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Psalter of MacRichard
GEORGE BUTLER

This manuscript frequently has been refferred to as 
a copy of the P s alter of Cashel, a work attributed to the 
eighth century King and Bishop of Cashel, Cormac Mac- 
Cuilleanan, though it has been asserted that others, in
cluding King Brian Boru himself, were responsible for 
additions to it. However, one thing is clear: it is that Laud 
Misc 610 is not a copy of the Psalter, though, as will be 
shown, it contains some material copied from that ancient 
work. In this article it is the intention to show what the 
MS is. Where not otherwise indicated, the information is 
based on two articles written by Professor Myles Dillon, 
Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, in Celtica, volumes 
5 and 6, after he had made an extensive study of it in the 
Bodleian Library, Oxford. Since no sketch of the work 
would be complete without mentioning its association with 
the Battle of Piltown, Co. Kilkenny, in August, 1462, it is 
considered necessary to say something about that en
counter, as well as the events leading up to it. It is felt 
that both are not without interest.

At the outset, let it be said I do not subscribe to the 
view held by some writers that the battle was but one of 
the many armed conflicts, for centuries a feature of the 
strained relations that existed between the two great Nor
man families, the Butlers and Fitzgeralds. My view is that 
Piltown stemmed solely from an attempt by the Lancas
trian side in the Wars of the Roses to open a second 
front in Ireland, and that were it not for that war the 
battle would never have been fought. On the authority of 
Curtis, it would appear that the period preceding the 
outbreak of the war was the high-tide of good relations 
between the two septs, the White Earl of Ormond entering 
into an alliance with James, 7th Earl of Desmond for whom 
he procured many grants from the Crown.

On the 22nd of May, 1455, took place the first battle 
of the conflict, that of St. Albans. There the Lancastrian 
leader, the Duke of Somerset, brother in law to James,
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V Earl of Ormond, was slain. Excluding the latter and his 
two brothers, John and Thomas, all three of whom at the 
outset of hostilities went to England to support the Lan
castrian cause, there is no available evidence to show 
that their kinsmen in Ireland, as well as their traditional 
rivals, the Fitzgeralds of Munster, were in any way in
terested iri the struggle in progress in England. But the 
position in this regard was very much different in Lein
ster and, to a greater degree, in Ulster. Richard, Duke 
of York, during his viceroyalty in Ireland (1447-60) at
tracted many adherents to the cause of the House of 
York in both provinces. The loss in lives of the many 
from Ulster who accompanied him to England to support 
the Yorkist claim was so great it left the area so defence
less that the Irish allied themselves with their ancient 
neighbours the Scots, and repossessed themselves of the 
whole country, which was to “  the utter decay of Ulster.”  

But Munster did not continue to escape involvement: 
taken prisoner at the Battle of Towton (March 29th, 
1461), James V Earl of Ormond and Wiltshire, was he- 
headed two months later. His successor in the title, his 
brother John, who had been attainted along with other 
Lancastrians, returned to Ireland at the end of the year 
and, in the words of Curtis, 1 ‘ summoned Edmund 
Mac Richard and the local Butlers and the towns of Kil
kenny and Clonmel to arms.” Curtis does not state when 
the Earl arrived in Ireland, but, on the authority of Theo
bald Blake Butler, it was in the winter of that year 
(1461), and according to the same authority, at the beg
inning of the New Year he was in Kilkenny, where he pro
ceeded to raise his followers in the Lancastrian cause, 
chief of whom was Sir Edmund MacRichard, grandson of 
James, 3rd Earl of Ormond, and thus a first cousin of 
Earl John. Born in Kilkenny Castle during the visit there 
of King Richard II in 1394, Richard, Sir Edmund's father, 
got his first name from the royal visitor, one of his spon
sors at his baptism. When he reached manhood, the pro
visions of the Statute of Kilkenny and his connection with 
the English Crown notwithstanding, Richard married an 
Irish wife, Catherine O'Carroll. There is a difference of
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opinion on the part of leading Irish historians as to whet
her the lady was an O'Reilly or an O'Carroll. The doubt 
possibly had its origin in the fact that a son of the mar
riage, the Edmund Mac Richrad already mentioned, mar
ried an Irish wife too, also having *he Christian name of 
Carroll, is a subject on which there are different opinions. 
However, all are in agreement that both wives were native 
Irish.

