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An O'Tunney Masterpiece
Reconstituted
BY DR. E. C. RAE.

[Dr. Edw in C. Rae of the A m erican U niversity  of Illinois is a 
research  scholar of Gothic art. He visits Europe each sum m er 
and travels widely in an en thusiastic search fo r connections and 
relationships w ith  K ilkenny tombs. Of his task  he says: “ The 
problem  of the  origin and developm ent of th e  Irish  tom bs is not 
nearly  as sim ple as we would th ink  at first glance. The flowering 
of the L einster—M unster w ork m ay have been som ew hat sporadic 
in the first place and we are all acutely aw are of how fragm entary  
th e  p ic ture is. B ut I th ink  the th ings are w onderful and p ray  
God th a t I m ay find the tim e and be given the  insight to do them  
justice .” ]

The early years of the sixteenth century  were indeed fecund 
for European a rt and culture. In the E ternal C ity the  genius 
of M ichelanglo created a m agnificent M adonna of P ity  (Pieta) 
for St. P e te r’s, and the titan ic  frescoes of the Sistine Ceiling 
came into being by com m and of th a t great patron of Italian a rt 
a t the height of the Renaissance, Pope Julius II. London beheld 
the fashioning of the sculptured panoply of the chapel of H enry 
V II at W estm inister, and G erm any’s renow ned Peter V ischer 
m odeled am ong o ther brilliant w orks the shrine of St. Sebald 
at N urem berg, w ith its pinnacles, A postles, and other figures.

Likewise, the early fifteen-hundreds m ark a high point of 
productiv ity  in the figure sculpture of Ireland, following the 
splendid flowering of exquisite arch itectu ral detail in the 
m iddle of the preceding century. From  about 1480-1560 were 
created  m ost of the m edieval effigial cenotaphs of south  Lein
ster and the counties of T ipperary and W aterford  in M unster. 
A nd nowhere are more of them  assem bled together than  in the 
cathedral of St. Canice in K ilkenny, w here they constitu te  its 
crowning artistic  treasure.

These princely m onum ents of southeastern  Ireland are now 
the subject of detailed investigation on the part of the au tho r of 
this brief contribution. But instead of w aiting until the end of the 
study  it seemed appropriate to share w ith the m em bers of the 
K ilkenny Archaeological Society the theoretical reconstruction  
in large part of the m asterpiece of the O ’Tunney w orkshop, one 
of the two m ost active sculpture ateliers of the time. T h a t this
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m onum ent, the cenotaph of James Shortall, was indeed a m aster
piece becomes apparent when one realizes the size and artistry  
of the original ensemble.

There is no need to recite again the biographical details of the 
activities of James Shortall and his wife, C atherine W hite.(2) 
Suffice it to recall to the  reader th a t James was m aster (dominus) 

of the m anors of Ballylorcan and Ballykeeffe; th a t his cenotaph 
in St. C anice’s was m ade and dated as of the year 1507, a fact 
w hich m akes it of inestim able im portance as a touchstone for the 
story  of late m edieval sculpture in Ireland; and th a t Jam es and 
C atherine Shortall paid for all the labour involved in the e r
ection of the tow er of the Black A bbey in Kilkenny. (3) T hat
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their m em orial should bet he m asterpiece of the O ’T unney school 
seems m ost appropriate.(4) Of w hat did it originally consist? How 
do we know?
It has been indicated m ore than once by those who have w ritten  

