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Kilcooly Abbey
PART ONE  

Fr. Columbkille, O.C.R.

The abbey at Baltinglass (Vallis Salutis) founded b y  Diarmaid M ac 
M urchadha, king of Leinster, in or about the year 1148, becam e the m other 
of four daughter houses, viz., A bbeym ahon  (Fons V ivus) in 1172, Jerpoint 
in 1180, A bbeyleix  (Lex Dei) in 1184 and R osglas or M onasterevin (Rosea 
Vallis) in 1189. Of the four daughter houses ju st named, one, at least would 
seem to have existed as a Benedictine m onastery before it becam e affiliated 
to the Cistercian Order. This was the m onastery of Jerpoint, one of whose 
daughter houses, nam ely, K ilcooly , is the subject of the present article. This 
new m onastery of K ilcooly  (de A rvicam po) lay on the fringe of the great 
plain of Tipperary at the foo t o f the Slieveardagh plateau and has been 
described as “probably the m ost beautiful Cistercian ruin in Ireland” , 
although com paratively little know n.1 That it is so little known is due no 
dou bt to the fact that, unlike the m ajority  of our ruined abbeys, it stands in 
private grounds, and this also probably accounts for the fact that the abbey 
church is so singularly well preserved, in marked contrast to  some of our 
better known abbeys.

The name K ilcooly , b y  which the m onastery is popularly known derives 
according to the com m on opinion fron the Irish Cil) Chúile, meaning the 
church of the nook or angle. The name is supposed to refer to the fact that 
the site of the church lay in an angle form ed at this point b y  the boundary 
line between the kingdom s (and dioceses) o f O ssory and Cashel, now 
represented b y  the boundary between the counties of K ilkenny and 
Tipperary.2 The name given b y  the Cistercians to  the m onastery and 
recorded both  in the statutes of the General Chapter and the official tabulae 
o f the Order was (m onasterium ) de A rvi Cam po, meaning the m onastery 
situated in the plain of corn (a reference both  to the fertility of the soil and 
to the Irish territorial name M agh nAirbh, on which the Latin name is 
undoubtedly based). From  the charter3 of D om hnall M ór Ua Briain, king of 
Limerick (Thom ond), it would appear that the abbey of K ilcooly  was a 
rededication of an older m onastic establishm ent founded originally b y  St. 
Colm an of M agh nAirbh, a descendant of A enghus mac Nathfraic, king of 
Cashel. In his charter the king states that the grant is made “ in reverence of 
G regory Olanan, com harb of M agh A irb h ” and that the lands granted, 
including the site o f the m onastery, were granted with the counsel o f the 
said com harb as well as with the consent of the k in g 's nobles.

The charter of D om hnall Ua Briain, it should be noted, makes no mention 
of the Cistercian Order though it does make specific mention of the Blessed 
Virgin and St. Benedict. This suggests a Benedictine connection of some 
sort bu t not a Cistercian one. This reference to St. Benedict and the absence 
of any allusion to the Cistercian Order is com m on to the charters granted to 
the abbeys of Kilkenny, Ossory, K ilcooly and H oly  Cross. On the other 
hand the reference to the Coarb of St. Colm an in the K ilcooly charter 
implies a link up of some sort with pre-Norm an Irish m onasticism . 
M oreover, the terms of the charter show that the com m unity of B .M . de 
A rvicam po was already in existence when the grant of land was made for 
the purpose, expressly stated, o f constructing a m onastery in honour of the
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said B .V .M . Since A rvicam pus was a large area extending into Co. 
K ilkenny as well as Co. Tipperary, and since St. C olm an's original 
m onastery of Daire M ór is thought to have been located in what is now the 
townland of Derryvella in the said territory, about seven miles south w est of 
what later becam e the abbey of K ilcooly , I would suggest that this pre- 
Norm an com m unity which had possibly  adopted the Rule of St. Benedict, 
was in all probability the twelfth century successor to the original 
com m unity of St. Colm an of M agh nAirbh. The com m unity seems to have 
been transferred to  the new lands donated b y  Dom hnall M ór Ua Brfain at 
K ilcooly , the name of which place also indicates a pre-Norm an m onastic 
settlement. It is probable that K ilcooly  was a m onastic site which had been 
abandoned or had sim ply been left vacant b y  the extinction of the native 
Irish com m unity which had occupied it at one time. This transference of 
land site (from  Derryvella?) to K ilcooly was made with the assent of the 
then coarb of St. Colm an, G regory  Olanan, and the name G regory again 
suggests that the coarb himself m ay have been a Benedictine m onk and 
m ay, perhaps, have been the first abbot o f K ilcooly.

