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T reasures of the B lack A bbey
A LECTURE BY REV DR HENRY GAFFNEY, O P.

The library of the Black Abbey, Kilkenny, includes many 
treasures and some rare examples of printing and bookbinding. 
One book holds an unique place in the history of printing, for 
when the technique of printing was in its cradle in Europe (and 
yet unknown in England), this book was printed in Paris and 
completed, as the colophon asserts “on the eight day of April in 
the year of Our Lord, 1475.”

The text is in jet black, the capitals are done by hand in 
crimsons and greens and blues. And all the colours are as 
sharp and vibrant as they were five hundred years ago. Caxton 
did not print his first book in England until 1477. In fact I am 
convinced that Caxton served his apprenticeship to printing on 
this very book which was being printed during Caxton’s years of 
residence at Paris. As far as I know, there is no older printed 
book in Ireland than this. It is a heavy volume, bound in leather, 
of five hundred pages, with a thousand hand-drawn ornamental 
capitals illuminated in many colours.

“Amongst the other old books are many single volumes of 
value and an extensive series of the Annual Register of the 
1700’s. Other relatively old books are in a special section of the
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library because they contain valuable autographs. Yet others, 
beautifully bound in pigskin and with authentic goldleaf titles, 
are carefully preserved (These were on display in a special 
section).

Demanding special attention are two or three books in the 
library. The first is the Hibernia Dominicana of Bishop Thomas 
de Burgo, printed here in Kilkenny. Beside his history stands a 
pathetic little Thoimistic manual which he used and which 
carries the venerable prelate’s signature with the humble in
scription: For the use of Brother Thomas de Burgo, an Irishman 
of the Dominican Order, July 16th, 1727. The second is an as
tonishing publication (which came out of Paris in 1742) of a 
Catheehism in Gaelic and English. This is, from the printer’s 
point of view a production which re fec ts  credit on the craft. 
Translators could learn a few lessons from it also. The third 
volume is a headline for printers. It is a treatise on the errors of 
the various protestant bibles, written by a Presbyterian pro
fessor of Cambridge, who became a Catholic, joined the Pope’s 
army and fought against the Turks three hundred years ago.

MODERN SECTION
“The modern section includes an uninterrupted series of the 

Irish Ecclesiastical Record from 1864 to 1961, and the extremely 
valuable Rolls Series of volumes presented in the 1890’s by the 
Lords Commissioners of Queen Victoria to the library of the 
Black Abbey. Besides these, there are numerous sets of bound 
periodicals which include the Acta Sanctae Sedis, the Angelicum 
the Analecta Ordinis, the Irish University Review, the Irish 
Theological Quarterly, the Homiletic Monthly, Christus Rex, 
and others. These volumes are available for consultation up to 
date.

The modern books are seetionalised, colour-tabbed and 
catalogued according to the Dewey system in compartments. 
This is sufficient to give such a relatively small library a dis
cipline of order without reducing it to lifeless rigidity and the 
system has worked well. The sections resolve themselves into: 
Holy Scripture, the Fathers of the Church; Dogmatic Theology; 
Moral Theology; Canon Law; Ascetics; Literature; History; Bio
graphy, Hagiology and Flomileties. There are reserved sections 
for books recently acquired and for books in foreign languages.
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Visitors from abroad betray extraordinary interest in the rich col
lection of moden books in Gaelic.

The only claim to the possession of a printed book, older than 
the book to which I referred at the beginning was made by 
Trinity College, Dublin. That claim was relinquished only 
recently, leaving the Black Abbey book unique in Ireland. The 
Library and the Museum which is integrated with it, have a t
tracted hundreds of visitors from all parts of the world in re
cent years. In fact, the Guest Book has become almost an ex
hibit in its own right.

IMPRESSIVE RELIC
The most impressive relic to be seen is a symbolic repres

entation of the Holy Trinity to Whom the Church is consecrated. 
Sculptured in alabaster, it represents the Eternal Father, en
throned, holding a crucifix upon which is perched the Dove re
presenting the Holy Spirit. The date carved upon the alabaster 
is 1264. It is said to have been hidden for centuries in one of the 
old walls.

Another of the Abbey’s most cherished relics from the past 
is a statue of Saint Dominic. It is carved in Irish oak, a thing of 
character and dignity despite its desecration. The features 
were said to have been mutilated and scarred by the bayonets 
of the Cromwellians and the arms cut off at the shoulders. A 
very beautiful Flemish statue of Our Lady carved in wood is still 
preserved in the Abbey. It seems that it came from the main 
m ast of the Nuncio’s ship at the time of the Confederation of 
Kilkenny.

A most noteworthy fragment from the old Church is a stone 
image of Saint Catherine of Alexandria. Protectress of the Dom
inican Order. The Saint holds a shield upon which is embossed 
the XP of the Catacombs, unique in Irish sculpture. The Cur
ator of the National Museum writes that the Museum sent re
presentatives to the Black Abbey in 1886 to persuade the Fathers 
to part with this priceless statue. On their sharp refusal, the 
Museum authorities sent down to Kilkenny an Italian sculptor, 
who made a cast in plaster; now his model occupies a place of 
honour in the National Museum. In the Domestic Chapel an 
equally rare detail is the sculptured shamrock worked into the 
corbels of the window opening into the sanctuary.
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TREASURE CHEST 
But these do not exhaust the list of treasures which by some 

strange providence survived the fearful viscissitudes through 
which the Black Abbey passed. The one that appeals most power
fully to myself and to many visitors is the massive Treasure 
Chest in which our chalices and altar stones were buried for 
nearly two hundred years. It might have come from some galleon 
of the Spanish Main. For centuries this formidable but vener
able casket was the mute tabernacle of our sacred vessels. To
day, it preaches in its silence as does everything in the Abbey, 
the story of the dark days with matchless eloquence.


