ANATOMY OF A
MEDIEVAL CASTLE

Part Two: Inside the Walls

No two castle courtyards contained exactly the same buildings. This diagram
shows features that might be found inside a large thirteenth-century castle.
Some functions occupied rooms in the keep or gatehouse; others stood as
separate buildings around the bailey.

KEEP OR GREAT TOWER KITCHENS AND STORES

A strong masonry building used for Food was prepared in kitchens, while
residence, ceremony, storage, pantries, cellars, and storerooms held
administration, and defense. provisions and equipment.

GREAT HALL WELL

The main public room for dining, A protected water supply was
receiving guests, conducting business, essential, especially during a siege.

and holding ceremonies.

STABLES AND WORKSHOPS
Horses, repairs, craftwork, equipment
maintenance, and storage kept the
bailey busy.

CHAPEL
A consecrated place for worship
serving the lord’s household and
sometimes the garrison.

GREAT HALL

KITCHENS

CHAPEL

BAILEY STABLES &

WORKSHOPS
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THE GREAT HALL

Heart of Castle Life

In many castles, the great hall was the busiest and most public room. Here the
lord’s household ate, welcomed visitors, settled business, heard announcements,
and marked important occasions. A hall could stand beside the keep or occupy
one of its principal floors.

A Room OF RANK AND ORDER BEYOND THE HALL

The lord, honored guests, and senior members The great hall was not simply a dining
of the household sat at the high table, often room. It was also a place of ceremony,
raised on a dais. Other diners sat at long hospitality, work, and justice. By the later
trestle tables. Seating showed status, while Middle Ages, wealthy lords increasingly
servants carried dishes from the kitchen withdrew to smaller private chambers
and pantry. for greater comfort and privacy.

LicHT, HEAT, AND SOUND
Daylight entered through narrow windows.
At night, candles, lamps, and the fire gave
limited light. Some halls used an open
hearth; later examples might have a wall
fireplace. Timber roofs, hard floors,
conversation, music, and dogs made the

room lively and noisy.

The great ball brought together ceremony, household business, hospitality, and everyday meals.
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THE CASTLE KITCHEN

Feeding a Large Household

A great castle household might include the lord’s family, officials, servants, soldiers,

craftspeople, guests, and visiting messengers. Feeding them required careful planning.
Kitchens were often placed near the great hall, though some stood in separate buildings
to reduce heat, smoke, smells, and the danger of fire.

WORK BESIDE THE FIRE

Cooks worked around large hearths, turning
meat on spits and tending pots suspended
over the flames. Bread might be baked in a
masonry oven. Water had to be carried, wood
gathered, ingredients prepared, and dishes
washed.

PRESERVING AND STORING

Without refrigeration, food was salted, dried,
smoked, pickled, or kept cool in cellars. The
pantry stored bread, while the buttery held
drink. Valuable spices added flavor and
displayed wealth; they were not simply used
to hide spoiled meat.

Castle kitchens depended on skilled workers, steady supplies, and constant heat.

Foop FOR THE HOUSEHOLD
Bread and pottage were everyday foods.
Depending on season, wealth, and local
supply, meals might also include beef, pork,
poultry, fish, eggs, cheese, peas, beans,
onions, fruit, and herbs. Feast days brought
more elaborate dishes.

SERVICE TO THE HALL

Meals moved through several hands before
reaching the table. Senior household officers
supervised supplies and service, while cooks,
bakers, brewers, kitchen workers, and
servants performed the daily labor.
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PRIVATE CHAMBERS
Sleep, Privacy, and Comfort

The great hall was public and busy, but wealthy castle residents also needed quieter

rooms. A lord or lady might withdraw to a private chamber, sometimes called a solar.

The name, location, and arrangement varied from castle to castle, and many members

of the household had far less privacy.

A CostLy BED

A well-made bed was one of the most valuable
furnishings in a castle. Mattresses could be
filled with straw, wool, or feathers according
to wealth. Linen sheets, blankets, coverlets,
and bed curtains provided comfort, warmth,
and privacy.

