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Conisbrough’s spectacular limestone keep is nearly 100 feet high and is cylindrical with wedge-shaped turret-
buttresses, a design unique in Britain. Now with reinstated roof and floors, it was built in the late 12th-century, 
and subsequently reinforced by turreted curtain walls. Conisbrough was among the inspirations for  
Sir Walter Scott’s classic novel, Ivanhoe.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The first Norman Castle

William, the first Earl of Warenne was one of the King’s 
original followers from Normandy in 1066, and one of 
the chief knights in the campaign of conquest. He was 
given property by King William in many different areas 
of England, his other two chief estates were based on 
Castle Acre in Norfolk and on Lewes in Sussex. 
William’s principal English holding appears to have been 
his Yorkshire estate, at the head of which was 
Conisbrough. Very little is known of Earl William’s first 
castle at Conisbrough, although it is thought to have 
been of the common motte and bailey design and 
probably built at some time around 1070 on the site of 
the present stone castle. In May 1088, William de 
Warenne was made Earl of Surrey. Unfortunately, in 
June of the same year William died from wounds 
received in battle, he was succeeded by his son, another 
William, who was earl from 1088 until 1138.

There is little documentary evidence for the history of 
the castle in the late 11th and 12th centuries, but the 
second earl gave the living and income from the church 
at Conisbrough to his father’s priory at Lewes. This gift, 
and the gift of other churches besides, was confirmed 
by the third earl, another William, who succeeded in 
1138 and died on crusade in 1147. These direct 
descendants from the first earl and his wife were close 
relations of the Kings of England: the second earl was 
the nephew of Henry I and William Rufus. He married 

Isabel, daughter of Hugh, third son of Henry I of France. 
The family was thus closely linked to the royal nobility 
of France and England.

Hamelin Plantagenet and the Stone Castle

The third earl who died in 1147 left no male heir, having 
only one daughter, Isabel. She married the son of King 
Stephen, William de Blois, who became the fourth Earl 
Warenne. He died without issue in 1159, and in 1163 
Henry II arranged another marriage for the widowed 
Isabel. The fifth earl was Hamelin Plantagenet, Henry’s 
illegitimate half-brother, son of Geoffrey of Anjou. 
Hamelin seems to have spent more time at his 
Yorkshire castle than any of the previous earls; he held 
the earldom for close on forty years, from 1163 until his 
death in 1202. It was this period that saw the 
construction of the great stone keep of the castle and 
its development as a place suitable for royalty – King 
John, nephew of Hamelin, did actually stay here in 1201.

The cylindrical keep probably dates from around 1180, 
Hamelin seems to have ordered its construction to his 
own design, there being no other example of this type 
of keep anywhere in the country. The closest parallel to 
the Conisbrough keep is found at Mortemer, near 
Dieppe in France, a castle also held by the Warenne 
family. Evidence suggests that the keep at Mortemer is 
also the work of Hamelin Plantagenet.

It is generally now assumed that the construction of the 
stone curtain walls of Conisbrough followed not long 
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after the keep, but the layout and the planning of the 
stone buildings within the bailey may not have been 
begun until the 13th-century and may be the work of 
Hamelin’s son William, earl from 1202 until 1239. After 
the death of William in 1239, the castle passed to John, 
his son by his second marriage to Maud, the widow of 
Hugh Bigod, Earl of Norfolk. She took custody of the 
castle during the minority of her son, who held the 
manor from 1239 until 1304. John married Alice, the 
sister of Henry III. From the Hundred Rolls (records of 
the local court assizes) of the period of the seventh 
earl’s tenure, there come tales of men and women 
imprisoned at Conisbrough, and of the colourful if 
rather unlawful dealings of the seneschal and constables 
of the castle, one of whom, Richard de Heydon, was 
charged with ‘devilish and innumerable oppressions’.

