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I. SKETCH OF THE HISTORY OF THE ANCIENT MODES OF 
FASTENING DOORS.

By Edward Higgin, Esq., Honorary Member of the Manchester 
Natural History Society.

A full history of ancient door fastenings would describe so large an 
amount of mechanical ingenuity, and embrace such distant periods, 
that the following paper can only be considered as a sketch of an 
obscure, though interesting subject. It may be divided into three 
sections, detailing three kinds of fastenings, in the probable order of 
their invention Bars, Bolts, Locks and Keys. To the hinges, pivots 
and latches, I need not do more than allude in passing.

The first erection with doors that History speaks of is the Ark, 
but there are no means mentioned by which the doors could he 
fastened. When the occupants had entered therein previous to the 
deluge, we read that " the Lord shut them in," and it is noticeable 
that this closing was of such a nature, that Noah, after sending forth 
the Dove the third time, removed the covering of the Ark to look 
abroad after which the commandment was given him " to go forth," 
the sealing up or fastening of whatever kind having been removed.' 1 '

The next point in chronological order in the Biblical History is 
found in the book of Job, when 1520 years before our sera, the sea 
is spoken of as being " shut up with doors", and afterwards of its

(1) Qesenins commenting on this passage translates the Hebrew word 

by the past tense of the verb active claudo thus, " clausit Jehovah post eura"  
("januam" aubaud.) The same word is used in I. Samuel i. chap. 5 v., where it is 
employed figuratively as to the closing of the womb; but in Joshua vi. chap. 1 v. 
it again occurs with reference to the city of Jericho, which was " struitly shut up." In 
the marginal reading of this latter passage, there is given the variation " did shut 
up and was shut up," which Gesenius translates "clanserat," (porlas subaud.), " et 
obserata erat," (pessulis suband.) This eminent authority says that in the active 
voice the Hebrew verb signifies, to close, but in the passive or pual conjugation, to 
fasten with bars. The Chaldee paraphrase of the above translates " Jericho was shut 
up with gates of iron, and made strong with ban of brass."
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" being broken up, and set with bars and doors."(1) Eighty years 
after we find the " threescore cities taken in the region of Argob, 
were fenced with high walls, gates, and bars."W And the Egyptian 
monuments of about the same period bear evidence of having had 
similar fastenings. <3) When Sampson escaped out of the prison 
at Gaza, about 1140 years B. C., he took the " doors of the gates 
of the city, and the two posts, and went away with them bar and 
all."'4' Sixty years later Saul rejoiced in having David in his 
toils, because he had entered into the city of Keilah, which " was 
surrounded by walls with gates and bars."(6) Subsequently, when 
Nehemiah rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem, he replaced the " Fish 
gate with doors or gates having bars and locks."(8) In the ruins 
at Pompeii the chambers in the walls are still visible, in which the 
bar which fastened the door travelled; and the ancient Greeks used 
bars going from jamb to jamb, which they called "/uo^Xor answering 
to the Roman " repagulee."'7' In the vaults of Lancaster Castle, in 
the old Dungeon Tower, supposed to have been built in the 4th 
century, the doors were fastened in a similar manner. The cham­ 
bers in wliich the bar was placed were of capacity to admit a solid 
piece of timber about four inches square there were neither hinges 
nor pivots, but the door must have been lifted away before ingress 
or egress could be made. A model, which I present on behalf of 
Mr. Winfield Higgin, was made by the late Governor prior to the 
alterations at the Castle. Plate 7, Pig. 1.

The door of the Church at Lydiate, as mentioned at page 148 of 
1st vol. of our transactions, was similarly barred. The Irish Abbeys, 
Dr. Hume informs me, were fastened in the same manner, with the 
addition of pivots on which the doors turned. At Aylesbury the

(1) Job, xxxviii. chap, 8 v. (2) Deut 8, 6, oir U50 B. C. 
(8) Sir J. O. Wilkinson's Manners and Customs of Egyptians, 1st seriea, vol. 2, p. 110.

