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Description automatically generated] [image: Lady Jane (1986) | ČSFD.cz][bookmark: _Hlk130055943]A critical essay about a building, though constantly added to over 500 years has its recent build a sympathetic retrofit: ‘The hardest battles are fought in one's own heart’. Critically examining the retrofit build at Astley Castle. 





(Image Astley Castle, Witherford, Watson, Mann Architects, 2023) (Image Lady Jane Grey, Czech-Slovak Movie Database, 2023).
[bookmark: _Hlk130057901]‘The hardest battles are fought in one's own heart’ (Czech-Slovak Movie Database, 2023), a quote from the film, ‘Lady Jane,’ 1986 about Lady Jane Grey who had lived at Astley Castle (said to haunt it still) is a true reflection of the decisions the architects that carried out the retrofit build had to make concerning the retrofit. They were torn between their budget, guided by planning permission and making crucial decisions around historical sympathetic building and architectural design true to their own principles of having light well-lit areas for the client, The Landmark Trust.

Introduction and History
Astley castle reconstruction and renovation
 An article in, ‘The Guardian’ written by Oliver Wainwright in 2013 gives an interesting account of the repurposing of the castle over time.  Home to three English queens, used as a garrison in the civil war, it burnt badly during a wild party in 1978. The remains of this fortified mansion now given a £ 2.5 m intervention  Astley Castle near Nuneaton in Warwickshire was the winner of the 2013 Stirling Prize. It is not usual for such awards to go to structures with crumbling walls and roof. Witherford Watson Mann architects worked hard to sensitively restore the building into a holiday home for the Landmark Trust.
This included a new building constructed inside the ruins of an existing ruin of the 12th century castle, which presented many challenges, mainly working with a grade 2 listed building, and the issues and regulations involved in such a task (Wainwright, 2013).

Astley Castle was never a ‘true’ castle but moated, fortified manor house from the start in the 12th century where it was granted a license for the house to become crenellated in 1266 as a fortified manor. In categorization terms it resembles most the mediaeval, ‘stone keep’ castle, but is oddly not centralized within the walls reflecting the way it has been added to and altered over 800 years. The ‘stone keep’ area for Astley is the original manor house and reflects the rectangular shape of the early keeps at that time, it has a moat (Salem Media, 2023). It has a moat, a bridge and gate entrance very reminiscent of a traditional castle of the time. 
The fact it is such a hybrid design from its gothic origins lends it to survival and adaptation so well. The Landmark Trust photograph below highlights the gothic style structures of the outer wall, bridge, and gate area, with the remains of the original castle in the background with contemporary design repairs.
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‘The Architectural review,’ 2012 is clear about the resilience of the building resulting from centuries of, ‘determined re-use.’ See the illustration of the many phases from article:
[image: Diagram, schematic
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[bookmark: _Hlk130839664]It brings to mind Cherie Federico of ‘Aesthetica Magazine’[footnoteRef:1]  review of Elizabeth Wilhide’s research championing the ongoing value of English textile designer William Morris:  [1:  Cherie Federico of ‘Aesthetica Magazine’ in their review of the Thames & Hudson’s encyclopedic volume, ‘Changing Philosophies – Design: The Whole Story’ (Wilhide, 2022)] 

‘Have nothing in your houses that you do not know to be useful or believe to be beautiful.’ (Wilhide 2022, p1)







The architects carrying out the rebuilding themselves reflect an ideal of rural simplicity channeling the creative and remains of the processes of the past. From the beginning it has been repurposed constantly, 12th century from house to fortified manor, home to Sir Henry Grey, Duke of Suffolk, and his daughter Lady Jane Grey. Dismantled in 1555 then rebuilt. The remaining house is 16th century with some 12th century work. The castle has two levels and embattled parapets and hidden attics. The front has 17th century and 19th century themes, has five transomed mullioned some have arched traceried heads. Internally the earliest feature is a functional Jacobean fireplace. Astley has been repurposed with form and function considered in a sensible manner throughout its history, with what seems an eye on budget. The fireplace is much less ornate than some of its time. It has been listed as a Grade II* listed building since 1952 and as a Scheduled Ancient Monument since 1994 (English Heritage: English Heritage National Monuments Record, 1999).
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With 40% of the walls missing and resultant instability of the building a full restoration was not possible as it would cost £10,000,000 and more. So many centuries of change, many styles and sadly missing details made it of no interest to English Heritage to offer previous help.
The Brief
Architects Witherford, Watson and Mann are frank about the ruined state of Astley Castle. But it is obvious that the architects saw the poetry of this ruin, it sounds almost poetic the way they describe it, ‘Eight centuries of continuous habitation, a fire had burned off its roofs, and three decades of freeze-thaw humbled its walls.  We haven’t restored it, nor left it as a broken, romantic relic.’ (Witherford et al 2023).

