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In  his description of Warkworth Castle of  
1898 for the History of Northumberland, 

J. C. H odgson1 put forward the suggestion that 
the donjon was built by the most famous of the 
Percy lords, Henry, third baron Percy and first 
earl o f Northumberland (1368-1407). Indeed, 
its grandeur seems a fitting monument to that 
powerful and ambitious lord, and its symmet
rical plan and monumental facade seem symp
tomatic o f the increasingly architectural 
approach to castle design that characterized 
the later fourteenth century, a period de
scribed by Pevsner as “the acme of keep design 
in England” .2 Nevertheless, Lesley Milner, 
author of the most recent paper on Wark
worth, has challenged this theory by asserting 
that far from this being the case, the donjon is 
probably an early sixteenth century building, 
the design of which was influenced by the 
Trattati of the late fifteenth century Florentine 
architect Francesco di Giorgio Martini.3 In this 
she is almost certainly mistaken, but the fact 
that the claim was made at all has highlighted 
the lack of a comprehensive exposition of the 
case for a late fourteenth century date. This is 
what the present paper will attempt to provide.

The donjon is built on top of the Norman 
m otte at the northern apex of the castle (figs. 1 
and 2). Its ground plan is unique amongst its 
contemporaries, consisting of a main block 
approximately 80 ft square with a rectangular 
turret projecting from each face. Around the 
entire base is a wide batter; the corners of both 
the main block and the turrets are canted in 
sympathy with earlier buildings at Warkworth, 
namely the flanking towers o f the outer gate
house, the Carrickfergus Tower and the Grey 
M are’s Tail Tower. In the centre of the donjon 
is a narrow light-well and immediately north of 
this is a tall square turret or watch tower. The 
interior contains a great hall, chapel, kitchens,

service rooms and store rooms as well as two 
large residential suites and accommodation for 
administrative staff, all linked by a complicated 
system of communication (fig. 3). The Wark
worth donjon is a difficult building to catego
rize: essentially it is a self-contained tower 
house, though the most elaborate example of 
all, but the light-well and its ingenious internal 
plan encourage a tendency to view it as a 
compacted quadrangular castle. Both  
architectural forms reached the zenith o f their 
developm ent in England during the last two 
decades o f the fourteenth century, a date that 
coincides with the time of the first earl.

Attem pts have been made to qualify this 
date: most writers have tended towards the last 
decade of the fourteenth century and the first 
decade of the fifteenth century on stylistic 
grounds.4 W. D . Simpson, however, made use 
of heraldic evidence. H e drew attention to the 
heraldic device of the Percies, a lion rampant, 
carved on the north face of the building, point
ing out that after the marriage of the first earl 
to Maud Lucy, heiress to the Lucy family 
estates, Northumberland quartered his arms 
with those of his wife. Simpson concluded that 
because the Percy arms on the Warkworth 
donjon are unquartered, the donjon must have 
been com pleted before the marriage took  
place. The marriage o f Northumberland to 
Maud Lucy was celebrated late in 1381 and it 
was in 1384 that he agreed to quarter his arms.6 
This means a com pletion date for the donjon of 
before 1384 and a design date in the 1370s. 
Such an early date is in apparent contradiction 
to the architectural details, which include dou
ble-ogee mouldings (fig. 4), four-centred 
arches and Perpendicular tracery, all features 
that are difficult to reconcile with a date earlier 
than the 1390s.

The earliest recorded use of double-ogee



Fig, 1. Warkworth Castle: ground plan (after English Heritage).
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Fig. 2. Warkworth donjon from the south.



m ouldings in residential architecture in north
ern England is at the castles o f H ylton, County 
Durham (fig. 4), and W ressle, Yorkshire East 
Riding. H ylton has been convincingly dated to  
the last years o f the fourteenth century on the 
basis of its heraldry;7 W ressle was first m en
tioned in 1402,8 and is typologically later than 
Castle B olton Castle (1378-95) which in
fluenced it.9 Much use is made of the four- 
centred arch at both castles; this is another 
feature that was not in general use in the north 
until the last decade o f the fourteenth century. 
Sim pson’s theory takes no account o f an incon
sistency in the depiction of the earl’s arms 
between 1384 and 1398. They appear both at 
Hylton C astle,10 where they are quartered with 
the Lucy arms, and at Lumley Castle 1389-99), 
where they are not quartered.11 This throws 
doubt upon the reliability o f the heraldry as 
dating evidence, and consequently leaves the 
way open for assigning to the donjon a con
struction date in the 1390s.

