
T h e  I n i s t i o g e  P r i o r y  C lo i s t e r  

Arcade

finely carved fragments of the cloister arcade of the
Augustinian priory at Inistioge, Co. Kilkenny, deserve to be 

better known, because, in its day, this cloister must have rivalled 
the Jerpoint cloister in the richness and variety of its sculpture. 
A dded to this, the cloister can be fairly closely dated, as will 
be shown below, a thing that cannot be said about the Jerpoint 
cloister which has been dated in recent years, by one authority1 
to c. 1500 and more recently by another2 to c. 1400.

All the fragments are within the enclosures of the Catholic 
and Church of Ireland churches at Inistioge which are on the 
site of the priory. The complete and fragm entary columns, 
which are of dumb-bell section similar to those at Jerpoint,
are num bered C l to C6 below and three other miscellaneous 
pieces are num bered M l to M3. There are also ten arch pieces, 
two capitals and one base.
T H E  COLUM NS

C l (plate 1 and 2) is kept in the porch of the Church of 
Ireland church under the crossing tower of the old priory. It 
consists of the lower part of a dumb-bell sectioned cloister 
column with carving in high relief on both sides of the plate 
between the twin colonnettes. One side (plate 1) has the lower 
part of a representation of the Trinity with the label “ Sea.
Trinitas ” carved on a raised band underneath, which is supported 
by a mock corbel. The other side (plate 2) has a carving of 
two dragon-headed quadrupeds with interlocking necks biting 
their own tails,3 above which there is an interlacing foliage 
design.

C2. This and all the other pieces except one column 
base are built into the inner side of the wall surrounding 
the  Catholic church. It is directly to the left of a font bowl, 
also built into the wall, to the right of the main east gate as
you enter. It consists of the upper part of a column with the

IE. C. .Rae, T he Sculpture of th e  C loister of Jerp o in t Abbey. J.R .S.A .I. 
96. (1966) p. 87.

2John  H u n t. “ Irish M edieval F igure Sculpture 1200— 1600.” Vol. 1 (1974) 
p. 177— 180.

3Peter H arbison. A nim als in Irish A rt. 2. “ Anim als w ith Interlocking 
N ecks,” T he A rts in Ireland. Vol. 2. N o. 4. (1974) p. 59 and fig. 18.
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to read but there is a definits “ S” for saint, and what comes 
after may be “M A T ” for M atthew  the apostle. H e is depicted 
with a similar instrum ent, which may be a sabre type sword, 
on some of the Ossory tom b surrounds10 The figure is shod, 
but that need not exclude him  from  being an apostle as this 
convention was not strictly adhered to on some of the 16th 
century Ossory tombs.11 The right hand colonnette is spirally 
grooved and the plate only begins with the label about two 
inches above the base of the colonnettes.

C6 (plate 6). A t the other side of the m ain gate are 
three more carved stones and the farthest to the right o f these 
is another similar complete column with two grotesque figures 
on it. The lower one is a strange creature which seems to have 
its head between its shoulders and two arms raised to its 
d ex ter side. The upper one is a two-bodied grotesque with 
hum an head sim ilar to two known from the Jerpoint cloister 
arcade.12

M ISCELLANEOUS PIECES
The two carved stones south of the main gate to the left 

of C6 are flat and narrow  and have no colonnettes on each 
side so that they could not have served as shafts in themselves. 
They also differ from the pieces so far described in that the 
carving on them  is in false relief. As they are roughly the same 
height as the columns they could have been set into the thicker 
piers of the cloister at the corners o r interm ittently in the arcade.

M l. (plate 6), the piece nearest the east gate, has a vine 
scroll pattern carved in false relief with a b ird  on top  picking 
at the  grapes. I t is fram ed by a thin flat band a t each side.

M 2 (plate 6) is to  the right of M l, is similar to it in shape 
and has carvings in false relief of a mermaid and of an animal 
below, which is sideways to the vertical. The m erm aid is combing 
her ha ir and holds a circular object in her o ther hand, which 
might be a m irror though it has no handle.13 There is a

lOCompare the instrum ents, described toy H u n t as scythe-like w eapons, 
th a t  figures o f St. M atthew  h o ld  on th e  original su rround  of Jam es 
Schorthal's tom b at St. C anice 's, on th e  to m b  of Pierce F itz  O ge B utler 
a t  K ilcooley and on a  fragm ent a t C ashel, all fro m  th e  O 'T unney 
atelier. H u n t, op. cit. V ol. 1, p. 252— 253, V ol. 2, plates 284, 298 and 
278. R ae (J.R .S .A .I., 100, p. 37) describes these as sc im itar swords. 

itS t. Thom as, fo r instance, is shod in som e cases and  bare-foo t in others 
and on th e  tom b of a  Butler kn igh t a t G ow ran  a num ber o f the  
apostles are  depicted with footgear. H un t. op. cit. V ol. 2, pi. 304.

