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Bishop Auckland, the Palace Chapel 
 
The Bishop’s Palace at Bishop Auckland, sometimes known as Auckland Castle, consists of an 
irregular group of buildings, a complex north-south block at the centre with the long and 
narrow wing known as ‘Scotland’ extending west from its south end, and the medieval Great 
Hall, converted to a Chapel by Bishop Cosin at the Restoration, extending east from its north 
end to produce an overall ‘Z’ plan.  This report is only concerned with the Chapel, although its 
importance and archaeological significance cannot of course be divorced from those of its 
attendant structures.    
 
Description 
 
The Chapel is an aisled block of four-bays, with a lofty clerestory rising above the low-pitched 
roofs of the aisles; the lower part of the west end is covered by an attached vestibule (with a 
porch at its south end), and the east end is abutted by a raised terrace; apart from this the north 
and south elevations stand clear of other structures.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Chapel from the south east 
The Exterior 
 
Both side walls of the chapel are of four bays, articulated by stepped buttresses, Those  at the 
angles are of  octagonal form, carried up to domed tops with tegulated ornament and ball 
finials; those between are of rectangular plan, and carry Gothic crocketted pinnacles. Each aisle 
wall has a range of four four-light windows, those in the end bays with reticulated tracery of 
mid-14th century form, those in the central bays with large foiled circles in the head more 
typical of Bishop Cosin’s post-medieval revival of Gothic forms; all have hoodmoulds with 
moulded stops. Each wall is topped by a moulded string and a parapet with an embattled and 
moulded coping. 
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The South Elevation 
  
The south wall of the south aisle was either completely re-faced or perhaps rebuilt by Bishop 
Cosin in the 1660s. It is faced in ashlar; there is a tall rusticated plinth with a moulded top, 
above this every alternate block in each alternate course is raised; the lower three of these 
alternating bands have sunk panels with raised horizontal rectangles at their centres; then 
comes a string course (forming the sills of the windows) which itself bears a running pattern of 
raised ovals and lozenges, and the alternating bands of the upper wall which have sunk panels 
with raised lozenges. 
 
The clerestory above the aisle has similar octagonal buttresses and pinnacles at each end, and a 
range of seven three-light with ellliptical-arched heads, holding tracery with an alternating 
patterns of foiled circles and plan mouchettes, under hollow-moulded hoods with turned-back 
ends; between the ends of the hoodmoulds are moulded corbels which carry square pinnacles 
with crocketted tops, rising up through an embattled parapet like that of the aisle. 
 
The North Elevation 
 
The north elevation of the chapel is the only one to retain substantial medieval fabric and 
features, and is archaeologically complex; there are a number of fabric types, the oldest being 
the almost square ashlar blocks (some retaining diagonal tooling) in the lower parts of the wall, 
which may survive from the original late 12th-century building. Higher up are two types of 
greenish ashlar, later medieval (14th century?) work marked by heavy iron staining, and that of 
Cosin’s remodelling (eg in the octagonal end buttresses).  There is a chamfered plinth running 
the full length of the wall.  
 
Numbering the bays from west to east, the windows in the first three bays all have cuts in the 
masonry around their heads, as if they replace earlier windows of similar form that were 
slightly larger; below the sills of the windows in the first and third bays are the jambs and sills 
of slightly-wider openings, that in the third bay coming down to only 1.5 m above ground level. 
In each bay there are possible traces of a cut-back string below the level of the earlier sill.  In 
the first three bays the ashlar walling on either side of the upper parts of the windows ends after 
a metre or so in a straight joint, which in each case has a matching pair of diagonal off-sets. At 
first sight these joints and their off-sets look as if they delineate the ‘ghosts’ of removed 
buttresses (with the rubble walling beyond the joints representing the cut-back buttress stubs). 
However, these ‘ghost buttresses’ would have to have been remarkable broad, and a more 
reasonable interpretation would be that the joints mark the outer angles of former dormer 
gables (and the off-sets their kneelers), and the rubble masonry the later raising of the wall that 
incorporated them. 
 
