In this commentary I will be discussing the image of Rochester Castle. I will be providing context and background information about the castle, as well as important events since its creation. I will also assess its strategic value and provide information on why castles like this were so important. 
Firstly, Rochester Castle was founded soon after the Conquest of England in which William, Duke of Normandy, succeeded to the English throne through conquest after defeating King Harold at the battle of Hastings. It was first built using timber and earthworks in the motte-and-bailey style which the Normans favoured, although there is no evidence of this.[footnoteRef:1] During this time it was seized by Odo of Bayeux who was the uncle to the current King, William Rufus. After William regained the castle from his rebellious uncle he commissioned Bishop Gundulf of Rochester to rebuild the castle, this time in stone.[footnoteRef:2] Bishop Gundulf was reportedly known to be skilled in stone building and indeed supervised various other important stone buildings from this time including “ the white tower in London”, which is also known as the tower of London, and the “ royal castle at Colchester”.[footnoteRef:3] This suggests that under his guidance Rochester castle would have been strongly built and also built to last. [1:  Jeremy Ashbee, ‘History of Rochester Castle’, English Heritage, <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rochester-castle/history/ > [Accessed 1 November 2018].]  [2:  Ashbee, ‘History of Rochester Castle’.]  [3:  Brian Golding, ‘A Colonial Church?’ In Conquest and Colonisation The Normans in Britain, 1066-1100. (Hampshire and London: Macmillan Press, 1994) p.155.] 

Over the years the castle had various other fortifications added to it, such as in 1127  King Henry I gave the castles protection to the Archbishop of Canterbury William de Corbeil with the requirement that he add extra defences to it.[footnoteRef:4] Not only this but after the infamous siege of the castle during the Baron’s war against King John, who reneged on the Magna Carta,  part of the keep was destroyed, which led to further rebuilding by Henry II who added other buildings to the bailey.[footnoteRef:5] However the castle was besieged again in 1264 and the damage done to the castle was so severe that there was little rebuilding work done to it, although in the 14th century, “the two rectangular towers of the east curtain wall and the remains of the north-west tower” were repaired and still stand to this day.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Ashbee, ‘History of Rochester Castle’.]  [5:  Ashbee, ‘History of Rochester Castle’.]  [6:  Ashbee, ‘History of Rochester Castle’.] 

Rochester Castle was built in a strategic position near the river Medway, and to a major road into London. Its purpose would have been to protect the river crossing as well as the entry from Kent into London during the possibility of invasion. This was a reason that the English rebels in 1215 occupied the castle as they held London and wished to prohibit Johns route up to the capital as John was at Dover.[footnoteRef:7] It is also a reason as to why King John went to major lengths to oust the rebels from their fortification and take the castle for himself because he knew that it was a vital castle to hold. [7:  Christopher Gravett, ‘Siege Warfare’ in Norman Stone Castles The British Isles 1066-1216. (Oxford: Osprey Publishing,2003) p.47.] 

The castle by some accounts is believed to have been very well made, strongly built and had little weak spots. Christopher Gravett in his book Norman Stone Castles The British isles 1066-1216 writes that a contemporary chronicler of the time called Roger of Wendover said that “the catapults actually achieved very little, apart from being a nuisance”.[footnoteRef:8] This implies that Rochester castle’s walls were strongly built and could withstand constant bombardment. Indeed, the only way that King John’s forces were able to bring the keep down was through undermining.[footnoteRef:9] This was done by mining under the fortification and then setting fire to the wooden pillars that the miners had set up as they were digging, to stop the mine from collapsing as they were working. Once the pillars had been set alight the miners would run out of the mine and wait for all the pillars to burn through and when they did the mine would collapse and the section of keep that they were digging under would be brought down too. However, it is important to note that this destruction of part of the keep did not bring about the rebels surrender, in fact they only surrendered because they were running out of supplies.[footnoteRef:10] The castle was besieged again in 1264 during the second baron’s war but this time it was the royalist forces of Henry III who were besieged by the rebels. Similarly, to the events of the first Baron’s war the defenders had to withdraw into the Keep itself and the attackers were planning to undermine it, but the siege did not last for long as it was lifted two weeks afterwards.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  Gravett, Norman Stone Castles. p.47.]  [9:  Gravett, Norman Stone Castles. p.47.]  [10:  Gravett Norman Stone Castles. p.48.]  [11:  Gravett, Norman Stone Castles. p.49.] 

As previously stated, Rochester castle was an important strategic fortification that would give an advantage during war to whatever side held it, due to the fact that it is built on the main road from Dover to London. It was especially important during the First Barons War as King John was at Dover, but also when the rebel barons allied with Prince Louis of France and offered him the English throne, he too had to besiege Rochester castle as he knew that it was a strategically vital castle to have control over and at this time it  was in the hands of King John.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Katherine Har,  ‘When the French Invaded England’, British Library, 23 May 2015, < https://blogs.bl.uk/digitisedmanuscripts/2015/05/when-the-french-invaded-england.html > [Accessed 7 November 2018].
] 

Castles like the one at Rochester were vital to the Norman’s success. Indeed, after the invasion of 1066 William the Conqueror introduced and built many castles in England. This was to solidify his hold over the country and the Anglo-Saxon populace. In addition, it was to show his power which would have reminded the Anglo- Saxons who was in control of the land. It was essentially a show of Norman dominance.[footnoteRef:13] The motte-and-bailey castle design that William brought over was used to great effect. The motte-and-bailey consisted of a wooden keep situated atop a large mound of earth and a palisade surrounding a courtyard in which houses could be built or people could work in. These castles proved to be very effective in asserting Norman control of the English land as they served as power bases from which men could ride out of, as well as giving the Normans a safe area to live. Part of the reason why they were so effective can be attributed to how quick they are to build. They could be built in a matter of weeks as the only materials that the Normans needed to build them were timber and earth.[footnoteRef:14] The fact that these castles could be built so quickly allowed for the Normans to quickly spread their power and Influence throughout England. However, these castles were made out of wood which means that they were vulnerable to fires, so the Normans soon rebuilt them using stone. Rochester Castle is an example of this happening, as the original castle there was built using timber and then rebuilt in stone over time. [13:  Ross Thibodaux, ‘Medieval Fortifications and Castles in England’,  The Art and Architecture of the British Renaissance < https://www.nicholls.edu/art-dhc/2008essay1.html > [Accessed 8 November 2018].]  [14:  ‘The Motte and Bailey Castle’, Durham World Heritage Site, <  https://www.durhamworldheritagesite.com/architecture/castle/motte-and-bailey > [Accessed 8 November 2018]] 

In choosing a location for building a castle the area would have needed to be easily defensible, in a strategic position but more importantly near resources such as Timber and fertile fields. To be easily defensible the castle would have needed to be built in an area of land that had natural defences. This could have included on a hill or next to a body of water. Rochester castle has all of these features. It was built upon a hill making it hard for attackers to scale, and it is next to a river meaning attackers would have been hindered from that direction as well. Being built next to a river would have also allowed supplies to reach the castle through boats. 
To conclude, Rochester Castle is a good example of a Norman castle that has progressed from a motte-and-bailey to a stone fortress. As well as this it is a good example of a castle that is built to show power as it is on a hill where it would be visible for miles around which also means that it would have been relatively easy to defend. It is built in a very strategic location which is the reason for the fact that it has such a rich history of sieges, occupation and rebuilding. It would also be good to use in a case study or project about Norman castles as it is very well preserved and you can get a good sense of what it would have been like during the time.
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