
R ich a rd  D e  L ed red e , B ish o p  o f O sso ry
R ichard de Ledrede, Bishop of Ossory, who built the first 

Palace, known as the Nova Curia about the m iddle of the 14th 
century , was one of the m ost colourful and strik ing personalities 
in the  h istory  of the Diocese.

He m ust have been born about 1280 or perhaps a little  
earlier and as he is described as an Englishm an we m ust assume 
he was born in England.

He joined the o rder of Franciscan Friars and in 1317 we 
find him a t the Papal C ourt of John XXII then situated  at 
Avignon. He described himself as having been “brought up, 
educated, and prom oted under the wings of the Holy A postolic 
See and transferred  as a Bishop to  these parts". I t is possible 
th a t he was speaking literally and th a t he was in fact a ttached  
to  the Papal C ourt during his early years. In any event he was 
appointed Bishop of Ossory in 1317, consecrated at Avignon, 
and set ou t the same year for his diocese.

There is some evidence to  suggest th a t R ichard de Ledrede 
m ight have been selected by the Pope for a special mission to 
Ireland to extirpate w itchcraft and sorcery.

Pope John was troubled  by the strengthening of w itchcraft 
in the early 14th cen tury  and was the au thor of some of the 
first formal decrees against it, under the head of heresy. I t had, 
of course, existed from earliest tim es, having its origin in pagan 
practices, bu t about this tim e it began to assum e a sinister aspect 
as a sect endeavouring to  harness the power of the Evil One in 
opposition to the Church.

A t the same time it would appear th a t part of Ireland was 
invaded by a wave of heresy which took the form  of a denial of 
the  doctrines and discipline of the C hurch and of the practice of 
sorcery and demon worship. An im portan t centre of this cult 
was a t Kilkenny. There was no vacancy in the See of Ossory until 
Pope John prom oted its Bishop, W illiam Fitzjohn, a w ealthy and 
perhaps easy-going Bishop to  the A rchepiscopal See of Cashel. 
If, as seems likely R ichard de Ledrede was sen t to  Ossory to 
tackle this problem of heresy no b e tte r man could have been 
selected.
It is typical of his energy and determ ination  th a t no sooner 
had he set foot in K ilkenny about July or A ugust of 1317 ,than 
he threw  himself into the task  of convening a Synod of the
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Clergy. The Synod opened on Septem ber 29th. A  whole series 
of laws for the  regulation of the Diocese were prom ulgated 
including legislation against persons ta in ted  w ith  unorthodoxy. 
One can imagine the sudden disruption of the easy-going ways 
of the clergy and people which the in trusion of this dynamo of 
a new bishop created. D uring the next 42 years the  city and 
diocese were to  get m any a fu rther shock.

During the next seven years the  Bishop was unsuccessful 
in uprooting the heretics and his fortrigh t m ethods appear to 
have made him some implacable enemies. In 1324 we find him 
at last launching forth  in a frontal a ttack  by holding the inquisi
tion “ in the presence of 5 knights and of nobles in great 
num bers” as a resu lt of which a charge under seven counts of 
w itchcraft, sorcery and dem oniac association was m ade against 
Dame Alice K yteler, her son W illiam O utlaw  and ten o ther 
persons including the ill-fated Petronilla  of M eath and 
Basilia her daughter.

It would be tedious to  go into the details of the  pro tracted  
w itchcraft case which has already been described by M rs. 
M urphy and published in the Old Kilkenny Review 1953. A 
careful and detailed account has been preserved in Mss. H arley 
641 in the British M useum . This was w ritten  by an eye-witness 
of m ost of the events probably one of the Bishop's a ttendan t 
clergy. Some incidents in the account, however, throw  light on 
the character of the Bishop and m ust be referred  to.

A t the tim e of the K yteler case (1324) a weak and incom 
peten t King Edw ard II was on the th rone of England. The 
feudal nobles and barons had become insubordinate; they were 
im patient of all au thority  including the ecclesiasical. The s it
uation in Ireland was fu rther com plicated by a weakening of 
feudal organisation due to  the exhaustion following the  w ars of 
Edw ard Bruce. I t was in this d isturbed  atm osphere th a t R ichard 
de Ledrede began his campaign of reform  in the diocese of 
Ossory. It was difficult to  impose au thority  and it is no t su r
prising th a t his uncom prom ising m ethods m et w ith  determ ined 
opposition.

