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Glossary
A brief glossary of key terms is provided below. For a full listing,
see Fortress. 13: Norman Stone Castles (I) The British Isles
1066-1216.
Ashlar Smooth, flat masonry blocks.
Bailey A courtyard.
Barbican An outwork that protects a gate.
B a t t e r The base of a wall thickened with a sloping front.
Belfry A wooden tower, often mobile, used either to
overlook a wall or to transfer troops on to it.
B e r m The space between a wall and ditch.
Brattice Wooden hoarding built out from a battlement to
command the base of a wall.
Buttress Stone support built against a wall to reinforce it.
C o r b e l A supporting stone bracket.
Counterscarp The outer slope of a ditch.
C r e n e l The open section of a battlement.
Crenellation Battlement.
Cross-vault A vault in which t w o barrel vaults intersect.
C u r t a i n A length of wall surrounding a castle enclosure.
Donjon A great tower or keep, but it can also mean an
upper bailey or lord's private area.
Embrasure An internal opening in a wall, sometimes for the
use of archers.
Enceinte The area enclosed by the castle walls.
Loop A narrow opening in a wall that splays out internally,
designed either to admit light or for shooting through.

Machicolation Battlement brought forward on corbels to
allow soldiers to command the base of a wall.
M e r l o n The solid section of a battlement.
M o a t A ditch, either wet or dry.
M o t t e An earth mound.
M u r a l c h a m b e r A vaulted chamber formed in the
thickness of a wall.
M u r a l passage A vaulted passage formed in the thickness
of a wall.
M u r a l t o w e r A tower set along a curtain wall.
Parapet The outer wall of a wall-walk.
Pilaster A shallow pier built against a wall to buttress it.
Portcullis A lattice made from wood clad in iron, or
occasionally in iron alone, dropped to block a gate.
Postern A small rear door.
R a m p a r t An earthen bank.
Revetted The side of a ditch, bank or motte faced with
w o o d , stone or brick.
Ring-work A circular or oval earthwork with bank
and ditch.
Scarp The side of a ditch.
Shell keep A motte in which the timber palisade on the
summit is replaced by a stone wall.
Spur A solid, pointed stone reinforcement at the base of a
tower; also, a finger of high ground.
Vault A curved ceiling of stone.
Vice A spiral stair.
W i n g - w a l l A wall descending the slope of a motte.
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Introduction

A reconstructed view of Le PlessisGrimoult in Normandy, an early
form of castle.
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The Duchy of Normandy was created in 911 by King Charles the Simple
of France to accommodate the Scandinavian followers of the Viking leader,
Rollo. The latter had struck a deal with the king of the Franks at the treaty of
St Clair-sur-Epte, through which Charles hoped to neutralise the threat from
one group while at the same time creating a buffer state against further attacks.
The new territory, originally part of the Frankish province of Neustria, became
known as 'Normandy', the land of the Northmen. As such, the incomers
became part of the feudal way of life that was developing in France, in which a
lord gave vassals land in return for military service, or kept them in his
household. The Normans also assimilated the continental ideas of knighthood
and the practice of fighting from horseback instead of primarily on foot, and
soon built up a reputation as some of the best cavalry in Western Europe. In
addition to feudalism and knighthood, they were introduced to the castle.
Castles were a relatively recent phenomenon. They seem to have arisen in
response to the situation in north-western Frankia after the death of
Charlemagne (Charles the Great), whose vast empire had also encompassed
Germany and parts of northern Italy. As his sons and grandsons squabbled
over territories, there was an inevitable breakdown of central government,
probably already in evidence due to the problems of ruling such a vast
area. Into this came the Vikings, rowing their shallow-draught vessels up
the rivers to plunder where opportunity arose. With little central authority,
people in threatened areas, notably in north and west France, were thrown
back on their own defence. Nobles set themselves up to protect their
lands, recruited knights and other soldiers to serve them, and protected their
homes with fortifications. The castle, known in written texts as castrum,
castellum, munitio, municipium or oppidum, was also a symbol of authority.
The mounted men within could control an area at least 16km around, the
distance a horseman could comfortably ride out and back in a day.
These castles were
predominantly built of
earth and timber, but a
number included stone
defences. Their expense
meant that initially such
examples were rare. The
new stone towers were
not known as 'keeps',
since the word was not
used in the medieval
period (it first appeared in
the English language in
1586 in Sidney's Arcadia).
The more usual word in
France was 'donjon', a
term derived from the
Latin word 'dominium'
(an allusion to lordship),
which is still used in the
French language today.
The term was not only

