2~

6*0
N

INSIDE A

MEDIEVAL

at

CASTLE

> &

ieges, and Daily Life

S

Towers,

Walls,

&

.A.t_,‘;c,_.

<
T
- w»
5
a2
WD)
b
Z
% m
>
A
<
9]
<
=
>
<




o o
°C 22
& G'(;\/a B =—— o

INSIDE A
MEDIEVAL CASTLE

Walls, Towers, Sieges, and Daily Life
“+ c/gx@» -

+ A MINI HISTORY +

Medieval castles were fortified homes, military
strongholds, centers of government, and
powerful symbols of authority. This short

history explores how castles developed, how

their defenses worked, and what daily life

was like within their walls.
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WHAT wWAS A MEDIEVAL CASTLE?

A fortified home and center of power

A FORTIFIED RESIDENCE

A medieval castle was a fortified residence built for a ruler, noble
family, or powerful official. It combined the functions of a home,
military stronghold, administrative center, and visible symbol of
authority.

A PLACE TO LIVE

Castles contained halls, chambers, kitchens, chapels, workshops,
wells, and storerooms. They could shelter a household that
included relatives, servants, soldiers, craftspeople, and clergy.

A PLACE TO RULE

From a castle, its lord could govern an estate, collect rents,
hold courts, protect important routes, and control the surrounding
countryside. Its walls announced who possessed land and power.

Castles were never all alike. Their design depended on the
landscape, available materials, wealth, and the weapons they
were expected to resist.
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A SHORT CASTLE TIMELINE

From earth-and-timber strongholds to gunpowder defenses

c. 900-1050
EARLY CASTLES

Across parts of Europe, rulers and nobles
built fortified residences from earth, timber,
and sometimes stone.

1066-1100
NORMAN EXPANSION

After the Norman Conquest, hundreds of
motte-and-bailey castles were constructed
across England and Wales.

C.) IIOOS
THE AGE OF THE STONE KEEP

Major castles were rebuilt with stone keeps,
curtain walls, and permanent gatehouses.

® 1200s

STRONGER WALLS AND TOWERS
Round towers, improved arrow loops, and
increasingly complex entrances strengthened
castle defenses.

@ Late 1200s-1300s

CONCENTRIC CASTLES

Some great fortresses used two or more
defensive rings, allowing defenders to fight
from several levels.

1400s-1500s

GUNPOWDER CHANGES WARFARE
Cannon made tall stone walls vulnerable.
Castles were adapted with gunports or
replaced by forts and more comfortable
residences.

Castles did not develop in a simple straight line.
Timber and stone structures overlapped, and older castles
were repeatedly repaired, expanded, and modernized.
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WHY CASTLES WERE BUILT

Defense was only part of the story

. S

A castle protected people and property, but its walls also made a political
statement. Building one required land, labor, money, and authority. Its
position and size showed who held power in the region.

CONTROL OF LAND AND ROUTES

Castles often stood near river crossings, roads, ports, mountain passes, and
towns. A garrison could watch movement, guard supplies, and respond to
rebellion or invasion.

A SECURE RESIDENCE

Within its walls, a lord’s household could live, store food, keep records and
valuables, and seek protection during unrest. The strongest buildings might
serve as a final refuge during attack.

GOVERNMENT AND JUSTICE
Castles were working centers of administration. Officials collected rents,
managed estates, received visitors, and sometimes held courts there.

A SYMBOL OF AUTHORITY

Stone walls and towers could dominate the landscape. Even when no enemy
approached, a castle reminded nearby communities of the wealth and power
of its owner. '
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CHOOSING THE LOCATION

Landscape could strengthen—or weaken—a castle

J
)

Castle builders studied the ground before choosing a site. A steep hill,
river, marsh, or rocky ridge could slow attackers. Yet a dramatic position
was useless if the garrison could not receive water, food, materials, and
reinforcements.

HIGH GROUND

Elevated sites offered wide views and forced attackers to climb.
Hillsides also made siege engines and mining more difficult,
although not impossible.

ROADS, RIVERS, AND PORTS

A castle beside a crossing, harbor, or major road could protect
trade and troop movements—and collect tolls.

WATER AND SUPPLIES

A secure well or cistern was essential during a siege. Builders also
needed nearby stone, timber, farmland, and access for carts.

CONTROLLING COMMUNITIES

Some castles stood within or beside towns. Others overlooked
frontiers, coastlines, or disputed territory. Their location helped
rulers supervise both enemies and subjects.

HIGH GROUND
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THE MOTTE-AND-BAILEY CASTLE

Earth, timber, and speed
©
Motte-and-bailey castles could be built quickly with local labor and materials. They

became especially common in northern France, England, and Wales during the
eleventh century.

THE MOTTE

The motte was a steep artificial or reshaped mound. A timber tower—or later a
stone keep—stood on top, giving defenders height and a final refuge.

THE BAILEY

The bailey was an enclosed courtyard containing halls, kitchens, stables,
workshops, and storage buildings.

DITCH AND PALISADE
Earth removed to form the ditch helped build the mound and banks. A timber
palisade protected both motte and bailey.

STRENGTHS AND LIMITS

These castles were faster and cheaper to build than major stone fortresses, but
timber could burn, decay, and require frequent repair.