The Last Earl Warenne

John died in 1304 and, since his own son William had 
been killed at a tournament in Guildford in 1286, he 
was succeeded by his eighteen-year-old grandson John. 
A marriage was arranged for him to Joan de Barr, 
granddaughter of King Edward I. This was not a happy 
marriage and there were no children; John was thus the 
eighth and last Earl Warenne. By 1313 Earl John was 
separated from his wife. Then began a series of efforts 
to obtain a divorce which were repeatedly unsuccessful. 
At last it seemed in 1316 that the divorce would be 
allowed, but once again judgement went against Earl 
John and, rightly or wrongly, he held Thomas, Earl of 
Lancaster, responsible for the failure of his case. 
Intending insult rather than romance, therefore, Earl 
John abducted Lancaster’s wife Alice. Lancaster 
retaliated by promptly divorcing her and seizing the 
Warenne castles of Sandal and Conisbrough from his 
seat at Pontefract in November 1317.

At this point King Edward II intervened and an uneasy 
agreement was reached, under which Earl Thomas 

retained the Yorkshire castles. Lancaster did not hold 
Conisbrough for long , for in 1322 he led a rebellion 
against the King which ended with the battle of 
Boroughbridge. Thomas was captured and tried for 
treason, found guilty then executed outside the walls of 
his own castle at Pontefract. Subsequently Conisbrough 
was then held by Edward II until 1326, the king stayed 
briefly at Conisbrough in November 1322, in 1324 he 
ordered the expenditure of up to 40 marks on 
repairing the towers and walls of the castles at 
Pontefract and Conisbrough.

The castle was delivered back to John de Warenne in 
1326. He seems to have regained security of tenure 
during the early years of the reign of Edward III, and 
certainly by 1331-32. Though unable to divorce his wife, 
John had two sons by Maud de Nerford who had been 
the wife of Sir Simon de Derby. By a conveyance 
ratified by the king, John attempted to secure the 
tenure of the manor and castle of Conisbrough for his 
two sons and for Maud after his death; but the careful 
plan went awry, for John outlived all three and died 
heirless in 1347.

The Later Middle Ages

Conisbrough reverted to the Crown and Edward III 
conferred the estate on his fourth son, Edmund Langley, 
whose mother, Queen Philippa, administered the estate 
for him while he was still a child. His tenure lasted until 
1402, and the majority of the improvements to the 
accommodation of the inner ward most probably date 
to this time. Edmund’s son Edward, Earl of Albemarle 
and later Duke of York, succeeded in 1402 and died in 
1415 at Agincourt. His brother, Richard, Earl of 
Cambridge, had been beheaded for treason earlier in 
the same year, but the castle now passed to his widow, 
Maud, who lived at Conisbrough until her death in 
1446. The castle then passed to her stepson, Richard 
Duke of York, who died at the battle of Wakefield in 
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1460; his son succeeded him and in 1461 became 
Edward IV. Thus Conisbrough once again became a 
royal castle and the estate passed to the Crown, a 
settlement which was fixed in perpetuity in 1495.

Collapse

By then, however, the castle was probably suffering 
from neglect. A survey carried out in 1537-38 by 
commissioners of Henry VIII, records that the gates of 
the castle, both timber and stonework, the bridge, and 
about 55m (60 yd) of walling between the tower (keep) 
and the gate had all fallen. In addition, one floor of the 
keep had fallen in, so that by this date the castle had 
already reached something like its present state of ruin.

It is because of this early ruination, and because of 
sympathetic ownership thereafter, that the castle still 
survives with its keep largely intact. During the Civil 
War of the 17th-century, many castles were severely 
damaged either by bombardment during a siege or 
deliberate destruction afterwards, to prevent their 
further defensive use. However, because the collapse of 
the gate and a stretch of its defences had already made 
Conisbrough indefensible, it escaped further 
destruction at this time.

The remains of the castle were granted to the Carey 
family. They passed through several other families, 
before being sold to Conisbrough Borough Council by 
the 6th Earl of Yarborough in 1946. The ruins were 
taken into guardianship by the Ministry of Works  
in 1950. 

The Fame of Conisbrough

The fame of the castle, spread by Sir Walter Scott’s 
novel Ivanhoe, is world-wide. Scott, who must have 
seen the castle and been deeply impressed by it, was 
relaying local tradition when he called it a ‘Saxon’ 
fortress. The picture he portrays of events and people 
at Conisbrough in the reign of Richard I is of course 
fictitious. By then the keep would just have been built, 
but the castle would not yet have had enclosing stone 
walls.
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SITe PLAN

1. Keep
2. Inner Ward 
3. Curtain Walls 
4. Fallen South Wall 
5. Barbican 
6. Gatehouse 
7. Chapel 
8. Guardhouse and Prison 
9. Accommodation Range 
10. Latrine Pit 

11. Great Chamber 
12. North-West Tower 
13. Great Hall 
14. Services 
15. Buttery 
16. Covered Passage 
17. Bake-house
18. Kitchens 
19. Guard’s Latrines and Wall 

Walk Stairs
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SITe TOUR

1. The Keep

The keep is the oldest building at the castle. It dates 
back to 1180 and was built under the instructions of 
Hamelin Plantagenet the 5th Earl Warenne. It stands 27 
metres (90 feet) high with walls of 4.6 metres thick and 
has 5 levels including the roof.