His chief opponent was A rnold le Poer, Senechal of the 
Liberties of K ilkenny and of Carlow and Lord of the  M anor of 
Kells. Le Poer may be considered an Irishm an. The family had 
been by this time, alm ost 150 years in the country  and had
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acquired considerable pow er in the South-east. There is ev id 
ence th a t national pride had a good deal to  do w ith the extrem e 
b itterness of the  K yteler contest. For example, A rnold  le Poer, 
in appealing to  the King's C ourt in Dublin to  lim it the power 
of De Ledrede says “you know  th a t in Ireland there never was 
found heretics for it is w ont to  be called the Island of Saints. 
But now a stranger from  England comes and says we are all 
heretics and excom m unicated, alleging for th is certain Papal 
C onstitu tions which we never heard  of, and since the infamia of 
th a t land touches the person of us all, it becomes you all to  take 
a part against him ”. A nd on another occasion Le Poer refers 
to  him as “th a t vile rustic  peasant from England” .

One can sym pathise w ith the feelings of the Irish nobles 
of N orm an origin, who, during the cen tury  im m ediately proceed
ing this case, the  13th century, had been responsible for the 
erection of all the m any churches and m onasteries whose 
rem ains are still scattered  about the Diocese and who had im 
posed order and discipline on the Irish Church. But R ichard 
de Ledrede had little  sensitivity  to the feelings of others. His 
reply was “Do no t fla tte r thyself th a t our m ost noble Lord the 
V icar of C hrist has sent you a Bishop brought up under the 
wings of the  Holy Rom an Church, who fears thy  power, th reats 
or errors bu t ra ther is prepared w ith the help of God to endure 
im prisonm ent or death, if necessary” . The angry Sir A rnold 
re to rted  “Well, well, you will m eet obstacles w herever you go” . 
A nd indeed he did bu t never was he lacking in the courage to 
m eet them.

The Bishop shows him self as a hard, uncom prom ising, in 
sensitive, bu t wholly courageous prelate. Though he succeeded 
in his case against the sorcerers he was to find, to  his cost, like 
many an adm inistra tor who came after him  th a t the Irish people 
are m ore easily led than driven.

He m ust have been a clever man and highly educated; well 
versed in feudal law and procedure, and an eloquent speaker. 
On the occasion of his visitation of Kells P riory .A rnold le Poer 
and W illiam O utlaw  repaired there to  try  and persuade him  to 
drop the charges against K yteler. They argued until m idnight 
and how very much one would have liked to  hear w hat those 
argum ents were, from Le P oer's side. They would throw  m uch 
light on a controversy which has m any unexplained facets. As
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one would expect the single-m inded fanaticism  of the  Bishop 
was im pervious to all argum ent and Le Poer left in a violent 
rage. He proceeded to  make the cardinal erro r which was to  cost 
him his life. He sent for his lieu tenant and instructed  him to 
a rrest the Bishop before he left Kells in the morning.

W hen the Bishop was stopped by a posse of Le Poer's fol
lowers, he realized at once th a t this event could give him a 
pow erful weapon against his enemies. A ccordingly, he parleyed 
w ith the terrified servant who had the unwelcom e job of m aking 
the arrest and tricked him into giving up the sealed au thority  
of his m aster. “Smiling” we are told, he placed it in his purse, 
carefully preserved for fu tu re  use. Sure enough, when evidence 
was produced a t a later C ourt in Dublin th a t Le Poer had had 
the tem erity  to  arrest and im prison a Bishop, it tu rned  the 
tide in de Ledrede' s favour.

The evidence was also useful in justifying his conduct a t 
the Papal C ourt a t a la ter date. W ithou t the docum ent he woul 
never have been believed, so horrified were the Lords and 
Prelates a t th is trea tm en t of a Bishop.

