced crenel-
lations surrounding and overlooking the sunken
pitched roof of the hall (fig. 11). Today the
central part of the roof paving rests on the brick
vault inserted in the 19th century.
The uncertainty about the roofscape is based
around the earliest known depictions of the cas-
tle; namely the 1545 Gian Tomasso Scala view

(figs. 1, 12, 13) and other later views, e.g. S & N
Buck of 1723 (figs. 14, 25). The John Speed
view of 1611 is too indistinct to be helpful. None
of these illustrations depict heightened corner
turrets; in fact Buck does not show crenellations
either. The artist’s cut-away view on page 7 of
the present (2017) guidebook, based on these
earlier views, and reproduced here may be sche-
matically correct in having a continuous parapet,
but it is probably incomplete in other respects,
e.g. the lack of any stair cap-houses either above
or below the parapet (see also the inside cover).
It is interesting to look at other Norman and
Angevin keeps to determine what examples
there are or may have been that originally fitted
the criteria of ‘keeps without projecting corner
turrets’: Castle Rising (fig. 15), Norwich (fig.
16),  Lancaster, Portchester (fig. 17) (prior to
heightening).5 Most of those are early squat
towers of the 1090 - 1140 period that, if they
can be categorised at all, might be part of the
so-called two-storey ‘hall-keep’ type, where
hall and chamber share the same floor, divided
by a near-central spine wall. Others that may
have had continuous parapets are: Corfe c.
1100, Ludlow, Norham (first phase),  Goodrich
1130s, Clitheroe, Guildford, Carlisle (perhaps)
Bowes 1170s (possibly).6  It is not even clear
whether Bamburgh (1130s) originally had tur-
rets that rose any higher than the crenellations.
These examples contrast to those, usually taller
towers (with the exception of Corfe) most of
which do clearly present elevated corner turrets
that are more than simply spiral-staircase cap-
houses - Rochester, Hedingham, Middleham,
Richmond - all of which appear with four tur-
rets, reasonably symmetrical, integral and con-
temporary. Of the donjons erected by Henry II
post-1160, those that include lofty corner turrets
include Scarborough (five including the mid-
wall spiral cap-house), Orford and probably
Dover. Surprisingly few and contrary to the
popular stereotypical view of twelfth century
Norman or Angevin great towers.
The pre-1810-12 restoration engraved print of
the Newcastle keep that appears in Grose’s
Antiquities, c. 1790, (fig. 18) appears to suggest
that the keep may originally have had projecting

Fig. 11.  Geoff Law’s impression of the Newcas-
tle upon Tyne keep as it may have been by 1200.
From the current castle guidebook © Society of
Antiquaries of Newcastle upon Tyne and New-
castle City Council. Reproduced with thanks.
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ABOVE: Fig. 12. Newcastle upon Tyne - Detail from the 1545 Scala view, from the south.
BELOW: Fig. 13. Detail enlarged. If anywhere near approximate accuracy rather than schematic it
indicates 1: the keep may have had (by 1545) a continuous level parapet rather than elevated
corner turrets. 2: the (motte?) to the east has been revetted and turned into what may be a shell
keep with regular external buttressing. 3: There is a part east-west cross-bailey wall that separates
the keep from the lower garth (or inner) bailey, and links up to the west Bailey (see fig. 26).
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Fig. 14. ‘The South-East Prospect of Newcastle upon Tyne’. From Samuel and Nathaniel Buck’s
‘Town Prospects’, c. 1723, showing the Great Tower, the revetted and buttressed ‘shell keep’ (or
half-moon battery) to the east, and the old medieval bridge before it was rebuilt in the 1780s.
Crenellations and any original corner turrets that there may have been, have been removed from
the tower by this stage, perhaps during or just after the Civil War.
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corner turrets that rose higher, above the line of
the mural crenellations (fig. 18). The visual clue
is in the way that the artist depicts the remaining
stonework on the east face and the north-east
turret. And since Maurice, acknowledged archi-
tect of Newcastle from, say, 1174, went on to
design the Dover keep in the 1180s, built une-
quivocally with symmetrical corner turrets, there
is perhaps a presumption in favour of Newcastle,
Dover’s forerunner, having the same configura-
tion from the start. Similarities between the two
buildings in plan, form and detail, are striking.
Just as Dover’s keep functions have been reas-
sessed in the most recent English Heritage
guidebook (see CSG Journal 26 2012-13), it
may be time to reassess some of the features,
function and structure of the Newcastle donjon.
Chris Caple’s 2008 thesis comparing Newcastle
with Dover made a start, and Steven Brindle has
recently added to our understanding of Newcas-
tle’s tower in a number of respects. His conjec-
tural reconstructions of the keep (fig. 19, see
also Brindle 2013, pp. 103-4), depict the tower
not only with elevated ‘Dover type’ corner tur-
rets and battlements, but an interesting and very
plausible solution to the problem of the missing
extended forebuilding that may have linked up
to the bailey cross-wall and which possibly had
ground-floor entrance doors to both east and
west.7 Of the roof-top turrets, Brindle com-
ments: ‘Finally, the [present] turrets are quite
diminutive, only rising slightly above the main
level of the roof. The surviving corner turrets at
Rochester, the White Tower, Hedingham and

