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III.
THE ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY OF HUNTLY CASTLE.

BY W. DOUGLAS SIMPSON, M.A., F.S.A.Scor.

Huntly, or Strathbogie Castle, situated in the angle formed by the
confluence of the Bogie with the Deveron, a short distance northward
from the town of Huntly, ranks among the noblest old bai-onial ruins
in Scotland. In former times it was celebrated far and wide as '' a full
fayre house" —"the best furnished of any house I haue seen in the
country"—to use the words of an English ambassador in 1562.1 Re-
peatedly injured during the civil broils of the fifteenth, sixteenth, and
seventeenth centuries, the castle, phoenix-like, rose each time from its
ruins in greater splendour than before. Under the first Marquess of
Huntly, in the reigns of James VI. and Charles I., it reached the summit
of its political consequence and architectural glory as the residence of the
" Cock o' the North," the chief of the great Gordon family. But in the
downfall of the Gordons during the Civil War the fortunes of the castle
were involved. During the vicissitudes of the struggle it suffered
plunder and defacement; and, after the execution of the second Marquess
in 1649, it ceased to be regularly occupied as the messuage of the family,
and thereafter its decay was rapid.

As might be expected in a building with so long and stormy a record,
the existing ruins bear the mark of several periods. Hence the archi-
tectural history of the castle is somewhat complex. Though sufficiently
patent to instructed observation, it has been misunderstood by the
majority of writers. Most of these ^misled by the frequent references
to total demolishings, " razing," and " cassing down," indulged in by the
old chroniclers—have assumed that on each occasion little was left of the
former structure, and that afterwards the castle was rebuilt practically
from its foundations.

The chief feature in Huntly Castle is the great oblong keep (fig. 1),
about 76 feet in length and 36 in breadth ; having a large round tower,
38 feet in diameter, attached to its south-west corner, and, diagonally
opposite to this, another tower, also round but far smaller and slighter.
As it now stands, the keep thus falls into the Z-class, but the smaller
round tower is a late addition, has extremely thin walls, lacks shotholes,
and is altogether inadequate to perform the flanking defence which is
the raison d'etre of the three-stepped plan. The keep cannot, therefore, be
deemed a true example of this class; and to place it in this category is
wholly to ignore the main structural features of the building, which

1 Historical MSS. Commission, 1st Report, p. 114.
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Fig. 1. Huntly Castle: Plans of Basement, Ground Floor, and First Floor of Keep.
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betoken an antiquity higher than the later sixteenth century, when the
Z-plan of castle flourished.

The keep is four storeys high, and at the basement its walls are more
than 8 feet thick. The basement is a souterrain, and is barrel-vaulted
throughout. In the main building it contains three large, dark cellars,
with a corridor along their north face, entering by descending steps at
the east end. From the opposite end of this corridor a narrow mural
passage iri the thickness of the west wall gives access to a terrible
dungeon in the great round tower. At both ends the mural passage has

Fig. 2. Huntiy Castle: End of Long Corridor in basement.
[Photo W. Norrie.

been defended by a door or " yett." The dungeon, 19 feet in diameter and
15 feet 7 inches in height to the apex of its octagonal vault, has been
aired rather than lit by a loophole rising through the vault on the east
side, but now built up inside. The door from the mural passage opens at
the springing of the vault, 7 feet above the floor. Altogether this is one
of the worst examples of a feudal prison or "pit" in Scotland. The
cellars in the main building are entered through doorways whose upper
ends terminate in three sides of a hexagon (fig. 2), wrought with a plain
chamfer, which is continued down the jambs. The long corridor was lit
by a window at the west end, which has been built up, but still retains
part of its ancient iron " grille." As usual, the mode of intersection of
the bars is reversed in opposite quarters. This basement is plainly much
older than the upper floors of the keep.

The ground floor proper is at present entered by a service door in the
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north wall. The main entrance, now built up, is in the small north-
eastern tower, 15 feet 7 inches in diameter, which contained the grand
stair to the upper floors. This tower with its door and stair are late
insertions, but the arrangement of the plan on this floor, and the steps
down to the underground vaults, indicate that the main entrance has
always been in this quarter. Like the basement, this ground floor is
vaulted. In the main building is a kitchen, fitted up in the usual
manner, with a cellar on either side; and the large round tower contains
a good bedroom. Each of the two cellars has a fireplace, and the west
one a garderobe. These features prove that the cellars have been
remodelled as living rooms, doubtless when additional storage was
provided by the extension of offices round the courtyard. From the
bedroom in the south-west tower two newel stairs lead to the upper
floors. Though still vaulted and of massive structure, these rooms on
the ground floor contrast strongly with the ancient basement, and
their domestic arrangements bespeak the advanced requirements of
the sixteenth century.