De Ledrede was an eloquent speaker and always got the  
b e tte r of Le Poer in arguem ent, the la tte r invariably losing his 
tem per. W hen he offered to  read D ecretals to  Le Poer showing 
th a t he, Le Poer, was bound by his oath  to  obey the ruling of 
the  Church, the la tte r refused to  listen and shouted  “go to  the 
church w ith  thy  D ecretals and preach there. I will never take 
such an oath  to  you” . Again when the Bishop arrived in D ub
lin to  defend him self before the King's C ourt he found the 
Lords and Prelates, to  a m an, prejudiced against him , including 
his m etropolitan , the A rchbishop of Dublin. Y et by his eloquence 
and of course, the evidence of his arrest, he succeeded in turning 
the whole cou rt in his favour.

Less creditable to  his character was his conduct in carrying 
the Sacred H ost to the cou rt of the Senechal in K ilkenny when 
he had been already w arned th a t he would no t be adm itted . For 
the insult offered to  him on th a t occasion he had surely only 
him self to  blame. B ut before condem ning him  we m ust always 
rem em ber th a t we are dealing w ith the fourteen th  cen tury  when 
the Sacred H ost was som etim es carried  even in battle . His 
cruelty  in causing Petronilla  to  be flogged six tim es to  ex tract 
a confession from her m ust also be viewed in the  context of the
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century in which it took place.
His behaviour in prison in K ilkenny Castle and on his 

release showed th a t he had a lively appreciation of the publicity 
value of his situation  and m ade the m ost of it. He was no t 
the sort to accept hum iliation w ith resignation and im m ediately 
set about arousing popular acclam ation in his favour. W hen 
offered release he refused to budge until, arrayed in his pon
tificals he was able to  lead a popular procession through the 
streets of Kilkenny. No doub t he was concerned to  vindicate 
the dignity of his office bu t one feels he also was in need of 
some popular support.

By the end of 1324 the Kyteler case was finally disposed 
of w ith the burning of Petronilla  and the punishm ent of the 
ten o ther persons involved, Alice Kyteler having escaped. (Cer
tain ly  m ore than the original twelve persons were involved in 
th is  rout). But the Bishop was not satisfied. The reluctance of 
the secular powers to  assist him, except under severe pressure, 
persisted  to  the end and th is m ust have angered him. For the 
next few years he seems to  have carried ou t m opping-up opera
tions against the rem nants of the sect of R obert A rtisson.

We are told th a t some of them  were publicly burned to 
death, o thers confessing their crim es in the presence of all the 
people were m arked back and fron t w ith a cross as was the 
custom , o thers were solemnly w hipped through the town and 
m arket place, o thers were banished from the city and diocese, 
others were ex-com m unicated, while others again fled in fear 
and were never heard  of after.

It is not surprising, therefore th a t by 1329 Bishop de 
Ledrede becam e so unpopular th a t he had to flee the country. 
H is m etropolitan, the A rchbishop of Dublin, A lexander de 
Bicknor, an old enemy, accused him of heresy and ordered his 
arrest, stopping all the ports to  prevent his escape. The 
Bishop did escape however, and presented his case to the Pope 
who, though he had already been w arned by a le tte r from King 
Edw ard 111, th a t de Ledrede was a fugitive from  justice and 
should not be listened to, nevertheless, gave him sanctuary.

W hatever grounds there may have been for the heresy 
charges, they were never substan tia ted  and his explanations 
were accepted by the Pope. It is perhaps a tribu te  to the 
character of de Ledrede th a t those who wished a t all costs to
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get rid of this impossible man could find nothing m ore 
heinous than a vague charge of heresy to prefer against him. It 
is significant of his essential rectitude th a t all through his 
storm y career he had the support of each Pope in succession, 
John X X I1 who sent him to Ireland, Benedict X I 1 who gave 
him shelter when he fled, and w rote to the King in his defence 
and finally C lem ent VI who made peace betw een him and the 
A rchbishop of Dublin.

