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Introduction
Castle Coch is inherently Welsh but does it accurately represent our heritage or simply mask it in a veil of fantasy? The structure has seen several iterations each falling into dilapidation, each with shifting use. thus, why would one look back upon its history as motivation to revive a structure so palimpsestic, and of seemingly little value in history? Is authenticity worth more than progress and invention? This essay argues that Castell Coch’s ancestry lies less in its medieval ruins and more in the Victorian reinterpretation of the past, where architecture became a vessel for ideology, nostalgia, and aesthetic philosophy. 
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Figure 1: Castle Coch emerging from woodland (Castle Coch, 2025)
Establishing Castell Coch — Between Reality and Representation
Castle Coch is evidently a Victorian invention. Its design conceals and distorts that truth through it’s form, style, decoration, materials, and symbolism. The Victorians had a strong impulse to restore ruins rather than preserve them. they gloried in the past and used it to stimulate the future: ‘THEY ADAPTED RUINS TO ADORN THE MOST GO-AHEAD CIVILISATION ON EARTH AND IMITATED ITS STYLE TO THEIR GLORY.’ (JENKINS, 2011). THIS ROMANTICIZED REVIVAL OF THE PAST COMPENSATED FOR THE ANXIETIES OF INDUSTRIAL MODERNITY, IN DOING SO THE GENUINE PAST WAS OFTEN LOST AND REPLACED BY AN INVENTED HISTORY.
Castle Coch is a staple example of this movement, rather the Gothic revival movement. The structure’s form and style is a deliberate imitation of a medieval castle.  
The towers are adorned with conical roofs, providing extra rooms, more reminiscent of fortifications in France. It creates a picturesque sense of “medieval-ness” from across Europe, that’s emotional or symbolic rather than historically accurate. However, the very towers themselves largely follow the original layout set by the ruins, nonetheless these numbers were increased. The Keep Tower, a 19th century product, invented to fit their romantic vision, departed from the true medieval precedent, a point made clear from the architect Burges’ own report (Davies, 2021). Along with it’s form being polygonal, was not typical especially in Welsh and Norman castles (medieval heritage, 2025). There is no evidence for such a layout on the site and shows that this choice was aesthetic and imaginative, a true product of the Victorin revival movement, the polygonal shape adds a sense of complexity and refinement aligning with their ideals rather than the Medieval practicality. All the more, this departure could very well have been a cautious choice, a choice to subtly differentiate Castle Coch’s reality and romanticised revival.
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Figure 2&3: Ground floor and first floor plan - Medieval walls marked in grey and Victorian in black (medieval heritage, 2025).
Before it’s Victorian reimagining, Castle Coch possessed a far more conventional medieval heritage. Like many Norman sites across 11th century Britain, the original fortification was most likely a timber shell keep set upon an artificial mound of earth (Parr,2025). An impressive approximate 9.1 metre in height Motte, making it one of the largest mottes of its time and evocative of Cardiff castle. This initial Wooden structure would have been replaced with a more durable permanent stone within the same century. Limestone and Sandstone were of the most common building materials of medieval castles and were chosen due to their locality and resistance against rot, fire and siege weapons (Woodcock, 2024, p. 2)  ‘THE TOWERS WERE BUILT OF LIGHT GREY RUBBLE LIMESTONE, INTERSPERSED RATHER IRREGULARLY WITH RED SANDSTONE.’ THE COLOUR OF THE STONE GAVE IDEA TO THE LATIN NAME CASTRUM RUBEUM, MEANING THE RED CASTLE THUS GIVING THE ORIGIN OF ITS ICONIC NAME (medieval heritage, 2025).  THIS TRANSITION TO STONE WAS NOT ONLY PRACTICAL BUT SYMBOLIC, IT WAS A DEMONSTRATION OF WEALTH AND STRENGTH AS ONLY THE MOST POWERFUL OF LORDS COULD AFFORD SUCH A CONSTRUCTION. ‘FRAGMENTS OF THE OLDER STONE PHASE CAN ALSO BE FOUND IN THE PERIMETER WALLS OF THE CASTLE’ REINFORCING THE SITE’S GENUINE MEDIEVAL origins (medieval heritage, 2025).  With this in consideration, Castle Coch’s foundation at the very most, is firmly rooted in the genuine architectural traditions of its age. A stark contrast to the later Victorian revival that deliberately imitates medieval forms through towers and battlements that attempt to evoke nostalgia for a romanticised past. This understanding of the castle’s material and structural ancestry strengthens the argument that before it’s 19th century gothic reimagining, the site followed a traditional trajectory of a functional medieval fortification rather than it’s current decorative, pretend façade.
