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This report provides a short account of three archaeological 
trial excavations carried out in Kilkenny city during 1990- 
91(Fig.l) Site I consisted of a large block of land on which 
Mahon and McPhillips proposed to construct a shopping 
centre. Site II was a much smaller site investigated in 
advance of constructing a dwelling house. Site III was in 
Kilkenny College (Collegepark) where Kilkenny County 
Council proposed to locate their new county offices.

Site I
This consisted of a large block of land between Pudding 

Lane on the east, Pennyfeather Lane on the north, New 
Street on the west and bounded by a long property boundary 
on the south which links the town wall with the rear of the 
house frontages on Patrick Street (Fig.2). The core area of the 
site consisted o f the offices, loading yard and storage facilities 
of Mahon and McPhillips. An access route cut through the 
site from east to west linking Patrick Street with New Street.

The site lay largely within the wall of the medieval town 
but it also extended outside it on the west. The oldest 
evidence of the site's former appearance is to be found on 
Rocque's map o f Kilkenny, published in 1758. This shows 
that, with the exception of Pudding Lane it was mostly open 
ground in the eighteenth century. Adjoining Myles' Tower 
however, part of the town wall survives and its course is 
known to have continued northwards across the site (Bradley 
1975-6).

Apart from investigating the line of the town wall, the site 
presented five other archaeological problems which required 
consideration. Firstly, the possibility of the existence o f a 
fosse or ditch outside e wall. Secondly, assuming Pudding 
Lane to be of medieval origin, it was possible that houses 
fronted onto it and accordingly medieval house foundations 
may have survived. Thirdly, the possibility of uncovering
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internal garden divisions, medieval cultivation ridges, and 
perhaps outbuildings in the long plots behind the Patrick 
Street frontage. Fourthly, the possibility o f pre-1700 extra
mural development along the New Street frontage. Fifthly, it 
has been suggested that the parish boundary between St. 
Patrick's and St. Mary's may have formed the original 
southern boundary o f the Anglo-Norman town (Bradley 1975- 
6, 87) and accordingly that a ditch or fosse may have existed 
south of the wall which forms this boundary, i.e. the southern 
limit o f Mahon and McPhillips property.

The Excavation
The cuttings (Fig.2) were laid out in a staggered pattern 

across the site in order to provide answers to the problems 
posed above. Cutting I which was located on the Pudding 
Lane frontage revealed that the construction of houses in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries had disturbed 
archaeological deposits down to subsoil level. Cuttings II and 
III were opened to the rear of the burgage plots and both had
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layers of cobbling above a dark brown silty layer in the base 
of which a sherd o f Saintonge ware dating to the 13th/14th 
century (E 535:1) was uncovered. However, some sherds of

40 cm

Fig. 3. Site 1: Cutting X : section o f drawing o f the north face. Key to 
layers: (1) Concrete; (2) Modern rubble; (3) Brown clay; (4) 
Homogeneous brown soil (ditch fill).
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post medieval pottery (E 535:2-4) were also discovered and it 
is possible that the layer was post-medieval in date. Cutting 
IV was located immediately inside the town wall and 
excavation revealed that the wall was built directly on 
natural subsoil which was only 30cm. below present ground 
level. Cuttings V-IX, located in the back garden of one of the 
long properties that front onto Patrick St., showed that this 
garden had a brown soil in which crock of eighteenth and 
nineteenth century date was present. The west end of the 
garden had a gravel hardcore overlying the garden soil and 
indicated the conversion o f this garden into a yard for Mahon 
and McPhillips c.1982. A modern pit was located in Cutting 
VI and a modern mortared floor at a depth of lm . in Cutting 
VIII.

Cutting X was opened directly outside the town wall and 
revealed that the wall had been built on a sloping stone 
plinth resting on a mortared base which in turn sat on an 
unmortared wall c.70cm. high (Fig.3). This cutting proved 
impossible to expand because it was opened through a built 
up concrete ramp. The stratigraphy, however, indicated the 
presence of a ditch which was fully excavated in Cutting XI. 
In addition a mortared rubble-built wall was revealed 
running west at right angles to the town wall. The masonry 
in this wall was similar to that in the wall below the town 
wall and both were constructed on sub-soil so it is possible 
that they may be contemporary. These features indicated 
that the town wall at this point is a late structure.