The keep could have been the last bastion of defence 
at the castle; if the castle came under attack and the 
walls were breached then the defenders would retreat 
to the keep, pull in the wooden bridge at the top of the 
stairs and bolt the door making it almost impossible for 
the attackers to gain entry. The keep contains a number 
of interesting features including the largest hooded 
fire-place of its date, a very impressive private chapel 
and a fine processional staircase. It provided secure and 
luxurious accommodation for the earl and countess, 
their children, and their personal servants.

At the top of the keep are two water storage tanks, a 
bread-oven, two observation turrets and a shelter.

The keep is one of the country’s best examples of a 
Norman keep tower due to its unique architecture, and 
was re-roofed and re-floored in 1994 for the first time 
since the 16th-century.

2. The Inner Ward

The inner ward and its buildings housed the greater 
part of the Earl and Countess’ household when they 
were in residence. A suite of chambers, opening off the 
high end of the great hall, provided an alternative 
residence for the Earl and Countess themselves, more 
spacious though less secure than the keep. When they 
were not in residence, the castle was the centre from 

which a great estate was administered, housing 
stewards, probably a small number of armed retainers, 
and estate servants.

3. The Curtain Walls

These walls would have formed one of the most 
important parts of the castle defences. Not only were 
they an impregnable barrier to anyone wishing to attack 
the castle, but they also provided a vantage point for 
those defending the castle. The battlements (which are 
no longer visible) would have offered very good 
protection for the defending archers making it almost 
impossible for attacking archers to hit anyone on top of 
the walls.

It is thought that the walls were built after the keep, 
possibly around 1210-1215 during the tenure of William 
the 6th Earl Warenne. Physical evidence at the castle 
suggests that the keep was originally surrounded by a 
wooden palisade. The stone walls were built inside the 
palisade thereby not exposing the castle to attack.

Today, the remains of the walls offer us many clues as 
to the function and position of many of the buildings 
within the castle’s inner ward. The walls also tell us 
something about the history of the castle.

4. Fallen South Wall

The south wall of the castle is recorded to have fallen 
by 1539 during the reign of Henry VIII. It is thought that 
the wall collapsed as the result of a land-slide. It is worth 
noting that the south wall was the only section of wall 
to stand on a man-made part of the motte (mound). 
This can be seen from the relationship between the wall 
and the ditch that surrounds the castle, the ditch is 
three times further away from the walls on the south 
side than it is anywhere else at the castle.
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The collapsed condition of the south wall was 
recorded in Leyland’s Survey 1537-1539. We believe 
that the castle would have been decommissioned 
shortly thereafter during which, all the usable timber 
and all the lead from the roofs would have been 
removed from the site, making the castle a ruin. 
Although this sounds like a terrible thing to have 
happened to a once proud castle, it meant that by the 
time of the English Civil War of the 1640s, the castle 
was in such a poor state of repair that it did not pose a 
threat to Cromwell’s forces and therefore did not suffer 
the fate of many other English castles, thereby 
preserving the keep for us today.

5. The Barbican

The barbican is thought to be a 13th-century addition 
to the castle. The way that a barbican worked was 
quite simple. There would have been a portcullis gate 
at either end of the passage.

The first gate or entrance to the barbican would be 
opened so that attackers could easily gain access. Once 
they were inside, the first portcullis would have been 
dropped close. A second portcullis gate would have 
been at the top of the barbican passage way. This one 
would have been closed from the start. The attacking 
force would have been trapped between the two gates 
and contained within the barbican.

Archers and other defending soldiers could then drop 
missiles or shoot arrows at the attacking force which 
was contained within the natural killing field of the 
barbican passage.

