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As many castellologists will be aware, 2012
marked the centenary of the publication of
Ella Armitage’s seminal book on early Nor-
man castles.1  Much has been written on Ar-
mitage’s role in castle studies, notably by
Joan Counihan and Ann Hamlin, 2 and the
book was the culmination of her work, and
those of other such as J. H. Round, in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

However, 2012 was also the centenary of
the publication of Alexander Hamilton
Thompson’s Military Architecture, 3 often
regarded as the first standard book on the
subject in the modern era. 4 Thompson was
born in Gloucestershire, 5 and at Cambridge
he read classics and graduated in 1895 (MA
in 1903). He became an extramural lecturer
at Cambridge University in 1897 and re-
mained in post until 1919, during which time
he was elected a Fellow of the Society of
Antiquaries (1910). After a short period in
Newcastle upon Tyne as a lecturer in English
(1919-22) he then moved to Leeds, becoming
reader in medieval history in 1922, and eventual-
ly professor (1924) and head of department
(1927), remaining in post until he retired in 1939.
As one obituary stressed, 6 he had a particular af-
finity with the history of Leicestershire, although
not a native of the county, nor ever resided there,
but he published more with that county’s
archaeological/historical society transactions than
in any other journal.

His reputation rests to a large extent on his
work on medieval records relating to church his-
tory, but his knowledge of medieval architecture
led to his membership of the Ancient Monuments
Board (1935-52) and the Royal Commission on
Historical Monuments (1933-52), and he was the
author of a number of ‘Ministry’ guidebooks,
such as those on the abbeys of Buildwas and
Roche.

Thompson’s book was but one in a remarkable
series, mainly on church architecture, fixtures
ands fittings, edited by Francis Bond, who was
also the author of most of the other titles in the
series published by Henry Frowde of Oxford Uni-
versity Press, London, such as Fonts & font cov-
ers (1908).

In the preface Thompson makes due reference
to Ella Armitage’s work, and also to Alfred Har-
vey’s book that had appeared the year before.7
However, the preface opens with reference to G.
T. Clark’s Mediaeval military architecture
(1884), stressing rightly that Clark’s two volumes
consist of a series of ‘monographs’ on individual
castles. Thompson was writing something differ-
ent, a systematic examination of the development
of medieval castle architecture. Also, Thompson
has a three-part bibliography at the beginning,
with a list of original sources followed by general
references, and then ‘Special monographs’ con-
sisting of books, pamphlets and articles arranged
topographically, from ‘Acton Burnell’ to ‘York-
shire castles’.8

The first two chapters in MA cover fortifica-
tion before the Normans; thereafter we enter the
realm of the castle, and the emphasis is on the
military aspect, a theme that some would argue
has bedevilled castle studies until more recently.
Chapters cover the progress of attack and de-
fence, square/rectangular and round keeps, the
defence of the curtain wall in the thirteenth centu-
ry, Edwardian castles and concentric castles, and
military architecture in the later Middle Ages.
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However, the domestic aspect of castles is not
forgotten totally, and the eighth chapter is ‘The
dwelling-house in the castle’.

I think that what stands out in Thompson’s
book is the depth of knowledge the author clearly
had on castles in England and Wales, and to some
extent the Continent. The book is also well in-
dexed, with one on persons and places, indicating
what is text and what is illustration, and a second
covering subjects, even down to an entry for
‘Centering of vault at Lancaster castle’. I suppose
in terms of the treatment of castles it is the equiv-
alent of R. Allen Brown’s English Castles, or
perhaps one should say Brown is a later equiva-
lent to Thompson. In between, of course, in the
1930s and 1940s, we had Hugh Braun’s work on
English castles that ran to three editions.9

Thus, the book is as much a landmark publica-
tion in the field of castle studies as that by Ella
Armitage.
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