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HISTORICAL DESCRIPTION

For much of its history, Kenilworth Castle has been at 
the centre of England’s affairs. Situated in the centre of 
the country, it has been many things including a major 
military stronghold, a royal palace, and an inspiration 
to writers and artists. Built from local sandstone, 
Kenilworth stands in a naturally strong defensive 
position on a rocky knoll surrounded by marshes.

The site is an excellent example of how some castles 
evolved from relatively humble origins into powerful 
forts, and then into elaborate homes and palaces. 
The buildings you see today developed from a simple 
Norman motte and the stone keep erected between 
1100 and 1135 by Geoffrey de Clinton, Chamberlain to 
Henry I.

At the beginning of the thirteenth century, when 
ownership had passed to the Crown, King John radically 
extended and developed the castle by adding an outer 
perimeter wall and a fortified dam or causeway, all 
of which still can be seen today. The dam created a 
large shallow lake, called the Mere, which became the 
castle’s main defence on the West and South side, 
and provided a water-filled moat on the North side. 
It covered more than 20 hectares and, as the largest 
artificial lake of its period, was a formidable defensive 
barrier to attack.

In 1244, the castle was granted to Simon de Montfort, 
Earl of Leicester. In 1265, as part of the Second Barons’ 
War, the castle was held by a garrison of 1,200 rebels 
who refused King Henry III’s terms of surrender, 
returning one messenger minus a hand. In June 1266, 
Henry arrived with a strong force to besiege the castle. 
Despite extensive bombardment and the use of siege 
towers, the attackers were kept at bay. The garrison 
eventually surrendered six months later, with just two 
days food left.

King Henry III then gave the castle to his second son 
Edmund, Earl of Lancaster. From this point until 1399, 
the Earls and Duke of Lancaster held Kenilworth 
Castle. In this time they added to the domestic 
buildings and began the work of making the castle 
more comfortable. This included the improvements 
undertaken by John of Gaunt. The castle once again 
became a Royal residence, when Gaunt’s son became 
King Henry IV.

In 1553, John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland, was 
granted the castle. However, in 1554 both he and his 
niece, Lady Jane Grey, were executed for treason by 
Queen Mary. The castle was regained ten years later 
by his son, Robert Dudley, a favourite of Elizabeth I 
and to whom she granted the title of Earl of Leicester. 
The castle now entered its most romantic period as 
Dudley completed the transformation of Kenilworth 
to a stately Elizabethan palace. He spent a fortune 
transforming it into a luxurious palace fit to receive 
his queen and her court. The queen visited him there 
several times on her famous summer progresses away 
from London.

Queen Elizabeth’s fourth and final visit lasted for 19 
days, from 9 to 27 July 1575, the longest she had ever 
stayed at a courtier’s house. In her honour, Leicester 
built sumptuous apartments especially for her use, with 
large airy windows offering superb views, huge fires and 
a whole chamber dedicated to one of the queen’s great 
passions – dancing. Dazzling plasterwork, tapestries and 
beautiful furniture decorated the room, which would 
have been the height of Elizabethan luxury.

Leicester also devised a series of entertainments for 
the queen, and took as much care with the surrounding 
landscape as he had with the buildings, embellishing his 
park with bowers, arbours, seats and walks. He wanted 
Elizabeth’s privy, or private, garden to be as magnificent 
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an outdoor space as the interiors he had created for 
her. Two detailed accounts of the festivities survive, 
one written by the poet and actor George Gascoigne, 
the other by Robert Langham, keeper of the council 
chamber door.

Langham is the author of a letter describing the 
Elizabethan garden created for the royal visit (available 
from the English Heritage website: www.english-
heritage.org.uk/daysout/properties/kenilworth-
castle/elizabethan-garden/langham-extracts).

