OUR OWN DARK HEARTS: RE-EVALUATING THE MEDIEVAL DUNGEON

“For, what other dungeon is so dark as one’s own heart! What jailer so inexorable as
one’s self!”

Nathaniel Hawthorne, The House of Seven Gables (1851)

Of all the negative associations commonly made with medieval Europe, the
subterranean world of the dungeon is one the darkest, and also one of the strongest.
The dungeon serves as a physical locus for the metaphorical darkness of the Middle
Ages. Just as the castle has come to signify what is best and brightest in the
imagined world of the medieval (knighthood, chivalry, honor), the dungeon
underlying the castle has become the repository of all that is worst (injustice, cruelty,
the Inquisition). And yet, even though the dungeon should repulse us, we are still
drawn towards it, both emotionally and physically.

The dungeon inhabits our literature and our art as an established constant, an
unambiguous resonance, but it also draws us in physically. We flock to see dimly lit
chambers in castles and stately homes, or to pass through “Dark Tourism”
destinations like the London Dungeon. Every year millions of people voluntarily
enter dungeons to be educated, shocked, appalled and amused.

This paper focuses on the phenomenon of the dungeon as it exists in the popular
imagination, the idea that enables the allegory rather than the allegory itself. As
such, our investigation of that term and all that it encapsulates must necessarily begin

with definitions of terms like prison, dungeon and oubliette.

PRISONS, DUNGEONS AND THE OUBLIETTE
Understanding the inter-relationship of these three principal terms (prison, dungeon,

oubliette) will be critical to the discussion at hand. This does not mean, however,



that we are about to embark upon a history of European penology. We are not about
to re-discover the birth of the prison or a new taxonomy of incarceration. It is
essential that those discussions take place, but I will leave such debates to the experts
in those fields, while gratefully acknowledging their endeavors.

The birth of the prison is no casual reference, of course, and anyone venturing
into this subject must begin by conceding to Michel Foucault his place in the
radicalizing of penology and in its revivification in the last part of the 20th century.
The work of scholars such as Richard Ireland and Jean Dunbabin will not feature in
this paper, despite their considerable contributions to the field,' while Ralph Pugh,
Guy Geltner, Julia Hillner and Megan Cassidy-Welch will appear, although possibly
not as much as they deserve. This is because the discussion here is to center around
the place of the dungeon in the modern popular imagination. There will be recourse
to solid history to contextualize this discussion, but, ultimately, what we are seeking
here is somewhat more conceptually fragile.

This fragility begins with an admonition that the dungeon does not exist as a
material or historical reality. The dungeon is a conceptual reality that interprets a
penal continuum that presents at one end the prison and at the other the oubliette.
This continuum extends not just materially from the humanely appointed prison
through to the inhumane oubliette, but also, and here principally via the agency of
the dungeon as conceptual reality, it extends temporally from the modernity of the
prison back into the medievalism of the oubliette.

So what exactly is a dungeon? This question seems unproblematic in terms of
popular culture. When we use the word dungeon, most people familiar with the term
would immediately move towards associations of close captivity, darkness and

suffering.

' See, for example, Christopher Harding, Bill Hines, Richard Ireland and Philip Rawlings,
Imprisonment in England and Wales (Beckenham: Croom Helm, 1985); and Jean Dunbabin, Captivity
and Imprisonment in Medieval Europe, 1000—1300 (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002)
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Dungeons are claustrophobic. Either the prisoners are trapped inside undersized
cells, or else the darkness of the dungeons is such that the lack of light itself acts as
some instrument of torture. Prisoners may be unable to move about as well. They
may be chained to walls, or to each other.

Dungeons are strong. They are made of stone. The doors are heavy timber, or
thick iron, or combinations of both. If they are not actually located beneath ground
level, then they are so far inside the superstructure containing them (the castle for
example), that they may as well be underground anyway. That is why dungeons are
dark.

There may be no sunlight in the dungeon at all, or there might be a sliver of light
that taunts the prisoners through some tiny aperture. If there is light inside a
dungeon, then it probably comes from fire — from torches burning in the hallways
perhaps, or from a fire in a larger room. The prisoner is kept from the fire, or the fire
might be a locus for torture. Either way, the fire’s usual promise of light and warmth
is denied the prisoner or subverted altogether.

Dungeons may be damp. They may smell fetid. They probably contain
instruments of torture. They certainly contain vermin, especially rats. Dungeons are
places of hunger and thirst and cold. They are, therefore, the perfect dissociative
signifier for our fear of death.

Unwilling, or perhaps unable, to contemplate the certainty of death, a dissociative
engagement with an atypical experience allows us to project our encrypted fears onto
an external locus and thus begin to rationalize them. Moreover, by using the
dungeon as signifier, this dissociative experience can be amplified in its application
upon the fictional prisoner because they are just that: fictional. Thus the prisoner
suffers not only removal from the people they love, but also hunger, thirst, and
intense physical suffering. Their experience becomes a kind of living death and their

ersatz burial becomes an immurement.



Actual immurement, the practice of sealing living people into cells or, literally,
walls, became part of the discourse of dungeons very early. Livy related the tale of
Minucia, a Vestal virgin, who was buried alive during the 4™ century BCE? and it
became commonplace for scholars of the later Roman Republic to accept that
immurement had been a common, and ancient, punishment for sexually transgressive
Vestals.”

The 13"-century Histoire des Ducs de Normandie et des Rois d’Angleterre credits
the Plantagenet king John with the starving to death of Maud de Braose (wife of
William de Braose, 4th Lord of Bramber) in a similar fashion, and Dante wrote of
the supposed immurement of Ugolino della Gherardesca and his family in his Divina
Comedia (1.33). Stories such as these may have been conflated with the practices of
the later Anchorites, such as Julian of Norwich, to produce an interesting subset of
the dungeon mythology — the immurement of nuns.