It has been already stated that the main stair of the keep, in its latest
form, was in the small round tower at the north-east angle. This stair
is now destroyed, and the upper floors of the keep are reached at present
only by the two mural stairs in the south-west tower. One of these
stairs is carried to the summit of the tower, while the other reaches the
first floor only. On this floor the great hall, with a drawing-room
adjoining, occupies the main house, and there is a bedroom in the south-
west tower. Originally the whole area in the main house was one large
apartment; the thin partition is an obvious insertion, being set obliquely,
while a large Avindow in the north wall has been divided, one portion
lighting each room; and the partition engages with the inserted
masonry. On both sides of this partition, at the level of the hall ceiling,
are fragments of a fine seventeenth-century cornice in stucco (fig. 3). The
hall measures 37 feet by 25, and the drawing-room 25 by 20. The bedroom
in the tower contains two remarkable squints from the adjoining newel
stair. One commands the door and the other the fireplace, so that these
spy-holes were doubtless inserted for the convenience of an attendant
occupying the bedroom made out of the cellar below. All the rooms on
this floor are well finished, the quoins and depressed rear-arches of their
large bay-windows being beautifully wrought, "with half-engaged rolls
set on a broad chamfer.

The remaining floor, over these apartments, was situated partly in
the roof. It contained an additional stateroom over the hall, a private
apartment over the drawing-room, and a bedroom in the tower, which,
being carried up a storey higher than the main house, contains thus
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an additional room. As all the wooden floors have perished, the rooms
above the hall level are now quite empty and inaccessible.

The upper portions of the keep differ greatly from the solid massive-
ness and unadorned severity of its basement. On the south front the
wall-head finishes in an exquisite composition of ornamental parapets,
graceful oriels, cornices, turrets, and sculptured chimneys (fig. 4) which,
even ruined as it is, remains unsurpassed in Scotland—"one of the most
charming," it has justly been said, "of the architectural relics left to
us."1 The oriel windows in particular afford a noble specimen of early

Fig. 3. Hunfcly Castle: Plaster Work on partition wall.
[Photo H.M. Office of Works.

Renaissance work. Three of them stand out boldly from the main front
of the keep; a fourth, more highly ornate in its bracketing than the
others, seems almost to cling—so cunningly is it contrived—to the
swelling face of the great round tower. Between the oriels on the keep
are tall, oblong windows, one of which is a dummy. The mullion of this
window is wrought as two thistle heads. Over this dummy a tall, slender
chimney carries another mock window, surmounted by a pediment
having a defaced shield with the heraldic bearings of the first Marquess.
On the apex of the pediment is a wasted sculpture, shown'by Billings
as a crowned female bust, perhaps a portrait of Princess Anne of
Denmark, Queen of James "VI. The south-west tower is capped by a
very massive and bold corbelled cornice of exceedingly rich design
supporting the parapet, within which, from the rear-wall, rise tall coped

1 Castles of Aberdeenshire, p. 76.
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chimneys1 and fine pedimented dormer windows, one of which has on the
tympanum a crowned female bust. The parapet is 65 feet above ground
on the south front. Over the stairhead is formed a pentagonal cape-
house or lookout, with small windows on all fronts. The roundway
is paved in the ancient manner, with alternating ridge stones and
gutters drained by cannon-shaped gargoyles. The two end gables of

Fig. 4. Huntly Castle: South Front.
[Photo H.M. Office of Works.

the main house are corbie-stepped. On the south-west spur stone are
the initials of the fourth Earl, George Gordon, and his wife, Elizabeth
Keith, with H for Huntly and the date, ANO 1553, this last having become
much weathered in recent years. The north-west spur stone has the
initials G. G., entwined with a knot; and on the south-east spur stone
are the arms of Gordon impaled with those of Keith Marischal.

Right across the whole south front, at the top and base of the
windows, runs a double band of inscription in raised letters 20 inches high :

1 The largest chimney, facing the front, is keeled to accommodate with the rotundity of
the tower.
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"GEORGE • [GOJRDOVN • FIRST • MARQVflJS • OF • HV[NTLIE • 16]
HENRIETTE • STEVART • MARQVESSE • OF • HV[NTLIE • 02]." >

This inscription is beautifully wrought in plain Roman characters, the
words separated by mullets. On each band a carved hand points to the
inscription. In.the centre bay of each oriel, above the lower inscription,
is the monogram of the Marquess and his wife, and on each lateral bay
are, in the west oriel, a boar's head; in the central oriel, a fleur-de-lis;
in the east oriel, a rosette. There are remains of a similar ornamenta-
tion on the upper stage. At the south-east corner of the keep has been
a rectangular corbelled turret, along the shoulder of which the great
ihscri ptiori returned; and the fall of this turret has truncated the legend.
An inscription in smaller letters was carried round the other faces of
the turret; the letters Q and T survive .on the south and east faces
respectively.2

All these 'ornamental portions are built in the local red freestone,
in pleasing contrast to the rubble of surface boulders which composes
the rest of the keep. Along the whole front, and round the tower,
runs a bold offset at a height of about 10 feet, approximately level
with the ground on the opposite or courtyard side, and marking the
position of the vaulted roof of the souterrain. This offset plainly
indicates a stage in the construction of the building—the work above
being, as its interior characteristics show; of a more recent date.