6. The Gatehouse

This gatehouse was the original way into the castle. Like 
many of the castles of its date the gateway was a strong 
well defended part of the walls, it would have consisted 
of an arched gate passage flanked by two towers, above 
the passage would have been a room called the 
gatehouse.

Within the gatehouse would have been the mechanism 
for raising and lowering a drawbridge and another 
mechanism for raising and lowering the portcullis gate. 
Within the floor of the gatehouse (or ceiling of the gate 
passage) would have been a number of holes called 
murder holes through which any number of unpleasant 
substances or missiles could have been dropped on 
attackers.

Close examination of the remains of the gatehouse will 
reveal a number of interesting clues. These include a 
stone bench at ground level; the remains of a fireplace 
on the first floor level and if you examine the remains 
of the fallen wall at this point, part of the gate arch.

7. The Chapel

In common with many castles of this date, Conisbrough 
has its chapel next to the gatehouse. During the 
consolidation of the site in the 1960s, the remains of a 
stone alter were discovered here.

The chapel was used each day by all the occupants of 
the castle for the daily religious observances.
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8. The Guardhouse and Prison

Located on the opposite side of the gate to the chapel 
was the guardhouse, again this was the usual location 
for the guardhouse at a castle of this date. Armed 
guards would have been in attendance at all times to 
protect the gate.

At Conisbrough Castle there is also a prison cell 
located below ground level just under the location of 
the guardhouse.

Today, the cell contains the best preserved medieval 
latrine on the castle site, access to the cell would have 
been by means of a trap-door in the floor of the 
guardhouse.

9. The Accommodation Range

The principal use for these buildings is thought to be as 
living quarters. However, it is not certain whether  
they were for the castle staff or used as guest 
accommodation. What is known is that this range  
was a two story building, this has been proposed as a 
result of the archaeological evidence visible along the 
curtain wall at this point; a number of flat stone pads 
were discovered, they would have supported timber 
beams which in turn would have supported a first floor 
which was also made from wood.

10. The Latrine Pit

This pit utilises a natural fissure in the rock that the 
castle is built upon. Today the remains of only one 
latrine slide can be seen, however it has been suggested 
that as many as nine toilets could have emptied in to 
this hole. The pit would have to have been emptied by 
hand on a regular basis, the produce of which would 
probably have been used to fertilise nearby farm land.

The close proximity of the latrine pit adds weight to the 
idea of the accommodation range, after all what is one 
of the last things we do at night before going to bed 
and the first thing we do in a morning when we get up?

11. The Great Chamber

Evidence visible at the first floor level in the curtain 
walls at this point (a large fireplace) suggests that at 
some time in the castle’s history a grand apartment was 
located at this spot. One of the only people to have 
visited the castle on a regular enough basis to need 
such a grand room would have been the Earl Warenne. 
The keep would not have been favoured as 
accommodation because of the constant draughts that 
blow through the building, so a cosy apartment on the 
west side of the castle to catch the setting sun would 
have been favoured.

There is some evidence for major building work having 
taken place in this area in the late fourteenth or 15th-
century, possibly the placing of a large window within 
the west wall. Sadly all traces have been robbed from 
the site a long time ago. It is worth noting that the last 
person who may have used this apartment was Maud, 
the Countess of Cambridge, she was the grandmother 
of Edward IV and the last person of note to have lived 
at the castle, she is recorded to have died in 1446 
possibly at the castle.

12. The North-West Tower

Visitors to the castle will note an opening high in the 
north-west corner of the curtain wall. This was a 
doorway leading into a small room within a D shaped 
tower, this tower has long-since fallen into the ditch. 
However, evidence can be seen from the outside that 
this tower once contained a latrine, possibly connected 
to the great chamber.
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13. The Great Hall

As with any community during the early middle ages 
most castles had some form of great hall. Conisbrough’s 
great hall was of the aisled variety, a line of 3 large 
columns supported the high roof. The original 13th-
century central hearth is still visible in the remains of 
the hall, this fireplace would have had no chimney, 
smoke from the fire would have vented through holes 
in the roof of the hall.

Evidence suggests that in the 14th-century however, the 
central hearth was covered over and a fireplace with a 
chimney was installed into the north wall of the hall. At 
about the same time the curved west end of the hall 
had a dividing wall built across it producing a new room 
into which a fireplace was built.