12E. C . Rae, J.R .S .A .I. (96) pis. 7d and 8a, and p. 79, also C. M anning, 
Je rp o in t C loister F ragm en t a t Sheepstown. O .K .R . (1975) 118— 119. 

l^There a re  three  o ther m edieval carvings o f  m erm aids in Ireland known 
to  the  w riter, one on th e  south  wall o f the  south  transep t a t  K ilcooley, 
C o. T ipperary  and tw o others in Co. G alw ay; on th e  chancel-arch  p ier 
in  C lonfert C athedral and on the  west doorw ay a t C lontuskert. In  all 
three  cases the m erm aid holds a com b and m irror.
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decorative false corbel below the anim al which may represent 
a fox or a wolf. The top of the stone is concave.

M3 (plate 7). This small piece is built into the north 
surrounding wall between two decorated arch pieces and as the 
carving is in false relief it may have been similar to the last 
two. It has the top part of an angel holding a shield carved 
in a round-headed frame. The angel has a  cross circlet on his 
head and the top  of a saltire cross can be seen on the shield. 
Unlike the last two pieces, which are too tall and narrow, 
this fragm entary piece could be part o f a tomb surround.

T H E  A R C H  PIECES
The pieces are in three groups; one small group of two, 

frames M3 in the north wall surrounding the Catholic church, 
there is another group in the same wall farther to the east 
and  a third group in the west wall. Each arch of the arcade 
was formed of two parts meeting at the centre. Some were 
round-headed and others rounded trefoils. In  some cases one 
stone sitting on top  of the capital sprung both ways, forming 
half of the arch at each side. There are four of these pieces, 
two forming half trefoil arches at each side and two forming 
ha lf a trefoil at one side and half a round-headed arch on 
the other. The main spandrels and cusp spandrels are recessed 
within a frame either to a flat surface or to a V-section. There 
are six half-arch pieces, one forming half a round arch and the 
others forming half trefoil arches. Three of the latter are 
ornamented. The one to  the left of M3 (plate 7) at present in 
a side-ways position has a small auadruped in the main spandrel 
exactly sim ilar to the interlocked pair on C l. The arch piece 
to the right of M3 (plate 7) has a dragon-like quadruped in 
the cusp spandrel and foliage ornam ent in the m ain spandrel. 
The piece at the bottom  left of the group in the west wall 
(plate 8) has rope and foliage ornam ent in the main spandrel.

Directly above both of the main groups of arch pieces is 
a capital well embedded in the wall. There is also a base half 
buried in the ground in the graveyard a  little to the left of 
the entrance.

DISCUSSION

T H E  FO RM  O F  T H E  C LO ISTER  A RCA D E
The conjectural reconstruction of the form of the cloister 

arcade (fig. 1) is based on the surviving fragments described 
above. The structural features of the arcade are by no means 
unique. The use of a single stone spanning half of the arch 
is found also in the north arcade at Holycross, Co. T ipperary14

14G. C arville, T h e  H eritage of Holycross, illustration 20, p. 46 .
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and the use of double pieces springing both ways is paralleled 
in the arcade at Fore, Co. W estmeath.15 The form of the trefoil 
is more unusual. I t is basically a round arch with two large 
cusps, for the line of the round arch remains well defined.

Plate 8

The arcade would have probably supported a lean-to roof as 
at Jerpoint, but w hether the openings were in groups interrupted 
by piers of solid masonry or not is impossible to say on the 
present evidence.

15H. G. Leask, Irish  C hurches and M onastic  Buildings, Vol. 3, fig. 67, 
p. 146.
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TH E  SC U LPTU R E O F T H E  CLO ISTER
In subjects and style the figure sculpture on the columns 

is similar to that on; late 15th and early 16th century tomb 
surrounds in the area. The decorative foliage work and animal 
ornam ent can also be paralleled on these tombs. The depiction 
of St. Simon with a ship points to a connection with R ae ' s 
“ Thurles group,”16 as doés the general treatm ent of the figures, 
so tha t the work a t Inistioge, including the tom b surround 
piece (plate 5)17 was probably done by the same school of 
craftsmen that worked at Thurles and Cashel.