The site’s identity today may be a façade but still Castle Coch is actively maintained by the heritage organisation Cadw recognising it as a significant historic site. Although, the castle is consistently presented to the public as a ‘Fairy-tale castle’ whose Victorian character is foreground and emphasised often over its practical and true Welsh medieval origins. Cadw describing it as a ‘DAZZLING MASTERPIECE OF THE HIGH VICTORIAN ERA’. (Cadw, 2024)
As a visitor attraction, Castle Coch hosts events deliberately leaning into the romantical fantasy experience. This is evidently clear during the ongoing conservation work that ran into 2024, when Cadw launched a ‘Mythical fairy-tale wrap’ that decorated the well tower restoration with a fantasy-style artwork and offered a ‘fairy detector’ game for visitors, choices that further reinforced its central romanticised identity. Several travel and tourism sites cement this image, frequently marketing the castle as a ‘FAIRYTALE-LIKE GOTHIC REVIVAL MASTERPIECE’ (SOUTH WALES GUIDE, 2025). Cadw’s and various travel sites’ portrayal is in many ways, understandable as after all, the castle visible today is clearly the product of the Victorian restoration. However, to suggest that the Castle presented is Welsh when overlooking its genuine medieval past is less appropriate and runs the risk of obscuring authentic Welsh development. 

The Architect and the Client – Construction of the myth
William Burges (1827-81) was one of Britain’s greatly renowned Gothic revival architects. Burges practiced in medieval architecture, touring Europe to gain firsthand impressions to enhance his studies. His work earned him significant recognition that included awards for his cathedral work in France, Ireland and as far as Australia (Britannica, 2025). 
Burges whole philosophy was strongly influenced by A. W. N, Pugin, a key personality in the Gothic revival movement and a leading figure in ecclesiology, the theological study of Christian Churches. Pugin believed that ‘MEDIEVAL ARCHITECTURE WAS GREATLY SUPERIOR TO ANYTHING PRODUCED BY THE RENAISSANCE’ AND MADE CLEAR THAT GOTHIC WAS A PRINCIPLE RATHER THAN A STYLE.  Burges infers that Britain, while having evolved in mechanics, lost regards of the production of beautiful objects thus clearly dictating his style and choices.
Burges loosened the binds of history, a pattern amongst many young gothic revival architects, to create beauty in the Britain that he believed lacked it (Locke C, 1872). He was soon being compared to Pugin, transcending his ideology and becoming more obsessive with the medieval world and attempting to recreate it through his drawings and interiors. Burges was the first designer in Britain to revive the idea of painted furniture. When in France, he had viewed what remained of the country’s elaborate 13th century furniture which inspired his interiors (V&A, 2009). His furniture was not only functional but told a narrative through the paintings and décor which he rarely repeated, Illustrating his great interest in the medium. This had led many to place Burges amidst painters and poets rather than architects.
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Figure 4: Castle Coch painted interior (People’s collection Wales, 2014)
He was committed to the Gothic style long after the trend faded and was criticised for his inability to move on. However, it is clear Burges interest lied less in the architectural world but rather in simply recreating the medieval world and bringing his fantasy to life. This was clear when a partial wooden model of Castle Coch that represents only the framework with its décor painted onto a paper overlay, was discovered (Roquet N, 2011). This implied that Burges again favoured the décor over the structure as the overlay could easily be removed and replaced ‘INTERIOR’S BOUNDARIES RECEDED IN FAVOUR OF A TOTAL DECOR.’ (ROQUET N, 2011). HIS ROOMS FELT MORE LIKE AN IMMERSIVE ARTWORK THAN A PRACTICAL SPACE. BURGES WAS SOPHISTICATED ON MEDIEVAL ARCHITECTURE BUT SIMPLY USED IT AS A WILFUL RETREAT FROM REALITY. ARCHITECTURAL HISTORIAN JOHN SUMMERSON REMARKED ON BURGES’ WORK BY STATING “‘ACT[ED] MEDIEVAL’ TO A PREPOSTEROUS EXTENT…” IMPLYING THE ARCHITECTS WORK WAS BECOMING EXCESSIVE. BURGES ROMANTICISED FETISH FOR MEDIEVALISM WAS SOLELY CREATIVE ESCAPISM.
John Patrick Crichton-Stuart, 3rd Marquess of Bute (1847-1900) first encountered Burges in 1865 during the restoration of Cardiff Castle in which Bute commissioned. Their long partnership from there on was rooted in shared historical enthusiasm. In addition, ‘Bute had fallen in love with the Gothic style before his ninth birthday, the style in which Burges invariably built’ (Hannah R, 2000). Bute had inherited his family fortunes at the young age of six months and had become the wealthiest man in Britain by 21 once he took full control. He used his wealth to fund various religious, scholarly, political and architectural interests in Scotland and Wales such as St Andrews University, Cardiff castle and Foremost Castle Coch. It is estimated in total that Bute funded over 60 major building projects contributing significantly to architecture (csppg, 2019). Bute and Burges friendship deepened quickly with Bute repeatedly referring to him with affectionate nicknames ‘Calling him ‘soul-inspiring Burges’’ (Hannah R, 2000). This demonstrates their deep personal admiration for one another as their relationship was not simply professional. This was evident with Burges even going so far as mentoring Bute, teaching him enormous amounts about art, and architecture. Bute was not just a Patron to Burges’ projects but a partner that shared the same ideals and goals.
