
��������������������� �������

��������	�
�����������
�����������������

��������� ������������������
���
���������	���
�����	�	
	��������	���������	�������� ����	�	���	�����	��	���	������	��	 ������!	

���	�� �"���	
 	���	����#�	
 	 �#�$��	

 

The 10th and 11th centuries: 

 The « castrum » of Falaise is mentioned in writings for the first time in the 10th century. But its 

story really begins in 1027. Thanks to a chronicler called Guillaume de Jumieges, we know that at 

this period, the castle was already a mighty stronghold. Indeed, 

according to his words, Duke Richard III besieged the castle 

that year. His brother Robert, who had revolted against him, 

was stationed there. Richard had to use “balistaes” (which 

probably were machines that hurled stones) and rams. This 

alone allows us to believe that the castle had strong stone 

defences as early as the 11th century. It was one of the first 

stone fortresses built in Normandy. This was a time when wood 

and earth were the main 

building materials for fortifications throughout Western Europe 

(those were motte and bailey castles). The castle’s lay-out at the 

time is unknown to us, but probably did not change very much 

throughout the 11th century. 

 

 

 

The 12th century : 

It is Henry I Beauclerc who carries out the most important changes - he was King of England 

between 1100 and 1135, was Duke of Normandy between 1106 and 1135, and was the third son of 

William the Conqueror. Among those changes, he builds part of the present castle walls. Those walls 

had kept their traditional irregular shape - the first 

castles used to adapt to the shape of the terrain they 

were built on. It is impossible to know precisely 

when the castle walls sported crenellations, but this 

was not before the 12th or 13th centuries. The 

machicolations are commonly found in Europe 

around the 14th century. Before that, hoarding 

galleries were affixed to the top of enclosure walls at the level of  the wall-walk, in order to defend 

the foot of the walls.  

Model of the castle of Caen at the 11th 
century, a castle contemporary of the Wil-

liam’s in Falaise 

Model of a motte and bailey castle 

Recreated hoarding galleries 

How a hoarding gallery 
works, by Viollet le Duc 
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   Henry I orders as well the construction of the great square keep 

in 1123. This kind of keep was easy to build 

and quite cheap (for a high ranking lord, of 

course). This particular shape appeared in the 

northwest of France at the very beginning of 

the 11th century and spread around at the end 

of that century. The most famous Anglo-

Norman model of this kind of keep, also 

called “residential tower” or “palatial keep”, is probably the Tower of London. 

Its construction was undertaken at the end of the reign of William the 

Conqueror. 

 

 

Those keeps have several floors:  

 - The ground level. There aren’t any windows there, 

only narrow slits for ventilation as well as to prevent any 

intrusion. Its purpose is to store weapons, goods and 

treasures. 

- The first floor is a noble one, with a residential purpose. 

Inside, there is a reception room (the aula), a private chamber 

for the king and his household (the camera), and a chapel (the capella). There is only one storey 

inside the keep of Falaise, but the majority of the remaining keeps of this kind have their living 

quarters divided on several floors (Norwich, Chambois...). 

 - The last floor is used to accommodate men of arms 

defending the place. This floor could have been a wooden 

running gallery, covered and projecting, and located at the level 

of the roofs. 

 The keep of Falaise measures 87 feet on 75 feet, and is 72 feet 

high. Its walls are very thick (13 feet on average) and 

strengthened by buttresses. The access is made difficult with 

an entrance located at the first floor and protected by a 

forebuilding. It is an excellent refuge capable of resisting to the siege techniques of this period, 

based on a passive defensive system. For the oldest keeps of this kind, the access was possible 

The Tower of London 
built by William the 

Conqueror at the end of 
the 11th century. 

Falaise: the great keep as seen from the 
northeast. 

Falaise: the great keep, northern face. Notice 
its strong flat buttresses and the wide windows 

providing light on the residential floor 

Falaise: the great keep, southern front 
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through a step ladder or a wooden staircase that was easily removed or disposed of in case of danger. 

On the other hand, it is built in stone, and thus very difficult to set fire to, contrary to wooden 

fortifications. Wood, however, is used to built the structures of the roofs and floors. 