The hall is the only part of the castle to show any sign 
of a mortar render which still adheres to a few of the 
stones on the north wall. Incidentally, evidence of a 
similar rendering can be found on the walls of part of 
St. Peter’s Church in the town of Conisbrough. The 
stone that this part of the church is built from is of a 
similar quality as that found in the hall area of the castle.

14. The Services

Although no one can confirm exactly what this area is 
for, there are a number of diverse theories. Within this 
room there is a finely crafted stone drainage trough 
with a semi-circular end, and evidence for a flag-stone 
floor all of which is assumed to be medieval.

High in the north wall at this point are a number of 
socket holes thought to be for timber beams. The 
problem is that these sockets are not in a horizontal 
line and are unlikely to be of medieval origin.

There is evidence for a 14th-century building alteration 
that placed a doorway through into this area from the 
great hall. This room is thought most likely to be a 
scullery or pantry.

15. The Buttery

Despite the name, this room has nothing to do with 
dairy products. A butt was a wooden container for 
holding 108 gallons of ale or beer and the buttery was 
where they were stored. 

16. The Covered Passage

Leading from the kitchens to the great hall, this 
passageway was probably nothing more than a simple 
lean-to structure with a simple roof allowing food to be 
brought from the kitchen to hall.

17. The Bake-house

Situated next to the kitchens, the bake-house shared a 
nest of ovens the remains of which can still be seen. 
This is where all the bread would have been baked that 
was used at the castle.

18. The Kitchens

The remains seen today are probably of the kitchen 
that was modified in the 14th-century. It is laid out with 
two large fires that would have had their own chimneys. 
There is also evidence for a small oven next to the 
eastern most fire, this fire also has a shallow trough in 
front of it, thought to be for collecting fat that dripped 
from meat being cooked in front of the fire.

The kitchen shares a nest of ovens with the bake-house 
next door, the complete remains of one of these ovens 
is still visible.
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Discolouration of the north wall stone work in this area 
points to a possibly destructive fire in the kitchen at 
some time in the castle’s history.

A complete 14th-century kitchen of a similar layout to 
that at Conisbrough can be found at Haddon Hall near 
Bakewell in Derbyshire.

19. The Guard’s Latrines and Wall Walk Stairs

Situated at either side of the keep are two openings 
into the curtain wall, the better preserved of these is 
the one next to the kitchen. A short flight of steps lead 
into a latrine that would probably have been used by 
the guards who patrolled the wall walk that ran around 
the top of the curtain wall. Also in this area are the 
remains of the stone stairs that allowed access to the 
top of the walls.
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TIMeLINe

11th-century

1070
First castle (motte and 
bailey design) built by 
William, the First Earl 
Warenne on this site.

12th-century

1180
Construction of  the 
cylindrical stone keep by 
the Fifth Earl Warenne, 
Hamelin Plantagenet.

13th-century

The Barbican added to the 
castle.

Kitchen modified.

1201
King John, nephew of  
Hamelin, stays at the 
castle.

1210–1215
Construction of  the stone 
curtain walls by the Sixth 
Earl Warenne, William.

14th-century

A fireplace and chimney 
installed into the north 
wall of  the great hall. The 
curved west end of  the 
hall had a dividing wall built 
producing a new room also 
with a fireplace.

1317
Thomas, Earl of  Lancaster 
seizes the Warenne castles 
of  Sandal and Conisbrough 
after the Eighth Earl 
Warenne, John, abducts 
Lancaster’s wife Alice.

1322
Lancaster leads a 
rebellion against the King 
resulting in the Battle of  
Boroughbridge. Lancaster 
captured and tried for 
treason. Conisbrough held 
by Edward II.

Edward II stays at the 
castle.

1324
Edward II orders the 
expenditure of  up to 40 
marks on repairing the 
towards and walls.

1326
Castle delivered back to 
John de Warenne, the 
Eighth Earl.

1347
John de Warenne dies 
heirless.

Late 1300s
Edward III confers the 
estate on his fourth 
son, Edmund Langley. 
The majority of  the 
improvements to 
accommodation of  the 
inner ward date to  
this time.