The documentary evidence is on the whole 
supportive o f the generally accepted attribu
tion to the first earl: J. M. W. Bean, in his 
study of the Percy family papers,12 has not 
found any evidence o f major expenditure on  
the castle during the years 1416-1461, that is to 
say, during the occupancy of the second and 
third earls, and has gone so far as to say that 
“ . . . it is clear that no large scale building 
operations occurred in this period” .13 After 
the death o f the third earl at Towton in 1461 
Warkworth came into the hands of the N evil
les; it was held first by the earl o f Warwick, and 
from 1464 by his brother, Lord Montagu. In 
1471 the castle returned to the Percies when it 
was granted to Sir Henry Percy who became 
the fourth earl o f Northumberland. The don
jon cannot have been built during the N eville  
occupation for the heraldic device o f the Per
cies, a lion rampant, is displayed prominently 
on the north face o f the building. Y et, a donjon 
was in existence by 1472 when it was cleaned in 
preparation for the arrival o f the new  
countess.14 If the donjon o f 1472 is to be 
identified with the existing building, then there 
can be little doubt that it was erected during 
the time o f the first earl.
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Fig. 4. Mouldings (Hylton Castle c. 1400; 
Warkworth Castle c. 1395).

Lesley Milner, however, believes that it was 
a much earlier building, demolished when the 
present donjon was erected. She cites several 
features of the design of the latter in support of 
an early sixteenth century date.15 Thus, she 
states that the sedile in the chapel, with its 
cusped head beneath a four-centred arch 
“must be at least fifteenth century” . In fact, 
there is no reason why this should not be a late 
fourteenth century detail; certainly the tracery 
over the adjacent piscina has marked affinities 
with the blind arcading in the choir o f the 
collegiate church of St. Mary, Warwick, dated 
by John Harvey to between c. 1381 and 1396. 
The depressed four-centred arches that are 
encountered on the upper floors are said to 
“characterise the Perpendicular architecture of 
the Tudor period” . This may be true but such 
arch forms were not uncommon in the late 
fourteenth century: New College, Oxford gate- 
tower (1380-86), St. Mary, Warwick chancel 
east window (c. 1381-96) and Winchester Col-



lege Middle Gate (1387-94) all contain arches 
of this type.

The function of the pronounced ramp or 
batter around the base of the donjon is seen by 
Milner as a defence against artillery fire, such 
ramps being characteristic of the late fifteenth 
century designs of Francesco di Giorgio Mar
tini. However, as she herself points out, a very 
similar feature can be seen around the base of 
the chemise of c. 1370 which defines the inner 
courtyard at the royal Chateau de Vincennes 
on the outskirts of Paris, and this is paralleled 
at the castle of Tarascon, near Avignon, of 
c. 1400; therefore, the example at Warkworth 
cannot be considered anachronistic in a late 
fourteenth century context.

