
D U D L E Y CASTLE : THE RENAISSANCE BUILDINGS 

By W. DOUGLAS SIMPSON 

In 1940 I published in our Journal a paper on Dudley Castle,1 which was mainly 
concerned with explaining the rationale and affinities of the remarkable tower-house 
that early in the fourteenth century Sir John de Somery planted on top of the old 
Norman motte. In the present paper, I propose to examine the buildings in the 
bailey of the castle. These were so fully and admirably described by Sir Harold 
Brakspear in his paper on Dudley Castle contributed to our Journal in 19142 that no 
detailed account of them is here required. My purpose is rather to discuss some 
problems relating to their plan, and to carry a stage further the investigation of 
the important place which, as Prebendary Clark-Maxwell was the first to point out, 
the Duke of Northumberland's buildings at Dudley Castle occupy in the history of 
the first or Italianate phase in our English^ Renaissance. 

In his paper Sir Harold Brakspear summarized these domestic buildings at 
Dudley in the following paragraphs : — 

' Occupying the eastern half of the curtain are the dwelling rooms of the 
castle. These were first built in the twelfth century, altered by the erection 
of the curtain early in the fourteenth century, and rebuilt a few years la ter ; 
then entirely remodelled as a manor-house in the sixteenth century, and, 
although burnt in the eighteenth century, the group still forms one of the most 
interesting buildings of its kind in the kingdom. 

' It is divided into three principal blocks, of which the middle is the hall, 
the southern block contains the great chamber and the chapel, and the northern 
block the kitchen with bedrooms over. There is a further block to the north 
containing a small gateway and servants' quarters. 

' The hall doubtless occupies the same position as its Norman predecessor, 
but of that all indication has gone. The fourteenth-century hall was of the 
same width as the present one, and parts of its west wall are incorporated in 
the later work. 

' The hall with its buildings northward of it, save for the curtain and a few 
odd bits of other walls, are entirely of the work undertaken b y the Duke of 
Northumberland under the direction of Sir William Sharington. Nothing too 
high can be said of the beautiful simplicity of the design, or of the splendid 
manner of execution : the setting out is wonderfully accurate, and the w a y in 
which every angle has its re-entering quoins recalls the best traditions of the 
thirteenth century. Again, when it is remembered that these buildings of 
Sharington's were erected in the reign of Edward V I , many years before the 
palaces of Elizabeth's reign were thought of, the convenience of their arrange-
ments and the advanced nature of their comforts is little short of wonderful.' 
With this verdict of Sir Harold Brakspear every student of Dudley Castle will 

1 ' The Castles of Dudley and Ashby-de-la- 2 Ibid., lxxi, 1-24. 
Zouch ', Arch. Journ., xcv, 142-58. 
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agree. And nowhere is the merit of Northumberland's buildings more strikingly in 
evidence than in their design. His whole scheme must indeed be accounted a piece 
of very resolute planning, which stands up to the most searching analysis. The 
general lay-out of the range (see plans, fig. i ) comprising a central hall with 
kitchen and offices at the lower and great chamber and chapel at the upper end, is 
entirely conservative, traditional, and English in character. There can be no 
question whatever of its having been designed b y a foreign architect. Italianate 
influence, however, appears in two respects. These are : — 

(1) The design of the hall, with its loggia flanked b y the two square buildings 
containing porch and stair respectively (see fig. 2). The loggia is an Italian 
feature, and the balanced or symmetrical frontage betrays Renaissance influence. 
This Dudley loggia is perhaps the oldest in England. Of the loggia at K i r b y Hall, 
Northants, circa 1570-5, Mr. J. A. Gotch says that it is our ' first instance " : but 
this one at Dudley is a full generation earlier. 

(2) The ' Sharingtonian ' details noticed b y Clark-Maxwell.2 These consist 
of (a) a peculiar form of window, with console-shaped brackets on the jambs beneath 
the lintels ; (b) a shelf, supported on consoles, under the windows ; (c) doorways 
with square heads and a classical entablature, carried on consoles at either side ; and 
(d) the way in which the attached Ionic columns of the loggia, at either end where it 
abuts respectively upon the porch and stair, are combined with the masonry of an 
adjoining window (see figs. 3 and 4). Al l these features are found in Sir William 
Sharington's work at his own seat of Lacock Abbey , Wilts ; and to them may 
be added another ' Sharingtonian ' mannerism that has so far escaped notice at 
Dudley. It is the w a y in which the quoins are wrought with headers and stretchers 
of equal length (fig. 4). The same conceit is found in Sharington's octagonal tower 
at Lacock. 

