CSG Annual Conference - Stirling - April 2013 - Lochleven Castle

Lochleven Castle. The tower-house from the south-east. Note the chamfered or splayed offset course at
second floor, entry level. This is an extremely unusual feature on any Scottish tower-house. The offset
string-course is also carried around the entrance arch as a hood-mould.
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that the parapet was ever crenellated, as illustrated
in the reconstructions. The principal entrance (and
possibly the only original entrance) was on the
second floor (third storey) of the east wall, leading
directly into the lower end of the great hall. A
wooden stair is shown in the illustrations, but excavation has found evidence for stone steps added at
some time. A cut-slab spiral staircase in the wall
thickness leads down to the kitchen (first floor) and
up to further floors. The ground-floor (basement)
was apparently not originally accessible except via
a hatch in the kitchen (or ‘Lower Hall’) floor.
Lochleven Castle on Castle Island. View from the
north-west. The island is considerably larger today
than it was in the C14.
Lochleven Castle
Loch Leven is a fresh water loch in the Perth and
Kinross region. Roughly triangular, the loch is about
6 km at its longest. The burgh of Kinross lies at its
western end. Lochleven Castle lies on an island a
short way (5 minutes) offshore. It was the prison of
Mary, Queen of Scots, in 1567, and is reached by
ferry operated from Kinross by Historic Scotland
during the spring and summer months. Prior to the
canalisation of the River Leven, and the partial
draining of the Loch in the early 19th century, Loch
Leven was of a considerably larger area. The fall in
water levels have exposed several small islands, and
greatly increased the size of the existing ones. This
helps to explain why older prints of the castle show
the island as much smaller with the waters lapping
the outer circuit of the castle enceinte, particularly
on the western shore, near the present landing pier.
The remains situated on the island consist of a tower
with a courtyard, the latter enclosed by a stout barmkin. A portion of the masonry in the south wall of the
enclosure may date from the 13th century. Otherwise the oldest of the existing buildings is the tower,
which appears, initially, to be of the later 14th or
early 15th century. There are however good arguments that claim Lochleven to be ‘one of the earliest
tower-houses in Scotland, probably begun in the
early fourteenth century’. At first glance it is a
simple building, an almost square-plan tower, some
36ft by 31ft, externally, rising to four (or five if one
includes the attic) storeys, the lowest two of which
are barrel-vaulted, with walls about 8ft thick. The
parapet is carried forward on a single row of spaced
corbels with solid corbelled roundels on three corners and a cap-house on the fourth. Parts of the
parapet are missing, but it is not clear that it rose up
too far beyond its present height, and its also unclear