Available evidence justifies the conclusion that early 
in the New Year (1462) the 6th Earl returned to England, 
but was back in Ireland some months later with what the 
Four Masters describe as “ a great number of Saxons.” 
The further conclusion is justified that when he came for 
the first time as Earl at the end of the previous year, it 
was for the purpose of preparing the way for his subse
quent return to take the field in support of the Lancas
trian effort, and that the man he relied on for the pur
pose was Edmund MacRichard. On the 30th of January, 
1462, before he left for England, Earl John issued from

Page from  book referred to  in th is  artic le .

Rose Archer



OLD KILKENNY REVIEW 73

Kilkenny an order of proclamation directed to “  all 
the singular faithful Christian men, especially our kinsmen 
friends and servants,'' telling them he had appointed Sir 
Edmund, described as “ our dear cousin Edmund son of 
Richard Le Botiller”  his deputy and provincial governor, 
and that during his absence they were to obey him as 
they would the Earl himself. It is pretty obvious that the 
purpose of the proclamation was to strengthen Sir Ed
mund's hand in preparing for the war that was to begin 
in Ireland on the Earl's return with his English troops. 
Neither the Four Masters not Theobold Blake Butler give 
any indication when in 1462 they arrived; but since, on 
the authority of the latter historian, the Battle of Piltown was 
fought in August of that year, preceded by some armed con
flicts including the capture of the City of Waterford by the 
Butler forces, the conjecture that it was about May or June, 
appears to be justified. On the events that followed their 
arrival Curtis may be quoted with advantage :

“ Thomas (Earl of Desmond) had at once to unite with 
the Earl of Kildare to oppose a Lancastrian, or rather a 
Butler insurrection, led by Sir John Ormond, brother and 
of Earl James, slain at Towton. Attainted in England, the 
Butlers, both senior and the MacRichard line, were also 
attainted at a Dublin parliament in October, 1642. But the 
titular Earl sailed for Ireland and proved how formidable a 
Butler League could be. In 1462, Waterford, Kilkenny, New 
Ross and other towns declared for him. Edmund Mac
Richard and the junior Butlers rose, and an army of 5,000 
men took the field for him in Meath, led by Bermingham 
The new Earl of Desmond, however, saved King Edward's 
cause, and his own, by raising 20,000 men at his own ex
pense, wasted Ormond's country for several days, reduced 
an Phoill, near Carrick-on-Suir, defeated Ormond himself 
so completely that “ for certain it might not be known how 
great a number was slain, and Sir John himself was discom
fited and put to flight” . In this battle, Edmund MacRichard, 
who was a famous warrior, followed by a thousand horse
men with helmets, and a hero of the Irish Wars, had four 
hundred men slain, and himself taken” .

John took part in the engagement. The present village of
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Piltown, situated on the main road connecting the towns of 
Waterford and Clonmel, is comparatively modern, being a 
creation of the Ponsonby family. At the period of the battle 
the road, or what then was deemed to be a road, ran some 
two hundred yards west of the present highway. It was 
along this road that the battle was fought, beginning at 
Rogerstown Castle, half a mile northeast of the present 
water tower, and ending on the Waterford side of the vil
lage where the parish priest's house now stands. Following 
the initial successes of the Butler forces, it mutually was 
decided that they and the FitzGeralds would fight it out at 
Piltown, a centre that must have been suitable to both sides, 
having regard to their respective spheres of influence. That 
the decision to meet at Piltown was pre-arranged is stated 
by Duaid MacFirbis in the Annals of Ireland.