discerningly on the subject th a t the Shortall mensa and  the 
supporting slab on which it now rests probably did no t go together 
originally,(5) their presen t juxtaposition being a part of an a t
tem pt to  restore some aspect of o rder and civilization to the in ter 
ior of the church following the jum ble of destruction  a tten d an t 
upon the w ars of the seventeenth  century. For one thing, the side 
piece is too sho rt for the im posing slab which it  supports, (fig. 1) 
A nd the style of the carving of effigy and surrounds, though 
skilful in both  instances, is no t the same. Since the gisant, 
lion, coats of arm s, and le ttering  of the top  are am ongst the finest 
of the  O ’Tunney group, the sculptured surrounds were probably 
also am ong the finest of the ir kind. Now, by all odds the m ost 
outstanding  of these O ’Tunney-type a tten d an t figures as regards 
artis try  are those at present affixed to  the  wall just to the west 
of the m onum ent of John Grace. Similar, m ore w eathered pieces, 
now lie against the wall at the end of the no rth  aisle. These 
slabs are about 30 inches tall, higher than  the m ajority  of 
sculptured surrounds created  in Leinster and M unster during 
the period under consideration. This large mensa, w ith these 
high, finely sculptured sides, would have made a strik ing  group.

However, a practical difficulty im m ediately presents itself- 
If the little  slab form ing the south side of the Shortall tom b at 
p resen t is too short, the aforem entioned pieces th irty  inches in 
height, properly pieced together, would be too long, and none of 
these pieces could have been used as ends. F ortunate ly  for our 
investigation, the top of the tom b is no t so com pletely em bedded 
in the wall as to  prevent the discovery th a t it  is cham fered 
underneah on the side against the wall (the no rth  side) in the 
same way as on the presently  exposed west, south, and  east sides. 
N o t m any late medieval carvers would have thought it w o rth 
while to finish off an edge even in this simple way if it  were to 
be hidden from view as soon as it was set up. Evidence for this 
conclusion is furnished by the tom b of Bishop David H ack ett and 
others in the south  aisle near the w est end. It is believed to  be 
in its original position, and is nicely m oulded on the three exposed 
edges, bu t the m ouldings term inate before the wall is reached.
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A nother h in t th a t the Shortall tom b may have originally stood 
free of the wall is given by the fact th a t on the left (north) side 
of the slab, upside-down seen from  the south, is an inscription 
prom ising eighty days indulgence to  those who shall say the O ur 
F ather and Hail M ary for the souls of James and C atherine and 
their parents. This is a very slender straw , however. M edieval 
inscriptions are often very irregularly  and “illogically” placed, 
the inscription on the ou ter edge of the H ackett slab (see above) 
faces inward, although we assum e it was never intended th a t 
we should scram ble up onto the slab and read this p art of the 
inscription standing against the wall.

All things considered, however, we have strong evidence to 
support the hypothesis th a t the Shortall tom b originally stood free 
as regards its long sides. The fine finish of the head end of the 
mensa slab suggests th a t it, also, was exposed to  view, and the 
same may have been true of the foot end. However, there are now 
a t St. C anice’s too few of the 30-inch fragm ents to  have filled 
bo th  long sides. A nd the com pletion of the piece now fixed to  the 
no rth  wall (fig. 2) by adding the missing half of the figure a t 
the extrem e right w ould still resu lt in a slab the to ta l length 
of which would be even shorter than th a t w ith the six figures a t 
p resen t in use beneath  the mensa.

W e are extricated  from this impasse, however, by examining 
some of the pieces of stone w hich had been transferred  from the 
collection of the K ilkenny and South-East of Ireland A rchaeo
logical Society to  the N ational M useum  in 1910(7). On one of the 
fragm ents was the lower p art of the o ther half of the neatly
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bisected figure a t the  right end of the m ajor piece of the surround 
still in Kilkenny, and in addition part of another saint- There 
were, then, seven, no t the six saints usually found on tom bs in 
the South-east, on each of the long sides of the surrounds. 
M easurem ents and calculations produced a to ta l of 8 8 | inches 
for the total length  of one side of the box of the cenotaph. A nd 
the len tg th  of the mensa slab a t the bottom  of the cham fer, after 
sub tracting  f  of an inch for the break, is about 89 inches!

H aving established th a t the Shortall cenotaph stood free, at 
least as regards its long sides, and th a t it had had seven figures 
on one side, we tu rn  to iconography to  help determ ine w hether 
the o ther long side had also seven figures, o r a few figures and 
coats of arm s, decoration, or w hat else, for the trea tm en t of the 
long sides of a table tom b som etim es varies, even m arkedly, from 
each other.