used to signify these towers but might also denote a motte or the area of a
castle that was the lord's preserve. They were also known as 'great towers'.
Written evidence, relating to the great tower at the ducal castle in Rouen
built in the mid-lOth century by Duke Richard I (942-96), indicates that stone
castles soon appeared in Normandy. The same duke is said to have erected a
fortified palace at Bayeux, and his successors carried on this trend. In
Normandy, castle building other than by the duke always presented a potential
threat to central authority, since feudalism was never as controlled in
Normandy as it would initially be in England after the Conquest of 1066:
the dukes tried to control construction where possible. Duke Richard I, for
example, enfeoffed his brother, Raoul, with Ivry. In the first half of the 11th
century castles were already being built not only by magnates but also by lesser
vassals, though for the latter the cost involved would mean many were of earth
and timber. During the century (mainly the first half) some 26 castles were
founded between Caen and Falaise, in the area of Le Cinglais. Large numbers
of castles were raised during the unsettled times following the death of Robert
the Magnificent in 1035, while young Duke William was a minor. Le PlessisGrimoult had stone defences, and was held not from the duke but from the
Bishop of Bayeux until Grimoult de Plessis lost it in 1047 following the battle
of Val-es-Dunes, when William broke rebel power. His youngest son, Henry I,
was responsible for much building in the duchy during his time as both duke
and king. The vast Angevin empire that the latter's grandson, Henry II,
acquired by inheritance and marriage gradually brought many French castles
into his orbit whose walls had not been built by Normans: these have largely
been passed over in this volume. The death in 1199 of Henry's son, Richard I
the Lionheart, finally gave the wily Philip Augustus the opportunity to seize
Normandy from King John, which he did in 1204.
At about the time the Normans were conquering England, other Norman
adventurers were carving out homes for themselves in southern Italy and Sicily.
At first Normans had arrived as mercenaries in about 1017, employed by the
Pope as a counter to pressure from the German emperor in the north and the

The late-11th-century donjon
at Valmont, with its flat pilaster
buttresses, is seen on the right,
with the smaller tower butted
against its left side and the later
chateau to its left. The machicolated
parapet and enlarged windows
were added in the 15th century.
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The walls of Caen have been
altered over the centuries but still
retain the essential line of Duke
William's castle of 1047. Some of
the rectangular towers may be of
late-12th-century date.
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Byzantines to the east. The Normans gradually spread over southern Italy and
founded the territories of Apulia and Calabria. In 1053 a Norman army from
Apulia defeated papal forces at the battle of Civitate. Others crossed to Sicily in
1061 and by 1091 had conquered the whole island, which became a kingdom.
As in Normandy, the newcomers were keen to assimilate ideas and culture
they saw around them. Sicily, a rich mixture of Greek, Arabic and now
Norman styles and customs, situated on the Mediterranean trade routes, was a
cultivated and fertile kingdom.
Instability lay behind much of the castle building during the early period.
The castles were often built on pre-existing Lombard examples and gradually
the autonomous nature of the latter was altered as feudal ideas took hold. In
the more mountainous regions of Molise in southern-central Italy, however,
and in inland regions, the feudal administrative traditions that went with the
castle came up against earlier, Roman, forms of organisation that were not to
be overlaid. Such areas were new to the Normans. In Molise, the Norman
strongholds were more administrative centres for managing the surrounding
country. Sometimes villages or markets flourished near new castles, in areas
where it was thought commerce would benefit. The rest of the land was poorly
inhabited except for small urban enclaves. In more lowland areas such as
Apulia and Calabria, feudal notions on similar lines to those in Normandy
prevailed. In Apulia small warrior bands, often commanded by Greeks or
Lombards, made the initial conquests, and central authority was slow to
become established. In Sicily the island was conquered by a single effort,
resulting in many small fiefs and a few large autonomous lordships that took a
long time to be modified, including comital families who were a source of
instability. The large monastic foundations also resisted feudal services, though
the latter gradually came to prominence.
Other Normans would sustain the restless tradition these people made
famous, a tradition that would carry them on the First Crusade under
Bohemond of Taranto to set up the first crusader principality, with Bohemond
proclaimed Prince of Antioch in 1100.