The fact that the historians who, by inference or other
wise, indicate that the Earl of Ormond was a participant, are 
silent as to the part he played in the battle while mention
ing that of MacRichard, supports the unqualified statement 
of Theobald Blake Butler that he was not there, the asser
tion to the contrary by subsequent Earls of Desmond not
withstanding. Butler's statement is :

“ A pitched battle was decided upon, but the Earl was 
not willing to fight on a Monday, and opposing counsels 
prevailed in the council of the Butlers, who are said to have 
gathered an army of 5,000 men (C urtis: Medieval Ireland). 
The time was high Summer (c. August) and Edmund Mac
Richard led a portion of the Butler forces to the place of 
combat alone, the Earl refusing to fight on that day . . . .  
In the engagement the Butlers were completely defeated, 
and lost 410 killed and many captured, including Edmund 
MacRichard himself. The Earl of Desmond captured Kil
kenny, destroyed the Castle of Knocktopher and laid waste 
the Butler country, but was unable to capture John, Earl of 
Ormond, who was securely defended in the castle of Dan- 
ganspidogue. The battle was known to the Irish as the 
“ Battle of the Yellow Steed” .

Dealing with the sequel to the battle, the Four Masters 
have this to say :

“ The Geraldines took Kilkenny and the other towns in
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the country of the Butlers, after the slaughter of the latter in 
the battle, but the young Earl of Ormond remained in a forti
fied town which could not be taken” .

This was the castle of Danganspidogue, referred to by 
Butler, situated approximately six miles west of the battle
field. In its day, it must have been a strong fortress, of 
which all that now can be seen is ivy-covered masonry, in 
-height about ten feet. MacRichard survived his humiliation 
less than two years, dying on June 13, 1464. He was 
buried in the Grey Friars church in Kilkenny. The Four 
Masters mention his death thus :

‘‘The son of Richard Butler, a man of most exalted fame 
and nobility of the English in Ireland of his time died” .

The Annals of Connaught made this comment on the 
even t:

“ MacRichard Butler, the most esteemed and renowned 
of the Foreigners of Ireland as a captain of war, died” .

The ransom, possibly part of the ransom, which Sir Ed
mund was obliged to pay the FitzGeralds for his freedom 
was the manuscript he had caused to be written eight years 
before. The fact that he demanded possession of it would 
suggest that the Earl of Desmond was aware of it's exis
tence. and, further, that it was highly valued by both him and 
it's owner. In the journal mentioned, Professor Dillon has 
summarised briefly, both in Irish and English, it's contents, 
as well as full versions of the marginal notes. Before pro
ceeding further, it is considered appropriate to give his des
cription of the docum ent:
cription of the docum ent: A slip pasted on the inside of 
the inside of the cover bears the inscription, “  Gulielmi 
Laud Archieposcopi Cant et Cancellarii Universitat Owon ! ”  
Another slip below bears a description of the manuscript 
by Conry. This reads:

“ Oxford, the 9th August, 1673.
This book is a famous copy of a great part of Saltair 

Caisil the booke of Saint Mochuda of Rathen et Lismore, 
and the chronicles of Conga wherein is contained many 
divine things and the most part of the Antiquities of the 
ancientest houses in Ireland, a Catrologue of their Kings, of 
the coming in of the Romans unto England, of the coming
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of the Saxons, and their times and raygnes, a notable Cal- 
lendar of the Irish Saints composed in verse eight hundred 
years agoe, a Cathologue of the Popes of Roome. How the 
Irish and the English were converted to the catholique faith 
with many other things as the reader may find, and soe un
derstanding what they contain lett him remember.

Tully Conry 
Tuileagna O'Maolconaire”

The learned persons who have studied the manuscript 
are in agreement that it contains information copied from the 
Psaltar of Cashel, but are not in agreement as to what ex
tent. What they have no doubt about is that it is not a full 
and complete copy of the Psalter. To quote Professor 
Dillon again :

“  Laud Misc. 610 is not simply a transcript of it, and it 
is not correct to refer to this manuscript as the Psalter of 
Cashel” .

Except for two sections, the manuscript (all in the Irish 
language) was written in the years 1453-54. After Piltown 
it remained in the possession of the Earls of Desmond until 
the first half of the sixteenth century, as appears from col
ophons signed by one of the O'Mulconrys, who were en
gaged in restoring faded passages for Maurice, 10th Earl 
of Desmond. In the year 1591 it was in the house of Cosna- 
mach MacFlannchadha. There are further entries by other 
members of this family, who were hereditary brehons to the 
Butlers, which suggests that it had come back to their 
possession. When, and under what circumstances, this 
came about, we do not know. If one were to hazard aguess, 
the likely occasion was at the time of the marriage in 1532 
of Joan FitzGerald, sole heiress of James, 11th Earl of Des
mond, and granddaughter of the aforesaid Maurice who got 
the book restored, to James Butler, later 9th Earl of Or
mond. As part of her marriage dowry, Joan brought to her 
husband whatever rights the House of Desmond had to the 
property it possessed in County Tipperary the subject 
of contention between the two Houses for centuries. It is 
not unlikely that included in what she brought was the man
uscript her husband's great-grandfather had got compiled,
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and in possession of her own grandfather during a period 
of her pre-marriage life.