.


 Site plan below of Nuneaton area with the building indicated with an arrow:[image: Graphical user interface
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The architects wanted to re-establish a certain’ ‘wholeness’, they set out to stabilize it but still leave the marks of life in the structure.  The intense retro fit included new walls and lintels, replacing the roofs, and repairing remnants. They always intended to leave the fifteenth and seventeenth century rooms as open courts, rooms with ‘a fresco of clouds on their ceiling’. The intention was for the building to function as a house and holiday home.
 (Witherford et al, 2023). The Landmark Trust is a client that had needed the vision of an experienced architect to help deliver their dream. The concept Witherford’s have of needing to ‘chime’ with a client is crucial in intensive studies and dialogue that was needed. 


The Philosophy and Theory of the Architects’, a landscape of both Pathos and Resistance 
One of the style and philosophy influences for the architects was Brian Dillon’s edited volume on, ‘Ruins,’ 2010 which gave them a good overview of themes and recent artistic practice when working with ruins. This philosophy embodies ‘ruin’ almost as the building become a person, an entity, even a patient. The ruin represents disintegration and distillation, ‘is both anti-architecture and pure architecture’.  
The architects saw that, ‘The ruin internalises the complex order of natural forces,’ (Witherford et al, 2010. P 7). The ‘abandonment’ blurred boundaries exposing glimpses of the world gone before, an expression of the anxiety of our society and the resistance of architecture retaining human dreams. For inspiration they drew upon we drew upon,
[bookmark: _Hlk130929709]Le Corbusier’s, Pavilion de l’Esprit Nouveau, with the five points of architecture such as large windows for more light. [image: Graphical user interface

Description automatically generated with low confidence]Compare the Esprit Nouveau Pavilion plan and build (Research Gate, 2023) with the Astley Castle proposed plan and rebuilt design (Astley Castle exterior (Wood in Witherford et al, 2013)
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[image: ] [image: ALICE IN WONDERLAND]One of the architects checking the placement of a scaled piece of the wooden partitions for the model (Architectural Moving Drawing, 2013) Below Alice looks in wonder in Tim Burton’s film (Krook,2010). So, like the ‘wonder’ of the architects ‘seeing,’ ‘The ‘abandonment’ blurred boundaries exposing glimpses of the world gone before, an expression of the anxiety of our society and the resistance of architecture retaining human dreams (Witherford et al, 2010. P 7).

The architects saw that, ‘The ruin internalises the complex order of natural forces,’ (Witherford et al ,2010, P 7). Note in the model the new natural wood floor contrasting sensitively with the former natural stone.




Planning Permission details 
Finding the Poetry of Architecture even in red tape
Don’t underestimate the importance of details on a planning application form, the form highlights the needs and care that are needed to preserve the integrity of the listed structure. In the background for Astley Castle on of the ‘guardians’ and background advisors is Viscount Daventy, his family seat is Arbury Hall, near Nuneaton, Warwickshire. So, regarding the practicalities they always had a person experienced in some of the more unexpected pitfalls that he could bring from the upkeep of his own home. (The Landmark Trust, 2023).


In the restoration and restructuring of Astley Castle there were funders and statutory bodies to consider. Plus, the all-important planning permissions to manage regarding crafting brick, concrete and various wood in a manner that was structurally safe but still preserving the old construction.
What is of the greatest interest in the restoration and repurposing of a listed building, strongly, in this case is the detail observed in the application form for approval of details reserved by conditions. 
These details can be seen below for Astley Castle, copies of relevant submitted forms. The details of interest to understand the reasons for certain conditions are seen in consideration of the ongoing planning permission in 2008 with North Warwickshire Borough Council. 
In the section 7 seen in the second copy of part of the form it states that there is to be, ‘4: capping of old walls with new construction, 5: details of new masonry including, foundations, slabs, brickwork and mortar, lintels and coping stones.’ (North Warwickshire Borough Council 2008). In their publication of 2016, the architects presented their philosophy and work in, Inhabiting the Ruin: Work at Astley Castle.’ 
Here we find the dedication to upholding the integrity of the existing building without compromising on the form and function of the new elements. The newly added brickwork walls have been built in place to the full depth of the walls already existing.  And notably directly onto them. Regarding the issue of the inner then the outer skins that are 1.8 metres apart. These are bonded in place with new brick work with an addition of a concrete lintel. This resulted in the binding and buttressing of the remaining stone walls including the use of clay block every 900 mm. 
Thinking again of the dictates of the application form for approval of details reserved by conditions. It can be clearly seen in the planning permission partial discharge of conditions form that the details of the masonry and brick work carried out with respect to the protected nature of the building are carefully monitored and the architects have joyfully followed these stipulations.
Lime mortar Is used in the walls to smoothly accommodate the headers but importantly for the preservation and updating of the building avoiding abrupt boundaries in the repairs the lime mortar helps to soften these. 
The description by the architects explaining their interpretation of the need to harmonise the old and the new found in the partial discharge of  section 4 and 5 of the conditions jumps out at you as so poetic it does actually read as a Japanese style Haiku poem, if you lay it out in the three lines, whether this is deliberate or the natural style of the architects doesn’t seem to matter but it illustrates the harmonious nature of the architects philosophy to the project(Witherford et al, 2013) :
‘Rhythm of the bricks’, 
Meeting the broken stonework 
edge gently.  (Witherford et al, 2013, p18)