15th-century

1402
Edmund’s son Edward, 
Duke of  Albermarle 
succeeds and takes control 
of  the castle.

1415
Edward, Duke of  
Albermarle dies at the 
Battle of  Agincourt. 
The castle passes to his 
brother’s widow Matilda 
Clifford, otherwise known 
as Maud. Maud was the 
last known person to have 
lived in the castle.

1446
Richard, Duke of  York 
claims the castle after the 
death of  his stepmother 
Maud.

1461
Edward IV succeeds. 
Conisbrough becomes a 
royal castle once again.
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TIMeLINe

16th-century

The remains of  the castle 
granted by Henry VIII to 
the Carey family.

1537–1539
A survey is carried out by 
commissioners of  Henry 
VII who record that the 
gates, both timber and 
stonework, the bridge 
and about 55m of  walling 
between the keep and 
the gate had all fallen. In 
addition, one floor of  the 
keep had fallen in.

19th-century

1820
Ivanhoe, written by Sir 
Walter Scott is published. 
‘Conisburgh Castle’ in 
the book is based on 
Conisbrough.

20th-century

1940s
Castle bought by 
Conisbrough local council.

1960s
Remains of  a stone alter 
discovered in the chapel.

1994
The keep is re-footed and 
re-floored making it one 
of  the best Norman keep 
towers in the country.

21st-century

2008
Conisbrough Castle is 
handed to English Heritage 
to take on responsibility 
of  managing the property.
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LOCATION
Conisbrough Castle is located on Castle Hill, north-east 
of Conisbrough town centre off A630; 4.5 miles south-
west of Doncaster.
OS map 111, 279 ref SK515989.

HOW TO GET THERE
Bus Stagecoach services 220, 221 & 222;  
First service X78.
Rail Conisbrough 0.5 miles or Rotherham 6 miles.

FACILITIES
Parking Free parking available 200 metres from Visitor 
Centre. Parking for disabled visitors available outside 
Visitor Centre. Please call the site before visiting for 
details.
Shop There is a shop on site selling souvenirs and 
resources which can further enhance learning back in 
the classroom. We welcome all groups and all sales 
contribute towards the continuing work of English 
Heritage. Space in the shop is limited, so to ensure that 
your visit runs smoothly we ask that group leaders liaise 
with site staff on arrival.
Refreshments Hot and cold drinks are available in the 
shop and picnics are welcome in the grounds. School 
groups are welcome to use the indoor education space 
within the Visitor Centre if it is available.
Toilets Toilets can be found in the Lodge Building 
opposite the Visitor Centre.

PREPARING FOR YOUR VISIT
If you can, it’s best to make a preliminary planning visit, 
particularly if you have not visited Conisbrough Castle 
before. Teachers can make planning visits free of charge 
by contacting the Education Bookings Team on  
0370 333 0606.

LEARNERS GO FREE
Educational visits are free to English Heritage properties 
and should be booked at least 14 days in advance via 
the Education Bookings Team:
0370 333 0606
bookeducation@english-heritage.org.uk
www.english-heritage.org.uk/onlinebooking

Please remember that you are responsible for 
completing your own risk assessment. Hazard 
information is available on the website when booking.

Limit on party number Groups are limited to 120 
visitors in total (children plus teachers and adult 
helpers). A limit of 35 visitors are allowed entry to the 
Keep at any given moment.

Required teacher/adult helper to pupil ratio 1:6 for 
KS1 and below, 1:8 for KS2, and 1:15 for KS3 and above. 
Pupils must be supervised at all times.

A GUIDE TO RESOURCES:

A Medieval handling collection is available on site. 
The collection contains a selection of replica Medieval 
objects focusing on three key focuses: Feasting; 
Household and Personal Accessories and Arms and 
Armour.

A Conisbrough Castle guidebook is available and can 
be purchased through the English Heritage website.
Johnson S, 2010
Conisbrough Castle
English Heritage
ISBN 978 1 18480 207 95
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USING CONISBROUGH CASTLE 
ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

The National Curriculum recommends visits to historic 
sites, whether they are local buildings near your school 
or national monuments such as those cared for by 
English Heritage or the National Trust. Almost every 
aspect of the curriculum can be explored through the 
resource of the historic environment.

History

Activities in which pupils identify changes and place 
them in sequences can help them develop an 
understanding of the concepts of change and continuity. 
They may, for example, examine repairs and alterations 
to buildings or the changing use of the site at the 
different times. This can lead on to a consideration of 
the reasons for such changes, perhaps using additional 
information, or the causes and consequences of events 
in the castle’s history.