The fourth bay is quite different. Below the three-light window is a large blocked doorway with 
a pointed arch and a cut-back hoodmould; immediately to the east of it , and with its sill set c 2 
m above ground level, is a narrower blocked doorway of similar form, with above its head the 
clear roof-line of the gable of a some sort of porch or external stair projection. Higher up still is 
a vertical joint, c 0.30 m out from the octagonal east-end buttress, rising the full height of the 
wall; high up this joint seems to coincide with the east jamb of a blocked square-headed 
window, part of the chamfered lintel of which survives.   
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The fourth (easternmost) bay of the north 
wall, showing blocked doorways to screens 
passage (below window) and to gallery (to 
left) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The East End 
 
The lower part of the east end of the chapel is concealed by a later terrace (see below); above 
the terrace, the east end of the chapel is faced in ashlar except for its lowest metre or so, which 
in contrast is little more than coursed rubble; there are two pilaster-like buttresses on the lines 
of the arcades, and in between them a large blocked or blind arch with two rows of voussoirs, 
its head truncated by the base of the re-facing. Above is the great five-light east window; its 
principal lights have semicircular heads and trefoiled cusping, and the tracery above is of 
typical Cosinian type with ovals and large foiled circles. On either side, and set a ta rather 
lower level, are the windows lighting the ends of the aisles; these are each of two trefoil-headed 
lights with a foiled circle in the spandrel; all three windows have hoodmoulds with moulded 
stops of the usual type.  The embattled parapets are carried up at a shallow sloping angle above 
the ends of the aisle, and the main gable has similar parapets above a pediment enclosing a 
relief carving of Cosin’s arms, and is topped by a smaller version of its octagonal flanking 
pinnacles. 
 
Buck’s 1728 view of the Palace shows additional carved work around the eastern windows - 
festoons of fruit and flowers - that must have been removed in some later re-tooling; Hodgson 
(op.cit 215) considers that it ‘has nearly all, and, as I think, happily, perished’. 
 
Beneath the terrace, and probably contemporaneous with it,  a passage with a stone quadrant 
vault runs along the external face of the east end. In this the lower parts of the two pilaster 
buttresses (with some interesting stopped chamfers on their angles) are seen, but the walls on 
either side of them are heavily mortared and there is no clear sign of the three blocked 
doorways exposed on its opposite face during works in 1882 (see interior description) except 
for a straight joint adjacent to the north face of the southern buttress, which probably represents 
the south side of the southernmost. 
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The Terrace 
 
The south side of the terrace is formed by a wall that looks at first sight a continuation of that of 
the south side of the chapel, with a similar plinth, and rustication, up to a moulded and 
embattled parapet; it terminates in a square pier with a ball finial; closer inspection shows that 
the stone is of a slightly different type, and that the wall is a post-17th century addition, 
matched in with the older fabric.  The walling on the east side of the terrace is quite different, 
roughly-squared stone that clearly re-uses much earlier material; two L-plan sets of steps give 
access to the slabbed terrace itself, and in the wall between them are two inscribed slabs: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The upper slab probably relates to the 
construction of the terrace (by Bishop 
Joseph Butler) in 1752. 
 
On the north side of the terrace is a small adjunct, with a passage beneath it giving access from 
the Palace garden (to the east) to the open area on the north of the chapel; the covered passage 
alongside the east end of the chapel opens on the south side of this passage. To the north of this 
a tall embattled garden wall returns eastward, and seems to incorporate the lower part of the 
north end of the former service wing to the Hall; its western half has been refaced or rebuilt, but 
the straight joint marking the north-east angle of the wing is clear, with closer to it a blocked 
square-headed window. 
 
The West End 
 
The lower part of the west end is concealed by the two-storeyed vestibule block; above this the 
wall is of coursed rubble, and contains the large west window of four trefoil-headed lights with 
reticulated tracery over, and a hoodmould of the usual type. Above the window head is an 
ashlar panel with Cosin’s fret and the inscription: 
 
 ADORATE DOMINVM 
IN ATRIO SANCTO EIVS 
 
and above that a pediment with a low-relief carving of an angel, under a sloping embattled 
parapet with a central pinnacle just as at the east end. 
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The Interior  
 
The interior of the chapel is plastered and whitewashed except for  exposed dressings, largely 
those of the arcades. 
 
