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Abstract
This report describes the results of limited archaeological 

excavation at Dean Street, Kilkenny in October and 
December 1990. The remains of a medieval oven and post- 
medieval housing were uncovered.

Introduction
The site stands at the south side of Dean Street near the 

junction with Irishtown, and adjoining the premises known 
as Bregagh Guest House. The River Bregagh - a tributary of 
the Nore - runs eastwards, about 50m. to the south of the 
site. The intervening land is lowlying and poorly drained. In 
1990 planning permission was granted to Dean 
Developments Ltd. for the erection of a three storey office and 
retail development. An archaeological assessment carried 
out in October 1990 revealed traces of surviving medieval 
deposits at the site and as a result further excavation was 
undertaken. The project was funded by the developer.

The Archaeological and Historical Background
The development of the medieval town of Kilkenny has 

been outlined in some detail by John Bradley - “The Town 
Wall of Kilkenny” (Part 1: Old Kilkenny Review 1975, 85-103; 
Partll: Old Kilkenny Review 1976, 209-219). The following 
summary is based largely on that study.
The medieval urban settlement of Kilkenny falls into three 
distinct areas:
Hightown
Irishtown - north of the river Bregagh 
St. Johns - east of the river Nore.
The proposed development lies within Irishtown.

By the end of the twelfth century, a town had been
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established at the foot of the Norman castle, extending from 
Rose Inn Street to present-day James's Street. Expansion of 
the colony in the thirteenth century resulted in the 
establishment of the Hightown which, at its maximum 
extent, stretched from the castle on the south to the River 
Bregagh on the north, and eastwards to the River Nore.

The construction of St. Canice's Cathedral commenced in 
the early 13th century and was completed c.1286. The lands 
of the cathedral stretched to Dean Street along the south and 
Vicar Street along the east. Irishtown expanded around the 
new cathedral and extended southwards to the River 
Bregagh and eastwards to the River Nore.

The murage of Irishtown is first mentioned in 1377, and 
Bradley considers that the construction of the wall was 
completed in 1400. The area enclosed by these defensive 
town walls was approximately one-fifth of the size of the 
Hightown and had originally three gates: Deans Gate, Troys 
Gate and Greens Gate. Watergate (on the River Bregagh) 
formed the entrance from the Hightown to Irishtown, and 
was a later addition.

In medieval times then Irishtown formed an independent 
area with its own corporation and charter. St. Canice's 
Cathedral on the high ground to the north dominated a 
network of narrow streets and laneways. Dean Street - 
named after the deanery associated with St. Canice's - 
formed the main thoroughfare through the town.

The land adjoining the northern bank of the River Bregagh 
was no doubt liable to flash flooding and was still largely 
undeveloped in the eighteenth century. John Rocque's map 
of Kilkenny, printed in 1757, indicated that houses stood 
along the south side of Dean Street with gardens extending 
back to the river. Some of these houses were already in 
existence in medieval times - the remains of a medieval house 
stood in Dean Street until recent road widening operations 
were carried out. The facade of the house has been moved 
back and now forms the street wall of Bregagh Guest House.

The Excavation
The area investigated measures 23m. SW-NE by 16.40m. 

NW-SE. Outline plans of the proposed development
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indicated that the rear of the site would be maintained as a 
car park with access from the laneway, which at present runs 
along the eastern boundary of the site. Excavation was 
concentrated in those areas which would be directly 
disturbed by the building foundations.

The overburden of post-medieval material was removed by 
machine and test sondages below the water table were also 
mechanically excavated.

Four trenches were excavated across the site (Fig.2). 
Trench 1 and Trench 2 were opened primarily to sample the 
archaeological potential of the site and assess the impact of 
the ensuing development on any in-situ material. 
Subsequently Trenches 3 and 4 were opened to examine the 
medieval deposits in areas where they were likely to be 
disturbed during construction work.

The Medieval Levels
The earliest archaeological deposits at the site consisted of 

dark-brown silty clay with occasional spreads of stone, lumps 
of mortar, water-rolled pebbles, compacted organic lenses of 
leaves, twigs etc. and some lenses of sand. This layer 
occurred at an average depth of 2m. below present ground 
level and was exposed in Trenches 3 and 4. As the surface of 
the layer lay below the water table, it was examined in detail 
only in the northern half of Trench 3 and the southern sector 
of Trench 4. No features were uncovered but occasional 
animal bone and sherds of 13th century locally made, and 
imported, pottery were recovered.