When Matthew Lewis published 7he Monk in the final years of the 18th century,
he popularized a literary topos that combined immurement with anti-Catholicism.
The narrative force of The Monk is driven, in part, by an understanding of
immurement as being a commonplace punishment for nuns who break their vow of
celibacy — the Vestals of Rome transformed into the Virgins of the Roman Church.
That such an obvious nonsense could be acceptable for Lewis’ audience indicates the
intersections between Lewis’ story and established English misconceptions as to the
cruelty of the Inquisition in particular, and the imagined perfidy of Catholicism in
general.

A decade or so later, Walter Scott made the topos even more accessible by
transporting it back to pre-Reformation Scotland in his epic poem Marmion. By
synchronizing the cruelty of immurement with the imagined darkness of the Middle

Ages, Marmion, perhaps even more than The Monk, solidified in the minds of the

* Livy, Ab Urbe Condita Libri (8.15)
? See, for example, Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities (3.67)
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English public the notion of a superstitious and ignorant Catholic church, a church
that was seen as a relic of a darker time.

Visions such as these fitted easily onto older foundations that had been set down
for them. John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments had enumerated for all Englishmen the
infernal pits maintained by the Inquisition and the diabolical ways of the Church of
Rome.  Voltaire, who had experienced a somewhat luxurious detention in the
Bastille, had built some celebrity for himself in the mid-1700s by exaggerating his
mistreatment at the hands of the Catholic Bourbons, and had contributed the legend
of the “Man in the Iron Mask” to the history of the dungeon. By the turn of the 19th
century, then, the anti-Catholic “Black Legend” and the symbol of the dungeon were
inextricably interwoven.

When Byron visited the cellars of the Chateau Chillon in June of 1816, his head
must have been filled already with Foxe’s Inquisition, Voltaire’s royal prisoner, and
the immured nuns of Lewis and Scott. Byron saw the cellars were the Genevois
monk Frangois Bonivard had been held after repudiating the church and rebelling
against the duke of Savoy. Deterred from sailing by the bleak weather that followed
his visit to Chillon, Byron instead composed the 392-line Prisoner of Chillon.
Eugene Delacroix, in turn, turned Byron’s poem into a dramatic oil painting in 1834.
In 1847, Alexandre Dumas began his serialization of Le Vicomte de Bragelonne ou
Dix ans plus tard, finally bringing the d’Artagnan saga to an end while
immortalizing Voltaire’s mythological captive. To these few examples can be added
any number of other variants introduced since, and in this vast array of
representations can be seen also the limitations of specific definitions. What then
should we include in a conceptual model of the dungeon?

All dungeons are prisons, but not all prisons are dungeons. The concept of prison
carries within it an understanding of legitimacy. Prisons are still a locus of suffering,

but they are places in which only the guilty should suffer. Even the literary topos of
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the innocent prisoner, the person imprisoned unjustly, has, at its heart, the legitimacy
of both the prison and the legal system it represents. The story of the innocent
prisoner typically involves the inversion of what should happen (the punishment of
the wicked), replacing it instead with the unjust punishment of the good. It is this
very inversion of a legitimate institution being misused that imparts to the narrative
its power. Dungeons, on the other hand, never represent legitimate power.

The system that creates a dungeon is always unjust. The power that uses a
dungeon is always illegitimate and usually arbitrary. The methods employed within
the dungeon are always cruel and torturous. There is no demonstration of a
recognizable system of law within a dungeon. The prisoner has no recourse to due
process and there must seem to be no hope of escape — although the audience,
against all reason, will still hold on to some hope. Without this hope, misplaced as it
may be, we would have replaced one death anxiety with another, and that would
serve very little psychological purpose. It is within that last context, the
amplification of hopelessness, that we can also locate one final modification of our
dungeon landscape — the oubliette.

The word itself would seem to come from the French oublier (to forget) and thus
the oubliette (plural: oubliettes) is a particular dungeon in which is placed something
that needs to be forgotten — the Man in the Iron Mask, for example. The word is
unattested before the closing decades of the 14™ century. There is mention of an
oubliete (with a single “t”) in a source from 1372 and, at about the same time, Jean
Froissart makes mention of an oubliette in his Chroniques.*

As a material reality, the oubliette is a distillation of the dungeon. No light
penetrates the oubliette. It has no windows or doors. Entrance is made through a

tiny opening in the top of the room through which the prisoner is lowered by means

* Jean Froissart, Chroniques, Peter Ainsworth and Godfried Croenen (Eds), The Online Froissart,
version 1.5 (Sheffield: HRIOnline, 2013), ch. 127.
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of a rope, or a ladder, or through which they are sometimes simply thrown. The
entrance is then resealed and they are left alone in the utter dark.

From its very outset, of course, there is a perceivable conflation within Gothic
literature of the oubliette with the dungeon. Many Gothic dungeons have about them
the sense of the oubliette, many contain actual oubliettes, and for some the
distinction between the two is imperceptible. This blurring of definition presents no
real problem as long as our goal is to tell a good story or to illuminate through the
story some deeper truth about the human condition. As an historian though, my
particular interests must lie elsewhere. My interest here is to establish the historical
truth behind the literary fiction.

The oubliette is a horror from which there can be no escape. Left alone to starve,
the prisoner faces a slow, torturous death. As a cell for holding prisoners that one
might want to keep alive, though, there are obvious problems. Once in the oubliette,
there would seem to be no way to recover a living prisoner easily — for
interrogation, say, or for public execution, or even for release. A prisoner need only
refuse to scale the ladder or the rope offered to them. Guards lowered into the
oubliette to retrieve a recalcitrant prisoner are at the mercy of that prisoner as they
descend, making the cost of retrieval quite high. So unless the purpose of the cell is
for execution, it would seem somewhat counterproductive. It should come as no
surprise, therefore, that the oubliette is very rarely to be encountered in the historical

or archaeological record.