Bute was religiously sensitive, undergoing intense religious struggles throughout his life. He was baptised as an Anglican but abandoned the Church in favour of Catholicism while studying at Oxford in 1866. Bute’s views were not shared by his trustees and caused considerable unease amongst his courts and thus he was dissuaded until he came of age in 1868 (Caerphilly, 2025). His Faith was plastered in his architectural projects with his Cardiff castle bedroom being decorated in explicit Christian themes ‘THE PRINCIPAL THEMES OF THE ROOM ARE TAKEN FROM THE BOOK OF REVELATION. THE WINDOWS EMBODIED THE ‘SEVEN CHURCHES’’ (HANNAH R, 2000). BUTE USED HIS ARCHITECTURAL SPACE TO ENACT HIS SPIRITUAL IDEALS AND BURGES LOVE OF INTERIOR DÉCOR MADE THE PERFECT PARTNERSHIP. HOWEVER, DUE TO BUTE’S SENSITIVITY HE REMOVED SUCH EXPRESSION FROM PUBLIC ROOMS, CAREFULLY CURATING THE ICONOGRAPHY TO PROTECT HIS IMAGE AND APPEAL TO THE PUBLIC. NONETHELESS IT IS EVIDENT THAT BUTE’S ARCHITECTURAL PROJECTS WERE HEAVILY INFLUENCED BY HIS FAITH, IT WAS HIS VESSEL TO EXPRESS AND AS WITH BURGES ‘A WILFUL RETREAT’.
BUTE DID HAVE LOVE FOR THE OLD AND BELIEVED RESTORATION COULD DAMAGE THE MEANING ‘HE WAS SADDENED BY A YORKSHIRE CHURCH ‘BEING RUINED… BY WHAT IS PLAYFULLY CALLED “RESTORATION”’ (HANNAH R, 2000). THUS, HE DID TAKE INTO CONSIDERATION THE HISTORY OF HIS SITES, PAYING RESPECT TO THE PAST AS TO NOT TRAMPLE OVER WHAT CAME BEFORE BUT TO BREATHE NEW LIFE INTO IT. CASTLE COCH IS EVIDENTLY A VICTORIAN REINVENTION BUT ATTEMPTS TO CAPTURE WHAT ONCE WAS THANKS TO BUTE WHO RECOMMENDED THAT BURGES ‘WOULD RECREATE WHAT MIGHT ORIGINALLY HAVE BEEN THERE’. CASTLE COCH IS NOT A HISTORICAL RECONSTRUCTION BUT ATTEMPTS TO RETAIN ITS ORIGINAL MEANING. IT IS A PRODUCT OF BOTH THE ARCHITECT AND THE CLIENT’S ideology, nostalgia, and aesthetic philosophy.
Landscape and context
Castle Coch stands tall within the Fforest Fawr, a location briming with rich myths and legends from the Lady at the lake to Arthurian tales. Welsh scenery is not just topography but a living space and in comparison to Castle Coch, embedded with narrative. Burges and the Bute’s passion and the culturally charged Welsh landscape were fitting for a ‘fantasy castle’.  Fforest Fawr is an ancient forest surround by uplands and steep slopes, along with the thick forest and gorge, the landscape makes Castle Coch feel hidden, intriguing and mythic, participating in creating a narrative. Fforest Fawr heightens the romantic vision and cements the Victorian fantasy that is Castle Coch as a participant in the myths and Welsh culture (Fforest Fawr, 2025). 
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Figure 5: Castle Coch rising from Fforest Fawr (Castle Coch, 2025)

Conclusion
Castle Coch occupies a landscape rich in myth that amplifies the structure’s narrative. The castle is a façade of its Medieval origin and prompts the question “is authenticity worth more than invention?”. Built upon genuine ruins, Bute strived to retain its meaning and Burges followed the surviving layout, transforming a dilapidated fortification, embellishing and reviving the castle into a national icon. Castle Coch’s ancestry evidently lied less in its medieval ruins but more in its Victorian romanticised reinvention. Every surface, tower, room and furniture reflect Burge’s ideology and obsession and Bute’s Faith and culture. Castle Coch stands not as a view into Welsh heritage and historical origins of the middle ages, but as a testament of Victorian reinvention and architecture, as a means of creating ones own history and symbolism.  
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