The wide straight staircase that leads from 
the basement to the ante-chamber of the great 
hall is, according to Milner, “totally unex
pected in a late fourteenth century castle” . She 
implies that staircases o f such proportions did 
not come into existence until the early six
teenth century. The donjon at Vincennes is 
cited as an example o f a late fourteenth century 
tower house that was “still constricted to the 
newel staircase” . The comparison is hardly fair 
as the Vincennes tower is a smaller and 
altogether more compact building than the 
Warkworth donjon. Its restricted plan in
fluenced the choice of a newel stair, but despite 
its design, this stair is of comparable “grand” 
proportions to the main stair in the Warkworth 
donjon. In fact, examples of grand staircases 
exist in a number of twelfth century donjons: 
those at Castle Rising, Newcastle, Middleham  
and D over were each provided with a wide 
straight staircase, which ascended to an 
antechamber before the great hall. The belief 
that these were designed as grand entrances 
intended to impress is borne out by the high 
level of decoration. The decline of this 
architectural feature went hand in hand with 
that of the rectangular donjon of monumental 
proportions. The latter was revived in a more 
developed form at Warkworth where the pro
vision of projecting turrets provided an oppor
tunity o f emulating the former.

Nor was Warkworth the only late fourteenth 
century tower to contain such a staircase: a

w ide, straight staircase leading from the 
ground floor to a first floor hall is also found in 
the tower house built by Thomas de Etton  
which forms the nucleus o f Gilling Castle, 
North Yorkshire,16 and which parallels Wark
worth in other respects. The tower is o f a plain 
cubic design, but the dimensions o f the ground 
plan, at 79 ft 6 ins by 72 ft 6 ins, compare very 
closely with those of the Warkworth donjon. 
Not only that, but the internal plan shows signs 
of having been of comparable complexity (figs. 
5 and 6). Regrettably, the upper floors were 
remodelled in the sixteenth century but the 
medieval basement survives virtually intact: it 
is divided into two halves by a central corridor 
extending from east to west and entered at 
either end. The western entrance opened onto  
a raised landing which was part o f the main 
staircase. This stair ascended from the central 
corridor, and at the landing turned north with
in the thickness o f the west wall, whence it
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Fig. 6. Gilling Castle: planning diagram.

continued to the great hall; the latter probably 
occupied the northern half o f the first floor. On 
each side o f the central corridor were three 
rooms. The southern rooms were residential, 
each being provided with a fireplace and a 
garderobe. The rooms north o f the corridor 
were probably storage rooms. Subsidiary stair
cases were m ounted from the north-west and 
north-east rooms. If the main staircase led to  
the lower end of the great hall (as would agree 
with the conventions of late medieval domestic 
planning), then the north-west staircase prob
ably communicated with the service rooms or 
the kitchen, and so parallels the two east stairs 
at W arkworth, one in the east turret and one in 
the north-east wall, which led from the base
ment to the first floor pantry and kitchen. The 
north-east staircase must have led to the upper 
end o f the great hall, like its counterpart in the 
south-east wall o f the main block at Wark
worth. The present great chamber o f c. 1580 is 
situated over the south-east basement room, a 
position that is consistent with that suggested 
for the great hall. From the south jamb of a 
large blocked window in the east wall of the 
great hall, a staircase ascended to the third 
storey, probably the room over the great cham
ber. These last two rooms probably formed the 
principal chambers o f two large residential

suites which parallel the two suites at Wark
worth.

Although the tower houses at Warkworth 
and Gilling can be viewed as a continuation or 
revival of the twelfth century keep tradition, 
both owe their complicated internal planning 
to that which is usually associated with the 
quadrangular castles o f the fourteenth century, 
in which several residential suites and other 
lodgings are housed with regard to econom y of 
space and ease of access. In the north of 
England this type is epitomized by Bolton  
Castle in W ensleydale (fig. 7), built for Sir 
Richard Lescrope between 1378 and c. 1395 by 
the Durham master mason John Lewyn. B ol
ton itself was somewhat experimental but it 
influenced a number of northern castles of the 
1380s and 1390s, including Warkworth and 
G illing.18 The great halls o f Bolton and Wark
worth each had an antechamber equipped with 
a fireplace and benches where visitors could 
wait in a certain degree of comfort; in each 
case this was housed in a projecting turret 
which also accommodated the main staircase 
leading up from the ground floor. In both 
buildings the arrangement of the west end of 
the chapel was similar: an arched recess was 
placed next to a doorway from which access 
could be gained to an elevated private pew,
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Fig. 7. Bolton Castle: planning diagram (after S - S e r v i c e  room
P. A. Faulkner). A - G :  R e s i d e n t i a l  s u i t e s

(also accessible from the principal chamber of 
one of the main residential suites) (figs. 8 and 
9). The disposition o f the vestry in relation to 
the chapel is the same and in both cases there 
are squints allowing the proceedings at the east 
end of the latter to be viewed from the former.