[bookmark: _Hlk130931756]They understood the cultural and historic significance of the building. And of the many visitors who marked occasions, societies, involving extended families and friends:Preserving the emotional charge of the rich, interrupted life of this house was our goal. While ruins can variously evoke the passing of hegemony, the restoring power of nature, the separation of the modern age from the reassurance of traditions, our individual mortality, they speak simply and directly through the house and its mundane routines.’ (Witherford Watson Mann 2016)


What can be seen in the window openings in the south are the,’ two storey high cuts in which the brickwork approximates and regularises the gashes formed by the castle’s decay.’ (Witherford et al 2013, p17).
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[bookmark: _Hlk130921576]Astley Castle exterior (Wood inWitherford et al 2013)

The windows reveal part of the task for the architects and their question as to whether they cannot visually intrude into the window design but still use materials that enforce the strength of the building. They were considering the visible, in the need to blend the new with the old, the physical in the need to gain architectural and practical strength and the realm of the abstract, not to allow scale of the new windows to distract from the overall build. (Witherford et al, 2013).
On the west-facing wall, also seen in the curtain wall the new windows were set back  as deeply as possible, to avoid any abrupt meeting of the crumbling masonry being unkindly contrasted by new crisp joinery. 


They felt that it would not only go against planning conditions but also movingly they didn’t want to begin, ‘suppressing reflections and the inhabitation they betray’. (Witherford et al 2013, p 23). [image: ]
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Description automatically generated]Sample of forms regarding details reserved by condition for aspects of Astley Castle (Warwickshire Borough Council 2008).
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Architects Model and my interpretation of the plans and restoration

[bookmark: _Hlk130927834]Astley Castle model shows the attention to detail. (Architectural Moving Drawing, 2013) [image: Graphical user interface

Description automatically generated]Below we see the important step of adding the new wooden structures to complement his model areas of the old walls. It can be seen below in the next phase, the clean lines of the modern wood placed in front of the old walls. 
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(Architectural Moving Drawing, 2013).
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Description automatically generated](Architects Review, 2012).
[bookmark: _Hlk130928136]Seen, above in section from,’’ The Architects Review,’ 2012. It is worth noting the structure of the staircase, with its proportions fitting effortlessly into the building echoing the kind of organic shape of a stair seen in a castle traditionally. 



Frearson of, ‘Dezeen’ architectural magazine discusses Helen Binet’s clear photograph showing the play between light and shade in the completed stair complementing the hidden attics and ancient corners of the original design yet giving a light airy feel reminiscent of Le Corbusier’s, Pavilion de l’Esprit Nouveau, with its open spaces and gaping openings full of light.
[image: Astley Castle by Witherford Watson Mann]
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Above, detail of the new build wall showing connections to existing old wall (The Architectural review, 2012). 
Below can be seen the architects drawings showing the use of lime putty and mortar used specific to section 4 and 5 of the conditional planning conditions mentioned in the officail appliations showing the harmoney needed between paper work and physical materisla to create the right conditions for a building !
[image: Drawings]
(Wainwright, 2013).






Sketch (Steward, 2023) shows the old constructed masonry contrasting with the new windows and lime mortar echoing Le Cosbusier light and open style as the architect intended.[image: Diagram, engineering drawing

Description automatically generated]
[image: A sketch of a building

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]
Drawing showing repairs and additions to existing walls compiling with section 4 and 5 of the planning permission, conditions Warwickshire Council stressing that the use of the materials must be sensitive to the old structure and be of natural traditional materials. (Steward, 2023).
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Drawing echoing Le Corbusier’s style of open space, use of light and tall spacious windows (Steward, 2023).