Dover are proportionally much higher [and one
might include Richmond and Scarborough].
Given the Newcastle keep’s carefully considered
design, it seems likely that its original turrets did,
indeed, rise substantially higher’.8 Nonetheless,
it is difficult to reconcile this with the 1545 Scala
view (fig. 13). Was this drawing purely represen-
tational? In some (long distance) respects, the
Scala view appears accurate enough, but neither
does it show the clasping corner turrets or the
turret indents and offsets. A little uncertainty still
remains, though contemporary twelfth century
precedent and limited visual evidence might ap-
pear to support an argument for slightly higher
corner towers, perhaps similar to Bamburgh.9

The restoration of Newcastle’s battlements and
corner turrets in the prevailing nineteenth century
‘Gothic’ style did not meet with universal approv-
al. A local antiquarian stated in 1827: ‘It is much
to be regretted that this ancient Norman structure
has been repaired in such bad taste. The battle-
ments of the angular towers, projecting on cor-
bels, destroy the simple character of the keep, and
do not belong to the era of erection. These barba-
rous additions so conspicuously placed on the top
of this venerable tower are extremely offensive to
the eye of the antiquary …’.10 Be that as it may,
the series of 19th century restorations are archi-
tecturally interesting in their own right and the
Soc. of Antiquaries of Newcastle, established in
1813, and the local council, are owed a debt of
gratitude for preserving the keep as an outstand-
ing medieval monument, and they have recently
greatly improved aspects of its presentation.

Examples of donjons without projecting corner turrets. LEFT: Fig. 15: Castle Rising, as illustrated
in the current guidebook (detail). © The Howard Estate. Reproduced with thanks. CENTRE: Fig.
16: Norwich Castle, 19th century view. RIGHT: Fig. 17. Portchester c. 1130, prior to heightening
(detail). Artist’s impression by Terry Ball. © English Heritage Trust. Reproduced with thanks.
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Fig 18. Newcastle upon Tyne. From Francis Grose, ‘Grose’s Antiquities of England and Wales,
Vol. IV, opp. p. 63. c. 1790. In this view, whilst the ‘appearance window/doorway/balcony’ is
slightly obscured by houses, it does give a clue to the potential appearance of the roof-line.
Because of the more angular corner view the artist has taken, the N-E corner with its projecting
clasping buttressed turret, is observed, as ringed, to rise higher than the adjoining wall. It suggests
that the corners rose at least potentially slightly higher than the wall-walk.
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Fig. 19. A conjectural reconstruction by Steven Brindle of the south-east façade of the castle keep
as it was first built, showing it with higher battlements and corner turrets. The lost outer part of
the forebuilding connecting it to the dividing wall between the two baileys is also shown.
Originally published as ‘Henry II, Anglo-Scots Relations, and the Building of the Castle Keep,
Newcastle upon Tyne’, in Newcastle and Northumberland - Roman and Medieval Architecture and
Art., Jeremy Ashbee and Julian Luxford (eds.), British Archaeological Association Conference
Transactions XXXVI (36), Maney Publishing, Leeds, 2013, pp. 90-114.
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THE  KEEP’S POLYGONAL CORNER TURRET