(4) Judges, 16 o. 3 v. Cir 1140 B. C.
(5) I. Samuel, 23 c. 7 v. (0) Nehemiah, 3 e. 1 to 0 v. Cir 415 B.C. 

(7_) Smith's Diet, of Antiquities.
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Parish Church is an ancient cruciform structure in the decorated 
style, with some earlier portions. The door of the Chapel is very 
ancient, probably of Norman character, opening hy means of a latch 
key11' in the centre, which turns a strong iron bar that drops into two 
staples.'8' In some of our own monastic buildings, iron hooks wero 
substituted for the chambered wall, into which the iron bar was 
dropped, and this adaptation exists to the present day. Plate 7, 
Fig. 3. The latest form was that where hooks or staples wero in­ 
serted into the panels of the door, and a short bar was dropped across 
them, or pushed through them. Plate 7, Figs. 4 and 2. It was 
probably in this way that the door at the Blackfriars' Convent at 
Scone was fastened by the heroic Catherine Douglas placing her 
own fair arm in lieu of the bolt, which the conspirators had removed, 
ere entering to murder the king.(S'

Early and rude as is the invention of the Bar it has come down 
to our own age, as the simplest and strongest mode of fastening, 
and many buildings, rustic as well as elegant, owe their nightly 
security to the bar dropped into iron staples on each side of the door.

Retracing our steps a little, we find that the next form of fastening 
was that of a bolt. This is first mentioned in Scripture at a period 
2880 years ago, when Ammon having turned Tamar out of his 
chamber, desired his servant " to bolt the door upon her,"'4' but 
this is 1200 years later than we have traces of a similar invention; 
for Sir Gardner Wilkinson remarks that at Thebes, in the stono 
lintels and floor behind the thresholds of the Tombs and Temples, 
are " seen the holes in which the pivots turned, as well as those for

(1) Such a one probably as fig. 6, pi. 8, etched from the Hartlip collection.
(2) Builder, No. 362.

(3) Mr. Redgrave in his fresco of Catherine Douglas, for the new Palace at West­ 
minster, represents the noble girl putting her arm through one staple, as Fig. 2, 
and holding another. I think it more likely that the bolt had been withdrawn from a 
contrivance like our night bolt, or from hooks on the panels as mentioned in the text, 
as the arm could hardly have been broken in the mode that artist has represented. 

(4) II. Samuel, 13,17.
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the bolts and bars, and the recess for receiving the opened valves. 
The folding doors had bolts sometimes ahove as well as below, and 
a bar was placed in the centre from one wall to the other." The 
houses at Pompeii have all holes cut in the sill of the doorway to 
admit bolts which were attached to each foris, and the plates cover­ 
ing these grooves were highly ornamented and emhossed. One is 
preserved in the Portici Museum at Naples, Plate 8, Fig. 3, and 
another, which slides in an iron groove, is moved up and down by 
a chain.

Terence distinguishes the difference between barring a door, and 
bolting it; thus, " pessulum ostio obdo,"' 1 ' to fasten with the 
bolt " ostium obsera,"(8> to bar the door.

In Mr. Salt's collection is an ancient model of an Egyptian 
house, found at Alexandria, a sketch of the door of which and the 
mode of bolting is given, Fig. 1, PI. 8. It is engraved in Wilkinson's 
Egypt, as well as the door of a tomb at Thebes, Fig. 2, PI. 8, which 
had bolts at top and bottom as well as wooden bolts fastening across 
the centre. The principle is the same in both, a bolt sliding into an 
opening made to receive it.

Montfaucon says " the doors of the ancients had many bolts to 
the same lock, which were moved backwards and forwards by a 
chain," from which he derives the French name for a padlock or 
chainlock, " cadena" ex " catena."'3' These bolts could also be 
opened from the outside by means of a leathern thong or i/uap/4' as 
is mentioned several times in the Odyssey, which being carried 
through a hole in the door was acted on by a loop or key.'5' Jn

(!) Ter. Eun. 8, 6, 65. (2) Ter. F.un. 4, 0, 26. 
(8) Montfaucon Expl. des Ant. Tom. !t, pt. 1, p. 103.