It is obvious that Sir William Sharington was keenly interested in architecture, 
and in the business management of building undertakings. He was also, obviously, 
a pioneer of the earliest or Italian phase of the Renaissance in England. A s such, 
he would exert a strong influence upon the design and details of the works erected 
by him or entrusted to his care. But to describe Sharington as himself their 
architect is unwarranted. Clark-Maxwell was certainly not justified in drawing 
any such inference from the fact that Sharington sent a ' measure and pattern ' to 
Sir John Thynne at Longleat, for in his letter Sir William makes no claim to have 
drawn these out himself. 

The symmetrical lay-out and loggia of the hall, and the Renaissance details of 
this part of the building, are all just the kind of things that might have been noted 
b y the architect John Shute in his Italian travels, and copied b y him into his sketch-
book. I therefore conclude that Northumberland's buildings at Dudley were 
designed b y an English architect, but that the Renaissance influence in the plan of 
the hall and the Italian details are the product of the trip to Italy which John Shute 
made in 1550 at the Duke's expense. Whether Shute was himself the architect of 
the Dudley buildings must for the present remain an open question. A search in 
Italy might perhaps reveal the sources of the characteristic ' Sharingtonian ' details. 
Meantime it is worth noting that in his Chief Groundes of Architecture, John Shute 

1 Early Renaissance Architecture in England, 2 ' Sir William Sharington's work at Lacock, 
63. Sudeley and Dudley', in Arch. Journ., lxx, 175-82. 
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has laid down his conditions for just such a loggia as we find at Dudley. For a work 
of this kind, he prescribes height, projection and elaborate ornament—all of which 
have undoubtedly been realized b y Northumberland's architect at Dudley. ' If it 
be a gate house or gallery of pleasure hauing Ionica, or Corinthia, of him supported or 
standing b y him : then ought he to be richly garnished. But if he stande in the gate 
of a citie or castel b y force or strength, then ought he to be made with those strong 
measures, which are ascribed vnto him standing in the place of Mars.'1 Here at 
Dudley we have a ' gallery of pleasure ' of the Ionic order, which certainly has been 
' richly garnished '. The height of the Ionic column is only about seven and a 
half times the diameter, not eight as stipulated b y Shute. A t Lacock the 
corresponding column seems to follow Shute's drawing fairly closely. In both, 
the frieze appears to be one quarter higher than the architrave, as prescribed b y 
Shute when it is intended to be ornamented.2 The parapet wall of the Dudley 
loggia seems to correspond closely enough, in profile and proportions, to an Ionic 
stylobate as figured b y Shute. 

Brakspear has shown that the shell of Northumberland's hall is medieval. 
I suspect that a good deal more work of the Middle Ages survives in the sixteenth 
century buildings than is indicated on his plans. Thus the awkward access from 
the hall to the great chamber is no doubt due to the presence of older masonry here. 
The large arched Norman doorway m a y have been the entrance to the twelfth-
century kitchen—its width being doubtless due to the need for convenience in 
admitting provisions. In the chapel, the small door, whose western jamb is still 
preserved in the north wall b y the western gable, has given access to the chapel from 
the narrow fourteenth-century building the remains of which still exist between the 
chapel and the original great chamber. This small building was therefore of two 
storeys ; and its upper floor will have formed an ante-chapel, entered from the 
great chamber. 

The magnificent bow, with its three tiers of windows each of eight lights, is a 
most remarkable feature of Northumberland's buildings. Its distinctive character 
is emphasized by the use of freestone ashlar, in smallish blocks carefully wrought to 
the curve. A t first sight this bow might seem to be an afterthought. B u t its 
masonry is all carefully bonded in, and the re-entrant quoins are handled in the 
typical ' Sharingtonian ' manner : so that there can be no doubt of its being 
contemporary work. 

The presence of this monumental bow raises an important question about the 
function of the apartments that it lights. On Brakspear's plans these are labelled 
in the successive storeys : ' buttery ', ' pantry ', and ' bed room '. B u t I cannot 
believe that so outstanding an architectural feature as the great bow was intended 
to light rooms of such menial use. It seems to me that the main floor room was 
intended to be a winter parlour—a feature that becomes very common in the 
Elizabethan houses.3 Its position is always near the kitchen, and at K i r b y Hall 
it lies betwixt the kitchen and the great hall, just like this room at Dudley. The 
purpose of the bow was obviously to admit as much light as possible to a room used 
in the dark season. John Thorpe's album contains a number of plans of houses 
showing a winter parlour with a large bow window. 

1 First and Chief •Groundes of Architecture, 3 The prototype of such an apartment is the 
1563, folio viii, recto. ' winter hal l ' which we know existed in Sir John 

2 Ibid., folio x, verso. Fastolf's castle of Caister. 





FIG. 3- DUDLEY CASTLE, VIEW IN GREAT HALL, LOOKING N., 
' SHOWING ' SHARINGTONIAN ' DOORS AND WINDOW 

(.Photos James Nelson 

FIG. 4. DUDLEY CASTLE. REMAINS OF LOGGIA, 
LOOKING N. 

