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During the Middle Ages, hundreds of castles were constructed throughout the British Isles. Even today, hundreds 
of them dominate the landscape, the stone husks echoing a distant past filled with knights, glory, and 
chivalry. When the topic of castles is brought up, peoples’ minds tend to drift to the more famous instances of 
medieval architecture, such as Windsor, Leeds or even the ominous Tower of London. It is often easy to forget 
that a truly majestic fortress once proudly stood where our College campus lies today.

Marlborough Castle was built at the pinnacle of medieval architecture. A personal favourite of Henry III 
and King John, it was enjoyed by monarchs throughout the twelfth and thirteenth centuries before falling into 
neglect and disrepair in the fourteenth. In this article, I will attempt to shed some light on the deep and rich 
history of Marlborough Castle and conjure an image of its appearance.

Construction

When the first Norman lords arrived at Marlborough following the invasion of 1066, they would have found 
a village located on the crossroads of two significant roads. These were the Roman road between London and 
Bath and a subsequently constructed track between Cirencester and the port-city of Weymouth. However, what 
would have really caught the eye of the aspiring castle- builders would have been the presence of the Neolithic 
mound. It was not unusual for a natural hill to be repurposed as a castle motte, however these were a rarity in the 
rolling landscape of Wiltshire. It is unclear what type of building was erected upon the Marlborough Mound at 
first, indeed all remnants of the original construction have been obscured by subsequent projects. We can make a 
speculative case that the first structure was built of wood, likely a palisade wall where soldiers could take shelter. 
However, considering other factors it seems unlikely that this was the case; the area around Marlborough was 
lacking in timber supplies, and it is more probable that the founders of Marlborough Castle would make use of 
Wiltshire’s abundance of stone.

Another mystery surrounding Marlborough Castle is the date of construction; sources do not specify a 
castle in Marlborough until 1138. Despite this we know that the bishop Æthelric was kept under guard 
here in 1070, suggesting if not a castle, a secure building belonging to the King. As well as this, Henry I stopped 
in the town in 1100 and once again in 1110 for the Christian festival of Whitsuntide. Due to these accounts and 
the presence of the mound, we can be reasonably certain that this royal residence was a castle, and potentially a 
substantial one.

Marlborough Castle in the twelfth century

Marlborough Castle played a key role in the Civil War between King Stephan and Matilda, the daughter of 
Henry I, which is sometimes referred to as the ‘Anarchy’ (although this is not a contemporary term). During the 
conflict, John the Marshal, who was the castellan at the time, chose to side with Matilda. Marlborough lay in a 
key position on the border between Stephan’s supporters in London and Winchester and the lands controlled 
by Matilda around Bristol and Gloucester. In 1139, King Stephan himself laid siege to Marlborough, implying 
that the castle was of a significant enough status to warrant the King’s attention. Despite this, the operation was 
abandoned after less than a month due to external events regarding Robert of Gloucester’s arrival in England.

The Anarchy was eventually brought to an end in December of 1153, after peace negotiations resulted in 
the Treaty of Wallingford. This document detailed that King Stephan would retain his throne, with the caveat 
that Henry II would be named his heir. Both sides kept to their word and when Stephan passed away from a 
disease the following year, Henry was crowned king. It was following this Monarch’s visit, in 1175, that orders 
were issued detailing several improvements that were to be made to the castle. This is the point in time that the 



surviving records of building activity at Marlborough begin. The annual accounts of the exchequer reveal the 
purchase of £43 worth of stone, followed by 700 wooden boards from Winchester to build the King’s personal 
chamber. The King also visited Marlborough three times in 1177, subsequently leading to the order of 400 
square stones, 40,000 nails, 176,200 roof tiles, and 20 pickaxes. Henry’s final visit to Marlborough took place 
in 1186. This was a major event as he travelled here with William the Lion of Scotland, following his marriage 
in the nearby town of Woodstock. Marlborough Castle was frequently made use of as a royal residence during 
Henry II’s reign, likely due to its close vicinity with the large deer parks of Clarendon and Woodstock. In 1189, 
Marlborough was the scene of a royal wedding between Prince John and Isabella of Gloucester. This clearly 
demonstrates the grandeur that the site must have possessed for it to be chosen over other nearby residences such 
as Winchester and Ludgershall.

Marlborough Castle in the thirteenth century

In 1209, the Pope placed England under an interdict. John had refused to accept the Pope’s candidate as the 
Archbishop of Canterbury. Fearing that the Church’s disproval might lead to a rebellion, all freemen in the 
country were summoned to Marlborough to pay homage to their King. This gathering was eventually dubbed ‘the 
Oath of Marlborough’ and was an assembly on a never before seen scale. Although King John spent a lot of time in 
Marlborough, he made little notable changes. Perhaps the most significant impression he left was in 1204 when 
he gave the town its own charter, formally making it a town. He also strengthened its defences, erecting a wall 
around the motte and giving it a barbican (a type of fortified gateway). After the death of John in 1216, several 
Barons who had opposed him offered the throne to Prince Louis of France. He proceeded to invade and took 
Marlborough Castle for a short while before William Marshal laid siege to it. The garrison surrendered after little 
more than a month, not knowing that Prince Louis was on his way to relieve them.

During his reign, Henry III held a parliament with his court to elucidate certain relations between him and 
his Barons. These endure as some of the oldest English laws and their founding is the last major political event to 
take place at Marlborough.