The site appears to have been open marshy ground during 
this period and was probably subject both to occasional 
flooding from the Bregagh and run-off from the higher 
ground to the north. At some stage in the thirteenth century 
- perhaps contemporary with the commencement of building 
at St. Canice's - reclaimation began at the site. In Trench 4 
material consisting of natural cobbles and smaller river- 
rolled stones in a matrix of grey silty clay, was banked up. 
The bank - maximum height 0.60m. - curved northeast- 
southwest within the trench and soft grey silt had 
accumulated on the river side. Four sherds of locally-made 
pottery, a sherd each of Leinster cooking ware, Ham Green
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ware and Bristol ware, recovered from this material, date the 
activity to the 13th/early 14th century.

The Oven
The remains of a medieval oven were exposed in Trench3 

(Fig.3). A deposit of sand - up to 40cm. deep - had been 
spread directly on the marshy ground. The sand covered an 
area of 6m. by 3m. within the trench and continued into the 
north, west and east balks. It did not extend into Trench 2. 
A pit, 0.45m. in diameter and 0.40m. in depth, had been cut 
into the old ground surface prior to this activity. The surface 
of the pit lay 2m. below present ground level and the fill 
consisted of a mixture of tan-coloured silty clay and sand. No 
finds were recovered but the pit appears to be contemporary 
with the construction of the oven.

Trench 3 was located close to the western boundary wall of 
the site and for safety reasons therefore only a section of the 
oven could be examined. The exposed remains consisted of a 
semi-circular cobbled floor, 0.65m. east-west and lm. north- 
south. The cobbling had been set directly into the sand and 
the floor was edged with fairly regular, rectilinear cobbles 
each c.20cm. in length. A large boulder, 0.50m. in length and 
0.25m. in thickness underlay the central section of the floor. 
A stone-flagged surface extended northwards from the oven 
floor curving at its northern end to run into the northwest 
corner of the trench. This paved area formed part of the 
working platform which generally surrounds medieval ovens. 
It was here that fuel was collected and ashes etc. raked out 
prior to placing food in the oven. The paving stones, the oven 
floor and the surface of the underlying sand showed evidence 
of extensive heat and heavily oxidised clay lay compacted on 
the floor itself. A deposit of ash and charcoal, up to 20cm. in 
thickness overlay this burnt clay, and discreet lenses of 
charcoal and oxidised clay extended for lm. east of the 
structure.

No evidence of the superstructure survived and no residual 
material from the oven itself was recovered. A single stake 
hole, 5cm. in diameter and 13cm. deep, had been cut into the 
sand c.50cm. east of the kiln.

The oven appears to have been abandoned during the
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medieval period. A layer of mixed clay overlying the remains 
contained 13th/14th century pottery. The layer, which was 
up to 50cm. in thickness, consisted of dark-brown, charcoal- 
flecked clay with a small quantity of animal bone. This layer 
occurred across the site and the upper surface yielded post- 
medieval pottery, brick fragments etc..

Post-Medieval Activity
The site appears to have remained largely undeveloped 

throughout the later medieval period. However it is 
important to note that Dean Street has been substantially 
widened since medieval times and therefore the present-day 
street frontage on the south side, lies considerably back from 
the original. The rear of the medieval house which stood up 
to recent times on the street, would now lie beneath the 
present footpath.

Post-medieval activity at the site is attested to by the 
remains of a basement which partially survived in the 
southern end of Trench 3. Poorly preserved brick walling 
was visible in the south and east balks and a mortar floor 
survived in the southwest corner of the trench. The floor had 
been cut down into the medieval levels and was 12cm. in 
thickness. It lay 1.40m. below present ground level. A brick 
fireplace in the southern wall contained cinders and rubble 
and yielded a sherd of 17th century slipware. It is not clear 
when the basement went out of use - portion of a 17th 
century Bellarmine jug was recovered from the rubble, which 
had been used to backfill this area. It is likely however that 
the find is residual. Section of a large pit, 1.30m. in diameter 
was exposed in the northern half of the trench. The pit had 
been cut down through the medieval levels and yielded post- 
medieval pottery.