Moseley.) 
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In support of the foregoing identification, it m a y be stated that an early histor-
ian of Dudley tells us that the basement oriel room was traditionally known as the 
' family dining room and that an old man who remembered it before the fire of 
1750 said that ' the walls were then covered with dark oak panelling, and decorated 
with tapestry No pantry was ever so panelled or decorated. I have little 
doubt that this room was the dining parlour, an apartment that became usual in 
large Elizabethan mansions, and appears on more than one of John Thorpe's plans. 
The lack of a fireplace, for a room of occasional use, is not unparalleled, as we shall 
see hereafter. 

As we see it now, the presumed winter parlour also has no fireplace, but this m a y 
have been in the south wall, which has perished. The arrangements shown b y 
Brakspear here are purely conjectural. I doubt whether the room had a partition, 
as suggested on his plan. The two double-light windows on the east side seem an 
excessive allowance for a mere short corridor. More likely the whole was a ' through-
going ' room, with a fireplace in the south wall. It m a y be noted that this room 
receives its main light from the west, and this is in accordance with John Shute's 
recommendation2 : — ' If ye will cast therin baynes or hot houses, with winter 
chambers and parlors, they shal receiue light from the west. For that side is defen-
did from the south windes which are greuous and contagious and also great wasters 
of all kinde of buildinges, as may welbe perceuyd b y old Edifices.' I take this whole 
block at Dudley, with the large state bedroom above, to be the private suite of the 
lord. Note that the large bedroom is isolated by a cross-wall from the other bed-
rooms beyond. It has an imposing approach by the great vice and its landing. The 
smaller (inserted) vice on the floor below provides a second or private exit from the 
winter parlour to the porch, independent of the main or public stair. The planning 
here is all most carefully considered. The best bedrooms to the north would have 
the advantage of borrowed heat from the kitchen, and would be reserved for members 
of the family, or for distinguished guests. A t the castles of Ashby-de-la-Zouch in 
Leicestershire, Borthwick in Midlothian, Doune in Perthshire, and Hohkonigsburg 
in Alsace, the principal guest-rooms are similarly placed above the kitchen. 

On the foregoing view, the triangular room between the winter parlour and the 
hall will be the pantry, with the conventional three doors of access into the screens. 

Two of John Thorpe's plans3 show identically the same sequence of rooms as at 
D u d l e y : kitchen, stair, winter parlour, pantry, hall, stair, and parlour or great 
chamber. In one, the winter parlour has no fireplace, like our presumed dining 
parlour at Dudley.4 In the other plan, the pastry lies beyond the kitchen in the 
one direction, and lodgings or bedrooms beyond the parlour, or withdrawing room, 
in the other direction : the hall, set centrally, has a loggia, with square staircases on 
either end, very much as at Dudley. In fact, this scheme is exactly that of Dudley, 
only Thorpe's design is rectangularly laid out, whereas at Dudley the architect was 
conditioned b y the track of the old curtain wall against which his buildings had 
to back. 

Just as the loggia at Dudley Castle appears to be the earliest example of its 
kind in England, so the great three-storeyed bow m a y be considered as perhaps the 

1 Rev. E. Sims, History of Dudley Castle (1837) 3 Reproduced in Gotch, op. cit., fig. 216 and 
19 ; cf. Rev. Dr. Luke Booker, A Descriptive and pi. L X X X V . 
Historical Account of Dudley Castle (1825), 25. 4 No doubt in such cases braziers were used 

2 Chief Groundes, folio B iii, verso. when a meal was being taken. 

11 
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first instance of a feature, offering notable opportunities to the scenic architect, that 
reaches its climax at K i r b y Hall. Thus Northumberland's buildings at Dudley 
have a double importance in the history of English architecture—as an early example 
of the Italian Renaissance and as a pioneer essay (and an extremely able one) in 
those ideas of planning that were to become universal during the great Elizabethan 
building period. 

Another foreshadowing of Elizabethan arrangements is seen in the absence of 
garderobes in Northumberland's building. This neglect, which contrasts forcibly 
with medieval practice, is common in houses of Elizabeth's reign.1 

In the staircase block, dummy or solid windows are introduced for the sake of 
symmetry where the stairs inside made an opening in the wall impracticable. This 
is an early and interesting example of the Renaissance craze for symmetrical balanc-
ing of windows even when the internal arrangement does not require it. The same 
phenomenon occurs in the main building at Kirby Hall. 