MacGibbon & Ross place Lochleven Castle in what
they call the ‘Second Period’ (1300-1400) stating
that ‘it is most probable that the existing keep and
wall enclosing it then existed’ - i.e. in the period
around 1335. It is therefore placed in the ‘early tower-house’ category, alongside Drum, Hallforest,
Threave, and locally with Lochore. Cruden also favoured this dating (1981, pp. 111-12), and Historic
Scotland have followed this custom, possibly on the
strength of the late Nicholas Bogdan’s texts
(Lochleven Castle, HMSO, 1984) and his more detailed unpublished MS. Bogdan’s study is an investigation of documentary sources combined with a
detailed architectural analysis. He included a summary in his MPhil thesis. He reviewed the work of
Stewart Cruden, RCAHMS and W. D. Simpson.
There is reasoned argument here to support the early
14th century dating. Cruden (1963: 112-3) discussing the matter said ‘to the plans of all the floors it is
difficult to deny an early fourteenth-century date …
Doubt is irrationally provoked by the accomplished
mason work and state of completeness’. Bogdan
went through the documentary sources and considered a late Scottish one which attributed parts of the
castle to the English - responsible perhaps for the
traces of 'quasi-cubicular' masonry, which are evident in parts of the rebuilt barmkin. This style of
masonry is of a type used in Northumberland in the
late 13th century. In his 1984 manuscript he raised
the possibility of an English origin but he neither
attributed the tower to Robert I or later to the
English besiegers. It was clear that there was already something substantial in the way of a castle
on the island. By 1313 the island was under the
control of Robert I (the Bruce) and it is most likely
that the tower was built by Robert. Since many of
the records from the reign of Robert I have not
survived, documentary proof is not available. There
is further surviving documentary evidence from the
Exchequer Rolls in that during the reign of David II
(1360s) several repairs were made to the castle,but
the expenditure was not for building anew.
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Lochleven Castle. Plans from MacGibbon & Ross, 1887. Their ‘Lower Hall’ (perhaps in terms of a mess
hall) = Kitchen level (first floor) and their Upper Hall = the Great Hall on the second floor. There are more
up-to-date detailed plans in the RCAHMS volume, p. 297.
Within Bogdan’s architectural analysis is a detailed
study of the projecting allure and rounds. On typological grounds he found that they could be early
14th century, comparing them to Harlech Castle and
to the gates of the city walls at York. Therefore the
evidence for the first half of the 14th century dating
has both documentary and typological grounds.
But opinion differs and the RCAHMS, (1933) (pp.
296-8), W Douglas Simpson, (1961) and others had
suggested a late-14th, or early-15th century date for
the tower. The current guidebook (Tabraham) suggests that it was: ‘probably built in the first half of the
1300s making it one of the earliest tower-houses built
in Scotland’. The problem with this assertion is that
there is little or no reasoned argument in the present
guidebook to justify the ‘early 14th century’ tag, and
there is no primary source documentation cited to
support the claims. The tower-house is certainly unusual and full of architectural interest, but its planning
and construction suggest an experienced designer
working to long-established standards. The exterior
chamfered or splayed offset that demarcates the service floor levels from the lordly living space is rare.
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The only known comparative local examples are
found at Lochore and on the first tower built at
Clackmannan (subsequently another taller tower was
added to create an ‘L’ shaped block). This latter
tower is less than 20 miles to the west. The Clackmannan tower is dated to about 1390 and built by
Robert II, (although some claim it was built by
Robert I (1274-1329); it also has other affinities
(size, window seats, etc, although there are other
dissimilarities). The shield-shaped plain badge on
both the keystone of the tower-house entrance and
the entrance into the castle courtyard once carried,
apparently (though there is no explanation why it
should be so), the (Black) Douglas coat of arms. If
this is the case, there is no reason, in the writer’s
view, why these should not be original to the towerhouse building period. The Douglases took over
control of the castle officially in 1390 when Robert II
granted the Royal castle to a branch of the Black
Douglases, particularly to Sir Henry Douglas, the
husband of Robert II’s niece, Marjory. The Douglases remained lords of Lochleven until 1672. A build
date of about 1370-90 would place the Lochleven
tower-house at about the same date as Clackmannan.
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ABOVE: Lochleven Castle. Engraving by William Millar after G. F. Sargent. Published in The Castles, Palaces
and Prisons of Mary of Scotland. Charles Mackie. London. Painted 1831, published 1850. BELOW: Lochleven
Castle, Alex. Hogg. From: The Modern Universal British Traveller; or A New Complete, and Accurate Tour
through England, Wales, Scotland, and the Neighbouring Islands.[London: J. Cooke] [1779]. originally
produced for the Cooke part-work publication "The Modern Universal British Traveller" (London 1779).
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ABOVE: Lochleven Castle from the landing stage approach. North (left) and west faces of the tower, and
gable-end of the courtyard great hall half way along the western curtain. BELOW: On-site display panel of
the castle as it may have looked in the 1560s. From the south-east.
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Figs. 21 & 22. Brancepeth Castle. Interior courtyard views of the bartizans supported by squinch arches one of the hallmarks of Lewyn’s buildings. That to the right appears original. That to the left, Salvin. Battlements 19th century.