LiGHT AND WARMTH

Fireplaces became increasingly common in
important chambers, though stone rooms
could still be cold. Shutters controlled wind
and rain. Window glass was expensive, and
candles of beeswax or tallow gave limited

light after sunset.

PORTABLE FURNISHINGS

Rooms usually held fewer objects than
modern bedrooms. Chests stored clothing
and valuables; stools, benches, folding chairs,
and trestle tables could be moved when the
household traveled. Woven hangings softened
bare walls and reduced drafts.

WASHING AND PRIVIES

People washed with water poured from jugs
into basins. A wooden tub could be brought
into a room for bathing. A garderobe, or
castle privy, might be built into the wall,
with waste falling through a chute or into

a pit below.
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THE CASTLE CHAPEL
Faith Witﬁin the Walls

Religion shaped the rhythm of medieval life. Many castles contained a chapel
where the lord’s family, household officers, servants, and garrison could attend
worship. A chapel might stand separately in the bailey or occupy rooms within
the keep, gatehouse, or residential range.

A CONSECRATED SPACE THE CasTLE CHAPLAIN

The altar formed the focus of the chapel. A chaplain celebrated Mass, led prayers, and
Candles, painted images, embroidered cloths, cared for the chapel. Because clergy were
crosses, and sacred vessels added color to the educated, a chaplain might also write letters,
stone interior. Chapels ranged from tiny keep accounts or records, teach children, and
rooms to carefully decorated buildings with advise members of the household.

arched windows.

THE RELIGIOUS YEAR FAITH AND STATUS

Sundays, saints’ days, feasts, and fasts shaped Seating and access could reflect rank. Some
work and meals throughout the year. Worship elite chapels included an upper gallery or
accompanied important moments such as private opening that allowed the lord’s family
departure for war, the arrival of honored to attend worship apart from the wider
guests, marriage, illness, and death. household. Smaller castles might rely on a

nearby parish church.
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The chapel linked the routines of castle life to the wider religious world of medieval Europe.
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THE Busy BAILEY

Work, Horses, and Everyday Labor

Within the walls, the bailey was often the castle’s working center. Paths connected
the keep, hall, chapel, kitchens, stables, stores, and workshops. The courtyard
could be crowded, noisy, dusty in summer, and muddy in wet weather.

Horses AND TRANSPORT

Grooms fed, watered, brushed, and saddled
the castle’s horses. Most were practical riding,
pack, or draft animals rather than warhorses.
Smiths and farriers cared for shoes and
equipment, while carts moved heavy supplies.

WATER AND CLEANING

Water from a well or cistern was essential for
drinking, cooking, washing, animals, and
fighting fires. Servants swept rooms, carried
water, emptied waste, washed cloth, and
performed countless tasks that kept the
household operating.
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The bailey was

CRAFTS AND REPAIRS

Carpenters repaired doors, roofs, carts,
furniture, and siege equipment. Smiths made
or mended tools, hinges, locks, nails, and
weapons. Masons, leatherworkers, tailors,
and other specialists might work permanently
or be hired when needed.

SuppLIES IN MOTION

Grain, firewood, fodder, salt, barrels, cloth,
and building materials entered through the
gate. Storerooms and cellars protected
supplies. Because noble households often
traveled, goods and furnishings might
regularly be packed, moved, and counted.
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the practical heart of the castle, sustained by skilled and often overlooked labor.
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PREPARING FOR A SIEGE
When the Castle Closed Its Gates

Sieges were not part of everyday castle life, but the possibility of attack shaped how
castles were built and supplied. An approaching army might try to isolate the stronghold,
cut its communications, or force a quick surrender. Defenders had to prepare before

the enemy arrived.

RAISE THE ALARM

Messengers, scouts, and nearby communities
could bring warning. The garrison increased
its watch, admitted trusted people and supplies,
cleared the approaches, and secured doors,

Foop, WATER, AND FUEL

Grain, salted food, cheese, ale, firewood, lamp
fuel, and fodder were stored and carefully
rationed. A protected well or cistern could
decide whether the castle endured. Animals

gates, bridges, and posterns. required food and water too.