FROM PRISON TO DUNGEON: THE VOCABULARY OF INCARCERATION

Legal systems are ostensibly involved with the regulation of human behavior.
Individuals who transgress laws must be punished and, as those laws become
increasingly complex, the time involved in arbitrating those laws becomes

correspondingly longer. It may be required then, while the application of those laws
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are being adjudicated, that some individuals would need to be incarcerated. As
societies become more sophisticated, and as concepts of individualism and personal
freedom become more internalized, it might also be that incarceration becomes a
punishment in itself.

The prison is, as a concept, both a product and an indicator of a developed legal
system. Moreover, the prison, as a physical artifact, requires a high level of material
development within the culture that creates it. Finally, the prison, as an institution,
must serve a purpose that is culturally appropriate and justifiable.

Prisons require, therefore, a collective cultural will to facilitate and to maintain
their existence, and they require considerable material capital to build and to
maintain, and they require either the assent of the host society as a whole or the
assent of an established elite that is powerful enough to override other dissenting
views. When viewed in the light of these realities, it is easy to see just how many
conditions precluded the establishment of prisons in medieval Europe.

Imperial Rome, of course, had the cultural, material and political capital to build
prisons. Roman society was centrally organized around a comprehensive series of
laws that had evolved over centuries and which had assumed a written, or at least
inscribed, form as early as the fifth century BCE. Those laws became so complex
that they had to be debated by educated advocates, some of them professionals, and,
subsequently, any legal process could take a considerable period of time. There was,
therefore, need of facilities in which the accused might be incarcerated pending the

decision of the courts.” Moreover, the power and wealth of the Imperial elite was so

> The complaint of Roman jurist Gnaeus Domitius Ulpianus (c. 170 — 228 CE) that regional Praesides
(formerly Procurators) were keeping people in prison for prolonged periods indicates that the
expectation in Imperial Rome was of a brief period of incarceration prior to sentencing: nam
huiusmodi poenae interdictae sunt: carcer enim ad continendos homines, non ad puniendos haberi
debet (this form of punishment is forbidden, for the prison should be used to hold men, not to punish
them). See Theodor Mommsen and Paul Krueger (Eds), The Digest of Justinian, Vol. 4 (Pittsburgh:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), p. 847. Alan Watson edited the translation in that work, but
the translation here is my own.
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great that some individuals could build and maintain their own private prisons in
addition to those provided by the Imperial state.’

A substantial proportion of the Roman population was made up of slaves, and
Roman law held that the testimony of slaves needed to be authenticated by torture.
The Roman prison, therefore, assumed the role of dungeon (in the modern sense)
because of its need to intimidate slaves who might be imprisoned and because of the
actual cruelties inflicted upon individuals within the institution according to Roman
law.

From the middle of the 3™ century onwards, however, the Roman Empire
experienced monumental change. The population was radically reduced, the Empire
de-urbanized, and central authority devolved into a multitude of regional
protectorates.  Widespread migrations from the north and the east changed
considerably the ethnic and linguistic make-up of Western Europe and introduced a
variety of new legal systems. Slavery, as an institution, declined.

The Roman Empire of the East, constituted as a separate political entity by the
middle of the 4™ century, experienced these changes less dramatically than the West.
Julia Hillner’s work has demonstrated the penal role fulfilled by ecclesiastical
institutions in the Imperial holdings ruled from Constantinople,” and there is
evidence to suggest that similar functions were performed by the church in the
Merovingian and Visigoth kingdoms of the West."

For the most part, though, the decentralized, largely tribal societies of post-
Imperial Europe had no capacity for prisons and little need for them. Laws were

typically argued before an elite council or before a congregation of peers.

% Tiberius’ palace at Capri, for example — see “The Life of Tiberius” in J.C. Rolfe (Ed. and Trans.),
Suetonius (London: Heinemann, 1914).

7 Julia Hillner, “Monastic Imprisonment in Justinian's Novels” in Journal of Early Christian Studies
(Vol. 15, No. 2, Summer 2007), pp. 205-237.

§ Gregory of Tours, Libri Historiarum Decem, Bruno Krusch and Wilhelm Levison (Eds), (Hannover:
Monumenta Germaniae Historica, 1951), 2.41; Charles Bishko, Spanish and Portuguese Monastic
History, 600-1300 (London: Variorum Reprints, 1984), p. 394.
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Culpability was decided quickly and punishments set in place immediately. Even
when decisions became protracted, there is little evidence of plaintiffs being held in
custody for long periods, if at all. This is not to say there were no prisons, only that
the need for prisons and the capacity to build them was radically degraded in post-
classical Europe. It should come as no surprise, then, to see this reality reflected in
the native languages of these new polities.

The Anglo-Saxons, of course, had need of prison words — like other inheritors
of Roman traditions they had Latin texts to translate — but, unfamiliar as they must
have been with the concept of a prison, the early Anglo-Saxons made do with Latin
loan words. Thus we find Alfred’s law code from the late 9" century using the term
on carcerne (in prison).” Carceern, carcern, from the Latin carcer (a gaol) is
common enough in these early texts, but we would do well to conceptualize the term
as well as translate it. Alfred’s laws prescribe forty days on carcerne for an oath
breaker. The sentence is to be served in the king’s #n, which was the area in and
around the great hall of the king, including his meadows. The oath-breaker was to
deliver himself to the #un and, if he left before the forty days had been served, and if
he could be recaptured, he was to either finish his sentence or to serve the forty days
again (the laws are not clear on this point). Clearly though, whatever the process
might have been, it was not imprisonment in the modern sense of the word.

Carcer was also used in early French for the same purpose and eventually
transformed into the modern French chartre. Other Latin loan words for prison
evidenced in Anglo-Saxon sources include clus and cluse (from clausum: a cell) and
cluster (from claustrum: also a cell).

