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J U L Y 4th, 1974, Mr. Bobby Kerr, Manager of the
Newpark Hotel, Kilkenny, showed me a medieval stone
roof-boss which he told me had been unearthed from a
ditch in front of the hotel when a car-park was being
constructed there about four years ago. As this stone is
of more than passing interest, it deserves to be made
known to a wider public through the pages of this Review.
A roof boss is the decorated keystone o f a ribbed
stone vault of a kind used to roof some Gothic churches.
Eight ribs can be seen radiating like a star from the round
boss in the centre of the Newpark stone, and the two
shortest of these once formed part of the main axis of the
pointed arched roof. The prominent central part of the
rib is a filleted round moulding, and it is flanked on each
side by a broader convex moulding with a pointed rib
accompanying it on the outside. The central boss itself is
decorated with an undulating design consisting of stylised
foliate tendrils, often forming a group of three lobes with
the largest one in the centre. Standing in the main axis of
the boss is a female figure in false relief. Her face is
slightly damaged, but as John Hunt — the great expert
on medieval Irish art — has pointed out to me, traces of
a crown can be seen on her head. The figure is clad in a
long-sleeved gown with six buttons placed vertically on
the upper half, while the lower half shows the pleats
splaying gently below the waist. Strands of long hair fall
angularly to follow the lines of the half-raised arms. The
right arm is flexed, its hand holding a cross-staff of almost
the same height as the figure. The left arm is outstretched,
and the hand grasps the long neck of what at first sight
might appear to be a swan. Its fluted wings are seen in
profile, while its head with V-shaped ridges on the beak
is seen from above and extends to the left side of the
figure's head. Underneath the figure's left arm are gapfilling trilobate tendrils of the same kind as those seen
around the rim.
A remarkably similar animal appears on capital No. 8
on the west side of the cloister arcade at Jerpoint.1 There
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it has ears which give it the features of a dragon, and it
bites the hand of a human figure whose face appears
beside it. On the basis of this analogy, we can probably
conclude that the Newpark animal is not a swan, but the
representation of a dragon. John Hunt has pointed out to
me that the figure probably represents St. Margaret of
Antioch, a saint who was prayed to by women in childbirth
and who, after St. Catherine of Alexandria, had the widest
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cult of any female saint in medieval Ireland. On the
cloister arcades at Jerpoint2 and elsewhere, she is portrayed
standing on a dragon which she spurns with a cross-staff
which she holds in her right hand. To my knowledge, the
Newpark roof boss is the only case known where she is
seen to be holding the dragon by the neck. The only other
roof boss in Britain or Ireland on which she is portrayed
is one in the crypt of St. Mary in the Palace of
Westminster, dating from around 1320.3
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However, the dragon and the presence of St. Margaret
with her cross-staff are not the only points in common
between the roof boss and the Jerpoint cloister arcade. The
details of the saint's hair and gown can also be paralleled
on the cloister arcade,4 as can also the trilobate tendrils.5
Indeed, the details are so close that one can scarcely escape
the conclusion that the roof boss was carved by a mason
who also worked on the cloister arcade at Jerpoint. A
date of around 1400 has recently been put forward for the
cloister arcade by John Hunt6 who has, however, suggested
to me that the roof boss may be slightly earlier. It would
seem that with the roof boss we are now able to attribute
another monument to the master of the Jerpoint cloister
arcade. Professor Rae7 has also pointed out the similarity
of certain details in the cloister arcade to work in the
nave of Cashel Cathedral which may, thus, date from
around the same period, and may even have been carved
by the same hand.
As it is likely that the roof boss was not brought to
Newpark before the 18th or 19th century, we are justified
in asking the question as to which building it once adorned.
Cashel can probably be excluded immediately, as it is
rather far away. Despite its similarity to the cloister arcade,
Jerpoint is also to be ruled out, because none o f the
rib-mouldings surviving at Jerpoint resemble in any way
those of the roof boss. Mr. David Johnson, Inspector of
National Monuments, suggested to me that it could
conceivably have come from the friary of St. Francis in
K ilkenny City. Certainly, the nearest parallel for the ribmoulding which I have so far encountered is on a fragment
preserved in the friary, but while close to that of the roof
boss, it does not fit exactly. It is also interesting to note
that w hile decorated roof bosses are a comparative rarity
in Ireland, six at least are preserved in the friary's tower.
But while the smaller examples do have trilobate foliate
motifs, they do not stand a close comparison with those on
the roof boss, and are very probably earlier in any case.
Furthermore, neither the existing remains o f the friary
church, nor those parts which still stood when Grose
depicted them in his Antiquities in 1791, suggest that the
friary church was roofed with a stone vault. A further
interesting link between K ilkenny and Cashel is the
presence in the porch of Cashel Cathedral of another rare
instance in Ireland of a roof boss, though once again the
^ C o m p a re th e fig u r e o f la d y p re s e rv e d u n til r e c e n tly a t N e w t o w n
illu s tra te d in H u n t. op . cit. PI. 123.
5R a e . op . cit., PI. 2.
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foliage on it cannot be paralleled closely on the Newpark
example.
Another possibility to be borne in mind is the
Conventual church of St. John in Kilkenny which, o f all
the medieval churches of the city, lies closest to Newpark.
It was founded in 1220, and its surviving chancel and Lady
Chapel both date from the thirteenth century. Un
fortunately, however, we know of no historical references
to building activity at St. John's towards the end of the
fourteenth century. The nave was completely demolished
sometime before 1790, and the material from it was used
to build
an infantry barracks to the north
of it, according
to Canon Carrigan.8 W hile it would appear more likely
that the nave — like the chancel — would have dated
from the thirteenth century, it is conceivable that it could
have been given a new roof in stone at the end of the
fourteenth century. I f so, and if the roof boss originally
belonged to such a re-roofing, it is oossible that the roof
boss could have been rescued from the rubble during
demolition, only to find its way later to Newpark, possibly
to serve
there as a garden ornament for a
rockery.
The period around or shortly before 1400, to which
the roof boss may be ascribed, is one which is credited
with very little building activity in Ireland, as architectural
historians are of the opinion that Ireland, at that time,
had not yet sufficiently recovered from the shock of the
Black Death of 1348— 50 to undertake any major church
construction. Even though we w ill probably never find out
where the roof boss came from, it is of considerable
importance in proving the building, the completion or the
re-roofing of a part of what mu'st have been an important
church with a stone vault in or around K ilkenny sometime
around 1400, when building activity was otherwise thought
to have been virtually stagnant.
t'H u nt, op . cit., V o l. I, 178.
7 R a e , op. cit., 80 w ith P I. 13, b.
s C a n o n W illia m C a r r ig a n , “ H is t o r y
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