Commentary on Rochester Castle
This commentary will look at Rochester Castle, and analyse its features as well as compare it to other castles built by the Normans in this period. 
First, it needs to be understood the background information of Rochester Castle. It was built around 1127 by the then Archbishop of Canterbury, William of Corbeil, and was encouraged to be built by King Henry I.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  English Heritage, Rochester Castle, Unknown, <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/>, [Accessed: 13th October 2026]] 

The first notable detail in the image of Rochester Castle is that it is made of stone. Suggesting that it was built a while after the Norman Conquest. Early castles built at the start of the Norman conquest in 1066 were built out of wood.[footnoteRef:2] Therefore allowing castles to be erected quickly and providing surveillance around the surrounding area.[footnoteRef:3] After the Norman conquest, castles started to be built out of stone. Stone being much harder, slower, and less versatile to build with than wood shows the permanence of the Norman presence in the area.  [2:  Brian, Hope-Taylor, ‘Norman Castles’, Scientific American, Vol. 198, No. 3, (1958), pp. 42-49, (p. 42), <https://www.jstor.org/stable/24940941>, [Accessed: 13th October 2026]]  [3:  Ibid: Hope-Taylor, ‘Norman Castles’, p. 42] 

Differing from the large stone castles following the Norman Conquest, the early wooden ones had two main components, a motte and a bailey, giving them the name motte and bailey castles.[footnoteRef:4] The motte is a large mound with a steep edge and a flat top; The flat top would house the main part of the castle.[footnoteRef:5] The bailey is a large area surrounded by a wall and a heaped base.[footnoteRef:6] It can also include a ditch between the motte and the bailey with steep siding surrounding the motte.[footnoteRef:7] This is intriguing as research done by the English Heritage shows that the original Rochester Castle may not have had a motte unlike other castles of this period, limited archaeological evidence supports this claim.[footnoteRef:8] However, as the archaeological evidence is limited and not definitive, the subject is still up for debate.  [4:  Ibid: Hope-Taylor, ‘Norman Castles’, p. 42]  [5:  Ibid: Hope-Taylor, ‘Norman Castles’, p. 42]  [6:  Ibid: Hope-Taylor, ‘Norman Castles’, p. 42]  [7:  Ibid: Hope-Taylor, ‘Norman Castles’, p. 42]  [8:  English Heritage, Research on Rochester Castle, Unknown, <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/history/research/#a8-roch-r>, [Accessed: 13th October 2026]] 

This point can also arguably be disproven by the English Historical Review (EHR). Both the EHR and the English Heritage agree that a hill named Boley Hill was not used as a motte for Rochester Castle, rather it was used as a defensive part of the castle.[footnoteRef:9] However, the EHR says both ‘Boley Hill and its motte’ was used as the site of the castle.[footnoteRef:10] However, it does not give a specific location for the motte, suggesting there is little evidence for it. This shows further that the argument whether the original Rochester Castle had a motte is still up for debate.  [9:  Ella S., Armitage, ‘The Early Norman Castles of England (Continued)’, The English Historical Review, Vol. 19, No. 75, (1904), pp. 417-455, (p. 425), <https://www.jstor.org/stable/549373>, [Accessed: 13th October 2026], Ibid: English Heritage, Research on Rochester Castle]  [10:  Ibid: Armitage, ‘The Early Norman Castles of England (Continued)’, p. 425] 

The large size of the castle, and the material it is made out of, shows wealth and the implication of exerting power on the surrounding area. Furthermore, the castle being rebuilt in stone suggests that the original castle was in a position that was considered significant to the Normans. The size of the stone castle could also imply the significance of the local area. 
The location of Rochester Castle is also an interesting point to make. Rochester Castle like a large quantity of Norman castles, were built next to a river.[footnoteRef:11] John H. Beeler writes that there are multiple explanations for this. One explanation is that castles were built in more settled areas of England, as a large portion of the country was not easily accessible at this time.[footnoteRef:12] Another possible explanation that Beeler gives is both strategy and wealth.[footnoteRef:13] Beeler states that the Norman kings were not wealthy enough to build lots of castles to protect the land, and needed to rely on the noble class to fund and build them.[footnoteRef:14] Beeler further suggests that the rivers were strategic points of interest for the Normans to build their castles.[footnoteRef:15] This is understandable as rivers are likely vulnerable points of attack for invading forces. This makes it logical for castles, such as Rochester and others, to be positioned next to rivers to be used as a line of defence.  [11:  John, H. Beeler, ‘Castles and Strategy in Norman and Early Angevin England’, Speculum, Vol. 31, No. 4, (1956), pp. 581-601, (p. 591), <https://www.jstor.org/stable/2850972>, [Accessed: 13th October 2026]]  [12:  Ibid: Beeler, ‘Castles and Strategy in Norman and Early Angevin England’, p. 591]  [13:  Ibid: Beeler, ‘Castles and Strategy in Norman and Early Angevin England’, p. 591]  [14:  Ibid: Beeler, ‘Castles and Strategy in Norman and Early Angevin England’, p. 591]  [15:  Ibid: Beeler, ‘Castles and Strategy in Norman and Early Angevin England’, p. 591] 