Critical debate, environment, style and popularity
The Guardian report on the Astley renovations is praising on the blend between the old and forcefully modern additions. The use of the word ‘forcefully’ does suggest a slight comment towards the starkly different styles, but they have to acknowledge it works. Critics are impressed by the use of, ‘natural material Saxon origins through a distinctly modern lens’ (Wainwright, 2013)[image: A computer screen capture
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[bookmark: _Hlk130934824]The castle sits in a green area of wooded landscape and the project complimented this by using natural building materials such as wood, lime putty, lime mortar and having a better carbon footprint in the construction process by preserving the ruin itself. The point is made effectively by Steve McGregor of ‘Planning & Construction News,’ when he reminds us that reducing a carbon footprint of a buildings is a challenge because it is more expensive, but, ‘the environmental need to do so remains critically important’. (Steve McGregor, 2022). To get past the strict eye of the critic and historian Joseph Rykwert, winner of a Riba Gold Medal, was important. He felt there was no comparison to the level of detail in this country in any similar ancient monument. 	It was mentioned in the judging process that Witherford Watson Mann were so individual in their approach that they had placed a stone lintel on the toilet roll space in the downstairs loo. (Wainwright, 2013).
Astley Castle was top of  both The Guardian and BBC reader polls, though many sceptics pondered it’s reuse as a luxury holiday home with rates of £2,500 a week for eight and £21 a night per person for a cheap weekend. The final word goes to the panel stating that the architects dealt with, ‘Astley's ruins with intelligence and practicality’. (Wainwright, 2013). Let’s hope Lady Jane’s ghost appreciates the bog roll cover.
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Astley Castle

At Astley Castle, we started with a ruin. In places it seemed no more than a
pile of stones, in others it was a ruin in the grand tradition. After eight
centuries of continuous habitation, a fire had burned off its roofs, and three
decades of freeze-thaw humbled its walls.

Sample panel

We haven't restored it, nor left it as a broken, romantic relic. We re-
established a kind of wholeness, making it stable, binding it together; but we
retained a feeling of incompleteness, leaving it porous, its wounds still open.
We pieced in new walls, lintels and roofs to buttress and tie the remnants.
The fifteenth and seventeenth century rooms are left as open courts, rooms
with ‘a fresco of clouds on their ceiling’. The house, for holiday rental,
occupies the medieval core of the castle, with bedrooms below. The first floor
hall is both grand and intimate, with its warm stone walls and large windows
looking out to over the ancient landscape.
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The Landmark Trust had been trying for twenty years to rescue the castle,
before this final and decisive attempt. Our radical approach, intervening
minimally but robustly, chimed with how the Trust’s philosophy had evolved,
but required intensive study and dialogue, including with funders and
statutory bodies. As architect and client, we challenged each other to achieve
the highest quality of work, crafting brick, concrete and wood in an inventive
but restrained way. The castle is now the Landmark’s most popular property,
and a profoundly memorable experience for guests.
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Astley Castle

At Astley Castle, we started with a ruin. In places it seemed no more than a
pile of stones, in others it was a ruin in the grand tradition. After eight
centuries of continuous habitation, a fire had burned off its roofs, and three
decades of freeze-thaw humbled its walls.

The ruin 1/4

We haven't restored it, nor left it as a broken, romantic relic. We re-established
a kind of wholeness, making it stable, binding it together; but we retained a
feeling of incompleteness, leaving it porous, its wounds still open. We pieced
in new walls, lintels and roofs to buttress and tie the remnants. The fifteenth
and seventeenth century rooms are left as open courts, rooms with ‘a fresco
of clouds on their ceiling’. The house, for holiday rental, occupies the
medieval core of the castle, with bedrooms below. The first floor hall is both
grand and intimate, with its warm stone walls and large windows looking out
to over the ancient landscape.

The Landmark Trust had been trying for twenty years to rescue the castle,
before this final and decisive attempt. Our radical approach, intervening
minimally but robustly, chimed with how the Trust’s philosophy had evolved,
but required intensive study and dialogue, including with funders and
statutory bodies. As architect and client, we challenged each other to achieve
the highest quality of work, crafting brick, concrete and wood in an inventive
but restrained way. The castle is now the Landmark’s most popular property,
and a profoundly memorable experience for guests.

Archive photo: exterior from the east 1/9
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