Although it was designed as a privy garden (closed to 
all but the queen’s closest companions), it appears that 
one day, while the queen was out hunting, Adrian the 
gardener allowed Langham to sneak inside. Langham’s 
account is written in the form of a long letter, in a 
curious style which has provoked a great deal of 
debate. Although he cannot have visited the garden 
for more than a few hours, Langham left an extremely 
detailed description of its features. The accuracy of his 
account is borne out by archaeological evidence, which 
confirms that an eight-sided fountain once stood at the 
centre of the garden, just as he claims.

During the Civil War, the castle was used as a garrison 
by both Royalists and Parliamentarians and was slighted 
in 1649 by breaching the outer wall and blowing up one 
side of the keep. The Mere was emptied at about the 
same time. By 1821, when Sir Walter Scott wrote his 
novel ‘Kenilworth’ the castle was a ruin shrouded in ivy. 
In 1937 Sir John Davenport Siddley bought the site, and 
gave it to the nation. In 1984, English Heritage became 
responsible for its care. The Elizabethan garden was 
recreated and reopened for visitors in May 2009.

DESCRIPTION OF THE SITE

The causeway

The Medieval entrance to the castle served as a 
thoroughfare and as part of the system of dams which 
created the Mere. Originally, it had a crenellated wall 
on either side. The straightness and width of the 
causeway enabled it to be used for jousting in the late 
Medieval and Tudor periods, when it became known as 
the tiltyard.

Mortimer’s Tower

This was a gatehouse which controlled access to the 
outer court of the castle and in Medieval times was 
protected by the Mere, which came up to its base. Its 
defensive nature is shown by the remains of arrowslits, 
and the vertical grooves for a portcullis at the front 
of the passage. The narrowness of the passage itself, 
flanked by stout walls, allowed relatively few men to 
defend it.

Lunn’s Tower and Water Tower

Lunn’s Tower is part of King John’s defensive wall and 
is purely military in purpose. It incorporates fish-tailed 
arrow slits and controls the Northeast angle of the 
defences and the moat in front. Originally, it had two 
upper floors each containing a fireplace, as sentry duty 
in a Medieval winter was bleak. Water Tower was built 
for comfortable occupation and incorporated fireplaces, 
latrines, large windows and window seats.
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Leicester’s Gatehouse

This is a typical Elizabethan gatehouse, built by Robert 
Dudley as the main entrance to the castle. He altered 
the entrance making it wide enough for wheeled 
carriages and troops of horsemen. The gate passage 
was later blocked up.

The keep

The stepped plinth at the base of the keep is an 
important architectural and defensive feature of this 
building. The weight of the walls are spread over the 
entire area, so resisting tunnelling, while the narrow 
ledges are hard to climb or place ladders against. 
In addition, battering rams would have made little 
impression on such a massive construction. The width 
of the walls can be seen at the North side, where the 
wall was blown up after the Civil War.

Each wall contains a number of arrow slits and 
windows of varying sizes. The larger Tudor windows 
were added to give more light, they probably replaced 
original arrow slits. On the side facing the inner court, 
the surviving arrow slits have been widened at the 
base to give a wider angle of fire.

This two-storey building was entered through the 
forebuilding with wooden stairs to the first floor. The 
door can be seen high on the right. The forebuilding 
was converted into a gallery by the Tudors, leading 
to the gardens beyond; the date of the conversion 
(1570) is commemorated by the ‘70’ above the garden 
entrance.

From the first floor you can see gaps for the second 
floor supports, along with the large square holes for 
the roof braces. The floors were linked by a spiral 
staircase in the Northeast tower, while the pit in 
the Northwest tower was a latrine. The slit window 
opposite the entrance is an original Norman feature, 

although modified to admit more light. To the right is 
the site of the well, now filled in.

The kitchen and Strong Tower

Set apart from other buildings to reduce the risk of 
fire, this area contains the kitchens, living quarters for 
domestic servants and storage areas. The remains of 
three great fireplaces can be identified in the walls, 
where tiles have been set on edge to reduce flaking 
under heat and to improve insulation in the oven.