At the end of the 12th century, the evolution of the siege tactics favours attacking more than 

defending. Consequently, the square keeps reach their limit : the protruding angles aren’t defended 

and create blind angles. The attackers could take advantage of this and could quite safely collapse a 

section of wall using sapping and mining, consequently making their way inside the keep. Moreover, 

the difficult access to the keeps prevented the besieged themselves from organizing efficient sorties. 

 

 

The second square keep of Falaise (called “Lower Keep”, as 

opposed to the first one) is dated back to the second half of the 

12th century. It was probably built to occupy a flat rocky area that 

was easily accessible from the western front, at the bottom of the 

great keep. This posed a risk. It is possible that it was added to the 

first one simply to expand the residential area. Its measurements 

are more modest (46 feet on 33 feet, and 46 feet high), but it is 

built on the same model as the great keep. 

 

 

 

The 13th century : 

At the end of the 12th century, the assaults techniques evolve, leading to improvements in defensive 

systems. The square keeps are flanked with angle turrets to upgrade their defensive capabilities. 

Progressively, they will be replaced with keeps built on polygonal or circular bases, even if the 

square shape is still used every now and there until the end of the Middle Ages. Philip-Augustus II, 

King of France, conquers Normandy in 1204 to the detriment of John Lackland, King of England, his 

vassal on the continent. He will transform the castle’s defences in order to display his power and to 

enhance the defensive capabilities of the place. This king started a new and original programme of 

defensive standardization based on the principle of active defence. This model is called the “Philip-

Augustus formula” and is used as well as a concrete symbol of royal power. It was used for the first 

time at the Louvre at the end of the 12th century. This rational model of fortifications was then 

replicated on other castles in France. 

Falaise: the three keeps as seen for the 
northwest.  In the middle: the Lower Keep 
(second half of the 12th century) 
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He lines the enclosure with protruding semi-circular towers that enable 

flanking and control of the curtain-walls. The lower bailey is separated 

from the inner bailey by a ditch (or a pre-

existing ditch was expanded) and a set of 

defences protect the access to this bailey: 

 - A curtain-wall is built to close the 

southern front of the inner-bailey 

 - A fortified gate-house replaces what 

was perhaps a gate-tower at the 12th century. 

 

 

 

 

In 1207, Philip-Augustus builds a circular keep (Talbot Tower) adjoining the two Anglo-Norman 

keeps. This tower overlooks these two keeps, embodying the might of the new master of the land. 

The pre-existing defences are strengthened. 

 

This keep is 114 feet high and 46 feet wide at its base. It features all the characteristics of the master-

towers conceived by Philip-Augustus’ engineers : 

 

- A circular layout avoiding any blind angles. 

- A slope-shaped base strengthening the tower’s foundations. Mining is 

then made very lengthy and difficult, of not impossible. 

- The thickness of the walls and their bond render them more resistant 

against missile impacts. 

- The stone vaults are strengthened with rectangular lancets that 

reinforce wooden floors, making the tower lighter but more resistant 

against fires. 

 

It is interesting to add that this tower is adjoining the two older keeps, 

which is unusual. Most of the keeps built by Philip-Augustus are built in an angle of the enclosure as 

a part of the active defence system. This particular location, next to two pre-existing buildings, led to 

a different dispatching of the accesses. Indeed, the Philipian keeps usually have two accesses, often 

Falaise:  the Tour de la Reine ; one 
of the castle walls’ towers built by 
Philip-Augustus. Its main features: 

a slope-shaped base, a circular 
layout and very thin archer-loops. 

A hypothetical view of the 
Philipian fortified gate-

house protecting the access 
to the inner bailey 

(beginning of the 13th 
century). 

Falaise:  left, the Philipian keep, 
called « Talbot Tower » 
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located at ground level, to allow the besieged to organize sorties (in 

order to destroy siege machines built by the attackers, for instance), 

in accordance with the idea of active defence. The tower does not 

have any direct exit to the outside. The only way inside is through the 

curtain-wall linking it to the Lower Keep. Therefore, the Talbot 

Tower is original by the fact that, contrary to its “sisters”, it does not 

fulfil the role for which it was designed. Instead, it was adapted to the 

site and continues the idea of passive defence featured by the square 

keeps. 