One of the many oddities of  Newcastle’s keep
is the geometry of the great tower’s north-west
corner turret/buttress. Seen on plan it has two
distinct features. First, its massive all-round
(15ft, 4.57m) wall thickness through every
stage, compared to the keep’s other square
corners; second, that this corner is multi-angu-
lar - semi-dodecagonal (12 sided) (figs. 20-25).
This feature was evidently planned from the
start - even the massive stepped plinth follows
the angles with the sharpest angle at the NW
apex (fig. 24). The stonework shows no signs
of any late alterations. It is probably significant
that this NW angle of the keep is the most
exposed, most vulnerable to the field. It is the
side that faces the town and higher ground - the
other corners are more protected and sheltered

by the bailey and the fall of the land toward the
river. If any attack was to happen it had to be
from this direction (figs. 22, 23). Simpson,
1957, suggested that, in addition to giving the
corner extra structural strength and stability to
counter any mining or stone-throwing attempts,
this multi-angular shaped corner tower was
designed ‘probably so as to provide room on
top for a small catapult, as the corner and the
west front were the most exposed quarters of
the keep and indeed of the whole castle’. Is this
feasible at this date, and what kind of catapult
might it have been? There were plenty of small
siege engines available in the 12th century and
Henry II certainly used them all. Whether this
space, on the roof-top, was designed for coun-
ter-siege weapons would partly depend on how
big an area it covered, and how strong the floors

Fig 20. Newcastle upon Tyne. Plan of the second, entry level, floor, or so-called ‘King’s Hall’.
From W Douglas Simpson, 1957, p. 32, (after W. H. Knowles).
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ABOVE: Fig. 21. Newcastle upon Tyne. Plan of the ground floor or basement. From
Simpson, 1957, p. 37, (after W. H. Knowles); shaded areas modern alterations.
BELOW: Fig. 22. The now stranded Great Tower from the west. The railway station and
viaduct that cut off the keep from the Black Gate was built in the 1840s. The steam train
pulling out of Central station is the recently constructed 60163 Tornado.

D
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Fig. 23. View from the north-west. Upper level view of the multi-
angular N-W tower. The flagstaff turret rising from the top of the N-W
tower is a speculative 19th century addition, although the strength of
the tower could certainly have originally supported such a watch
tower. Neither would the keep, in the 12th century, have had corbel
tables supporting the battlements on top of the corner towers.

beneath were. If it was for an engine, it would
probably have been a ballista (i.e. a large frame-
mounted crossbow), as stone throwers would
have been very hard to operate in such a confined
space and might dislodge the structure beneath.
A manually propelled petrary, also, would re-
quire its launch team to stand in front to pull
down the ropes, and this would be impossible on
top of a turret. It is possible to use it for a ballista,
and its location would also enhance its range.
The chronicles do not however allow us to un-
derstand how defences were conducted in suffi-
cient detail to confirm this; it just seems highly
likely that if a castle was under attack, defenders
would make such use of the space.
Having said that, it seems to the writer that the
NW corner tower was probably built specifically
in this way to accommodate multiple functions:
to deflect stone missile assault, obviate under-
mining and to support roof-mounted counter-
siege engines.11  It may also be significant that
what appears to be a commodious (almost lux-
urious) prison cell complete with an aumbry is

located within the NW tower
on the second floor (King’s
Hall level), though without a
fireplace (fig. 20). (The
vaulted cell contains a gard-
erobe that is not marked on
the plan; see Knowles fig.
12). The cell is secured by a
stout drawbar.
The structure and form of
the NW corner turret sug-
gests that it is built in a way
that has display and passive,
yet rugged defensive func-
tionality in mind, an exis-
tential response to potential
physical attack, rather than
just a demonstration of a
fascination with the sym-
bolism of metaphysical ge-
ometry. Certainly, interest
in polygonal forms and in-
novative towers was a cur-
rent popular topic of elite
discussion and experiment:

Henry II had already built Orford and Gisors and
towers such as 11-sided Tickhill would start in
1180. But in the light of the rebuilding of Ro-
chester keep’s south-west corner turret in circu-
lar fashion following the siege in 1215, the
Newcastle design adds some weight to the then
belief that polygonal / round towers may have
possessed structural and defensive advantages
against various forms of potential siege attack.12