Edward I rarely visited Marlborough. Its strategic value had sharply diminished and in 1273 he gifted it to 
his mother. This was to become her dowry and Marlborough’s status declined from a King’s fortress to a retirement 
home for their wives. This would signify the beginning of the end for Marlborough Castle and it fell into obscurity. 
Over the years the castle fell into disrepair and locals took stone from the ruins to build houses in the town.

The Keep and the Mound

H. C. Brenthall, who was once a beak at the College, made an extensive and detailed examination of the 
Neolithic mound. In the aftermath of his investigation, he compiled his findings of the castle’s layout in an 
article titled ‘Castellum Merlebergensis’. This remains as one of the most comprehensive analyses on the subject. 
Christopher Hughes, the Head of A rt at the time, would go on to create an oil painting based on his findings. 
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One controversial aspect of Brenthall’s paper was the round tower on the motte, dominating the rest of the castle. 
It is unlikely that the manmade mound could have supported a construction of such magnitude and weight. It 
is far more probable that the motte was crowned with a ‘shell keep’ as was favoured by 12th and 13th century 
castle-builders. These typically had low walls and contained a courtyard inside. One of the best preserved 
examples of a shell keep is Restormel Castle in Cornwall. This would have been slightly larger than the donjon 
that surmounted the Marlborough Mound. Restmoral Castle would have also acted as a mansion, focused on 
housing high ranking guests. The steep incline of the Marlborough motte, while acting as an effective defence 
mechanism, would have made any visitors more inclined to take up residence in the more luxurious buildings 
below. It is likely that Brenthall concluded the presence of a tower on the mound due to many sources referring to 
a ‘turris’. While this can indeed mean a tower in the traditional sense, it has also been used to refer to a shell keep.

H. C. Brenthall also demonstrated his belief that there was a continuous moat around the mound. This was 
founded on some vague accounts from the early eighteenth century and recent archeological work has found no 
evidence to back up this claim.

The Bailey

The walls and towers

The lack of archeological evidence makes it a convoluted 
task to illustrate how the castle may have looked at the 
pinnacle of its lifespan. The only feasible approach we 
can make to the topic is by analysing similar buildings. 
Relatively few castles from this time period remain 
intact, and of these Chepstow is the one most similar 
to Marlborough. Chepstow lies north of Bristol, near 
the far bank of the River Severn. Like Marlborough, 
Chepstow was also held by the Marshal family, 
following William Marshal’s marriage to Isabel of 
Clare. When studying Chepstow from above, perhaps 
the most striking feature is the layout of the outer wall. 
The wall in most parts remains straight with round or 
D-shaped towers stamped where multiple walls meet 
at an angle. It is worth noting, however, that the towers 
at Marlborough were likely significantly higher than those visible at Chepstow. As Marlborough was primarily 
a royal residence rather than a fortress, it does at first seem probable that it sported shorter and therefore less 
expensive towers. However higher battlements were more popular at the time, with lofty towers evident in many 
majestic castles abroad, such as Carcassonne and Coucy in France. Meanwhile, Henry III, of whom Marlborough 
was a personal favourite, built high towers at Windsor, Dover, the Tower of London, and Bamburgh.

The hall

The hall at Chepstow was within the Norman Great 
Tower, as opposed to Marlborough’s which was likely a 
separate structure within the Bailey. As a result, the best 
parallel we can draw is likely the hall at Winchester. 

While the hall at Winchester is certainly on a grander 
scale than its Marlburian counterpart, it gives us a  
fairly accurate depiction of what it would have looked 
like. It would have stood on the mound side of the  
Heywood block.
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The Chapel

In addition to the Chapel of St Nicholas, 
Henry III also ordered the building of two 
private chapels joined to the King and  
Queen’s personal chambers. Unfortunately,  
we lack sufficient detail about them to  
deduce their appearance. 

Regarding the Chapel of St Nicholas, 
the Sainte-Chapelle in King Louis IX’s royal 
palace is a good place to look. While doubtless 
far grander than Marlborough’s Chapel ever 
was, French architecture greatly inspired Henry 
III and the Sainte-Chapelle in particular was 
a great inspiration of Henry’s rebuilding of 
Westminster Abbey. The Chapel would have 
stood roughly where the book office is today.

The stone and colour of the buildings

The typical image of a medieval castle portrays the walls as an ash grey. However, in Marlborough’s case this 
is unlikely. Flint is by far the most common building stone in the area, meaning that the walls may have been 
rendered with lime-wash, causing them to appear white. This was typically used to protect the stone from the 
weather. Alternatively, the core of the wall may have been comprised of flint, faced with finer stone such as 
limestone, or more likely sarsen stone, found in recent excavations of the site.

The gardens

While most castles in the thirteenth 
century contained a garden within their 
grounds, very few had a herbarium. This 
word is often mistranslated as ‘herb garden’ 
although the word does not refer to a 
medicinal herb garden as such, rather a 
pleasure garden designed for relaxation. 

The word ‘herbarium’, or the medieval 
English ‘herber’ was derived from the 
French ‘herbier’, where ‘herbe’ (grass) 
grows. The herber would have had turf 
seats, trees, a fountain and was generally 
square or rectangular.

Conclusion

To summarise, Marlborough Castle was a truly first class royal residence. Evidence shows that its popularity 
with kings was on a par with the most lavish palaces at the time, such as Windsor, Westminster, or the Tower 
of London. It certainly enjoyed its fair share of attention and was the site of numerous historical events. 
Marlborough Castle’s significance at the time cannot be understated, and it deserves to be recognised as an 
important aspect of British history.
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