F O U N D A T IO N  D A T E , 1184

In a paper published some years a g o4 I put forward the opinion that 
Jerpoint, the m other house of K ilcooly , was probably not originally a 
Cistercian foundation. A lthough  Jerpoint was certainly in existence before 
the year 11705 the official tabulae o f the Cistercian Order are practically 
unanimous in placing its foundation in the year 1180. If, then, we accept the 
testim ony of the tabulae and adm it at the same time that the abbey was 
already in existence before that date we m ust assume that Jerpoint was not 
originally a Cistercian house and consequently that the date 1180 given in 
the tabulae records not its actual foundation but rather of its affiliation to 
the Cistercian Order. M uch the same m ay be argued concerning K ilcooly ; 
not all the tabulae indicate the year 1184 as the date of that ab b ey 's 
foundation  and various other dates have been assigned some of which are 
m anifestly too  late. Sir James W are assigns it to the year 1200, a date also 
given  in the T .C .D . M S. LS E .3.8., a seventeenth century com pilation,6 
while the Register of the H onour of R ichm ond, quoted b y  W are,7 gives the 
date 1209. Som e authors attributed the foundation to D om hnall M ór O 
Briain's son, Donnchadh Cairbreach,8 and one Cistercian tabula places it as 
late as 1250.9

Since there are no witnesses to the cop y  of the charter preserved in the 
Orm ond Deeds (National Library of Ireland) we have no means of fixing the 
actual date of the grant which the editor of the Orm ond Deeds has 
tentatively ascribed to the year 1182; but in any case we m ay take the year 
1184 to be the m ost probable date of the foundation of K ilcooly  as a 
Cistercian house.

A ll things considered, it seems best to accept the period 1180-1184 as the 
period of K ilcoo ly 's accession to the Cistercian Order whether b y  direct 
foundation  from  Jerpoint or otherwise, and to assume that the year 1200 
m arks the com pletion under M uircheartach Finn of the work begun by  
D om hnall M ór Ua Briain. Donnchadh Cairbreach could not have been the 
founder of the abbey though he m ay have been a generous benefactor. He 
did not becom e king until 1210 and would not have been in a position to 
endow  K ilcooly before that year. The m ost probable date of foundation, 
therefore, is the year accepted b y  Janauschek and backed b y  the authority 
of M S. Dunensis, nam ely 1184.



K IL C O O L Y  A B B E Y 57

A N  U N E V E N T F U L  H IS T O R Y

Com paratively few details have com e dow n to us of the h istory of 
K ilcooly  abbey. It had indeed, for the m ost part an uneventful history. 
Unlike m any of his contem poraries, the abbot of K ilcooly was not a great 
tem poral lord who sat am ong the peers in the A nglo-Irish  Parliaments and 
Councils of the Pale. The m onks seem to have been occupied exclusively 
with their m onastic duties and rarely do we find mention of the abbey in the 
annals. Only once does there seem to have been anything like internal 
trouble of a serious nature, and that was during the so-called M ellifont 
Conspiracy in the first quarter of the thirteenth century when a general 
breakdow n of discipline occurred am ong the Irish com m unities of the 
generatio M ellifontis.