There still are to this day eighteen models of these circular keeps, all 

built on the same layout. The closest examples are in Rouen and 

Vernon.  

 

 

The Hundred Years War 

There weren’t any major defensive additions made during the 14th century. 

In 1337, the Hundred Years War breaks out. The castle is taken by the king of 

England, Henry V, on the 16th of April 1418. It is the beginning of a lengthy 

occupation that will only end in 1450. The monarch 

repairs the damages caused by the siege and works on 

the defences of the fortress. The castle walls are 

restored, cannon holes are added to the windows of the 

Lower Keep. Archer loops on the towers of both the 

castle walls and the city walls are modified with 

circular holes to accommodate firearms. These 

modifications are still visible today on several towers 

of the castle walls and inside the Lower Keep. 

_______________     

 

 

 

 

 

Philip-Augustus’ keep in Rouen with a 
reconstruction of a hoarding as it was 

in the 13th century. 

Archer loop of a castle walls’ 
tower, dating from the 13th 
century and modified by the 
English in the 15th century 
to accommodate firearms. Cannon hole arranged in the 

15th century below a Roma-
nesque bay-window of the 

Lower Keep. 
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THERE ARE FOUR MAIN PRINCIPLES  

PRESIDING OVER THE CONSTRUCTION OF FORTIFICATIONS :  

 

PRINCIPLE  OF PROTECTION  :  

The fortifications must protect the defenders against the attackers’ missiles and 

represent an obstacle to their assault. This leads to the construction of thick walls pro-

tecting the besieged, of ditches (and more rarely of moats) and of stockades designed to 

slow down the besiegers. This way, it was possible to shower the enemy with missiles 

while the attackers was stuck in the defences, and be protected by the walls in the same 

time. 

PRINCIPLE  OF CONCENTRIC  AND GRADUAL  DEFENCES : 

This kind of defence enables the besieged to continue resisting even if the enemy 

manages to seize part of the place. This principle leads to the construction of enclo-

sures that are doubled or even tripled. Defensive refuges are added. Each line of defence 

was controlled by the next one, from the inside to the outside. 

PRINCIPLE  OF THE  ACCESSES’ SAFETY :  

This principle addresses the problem posed by the gates, which are traditionally the 

weakest point of a fortification, as they constitute “gaps” in the castle walls. The need 

to strengthen these accesses will lead to the construction of gate-towers and later forti-

fied gate-houses. 

PRINCIPLE  OF FLANKING  :  

The idea behind flanking is that the firing ranges and the eye sights of the defenders 

must interconnect. This is made to eliminate any blind angles. The protruding towers 

and many archer loops derive from this principle. 
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GLOSSARY 
 
Active defence : The laying-out of obstacles as well as elements for shooting. This enables protection 
as well as retaliation (the buildings are flanked with archer loops and circular bases are used). The 
transition from passive defence to active defence is characteristic of the castles’ architectural changes 
that took place in the middle of the 12th century. 
 
 
Archer loops : Narrow slits inside a wall designed for shooting. Their shape varies and is often 
modified through time in order to adapt to new weaponry. 
 
Blind Angle : An area not covered by the defenders’ fire. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bond : The size, arrangement and adjustments of stones that are part of a work of masonry. 
 
 
Braie : The braie is a set of walls of lesser height that surround the foot of a town or a keep. It is the 
“successor” of the stockade, which used to crown the motte and bailey castles. Example: the braie 
surrounding the keep of Gisors  
 
 
Buttress : A bonded pad that creates a sort of pillar engaged 
inside a wall, bringing added stability to a building from the 
outside. 
 
Control : A building controls another when it overlooks it so 
as to invigilate it and have it under firing range. The buildings 
of a castle must control each other from the inside to the 
outside. 
 

Quadrangular building with four blind 
angles, as it is the case for the Great 

Keep of Falaise. 

Circular building that ena-
bles firing in all directions, 
without any blind angles 
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Crenel : The gap inside of a crenellation between two merlons from which shots can be fired. 
 
Crenellation : Crenels and merlons alternating on top of a curtain-wall or a tower. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Curtain-wall : The continuous portion of a wall between two towers.  
 
Ditch : A wide and deep trench with steep inner walls designed to slow down the 
enemy’s approach and keep siege machines at bay. 
 
