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A COMMENTARY ON ROCHESTER CASTLE

	Before being able to understand Rochester Castle, a general idea of what makes a Norman castle Norman is vital. Firstly, differentiating between Roman mounds and Norman mottes is important – Normans tended to have high mottes and these appeared during the 11th century, whereas the Romans usually had smaller earthworks[footnoteRef:1]. The usage of mottes and baileys is generally associated with the Normans. Secondly, the Norman castles were usually built to house a small body of mounted soldiers which was usually under a single leader, it would contain a hall, stables, storeroom, workshops and a chapel[footnoteRef:2]. Another Norman feature would also be the ditches usually found around the castles with a bank and a bridge[footnoteRef:3]. Often the first buildings or features of the Norman castles/motte and bailey’s that would be changed to their stone counterparts were the main tower, or donjon[footnoteRef:4]. Other important aspects of Norman castles are that before they become stone castles and were timber earthwork castles, the castles were deemed cheap and easy to construct – but also quick to construct, not only easy, as they were small fortresses built using local materials[footnoteRef:5]. Norman castles are usually found near water sources to help with the defence capabilities of the castle[footnoteRef:6]. Despite this classification of Norman castles, it is important to understand Rochester Castle has been rebuilt and changed a lot during the centuries, but there will be a classification of it being a Norman castle despite this.  [1:  Renn, D. F. ‘Norman Castles in Britain’. Humanities Press INC. (1973). p 9 – 12]  [2:  Ibid p. 9]  [3:  ibid]  [4:  Ibid p. 10]  [5:  ibid]  [6:  ibid] 

	What is Romanesque? Romanesque architecture was used numerous times during the Normans construction of monasteries, cathedrals and castles – it is an early form of Gothic style architecture and is characterised by modest windows, recessed doorways, large columns and piers and round arches[footnoteRef:7]. The Normans heavily relied on the Romanesque architectural style in most of their stone masonry work, and this can be seen in Rochester castle.  [7:  Crowcroft, J. and Cannon, J. ‘The Oxford Companion to British History (2 ed)’. (2015). Oxford University Press] 

	Rochester castle was built near the Roman site of Durobrivis[footnoteRef:8]. There has also been Roman coins and sepulchres that have been discovered surrounding the castle area[footnoteRef:9]. Inferring that there was Roman activity on the current castle’s grounds. During the Anglo-Saxon period, King Offa of the Mercians held land in Kent – during this period of his control there are inferences of a castle being situated at Rochester before the Normans[footnoteRef:10]. The writing that creates this confusion is “Episcopium Castelli quod nominator Hrofescester”[footnoteRef:11]. This text alludes to a fortification of some kind before the conquest of William the Conqueror in 1066. However, the text can be a bit misleading and must be used carefully in suggesting a castle there before William the Conqueror. Morgan seems to suggest that soon after the Norman Conquest of 1066 a castle of timber and earthworks was erected in the south-west quadrants of the walled city – which had belonged to the Bishop of Rochester[footnoteRef:12]. Where the Normans built the castle is a common theme with the Normans. For example, the Sicilian castle Castello di Pietroperzio and other Norman castles in the Enna province of Sicily had been built on existing Byzantine – and so were many other Norman castles across their territories show this commonality[footnoteRef:13].  [8:  Clark, G. T. ‘Rochester Castle’. Archaeological Journal (London), 32.1 (1875). 205 – 228]  [9:  ibid]  [10:  Hartshorne, C. H. ‘Rocherster Castle’. Archaeological Journal (London), 20.1. (1863). 205 – 223.]  [11:  ibid]  [12:  Morgan, P. ‘Domesday Book, Kent’ Chichester, (1983).]  [13:  Versaci, A. et al. ‘THE INTEGRATED FAST SURVEY FOR THE RISK ASSESSMENT. A PROPOSAL FOR THE SAFEGUARDING OF THE MEDIEVAL CASTLES IN CENTRAL SICILY’. (2020). p. 894. ] 