A further point is made for the logical placement of Rochester Castle is, as it is situated on the mouth of the River Medway, Rochester Castle could be used to defend London.[footnoteRef:16] This point is also further explained by Beeler as he says that Kentish castles were mostly located north of Rochester Castle in an area known as the ‘Valley of the Medway’.[footnoteRef:17] Beeler continues to explain that the location of the castles was to stop the most likely route of invasion.[footnoteRef:18] It is also explained that where Rochester Castle and those in the Valley of the Medway are located, is where William the Conqueror landed in 1066.[footnoteRef:19] This suggests that the Normans built their castles there to stop themselves being invaded by other forces, and further shows that the placement of the castle is significant for the Normans. [16:  Ibid: English Heritage, Rochester Castle]  [17:  Ibid: Beeler, ‘Castles and Strategy in Norman and Early Angevin England’, p. 595]  [18:  Ibid: Beeler, ‘Castles and Strategy in Norman and Early Angevin England’, p. 595]  [19:  Ibid: Beeler, ‘Castles and Strategy in Norman and Early Angevin England’, p. 595] 

Wealth of the Normans is further shown in Rochester castle as, although the majority of the castle was made out of stone from Kent, the corners of the keep and the arched windows are made of shaped stone from Normandy.[footnoteRef:20] This shows wealth as the shaped stone needed to be transported across the English Channel to Rochester. The shaped stone, which can easily be seen on the keep and on the windows due to its smooth texture compared to the stone around it, also gives the castle a Norman identity. Also, the size of the castle could further show Norman identity. The size of Rochester Castle would look imposing, and possibly intimidating, to the local area. This could give the impression that the Normans wanted to show their capabilities through power, adding to their identity. [20:  English Heritage, Description of Rochester Castle, Unknown, <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/history/description/>, [Accessed: 13th October 2026]] 

English Heritage says, and shows on a map, that the castle was built within the Roman walls of Rochester.[footnoteRef:21] It is unknown whether the Normans knew that Rochester was originally a Roman settlement, but if they did, it could be suggested that, by placing the castle where they did, they were intending to imitate the Romans to some degree. Comparatively, Colchester Castle is also a Norman castle built earlier than Rochester at around 1076.[footnoteRef:22] The castle was built using stone from the Roman establishment of Colchester.[footnoteRef:23] It can be suggested that the castle being built out of Roman material is also used as a way to imitate the Romans to some extent. However, it says in the source that there was very little quality stone in the local area to build out of.[footnoteRef:24] It can be argued that this suggests that the Normans were using Roman material as a substitute for usable stone, rather than as a way to imitate the Romans. [21:  Ibid: English Heritage, Description of Rochester Castle]  [22:  Colchester+Ipswich Museums, The History of Colchester Castle, Unknown, <https://colchester.cimuseums.org.uk/visit/colchester-castle/history/>, [Accessed: 16th October 2026]]  [23:  Ibid: Colchester+Ipswich Museums, The History of Colchester Castle]  [24:  Ibid: Colchester+Ipswich Museums, The History of Colchester Castle] 

Lastly, another interesting detail shown in the image is not all of the castle seen today was built at the same time. This can be shown by the castles architecture. The majority of the castle is comprised of squares and rectangles except for the tower shown in the far left corner of the image which is circular. This South East turret, is not the original on Rochester Castle.[footnoteRef:25] The original turret was destroyed in 1215 during the siege of 1215 and was rebuilt in the 1220s in the circular form seen in the image.[footnoteRef:26]  [25:  Ibid: English Heritage, Description of Rochester Castle]  [26:  Ibid: English Heritage, Description of Rochester Castle] 


















Bibliography 
1. Armitage, Ella S., ‘The Early Norman Castles of England (Continued)’, The English Historical Review, Vol. 19, No. 75, (1904), pp. 417-455, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/549373>, [Accessed: 13th October 2026]
2. Beeler, John H., ‘Castles and Strategy in Norman and Early Angevin England’, Speculum, Vol. 31, No. 4, (1956), pp. 581-601, < https://www.jstor.org/stable/2850972>, [Accessed: 13th October 2026]
3. Colchester+Ipswich Museums, The History of Colchester Castle, Unknown, <https://colchester.cimuseums.org.uk/visit/colchester-castle/history/>, [Accessed: 16th October 2026]
4. English Heritage, Description of Rochester Castle, Unknown, <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/history/description/>, [Accessed: 13th October 2026]
5. English Heritage, Research on Rochester Castle, Unknown, <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/history/research/#a8-roch-r>, [Accessed: 13th October 2026] 
6. English Heritage, Rochester Castle, Unknown, <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/>, [Accessed: 13th October 2026] 
7. Hope-Taylor, Brian, ‘Norman Castles’, Scientific American, Vol. 198, No. 3, (1958), pp. 42-49, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/24940941>, [Accessed: 13th October 2026]