The first m ention of the abbot o f K ilcooly  in the statutes of the General 
Chapter is found under the year 1201. A t  that period W illiam  M arshall, 
Earl of Pem broke, was anxious to found a Cistercian m onastery in his 
territory and had petitioned the General Chapter to that effect. The abbots 
of Dublin and M ellifont were entrusted b y  the Chapter with the task of 
m aking inquiries into the m atter and, as neither of these abbots was present 
at the Chapter that year, the abbots of Jerpoint and K ilcooly  were directed 
to  com m unicate the com m ission to the absent ones.11 They appear to have 
taken the direction o f the Chapter lightly, for at the next year's session they 
were both  punished for failing to com m unicate the Chapter's m andate to 
their fellow  abbots of Dublin and M ellifont. A s  neither of them was present 
at the Chapter of 1202 the abbot o f Clairvaux was directed to notify  them 
that the General Chapter had im posed a penance on them  for their neglect 
o f its ruling. They were to perform  for three days the penance enjoined b y  
the Rule for those in levi culpa, being com m anded to  fast on bread and 
water for one of the said days and forbidden to enter the abbatial stall for 
forty  d a ys .12

V IS IT A T IO N  B Y  E N G L IS H  A B B O T

Our next notice of K ilcooly  is in connection with the Irish visitation of 
Stephen de Lexinton, abbot of Stanley (England), in 1228. Baltinglass 
A b b ey , the m other house of Jerpoint, was one of the houses m ost deeply 
involved in what came to be known as the M ellifont Conspiracy, and its 
daughter house shared its guilt. In 1217 the abbot of Jerpoint as well as the 
abbot of M ellifont had been deposed b y  the General Chapter, and although 
we hear nothing of K ilcooly  and its com m unity at that particular time it is 
hard to imagine that they can have been unaffected b y  what was happening 
in their m other house and in m any of the other houses of the gerieratio  
M ellifontis. On 9 M ay 1228, abbot Stephen de Lexinton had com pleted a 
visitation of H oly  Cross and was on his w ay to K ilcooly  when he had a 
narrow escape from  death at the hands of a party of robbers in the vicinity 
of the abbey .13 It is unlikely that he made a regular visitation of K ilcooly at 
this juncture; but in a letter written to the prior and convent of the 
m onastery which, though undated, appears to have been penned in the 
autum n, Stephen announced that he had deposed their abbot because of his 
neglect of his house and his disobedience. He gives some details in the 
letter:

For seven continuous years the abbot of K ilcooly had not made an 
appearance at the General Chapter. M oreover, b y  reason of his ill-health he 
was alm ost always in the infirm ary and unable either to  rule the abbey or to
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protect it from  its enemies. Stephen indeed threatened him with anathema 
unless he forthw ith yielded to the decrees of the V isitator; and the 
com m unity was warned that anyone who continued to recognise him as 
abbot would incur the same anathem a.14 On the occasion  of his journey 
from  H oly  Cross to Duiske in M ay, 1228, Stephen paid a visit to K ilcooly  as 
well as to Jerpoint; but his letter to the prior and convent of K ilcooly 
written in the autum n show s that the visitation proper of that house had 
still to be made, for he states that he has com m anded the abbot to return to 
his house in time to be present at this visitation. Stephen was in M unster in 
A u gu st and again in Septem ber. He spent some time in Clonmel and visited 
the abbey of Suir (Inislounaght) on tw o distinct occasions, the last being 
tow ards the end of Septem ber when he made the regular visitation. He 
could, therefore, have made the visitation of K ilcooly  either in A u gu st or 
Septem ber, and presum ably did so.

A fter  the deposition of the abbot, the abbey of K ilcooly  seems to  have 
remained vacant until the follow ing summer, for Stephen, in a letter 
written on the 21 M ay  1229,15 in which he delegated his powers of visitation 
for that year to the abbots of Dublin and Duiske, expressly mentioned the 
fact that K ilcooly  abbey was then vacant. H is delegates were com m anded 
to take counsel with abbots and other prudent men concerning the state of 
that house, and after very careful deliberation were to act as they deemed 
m ost fitting, useful and advisable. Of the outcom e of this latter visitation 
we know  nothing. W e m ay conclude, however, from  analogy, that in due 
course an election took  place and a dependable A nglo-N orm an m onk took 
over control o f the destinies of the house, as had already happened in so 
m any other abbeys during the course of Stephen 's progress through 
Ireland. Despite the good  intentions of A b b o t  Stephen and the attem pted 
reformation of the house, and despite the fact that a new abbot had been 
appointed we find the General Chapter of 1233 com pelled to take cognizance 
of the fact that the new abbot, like his predecessor, was proving remiss in 
his du ty  of attending the General Chapter. No less than eight of the Irish 
abbots were absent from  the Chapter that year so that the Capitular 
Fathers felt themselves obliged to punish the offenders b y  enjoining on 
them  the penance prescribed b y  the U sages in such cases.16 Six years later 
the abbot of K ilcooly  was again an offender in this m atter and was once 
again punished b y  the C hapter,17 while in 1246 he again received a penance 
for the same fau lt.18