(4) This clastic invention remains to the present day. A st"ry is told of an Irish boy, 
whose master wanting to teach him the letter K, asked him what bis mother opened 
the door with ("key," hibernice " kay," being the desired answer) " share, ear, wid a 
piece of string" was however the reply.

(5) Eus. ad Horn. Ody. iz.
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early times the bolt was shot into a socket, or withdrawn with the 
finger or a key inserted in an orifice made in one of the panels. 
The wise man in the Canticles says " My beloved put in his hand 
by the hole of the door," and the expression occurs in Plautus'11 
" uncinum immittere," to insert a hook, to open the door.

There are Egyptian keys of the present day similar to Fig. 11, PI. 8, 
which is drawn from an ancient one in the possession of Sir J. G. 
Wilkinson, consisting of a long shank with a ring at one end, and 
at the other a cross piece at an angle on which there are three or 
more projecting teeth. This curious form of key throws light on a 
remarkable passage in Isaiah, xxii. c. 22 v. " And the key of the 
house of David will I lay upon his shoulder." "That in early ages 
keys were made of crooked forms having iron or wooden handles, 
which could be put into holes in the doors and made to move a bolt 
backwards or forwards, is evident from the testimony of Homer, 
when he says (Odyssey 21) that Penelope wanting to open a ward­ 
robe, took a brass key, very crooked, hafted with ivory. On which 
Eustathius remarks that this kind of key was very ancient, and 
differed from the keys with several wards, which have been invented 
since, but that these ancient keys were still in use in his time." 
(Cir A. D. 1150). The poet Ariston, in the Anthologia, Book vii. 
gives a key the epithet |3a0uicajU7rT) " one that is much bent." These 
crooked keys were, in the shape of a sickle, SptrravottSeTc accord­ 
ing to Eustathius, and therefore carried on the shoulder. Calli- 
machus in his hymn to Ceres, line 45, says that the goddess having 
assumed the form of Nicippe, her priestess, carried a key Karw/jaSiav 
that is, super humeralem, " fit to be borne on the shoulder."^' 
Amongst some Roman remains found at Hartlip in Kent, and en­ 
graved in Mr. C. Roach Smith's Collectanea Antiqua, are some 
crooked instruments which have puzzled the finders to state what 
they were used for. Three are etched PI. 8, Figs. 4, 5, and 7, which

(1) Plant. Aul. 1, 2, 25. (2) Parkhurst's Heb. Lexicon, under
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would exactly answer Ariston's description, and I should think the 
prohlem solved.

It seems to me probahle that the necessity of making the orifice 
of such a nature that a piece of metal of a peculiar shape alone 
could he inserted, led to the invention of the lock.

Eustathius' commentary on the Odyssey says, that in early times all 
fastenings were made with chains, and that locks and keys were com­ 
paratively a late invention. " Pliny states that Theodoras of Samos, 
who flourished 700 years before Christ, was the inventor of the lat- 
ter,"(l > but G30 years previously or cir. 1336 B.C., Ehud having stab­ 
bed Eglon, king of Moab, shut the doors of the parlour upon him, 
and locked them, taking the key away the lock was subsequently 
opened by the servants taking another key and using it.(2) Solomon 
also at a little later period'8' speaks of his hands " dropping myrrh 
on the handles of the lock ;" and at the time of Nehemiah rebuild­ 
ing the walls at Jerusalem, he ordered his workmen " to set up locks 
on the gates." Denon, in his work on Egypt, has engraved a lock 
which he found sculptured in one of the Temples at Karnac, about 
which he writes as follows'41  " I have placed it among the 
antiques because it is the same kind of lock which has served the 
Egyptians for 4000 years. I found it sculptured amongst the bas- 
reliefs which decorate the grand temple at Karnac. It is simple in 
construction, easily made, as secure as any other lock, and would 
serve well for all rustic purposes." The ancient Egyptians, how­ 
ever, sealed these locks with clay, as has been discovered at Thebes. 
An etching is given from Denon's engraving, PI. 9, Fig. 2, as also of 
a model which I have had made and presented to the Society. PI. 9, 
Fig. 1. It will be perceived that a boltA slides in a cross piece" 
in which are a number of headed pins" which fall down when the 
lock is shut, into LolesE made in the upper frame of the bolt. A