In addition, the upper, well lit, spacious gallery
that circumnavigates all four sides of the keep has
a series of wide embrasured (arrow?) loops,
which are concentrated on the most exposed N
and W sides. This might be one of the very earli-
est examples of vaulted gallery defensive arrow-
slits which appear to develop in the 1180s. But
there could be other rational explanations for the
way this NW tower has been angled, sited and
engineered.13  Perhaps it was a simple question of
regal display. Was there some kind of symbolic
element that represented kingship and authority in
the use of polygonal towers, such as King John’s
later polygonal mural tower at Scarborough which
sits prominently next to his new chamber block?
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THE MOTTE / SHELL KEEP / BASTION

Robert Curthose, Duke of Normandy, eldest
son of William I, established a motte here in
1080.14 Most of the earthworks in the area
south-east of the keep have now been obliterat-
ed by later development, including the building
of the Moot Hall, 1809-12. Prior to this, King
John, in the second decade of the 13th century
appears to have built a shell-type wall, with
many buttresses, around the sides of the motte,
and flattened the motte top (figs. 13-14, 26).15

The Longstaffe 1860 plan (fig. 25) and Buck
view of 1723 (fig. 26) suggests that these pilas-
ter-type buttresses were later strengthened at
their southern end. The Scala view (fig. 13)
further suggests that the shell wall rose much
higher to enclose domestic buildings around
the interior. These possibly included royal
suites erected by John (1207-16). Rowland
noted: ‘King John was not satisfied with his
father’s work (the great tower) and built a shell
keep on the motte. The keep was henceforth
called ‘the Old Tower’ (probably quoted from
Simpson).16 The chronology of the various
halls and other buildings within the bailey is

Fig 24. Newcastle upon Tyne. From the north-west. Plinth level view of the multi-angular
north-west corner tower, highlighting the sharpest angle at the apex.

slightly confusing. A free-standing single-sto-
rey great hall appears to have been added, or
was in existence, on the east side of the bailey
by the time of Henry III, circa 1237. This may
have been added just to the north of the motte/
shell keep and was linked to a great chamber or
other facilities within it.17  Nothing of this hall
or the shell keep remains above ground. Its site
is now partly occupied by the County Council
buildings. [The shell-keep site may also be
identified as the same area known as the ‘La-
dy’s mantle’ or the Half-Moon Battery]. It does
appear, however, that there was also an earlier
(Norman) hall on a different site, perhaps to the
south along the bailey curtain wall near the
postern gate. After Henry III (or John’s) new
hall was built the Norman hall became known
as the ‘Old Hall with its chamber’. Thus we
have we have three halls: ‘the old hall in the old
Tower’ referring to the King’s Hall in the don-
jon, the original Norman hall within the bailey
to the south, and the new great hall built by
Henry III (or John, see below). The chronolog-
ical scenario set out above is drawn from Simp-
son (30-31). It differs in one respect from the
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Fig. 25. The south-eastern section of the castle bailey showing the location of the buttressed motte
/shell keep/bastion, the ‘Great Hall of the Palace’ to its north (with the ‘King’s New[Withdrawing]
Chamber - afterwards the Grand Jury Room attached to the hall on the south extending into and
beyond the shell wall. The hall was about the same size as Oakham.  The shell is labelled ‘The Old
Round Tower called the Half Moon’, and the ‘Queens Mantle, and diverse chambers therein’. A
well is marked within the shell wall. A continuation of the shell wall on the west side may have
been truncated by later use as a military bastion.
The plan was drawn up by W. H. D. Longstaffe, c. 1860, on the basis of antiquarian observations
made over a long period. See: Archaeologia Aeliana, New Series Vol. 4, 1860, Society of
Antiquaries of Newcastle upon Tyne. pp. 137-8.
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comments in the 2014 guidebook (p. 4),18

which are drawn from HKW, Vol. II, pp. 746-7.
Here it is suggested that the great (aisled) hall,
which is usually credited to Henry III, was built
earlier by King John: ‘In May 1237, Henry III
ordered the sheriff to repair the chamber at the
head of the old [Norman] hall, and the chamber
in the old tower, to re-roof the new hall and
chamber with lead and to repair a breach in the
wall ‘over the postern’.19 ‘This is the first refer-
ence to the early 13th-century aisled hall which
stood against the eastern curtain (figs. 25, 28)
until its demolition in 1809. Details recovered
in 1906 suggest that it dated from the reign of
John rather than that of Henry III’.20