A t Bolton, a ground floor buttery was con
nected by a staircase to the service rooms at the 
lower end of the hall. The same arrangement 
exists at Warkworth. The position o f the admi
nistrative rooms at the opposite corner to the 
main residential chambers at Bolton is para
lleled at Warkworth, where the occupants 
commanded the entrance to the donjon by 
controlling the portcullis, just as the rooms in 
the south-east corner of Bolton dominated the 
main entrance to the courtyard. In addition to 
the general disposition of and communication 
between the rooms, there are two features at 
Warkworth which suggest that the architect 
had an intimate knowledge of Bolton. The 
great halls of both buildings must have been 
heated by an open hearth or brazier. In each 
case distinctive funnel-shaped flues were built 
into the heads o f the windows (figs. 10 and 11). 
This was an unusual method of smoke disper
sal, louvres or chimneys being more normal. 
The Bolton flues can probably be dated to 
between 1384 and 1387.19 The only other

known examples are at Bamburgh Castle in the 
kitchen of c. 1384-7, which like Bolton was 
very probably built by John Lewyn.20 Another  
elem ent characteristic of Bolton is the external 
drainage spout. This feature was used in large 
numbers to serve mural sinks in the garderobe 
chambers. A lthough they are rare in other 
castles, they are prominent at Warkworth (figs. 
12 and 13), providing further evidence for a 
connection between the two buildings, thus 
suggesting a late fourteenth century date for 
the Warkworth donjon.

Supportive of a date in the 1390s are the 
architectural analogues with John o f Gaunt’s 
improvements at Kenilworth Castle. These 
works were underway by 1391 when the master 
mason Robert Skyllington was given powers to 
impress masons, carpenters and labourers from  
the county o f Warwick for the new works at 
Kenilworth Castle.21 They included the virtual 
rebuilding of the great hall and its associated  
apartments. W hen com pleted the great hall 
and its two flanking towers presented a deliber
ate formal facade towards the west. This in 
itself is reminiscent o f the architectural 
approach at Warkworth where outward aesthe
tic considerations are much in evidence, and to 
a greater degree than had hitherto been the 
case in residential architecture. Each bay divi



Fig. 8. W arkworth donjon: west end o f  
chapel.

sion of this front is marked by a buttress of 
triangular section; these bear a marked re
semblance to the triangular projections that 
ornament the canted corners of the Warkworth 
donjon at parapet level. Towards the inner 
ward, two semi-octagonal oriel projections 
were built, and towards the outer ward a 
square tower with canted corners (Gaunt's 
Tower) (fig. 14). These structures parallel the

turrets that project from the main body of the 
Warkworth donjon; added to the Gilling tower 
they would reproduce the outline of Wark
worth. Finally, one of the flanking towers, the 
Saint Lowe Tower, contains a window which 
provides one of the closest parallels to the first 
floor windows at Warkworth, having a low 
four-centred arch and cusped Y-tracery.

The donjon was not an isolated work but



Fig. 9. Castle Bolton: west end of chapel.