Lochleven Castle. The tower-house from the south-west. The two corner roundels at the south-west and
north-west corners, are corbelled with three orders but each corbel has unusual flattish chamfered disks rather
than the usual quarter-round ovolo moulding. The cap-house was in the south-east corner (ruined). The
ground-floor entrance to the vaulted cellar is possibly a later insertion, formed by enlarging a window slit.
THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP JOURNAL NO 27: 2013-14

111

CSG Annual Conference - Stirling - April 2013 - Lochleven Castle

Lochleven Castle from the south-west. From the on-site HS display panel showing a cut-away view of the towerhouse as it may have appeared in the 1560s, the period of Mary’s incarceration. Key: 1. Upper floors & bedrooms.
2. Second floor entrance level & great hall. 3. First floor (kitchen and common hall), 4. Ground floor storerooms.
5. Steps up to the entrance on the east side. (The remains of stone steps have been found through excavation).
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Lochleven Castle. The second floor, east entrance at the top of the external stairs. Looking straight into the great
hall. Floor trap-door hatch to kitchen below. The entrance is fitted for an outer and inner door, secured by a
drawbar. The arch head has (had) a hood-mould stopped with carved heads at the sides. The keystone has an
uncarved (or excised?) shield, normally bearing a family’s coat of arms (thought to be originally the Douglases).
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Lochleven Castle. The room above the great hall occupies the whole of the 3rd floor. The east window (above)
served as an oratory, being provided with an altar shelf and a recess with an ogival head, either a credence or
piscina. Below the altar shelf is a cupboard or aumbry formed within the actual window breast.
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Lochleven Castle. The Glassin Tower in the south-east corner of the curtain wall. The tower guarded the
postern entrance. Probably built about 1550 to provide additional accommodation, it contained 4 floors. It
also improved the castles defences enabling flanking fire along the external faces of the curtain wall, through
carefully placed gun-holes.
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Lochleven Castle. Dr Penny Dransart, site guide for the castle, addressing a group of CSG delegates on
Sunday afternoon. The visit to Lochleven was an ‘extra’ after the conference had formally concluded. Penny
takes an interest in the history and varied fortunes of Mary Queen of Scots.
The 2010 Historic Scotland guidebook is a handsome and colourfully attractive booklet edited by
Chris Tabraham (recently retired). It contains a
wealth of interesting facts relating to the castle, the
visits and later imprisonment of Mary, Queen of
Scots (for just under one year), her daring escape, its
earlier Royal connections under David II and Robert
II, and the castle’s eventual fate. It includes a good,
instructive collection of explanatory cut-away reconstructions and bird’s eye views.
The descriptions of the buildings are helpful and
sufficient for the casual visitor, but the public would
be happy with more in-depth analysis of the building’s fabric and its architectural features, comparisons with / affinities to other like buildings and how
the tower-house fits into the general development of
this building type in the 14th and 15th centuries. This
may have been done with unpublished surveys and
it would be good to refer to these and describe
detailed features with the aid of phased plans of the
general layout and the various floor levels of multifloored buildings. It seems rather regressive that the
reader has to look back to MacGibbon & Ross or the
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Royal Commission’s entries, if indeed these are
readily available to consult, although the M & R
volumes are now freely available on the Internet
(archive.org). M & R’s drawings were made in the
1880s and much new knowledge and excavation has
since been made. Likewise for the Royal Commission; their plans were drawn in 1925 (published
1933). HS seem to have an inexplicable policy of
removing phased plans from their guidebooks.
Related to this is the present condition of the castle. It
generally looked to be in good shape, but on our visit,
access to the third floor, the area near the east, oratory,
end, which one immediately sees when climbing the
spiral stair, was cordoned off with makeshift barriers,
presumably because of some ‘health and safety’ issue
with the floor or safety rail at this level. No guidebook
was available to this writer at the custodian’s shop, and
the island shop / information centre appeared to be
permanently closed, although it may be open in high
summer. Lochleven is a popular and attractive place,
and there must be a good case to floor and re-roof the
tower-house to make it more accessible. A better case,
perhaps, than roofing the Linlithgow Palace courtyard.
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William Craig Shirreff, 1805. ‘Mary Queen of Scots escaping from Lochleven Castle’. National Gallery of
Scotland. Shirreff commented at the time: “I have taken the point in time when Lord Seaton is receiving Mary
from the boat, and young George Douglas handing her on and one of the attendants holding the horse that
the Queen is to ride on”. By the early 19th century, Mary had become a popular romantic heroine.
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