The chapel is entered from the vestibule by a doorway that has a moulded three-centred arch 
towards the Vestibule and a steeply two-centred one towards the chapel, both faces being 
flanked by semicircular pilasters with moulded capitals that have simple leaf ornament; this is 
clearly Cosin’s work. Earlier features survive on the internal face of the wall to the north of the 
doorway, where there are remains of a three bays of a  recessed late-12th century wall-arcade 
of deeply-moulded trefoiled arches with a cut-back hoodmould, springing from very eroded 
capitals, one of which retains an exquisite fragment of foliage carving. It is not clear whether 
the capitals are those of corbels or wall shafts.  
 
A modern organ loft is now set above the internal face of the west door; at the back of this, 
below the sill of the west window, is a small square-headed closet or tiny lobby within he wall 
thickness; all surfaces are plastered over, so that its original form and function are no longer 
clear. 

 
The principal feature of the 
chapel are the splendid 
four-bay arcades, of late 
12th-century date. The 
eastern and western arches 
are slightly wider than the 
central two. The arcades are 
of deeply-moulded 
two-centred arches, 
springing from piers of 
quatrefoil plan; in each case 
the north and south shafts are 
of Frosterley marble and the 
east and west ones of fawn 
sandstone. The bases are of 
cruciform plan. 
 

 
 
     The Capital of the Western Pier of the North Arcade 
 
Details of the arcades reflect the original function of the building as a Great Hall, with a greater 
degree of architectural embellishment at the west (high table) rather than the east end 
The western responds are relatively plan, and in effect half-piers, whilst the eastern ones are 
elaborate corbels that spring from paired bishop’s heads; the easternmost piers on each side 
have carved capitals and bases of Frosterley marble, with late Romanesque-style waterleaf 
foliage. The base of the southern pier is the more elaborate of the two; both of the capitals have 
abaci that, like that bases, are of cruciform plan. In contrast the capitals of the other piers and 
eastern responds are simply moulded, and of sandstone; both bases and capitals become 
progressively simple as one moves east.  The western and central piers have moulded shaft 
rings (of Frosterley marble) at mid-height, whilst the eastern piers and responds have none. The 
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arches, also of Frosterley marble.  have deeply-moulded hoodmoulds towards the nave, with 
foliage carved stops1, and chamfered ones towards the aisle. On both faces there are carved 
corbels set above the piers, which to the nave carry semicircular shafts with capitals at a level a 
little below that of the tops of the arcades; these shafts now hold 19th-century figures of angels 
but would originally have carried elements of the roof structure. 
 
The windows in the side walls of the aisle are not aligned with the centres of the arcade bays; 
on the south the two western windows are set well to the west of the arch centres, and that in the 
easternmost bay a little to the east; on the north only the easternmost window is displaced, 
again to the east. The moulded rear arches of the windows are carried on attached shafts with 
moulded capitals and bases, set on the line of the wall faces, and their internal hoodmoulds on 
corbels set at right angles to it. 
 
At the east end of each aisle is a sunk panel in the form of a window of two trefoil-headed lights 
with a quatrefoil in the spandrel two-light window, clearly of post-medieval date. Between 
these, behind the altar but now concealed by plaster, are the remains of the three screens 
passage doorways recorded by Hodgson Fowler in 1882 (Hodgson 1896, pl. facing p.142, 
original drawing in Durham University Palace Green collection ref AUC 85).  
 