Fig. 11. Castle Bolton: window flue in the great hall.

part of a larger building programme which 
probably included the remodelling of the great 
hall on the west side of the bailey, and the 
commencement of a collegiate church to the 
south of the donjon in such a position as to 
divide the bailey into two wards. This 
architectural concept where the private apart
ments of the Lord, which in this case were 
housed within the donjon, were separated from 
those of the wider household, was a character
istic development of the fourteenth century,22 
the arrangement occurring, for example, at 
Haddon Hall (1325-50), Amberley Castle 
(1377-c. 1388), and Dartington Hall (1388- 
99). It was a result of the growing sophistica
tion of the nobility and their desire for greater 
comfort and privacy than had been considered 
necessary in the past. At Warkworth this divi
sion was accentuated in that the donjon was 
completely self-contained and independent of 
the rest of the castle. The inspiration for the 
whole complex as envisaged by the first earl of

Northumberland may have been Windsor 
Castle after the remodelling by Edward III. 
Here, the lower ward contained the chapel of 
St. George and its associated collegiate build
ings, while the royal lodgings were located in 
the upper ward.

Even if this were not an overt form of 
political symbolism on Northumberland's part 
it may reflect his own perception of the posi
tion he occupied in Northumbrian society. 
Since the early fourteenth century the Percies 
had been the most prominent landowners in 
Northumberland, but during the time of the 
first earl their territorial possessions were in
creased substantially, especially by the acquisi
tion of the barony of Prudhoe from Gilbert de 
Umfraville, Earl of Angus, and the Lucy 
estates as a result of the marriage between 
Northumberland and Umfraville's widow, 
Maud Lucy.23 In June, 1390, Northumber
land's eldest son, Sir Henry (Hotspur) Percy 
was appointed sole warden of the western



march for a period of five years, and in June 
1391 Northumberland himself was made sole 
warden of the eastern march, also for five 
years. At the end of Northumberland’s tenure, 
Hotspur succeeded him with a commission for 
ten years.24 During these years, especially be
tween 1391 and 1395, when they monopolized 
the wardenship, the Percies were at the height 
of their power and influence. From 1389 the 
wardenship had become a source of consider
able profit,25 so that during the 1390s, the 
construction date that has been suggested for 
the Warkworth donjon, the Percies received a 
substantial addition to their income.

In the field of residential architecture, the 
reign of Richard II has every right to be

Fig. 12. Warkworth donjon: window and 
drainage spout.

considered as one of the great building periods 
of the Middle Ages. In the north, the N evilles, 
the great rivals of the Percy family, built a new 
castle at Sheriff Hutton, North Yorkshire, vir
tually reconstructed two more at Raby and 
Brancepeth, County Durham, and made sub
stantial additions to a fourth at Middleham, 
North Yorkshire. New castles were also built 
by Sir Richard Lescrope at Bolton, North 
Yorkshire, by Sir Ralph Lumley at Great Lum
ley, County Durham, by Sir Thomas Percy at 
Wressle, Humberside, and by William Strick
land at Penrith. New tower houses sprang up at 
Gilling and Ayton in North Yorkshire, Hylton 
and Witton, County Durham, and Belsay, 
Chipchase and Edlingham in Northumberland.



Fig. 13. Castle Bolton: window and 
drainage spout.

The earl of Northumberland himself made 
substantial additions to Cockermouth Castle, 
Cumberland, and it is virtually inconceivable 
that the most powerful and ambitious of the 
northern magnates should confine his parti
cipation in this outward show of prestige to 
Cockermouth, given that Warkworth was one 
of his principal residences.

When George Clarkson made his survey of 
Warkworth Castle in 1567,26 he made the

observation that the college, by which he 
meant the collegiate church immediately south 
of the donjon, had never been completed. The 
cessation of building operations can probably 
be attributed to the Percies’ rebellions against 
Henry IV, during which their power was 
broken. In 1402 Hotspur was defeated and 
killed at Shrewsbury, his uncle, Sir Thomas 
Percy, Earl of W orcester, being executed soon  
after the battle. In 1405 the earl of North



Fig. 14. Kenilworth Castle: inner ward (after 
English Heritage).

umberland gave his support to the abortive 
uprising of Archbishop Scrope and his fellow  
conspirators, and subsequently fled to Scot
land, Warkworth being taken by the King’s 
forces. In 1408 he was killed in battle.

The Warkworth donjon survives as a remin
der of the power, ambition and ignominious 
end of this turbulent border lord.
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