Q U A R R E L S  A N D  D IS P U T E S

The curtain now  descends, and for twenty-seven years we catch not even 
one glim pse o f the abbot or com m unity of K ilcooly . In the year 1275 they 
appear once more in the records of the General Chapter in consequence of a 
quarrel between the abbots of K ilcooly and R osglas.19 The cause of the 
quarrel is not stated nor is the outcom e of the dispute known. It was 
referred b y  the Chapter to the abbots of M aigue and “ Y sion ay” ,* who were 
to act as arbitrators and who, it m ust be presumed, delivered a verdict in 
due course. Som e years later (in 1279| the abbot o f K ilcooly  was himself 
com m issioned by  the General Chapter to act in conjunction  with the abbot 
of Tintern as referee in a dispute between the abbots of Suir and 
D unbrody .20 Here also the subject of Vallis Caritatis, a daughter house of 
Suir in the county of W aterford and parish of Fearann na M anach

‘ Perhaps W oney (A bbeyow ney) or Inislounaght.
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(M onksland), the lands of which, after its suppression b y  Stephen de 
Lexinton  in 1228, had been allotted to D unbrody .21 The a bbot of K ilcooly 
received tw o m ore com m issions in the same Chapter being appointed in 
con junction  with the abbot of Odorney to act as referee between the abbots 
o f Tintern and O w ney,22 and being associated with the abbot of T intem  as 
arbitrator in a quarrel between the abbots of Chore (M iddleton) and 
Tracton .23 The com plainant seems to  have been the a b bot of Chore who, 
incidentally, was a newcom er to  the General Chapter, his predecessor 
having been deposed b y  the Chapter of the previous year in consequence of 
not having attended the General Chapter for eight years.24 This is the last 
notice of the abbot of K ilcooly contained in the statutes of the General 
Chapter.

KILCOOLY ABBEY
(Grose's Antiquities o f Irelarid)

For a whole century (1279 to about 1380) on ly one recorded incident 
relieves the m onotonous blank of the long years. This is noticed b y  Archdall 
in his M onasticon  Hibernicum  and is,indeed, the only incident recorded b y  
that author in the h istory of our abbey. He inform s us that in 1341 Thom as 
O Rourke was abbot and that he, b y  the assistance of Richard O Brennan 
and Gerald O lycan, with W illiam of Lisnam uck, chaplain, “did seize b y  
distress at Drum lonam , the chattels o f James son of Laurence W arner, to 
the am ount and value of forty  shillings” .26 Judging b y  his name this abbot 
was a native of the district in which the abbey was located, for in the parish 
o f Fennor, some at least of whose townlands form ed part of the m onastic 
possessions, there is a townland nam ed Inchy-Rourke (Inse Ui Ruairc) in 
which can be seen in the middle of a b og  the ruins of a castle said to have 
been built b y  a fam ily of the O Rourkes who form erly dwelt in that area.26 
Thom as O Rourke in fact is the only abbot whose name has com e dow n to 
us from  the period preceding 1444. From  a roll of amercements preserved in 
the Orm ond Deeds and of uncertain date but probably to be assigned to the 
period 1370-1390, it appears that the abbot was fined a sum of tw o shillings 
for not supplying two armed horsemen as he was bound to d o .27