	In the Domesday book Odo, Bishop of Bayeux receives Aylesford and William builds his castle at Rochester – it is then implied that Odo, Bishop of Bayeux acquires Rochester castle in 1088 he shuts himself inside the castle[footnoteRef:14]. The reason as to why was due to his support of Robert, Earl of Normandy to be king of England[footnoteRef:15]. Five hundred soldiers were under Odo, Bishop of Bayeux’s leadership as he awaited the Duke of Normandy in Rochester castle[footnoteRef:16]. William II then builds two Vitalis (two forts) in order to close of Rochester castle – forcing Odo, Bishop of Bayeux’s hand to surrender to him[footnoteRef:17]. Gundulf, Bishop of Rochester then proceeds to own the lands of Odo, Bishop of Bayeux which includes Aylesford and Rochester castle[footnoteRef:18]. During Gundulf, Bishop of Rochester’s control of the land of Rochester castle, where he exchanged his manor at Haddenham in Buckinghamshire and £66 to obtain the castle of Rochester, which is found in Textus Roffensis, he is commissioned to rebuild the defences of Rochester castle to stone between a datable period of 1087 and 1089 during the accession of William II and the death of Lanfranc – building the original keep of Rochester castle before his death in 1108[footnoteRef:19]. Proceeding his death Henry I, king of England then appoints the Archbishop of Canterbury named William de Corbeil to oversee Rochester castle[footnoteRef:20]. During William de Corbeil’s period at Rochester castle he constructs the fantastic keep still seen today[footnoteRef:21]. William de Corbeil is said to erect a defensive tower and to hold guard of it forever where he would station soldiers there to have free entrance, and to render their security for the king for the same castle[footnoteRef:22]. Therefore, dating the erection of the defences seen today from 1126 to 1139[footnoteRef:23]. In 1215 king John of England besieged Rochester castle as the barons had occupied during the first barons war of 1215 to 1217[footnoteRef:24]. John captured Rochester in December of 1215 and went towards Winchester[footnoteRef:25]. [14:  Hartshorne, C. H. ‘Rocherster Castle’. Archaeological Journal (London), 20.1. (1863). 205 – 223.]  [15:  Ibid p. 207]  [16:  Ibid p. 208]  [17:  ibid]  [18:  Renn, D. F. ‘Norman Castles in Britain’. Humanities Press INC. (1973). p 299 – 302.]  [19:  Ibid p. 299]  [20:  ibid]  [21:  ibid]  [22:  Hartshorne, C. H. ‘Rocherster Castle’. Archaeological Journal (London), 20.1. (1863). 205 – 223.]  [23:  Ibid p. 211]  [24:  Hallam, E ‘The Plantagenet Chronicles’ (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson). (1986). p. 314 – 316.]  [25:  Ibid p. 316] 

	Rochester castle is very Romanesque with its huge keep, covered in Romanesque round-headed windows and doorways, and the archways and pillars that Romanesque architecture is widely known for[footnoteRef:26].  Which is a common feature in most Norman castles, favouring a Romanesque style of architecture – although this was not only used by the Normans, and was used all throughout Western Europe during the Medieval period. Rochester castle was also used as a prison from time to time, the most notable example of Rochester castle being used as a prison was when Robert of Gloucester was imprisoned there in 1141 seen in Historia Novella by William of Malmesbury[footnoteRef:27]. Providing more evidence on what a castle is used for. Rochester castle was also used as a way of governing and controlling the population of Rochester and nearby points of interest, more specifically used in deterring the locals from rebellion against their rule[footnoteRef:28]. The location of where Rochester castle is situated also implies its thought-out strategic location being on the Medway River overlooking the cities and towns[footnoteRef:29]. Castles were not only used for war or militaristic reasons, but they also served as accommodation centres for guests of the lord[footnoteRef:30]. Providing additional sleeping quarters. Due to Rochester castle’s strategic location on the road of the city of Rochester it would have been used in governing commerce and trade through the area, perhaps using tax and control of product as a way on governing the local population[footnoteRef:31]. Therefore, it is apparent that Rochester castle is proudly a Norman castle in exhibiting it Norman-like architecture from its small round-headed windows, archways – to its grand keep situated atop a motte, but also alongside the way it was used during the Norman period of England, through governing and use of it during political struggles, but also the decision on placing the Norman castle at an earlier Anglo-Saxon fortification which is seen many times with Byzantines throughout the Normans conquest in Sicily[footnoteRef:32]. This is important as it creates a narrative of new rulers in England.  [26:  Renn, D. F. ‘Norman Castles in Britain’. Humanities Press INC. (1973). p 299 – 302.]  [27:  Ibid p. 299]  [28:  Renn, D. F. ‘Norman Castles in Britain’. Humanities Press INC. (1973). p 9 – 12]  [29:  Ibid p. 12]  [30:  Renn, D. F. ‘Norman Castles in Britain’. Humanities Press INC. (1973). p 14 – 63]  [31:  Ibid p. 14]  [32:   Versaci, A. et al. ‘THE INTEGRATED FAST SURVEY FOR THE RISK ASSESSMENT. A PROPOSAL FOR THE SAFEGUARDING OF THE MEDIEVAL CASTLES IN CENTRAL SICILY’. (2020). p. 894. 
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