The manuscript next came into the possession of Sir 
George Carew, President of Munster, who died in 1624. He 
bequeathed his collection to Sir Thomas Stafford. In 1636, 
Stafford either sold (or more probably) gave it to Arch
bishop Laud, with five volumes of Carew's collection in Ire
land and one other Irish manuscript. Laud gave them to the 
University of Oxford for the Bodleian Library on June 16th, 
1636.

The work was written by various scribes and in different 
places, part in Carrick-on-Suir, parts in Gowran, Kilkenny 
and Dunmore, as appears from several colophons. Sean 
Budh O'Cleirigh is considered to be the main scribe, and 
Gilla na Naem MacGilla was another. Certain entries imply 
that the writer had the Psalter of Cashel before him and that 
it was held in veneration. The copyists did not confine their 
attention to transcribing what had been set before them—  
occasionally they indulged in comments on current affairs 
in the form of marginal notes and colophons “ thinking 
aloud” in fact. These comments number more than a hun
dred, all of which have been transcribed by Proefssor Dil
lon, with an English translation. It is felt that the following 
are of sufficient interest to the general reader to justify rep
etition here. It is not to be assumed that the order in which 
they are given is identical with that in the original work :

(1) In the name of God I begin to write this book in 
Carrick for Edmund son of Richard, and my hand and my 
wrist are sore.

(2) Today is the Saturday after Christmas and we all 
are in Pottlerath after writing all that we have found in the 
Psalter of Cashel, and much from the Book of Rathan and 
from the Book of Prebend. And all the new writing in this 
book was written for Edmond, son of Richard in the Fort of 
Oengus Mac Froick, which is now called Pottlerath, and 
more of it in Kilkenny in his own court, and some of it at 
Dunmore and more of it in Gowran and the rest in Carrick, 
and this present year the bridge of Carrick was made (and 
all the old writing in it was written for the Earl, James, 
father's brother to the owner of this book) .
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(3) We find no hagiography here; and may everyone 
who reads it give his blessing on the soul of Edmund Butler 
for it is tireless of him to be trying to write today after mak
ing a raid into Ossory yesterday with much plunder.

(4) it will be a year tomorrow since the Earl of Ormond 
(12) died, that is St. Bartholomew's Day and in that year he 
built the bawn of Dunmore and the two castles at Thurles 
and the castle of Buailic (was built) by the son of Richard 
in the same year.

(5) A blessing on the soul of the Archbishop of Cashel, 
Richard O'Hedigan, for by him the owner of this book was 
fostered, Edward, son of Richard, son of James, son of 
James, and today is the Sunday before Christmas and may 
everyone who shall read this say a prayer for their souls.

(6) May God forgive Edmund for colouring this book on 
a Sunday night.

(7) I wrote this by the candle light in Pottlerath in the 
presence of Edmund Butler, and may that prince and I dwell 
among the angels of heaven.

(8) Upon my word it is a great penance for us to keep 
to water on Good Friday, considering the good wine that is 
at hand in the house at Pottlerath.

(9) I do not like Edmund to be sleeping in front of the 
window on the windy side.

(10) Do not swear by the sod on which you stand, you 
shall be over it but a short time —  for a long time you will 
be under it.

(11) The year of the Lord this Christmas is one thous
and four hundred and fifty four, and we could tell much of 
the goodness of the owner of this book but that he does not 
wish us to set it down. Nevertheless, I cannot but tell of the 
hosting he made into Ui Peilme, for we were there for eight 
days and eight nights in despite of the Leinstermen. And 
my reason for mentioning this, beyond every rout and host
ing and all the castles he has taken, is that I was with him 
there on this hosting, and the amount of wine and meat and 
whiskey and every good cheer that I got there as I lay with 
my Lord.