The clerestory windows have moulded internal surrounds, with a sunk panel below the sill of 
each. The roof of the main body or nave of the chapel is an impressive piece of Cosinian 
woodwork; the accounts for its construction survive, and details of the original colour scheme 
(Hodgson 1896, 183-4); by an agreement made on July 22 1664 John Baptist Van Ersell 
undertook ‘to paint the middle rooffe of the middle ile of the Chapell of Auckland, the beames, 
pendants and mouldings, brases and spandrells, & c’. Hodgson laments that all this colour was 
scarped off by Bishop Barrington (1791-1826) as it was ‘out of harmony with ‘the chaste 
simplicity of Protestant Worship’; it was been re-painted and gilded in the mid-20th century.  
 
Hodgson’s description of the roof (op.,cit 182, footnote) is still applicable: 
 
‘The roof is divided into seven main compartments, of which the two end ones are very slightly 
the largest. The two on either side the central one are each divided into eight squares, 
containing the arms of the see and those of Cosin alternately. The central compartment is 
divided into three parts only, the middle one containing the arms of Cosin, the two outer ones 
each a great and very well-drawn and carved eagle – the evangelistic symbol of St John, the 
bishop’s patron saint and namesake – all set within oval frames or wreaths. The eastern 
compartment, which, like those adjoining the centre one, is also in eight divisions, has the four 
central ones charged with enormous mitres variously treated, and rising fro ducal cornets, also 
with oval wreaths. The four corner compartments are each filled with four-winged cherubic 
heads. The westernmost compartment, above the ante-chapel, is treated in a somewhat 
different fashion. Instead of three or eight, it is divided into twelve panels, four large and nearly 
square ones occupying the centre, with four smaller oblong ones on each side of them, east and 
west. The two central larger ones bear the arms of Cosin2; the two outer, or side ones, mitres, all 
within wreaths, as before. The four central smaller panels, supporting those charged with the 
arms, are occupied by four-winged cherubs; the other four outer ones supporting those bearing 
the mitres, with ribboned garlands. 
                                                           
1Except for that above the eastern pier of the north arcade, which is a small human head; might this be secondary? 

2 This is an error; one bears Cosin’s fret and the other a plain cross within an oval, with a small superimposed 
crown. 
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The admirable design and well thought out variety of treatment of this roof, together with its 
gold and vigorous execution, reproducing as they do all the leading characteristics of he finest 
medieval examples, are quite surprising, and testify most remarkably, not merely to the taste 
which distinguished, but to the wonderful hold which the ancient Gothic spirit still had upon, 
the local school of wood carvers of the day.’ 
 
The moulded tie-beams are carried on short wall-posts, with quadrant braces that have trefoiled 
piercings, springing from semi-octagonal corbels set between the terminals of the internal 
hoodmoulds of the clerestory. 
 
The aisle roofs are of the same date, although without coloured decoration; each is of eleven 
bays, and each bay is divided into four panels. The low-pitched trusses have arched braces and 
a moulded ridge. 
 
Fittings and Furnishings 
 
The fittings and furnishings of the Chapel are of some importance, and have been described  in 
some detail by Hodgson and others; the following brief resume is largely taken from Pevsner & 
Williamson (1985, 104-5|) 
 
The Screen , ‘the grandest of Cosin’s screens’ crosses the west end of the chapel just within the 
line of the westernmost piers of the arcades, its central section being set a little further west 
than those crossing the aisles.  It was made by John Brasse and Abraham Smith in 1663, and is 
an elaborate piece with a Baroque cresting and little more than passing references to the 
Gothic. 
 
 The Chancel Stalls survive in part, with canopies over the two principal seats, on shafts with 
chevron patterns echoing the piers of the nave at Durham (cf also Sedgefield and, formerly, at 
Brancepeth) 
 
The Pulpit and Reading Desk are placed symmetrically against the central pier of each 
arcade, and again combine Gothic and Baroque motifs 
 
The Stained Glass is largely by Burlison & Gryllis and dates from the 1880s, with scenes of 
the early history of he church in Northumbria; it is fully described by Hodgson 
(op.cit.218-229); the south-west window is of 1905 and by Powell. 
 
The Reredos of 1884 is by Hodgson Fowler. 
 