Work at the site will involve the use of evidence 
about the past. Pupils can draw their own conclusions 
from exploring the site, clues they find and, perhaps, 
consider the advantages and limitations of physical 
remains as sources of historical evidence. Other types 
of historical sources such as maps, pictures and extracts 
from guidebooks can be used to help build up a fuller 
picture. Pupils can compare these additional sources 
with what they have seen during their visit to test the 
reliability of the sources or the accuracy of their own 
conclusions.

Encourage your class to see if modern presentation 
or conservation techniques interfere with their own 
interpretation of the site. Does modern lighting or the 

way which furniture is arranged give a wrong image? 
English Heritage have artist’s impressions and models 
of how the castle looked in its heyday: ask pupils to 
look closely to see how much has been based on what 
remains of the site, and how much is artistic licence and 
therefore an interpretation which is open to question.

Art

Conisbrough Castle is a stimulating place for pupils to 
draw from first hand experience or take photographs 
for photo montage, or photo presentation work. It is 
easiest to use dry materials, such as chalks, charcoal, 
pencils and crayons; consider using different colours 
and qualities of paper. Younger pupils can use a hand 
lens or a viewfinder to focus in on their subject or they 
can experiment with simple perspectives by drawing a 
dramatic feature from different angles or distances.

KS2 and KS3 pupils can concentrate on shapes by 
drawing, in silhouette if they wish, different parts of the 
castle, which could be put together at school to form a 
diorama.

They can find examples of repetition sequence and 
symmetry in patterns of stonework or carving and 
discuss the colours they see in terms of tones, warmth, 
coolness and complementary qualities. Pupils might be 
asked to sketch or photograph an image on site which 
they feel best reflects the atmosphere of Conisbrough 
Castle. They can refine this later into a poster using a 
different medium or printing technique.
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English

Historic sites are a new and unfamiliar environment to 
most pupils where text, sentence and word level work 
can be developed, for example:
n	 By using a range of non-fiction texts (such as guide 

books). By comparing different sources (such as 
written or spoken interpretations of evidence).

n	 By vocabulary extension (such as new or technical 
words your pupils might come across on site e.g. 
defences, medieval or garderobe).

n	 By writing accounts of historical events.
n	 By discussing examples of official or public language 

(such as signs or information panels at the site).

Geography

Skills developed during fieldwork on site might include 
using photographs, plans, sections and maps to aid 
understanding. Pupils in KS3 and KS4 can be given 
tasks that involve surveying and the construction of 
plans, cross-sections or composite maps. At all Key 
Stages pupils should be given experience in the use 
of compasses and compass directions both at the 
castle and before the visit. On site, groups may use 
questionnaires, make field sketches, measure or gather 
information to use later in graphs and charts. Your class 
might conduct research into the importance of the 
castle to the local economy after having made a survey 
of the impact of tourism on the buildings and their 
immediate environment.

Mathematics

A variety of mathematical techniques can be practised 
on site, such as measuring the height of the keep and 
walls, the volume of towers, the ground area of rooms 
or the percentage of wall area taken up by windows. 

Precise measurements need to be taken if you want 
to construct three-dimensional models, examining 
the lines of sight used by archers defending the 
castle involves a study of angles and trajectories, and 
observation of facades focuses upon symmetry. Any 
data collected will need recording, processing  
and presenting.

Music

Castles provide a historical context for the study of 
music: pupils can find out about the type of music 
that might have been played at the site in the past, 
and listen to it in situ. Alternatively they can use the 
grounds or buildings to inspire their own work. This 
can be based on sound pictures of the site or on 
the pattern of the day followed there by a former 
inhabitant, or you might ask pupils to create sounds and 
rhythms to accompany a video of the site.

PE

Research into entertainment which might have 
taken place at the castle can lead to work on dance 
movement and the performance of period dances. 
Pupils can also use their bodies to experience the 
forces that act on buildings. For example, by making 
arch shapes in pairs with their arms, and asking another 
pupil to pull down on the centre, pupils can feel where 
the pressure exerted by the weight on an archway 
is most felt. By getting others to add their weight on 
either side, the function of buttresses can  
be appreciated.

