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A Note on the Outer Barbican
of Dover Castle

Malcolm Hislop

Dover Castle - Constable Gate and Outer Barbican. ‘Northwest view of Dover Castle, as it appears on the road
leading to Deal’. From ‘The History of Dover Castle’, by William Darell, 1797.(Published by Hooper & Wigstead),
plate 7., In 1786,; P. Mazell, engraver.
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A note on the Outer Barbican of Dover
Castle

Malcolm Hislop

While the character of the Constable’s Tower,
the main entrance to Dover Castle from the
1220s, is well known, its sadly depleted
barbican has received less attention, owing no
doubt to its reduction into a low wall in which
all sense of its medieval character and function
has been lost. Nevertheless, the recent collation
of a number of historic illustrations has done
much to reveal the nature of the structure and
so allow it be allocated a place in the sequential
development of such buildings.¹

¹ I am indebted to Neil Guy and David Mercer for
drawing my attention to the illustrations reproduced
here.

Castle barbicans fall into two main categories,
firstly the courtyard type, that is to say, a walled
enclosure directly in front of the gateway, with
its own defended entrance, and, secondly, the
passage type, which, in its simplest
manifestation, consisted of two lateral walls
extending from the front of the gatehouse,
some of very short projection, others more
lengthy, generally as a result of their spanning
a moat or ditch. Assuming the existing remains
to broadly represent the medieval plan, the
Dover barbican appears to have incorporated
elements of both passage and courtyard types,
in that the long walled approach from the north
broadens out into a courtyard in front of the
stone bridge, also part of the defensive complex.

 The earliest of the illustrations alluded to
above, which dates from 1551 (Figure 1), depicts

Fig.1. Dover castle c. 1541 (detail). Likely to be the work of Richard Cavendish. The castle bird’s-eye view from
the SW is one small part of the document and has been greatly enlarged to isolate the Constable tower and
outer Gateway. © British Library Board. See:
http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/unvbrit/d/001cotaugi00001u00026000.html. See also p. 134
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an L-shaped arrangement, the two walls of the
bridge parapet extending east from the
gatehouse across the moat, the southern one
merging into the wall of the barbican, which
encloses a rectangular high-walled enclosure
with entrances to the north and south.

Two views of c. 1645  by Wenceslaus Hollar
(Figures 2 and 3) showing the barbican still
upstanding, but perhaps in need of repair. It is
not possible to discern its plan, but a feature is
shown that does not appear in the 1551 picture,
namely, a gatehouse to the north of the
courtyard. This structure is seen to greatest
effect in the prospect from the north west,
where it is depicted as a rectangular two-storey
building with a large gateway, the barbican walls

rising behind it. It position vis à vis the other
elements of the barbican is not entirely clear.
No walled approach road is visible but it is
conceivable that this lay between the
gatehouse and the courtyard, a possibility
confirmed by the view from the south west.

Hollar’s observation seems to be confirmed in
a drawing of c. 1663 by Michel van Overbeek
taken from the south west (Figure 4), in which
both the barbican and the tower can be seen
at a distance, but Overbeek’s record is no less
ambiguous than Hollar’s. By 1738, when George
Lambert came to paint the north-west view of
the castle, the gatehouse had disappeared and
the barbican razed to much the same level as
we see today (Figure 5). Demolition, then,

Fig. 2: Dover castle from the north-west, c. 1645. (Cropped) Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, Toronto:
Wenceslaus Hollar Digital Collection Accession No: Plate: P930.

Fig. 3. Dover Castle from the south-west. c 1645.(Cropped) Wenceslaus Hollar. British Museum Ref:
1868,0822.346. ©Trustees of the British Museum.
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occurred some time in the late seventeenth or
early eighteenth century. A plan of the barbican
remains by Francis Grose, dated 1786 (Figure 6)
shows much the same configuration as more
recent surveys (Figure 7), and might, therefore
represent something approaching the original
arrangement.
In some respects the outer barbican represents
continuity from the Dover works of Henry II; the
surviving courtyard barbican to the inner ward
of the 1180s has a similar polygonal plan. On

the other hand the side entrance,
dictated here by the topography of the
site, seems to anticipate developments
in the 1270s, when a small number of
castle barbicans were erected on a
similar pattern. The best known is
probably Edward I’s Lion Tower of 1275–
85, the courtyard barbican to the Tower
of London’s western entrance. Here, a
semi-circular plan replaced the
polygonal scheme of Dover, though the
principle of a bulging outer face is the

same, and one that might readily have
developed from the other. The walled

approach of Dover was echoed in the
drawbridge-protected causeway that crossed
the moat, at the outer end of which there seems
to have been a gatehouse, as at Dover.² Access
from barbican to castle was across the moat via
a bridge, more elongated and better defended
than its counterpart at Dover, but nevertheless
providing another reason for suggesting that the
genesis of the Lion Tower arrangement is to be
found at Dover.
²  See Figures 7 and 7a.

Fig. 4. Dover Castle from the south west by Michel van Overbeek c. 1663. © The Fitzwilliam Museum,
Cambridge, Ref: PD.553-1963. See: https://collection.beta.fitz.ms/id/object/4937. Accessed: 2021-01-01 .
Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.

Fig. 4a. Detail of the Outer Barbican from Overbeek showing
a rear pedestrian entrance and high walls.
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Fig 6. Francis Grose, 1786. ‘Antiquities of England and Wales’, Vol. 3, opp. p. 35. In the 18th century the
barbican was reduced to low walls.

Fig. 5. George Lambert, 1738, (detail). Engraving of Dover castle from the west, looking south toward the
Constable Gate and remaining walls of the barbican, “From a picture in the collection of Sr. William Courtenay
Bart." production detail: "Geo: Lambert del. & pinxt.", J. Mason Sculp. and publication line: "Published Febry.
20th. 1762,  according to Act of Parliament " Museum number: 1871,0812.2421. ©Trustees of the British Museum.
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Fig. 7. Above: The Tower of London in 1597 by
surveyor William Haiward and John Gascoyne,
1597 (cropped). This is a 1741/2 copy of an
original 1597 plan.

Fig. 7a, left: enlarged detail of the 1597 plan
showing the Lion Gate (or Lyon’s Gate). A-
Middle Tower; B- Byward Tower. By this time
the curving line of the barbican has been
enclosed by an inner wall that forms part of the
straight passage from the gate tower. The later
Bulwark Gate (1480s) is shown further to the
north.
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