The figures of Angels above the arcades are of late 19th-century date and were carved by W.de 
Wispelaere (Hodgson op.cit.230) 
 
Sepulchral Monuments 
 
The tomb slab of Bishop Coisin (d 1672) has pride or place in the very centre of  the chapel, 
with that of Bishop Lightfoot adjoining to the east. At the west end of the south aisle is the 
monument of Bishop Trevor (d1771) by Nollekens, a life-size seated figure in a Baroque 
aedicule. 
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Historical Notes 
 
The following historical notes are largely taken from Hodgson (1896): 
 
c1000  The Durham community had clearly owned land in this area from a very early 

date; the two Aucklands were temporarily surrendered by Bishop Aldhun to 
Uchtred, Earl of Northumberland, and later restored to the church by Cnut.  

 
1183            By the time of the Boldon Book it is clear that what may have begun as a hunting 

lodge at Auckland had already a long-established place of residence of the 
bishops; it was always termed a manor until a 1489 reference to the  ‘Castel or 
Manoir of Aucland’. 

 
c1650  Under the Commonwealth the Palace was sold to Sir Arthur Haslerigg who 

destroyed much of the building, including the original chapels; various 
references make it clear that, as in Durham Castle, there were two, one built 
above the other.. 

 
1661-1665 At the Restoration Bishop Cosin demolished Haslerigg’s newly-built structures 

and ‘did erect a goodly chapel’ (as was claimed in his funeral sermon). Despite 
this and other claims, it is now generally accepted that he in fact converted the 
medieval hall into a chapel. Much contempoary documentation survives; it is 
clear Cosin took a great interest in both the structure and fittings of the building3 

 
1827  Under Bishop Van Mildert various ‘mischievous alterations’ (Hodgson 1896, 

203) were carried out including the raising of the aisle floors, the re-laying of 
the main floor in blank and white stone, and the removal of almost all of Cosin’s 
glass. 

 
1880s  A scheme of restoration was carried out by Bishop Lightfoot (d1889) 
 
 
Structural Analysis 
 
The Great Hall, now the Chapel, is almost certainly the earliest part of the Auckland Palace, but 
there is no contemporary documentary evidence for its actual date, which has aroused some 
controversy.  Leland’s 16th-century account refers to Bishop Beck or Bek (1284-1310 ) as 
having built the great hall ‘wherein were divers pillars of black marble speckled with white’ (a 
clear reference to the use of Frosterley marble) but architecturally its details are much too early 
for his episcopate. Most recent writers follow Hodgson (1896) in arguing that Hugh le Puiset 
(or Pudsey) (1153-95) was the builder4 but Emery (1996, 52) suggests it may be of early 13th 
rather than late 12th century date. 
 

                                                           
3For instance his 1661 letter to Robert Morley giving details of buttresses, rustication etc…. Which ends ‘Those 
8-canted buttressed would make the chappell beautifull to the eyes and well please your loving friend  
JO.DURESME’ (Hodgson op.,cit 210) 

4Hodgson (op.cit.179) claims the arcade mouldings are identical with those of the crossing arches of St Cuthbert’s 
Church, Darlington, known to be built by Le Puiset. 
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Emery suggests that Bek remodelled and raised the side walls of the hall aisles; he is also 
thought to have built a residential block which stands detached to the south-west of the Hall. 
 
There has been some debate as to the authenticity and date of the windows in the west end  and 
side walls of the aisles; Hodgson argues that those with reticulated tracery are exact copies by 
Cosin of their predecessors, although it is difficult to prove this; stylistically this tracery is 
typical of the second quarter of the 14th century, and a little late for Bek. Boyle (1895, 484) sees 
them as the work of Bishop Hatfield (1345-1381).  Emery seems to imply that the remains of 
openings below the present three-light windows in the first and third bays are those of the 
original windows replaced by Bek, whilst Hodgson (156) sees them as much later, the work of 
‘one of Cosin’s immediate predecessors’. 
 
The Palace as it stood when the Great Hall was still in use would have presented a very 
different appearance to today; it would appear that the Hall stood on the north side of a 
courtyard, with the twin chapels on the south. 
   