(1) Smith, p. 505. (4) Jud. 3, 22 to 24. (8) Cir. 1014 B. C., Can. 5 ch. 6 v. 
(1) Deuon's Voyage. Tome 2, planches et explications, p. 139.
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key* -with a number of similar points, answering in form to those 
in the cross piece, is introduced by the orifice 0, when the pins ore 
lifted and the bolt -withdrawn. Singularly enough this is the 
principle which Barren introduced in 1778, and the one on which 
all the improvements, since that period, of tumblers, guards or 
levers have been based. The model, and locks similarly made could 
easily be picked if time were given, (the picklock having merely to 
introduce a blank key covered with wax, by which to make the false 
key), but would be extremely difficult, if not impossible, to pick on 
the instant, whilst the mode of placing the pins might be varied 
ad infinitum.

All the writers whom I have consulted, state that the Greeks and 
Bomans derived the use and form of the lock from the Egyptians, 
but they do not give any authority for the statement, and it seems 
to me improbable that the invention came from a country where 
stone and wood were used to so much greater extent than metals, 
whilst the present art of casting and working in bronze and iron 
can be traced to Theodoras of Samos, who lived about 2580 years ago.

The earliest locks of the ancients were not fixed to the doors but 
were removable, like our padlocks, for it is expressly mentioned by 
Propertius, that these locks were employed with chains linked to 
a staple or door post.(1) The sketch, Fig. 5, PI. 9, represents a lock 
of the kind described, which Mr. Eich says was found in a tomb at 
Eome with the key belonging to it, and the barrel of another with tho 
key rusted in it is preserved in the British Museum. It is an interest­ 
ing specimen as showing the connecting link between the sliding 
bolt, and the later lock. It evidently fastened the two ends of an 
open link, and must have been slided backwards and forwards to 
open or fasten the gate. The padlock has always been a favorite 
form of fastening, not only with the Greeks and Romans, but with 
the nations of the East. In a curious lock, a sketch of which is

(1) Rich's Diet. p. 597. Et jaceat taciti lapsa catena serA. Prop. 4,12, 26.
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given Pi. 9, Fig. 4, from India, the representation of a bird or hawk, 
the Hindoo god " Garuda," forms the outside, the wings and tail of 
which are made to conceal the link that opens and shuts. Ingenious 
padlocks are brought home from China, as PI. 9, Fig. 6, which are 
used by the curious in this country, and the ring padlocks, with 
names or sentences ou them, date from a very ancient period.

The Celtic nations had locks of wood made with notches, 
having bolts acted on by keys. In the Museum of the Society of 
Antiquaries at Edinburgh, is preserved a very old lock of this kind, 
PI. 9, Fig. 3, which is so intricate that two gentlemen to whom I ap­ 
plied could neither describe it, nor draw it so as to make the method 
understood, and Fosbroke says, " Wooden locks are common 
in the Highlands of Scotland artfully contrived with notches, 
which can only be opened by the wooden keys which belong to 
them."(1) There remain, says Montfaucon,'2' very few ancient 
locks, except those on trunks; but a great many keys are found, the 
greater part of bronze, from the wards of which can be judged 
almost with certainty the form and interior of the lock. From 
the very remarkable keys found at Pompeii, several of which are 
etched, PI. 8, Figs. 9 & 10, it will be evident that the art of the lock­ 
smith 1800 years ago was quite as far advanced as it was until 
within the last 70 years, and that the security consisted in the 
number and intricacy of the wards. The Greeks and Eomans were 
perfectly familiar with the use of locks, and from passages in 
the classic writers we find that they knew what " sub clavi esse" 
was. Husbands and sons of errant habits were sometimes 
" claustro foris exclusi." " Serse pensiles" or hanging locks were

(1) Fosbroke, p. 328.