The overburden of deposits at the site consisted of rubble, 
dumps of stone and slates etc., and garden soil. The remains 
of a property boundary running NW-SE, roughly midway 
across the site, were uncovered in Trenchs 1 and 2. The wall, 
constructed of limestone rubble, lay 30-50cm. below present 
ground level, and is probably associated with the dwellings 
which stood on the site up to recent times. A cobbled surface 
which survived in the eastern half of Trench 2 was probably a
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yard or pathway at the rear of those dwellings.

The Finds
The number of finds from the site was very small in 

comparison to other urban excavations. Twenty five sherds 
of medieval pottery, one sherd of 16th century pottery, two 
sherds of 17th century pottery, two floor tile fragments and a 
few iron objects were recovered in total. The finds have been 
deposited in the National Museum of Ireland under the site 
prefix E590. The catalogue numbers only are included here. 
With the exception of the decorated floor tile the finds are too 
fragmentary for illustration.

The Pottery*
The majority of the pottery recovered was of local 
manufacture and is comparable to glazed jugs found at a late 
13th/early 14th century settlement site excavated at Jerpoint 
Church townland in 1973 (Foley 1989, 115ff).

Local hand-built glazed ware
Eight sherds of this ware were recovered representing 8 
separate jugs.
No. 17 is a thick base angle sherd with thumbed-impression 
decoration and speckled orange glaze. The fabric is dark grey 
with inner and outer surfaces oxidised to a light pink colour, 
and contains tiny mica and quartz grits with occasional large 
pieces of calcite. Early 13th century.
No.28 is a thick body sherd and appears to have been coil 
built. The fabric is hard and fairly fine, pale grey in colour 
and oxidised to pinkish/buff on the interior surface. It 
contains large limestone and smaller quartz inclusions. The 
sherd has pale green to yellow/orange spotted glaze and is of 
mid-late 13th century date.
No.'s 9, 3, 11 and 13 are of similiar form and date.

Local wheel thrown glazed ware
Five sherds of this pottery were recovered representing 3 jugs 
and a bowl(No.l6)
No.26 is part of a pulled spout of early-mid 14th century date 
and was found in the material overlying the oven.
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No. 16 was recovered from the material below the kiln and is 
a rim sherd of a small bowl with olive green glaze. The fabric 
is hard and fine, pale grey in colour and gritted with 
limestone, chert and mica flecks. Late 13th century.

Local temper-free ware
Two sherds of this ware were recovered; No's. 15 and 6. Both 
are wheelthrown and fairly thick walled. No.6 is a frilled base 
angle sherd with speckled yellow glaze and was found in the 
banked up material in Trench 4. No. 15 may be a spout 
waster but is quite abraded and may be residual. It was 
recovered from the mixed layer which sealed the medieval 
deposits in Trench 4. This type of pottery was found in 
abundance at Trim (Sweetman 1978,171) and Patrick Street, 
Dublin (Walsh 1990, unpublished).

Leinster cooking ware
A single body sherd of this ware was recovered. No. 10 is part 
of a thin walled vessel and typical in fabric of its type. Late 
13th century in date.

Imported Pottery
English 
Ham Green
Five sherds of Ham Green pottery representing 4 jugs were 
recovered.
No's. 18 and 27 are from decorated jugs and were found in the 
deposits underlying the oven. No.18 is typical of hamgreen 
type A and is decorated with incised diagonals and applied 
pellets. Possibly early-late 13th century. No.27 is typical of 
hamgreen type B with wavy incised motif and is possibly of 
mid-late 13th century date.
Bristol ware
One body sherd representing a jug was recovered from the 
mixed layer sealing the medieval deposits in Trench 4. No. 11 
is fairly thick walled and appears to have been wheel thrown. 
The fabric is white under the olive green glaze, through the 
dark grey, with buff interior surface. Possibly early 14th 
century.
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Miscellaneous English
No.3 was recovered from the same layer and is a body sherd 
of a jug. It is hand built with hard, fine fabric and no visible 
inclusions. The glaze is olive green with dark green mottling, 
and the vessel was decorated with a row of applied oval
shaped pellets, which probably ran vertically along the body. 
French
Two sherds of French pottery were recovered. No.24, from 
the layer overlying the oven floor, is a minute body sherd 
with yellow speckled glaze and hard white fabric. It may 
have been manufactured in Caen in the early 14th century. 
No.4 was found in the banked material in Trench 4 and is 
also of French origin.