Religious Education

A study of parts of the castle with direct religious links 
like the chapels, reflects both the spiritual and the 
wide practical interpretation of Christianity in medieval 
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times. This provides a good starting point for research 
and discussion on the role of religion in everyday life  
in former times, leading into a comparison with  
present attitudes.

Science

Opportunities for work in science include a wide  
range of investigations into building materials, the 
effects of weathering and pollution, the forces involved 
in supporting a massive wall, or into human influences 
on the natural environment. Conisbrough Castle has 
several undisturbed areas rich in flora that have been 
designated as Sites of Scientific Interest (SSI). Pupils can 
test what happens to sound in different spaces possibly 
with a view to discovering a likely spot for musicians to 
perform. Groups involved in a photographic exercise 
might need to measure light levels, calculate correct 
exposures and consider the use of filters for making 
photographs of different parts of the site.

Design and Technology

The technology curriculum requires an exploration 
of a variety of materials, artefacts and systems. 
Conisbrough Castle provides an ideal opportunity for 
pupils to experience the technology of other times, 
and they will be exposed to aesthetic and cultural 
considerations that affect design. They can think about 
the construction of tall walls and arches and return to 
school to test the forces involved and the solutions 
employed by builders now and then. Pupils will need 
to be aware that in the past and in other cultures 
problems such as light, sanitation and water supply 
were addressed in different ways. On site they may 
look for evidence of the design of heating and  
water systems.

Opportunities for design might include guidebooks, 
information leaflets and posters advertising the castle 

or an event in the grounds. Pupils can be involved in 
designing costumes, scenery and programmes for a 
play, or designing fabrics inspired by features observed 
at the site. A project involving the design of a new 
visitor centre, information signs or a play area can 
involve pupils in work covering all attainment levels. 
Similarly follow-up activities might centre upon period 
food, the planning, preparation and evaluation of which 
would provide ample opportunity for developing  
and using artefacts and systems as well as working  
with materials.

Modern Foreign Languages

Written exercises from a visit to Conisbrough Castle 
might include a video commentary for foreign tourists, 
a postcard home from a foreign visitor to the site or 
the preparation of a foreign language version of an 
information leaflet about the castle.

Vocabulary can be extended by devising signboards 
that give practical information for foreign visitors, or 
by labelling sketches of the site in another language. A 
discussion of what pupils found out about the site and 
its history could form the basis for an oral assessment.

Personal, Social and Health Education

Often the most efficient way of covering as many 
aspects of the site as possible is by group-work, 
which promotes social skills and encourages individual 
responsibility. Discussion about preservation of sites 
and related conservation issues opens up the concept 
of responsibility for their environment, which pupils will 
later exercise as adults.

Careers Education and Guidance

There are many different careers involved in looking 
after historic sites and presenting them to the public. 
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Pupils might make a list of the different types of work 
involved and research what body of knowledge or 
personal and academic qualifications are needed to 
undertake them.

Gender Issues

If you embark on drama or role-play with mixed classes 
at Conisbrough Castle, keep a check on who is playing 
the exciting active roles and who the passive ones. 
If the purpose of role play is to develop empathy for 
people with whose times your pupils are unfamiliar, 
there is no reason why boys always have to take on 
male roles and girls female ones. Recent studies have 
shown that woman played many key business roles in 
medieval times.

Environmental Education

Pupils can look for measures taken to conserve the site, 
and discuss if they are sufficient or are too intrusive. 
Do they interfere with visitor enjoyment or are they 
justified in order to protect the site?
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The following photographs and artists’ impressions are included to assist group leaders 
in planning activities for both on-site and class-based learning.  
Please visit www.heritage-explorer.org.uk for more copyright-cleared images.
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Aerial view.
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The keep.
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South View of Conisbrough Castle near Doncaster in Yorkshire, 1725,  
Samuel & Nathaniel Buck.
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Reconstruction drawing of Conisbrough Castle, Allan Sorrell.
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Reconstruction drawing of a gathering in the bailey, Peter Edwards.
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Reconstruction drawing of the bed chamber, Peter Edwards.

© English Heritage Photo Library
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View of gateway and drawbridge, Peter Edwards.

© English Heritage Photo Library
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View of the keep at night, Peter Edwards.

© English Heritage Photo Library
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