(2) Moutfaucon Exp. des Ant. Tome 3, pt. 1, p. 105. II nons reate aujourdhni trea 
pea (les serrures aucienues, je n'en ai point encore vu d'antiques, hors celle que uous 
avons remarqneea ci devant, aur les scrinions qne n'aident qu' a en connoiti£ un peu la 
forme exterieure, mais il noua reate un grand nombre de clefs, la plupart de bronze, 
surlea dens desquelles on peut jager & peu pr6s de la forme interieure dea serrures.
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used for the inner rooms, and " claves adulterinee" or skeleton keys 
were used by locksmiths, who with the Greeks were called icXtjSoirofot 
and by the Romans " claustrorum fabri."

The nations of India still use a key Fosbroke says derived from 
Egypt, made as a circle and cross. According to Wilkinson, quoting 
the scholiast of Aratus, the keys of the Egyptian Temples bore the 
figure of a Lion, from which chains were suspended, having a heart 
attached to them, the meaning of which is unknown. The use 
of two keys, etched from Montfaucon's work, seems undecided. 
Figs. 8 & 9, PI. 8, are supposed to be latch keys, the icXttSfa Kpvn-Ta 
of the Greeks, or the " clauses claves" of Virgil, probably from 
their being scarcely visible in the lock, as Mr. Yates observes,' 1 ) or 
else from not being visible from the outside. The key, PI. 8, 
Fig. 8, is from one found at Caerleon, of iron, and the one on 
the right-hand side, Fig. 10, which has a hole in winch to 
insert the thumb as a lever, is supposed to be the kind given to 
women on their entering the marriage state. " Clavim consuetudo 
erat mulieribus donare."'8) Most of the ancient keys are of bronze, 

but some of iron.

From the period at which Roman civilization attained its greatest 
height, to that in which ecclesiastical architecture in Europe was 
brought to such eminence, little is known regarding the door 
fastenings ; but Fosbroke mentions that the edifices of the middle 
ages had " turning locks, chains, or padlocks;" and great pains 
were taken to make the wards very intricate, whilst to prevent the 
introduction of picklocks, the bit, barrel, and pin were made of 
irregular and angular forms, and elegant but useless work decorated 
the back plate and scutcheons.

In later times springs to support the bolt were introduced, and 
a curious and remarkable lock exhibited and presented to the meet­ 
ing, of the time of Henry 4th of France, is arranged so that the

(11 Art Janua, Smith's Diet, of Ant (2) Adam's Eom. Ant.
F
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snaps of the lid or door are caught in powerful spring catches, 
which would retain them until released hy the key being passed round.

To connect the past with the present; I would remark that the art 
of lock-making was as perfect 400 years ago as it is at this moment 
in one particular the impossibility of picking or opening with a 
false key; but the wards of the old locks are so numerous and 
so fine that they are very liable to get out of oider, and it fre­ 
quently happened that the service they performed was a little 
" de trop," inasmuch as the possessor of the proper key could 
neither open his strong box, nor unlock the door, if the locks were 
even slightly disarranged. What was required was simplicity and 
cheapness, and these have for some time been achieved. In 1778, 
Barren made the first advance in the art by the introduction of a 
tumbler, or the insertion of an obstacle to the motion of the bolt, 
which retained the bolt until the key lifting both released the latter. 
Bramah carried this invention still further, rejecting entirely fixed 
words, and introducing a spring and moveable guards, which need 
not now be dwelt upon, as the lock has been completely superseded 
by Chubb's detector. This contrivance, adapting the Egyptian 
principle to a series of levers, has left little to be desired in simplicity 
of form, security, and strength, whilst the introduction of a catch 
which retains the bolt on a false key being inserted, to which the 
name of " Detector" has been given, makes the fastening still more 
secure, and enables the rightful possessor to know when his lock 
has been tried. The latch is released by introducing the proper 
key/15 The combination latch of the same inventor possesses in a 
beautiful degree the qualities of simplicity and security also. Six 
steel levers working on a pivot, and kept in their places by a strong 
spring, are lifted at irregular intervals, and at different heights by 
the proper key, in such a manner that no instrument inserted be-

(1) Since the expiry of the " Detector" patent, an addition, by Mr. Tann, has 
been made by fixing a "reliance ward" to one of the guards, and the improvement of 
making the levers work from alternate ends.
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neath the latches can lift all at the same time. Another simple 
contrivance, intended for safes and strong boxes, shoots bolts from 
each side of a door in such a way that force cannot open them.