Chronology
Normandy
911
942
996
1026
1027
1035
1046
1047
1049-50
1051-52
1052-53
1053
1053-54
1054
1057
1058
1066
1077
1078
1081
1083
1087

1095
1100
1106
1134
1135
1144
1154
1173-74
1188-89
1189
1190

Treaty of St Clair-sur-Epte recognises the Duchy of Normandy.
Death of Duke William I, Longsword. Accession of Duke Richard I,
the Fearless.
Death of Duke Richard I, the Fearless. Accession of Duke Richard II.
Death of Richard II. Accession of Duke Richard III.
Death of Duke Richard III. Accession of Duke Robert I, the Magnificent.
Death of Duke Robert I. Accession of Duke William II, the Bastard.
Revolt of western vicomtes.
Battle of Val-es-Dunes.
Capture of Brionne.
Siege of Domfront and capture of Alencon.
Revolt of William, Count of Arques.
Capture of Arques.
Franco-Angevin invasion of Normandy.
Battle of Mortemer drives out invaders.
Second invasion of Normandy.
Battle of Varaville drives out invaders.
Capture of Thimert by William. Beginning of siege of Thimert by Henry I
of France.
Norman Conquest of England and accession of Duke William II as King
William I.
First attack on Normandy by Fulk le Rechin of Anjou and siege of La Fleche
First revolt of Robert, William's eldest son.
Second attack on Normandy by Fulk le Rechin and second siege of
La Fleche.
Second revolt of Robert against King William I.
King William I sacks Mantes.
Death of King William I. Accession of King William II. Accession of Duke
Robert II.
Preaching of First Crusade.
Death of King William II.
Accession of King Henry I.
Capture of Duke Robert by King
Henry I, who becomes duke.
Death of Duke Robert II.
Death of King Henry I. Accession
of King Stephen.
Geoffrey of Anjou conquers
Normandy during civil war.
Death of King Stephen. Accession
of King Henry II.
Revolt of Henry's sons, and
attacks of Louis VII of France.
Second revolt of sons of King
Henry II.
Death of King Henry II. Accession
of King Richard I.
King Richard leads the Third
Crusade to the Holy Land.

The so-called Exchequer Hall in
Caen castle was damaged in 1944,
but restored. It is one of the earliest
and finest secular halls in Normandy.
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1192-94
1194-98
1199
1203-04
1204

Philip II captures Norman border castles.
Recapture of fortresses by Richard.
Death of King Richard I. Accession of King John.
Siege of Chateau-Gaillard.
Loss of Normandy.

Southern Italy and Sicily
1017
1053
1058-62
1061
1068-71
1071-72
1073
1076-77
1081
1081
1081-82
1082
1085
1090
1091
1100
1101
1107-08

The walls of Caen.
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1111
1130
c.1134
1154
1166
1184
1189
1190
1194

Norman mercenaries arrive in Italy.
Battle of Civitate (near present-day San Paolo di Civitate, prov. Foggia).
Siege of citadel at Capua.
Norman Conquest of Sicily begins.
Siege of Bari.
Siege of Palermo.
Roger I is made Great Count of Sicily.
Siege of Amalfi.
Siege of Salerno.
Robert Guiscard invades Byzantine Empire. Guiscard and Bohemond take
Corfu.
Sea battle off Durazzo (Dyrrachium).
Siege of Durazzo (Dyrrachium).
Normans capture Damascus.
Death of Robert Guiscard.
Normans capture Malta and Gozo.
Norman Conquest of Sicily completed.
Bohemond ofTaranto is proclaimed Prince of Antioch.
Death of Roger I of Sicily.
Siege of Durazzo (Dyrrachium) by Bohemond. A treaty is forced on him and
he leaves for Italy.
Death of Bohemond of Taranto.
Election of Roger d'Hauteville as King Roger II of Sicily.
Normans invade Tunisia.
Death of Roger II of Sicily. Accession of William I, the Bad.
Death of William the Bad. Accession of William II, the Good.
Papal forces capture Rome supported by Guiscard.
Death of William the Good of Sicily.
Accession of Tancred of Lecce.
Death of Tancred. Accession and death of William III.