THE KEEP’S HALLS / RECEPTION / CHAPEL

Some other issues not touched upon in this
paper are: the functions of the two ‘halls’ in the
keep: could they have been designed as sepa-
rate suites for king and queen?21 Or was the
lower hall simply a common hall for the sher-
iff, or the constable, his family and retainers,
which seems more likely? Philip Dixon has
produced a detailed, well-researched chapter
in Edward Impey’s (ed.) The White Tower,

where most of the Norman great towers
are analysed diagrammatically for hierar-
chical degrees of ceremonial and personal
access, with traffic flows around the great
towers at all floor levels. Newcastle is
included in this accommodation analysis
with some interesting conclusions. On the
principal second floor - the great hall or
king’s reception hall - level, he notes:
‘this was placed at the top of the building
to emphasise its significance. If so,  there
is no anteroom, and in a real sense the
approach to royalty was through the ex-
tended staircase, and the ‘guardroom’ at
its top served as a porter’s lodge to hold
those approaching until the proper
time’(figs. 27, 28). The floor below the
reception hall [the Lower Hall], is seen as
a ‘great chamber’ with withdrawing
chambers off, suitable for the constable
as the royal representative.22

What needs to be resolved is the function of
the chamber at the top of the forebuilding stairs
(which has a fireplace, Simpson, 31, but it may
possibly be an insertion); there is no garderobe
(figs. 20, 27, 28).23 Was it a private chapel, as
captioned in the guidebook, a waiting room, or
porter’s lodge /guardroom?24 Would it be fitting,
and is there precedent, for a secular room to sit
directly above a basement chapel? Brindle raises a
similar question: ‘The [richly arcaded] mural dec-
oration has led to suggestions that this was a chap-
el or oratory although its narrow doorway seems
to sit a little oddly with this identification’.25 It
appears to be an impressive waiting room but
further observations are welcome. (See over).
CONCLUSION

The Newcastle upon Tyne keep is one of the finest
Anglo-Norman secular buildings in England. This
brief paper has only looked at a few functional or
architectural aspects of the great tower, and brings
together some recent eminent research. Except for
the conclusion that the keep probably had a south-
facing ‘appearance window/balcony’ and slightly
elevated rooftop corner turrets rising higher than
the parapet, many other questions and features
confirm that further analysis is necessary and, it is
hoped, will stimulate future consideration.

Fig. 26. Detail from the Buck view (fig. 14), highlight-
ing the revetted motte / ‘shell keep’. The steep-gabled
building with what appears to be a ‘cat slide’ roof  may
have been the kitchen to the Great Hall. There are
records of medieval buildings within the shell wall.
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ABOVE: Fig. 27. The Newcastle upon Tyne guardroom / waiting room at the top of the forebuilding
stairs. Image from The Builder, Sept. 3rd, 1859. There is much rework, but “under the superintend-
ence of Mr. Dobson, everything was made as like as possible to their former appearance”.
BELOW: Fig. 28: The Waiting Room today from similar viewpoint. Inset: The narrow and rather
plain (rebuilt) entrance from the forebuilding stairs into the guardroom / waiting room.
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NOTES
1.   The writer was accompanied by Pamela Marshall,

Philip Davis and Ben Murtagh. Further visits have
since been made, and thanks are due to Peter
Cumiskey and David Silk for their ready help.

2.  Marshall, P,  2012, pp. 233-41. Dover (1180s),
also designed by Maurice, after Newcastle, has a
similar window/door on both upper and lower
halls on the south front overlooking the bailey.

3.   Knowles, W. H., 1926, pp. 1-51.
4.  Knowles, 1926, states, p. 23 ‘The apartment is

lighted by a loop in…. the south wall by a double-
light window similar to those in the hall’, but
offers no further evidence for the putative mullion.

5.  For Norwich, see T. A. Heslop, Norwich Castle
Keep. Centre for East Anglian Studies, 1994, p.
17. For Castle Rising Castle see the current Castle
Rising Guidebook (no date), p. 2. For Lancaster,
see the CSG Journal 26, 2012-13, pp. 207-215.
For Portchester see John Goodall, English Herit-
age guidebook, Portchester Castle, 2008.