While the Anglo-Saxons seemingly had no word of their own for prison, they
did have native words for seizure. Thus a prisoner might be referred to as a

geheeftend (a seized one) or a herenuma (a held man). We find parallels here with

’ “The Lawcode of Alfred the Great”, section 2, in Felix Liebermann (Ed.) Die Gesetze der
Angelsachsen (Halle: Niemeyer, 1903-1916).
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the earliest German words for seizure where the Old High German fahan (to catch, to
seize) gives rise to the Middle High German givencnisse (imprisonment) and the
modern German Gefangene (prisoner) and Gefingnis (prison).'"’ These Germanic
languages, therefore, bear testament to the point made earlier — there is linguistic
evidence of the seizing of felons so that the law might be enacted upon them, but no
evidence of native words indicating a tradition of long-term captivity.

The word prison itself appears to have evolved from the Latin prensio (to seize),
which eventually became prensionem (the right of seizure). The Anglo-Norman
prison (and its variants) was used initially in relation to the act of seizure and then,
only later, to refer to the place in which the seized individuals were to be held. There
are numerous references to being sette on prison, or on prisune don, both meaning
“taken into custody”, that appear in late 11"™-century renditions of the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle,'' but the first unambiguous use of the word to denote a gaol does not
appear until 1225. Interestingly, this latter reference is a deliberately archaized one
referring to John the Baptist who was bihauded on herodes prisone (beheaded in
Herod’s prison).'> Herod, as an ancient despot controlling one of the greatest cities
of the classical world, could easily be imagined as having a prison, but it is also
possible that this new use of the word also represents a changing reality for the
people who employed it.

In his seminal work on prisons in medieval England, Ralph Pugh began with the
bold statement that imprisonment in England “has no connected history before the

end of the twelfth century.”’® Certainly, the Pipe Roll of 1130 mentions neither

' Friedrich Kluge, Etymological dictionary of the German language, translated by J.F. Davis
(London: Bell, 1891), pp. 80 and 110.
" Entries for 1076 and 1160 in Benjamin Thorpe (Ed.), The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (London:
Longman, 1861).
“Richard Morris, An old English miscellany containing a bestiary, Kentish sermons, proverbs of
Alfred, religious poems of the thirteenth century (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 1997), Sermon
131.
" Ralph Pugh, Imprisonment in Medieval England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968),
p- 1.
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gaols nor gaolers in England'* and as late as 1188, when the Tractatus de legibus of
Ranulph de Glanvill was being finished, it was still acceptable for those accused
even of high treason to be freed upon their own recognizance.”” All this changed
dramatically during the second half of the 12" century.

By the time of the accession of Henry II to the throne of England, the Pipe Rolls
began to evidence the existence of both gaols and gaolers in the kingdom, and by the
time of Henry III, only five counties in the realm were without gaols.'® Whether
necessitated by the anarchy of mid 12"-century England, or facilitated by a growing
centralization of power under the Angevins, the result was a systematic application
of a legal practice that had, hitherto, been haphazard at best.

This evolution within English legal practice was interdependent on a correlating
evolution within military architecture. The proliferation of castle building evident in
Western Europe during the 12" century was particularly pronounced in the Norman
domains. These castles offered a suitable infrastructure for the housing of prisoners
although it has long been acknowledged that the castles themselves were not built
with this purpose in mind and were not, at first, “structurally adapted for
imprisonment”.'”” Never the less, prisoners who had been formerly released upon
their own recognizance or housed within the royal estates, might now be secured
within castles or in cells built abutting the castle walls.

The equation of castles with the keeping of prisoners can be seen in very early
English documents. An entry for 1137 in the Anglo-Saxon chronicle complains that,
in that year:

Every rich man made his castles and held them against (King Stephen)
and the land was filled with castles. The wretched people of this land
were cruelly oppressed by the building of these castles and, once the

castles were built, (the lords) filled them will devils and evil men. Then
they seized those whom they imagined had any goods, both by day and

' Pugh, Imprisonment in Medieval England, p. 57.

'3 John Beames (Trans.), 4 Translation of Glanville (Washington: John Byrne & Co., 1900), pp. 278—
279.

' Pugh, Imprisonment in Medieval England, p. 58.

" Pugh, Imprisonment in Medieval England, p. 57.
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by night, men and women, and put them into captivity for their gold and
silver and visited upon them unspeakable torments.'®

It should be noted that the first two words (castle and prison) are loaned from Latin,
possibly via Norman French, which, in turn, adds emphasis to the message being
conveyed. The repetition of “castle” indicates, also, the paucity of cognates
available to the author — at this stage, there would seem to be only one word for this
new phenomenon. Moreover, the whole point of the passage with its exaggerated
rhetoric is to demonstrate to the reader both the unprecedented nature of these events
and their iniquity.

The surge in castle construction was not restricted to the Norman holdings in
France, England, Italy or Palestine. An escalation of the number and quality of
military strongholds in the Norman demesnes was met with a corresponding program
from their immediate neighbors. Many of the castles of the Languedoc were erected
at this time and, during the last decades of the 12" century, the French king, Philip II,
fortified the city of Paris. Nor were castles the only form of buildings being
constructed at the time in which prisoners might be held.

The 12"™-century renaissance, as championed by historians like Charles Haskins
and Kenneth Clark, was marked by the widespread building of monumental
cathedrals, convents and abbeys. There had always been provision within religious
buildings for the confinement of high-status prisoners and recalcitrant clerics, but
these provisions were first formalized during the 13" century. By 1229, the General
Chapter of the Cistercian order had declared that all abbeys of their order that were
able to, should build prisons within their monastic precincts. The Dominican

convents were ordered to do the same in 1238, followed by the Carthusians in 1261,

'8« for wuric riceman his castles makede 7 agaenes him heolden 7 fylden pe land ful of castles hi

suencten suyde pe uurecce men of pe land mid castelweorces pa pe castles uuaren maked pa fylden hi
mid deoules 7 yuele men. ba namen hi pa men pe hi wenden dcet ani god hefden. bathe be nihtes 7 be
deeies carlmen 7 wimmen. 7 diden heom in prisun efter gold 7 syluer 7 pined heom. untellendlice
pining...”
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and the Benedictines in 1343."” These measures were in part brought about by the
advent of the crusade against the Albigensians and the requirements of the various
Inquisitions established at this time by the church. The correlation in the popular
imagination of “dungeon” and “Inquisition” is obviously a strong one, and one which
requires greater exploration outside of this study, but, for now, it is enough to locate
the establishment of clerical prisons within the greater framework of ecclesiastical
architecture.