TIMBER TOWER
MOTTE
BAILEY

/— PALISADE
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FROM TIMBER TO STONE

Rebuilding castles for permanence and prestige
>

Stone did not replace timber everywhere at once. Many castles
remained partly wooden for generations, while wealthy rulers
rebuilt the most important walls and towers in stages.

WHY REBUILD?

Stone walls resisted decay and fire better than timber, although wooden
roofs, floors, and fittings could still burn. Thick masonry also offered
stronger protection against missiles and assault.

TIME, MONEY, AND LABOR

Stone castles were expensive. Quarrying, shaping, transporting, and
lifting blocks required skilled masons, carpenters, laborers, carts,
scaffolding, and years of work.

A CASTLE IN STAGES

Builders often began with the keep or gatehouse, then replaced
timber palisades with stone curtain walls. Older earthworks
frequently remained part of the new defenses.

MORE THAN DEFENSE
A great stone tower could be seen for miles. Its size and craftsmanship
expressed wealth, permanence, and royal or noble authority.

Timber never vanished. Roofs, floors, doors, hoardings, scaffolds,
and many interior buildings remained wooden.

STONE KEEP SCAFFOLDING
TIMBER PALISADE \ [
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THE GREAT STONE KEEP

Power expressed in masonry
%

By the late eleventh and twelfth centuries, major rulers were building massive

stone towers. In England, these were often called great towers; the later term
keep is now widely used.

THICK WALLS, LIMITED OPENINGS

Lower levels had thick masonry and relatively few openings. Narrow windows
reduced weak points, while upper floors could contain larger windows and more
comfortable rooms.

A DIFFICULT ENTRANCE

Doors were often placed above ground level and reached by an external stair or
forebuilding, making a direct assault harder.

ROOMS WITHIN

Stone keeps could contain storerooms, halls, chambers, a chapel, and latrines.
Timber floors divided the interior into several levels.

THE LAST STRONGPOINT?

A keep could serve as a final defended refuge, but it was not designed only for
sieges. Daily life, ceremony, government, and display were also central.

Famous examples include the White Tower in London and the great tower of
Rochester Castle.

BATTLEMENTS

THICK WALLS

NARROW
LOWER WINDOWS

RAISED ENTRANCE
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CURTAIN WALLS AND
DEFENSIVE TOWERS

The castle’s protective shell
e ol
A curtain wall enclosed the bailey and connected the towers. It had to
withstand assault, support defenders, and protect the buildings inside.
As siege techniques improved, walls and towers became thicker and
more carefully planned.

ON THE WALL WALK WHY TOWERS PROJECTED
Defenders moved along a protected wall walk Round or polygonal towers extended beyond
behind the battlements. Merlons gave cover; the wall face, allowing defenders to shoot
the gaps called crenels allowed observation along the base of the curtain wall. Their
and the use of weapons. curved surfaces also had fewer vulnerable

corners than square towers.

ARrRrOW LooPs A LAYERED DEFENSE

Narrow outer slits opened into wider Some castles added an outer wall, barbican,
internal recesses, giving archers room ditch, or moat. Each obstacle delayed

to aim while exposing only a small attackers and gave defenders more time.
opening.

Stone walls were formidable, but not invincible. Miners could undermine foundations,
siege engines could batter masonry, and prolonged blockades could force surrender.

WALL WALK BATTLEMENTS

CURTAIN WALL

! - Z4——— ARROW LOOP
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THE GATEHOUSE

Where the weakest point became the strongest defense
o+

Every person, cart, and supply had to pass through the castle entrance. Because a
gateway created a break in the curtain wall, builders protected it with towers, barriers,
and a narrow passage controlled from above.

THE OUTER APPROACH
A ditch or moat could force visitors onto a bridge. Some bridges included a
movable drawbridge, but many were fixed.

PoRTCULLIS AND DOORS

A heavy timber grille, sometimes reinforced with iron, could drop into grooves.
Strong wooden doors formed another barrier; larger gatehouses could have
more than one of each.

THE PASSAGE

Arrow loops and openings from guardrooms covered the entrance. Holes in the
stone vault—often called murder holes today—allowed defenders to attack
intruders trapped below.

GUARDROOMS

Gatehouses contained chambers for guards and lifting mechanisms, and
sometimes living quarters. Later examples could resemble small castles
of their own.

Gatehouses also controlled peaceful movement. Guards checked visitors, opened
and closed the gates, and monitored goods entering the castle.
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ANATOMY OF A
MEDIEVAL CASTLE

Part One: The Outer Defenses

N

No two castles followed the same plan. This diagram combines features
commonly found in large stone castles of the thirteenth century. Smaller
castles might have only a wall, tower, and gate.

DITCH OR MOAT GATEHOUSE AND BRIDGE
An excavated barrier slowed attackers The bridge crossed the ditch and led
and kept siege engines away from the to the castle’s most heavily defended

walls. Many castle ditches were dry. entrance. Only some bridges had

movable sections.
CURTAIN WALL

Continuous masonry enclosed the B W W,
bailey and linked the towers and ATTLEMENTS AND WALL WALK

gatehouse. Defenders moved along the wall walk

behind a crenellated parapet.
PROJECTING TOWERS

Towers extending beyond the wall
allowed defenders to watch and shoot
along its outer face.

BATTLEMENTS
CURTAIN WALL WALL WALK

PROJECTING
TOWER

BRIDGE " GATEHOUSE
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