The original access to the hall was by means of a porch at the east end of the south wall, giving 
onto a screens passage beneath a musicians gallery, the north doors of passage and gallery both 
surviving (blocked); the three doorways recorded in the east wall of the passage probably led to 
the kitchen, pantry and buttery; the pantry and buttery were probably housed within the eastern 
cross-wing (represented by the present terrace) but the kitchen may have stood beyond it. . At 
the opposite end of the hall, beyond the dais and high table, would have been a doorway giving 
access into the Bishop’s private chambers; from the period of Bishop Bek onwards a 
two-storey wing containing the solar (later the ‘Presence Chamber’, and still surviving despite 
an 18th-century veneer) stood slightly offset to the south but there was presumably a medieval 
predecessor to the present 17th and 18th century vestibule block. 
 
Despite the fine arcades, and the archaeological complexities of the external face of the north 
wall, the architectural character of the chapel today is that of Cosin’s 1661-5 re-conversion, 
and the building remains structurally very much as he left it, the only changes being the loss of 
some of his detail on the external face of the east end. Much documentary evidence survives as 
regards his work, along with the names of his craftsment and Robert Morley, his chief mason.  
The lower block at the west end, linking the chapel to the remainder of the Palace, is of this date 
as well, although extended to the south and altered by Wyatt in 1794. 
 
Archaeological Assessment 
 
The Chapel at Auckland Castle is clearly a building of national significance, and one of the 
handful of surviving aisled halls of the earlier medieval period; Pevsner & Williamson 
(1985,103) style it ‘the most beautiful work of the late 12th century the county possesses’. It is 
also clear that much material of structural and archaeological significance currently lies 
concealed., both beneath the floors (and external ground surfaces) and behind plaster and areas 
of re-facing o n the walls. 
 
Looking first at the floors, those of the aisles was formerly lower by two steps than that of the 
nave; but in 1827 Bishop Van Mildert raised them to the same level. Although there is at 
present no visible evidence of any underfloor heating system, Fordyce (1851, I, 549) records 
that a plan adopted at that time for heating the chapel by means of hot air was superseded in 
1842 by the introduction of hot water in pipes beneath the floor. Hodgson (op.cit 164) records 
that, when new hot water pipes were being inserted in 1842, what was interpreted as original 
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floor of the hall was seen at a depth of eighteen inches beneath the surface’ (presumably the 
present floor); it consisted of ‘a concrete of lime, small gravel and coal-dust’. It has already 
been shown that other sub-surface structural remains exist both inside and outside the hall, in 
the remains of the south porch and the fireplace in the north aisle seen in later 20th-century 
excavations (Emery 1996, 52); frustratingly , despite enquiries it has proved impossible to trace 
any further record of these excavations. 
 
Turning to the walls, it is obvious that the present plaster on internal wall faces conceals much 
of archaeological interest, such as the screens passage doorways known to exist in the east end, 
and perhaps more of the elaborate wall arcade at the west end. It is possible that the plaster 
itself may be of archaeological importance; Hodgson (op.cit 161) implies that medieval 
plasters may survive; plaster and wall decoration of 17th and 18th century dates may also be of 
historical and artistic interest. 
 
Summing this up, it seems likely that underfloor deposits are relatively well preserved; whilst 
in most parish churches there have been many generations of burial, here there have only been 
a handful of select internments, their positions still known.  Above ground level, the wall fabric 
clearly contains evidence (and remains of structural features) of several medieval and 
post-medieval phases, and may also retain historic plaster, perhaps with wall paintings. Thus 
any disturbance of either floor levels or wall surfaces will require careful archaeological 
monitoring, and full recording. 
 
Bishop Auckland Castle is a  building of considerable importance that has not had the benefit 
of any detailed modern study; it  is rather worrying that neither a good-quality ground plan nor 
any details of relatively recent works, including archaeological investigations, seem to be 
available. The entire site and structures merit a proper archaeological assessment,  and a full 
drawn and photographic record; this will not be a small task. 
 
Peter F Ryder Spring 2005. 
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