To this upsurge in military and religious construction must be added a third
point of reference. Guy Geltner’s work on 13" century Italy has demonstrated that
the rise of civic architecture in that region also corresponded with the advent of the
Italian prison — as “government palaces mushroomed across central and northern
Italy, local magistrates began carving out prison spaces as well, mostly... within the
courts and towers of communal palaces”.*” Subsequently, incarceration, which was
“virtually unprecedented prior to the mid-thirteenth century”, became a common
feature of life in the Italian city-states at this time.”' The 12" and 13" centuries,
then, saw the rise of the prison across Western Europe, but it must be emphasized
that a prison is not a dungeon.

Adding to this linguistic and historical confusion of prisons with dungeons is the
etymology of the word “dungeon” itself. Dungeon would appear to be a loan word
from the Old French donjon, signifying the central tower or keep of a castle. Donjon
still carries that sense in modern French, and some historians now use the Anglicized
donjon to distinguish between the tower and the French equivalent of a dungeon —
the oubliette. Auguste Brachet proposed that the Old French donjon was derived
from the Latin dominionem by way of the Medieval Latin domnionem (a lord’s

€699

glides to the palatal approximant “j” changing domnionem

[13%4]
1

domain). The medial

' Megan Cassidy-Welch, Imprisonment in the Medieval Religious Imagination (New York: Palgrave
MacMillan, 2011), p. 28, but see also Pugh, Imprisonment in Medieval England, p. 377.

%% Guy Geltner, The Medieval Prison: A Social History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008),
p. 28.

*! Geltner, The Medieval Prison, p. 3.
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to donjonem, which is then contracted to donjon.*> More than a century later, this is
still the accepted etymology.”

This terminology becomes confused, however, when we consider a parallel
Germanic etymology. There is also the consideration of the unattested Frankish
*dungjo or *dungjon, itself deriving from the equally unattested Proto-Germanic
*dungijon or *dungo. Attested derivatives of these words would all seem to relate to
treasury rooms and vaults. This would locate an alternate (or possible correlate)
origin of the word within a Germanic context and posit cognates such as the Anglo-
Saxon dung (a dwelling, often underground), the Old High German fung (a cellar or
underground house), and even the Old Norse dyngja (a detached apartment or lady’s
bower). It may be that this general confusion is also evident in the earliest uses of
the word in the English sources.

A version of the Middle English poem A4 Disputacion bytwene pe bodi and pe
soule, dating from about 1300, contains the lines the “ground sealed itself again and
the donge was closed up”.** A version of the same poem produced at the end of the
14™ century replaces donge with dungoun.® Tt is tempting to see in this substitution
an indication of subtle changes in the concept of the dungeon itself.

Other contemporary uses of the word show no less ambiguity. Thus, while the
fowle dongon of Richard Coer de Lyon (1. 728) and the dole doungoun of Pear! (1.
1186) are obviously bad places, the cheef dungeon of Dido in Chaucer’s The Legend
of Good Women (1. 937) is a noble tour, as is the doungeoun in John Lydgate’s
translation of Bochas’ Fall of Princes (L.iii.6 a), and the dwngeoune of Barbour’s

Bruce (xvii. 224). It might be this ambiguity that necessitates the use of negative

** Auguste Brachet, Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue francaise (Paris: Bibliothéque
D’Education, 1872), p. 187.

3 See, for example, Philippe Ségéral and Tobias Scheer, “A unified account for the behavior of Gallo-
Romance glides in strong position” in Workshop on Linguistic Change in relation to Linguistic
Theory (Nice, 2009).

** be erpe hemsulf it lek azeyn, Anon pe donge it was fordit. Bodleian Library, Laud Misc. 108, 11.
471-472.

> The eorthe closede hit self azeyn, And the dungoun was for-dit, in Bodleian Library, Vernon
Manuscript, MS. Eng. Poet. a. 1, 11. 471-472.

15



adjectives in the first two instances (fowle and dole) to contrast these dungeons
against the fairer donjons of Chaucer and Lydgate.

Prisoners, of course, especially high-ranking ones, were held in towers. The
cells built next to curtain walls or in gatehouses almost certainly held prisoners of
insubstantial social standing, but knights and nobles would expect to be housed
within the better-appointed apartments of the keep. Donjons, therefore, were
sometimes used as prisons, and the ambiguity of the donjon/dungeon may also have
been a result of this practice. This ambiguity would seem to have diminished during
the 15™ century, but, by the beginning of the 16" century, the dungeon had taken on
an almost universally negative connotation — in a record of the Acts of Parliament
from 1512, the dungeon is equated with a depe pytt under grounde (deep pit under
ground).*®

By the beginning of the 16™ century, then, we can see that the dungeon may
have transformed from a donjon to an oubliette. That an object can take on
significance in literature is interesting in itself, but it is clear that the buildings
themselves changed over time. At some point, prisons went from improvised

additions, to civic or military structures, to purpose-built institutions.

