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A Bronze Age Burial at Killinane, 
near Bagenalstown, Co. Carlow.

Fionnbarr Moore

In July 1982 a mechanical excavator which was being used to dig 
foundations for a silo in the townland of Killinane, Co. Carlow1 struck a 
large granite boulder which on being pulled back proved to be the capstone 
of a cist burial. The National Museum was informed of the discovery 
through Srgt. Cunningham of the Garda Siochana in Leighlinbridge. The 
discovery was investigated by the writer on behalf of the National Museum. 
The finder and owner of the land, Mr. Pierce Brophy, said the surface of the 
stone had often been scratched in the past during ploughing but had been 
considered too large to move. He described the floor of the cist on discovery 
as “a white layer of bones with a pottery vessel standing upright in the N.E. 
corner” . The burial was disturbed soon after discovery.

The site is located about a mile north of Bagenalstown, on the south 
facing slope of a low rounded gravel hillock. The land is good and is typical 
of that associated with the distribution of cist burials, i.e. well drained sand 
and gravel ridges. No earthworks occur in the vicinity of the site and while 
there was a deep deposit of clay on the ridge there was nothing that would 
suggest the existence of an artificial mound.

Although the capstone had been pulled back it was still possible to gauge 
approximately its original position. It was orientated N.S. where it lay 
beside the cist and when dotted in over the plan it best covered the cist 
when orientated in that direction. Thus one might suggest that this might 
have been its original position. It is a large irregularly shaped granite 
boulder: maximum length 188 cm., maximum width 157 cm., maximum 
thickness 35 cm.

The Cist, fig. 1.
As the cist was to be covered by the cement floor of a silo it was 

considered appropriate to excavate the cist and pot fully. The cist was 
rectangular in plan and was constructed of blue flag-stones which to this 
day are quarried locally. Four slabs were used to construct the main body of 
the cist — two side stones and two end stones. The western side stone had 
been broken in two before the site was investigated. The northern end stone 
had been pushed in slightly at an angle by the mechanical excavator and its 
exact relationship to the side stones could not therefore be determined. 
However it was clear that the side stones had extended beyond the northern 
end stone to some degree originally. The western side stone extended 
beyond the southern end stone by 5 cm. These projecting features may have 
been intended to give additional support to the cist walls in bearing the 
weight of the capstone. The internal dimensions of the cist are given as 
follows: maximum length 105 cm., maximum width 57 cm., maximum 
depth 55 cm. The measurements of the four flag-stones which comprised the 
main structure of the cist are:
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Maximum Maximum Maximum
Length Width Thickness

i. 132 cm. 42 cm. 7 cm.
ii. 126 cm. 53 cm. 6 cm.

iii. 58 cm. 46 cm. 7 cm.
iv. 58 cm. 52 cm. 6 cm.

A t the northern end of the cist small slabs were laid outside the side stones 
to relieve them of bearing the full weight of the capstone. The end stones of 
the cist were inserted into the gravel subsoil and wedged in position with 
small slabs. Small packing stones were inserted into the interstices between 
the walls and pebbles were built up against the comers, perhaps again to 
add strength to the internal support of the cist walls. The fill of the cist — 9 
cm. maximum depth — was made up of sand derived from the gravel 
subsoil mixed with dark brown clay, wood charcoal and a large quantity of 
cremated remains. It was difficult to gauge the extent to which disturbance 
had taken place in the cist but the evidence suggested that the bones did 
not have an order in their distribution and that in fact they had been from 
the time of deposition a mixture of dismembered and disarticulated 
fragments. A  shallow pit (2-3 cm. in depth, 25 cm. maximum diameter) in 
the south west quadrant of the cist, extending from the centre to the 
western side stone, had a particularly heavy concentration of cremated 
bone. The bone report (Appendix I) shows that there were at least two 
people buried in the cist. A  small fragment of rock crystal, 0.8 cm. 
maximum length, and some small quartz pebbles were found throughout 
the fill. The floor of the cist was unpaved and consisted of a flat gravel bed 
into which some natural rock protruded.

The pit, fig. 1.
The pit for the cist was excavated into the gravel subsoil. Excavation 

revealed a roughly oval outline which had been obscured by disturbance 
which took place at the northern end. The pit measured 172 cm. from north 
north-east to south south-west and 136 cm. from north north-west to south 
south-east. Its sides inclined sharply. The pit edge was difficult to follow 
because the fill, which consisted almost completely of gravel with only a 
small amount of clay mixed in, was practically indistinguishable from the 
surrounding subsoil. On the edge of the pit at the south side there was a 
circular shallow depression which measured 5 cm. in depth and 4 cm. in 
diameter and which contained burnt soil. Between the south-east side stone 
and the edge of the pit was another patch of burnt soil which measured 7 
cm. maximum depth and 20 cm. in diameter. This contained fragments of 
charcoal and burnt bone. The possibility that some of the cremation may 
have fallen on to the fill of the pit when the bones were being deposited in 
the cist might serve to explain the features mentioned above. This evidence 
suggests that the construction of the cist was complete before the burials 
were placed inside it. In this context it is worth noting that the shallow pit 
in the cist floor, already referred to, which contained a larger concentration 
of bone than was found elsewhere in the fill was immediately below the 
aforementioned patch of burnt soil.