An interesting account might be drawn up descriptive of the 
great number of keys that have been handed down to us from the 
mediaeval period, which embrace elegance of form with aptness and 
fitness of ornament, and serve even yet as models to our artizans ; 
but my paper has already reached to too great a length, and to 
enter on the subject would be beyond the line I have drawn for 
myself.

The investigation I have pursued, commencing merely in a desire 
to illustrate the model of the door from the old tower at Lancaster 
Castle, has led me to repeat to myself frequently the words of the 
preacher " There is nothing new under the sun." When the earth 
before the Flood was filled with wickedness, the organs of Acquisi­ 
tiveness and Secretiveness were as active amongst the Antediluvians, 
as now among the highest civilized nations of the earth hence the 
means of securing personal property and restraining the vicious 
propensities of man, were eagerly sought by the early generations 
of the human race. There were spirits then as now whose motto 
was not " Quod tuum tenere," sed " quod alterum prehendere." 
When Tubal Cain, 5700 years ago, instructed his fellow-men in the 
" working of every artifice of brass and iron," we may rest assured 
that in whatever way his knowledge had been acquired, whether by 
revelation or by the inventive faculty of the mind, he knew well 
how to make sure the depositaries of the treasures of silver and 
gold, how to forge chains and fetters for the prisoners, and bars and 
bolts to bind the prison gates. There can be no doubt that, in 
whatever country the first man lived, civilization was perfected in 
the valley of the Nile, and in the monuments of Egypt accordingly 
we come on the first traces of door fastenings. Only 370 years 
after the Flood, (1520 B. C., Gen. 12, 15), Pharoahs held their 
court at Thebes attended by Princes, surrounded by the insignia of
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royalty, their dresses hlazing with gems and gold. A royal priest­ 
hood created magnificent temples for their false gods, offerings of 
ivory-work and cedar, the gold of Ophir, and the spices of Arabia 
were presented, and deposited in securely fastened rooms. We thus 
find that during fifty centuries, invention and art have been em­ 
ployed in door fastenings only to arrive at a conclusion long since 
reached the power of secluding ourselves and our property from 
others. To this point civilization hitherto has come and gone and 
come again. The education which shall do away with such neces­ 
sities has not been attempted, nor does our past experience of 
civilized life prove that it could effect any such object. With the 
savage it is different. The Indian of North America draws a bough 
before his door, and no man enters the wigwam in his absence. The 
native of the Nicobars knots a withe round the door-post of his 
wattled hut, and leaves his spears, his yams, his mats in perfect 
security. Even the white man learns something of this savage 
virtue from the red Indian, for he can also leave his door simply 
latched, fearless of man appropriating his little store. Should 
another backwoods-man come to the log house in its owner's absence, 
he lights his pipe at the smouldering fire, casts himself on the couch 
of skins, and when rested and refreshed he goes on his way un- 
stricken by conscience. But when the fire-water and the rifle have 
demoralized the savage, the open wigwam gives place to the closed 
door, and vice fills the bosom where honesty once dwelt. As civi­ 
lization advances, the village becomes a town, the latch is again 
exchanged for the bolt, and the outer gate is secured by a padlock 
and chain. Simplicity gives way to mechanical ingenuity, confi­ 
dence to distrust. Justice provides a prison for her convicts, and 
requires the means of retaining them there. The open door and 
hearty hospitality are exchanged for ceremonious visits and long 
invitations, and the master of a house rests not until he knows that 
the combination4ever-latch is down and the trusty Chubb securely 
locked.