DISCOVERING DUNGEONS IN THE MODERN WORLD

Prosper Mérimée knew how to separate fiction from fact. The one he produced in
his leisure (his most famous novella, Carmen, was published in 1845) and the other
he measured in his role as Inspector-general of Historical Monuments. Born in Paris
during the reign of Napoleon Bonaparte, Mérimée was a product of his age. He
spoke fluent Greek, Spanish, English and Russian, and introduced many of his

countrymen to Russian literature by way of his discerning translations. He was

*® The said Richard was taken and imprisoned in a doungen and a depe pytt under grounde in Acts of
Parliament (1512), Act 4, Henry VIII, c. §, preamble.
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instrumental in arranging the marriage of Napoleon III to Eugenie, daughter of the
Countess of Montijo. He was lover to George Sand (by that time Baroness
Dudevant) and he wrote lurid romances and horror stories in his spare time.
Mérimée’s own affection for Gothic literature, however, and his obsession with

mysticism, were never allowed to encroach on his professional life, where his
remarkable perspicacity and historical insight were demonstrated in public lectures,
scholarly publications and political activism — it was his protest campaign, for
example, that saved the city of Carcassonne from demolition during the mid-19"
century. We would do well, then, to heed the advice of the Inspector-General when
it comes to the subject of the medieval dungeon:

We must warn our readers to guard against local traditions which are

attached to the subterranean dungeon... Too easily we accept the scenes

of horror that novelists put in such places... Do not doubt absolutely the

existence of the oubliette, but regard them as very rare, and admit them
only when such designation is well documented.*’

Many enthusiasts of /e Moyen Age have, at some time, found themselves in the
bowels of a castle, perhaps even a monastery, only to be assailed by the local tour
guide with stories of close incarceration, unspeakable tortures and grisly murders.
The narrow confines of the dank rooms seem to whisper their dark secrets to us, and
the addition of a few infernal devices found on site — some chains, perhaps, or even
a rack — hammer home the point.

I have a particularly vivid memory of being shown one such gruesome cellar,
replete with some stocks, the walls adorned with the hopeless scratchings of the poor
devils who once huddled there awaiting mortification and slow death. Except that I
recognized the “stocks” as a gauge set for cannonballs — certainly stock-like, except

that the holes were used for ensuring the uniform size of projectiles, rather than

" “Nous devons avertir nos lecteurs de se tenir en garde contre les traditions locales qui s attachent
aux souterrains des donjons... accepte trop facilement les scénes d’horreurs que les romanciers
placent dans de semblables lieux... Sans révoquer absolument en doute [’existence des oubliettes, on
doit cependant les considérer comme fort rares, et ne les admettre que lorsqu’une semblable
destination est bien démontrée.” Prosper Mérimée, “Instructions du comité historique des arts et
monuments” in Collection de documents inédits sur [’histoire de France. Architecture militaire (Paris:
Imprimerie impériale, 1857), p.74.
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restraining people. The markings on the wall seemed far too adroitly executed as
well, and a closer inspection revealed the ‘“names” to be canon-types — saker,
culverin and the like. Either the prisoners confined to this hellhole had gone utterly
mad and spent their last few moments compulsively cataloguing artillery pieces or
the room was, in reality, a gun magazine.

The castles built in the 12" century did not simply vanish. Some were torn
down, their dressed stones used for other constructions, but a great many survived.
They were augmented and remodeled. Their size was increased and their numbers
swollen by more fortifications erected in the centuries that followed. When cannon
became so effective that dressed stone was no longer adequate for defense, many of
these castles were pressed into service as repositories for ordinance and powder and,
of course, prisoners. The widespread and systematic use of castles as places of
detention, therefore, must begin at the point at which these institutions could no
longer serve their original purpose. Castles became dungeons only after the age of
the cannon dawned, and it was at this time too, that dungeons began to figure so
prominently not just in our creative literature, but in the historical record as well.

In 1715, René Auguste Constantin de Renneville published the first volume of
his L’Inquisition Frangoise, which chronicled his 11 years of detention in the
Bourbon prison of the Bastille.”® With its description of the Protestant de Renneville
chained next to a corpse and left for dead, the memoir vividly relates the hell this
man was forced to endure, although it does omit telling of the poetry he wrote in the
margins of his copy of Auteurs déguisés while in prison, and his service as a spy for
the English. The book, published simultaneously in French, English and German
(and in Dutch two years later), was an instant success, not least because of its

narrative of the romanticized survivor. De Renneville’s English publisher, William

¥ Constantin de Renneville, L’inquisition Francoise ou [’histoire de la Bastille (Amsterdam: E.
Roger, 1715).
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Taylor, followed up this success in 1719 with Daniel Defoe’s similarly themed
Robinson Crusoe.

There had been many books before L’Inquisition Frangoise that detailed
dungeons and torture, Foxe’s Acts and Monuments has already been mentioned, but
the intention of these books was, for the most part, quite at odds with de Renneville’s
work and, more importantly, the way in which it was received. Obviously, de
Renneville provided ready propaganda for the Protestant countries, and his memoir
was significant in expanding the “Black Legend” north of the Pyrenees, but his was
also one of the first books of its kind to promote the melodrama of suffering as a
form of entertainment, rather than edification.

De Renneville’s book was followed by a very similar Histoire published by the
Abbé Jean de Bucquoy in 1719.% Voltaire, as mentioned already, traded on his own
period of detention within the Bastille and made his contribution to the legend of the
Man in the Iron Mask. Simon-Nicholas Linguet’s Mémoires sur la Bastille was
published in 1783 further damning the prison and cementing the place of the
dungeon in popular culture and in 1787, Jean Henri Latude, perhaps the most famous
of the Bastille’s prisoners, published Le Despotisme dévoilé.*® By the end of 18"
century, then, the dungeon had become a fixed point not only in literature, but in an
imagined history as well, a fopos in its own right. It was about the same time that the
physical pull towards the dark locus of the dungeon also began to exert itself.

Modern scholars of Dark Tourism locate its origins in prehistory. The
memorialization of the dead leads, eventually, to individuals undertaking journeys to
visit or revisit locations that were held to be sacred. Early Christians, for example,
made pilgrimages to places associated with the story of Christ. Later, these centers

of pilgrimage were extended to include the shrines of apostles and saints.

* Abbé Jean de Bucquoy, L Histoire Du Sieur Abbé-comte De Bucquoy, Singuliérement Son Evasion
Du For —I’évéque Et De La Bastille (Amsterdam: Du Noyer, 1719).