6.  Some of the reconstructions of these ‘turret-less
towers’ show a staircase cap-house in one corner,
but this does not always rise above the profile of the
‘continuous crenellations’, e.g. Portchester.

7.   Brindle, Steven, 2013, 90-111. (For a review of
this see CSG Journal 27 ).

8.   Brindle, 2013, p. 107.
9.  Bamburgh keep (c. 1130s), probably related to

Newcastle, also arguably had low corner turrets,
although much later rebuilding makes this diffi-
cult to assess.  See Hislop, 2016, 101-3

10.  Mackenzie, pp. 89-104.
11. From an informal discussion with Dr. Peter Pur-

ton. See Purton, Vol. 1, 362-4 on the ballista.
12. The renewed Rochester corner turret might simply

represent a repair making the tower functional
again at lowest cost. The stone used is cheaper, the
windows of modest design and the turret rounded
minimising the need for ashlar quoins. Improved
structural integrity through the use of circular forms
is possible but may not have been the sole immedi-
ate motivation. The Newcastle turret may have
been an architectural device to emphasise some-
thing about the patron or what was on the top of the
tower. Whilst a defensive military engine is a dis-
tinct possibility there are other possibilities.

13. Chris Constable, 2004, offers an analysis of New-
castle’s donjon, including some thoughts on the
multi-angled NW tower. Note esp. 147-8, where
he argues that it is more to do with the need to

buttress three straight flights of stairs with quarter
turn landings leading into into the mural chamber in
the basement below. Chamber D was probably the
buttery - wine storage (and then physically separate
from the basement rooms). The sets of straight
stairs would have facilitated easier movement of
heavy barrels to/from the first and second floors.

14. Armitage, 1912, pp. 171-2.
15. Simpson, 1957, pp. 28-9. Precedents would in-

clude Farnham and Berkeley.
16. Rowland, 1987, 81.
17. Colvin. H, (HKW), Vol. II, Newcastle upon Tyne,

745-8.
18. Newcastle Castle, written and produced under

the patronage of the Society of Antiquaries of
Newcastle upon Tyne. It is a revised and ex-
panded version of that published in 1998 which
was based on Harbottle, 1977.

19. Cal. Liberate Rolls 1226-40, p. 270;
E101/530/1(39); cf. Pipe Roll 21 Henry III rot 1d
and the constables report (PRO. SC 1/2/167).

20. Knowles, 1926, pp. 36-9. It seems reasonable
that the new aisled hall by John along the east
curtain, along with the attached ‘King’s New
Chamber’, and the buttressed shell keep consti-
tutes one planned building campaign, creating
some private space within the shell walls.

21. There is no record of Henry II ever visiting the
completed keep.

22. Philip Dixon, 2008, pp. 243-73, especially 270-
71 and fig. 218. ‘The guardroom at its [the fore-
building’s] top served as a porter’s lodge to hold
those approaching until the proper time’. Also
Dixon, 2015, pp. 118-134.

23. There is a similar waiting room with a fireplace in
the same position at the top of the forebuilding at
Dover (1180s), but without the ornate wall arcad-
ing. Guidebooks (EH 2012) usually describe this
space as a guardroom. There was, of course, a
richly embellished chapel lower down the fore-
building near the entrance.

24. Braun, 1948, p. 47, suggests the ‘guardroom’
might have been an oratory. Note the domestic
solar above the chapel at C13 Little Wenham
Hall. Simpson, 1957, 31, noted  ‘this room has
been restored, but on the old lines. It is a hand-
some apartment with a good fireplace, and clearly
was meant to serve as an important living room.
We can hardly doubt that this was the constable’s
lodging when the king was in residence….’

25. Brindle, 2013, p. 108. See also his endnote 68.
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Fig. 29. A reconstruction drawing of the castle as it
may have appeared in 1300, from the south From
‘The Castle and Walls of Newcastle’ by Frank
Graham, 1972. (Northern History Booklets No 21).
The wall that divides the bailey into two is specula-
tive but implied in the Scala drawing. The aisled
hall to the north east is considered to be the work of
John c. 1210-18. The ‘Half Moon Battery’ is prob-
ably the site of the motte / shell keep which John
rebuilt. Part of The postern, lower right, remains,
as does the Black Gate (1247) built by Henry III.