F ortunately  for our investigation, the O ’Tunney artis ts  loved 
labels and lettering  to an extent th a t would do cred it to the 
m ost b la tan t publicity agent today. Enough rem ains of the in
scriptions on the banderoles of the fragrem ts lying loose in St. 
C anice’s to assure us th a t John, Thom as, James M inor, and Philip 
are represented. Again enough rem ains of the inscription on the 
Dublin fragm ents to  show th a t the sa in t’s name began w ith an I 
and inasm uch as he wore a hat w ith  a cockleshell and carried 
a pouch or purse we can be com pletely assured th a t it is James 
M ajor. F urther, on the largest and best piece a t St. C anice’s, we 
clearly read the nam es of sain ts Bartholom ew, Simon, M atthew , 
Thaddeus, and M atth ias. Hence, there  are tw o places void, and 
there are two apostles missing — Peter and A ndrew . W e cannot 
categorically assum e th a t Peter and A ndrew  were of course 
present, bu t on the basis of o ther tom bs in the area and on the 
basis of w hat was done elsewhere in Europe during the G othic 
period, their presence originally is an extrem ely probable hy
pothesis. But m ight they have occupied places six and seven on 
the b e tte r preserved side-parts of w hich are on one of the m ore 
im portan t fragm ents in Dublin? The answ er appears to  be in the 
negative. Of the apostles on our tom b whose feet have been 
preserved, all carry on the pristine trad ition  of being barefoot. 
But figure num ber six—the bisected figure—has a shoe or some 
kind of footgear on both  the foot ;n D ublin and the one in K il
kenny. M oreover, he seems clearly to  w ear the chasuble and to

Rose Archer



OLD KILKENNY REVIEW 6 7

have a staff of some kind. The blessing bishop (or archbishop) is 
highly fam iliar to everyone who know s late m edieval sculpture 
in Ireland. He appears on two tom b fragm ents of the O ’Tunney 
type a t Cashel and on the Purcell tom b in St. John’s, K ilkenny 
(closely rela ted  to  if no t part of the O ’Tunney group). H ence we 
may conclude th a t this sixth figure on the b e tte r preserved side 
of our tom b was neither Peter nor A ndrew  b u t a figure of th is 
type. But w hat of the seventh? The drapery seems in m any re 
spects unlike th a t of the o ther figures of the surrounds. W ere it 
no t clearly p art of the slab, it would be difficult for a careful 
s tu d en t to  be convinced th a t it belonged w ith the o thers. I t holds 
up a sword in he right hand, and probably a book in the  left, 
and  is barefoot. T ha t in this context it m ight s tand  for P e te r or 
A ndrew  is extrem ely unlikely. But w hat of the popular St. 
C atherine? She very frequently  carries the  sword, usually 
held dow nw ard, to be sure, bu t held up som ew hat in th is fashion 
on a tom b in Kilcullen (Kildare) w here the accom paning wheel 
m akes the identification indisputable. A  book would be proper 
for St. C atherine as one of the patrons (or patronesses) of learning 
and som etim es occurs, for instance, in place of the m iniature 
wheel of to rtu re , in Flem ish painting of the late Gothic period. 
One th inks of M atthew , b u t he is already here, betw een Simon 
and Thaddeus, holding a scim itar-like sword.

Now there is another sain t who, in view of his im portance, the 
coincidence of his feast w ith th a t of St. Peter, his place in the 
litany (at present, at least) and other reasons, is often consider
ed one of the Apostles, often in place of St. M atth ias or another
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of the less well know n ones: St. Paul. The sword and book are 
his frequent attributes- St. C atherine is in the  last analysis def
initely no t intended, for a t the top of the fragm ent is a small 
bu t devastatingly conclusive bit of evidence against her; alm ost 
w ithout doubt a bit of a curly beard.