The Orm ond Deeds record that the abbot was sum m oned to the court of 
the Liberty of Tipperary to d o  suit in 1432.28 The abbot thus sum m oned was 
possib ly  Thom as B ovill who was later succeeded b y  Philip O M olbardayn
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alias O Brothe (O B rophy). Philip ruled the m onastery for a num ber of years 
and was probably responsible for the rebuilding of the abbey after the 
disastrous fire of 1444. The fifteenth century was a century of wars and 
devastation  in Ireland and this m ay help to account for the burning of the 
m onastery b y  armed men. N o record remains of the circum stances in which 
the abbey was destroyed , but the fact o f the destruction is noted in a papal 
m andate for the year in question. The m andate, dated February 14th, 1444, 
is summarised th u s: — 29 1

T o D avid O foy, a Cistercian m onk of the Blessed Virgin of K ilcooly  (de 
A rvicam po), in the diocese of Cashel. Dispensation at his recent petition 
— containing that the said m onastery had been alm ost com pletely 
destroyed and burned b y  armed men, that its abbot, Philip, has left it and 
betaken himself to  England with tw o m onks in search of food  and 
clothing, and has given D avid, who is a priest, and on whose behalf 
James, earl o f Orm ond (Ormonie), has also petitioned the pope, licence to 
serve any ecclesiastical benefices — to receive and hold any benefice in 
Ireland with or w ithout cure, event w ont to be governed b y  secular clerks.
H ow  long the abbot remained in England we do not know, but he was 

certainly back in Ireland and established once more in his abbey b y  1450.30 
I t  seems that in the meantim e provision had been made of the abbey to Odo 
O G rady who, having resigned his charge of H oly  Cross A b b ey  into the 
hands of Patrick, abbot o f Inishlounaght, had been prom oted to K ilcooly .31 
W e later find him acting as abbot o f H ore A b b e y  in Cashel which he ruled at 
the time of his death.32 It m ay be doubted if he was ever in possession of the 
rule and adm inistration of K ilcooly ; it is hard to see how  he could have been 
in lawful possession since, as far as we know, Philip O M olbardayn or O 
M olw anayn alias O Brothe was the lawfully elected abbot in 1444 and 
continued to hold that office until his death in 1465. W e have no evidence 
that he either resigned or was deposed. It is possible that follow ing his 
departure to England after the burning of the abbey it was thought that the 
abbey  had becom e vacant; and it m ay be assum ed that on this supposition 
O do O G rady had petitioned for and obtained provision of the abbey from  
the pope. If so, he m ust have relinquished his position on the facts of the 
case becom ing known, and was then fortunate enough to have provision 
m ade to him of H ore A b b e y  which m ay have been vacant at the time or m ay 
have becom e vacant soon afterwards.

P A P A L  IN V O L V E M E N T

Perhaps the tem porary intrusion of O do O Grada into the abbacy of 
K ilcooly  accounts for the fact that abbot Philip began to feel his position 
insecure and, in the year 1450, sought to fortify  his tenure of the abbacy 
against all assault b y  seeking provision from  the pope himself. It is true 
that he had been elected in accordance with the rule and constitutions of the 
Order, having obtained the votes of the com m unity and having himself 
consented to the said election and been confirm ed in the first place b y  the 
father abbot* of the house and afterward b y  the abbot of Citeaux himself. 
He had been installed b y  their authority and had received from  them full 
pow er to rule and adm inister the abbey. Nevertheless, instances are not 
wanting in the fifteenth century of the rem oval of abbots b y  papal mandate 
and the provision of their abbeys to others — som etim es indeed to men who

*By the Father A b b o t  is meant the abbot of the m other house — in this 
case the abbot of Baltinglass. In m odern times he is designated the 
“Father Im m ediate” .
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were not even mem bers of the order — even in cases where there was no 
dou bt that according to the usage of the Cistercian Order they had been 
lawfully elected and had received the rule and adm inistration in a 
legitim ate manner. It was on ly natural that abbot Philip should wish to 
assure himself that this should not happen in his case, and so we find in the 
papal registers a m andate dated 24 Septem ber 1450.33