M eanwhile, the tem poralities of the See of Ossory were 
confiscated on his flight in 1329 and were only restored  at the 
intercession of a Cardinal in 1331. W are tells us th a t the 
Bishop was exiled from his diocese for nine years and it seems 
likely th a t he could not venture back to  Ireland until 1339. The 
King then revoked the order made ten years before for his 
arrest. Even when he came back things did no t go smoothly. 
In 1341 he was applying for a safe conduct to England and in 
1342 his Tem poralities were again in the King's hands for some 
m onths. In 1344 he was again in England probably defending 
himself against the A rchbishop of Dublin, for by 1347 or 48, 
relations between them  had become so bad th a t the Pope, 
C lem ent VI realized th a t the two men could no t get on 
together. He exem pted the Diocese of Ossory from the juris
diction of the A rchbishop of Dublin. C learly this was a man who 
could ill brook any au thority  bu t his own.

In 1348 for the th ird  tim e the tem poralities were “seized 
unto the King's hands” this tim e because the Bishop had u n 
justly excom m unicated W illiam Bromley, T reasurer of Ireland, 
when he was collecting the Royal Taxes in Kilkenny. On this 
occasion de Ledrede had also abused the Chief Justice of the 
Common Pleas, calling him a tra ito r who had given false 
counsel to the  Lord Justice. H is resen tm ent against the  secular 
au thority  was still very m uch alive.

In 1351, Thom as F itzgilbert plundered the Castle of Moy- 
cobin and slew H ugh le Poer in it and de Ledrede was brought 
to  trial as an accomplice. It seems th a t after 27 years he still 
was a t enm ity w ith the Le Poer family. A rnold le Poer was long 
since dead having died in prison in 1331. Hugh was no t his son 
bu t no doubt he was a relative.

De Ledrede m ust have been now about 70 years of age and 
this was his last tria l of s trength  w ith his enemies. He had, a t
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last attained the wisdom and forbearance of age. His tem por
alities were finally restored  to him in 1354 and for the rem aining 
years of his life he retained the King's favour. Despairing of 
reform ing sinful hum anity  he found a new ou tle t for his zeal 
for G od 's glory, and revealed an unexpected facet of his com 
plex character — artistic  appreciation.

D uring these last years of his life his forceful and energetic 
m ind tu rned  to his cathedral and its environs. He furnished 
all the w indows of the C hurch w ith stained glass of such beauty 
tha t 200 years later they excited the  envy of the Papal Nuncio 
R inucini — he who had come straigh t from the hom e of 
religious art. They m ust have been very beautiful. Finally he 
obtained King E dw ard 's perm ission to  dem olish three ancient 
churches w ithout the gates of K ilkenny in order to build this 
palace. A s ever, tac t was no t his strong suit. W hat the people 
thought of losing three ancient churches to m ake a residence for 
the Bishop we will never know, bu t a sop was throw n to them. 
An altar in the new building was dedicated to S.S. James, 
N icholas and Bridget, the  patron Saints of the dem olished 
churches and the V icar's choral were charged w ith the du ty  of 
saying M ass in their honour w henever the Bishop ordered it.

This proud, arrogant bu t upright and zealous prelate ended 
his days peacefully at K ilkenny in 1360 and was buried in his 
own C athedral at the north  side of the chancel where his effigy 
has now been restored to  its niche.

The dram atic encounter betw een R ichard de Ledrede and 
Alice Kyteler has inspired more than one artist. T hat fine dram a 
■‘W itch H u n t” by C hristine Longford gives a m asterly portrayal 
of the character of the Bishop.

M any will rem em ber the finished preform ance of A iden 
Grennell as de Ledrede, played against the lovely m ediaeval 
settings of Alpho O 'Reilly, when the play was first produced 
in K ilkenny by the Longford Company.

Yeats, too, was m uch intrigued by th is strange eruption of 
violence in fourteen th  century  Kilkenny. In his poem “N ineteen 
hundred and nineteen” w hich expresses the  d isrupted  society of 
the post-w ar years, among the images of evil he sees lurching 
past, the weird figure of R obert A rtisson, the dem on, w hich 
was invoked by Alice K yteler and was exorcised by R ichard de 
Ledrede.
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