This gives us, then, for the long sides of this m asterpiece of the 
O ’Tunney atelier, the identifications which follow:

On the original south side, from left to  right: Peter (missing), 
A ndrew  (missing), James M ajor (Dublin) w ith his usual rounded 
h a t w ith a cockle shell, pouch (or satchel) and book (m ost of the 
lower part of the figure is missing, including the feet, nor do we 
know  w hether or no t he held his usual pilgrim ’s staff); John 
w ith a chalice, in which appears to be some object (not a dragon), 
as seems to  be the case w ith St. John on the tom b of John Grace 
in St. C anice’s; Thom as w ith a spear or lance and footgear, the 
only one of the A postles in th is group who is no t barefoot; James 
M inor w ith w hat surely m ust be a saw, and in his left hand  a 
book; and Philip, earring, some loaves in his garm ents.

On the original north  side (Fig. 2), clearly labelled, were, 
from left to  right, Bartholom ew w ith a scim itar-like knife and 
a book; Simon w ith  a book and a halberd  (or long-shaped battle  
axe); M atthew  w ith a long, scim itar-like knife o r sword, perhaps 
actually  a scim itar; Thaddeus w ith a book and a cross on a long 
staff, and M atth ias w ith curiously geom etrical object. This 
side term inates w ith the cleric in a chasuble (K ilkenny and 
Dublin), who is shod; and St. Paul (also shared by K ilkenny and 
Dublin) w ith  a sw ord and book, barefoot. T hat the tw o “ex tra” 
sain ts should both be on one side, ra ther than being placed one 
on each side along w ith six of the A postles,(8) is just ano ther in 
stance of how little  do our contem porary ideas about sym m etry 
and balance often mean to  the m edieval mind.

But w hat about the ends of the cenotaph? W e know  w hat the 
size of the m issing pieces should be. The long sides overlapped 
com pletely the end pieces and are dressed a t the ends to  a 
thickness of from about four and one-half to  four and three- 
quarters inches. The b readth  of the mensa a t the  bo ttom  of the 
cham fer on the east end (we assum e th a t the w est end was 
nearly the same) is about 32f inches. By subtracting  the  th ick 
ness of the side pieces from the space available, we have left 
a space about 23J- inches in w idth  by 30 inches in height of the
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end slabs. A s regards subject m atter, possibilities include the 
T rinity , C hrist Showing His W our.ds, a coat of arm s, the  C rucif
ixion w ith M ary and John, a piece of decorative carving, and so 
on. Now the Crucifixion w ith  the V irgin and the Evangelist 
occurs on O ’Tunney-group w orks as follows: w est end of John 
Grace tom b in St. C anice’s, south  side of Sir P ier’s and Lady 
M argaret’s tom b in the same place, head end of the Purcell 
tom b in St. John’s, Kilkenny, and the Ryan tom b in a chapel off 
the south transep t of the cathedral of Cashel. H ence the c ruc
ifixion in the O ’Tunney style w hich now form s p art of the west 
end of the  tom b of Sir Piers and Lady M argaret Butler in St. 
C anice’s (Pig. 3) was pounced upon as the m ost plausible can
didate for the w est end of the Shortall tom b, and I am convinc
ed th a t such it  was, or possibly the east end. The piece has been 
m uch battered  and restored , bu t no t only is the style of the 
carving sim ilar to  th a t of t  he reconstitu ted  long sides of our 
m asterw ork, bu t a t its sides are rem nants of colonette m oulds 
sim ilar to  those of the ends of the side pieces. The m easurem ent 
of the Crucifixion slab is about 23\  inches in w idth; the slab is 
here and there  veined in white, as are the  longer side pieces. 
To be sure, the height is b u t 2ri}  inches, bu t I feel we are 
correct in assum ing th a t reduction  in height was effected in 
order to  m ake the slab fit its new position. A pparently  part of 
the top and bottom  were removed.