There are definite similarities between the Inistioge cloister 
and that at Jerpoint. The form of the columns and the positioning 
of the sculpture on them is similar in both cases. As to the 
range of subjects, the Trinity, apostles and some grotesque 
creatures are represented at both sites but only a t Inistioge 
were some of the figures labelled. U nlike Jerpoint, there are no 
carvings of contem porary ecclesiastics or civilians surviving at 
Inistioge. The beautifully ornam ented capitals and bases at 
Jerpoint have no counterparts a t Inistioge, where the few 
remaining examples are just plainly m oulded but here a new 
area for ornam entation was exploited in the spandrels of some 
of the arches (plate 7), just as spandrels were often filled with 
ornam ent on contem porary tomb surrounds.

DATING
A  catalogue of the bishops of Ossory, probably drawn 

up originally in 1555, as Carrigan argues,18 has, among other 
things, the following to say about bishop Milo Baron. The 
translation from the latin is C arrigan' s.19

” A.D., 1550. Died Milo Baron, otherwise Fitzgerald, 
Bishop of Ossory. H e was in early life m ade prior of the 
Canons R egular at Inisteake, where he devoted himself 
daily and incessantly to m any labours and  works, which 
it would be too long even to  enumerate. He built there, 
at no small expense, a new bell-tower and a new cloister. 
H aving been afterwards chosen for the Episcopal dignity, 
................. etc.”
“ This pious and gentle pastor, beloved of God and man, 
full of good days, died, after a life of 23 years in the 
Episcopate, and was buried in the tom b of his forefathers, 
in the A bbey of Inistioke.”

This account written about Milo Baron so shortly after his

16E. C. Rae, J.R .S.A .I. 100, p. 37.
l7Rae (op. cit. p. 38), has included this in his T hurles group.
IBRev. W. C arrigan. T he H isto ry  and A ntiquities o f the D iocese of 

O ssory, V ol. 1 (1905), p. 28— 29.
^C arrig an , op. cit. p. 68.
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death is surely reliable. It states clearly that M ilo Baron built 
a new cloister and the wording of the translation and its latin 
original indicates that the cloister was built before he became 
bishop of Ossory in 1528. Dr. M oran took the same meaning 
from the above quotation for, concerning Milo Baron, he wrote : 
“ Before his appointm ent to the See he added a new Tower 
and Cloister to the Priory at Inistioge.”20 This is im portant, 
as he was allowed to retain the priorship of Inistioge, while 
being also bishop of Ossory, until the dissolution in 1540. 
H istory does not tell us when he became prior of Inistioge 
but it is unlikely to  have been much earlier than c. 1500. 
So, from historical evidence, we know of a cloister at Inistioge 
dating from around the first quarter o f the 16th century.

Langrishe, the first to mention the cloister fragments, was 
of the opinion that they could not belong to the first half of 
the 16th century but were of a  much earlier type,21 but as Rae 
points out22 here is no validity in this opinion. R ae himself 
is under the misapprehension that Milo Baron was prior of 
Inistioge only from 1528 on, and thus wrongly dates the 
cloister between 1528 and 1540.23

The comparative m aterial of R ae 's “ Thurles G roup ” is 
all dated by H unt (op. cit.) to around the first half of the 
16th century. As the closely related work on the Archer tomb 
at Thurles, which depicts St. Simon with a ship, probably 
dates to 1520,24 a date between c 1510 and 1528 would seem 
most likely for the Inistioge cloister. If the piece with the 
angel holding a shield (M3 above) belongs to  the cloister it 
would provide a possible m aterial link between the cloister 
and Milo Baron for the shield has a saltire cross on it which 
is the basic component of the arms of the Barons or Fitzgeralds.

SUM M ARY

There are sufficient cloister arcade fragments a t Inistioge 
to allow for a conjectural reconstruction of part of the arcade 
(Fig. 1). This cloister was built, probably between c. 1510 and 
1528, by Milo Baron, last prior of Inistioge and last pre
reform ation bishop of Ossory. It was on the last medieval cloisters 
to be built in Ireland, only that at Creevelea, Co. Leitrim  (built 
1536) is known to be later.25 It was built with the model of 
the Jerpoint cloister in mind, but probably by tomb sculptors, 
who were influenced more by the style of contem porary tomb 
surrounds and were probably the same craftsmen as worked on 
certain tom bs at Thurles and Cashel.

20Rev. D r. M oran. T he Bishops of Ossory from  the A nglo-N orm an
Invasion to the P resen t D ay, T ransactions o f the  Ossory Archaeological
Society, Vol. 2, p. 249.

21Richard Langrishe, T he P rio ry  of Inistioge, J.R .S.A .I. 26 (1896), p. 372.
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22E. C. R ae, T h e  Sculpture o f th e  C loister o f Je rpo in t A bbey, J.iR.S.A.I.
96 (1966) p. 64, n. 17.

23Ibid., p. 88, n o te  77.
^ H u n t, op. cit. Vol. 1, p . 230.
25Leask, op. cit. p. 149— 151.
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