Some interesting problems about the accommodation at Dudley are raised b y 
Sir A m y a s Poulet's letter to Walsingham in 1585, when it was suggested that Mary 
of Scotland should be confined in this Castle.2 ' This Queenes gentlemen servantes ', 
writes Sir Amyas, ' will not like wth their straight lodginges because they have no 
ynner chambers '—a. description that suits the lodgings north of the hall. ' The 
chamber windowes of this Q's lodginges are open upon the park, as likewise the 
windowes of her kitchin.' This might indicate that the Queen's lodgings were to 
have been the suite between the hall and the chapel. In this suite the bedchamber 
window looks out over the park, whereas the bedrooms north of the hall look towards 
the courtyard. Upon this idea, the Queen's apartments would have been separated 
b y the hall from those assigned to her gentlemen—an arrangement proposed, we 
might conjecture, in order to ensure strict control over the royal captive. On the 
other hand the kitchen windows, despite Poulet's statement, look into the court. 
The question therefore arises : was there another kitchen ? The use of the plural 
' her kitchen ', taken along with the p l u r a l ' kitchens ' occurring earlier in the letter, 
suggests that this was so. In that case the Queen's kitchen may have been the 
building, with a large sixteenth century fireplace, some remains of which still exist 
on the opposite side of the courtyard.3 I imagine that this kitchen, which was 
perhaps made for Elizabeth's visit in 1575, m a y have been intended to serve the 
royal suite at the upper end of the hall, while the other kitchen would provide for 
the household quartered in the lodgings at its lower end. 

Who was the architect of Northumberland's buildings at Dudley ? Sir William 
Sharington himself, as we have seen, is out of the question. He was the active man 
of affairs and the experienced administrator, well able to handle the business side 
of a large building work. No doubt with his keen and cultured interest in the new 
Italianate movement, he would exert no small influence upon such an undertaking, 
particularly in the substitution of Renaissance for Gothic details. B u t he cannot 
have been sensu stricto the architect either of his own works at Lacock or of others 
entrusted to his direction, any more than the Prince Consort was the architect of 
Balmoral Castle, repeatedly though this has been stated.4 

1 See Gotch, op. cit., 237. on the opposite side of the inner bailey '—Charles 
2 See the letter quoted in V.C.H. Worcester- Twamley, Hist. Dudley Castle, 83. 

shire, iii, 93. 4 The architect of Balmoral Castle was 
3 ' Some low buildings for offices, kitchen, etc., William Smith, city architect of Aberdeen. 
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Sharington's patron was Thomas Seymour, Baron Seymour of Sudeley, for 
whom he carried out important building operations at Sudeley. Here also, as 
Clark-Maxwell noticed, the characteristic ' Sharingtonian ' details may be seen. 
Thomas Seymour's more famous brother was Edward, Duke of Somerset, Protector 
of England, by whom Somerset House in the Strand was erected. As Sharington 
stood to Thomas Seymour, so Sir John Thynne stood to his brother the Protector, 
for whom he acted as steward and business manager. Like Sharington, Thynne 
was a great builder on his own account, and has left us a magnificent monument of 
his taste in Longleat House. In building this, he was in touch with Sharington, 
to whom he applied for the use of the carver Chapman, who probably was responsible 
for the two splendid stone tables in the Italian style, still to be seen in Sharington's 
tower at Lacock. Sharington could not lend Chapman to Thynne, because the 
carver was then about to start for Dudley Castle, there to set up a chimney piece 
which he had made at Lacock. 

Thus the architectural activities of this little group of men—of the noble 
patrons, Northumberland, Somerset and Sudeley; of their business managers, 
Thynne and Sharington ; of the carver Chapman and the architect Shute, whom 
Northumberland sent to Rome—all are linked together by documentary evidence, 
and all of them were pioneers in an energetic drive ' to oust Gothic altogether, and 
to establish Renaissance forms as well as detail The most completely classical 
building which was put up under their impulse was Somerset House. It has long 
ago vanished, but luckily we possess John Thorpe's illustration of its front. The 
forms of the lower storey of the gatehouse there shown so closely resemble some of 
the drawings in John Shute's book that it is difficult to resist the conviction that he 
was the architect, or at least the designer of this elevation. But in this same front 
of Somerset House we detect also, on Thorpe's drawing, the characteristic ' Sharing-
tonian ' windows with their pediments and their stone shelves borne on consoles. 
Not only this, but the balustrade on the wall-head appears to have precisely resem-
bled that still extant on Sharington's tower at Lacock. John Shute's influence on 
Longleat has been pointed out by Mr. Avray Tipping, who has suggested that he may 
also have been responsible for the design of Somerset House.2 When the existence 
at Somerset House of ' Sharingtonian ' details, similar to those found at Lacock and 
Dudley, is borne in mind, I feel it hard to escape the conclusion that in Shute we 
must recognize Sir William Sharington's architect both for his own works at Lacock 
and for the magnificent conversion that he carried out for his ducal patron at Dudley. 

1 H. Avray Tipping, English Homes, Period 2 Ibid., pp. liv-v. 
II, vol. I, p. lii. 