% Jean Henri Latude, Le Despotisme dévoilé ou Mémoires de Henri Masers de la Tude, détenu
pendant trente-cing ans dans les diverses prisons d'état (Amsterdam: XX, 1787).
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“Souveniring”, the acquisition of objects from the place of pilgrimage, was a
natural progression from the pilgrimage itself. Sacred relics from the shrine served
as a memento for the pilgrim and could also be traded or sold to other individuals
unable or unwilling to make the pilgrimage themselves.

We know from reading literature like Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, that
pilgrimage was also a form of entertainment, an early form of tourism, and we know
also that the secularization of these pilgrimages vastly predated the Reformation.
This secularization gradually led to the establishment of cultural tourist events like
the Grand Tour and promoted other, non-religious sites as destinations of pilgrimage
— the grave of a famous poet, perhaps, or the site of a crucial battle.

The popularization of the battlefield pilgrimage marks a significant variant in the
trajectory of Dark Tourism, for the locus is shifted ostensibly from the individual —
St Jame’s shrine in Compostella, for example — to the collective. If one might visit
a battlefield where thousands died, and thereby honor their sacrifice, one might also
visit the scene of a massacre, to do the same. This thinking lay at the heart of the
memorialization of the Bastille that occurred following the uprising on the 14™ of
July, 1789.

In truth, the Bastille had already been making money for clever entrepreneurs
even before it fell. De Renville, Linguet and Latude had all made good money from
their memoirs, but in the wake of the French Revolution, entrepreneurs realized that
there was money to be made not only in writing about the macabre, but in
showcasing it as well. Even as it was being dismantled, men such as Pierre-Frangois
Palloy began to trade on the Bastille’s grim history by staging shows, selling
souvenirs and marketing keepsakes,’' and the Bastille was only the beginning of

dungeon tourism.

31 Simon Schama, Citizens: Chronicle of the French Revolution (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1989),
pp. 406-418.
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Just as Byron was drawn to dungeons like those in Chillon, so too were
countless others. The 19" century saw a steady rise in this form of Dark Tourism as
supply outstripped demand. In towns so unfortunate as to lack their own dungeon,
museums of criminology were established. Converted mills, or barns or disused
convents were filled with old stocks, heavy doors and torture devices, as tourists paid
to enter and be educated. In this rush to educate the public, though, fact seemed to
rank low on the entrepreneur’s list of priorities. Prosper Mérimée may have warned
his audience not to disregard entirely the existence of the medieval dungeon, but, by
the middle of the 19" century, they were being discovered everywhere. Perhaps
Meérimée had been mistaken.

In 1835, Mérimée commissioned the young architect Eugéne Viollet-le-Duc to
undertake the “restoration” of the Romanesque abbey of Vézelay. It was to be the
first of many such commissions. Eventually, Viollet-le-Duc was to work on a
plethora of projects — Mont-Saint Michel, Notre Dame de Paris, Carcassonne —
repairing the damage done by centuries of conflict and neglect, but also,
controversially, augmenting the structures with medievalist additions. Ruskin was an
outspoken critic of such endeavors, this “impotent and ugly degradation” as he called
it,”> but few visitors today question the oddly Northern tower roofs of Carcassonne,
or the “third” tower of Notre Dame, or, indeed, its gargoyles — all of them, of
course, 19" century additions.

In dealing with the matter of dungeons, Viollet-le-Duc quotes Mérimée in the 6™
volume of his Dictionnaire raisonné de l'architecture frangaise. The Dictionnaire
was the product of a protracted survey of French medieval architecture carried out by
Viollet-le-Duc in his official capacity as government architect. With regards to
dungeons, Viollet-le-Duc agreed with Mérimée and wrote that, of all the

fortifications they had surveyed, only three could make credible claims as to

32 John Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture (New York: Dover Publications, 1880), p. 196.
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possessing an oubliette. Of these three, the first, the “dungeon” at Chateaux Chinon,
was almost definitely a latrine. The second, at the Bastille, was probably an ice-
room — certainly it conformed to the structure of ice-rooms that he had seen in other
castles. Thus, of all the “dungeons” that Viollet-le-Duc had been shown, only one, at
Pierrefonds, might be deemed authentic, although the presence of a well in the center
of the room also pointed to other possibilities, even there.”

A half century later, Maria Hornor Lansdale was similarly skeptical when
documenting her visits to the chdteaux of central France. In commenting on the
entrance to one oubliette in the Royal castle of Loches, she pointed out to her readers
that the room below was clearly a cellar and that it was “certainly never used” for
any “sinister purpose”.’* Lansdale then went on to remind her readers of the
admonition of Viollet-le-Duc on such matters. At about the same time, the Jesuit
apologist Herbert Thurston was also employing Viollet-le-Duc to refute
misinformation about the Catholic Church propagated by popular writers such as H.
Rider Haggard. In his article “The Immuring of Nuns”, for example, Thurston
enumerated the connections between the imagined history of the oubliette, the
conceptual basis of medievalism, and the politics of anti-Catholicism.” None of
these intelligent commentaries, however, did anything to reverse the growing
popularity of the dungeon as a tourist destination.

The learned tomes of experts such as Mérimée, Viollet-le-Duc and Hornor
Lansdale were simply swamped in the 20™ century by a tidal wave of pamphlets.
Keen to turn their castles and town halls (and even derelict abbeys) into tourist
attractions, private owners and civic councils produced ready guides and foldable

maps that celebrated the dark past of these monuments. Historical accuracy, of

> Eugéne Viollet-le-Duc, Dictionnaire raisonné de l'architecture frangaise du Xle au XVle siécle
(Paris: B. Bance, 1854—-1868), Vol. 6, pp. 451-454.