T o the archdeacon of Cashel. M andate at the recent petition of Philip 
Ym ullbardan alias Ibrogaid , m onk of the Cistercian m onastery of 
K ilcooly  (de A rvicam po) etc., contain ing that on the voidance of the said 
m onastery b y  the death o f abbot Thom as B ovil the convent unanim ously 
elected the said Philip who consented to  the election and g o t  it confirm ed 
first b y  the father abbot o f the said m onastery and afterwards b y  the 
vicar general; in those parts of the abbot of Citeaux (the abbot of Dublin), 
b y  their ordinary authority, and in virtue of the said election and 
confirm ation was inducted into possession of the rule and adm inistration 
and still exercises the care thereof; bu t now  doubts whether the election 
and confirm ation hold g ood  — and if he finds Philip fit, to make provision 
to him of the said m onastery, value not exceeding 16 m arks sterling, still 
void as above; whether it be so void , or be void b y  the resignation of the 
said Thom as, or be void in any other w ay, etc.

R E B U IL D IN G  O F A B B E Y  C H U R C H

F or the next sixteen years Philip ruled the m onastery and was the 
recipient of m any papal mandates in 1454, 1455, 1458 and 1459. He 
distinguished himself b y  rebuilding the abbey church, although on a smaller 
scale. This restoration followed close upon the large scale rebuilding of the 
neighbouring abbey of H oly  Cross with which, indeed, it has m any 
affinities. W e are fortunately able to identify the sculptor responsible for 
som e, at least, o f the beautiful carvings in K ilcooly  abbey, for he has left his 
name on some of the m onum ents carved b y  him. The carving of the 
inscriptions on various m onum ents between 1526 and 1587 was the work of 
R ory  O Tunny, son of Patrick, and it is more than likely that the earlier 
fifteenth century carvings were the work of his father. A t  one time the 
abbey church was furnished with aisles, but at the rebuilding the aisles were 
rem oved so that the present nave is aisleless. To this restoration, carried out 
under the direction of abbot Philip we owe the beautiful west w indow in 
decorated style and the flam boyant east w indow as well as the sedilia in the 
choir, those of the abbot and the prior. These have been described b y  the 
V ery Reverend Professor Power in his article on K ilcooly a b b ey :34

The a b b ot 's seat ... and the prior's sedile opposite are beautiful pieces of 
stone carving; there is nothing like them in any other Irish abbey or 
church. The a b b ot's sedile on the epistle side, is the richer and more 
elaborate; its canopy (perpendicular) suggests that it is a com paratively 
late addition; the sides are deeply m oulded and overhead stretch three 
splays of foliage ornam ent; overhead also, inset in the wall, are tw o slabs 
carrying coats of arms. Of the same period and style is the prior's sedile 
— on the gospel side, opposite — but here the decoration is less 
exuberant. These two lovely exam ples of late stone work corresponds to 
the two carved m onum ents of H oly  Cross — the sedilia and the arcade. 
One can hardly help thinking that they are all from  the same master hand 
and that the hand in question was an O T unney's . . .

The transepts are brim ful of interest for the architect, with their 
graceful ribbed vaulting, their panelled reliefs, their elegant dado of
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undercut stonework and the handsom e colum ns which separate the 
chapels — tw o in each transept ...
It  is possible that the work of restoration begun under abbot Philip was 

n ot com pleted until during the rule of his successor. A b b o t  Philip's own 
m onum ent lies within the abbey, originally a floor-slab near the founder's 
niche in the presbytery. It has since been rem oved and inserted in a 
perpendicular position in the north wall o f the presbytery.35 It has been 
stated (I cannot recollect b y  w h om ) that the a b b ot 's best m onum ent is the 
abbey  church itself, and with this judgem ent one cannot but agree. The 
inscription on the slab inform s us that Philip O M olw anayn (O 
M olw ardayn?), form er abbot of the house, lies there together with his 
parents who perform ed m any good  works, spiritual as well as tem poral. The 
date given is 1463. Despite the eu logy contained in the inscription abbot 
Philip was b y  no means a m odel religious. If no worse he was certainly no 
better than more than a few o f his contem poraries in those degenerate days. 
D yin g  in 1463 he was succeeded in the abbacy b y  his own son, and from  
thence alm ost to the eve of the suppression of the m onastic orders in Ireland 
the abbey was to be ruled b y  mem bers of the same fam ily.
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