Meals were carried up a service staircase (below the 
modern wooden steps) to the servery in Strong Tower. 
This building was a three-story service block and 
included the buttery for storing butts of beer and the 
pantry for storing bread.

Great Hall

Constructed between 1361 and 1399, John of Gaunt’s 
Great Hall was one of the finest in 14th century 
England, with a timber roof which has been lost. The 
fine carving on the main doorway, as seen from the 
inner court, reinforces the sense of power and wealth 
which is continued inside.

The floor is missing, so the room is viewed from the 
undercroft or storage basement. However, the slots 
for both the floor and the roof are clearly visible in 
the walls, along with the remains of support pillars in 
the floor. The East and West walls each contain two 
tall windows for light and a grand fireplace. There is 
a private oriel set into the East wall which was for 
the owner and his guests. The oriel contains its own 
fireplace and fine tracery windows and may have been 
screened off at times. The seats set into the windows 
on both sides were used for work such as writing or 
sewing, making the most of the natural light.
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The door leading from the undercroft to the outer 
court was the way in for deliveries and servants. The 
risk of attack was always present and grooves for a 
portcullis are clear on either side of the door.

Saintlowe Tower

The Saintlowe Tower, great chamber and lesser 
chamber were built by John of Gaunt to provide 
comfortable accommodation for important guests 
and state apartments for himself. At the East end 
of the great chamber is Gaunt’s Tower, which was a 
two-storey latrine block with a further two storeys of 
rooms above.

Leicester’s Building

The height of Elizabethan luxury, the three upper floors 
of this four-storey building were grand state rooms 
and bedrooms for the Queen and her ladies-in-waiting, 
each room being decorated and furnished in the most 
luxurious manner. The basement had tiny windows and 
no fireplaces, almost certainly only fit for storage.

Leicester’s Stables

Nearly 49 metres long, the Tudor stables are built 
against the East outer curtain wall and are exceptionally 
well preserved. The upper floor, built of timber frames 
with brick and plaster infill, was probably used for 
servant accommodation and storing hay
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TIMELINE

12th Century

13th Century

14th Century

15th Century

16th Century

17th Century

18th Century

19th Century

20th Century

21st Century

11th Century

1244  Henry III granted Kenilworth to  
Simon de Montfort
1266  Siege of Kenilworth – the rebels in the castle 
held out for six months. Henry III gave the castle to 
his younger son, Edmund, Earl of Lancaster

1086  Kenilworth is mentioned in the  
Domesday Book

1611  Castle was sold to James I’s son,  
Prince Henry
1642–1660  During the Civil War the castle was 
garrisoned by both sides
1600s  Gatehouse was converted into a dwelling

1414  Henry V built the Pleasance, a summerhouse 
retreat on an island in the Mere

1937  Castle was purchased by John Davenport 
Siddeley and placed in the care of the nation
1984  English Heritage became responsible for the 
care of the castle

1553  John Dudley, Earl of Northumberland was 
granted the Castle
1563  John Dudley’s son, Robert, Earl of Leicester, 
held the castle converting it into an Elizabethan 
palace
1575  Visit by Elizabeth I to Kenilworth Castle

1326  Edward II was deposed as king at Kenilworth
1361–1399  John of Gaunt’s building programme 
changed the castle’s role from defensive to palatial
1399  Gaunt’s son became King Henry IV.  
Kenilworth became Crown property

1100–1135  Geoffrey de Clinton built an earth  
and timber castle
1199–1216   Major works were undertaken by 
King John to strengthen the castle’s defences

1821  Kenilworth, novel by Sir Walter Scott  
was published

2009  The Elizabethan garden is recreated
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LOCATION

Kenilworth, nr Warwick/Coventry CV8 1NE

In Kenilworth off A46. Clearly signposted from the 
town centre, off B4103

OS Map 140, 221:SP278723

HOW TO GET THERE

Bus Stagecoach U12; Travel West Midlands 11 and 11X; 
Johnson’s of Henley 539.