The pot, fig. 2.
The earthen pot which accompanied the burial is termed a Tripartite 

Bowl Food Vessel. It stood upright in the north-east corner of the cist on 
top of the cremated remains when discovered. It is in an excellent state of
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preservation but is heavily coated by an encrustation of carbonate of lime 
which has caused some cracks and fissures in the fabric. The base is flat, 
broad and slightly pedestalled. Two grooved ridges form a band around the 
middle of the pot. Between the pedestal and the lower grooved ridge the pot 
is rounded in profile while above the higher grooved ridge the neck rises 
straight to the rim. There is no formal lip on the vessel and the rim is

slightly bevelled on the inside. Inside, the pot is smoothly finished and is 
coated on the bottom by a carbonised deposit. The outer surface of the pot 
is decorated all over, except for the base which exhibits some grass 
markings. The ornament on the pot is divided into zones, the limits of which 
are defined by the two grooved ridges mentioned above. On the outside of 
the rim a line of oval shaped comb impressed dots forms a narrow band 
around the pot. Below this three plain grooved lines encircle the pot 
followed by a horizontal line of twisted cord ornament. Two further grooved 
lines horizontally placed complete the decoration on the rim and neck of the 
vessel. The two grooved ridges frame a band of ornament around the middle 
of the pot. This band consists of oval shaped patterns extended horizontally
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within which are lines of comb impressed dots. These oval designs are 
linked by a series of vertically opposed, triangular, nail impressed designs 
executed in false relief. Below this is another set of oval shapes, vertically 
extended, and nail impressed designs in false relief. Two ridges in false relief 
define an undercoated band around the base of the pot. Finally a horizontal 
line of deep comb impressed ornament encircles the stem. The texture of the 
clay from which the pot is made is coarse and sandy. It is grey/black in 
colour, black in cross-section and is covered with a slip.
Height of Vessel : 10.4 cm.
Depth of vessel : 8.01 cm.
Maximum diameter at rim : 14.2 cm.
Average thickness of rim : 0.7 cm.
Diameter at base : 7.00 cm.

Discussion
The burial assemblage of cist and food vessel is one which can be readily 

assigned an Early Bronze Age date, i.e. somewhere between 1,800 and 1,500 
B.C. This burial type is not unusual in this part of the country with 
examples of similar discoveries nearby at Sliguff2 and Royal Oak3 and 
elsewhere in Co. Carlow at Ballymurphy and Killerig,4 to name but a few. 
Early Bronze Age burials occur in cemetery mounds, flat cemeteries and 
singly. The area near Bagenalstown has shown a preference for single neat 
short cists in gravel ridges, containing inhumations, cremations or both. 
The occurance of rock crystal in association with a cist burial is not unusual. 
Nearby at Coolmore in Co. Kilkenny, in a short rectangular cist, rock 
crystal was found in association with a food vessel, a boar's tusk and a 
plano-convex flint knife.5 The cist at Killinane exhibits a range of features 
common to Early Bronze Age burials in the eastern half of the country. This 
fact, together with the excellent preservation of the cist, makes it a useful 
addition to the archaeological record for the Nore Valley.

Appendix 1

TH E CREM ATED  BONES FROM K ILLIN AN E, CO. CARLOW .

Report by Professor C. A. Erskine, late of Trinity College, Dublin.

Collection of cremated bones of at least 2 individuals. Fragments: 2 cm - 6 
- 8 cm. Larger pieces: 2 It. halves of adult mandible & piece of right 
(coronoid process). Two bodies of vertebrae: lumbar and thoracic and 3 
fragments of vertebrae. Olecranon process of ulna and distal end of left 
fibula, condyle of 3 humeri, fragments of skull, one molar and one deciduous 
molar tooth, 2 phalanges finger and one toe.
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NOTES

1. Td Killinane; Par. Killinane; Bar. Idrone W est; Co. Carlow; O.S. 6-inch 
16 (11.2 cm. from the western margin, and 38.9 cm. from the southern 
margin). N.G.R. S691632. 186' O.D.

2. Ryan, M. 1974: Cist Burial with Food Vessel from Sliguff Td. Nr. 
Bagenalstown, Co. Carlow. Carloviana, No. 23, Vol. 2 1974, pp.21-24.

3. Vigors, P.D. 1887/88; J. Roy. Soc. Antiq. Ireland, Vol. 18, 1887/'88, 
pp.491-494.
4 & 5. Waddell,J. 1970: ‘Irish Bronze Age Cists; A  Survey', J. Roy. Soc.

Antiq. Ireland, Vol. 100, pp. 91-139. This site at Coolmore was 
excavated by Ellen Prendergast, National Museum of Ireland.

Fig. 2. Drawn by Ms. Reiltin Murphy, National Museum of Ireland.
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