The inner or northern front of the keep is less ornamented. Never-
theless, it exhibits a couple of string courses near the wall-head,3 and
above these the moulded sills of dormers: two tall chimneys are intaken
near the base in a couple of short stages. In the centre of this wall,
on the lower string course, is the coat of arms of the first Marquess and
his wife. The grand stair in the north-east tower, the empty well of
which is 10 feet in diameter, stopped at the wall-head of the main house.
Above this the tower was enlarged by corbelling into a square capehouse
with two storeys of living-rooms, served by a newel stair in a corbelled
turret at the re-entrant between the capehouse and the north wall
of the keep.

When complete the whole building must have been a most imposing
and magnificent structure, combining remarkably the characteristics of
massive militazy strength with lightness and elegance. The extra-
ordinary skill with which the south front is managed reflects the highest
credit oh the architect. Yet the most remarkable piece of ornament is
not this south front, but the noble doorway (fig. 5) in the staircase tower

1 The letters in brackets have fallen. * Castles of Aberdeenshire, p. 76.
3 The upper of these string courses appears also on the gable-ends, and is continued round the

south-west tower.
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at the north-east corner. It is indeed difficult to convey by mere descrip-
tion an adequate idea of the peculiar beauty of this unique design.
The doorway itself is straight lintelled, with a most elaborate suite of
Renaissance mouldings—the jambs being worked up into a series of
shallow rolls and hollows, separated by fillets, while the lintel, resting
on narrow classical pilasters with intermediate caps, has grotesque
animals and heraldic ornament, scarcely now distinguishable.1 At this
level a string course binds the tower. On the lintel rests an oblong
panel, rising to the third-floor level and standing on a stilted base which
encloses a saving arch to the lintel beneath. The panel is flanked by
moulded shafts, the capitals of which have supported sculptured figures
in niches that remain. An eagle is shown by Billings in one of these
niches. Between them the panel terminates in an ogee arch, the point
carrying a bracket for a third statuette, without a niche. Now wasted
almost to nothing, this statuette represented St Michael triumphing over
the dragon—the father of the first Marquess having been created, in
1545, a Knight of the French Order of St Michael.2 At the level of the
capitals of the flanking shafts a second string course encircles the tower.
Within the ogee arch is a circular plaque with escalloped border: it con-
tained a representation of Our Lord's Passion, which was chiselled away
by a Covenanting officer during the Civil War. Within the panel itself
are, from the door upwards: (1) the arms of the first Marquess, impaled
with those of Lennox in right of his \vife, and surmounted by the Gordon
and Lennox mottoes, BYDAND, and AVAND DARLY; (2) the Royal
arms impaled with those of Denmark, supported by the Danish dragon
and the unicorn of Scotland, and surmounted by a crown with lion sejant,
and the motto IN DBFBNS, with the initials I. R. 6. and A. R. S. (Jacobus
Rex Sextus, Anna Regina Sua). The Marquess, of course, placed the
Royal arms over his own as a tenant in capite. Over all is a square
panel in a richly-moulded frame: but the design which it contained has
been defaced,3 like that of the circular plaque in the ogee arch overhead.
The way in which this whole composition is worked into the tall panel,
and the immense amount of care devoted to the details of the ornament,
make this doorway one of the finest in Scotland. As elsewhere, the
carved work here is in Old Red Sandstone.

In the two upper storeys the internal fittings of the house are on
1 The lintel has four shields, which are now much weathered, but seem to have exhibited

(from left to right of the observer): (1) arms of the first Marquess ; (2) monogram of himself and
wife ; (3) arms of the Marchioness; and (4) the date 1602—of which the last two figures only
remain.

2 Sir Robert Gordon, Genealogical History of the Earldom of Sutherland, ed. 1813, pp. 112-3.
3 Shearer (Huntly Castle, p. 13) states that this panel bore a long inscription, commencing :

Non nobis. Domine. gloria.
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the same lavish scale as the exterior. The two fireplaces on the hall

Fig. 5. Huntly Castle: View of Great Door.
[Photo H.M. Office of Works.

floor, now destroyed, -are described as of great richness; and those which
still exist in the rooms above are unsurpassed by anything of the kind
in Scotland. The largest of these (fig. 6) is in the stateroom. Its lintel,
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which is bored for two candelabra, bears the insignia of the Marquess

Fig. 6. Huntly Castle: Great Fireplace.
[Photo H.M. Office of Works.

and his consort on either side of their monogram, which is surmounted
by a coronet and enclosed in an oval border with the inscription:
" SEN • GOD • DOTH • VS • DEPEND • VE • SAL • PREVAIL • VNTO • THE • END."