Train Warwick or Coventry 5 miles.

FACILITIES

Parking 300m from entrance.

Shop Yes.

Toilets Yes, including accessible; located next to the 
Education room and in Leicester’s Gatehouse.

LEARNERS GO FREE
Educational visits are free of charge but must be 
booked at least fourteen days in advance:
T: 0370 333 0606
E: book education@english-heritage.org.uk
W: www.english-heritage.org.uk/education/

Please remember you are responsible for your own  
risk assessment. Hazard information available when 
booking.
Limit on party number 80.
Required teacher/adult helper to pupil ratio 1:6 for 
KS1 and below, 1:8 for KS2, and 1:12 for KS3 to age 18. 
Pupils must be supervised at all times.

A GUIDE TO RESOURCES

Guidebook: ‘Kenilworth Castle’,
Morris, 2010
£4.99 ISBN: 9781848020757
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DOCUMENTARY SOURCES

When Elizabeth I visited the castle in July 1575 a spectacular pageant was arranged.

‘Saturday 9th July, 1575: ... it was eight o’clock in the evening ere her Highness came to Killingworth ... passed 
forth unto the next gate of the Brays , which ... they call now the tiltyard, where a porter, tall of person, big of 
limb and stern of countenance, wrapped all in silk, with a club and keys of quantity according, had a rough speech 
full of passions ... he caused his trumpeters that stood upon the wall of the gate there, to sound up a tune of 
welcome ... her Highness all along the tiltyard rode unto the inner gate, ... where the Lady of the Lake with two 
nymphs waiting upon her, arrayed all in silks ... from the midst of the pool, where upon a moveable island, bright 
blazing with torches ... Over the Castle-gate was there fastened a table beautifully garnished above with her 
Highness’ arms ...’
Extracts from the account by an eyewitness –Robert Langham, appointed by Dudley as Clerk of the Council 
Chamber Door.

‘Her Majesty proceeded towards the inward court, passed on a bridge, the which was rayed on both sides. And 
in the toppes of the postes whereof were set sundrie presents: as wine, corne, frutes, fishes, fowles, instruments 
of musike and weapons for martial defence. She was received into the Inner Court with sweet musike. And so 
alighting from her horse, the drummes, fyfes and trumpets sounded: wherewith she mounted the stayres and 
went into her lodging’.
Part of an account entitled ‘The Princely Pleasures of the Castle of Kenilworth’ by George Gascoigne who was 
responsible for organising the festivities.

Use these sources to ask students to:
n	 write a newspaper report describing the arrival of the Queen
n	 write a diary entry for Elizabeth describing the welcome she receives at the castle
n	 imagine that they are the owners of Kenilworth Castle and plan their own welcome celebrations for the 

Queen and her retinue
n	 follow Elizabeth’s entry route noting what activities happened where.



Top “The East View of Kenilworth Castle in the County of Warwick”  
Engraving by Samuel & Nathaniel Buck, 1729.
Bottom Aerial view watercolour of the castle by Terry Ball.
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Top Aerial view reconstruction drawing of the castle in Tudor times by Ivan Lapper.
Below Aerial view reconstruction drawing of the castle in the late 14th century by Ivan Lapper.
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Aerial view reconstruction drawing of the Norman castle by Ivan Lapper.
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Interior view of the Keep.
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Close up exterior of gatehouse from an oblique angle.
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The Elizabethan Garden restored. Detail of bedding with aviary.
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The Elizabethan Garden restored. General view of bedding and pylon.

© English Heritage Photo Library

TEACHER’S KIT

KENILWORTH CASTLE

 7 OF 8



Reconstruction drawing by Ivan Lapper showing an interior view of Saintlowe Tower.
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