Design and development
Normandy
In Normandy the duke was technically in charge of all castle building, but in
practice some lords put up their own defences: allodial land (which the
family alone owned) existed here too. Some castles were the direct
responsibility of the ruler: Henry I of England in particular pursued a
programme of adding strong stone fortifications to a number of sites as Duke
of Normandy. When the Norman duchy expanded, notably under Henry II,
many other castles came under the Norman/Angevin umbrella. Some, such as
the huge donjon at Loches, were pre-existing stone fortresses in many ways
similar to Norman examples but constructed previously by workmen from
other duchies or counties.
Castle building in Normandy has an earlier history than it does in England.
The first castles erected in Normandy were mainly of earth and timber, for
economic reasons. The simplest form was what we now call a 'ringwork',
consisting of a courtyard protected by a ditch, the earth from which formed a
bank on the inner side, topped by a palisade (a row of stakes). However, some
castles were already using stone for the walls or had replaced timber with stone.
Longueville-sur-Scie was first built for the Giffard family in the 11th century at
the bottom of the Scie valley near the town, and is in the form of a vast oval
delimited by earthen walls, with no motte (a mound of earth). The castle was
rebuilt in the late-llth to early-12th century on top of a hill on the site of
Saint-Foy priory, as a large oval enceinte with walls but no mural towers. A wall
of the gate-tower (mentioned in texts as a large tower at the entrance,
facing the plateau) survives behind a facing wall, but there is no trace of a
donjon. When the castle of Le
Plessis-Grimoult was abandoned in
1047, it consisted of a 4m-high
earthen rampart topped with a
stone wall with one or more mural
towers and a stone gatehouse.
William the Conqueror's move
to make Caen his new centre saw
the construction of an impressive
castle on a rocky outcrop in about
1060, covering 12.5 acres. The long
curtain wall initially lacked mural
towers, but was provided with
some rectangular mural towers
probably in the late-12th century.
Their irregular and wide spacing,
with consequent loss of effective
defence, belies the residential
layout of the original castle.
The motte first appeared as an
element in castle design during the
11th century. Sometimes natural
but usually artificial, it was set
at the side of the courtyard or
sometimes within it, forming what

The donjon at Domfront was
probably built by Henry I in the
early-12th century. The first-floor
entrance can be seen on the right.
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Only two walls of the donjon at
Domfront survive, but they stand
above the rest of the fortifications
in the foreground, which form part
of the defended gate and possibly
date from 1202-03.

A plan view of the western walls of
Domfront, with the polygonal twin
gate towers perhaps built by John in
1202-03.
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is now termed a motte and bailey castle. At
Maulevrier-Sainte-Gertrude there is additionally
an arc-shaped outer bailey whose walls cross the
ditch at each end to join those of the inner bailey.
The puissant shape of the motte emphasised the
nature of lordship, and the summit also allowed a
better view, often being crowned by a palisade
enclosing a wooden tower. The palisade might be
replaced with stone, forming a shell keep,
sometimes with buildings. For example, between
1120 and 1130 a polygonal wall was built round
the motte at Vatteville-la-Rue, with buttresses.
Similarly at Gisors, the Conqueror's son, Henry I,
built a wall around the top of the motte in the
second quarter of the 12th century, a polygonal
structure of 22 facets, each corner covered by a
flat pilaster buttress, with three turrets on the
north side. Hacqueville is one of the bestpreserved examples in Normandy. The mound is
some 53m in diameter at the summit, with a
12th-century wall, the remains of which are
included in the present farmhouse. On the
summit, a square cellar with four rooms was
reached by a right-angled stair lit by a basement
window. Sometimes, as at Chateau-sur-Epte, the
stone walls followed the side of the motte down
to connect with those around the bailey.
Occasionally a stone tower was raised on the
motte, though this was a difficult procedure.
Most artificial mounds, despite being made from layers of rammed earth, were
not sufficiently settled to withstand the weight of a stone tower on top, unless
it sat on the natural ground level and the motte covered the lower stages. The
castle of La Haye-du-Puits is now ruined, but the huge motte on which the
main stone castle stands is well preserved. The site originally featured an earth
and timber castle, but probably in the 12th century (perhaps the first quarter)
the palisade on the motte was replaced by a circular or polygonal stone wall;
added to this was a slender, quadrangular stone donjon of three stages, which
probably replaced a timber tower.
At this time, stone was already being used in north-west France to construct
large square or rectangular buildings. The earliest survivors are not Norman,
but located further south, in the area of the Loire. The famous castles of
Doue-la-Fontaine and Langeais represent perhaps the first stone buildings still
visible. Doue-la-Fontaine has been dated to about 950: it was built to serve as a
ground-floor hall, but was altered to a tower with a first-floor entrance after a fire.
Langeais was built perhaps in 994 or 1017; it too may have been a castle hall
rather than a tower. The stone hall at Brionne that was attacked by Duke William
doubled as a donjon. Stone curtain walls would always hold the advantage over
those of timber because they were fireproof, but initially some stone buildings

