
E xcavations at Kells Priory, 
Co. Kilkenny

P R E L I M I N A R Y  R E P O R T  — TH OM AS  F A N N I N G

The ruins of the A ugustinian Priory  of St. M ary, a t Kells, 
Co. K ilkenny form  one of the largest and m ost extensive group 
of m edieval rem ains in Ireland (1). Founded in 1198 by Geof
frey F itzR obert de M one M arisco the priory grew in fame and 
wealth th roughou t the succeeding centuries.. ..Burnt down at 
least twice it was fortified probably in he fifteenth cen tury  by 
the addition of massive ou ter and inner enclosure walls d e 
fended by a series of tow ers. The P riory  was dissolved in 1540 
and the buildings and lands passed into the hands of the Earls 
of Orm ond. The site is now  a N ational M onum ent (No. 180) in 
the guardianship of the Com m issioners of Public W orks. In 
July and A ueu st 1972 excavations, p rior to conservation work, 
were carried ou t a t the site by the N ational Parks and M onu
m ents Branch of the Office of Public W orks under the d irec
tion of the w riter.

The areas investigated included the nave and nave aisle 
and the cloister earth  and am bulatories. W ithin  the nave, the 
accum ulation of burial and collapsed m asonry had raised the 
level considerably. Excavation revealed some traces of the o ri
ginal w all-plaster bu t, no t surprisingly, little  or any traces of 
the floor levels had survived. I t was established th a t the w est
ern portion  of the nave had been extended possibly when the 
w estern dom estic range was com pleted. Foundations of w hat 
was probably a light m asonry partition  wall were found in the 
centre of the nave. This clearly related to  a la te r period of the 
church 's use as the original wall p laster continued behind it. 
F rom  w ithin this portion of the nave a num ber of fine carved 
fragm ents were recovered including fragm ents of early m edie
val srave-slabs. The la tte r had been re-used to  form  rough slab- 
lined tom bs. One slab, so abused, contained a recessed carving 
of a m an 's head and portion of an inscription. Small finds from 
the nave included some shreds of medieval and la te r pottery, 
floor-tiles and painted window-glass.
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The nave aisle and the aisle of the n o rth  transcept had  been 
used for burial purposes over quite a lengthy period. Removal 
of these deposits exposed the  foundations of the  o u te r wall of 
the aisle — only slight traces had survived. S cattered  th rough
ou t the  burial deposits and the accum ulated rubble were dum ps 
of carved stonew ork w hich included some cloister fragm ents 
(bases, capitals and shafts) and a large com plete grave-slab

PI. 1 —  K ells Priory. Cloister garth showing late cobbling and drain.
[Photo  : Jim  B am bury, C om m issioners o f Public  W orks in  Ireland.
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decorated  w ith a floriated cross. Over two thousand  fragm ents 
of decorated m edieval floor-tiles were found. A lthough m ore 
were in situ  it was clear th a t tile pavem ents com posed of plain, 
stam ped, line-im pressed and mosaic tiles had originally adorned 
the floors of the church and probably o ther buildings in the 
Priory. The decorative patterns used on the line-im pressed tiles 
are in general sim ilar to those already know n from  com parable 
sites such as M ellifont and  Jerpoin t Abbeys, e.g. the  lion ram 
pant, floral and geom etric designs (2). The stam ped fragm ents 
included designs showing anim als, birds, rosettes and the fleur- 
de-lys. F u rther quantities of painted medieval window-glass 
were recovered. A lthough the fragm ents were small and in 
m ost cases poorly preserved, enough had survived to  reveal 
som ething of the patterns used.

The claustral area lies to  the south  of the nave and here 
the presen t ground level is considerably higher than  w ithin the 
church. Removal of the  sod revealed a cobbled surface which, 
w ith som e m inor in terrup tions, covered the c lo ister area and 
also extended into the chapter house. The cobbles were well 
se t and secured by m eans of rows of larger stones set end to 
end. A n open drain, lined w ith large stones, crossed this yard 
from east to  west and in the corners of the  am bulatory  were 
a num ber of associated w all-fittings and shallow cobbled 
drains. Removal of portion of this cobbling showed th a t it had 
been constructed  on a fill of stones, soil and slate laid down 
m ost likely to provide a level surface for the cobbles, bu t w hich 
also had the effect of raising the level of the claustral area con
siderably. The finds from th is fill, which included a num ber of 
sixteenth cen tu ry  coins, suggested a term inus post querm  for 
the cobbling som etim e in  the seventeenth  cen tu ry  and its post
dissolution character was confirm ed by the presence of re-used 
carved stonew ork in the  open drain  and am ongst the  cobbling 
itself. I t seems likely therefore th a t the garth  and the adjacent 
claustral buildings were utilized, probably for stabling p u r
poses, by the la ter secular owners or tenants.

As the cobbles were rem oved the foundations of the cloister
arcade walls were revealed. These had survived along all four
sides of the  am bulatory. A t each corner they  had already been 
located, probably by probing and trenching, and had been taken
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up in new m asonry for presen tation  in earlier conservation 
works. M idw ay along b o th  the northern  and southern  founda
tions for bases for cloister bu ttresses came to  light, however, 
no corresponding bases showed along the w estern and eastern 
sections. W hen the cobbles and the  underlying fill were re
moved from  a portion  of the am bulatory, a hard  m ade-up su r
face was exposed w hich consisted in places of a pebble 
cobbling and elsewhere of a lim y m ortar floor. Am ong the 
excavated m aterial from the cloister area were som e fragm ents 
of the cloister arcade — mainly shafts and capitals of lim e
stone. From  an exam ination of these fragm ents and of the  
pieces recovered from w ithin the nave aisle it was clear th a t 
the  arcade pillars were of the tw in shaft type ra th e r than  the 
later and m ore norm al Irish  form — of dum b-bell plan. The 
capitals were decorated  w ith dog-tooth and foliage ornam ent 
and thus, stylistically at least, the arcade may well be quite 
early.

A part from  the objects already m entioned the small finds 
included a bronze ringed pin, a bronze weight, a bone com b, 
an iron knife w ith decorated  bone handle, a num ber of iron 
keys and num erous fragm ents of ridge tiles. A n analysis of 
these finds should help to  provide a closer dating for some of 
the levels uncovered during the season 's work.

FOOTNOTES

(1)—T he priory  is situated in the tow nland of R athduff, parish o f Kells, 
Co. K ilkenny O.S. 6 inch sheet 27 : .

(2)— See L. de P aor, PR IA  f 1969), 151, fig 12.

“ 36 High Street. In 1844 the firm  of D. Sm ithw ick & Co. 
Ltd. was established by Daniel Sm ithwick. He was b ro th er of 
EDM O N D  first M ayor of the Reform ed corporation (1844) and 
friend of Daniel O 'Connell. The prem ises had lately been 
occupied by Cath. F inn & John Prendergast, the lessor was 
Phaneul Cook of Johnstow n. The rateable valuation in 1850 
was £65. £10 higher than  any lands in the stree t.”

—OKR. No. 26 p .19.