W hat of the east end? To th is question I have no t the answer. 
We can only hope, if it still exists in recognizable form, th a t 
some alert seeker will one day recognize it. Like the o ther end, 
it should have been about 23^ inches wide and, if no t cu t down, 
30 inches high. The subject could have been one of those sug
gested for the  w est end (above), or the Virgin M ary w ith the 
Infant C hrist, or even the Shortall arm s, although they already 
appear on the left side of the pillow beneath  the head of the 
gisant. (9) There is a fain t possibility th a t this end m ight have 
been plain: the  east end of the mensa slab is no t as com pletely 
finished on its vertical surface as it is on the w est end. On the 
o ther hand, the  ends of the mensa are often rough, even in in 
stances w here it  is know n th a t they would be exposed to  view-

Thus reconstitu ted , our early six teenth-century  m asterpiece 
of Irish Gothic sculpture is significant no t only because of its im 
posing size, bu t because its distinctive style shows som ething
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of a revival, or perhaps survival, of the abstract, transcendental 
mode of expression fam iliar to us in works like the Book of Kells, 
the high crosses, and Irish Rom anesque doorways, or, for tha t 
m atter, the m ore rarified, s ta tic  phase of Rom anesque a rt in 
general. D etails such as the interplaced beard  of St. M atth ias 
appear to hark  back directly  to Rom anesque or earlier modes. 
Though carved in a very different style, some of the m ore sop
h isticated  of the A postles give an effect of sober grandeur akin 
to  th a t of the jam b figures from St. M ary’s Abbey in York. The 
staid  Irish A postles, pillars of the Church, are portrayed  as 
w orthy w itnesses to  the teachings of O ur Lord Jesus C hrist and 
as w orthy vehicles for its dissem ination. H appy the man whose 
symbolic gisant was surrounded  by th is glorious heavenly en 
tourage.

NOTES
The reader may perhaps recall the fundam ental article 

on the im portance of this group by John H unt, “Rory 
O ’Tunney and the Ossory Tom b Sculptures,” Journal of the Royal 
Society of Antiquaries of Ireland, LXXX, part 1, January 1950,
pp. 22-28.
2— Basic as regards docum entary  factors concerning alm ost 
anything in medieval C ounty K ilkenny is, of course, the u n 
equalled diocesan history  by W illiam Canon Carrigan, History and  
Antiquities of the Diocese of Ossory, 4 vols., Dublin, 1905. M ore 

lim ited in scope b u t invaluable in con ten t as regards in fo rm at
ion about persons honoured by sculptured  m onum ents in St. 
C anice’s is the w ork of the Reverned James G raves and John G. 
A. Prim , The History and Antiquities of the Cathedral Church 
of St. Canice’s, Kilkenny, Dublin, 1857-

3—Carrigan, op. cit,, III, p. 181.
4— It is planned to p resen t in fu tu re  publications evidence to 

substan tia te  the conviction th a t not all the  effigial tom bs in St. 
C anice’s appear to come from the hands of the O 'Tunney sculp
tors.
5— Graves and Prim , op. cit., p. 165; H unt, op. cit., p. 24.

6—Graves and Prim , Cathedral Church of St. Canice’s, p. 250.
7— H ere also John H u n t led the way in his reference (op. cit., 

pp. 24-25) to pieces of a mensa in the vaults of the  museum. 
There are pieces of a t least four different tom bs there.

8— A tom b in the no rth  transep t of the cathedral of Cashel ex
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hibits w hat we tend  to expect: St. Bridget accom panying six of 
the A postles on one side, St. C atherine in the com pany of the 
rem aining six on the o ther side.

It seemed as though the presen t w est end of the tom b of 
R ichard Butler, V iscount M ountgarret, m ight have been the 
missing east end of the Shortall tom b. The slab bears a very 
large IHS. However, although the piece is about 30 inches high, 
it is a t least in p art nearly  2 4 | inches wide— about an inch too 
wide for the Shortall tom b, unless th a t end of the long side of 
w hich I have found no trace was dressed down to three inches or 
so to  accom odate it. This is possible, b u t we have no right to 
assum e it w ithou t some positive evidence.


