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An Illustration of the Lost Walsh 
Knight from the Jerpoint Cloister 

Arcade
By PETER HARBISON

When Canon Carrigan visited the Protestant Church at 
Piltown in County Kilkenny in the early years of this century, 
he was still able to see there a slab which is believed to have 
come originally from Jerpoint and which had been brought to 
Bessborough House before it was moved to Piltown around 
1870. The slab had the figure of a knight on each of its two 
broad faces as can be seen from Carrigan's description of it 
in 1905 : (1)

“ It is exactly similar to those slabs at Jerpoint and 
Inistioge, formerly used to separate the window lights 
in the cloister. On each face is a well carved effigy of 
a warrior in complete armour, the shield in one instance 
being charged with erm ine , a chevron  as on one of the 
sculptured stones in Fiddown churchyard; the other 
shield has the ordinary Walsh coat of arms, viz., a chev 
ron betw een three pheon s.”

Unfortunately, Carrigan is the last person who is reported as 
having seen it, and the slab has since been lost. Professor E. C. 
Rae (2) has searched for it without success, and John Hunt (3) 
and I have also striven in vain to locate it.

However, while browsing recently through the 1823 edition 
of Sheffield Grace's M em oirs o f the Fam ily o f Grace, I  came 
upon what must surely be an old illustration of one side of the 
slab. The plate of which it forms part bears the caption “Tomb 
Stones of the Walsh Family in Jerpoint Abbey” and shows not 
only the gravestones of Edmund Walsh and Joan Butler of 1476 
and of Robert Walsh and Katherine Poher of 1501, but also 
what is equally obviously not a gravestone but almost certainly 
the missing Walsh knight from the Jerpoint cloister arcade.
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The knight is shown stand
ing upright on a socle between 
two half columns in the Jer
point cloister style. His right 
hand rests upon his breast, 
and his left hand holds a shield 
bearing precisely t h o s e  
Walsh arms described by 
Carrigan—a chevron betw een  
three phoens. The details of 
the knight's armour as illus
trated do not correspond to 
those of any of the complete 
or fragmentary knightly 
figures now in display or in 
the store in Jerpoint and the 
Walsh armorial bearings on 
the shield make it virtually 
certain that the knight from 
Jerpoint illustrated by Grace 
is identical with that which 
Carrigan saw at Piltown 
around 1905, and which is 
now no longer traceable.

The knight is shown wearing a type of helmet known as a 
bascinet, and it has a ridge running down the front from the 
apex to the centre of the forehead. Around his neck he wears a 
pisane of mail which falls in a gentle curve, and does not taper 
to a point like those on the 16th century knightly effigies else
where in the County. I t  is also interesting to note that the 
shield bearing the coat of arms belongs to the heater-shaped 
variety which is common on the effigies of the 13th and 14th 
centuries in Ireland, but which seems to have gone out of 
fashion by the time the Kilkenny tomb effigies were carved in 
the 16th century.

This may be some small indication that the knight may be 
earlier than the rough date of around 1500 tentatively arrived 
at by Professor Rae (4) for the Jerpoint cloister sculpture. The
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trunk of the knight's body is largely covered by a jupon or 
surcoat, under the somewhat irregular hem of which a coat of 
mail can be seen descending to just above the knees. A belt 
hangs loosely around his waist, with one end falling limply 
from a buckle in the centre.

Attached to this belt at the knight's right hip is a dagger 
with an upward-curving cross and with a grip protruding from 
one side of the end of the handle. The legs are protected by 
plate armour, the poleyns falling to acute points at the knees. 
On the feet are pointed shoes, and spur-straps can also be seen. 
Leaning against the half-column to the right of the figure is a 
tall slender spear.

It seems quite likely that J. Barnett, the artist who engraved 
the figure, may have somewhat romanticised the face of the 
knight, and without having the original to compare it with, we 
cannot say in how far the artist is representing the details ex
actly as he saw them. Certainly what is outside the half col
umns must be fictitious. But at least the picture gives us some 
idea of what the lost knight looked like, and its publication 
here might enable somebody to recognise the slab in its present 
hiding-place.

If the slab could be re-located, it could be returned once 
more to its original home in the Jerpoint cloisters, there to join 
its Butler peer (5) which differs from it only in small (if signifi
cant) details.
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