Early towers
The site at Ivry-la-Bataille provides some of the most
extensive early remains of a donjon in Normandy.The
donjon (I) was built in several phases. The earliest
form, dating probably from the early-11th century, is
tentatively reconstructed here. The tower (32m x 25m)
may have been a storey lower, but the fact that Orderic
Vitalis refers to it as the 'famous tower' even in the
12th century suggests it was of suitable stature.The
absence of ashlar and the square buttresses (2) are
symbolic of its early date. The apsidal end is that of the
chapel within, and there was one main large room and
a smaller at the side. Perhaps due to a change of plan
or later demolition or collapse, the smaller room was
extended to form a second wall, the original outer
wall now becoming a spine wall dividing the larger and
smaller rooms. A similar design, even to a similar apse,

was to be seen again in the White Tower begun by
William the Conqueror in London in about 1076.The
tower is set within a chemise wall that seems to have
been built at the same time or possibly earlier, and
which is connected to a lower court, as shown in the
plan view (3). The later towers have been removed
from the plan. Also shown is an external doorway seen
from the inside of the great tower (4). The rather plain
tower atValmont (5), dating from about 1100, is seen
here without the later crenellated battlements. It forms
the nucleus of the castle, whose basic enclosure is
shown in the accompanying plan (6).
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The remains of the chapel of
Saint-Symphorien, dating from the
11th or 12th century. The priory
was situated within the enceinte
of Domfront.

Orderic Vitalis
Orderic was the son of a
Norman father and an English
mother. As a boy he was sent
from England to the monastery
of Saint-Evroul in the southern
borderlands of Normandy,
where he lived as a monk and
was brought up with sons of
the knightly class. His great
work. The Ecclesiastical History,
written between 1114 and 1141,
includes numerous references
to contemporary siege warfare
and castles. Orderic gleaned
much of this from conversations
with royal household knights
and members of neighbouring
families, plus those of
benefactors and magnates.
Many references are to military
movements in this turbulent
area, lending an authority and
immediacy to the stories.
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may have been erected with
defence as only a secondary
consideration.
It is by no means clear
exactly what function the
earliest stone towers were
designed to fulfil. Some of
them were cramped and
lacking in charm, while
others would have provided
comfortable accommodation.
It would be dangerous to label
all donjons as performing a
similar role. Some of the
larger examples may have
been designed primarily as
statements of power, to be
employed for important functions rather than everyday
use. The expense involved
in erecting such a building
would, of course, be enormous,
but it would imply that its owner was a man of vision and substance. Used for
official receptions, its impact on visitors perhaps familiar only with wooden
secular buildings would be notable. Some others may have been designed both
for receptions and as a withdrawing area for the lord and his family. Some
smaller donjons perhaps served as a solar tower, an adjunct perhaps to a timber
great hall that has now vanished. The smallest towers are difficult to relate to any
domestic purpose because of their cramped interiors: it should be remembered
that even a lord and his immediate family would have servants to hand, who
might sleep in the same room. Perhaps such small towers served mainly as
military watchtowers, while still displaying wealth and power in their
construction materials.
While impressive remains and donjons survive in many places cited in
documents, most of these donjons were erected in the 12th century and do not
accurately represent a castle when first built. They may have replaced initial
timber structures, or were a new addition to the castle. Unfortunately, very few
stone towers survive from the early period in Normandy. The remains of the
tower at Ivry-la-Bataille date to around 1000: the architect is said to have been
beheaded by Aubrey, wife of the holder, Count Raoul d'lvry, to prevent him
building for anyone else. Others that were raised in the early period (though
not necessarily in stone to begin with) include Tillieres, Falaise, Le Homme
(the present ITsle Marie), Cherbourg and Brix, under Richard II (996-1026) and
Richard III (1026-27); and Cherrueix (and perhaps others) under Robert I, the
Magnificent (1027-35).
In his account of Duke William II's attack on the castle of Brionne in 1047,
William of Poitiers describes it as having a stone hall 'serving the defenders as
a donjon (arx)'. At Avranches, detailed study of what little remains has led both
Impey and Nicolas-Mery to suggest a construction date of between 1000 and
1040: the tower must have been impressive, covering an area of 37m x 27m.
The square tower at Valmont is another early example, probably from the 11th
century, though it now forms part of a much later overbuild. The castle
remains, however, a simple enclosure with the donjon at one side. The building
itself is an unfussy square tower, with walls 2.4m thick and about 22m high,
with a single room on each floor: it may have been a solar tower for a vanished
hall. It has three buttresses along three sides (those by the corners do not join
to clasp them), which supported a primitive wooden gallery.