Tae GARRISON Reapy THE WALLS

Weapons, shields, arrows, crossbow bolts,
stones, tools, ladders, and timber were moved
into position. Defenders prepared water and
sand against fire and repaired weak points.
Boiling oil was costly and far less common
than popular stories suggest.

A constable or other commander organized
the defense. Knights, men-at-arms, archers,
and crossbowmen guarded the walls, but
cooks, smiths, carpenters, servants, and
laborers were also essential. The number of
defenders varied greatly.
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Preparation, organization, water, and supplies could matter as much as thick stone walls.
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ATTACKING A CASTLE
Blockade, Assault, and Siegecraft

A strong castle was rarely captured by one dramatic charge. Attackers combined
threats, negotiation, isolation, engineering, and force. Their goal was to make the
defenders surrender before the besieging army exhausted its own food, money,

health, and patience.

BLOCKADE

An army could surround the castle, guard roads,

and prevent food, messages, or reinforcements
from entering. Hunger, thirst, disease, and fear
weakened both defenders and civilians. A
blockade might last weeks or months.

AssauLT AT THE WALLS
Attackers used ladders, rams, hooks, mobile
screens, and sometimes wooden siege towers.
Approaching the walls was extremely dangerous.
Defenders answered with arrows, crossbow
bolts, stones, timber, and efforts to extinguish fire.

Siege warfare tested engineering, supp

ly, discipline, and endurance on both sides.

MissiLE Fire

Archers and crossbowmen kept defenders away
from exposed walls. Stone-throwing machines,

including trebuchets in the later Middle Ages,
battered battlements, gates, roofs, and towers.

Their effect depended on size, range, skill, and
terrain.

MiINING

Miners dug beneath a wall or tower, supporting
the tunnel with timber. When the supports were
burned or removed, the masonry above could
collapse. Defenders listened for digging and
sometimes built countermines to intercept them.
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DErFreNDING THE CASTLE

Walls, Weapons, and Countermeasures

O

Castle defenses were designed to give a smaller garrison the advantage of

height, protection, and time. No wall was invulnerable. Success depended on

alert guards, disciplined fighters, secure supplies, skilled workers, and the ability

to answer each new threat.

HeicaT AND COVER

Battlements protected defenders on the wall walk.

The solid merlons offered cover, while the open
crenels allowed observation and shooting. Towers
projected beyond the walls so archers and

crossbowmen could fire along their faces.

MEET THE ATTACK

Defenders used bows, crossbows, stones, spears,
and timber against troops below. Water and sand
helped control fires. They could hang screens,
reinforce weak points, destroy ladders, and launch

brief sorties when an opportunity appeared.
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DEerFEND THE GATE

Gatehouses combined thick doors, bars, portcullises,
narrow passages, and shooting positions. Bridges
and ditches slowed the approach. Not every castle
possessed every feature, and gates were repeatedly
strengthened as warfare changed.

RepaIr AND ENDURE

Masons and carpenters repaired damage, braced
doors, and built protective timberwork. Counter-
miners listened for tunnels beneath the walls.
Commanders rotated watches, guarded food and
water, and tried to maintain morale during a long siege.

N

Stonework created the advantage, but people, supplies, repairs, and discipline sustained the defense.
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GUNPOWDER CHANGES THE CASTLE

From Fortress to Residence

Gunpowder weapons appeared in European warfare during the fourteenth century.

Early cannon were difficult to move and operate, but artillery gradually became more

powerful and accurate. Tall medieval walls remained useful, yet they faced a growing

threat from repeated cannon fire.

THE AGe oF CANNON

By the fifteenth century, large guns could damage
gates, towers, and curtain walls. A breach allowed
soldiers to attack through broken masonry. Sieges
increasingly required artillery crews, powder,
heavy shot, transport, and skilled engineers.