** Maria Hornor Lansdale, The Chdteaux of Touraine (New York: Century Co., 1905), p. 81.

> Herbert Thurston, “The Immuring of Nuns” in Publications of the Catholic Truth Society, Volume
16 (London: Catholic Truth Society, 1898 — but originally published in 1892), pp. 117-144.
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course, took a back seat to sensationalism, and the tourist literature abounded with
stories of bloody murders, fearsome torture and revenant ghosts.

This popular surge was further augmented by an exponential growth in the
research of medieval fortifications following the Second World War and the
subsequent rise of “castelology”.’® The research fed into the tourist industry and the
tourist industry promoted research. Popular attractions could afford to offer study
grants to potential researchers. Some could even afford to fund on-site historians and
scholars-in-residence. Countries such as the United States and Australia who,
because of their settlement history, lacked medieval castles, sought to cash in on this
trend by opening up decommissioned gaols to the general public. This was a period
of intense validation for the so-called middle strata of the Dark Tourism industry, the
level at which historicity and entertainment meet.”’

By the early 1970s, however, the constraints of entertainment had begun to
overshadow the limitations of historicity, and dungeons began to leave their
“historical” settings. In 1974 the London Dungeon opened. This torture-themed
amusement site was then franchised, with the York Dungeon opening in 1986. Over
the next decade or so Dungeons were also established in Edinburgh, Amsterdam and
Hamburg. By the beginning of the 21* century Merlin Entertainments, who own and
operate the franchise, had grown to be the second largest visitor attraction operator in
the world (after Disney).”® The meager resources of academic scholarship could not
hope to compete with this level of industry, nor could they hope to excite the same

level of popular attention. As university-based research in the final quarter of the

%% See Bernard Bachrach’s somewhat acerbic commentary on this phenomenon in his review of N.J.G.
Pounds, “The Medieval Castle in England and Wales: A Social and Political History” and J.R.
Kenyon, “Medieval Fortifications” in Albion: A Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies
(Vol. 24, No. 2, Summer, 1992), pp. 301-304.

*7 Philip Stone, “A Dark Tourism Spectrum: towards a typology of death and macabre related tourist
sites, attractions and exhibitions” in Tourism (Vol. 54, No. 2, 2006), pp. 145-160, p. 154.

*¥ Richard Sharpley and Philip Stone (Eds), The Darker Side of Travel: The Theory and Practice of
Dark Tourism (Bristol: Channel View, 2009), p. 170.
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20™ century became more nuanced and more focused upon the subtleties of medieval
history, the gap was filled with the works of self-trained “castelologists”.

Frank Bottomley’s The Castle Explorer’s Guide was typical of these books that
began to emerge in the late 1970s, and it was probably one of the most successful as
well. Seven editions of the Guide were published in English between 1979 and 1983
and there are 351 libraries worldwide that house one of these editions. Avenel
Books also published a separate American edition in 1979, and this version ran to
later print runs in 1983 and 1984. The book was still in print and in multiple
translations in 1995.

In Bottomley’s Guide there is no distinction made between the medieval prison
and the dungeon — they are the same thing.”> Moreover, Bottomley construes the
oubliette as a feature of many dungeons. According to the Guide, oubliettes are
“often found in Scottish castles”,*” and are also observable at Castle Rising,
Skenfrith, Newark, Alnwick and Cockermouth.*!

Following on from Bottomley’s work, Lise Hull has published six books on
“castelology” since 2005 and offers online courses in “Exploring Medieval Castles”.
Hull cites Bottomley in her work and has seemingly resolved the donjon/dungeon
ambiguity by introducing the term “dungeon tower”.*> For Hull, as for Bottomley,
there is little to distinguish the medieval prison from the oubliette.”” Moreover,
Hull’s various works seek to establish that, even though the oubliette was seldom
used,* it was even more common than Bottomley had suggested. Hull confirms the

oubliette at Pierrefonds, and finds additional examples from Rumeli Hisari (in

Turkey), Berkeley, Pembroke® and Warwick.* At Berkeley, Hull writes, it was

%% Frank Bottomley, The Castle Explorer’s Guide (London: Kaye and Ward, 1979), p. 52.
0 Bottomley, The Castle Explorer’s Guide, p. 134.

*! Bottomley, The Castle Explorer’s Guide, pp. 134 and 145.

*2 Lise Hull, Britain’s Medieval Castles (Westport: Praeger, 2006), p. 30.

* Hull, Britain’s Medieval Castles, pp. 30-31.

* Hull, Britain’s Medieval Castles, p. 32.

*> Hull, Britain’s Medieval Castles, p. 32.

% Lise Hull, The Great Castles of Britain and Ireland (London: New Holland, 2005), p. 34.
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normal for the guards to drop (living) “human prisoners onto a mass of animal flesh
already decaying in the oubliette”.*’

Books by authors such as Hull and Bottomley are informed by and, at the same
time, feed into, an industry that has at its heart centuries of dystopian medievalism.
The result is a feedback loop that amplifies the noise of “foul deeds done”, while
simultaneously drowning out the more subtle melodies of historical discourse. This
is not to say that dreadful things never happened in the Middle Ages, obviously they
did. The dual point to be stressed here is both that dreadful things did happen then
and that they happen still. That we would want to project onto our past a
multiplication and intensification of such suffering speaks more to our needs for the
reassurance of progress than it does to any historical reality.

Medieval castles did hold prisoners, but this was not the primary purpose of a
castle. Prisoners held in castles were usually from the upper echelons of society and
they were usually held in conditions that befitted their social status.

Medieval prisons did exist, but they operated according to the law. For the most
part, prisoners were kept in circumstances that reflected their social standing, and
when these conditions were not met, prisoners sought recourse by the processes of
the law under which they were held.

Most importantly, the modern concept of the medieval dungeon, in particular the
oubliette, would seem to have very little substance in reality. We find no reference
to them in medieval texts and we find scant evidence of them in the architecture of
the prisons and the castles that survive. For the most part, they would seem to be the

products of the modern imagination.

*"Hull, Britain’s Medieval Castles, p. 32.
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