Post Medieval Pottery
Stoneware
Two sherds of this pottery were recovered. No.12 is a small 
body sherd of a Cologne stoneware jar with applied oak leaf 
decoration. This type of decoration was used in the 16th 
century. The sherd was found in the mixed layer which 
sealed the medieval deposits in Trench 4. No.21 was

Fig. 1. Location of the Site
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recovered from the rubble fill in Trench 3 and forms part of a 
17th century Bellarmine jar.
North Devon slinware
No.20 is a rim sherd of a slipware dish of 17th century date 
and was found in the brick fireplace in Trench 3.

Tiles
No.l: Portion of a line

~j impressed tile with a quarter 
I circle design and foliate spray. 

The tile was 26mm. (1”) in 
thickness and was recovered 
from the mixed layer which 
sealed the medieval deposits 
in Trench 4.
Line-impressed floor tiles 
were popular in Ireland 
between the early fourteenth 

1 and late fifteenth centuries. 
An identical tile was 

recovered from St. Canice's Cathedral in the last century, and 
others have been found at Dublin Castle, Kilmainham, Kells 
Priory (Co. Kilkenny), Drogheda, Dundalk, and Greenoge 
Church, Co. Meath. Unfortunately none of these has been 
derived from a stratified context (Eames and Fanning 1988, 
91)
No.2 was recovered from the same material and forms 
portion of a plain floor tile, 23mm. in thickness. 
Earthenware fabric with dark green surface glaze. Probably 
of 16th century date.
Iron Objects
No.5: Two heavily corroded masonry nails were recovered 
from the medieval deposits in Trench 4. The nails have 
irregularly-shaped heads and rectangular shanks 65mm. in 
length.
No.19 consists of two heavily corroded lumps of iron 
recovered from the deposits underlying the oven.

Summary and Discussion
As the site lies near the junction of Dean Street and
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Irishtown, it is not clear whether it formed the rear of a plot 
fronting northwards onto Dean Street or eastwards onto 
Irishtown. Map evidence would seem to suggest that the 
medieval plot ran E-W, fronting onto Irishtown. Further 
excavation would be necessary to establish this however, as it 
seems likely that the remainder of the medieval oven may lie 
beyond the boundary wall along the west of the site - thus 
seeming to cross the plot boundaries.

The earliest deposits at the site indicate that the area was 
open marshy ground until reclaimation began in the 13th 
century. The banking up of material towards the centre of 
the site appears to have been a small scale operation and 
may have been carried out merely to provide drainage in the 
vicinity of the oven. The small assemblage of pottery 
recovered does not allow a close date for the construction of 
the oven but it appears to have been in existence by the 
middle of the thirteenth century. The large extent of the 
paved area bordering the oven suggests that more than one 
may exist in the vicinity. No residual material was recovered 
and no trace of the superstructure survived. Lenses of 
charcoal overlying the floor and raked out into the 
surrounding area suggest that the fuel used was wood. The 
oven appears to have been abandoned by the late 13th/early 
14th century.

The site remained largely undeveloped throughout the late 
medieval period and a layer of mixed clay sealing the 
medieval features indicates open ground over most of the site 
at this time. Portion of a post-medieval basement survived in 
the southwest corner of the site. The floor of the basement 
had been cut down into the medieval levels. A sherd of North 
Devon slipware recovered from the fireplace probably 
indicates a 17th century date for this building. The building 
may still have existed on the site in the eighteenth century - 
Rocque's map of Kilkenny indicates a building here in this 
period.

Finally, a property boundary, the remains of a cobbled path 
or yard, and a few sherds of modern pottery were all that 
remained of the dwellings which stood, up to recent times, at 
the site.

The present development then is the fourth in the history 
of the site.
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Fig. 2. The Excavated Area
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PLAN OF SITE

SECTION B - B1

Fig. 3. Plan of site and section through oven floor.