(12) The year of the Lord today is one thousand tour 
hundred and forty and fourteen years more. My curse on the
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naughty dog, for he has bitten the best child I ever saw,
(13) We have in this book of the Raith everything that 

we can find in the old book, the Psalter of Cashel, and who
ever shall read and understand it, everything that is lacking 
at the end is supplied in the middle or at the beginning. To
day is the Friday before Christmas, and there is heavy rain 
now as night falls. And may the son of the lord of this place 
come safe, James, son of Edmund, son of Richard, son of 
James, son of James, the dumb Earl, for I am sick this day 
that he has left us. And I am at Pottlerath tonight and shall 
be at Christmas if it be God's will.

(14) Women are zealous when there is great misfortune 
even though no duty is laid upon them. Aed suffered no in
justice there that the fairhaired one has not put right.

(15) The annel of the Lord when this glossary of the 
Psalter was written was one thousand four hundred and 
fifty-three years, the fifteenth day of February and the eight 
day of the moon. I am Seaan Buidhe ( “ the yellow” ) O'Cleir- 
igh who wrote, and it was written for Edmund Butler, son of 
Richard. This is the glossary of the Psalter of Cormac 
Buaidlec.

While in the possession of the Earls of Desmond, some 
additional, not many, entries were made in the manuscript. 
Two, telling how it came into their possession, are of in
terest, as are one or two others. Translated by Professor 
Dillon, they read :

(a) This was the Psalter of MacRichard Butler i.e. Ed
mund Butler, until the rout of Baile in Phuill was inflicted on 
the Earl of Ormond and MacRichard by Thomas, Earl of 
Desmond, who had these books written for himself, and 
Thomas Earl of Desmond captured them. (A photostat of 
the original entry accompanies this article).

(b) This is the Psalter of MacRichard Butler till the 
Battle of Baile in Phuill was won by Thomas, son of James, 
son of Gerald the Earl against the Earl of Ormond and Eng
lish and Scottish and Dal gCais were there with the 
Earl of Ormond.

(That all the auxiliary forces mentioned were opposing 
the FitzGeralds army at Piltown is very doubtful. It is closer
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that no English force took part in the engagement; nor was 
the Earl of Ormond present).

(c) Blessed be the name of the owner of this book 
though he is only a short time away from us, Maurice, son 
of Thomas, son of James, son of Gerald, son of Maurice, son 
of Thomas, son of Maurice, son of Gerald, son of Maurice, 
son of Gerald, Justiciar of Ireland. From the last Gerald the 
Geraldines are descended. The first Maurice we have men
tioned is the fountain of legal entry upon land, for he is a 
steadfast and ready friend of all a r ts : Sighraidh wrote this 
with bad material.

(d) This is a prayer for Sighraidh, son of John, son 
of Maoilin, Mor Ua Mail Chonaire, who is restoring this book 
for Maurice, son of Thomas, Earl of Desmond, and he is at 
Askeaton today at the beginning of May subduing the south 
of Ireland, both Norman and Irish.

(e) This is a prayer for Sighraidh. I am the lad of the 
black buttocks and the swarthy man's hag along with me.

It will be noted that annotation (a) refers to two books 
— MacRichard's Psalter and the Book of Carrick. Professor 
Dillon is of opinion (Celtica Vol. V.) that the Book of Car
rick, is the part of the manuscript written in Carrick (Carrick 
on Suir). He has expressed the further opinion that the 
FitzGeralds may have got the two “ books” and joined them 
together at Askeaton. (17)

In conclusion, I desire to record my indebtedness to the 
following for assistance in different w ays:

(1) Professor Myles Dillon, Dublin Institute for Ad
vanced Studies.

(2) Captain Kevin Danaher, Editor, The Irish Sword.

(3) Dr. R. W. Hunt, Keeper of Western Manuscripts, 
Bodleian Library, Oxford.

(4) Professor F. J. Byrne, University College, Dublin.

(5) Mr. Georoid MacNiocaill, Dublin Institute for Ad
vanced Studies.
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