 
Face : The outer part of a wall or of a stone building, often built with freestone 
and evenly arranged. 
 
 
 
Forebuilding : defensive building placed before the entrance of a keep to directly protect it. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Regular face of a wall 

Parapet of a wall walk with crenellation: 
there are merlons (full) and crenels (void). 

Foreground, center : original forebuilding of 
the Anglo-Norman keep of Castle Rising (12th 

century), in the east of England. 

Falaise: the grey construction before the keep re-
calls the lost forebuilding in a modern way . 
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Fortified gate-house: A massive building made of two towers 
linked by a main body overlooking the gate and housing the room 
where the drawbridge and the portcullis are manned.  
It is usually located in the middle or at the end of a passageway.   
Example: the Porte des Champs of the Castle of Caen. 
 
 
 
 
Flanking: Flanking is a way of defending a building using other adjacent buildings. The idea is to 
eliminate any blind angles. The towers of the castle walls in Falaise are placed so as to flank the 
curtain-walls. These towers are flanking towers. 
 
Gate-Tower : Timber or stone tower through which the entrance of a fortification is arranged . 
 
Hoarding : Removable wooden galleries affixed to the top of castle walls and protruding toward the 
outside. These galleries, usually fixed only during war time, enabled the defenders to have a watch 
on the base of the castle walls and towers and cast stones or any other kind of material on the 
attackers that had reached the foot of the walls. Those constructions however were very fragile and 
vulnerable to fire. At the end of the 13th century, the hoarding galleries disappear in most cases and 
are replaced by machicolations. 
 
Inner bailey : A fortified part of the castle that is adjoined to the outer bailey and where the keeps 
stands. Its role is strictly defensive. 
 
Keep : The main element of a castle, built on a square, circular, polygonal or multi-lobed bases. This 
was the last defensive refuge for the garrison when the enclosure was seized. It would sometimes 
contain the lord’s living quarters, but its purpose was strictly defensive. The keeps is the symbol of 
the lord’s might. It is usually protected with a ditch or a braie.  
 
Lower bailey (or « bayle ») : A part that is appended to the castle, that does not include the keeps but 
is nevertheless fortified. Inside this bailey were usually found the homes of the inhabitants of the 
castle (lords and their families, soldiers of the garrison, servants, craftsmen), a chapel, as well as 
side-buildings (workshops, stables, barns…)  
People from the area could sometimes take refuge inside in case of danger.  
 
Machicolations : A set of parapets overlooking the foot of a 
castle wall or a tower. Their openings enable down-fire and 
missile casting. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

A beautiful example of a fortified 
gate-house. The Porte des Champs 

of the Castle of Caen. 

Falaise: the machicolations of the Round 
Tower 
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Masonry : A wall made out of stones held together with a matrix (mortar, cement). 
 
Merlon : Full part over a parapet and between two crenels (empty spaces of a crenellation) and de-
signed to offer protection between two shots. 
 
Mining : Digging a baulk-supported gallery underneath castle walls. The attackers then set fire to the 
baulks so that the walls would collapse, creating a breach. 
 
Moat : A large ditch filled with water, or designed to be so. The curtain-walls are thus out of reach 
from any siege towers or ladders. 
 
Passive defence : The laying-out of successive obstacles (ditches, walls) designed to prevent the pro-
gress of the attackers and discourage them. But these systems make it very difficult to retaliate (no 
openings for archers, for instance). 
 
Portcullis : A wooden grid, sometimes reinforced with metal, sliding along vertical grooves and 
manned with a hoist and counterweights. It falls swiftly with its own weight and can close the entrance 
of a fortified gate. 
 
Sapping : The category of works comprising mining and countermining. 
 
Slope-shaped : A building which base is not vertical but sloping so as to 
strengthen it. This design helps stabilizing a wall and makes it more resistant 
against mining. The walls with slope-shaped bases enabled horizontal ricochets of 
objects cast from the machicolations, thus covering the base of the battlements. 
The sloped part of the wall is called the batter. 
 
Stockade : A defensive obstacle built with posts and planks planted vertically in 
the ground. 

A portcullis in the upper 
position. 
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MAP OF THE CASTLE OF FALAISE TODAY  