CoMFORT AND DispLAY

As warfare changed, many castles developed into
more comfortable residences. Owners created
larger windows, private apartments, formal
entrances, gardens, and decorative rooms. A castle
still expressed authority even when its military
role declined.

ApAPTING THE DEFENSES
Builders added gunports, strengthened gates,
thickened walls, and used earth to absorb impact.
New towers were often lower and more rounded.
Older castles were altered in stages, so medieval
and gunpowder features frequently stood side
by side.

AFTER THE MIDDLE AGES

Some castles became administrative centers,
prisons, armories, or country houses. Others
were abandoned, dismantled, damaged in later
wars, or quarried for stone. Artillery forts
eventually replaced the castle as Europe’s
leading form of fortification.

- o e ~ =

=3 -

Gunpowder did not end the castle overnight; it changed how castles were defended, used, and rebuilt.
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READING THE RUINS
How We Know About Castle Life

OO0

A ruined castle is not a complete picture of the Middle Ages. Buildings were
enlarged, repaired, damaged, abandoned, and restored across centuries. Historians

therefore combine surviving architecture with archaeology, objects, documents,

and comparison.

CLuks 1N THE WALLS

Blocked doorways, altered windows, changes in
stonework, beam sockets, fireplaces, drains, and
stairways reveal how rooms were used and rebuilt.
Careful study can separate several phases within
one apparently solid wall.

OBjEecTS AND DOCUMENTS

Pottery, animal bones, tools, weapons, coins, glass,
and personal items illuminate food, trade, work,
and status. Accounts, inventories, letters, court
records, maps, and images add names and events,

though written sources are incomplete.

BENEATH THE GROUND
Excavation uncovers foundations, postholes,
hearths, workshops, paths, rubbish pits, and lost
timber buildings. The position of each find
matters. Once an archaeological layer is removed,
its original context cannot be replaced.

RecoNsTRUCTION AND CARE

Most timber floors, roofs, partitions, textiles, paint,
and furniture have vanished. Reconstructions are
evidence-based interpretations rather than perfect
photographs of the past. Conservation protects
what survives for future study.

Every reconstruction begins with surviving evidence—and must leave room for uncertainty.

00

ATLAS ADVENTURES TX

¢

23



FURTHER READING & SOURCES

Where to Continue Exploring

This short book draws on modern castle scholarship, archaeology, and the work of

heritage organizations. The following books and websites offer reliable starting points

for readers who want to explore medieval fortification, architecture, warfare, landscape,

and daily life in greater depth.

SELECTED Books

Charles Coulson

Castles in Medieval Society: Fortresses in England,
France, and Ireland in the Central Middle Ages.
Oxford University Press, 2003.

John Goodall
The English Castle, 1066-1650.
Yale University Press, 2011.

Matthew Johnson
Behind the Castle Gate: From Medieval to
Renaissance. Routledge, 2002.

John R. Kenyon
Medieval Fortifications.
Leicester University Press, 1990.

Robert Liddiard

Castles in Context: Power, Symbolism and
Landscape, 1066 to 1500.

Windgather Press, 2005.

TrusTED ONLINE RESOURCES

English Heritage
Medieval castles, castle life, and teaching resources
english-heritage.org.uk

Cadw

Welsh castles, archaeology, and conservation

cadw.gov.wales

Historic Environment Scotland
Castle histories and historic sites

historicenvironment.scot

The National Archives
Original records and medieval castle education resources

nationalarchives.gov.uk

Castle Studies Group
Castle research, publications, and journals

castlestudiesgroup.org.uk

Castle Studies Trust
New archaeological and architectural research

castlestudiestrust.org

A Notk oN THIS Book

Castle design differed across regions and changed over centuries.
This book uses representative examples from medieval Western
Europe, especially England, Wales, and France. Its illustrations
are educational reconstructions, not exact plans of a single castle.
Where evidence is uncertain, historians compare buildings,

excavations, objects, documents, and related sites.
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