Cutting XI was made beside the crane tracks in the only 
space available for the examination o f the suggested course of 
the town wall and its associated ditch (Fig.4). It revealed 
that, inside the line of the town wall natural boulder clay 
survived at a depth of 70cm. below the modern surface. The 
layer between the boulder clay and the modern surface 
consisted o f various levels o f modern rubble. The surviving 
foundations of the town wall were inserted some 20cm. into 
the boulder clay. They consisted o f a mortar bed, lm . wide, 
in which small fist-sized stones were imbedded. There were 
also some larger stones which had been inserted with their 
long axes set perpendicularly to the line o f the town wall. 
The mortar foundation was quite bare in places and it
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Cut t i ng  XI

Fig. 4: Site 1: Cutting XI: ground plan and section showing the north 
face o f  town ditch. Key to layers: (A) Modern rubble; (B) 
Homogeneous brown soil with animal bones and stone; (C) Stony 
clay; (D) Reddish-brown sandy earth; (E) Grey silt; (G) Brown clay 
with stones and gravel; (H) Brown clay; (I) Brown clay with stones 
and gravel; (J) Stony clay with shells.
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seemed as if the wall had been deliberately dismantled to its 
foundations. One sherd of unglazed cooking ware (E535:19), 
probably o f medieval date, was found among the mortared 
stones.

The cutting across the ditch provided clear evidence for two 
periods of use. The original cut, Ditch 1, was of U-shaped 
profile and was cut into the boulder clay and the pale grey 
sub-soil underlying it. It was 5m. wide at the mouth and 
penetrated the sub-soil to a depth of 1.6m. There was 
evidence of slip on both the east and west sides. On the east 
(town) side the basal fill consisted of brown clay with stones 
and gravel (layer G). The slip on the west side was more 
complex with evidence for two layers of fill. The basal fill 
was a grey silt (layer E) with a reddish-brown sandy earth 
(layer D) containing animal bone above it. No artefacts were 
found in any of the basal layers. Ditch II was somewhat flat- 
bottomed in profile. It was 5m. wide at the mouth and 1.3m. 
deep. The basal fill consisted o f a stoney layer with shells 
(layer J) and a brown layer (layer H) both on the east side of 
the ditch, and a stoney clay on the west side (layer C). The 
main fill of the ditch consisted of a homogenous fill o f brown 
soil with animal bones and stone (layer B). This contained 
pieces o f red brick down to its lowest levels and was of late 
seventeenth century date at the earliest. This is a significant 
fact because it also helps to date the foundations of the town 
wall which are contemporary with Ditch II and are clearly set 
into the fill o f Ditch I. On the east side a slip of brown clay 
with stone and gravel (layer I) was incorporated into the 
homogenous brown soil (layer B). Between layer B and the 
present-day surface was modern rubble. No trace was found 
of collapsed masonry and this indicates that the wall was 
demolished subsequent to the filling of the ditch. This 
interpretation is supported by Rocque's map of 1758 which 
indicates that the town wall was still intact in this area but 
shows no trace of the ditch. Accordingly it may be inferred 
that the ditch had filled up by 1758.

Cuttings XII and XIII, at the rear o f the New Street 
frontage, revealed that a layer of rubble, 40cm. and 63cm. 
deep respectively, lay above boulder clay.

Cutting XIV, in the Allied Irish Bank back garden, had
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brown garden soil to a depth of 85cm. above natural with 
modern crock and clay pipes.

Cutting XV - Excavation in the public car park behind the 
Allied Irish Bank revealed a dark silty clay and a grey-yellow 
sandy soil below the modern surface. Natural sand was 
located at a depth of 96cm.. The upper layer of dark silt was 
also located in Cuttings II, III, and XVI. It produced a sherd 
of Staffordshire Feathered Ware (E535:20), one sherd of 
seventeenth century smooth ware (E535:23) together with 
some eighteenth and ninteenth century blue and cream 
wares, dairy vessels and clay pipes. The sandy soil above 
natural produced one sherd of Saintonge Polychrome Ware 
(E535:42) which can be dated to the period 1275-1300 along 
with two locally made sherds of thirteenth/fourteenth century 
ware (E535,43-44). There were also two iron objects and a 
possible piece o f furnace liner.

Cutting XVI, to the south of the Ball Alley at the rear of the 
A.I.B. car park, had a rubble fill to a depth of 125cm. 
although a dark silty layer occured in the north face of the 
cutting between 60 and 125cm.. No finds were recovered.

Cutting XVII was dug parallel to Cuttings IV and V 
because o f the report that a ‘tunnel' had been noticed here 
c.1982 when topsoil was being stripped prior to depositing

Fig. 5: Site III: Location o f  Cuttings



ARCHAEOLOGICAL TRIAL EXCAVATIONS IN KILKENNY 981

No evidence was found for any pre-1700 extra-mural 
development along New Street nor was there any indication 
of a fosse on the boundary of St. Patrick's and St. Mary's 
parishes.

Site II
This was located behind the house frontage of No. 6 John's 

Quay and lies between the ruins of St. John's Abbey and the 
River Nore (Fig.l). It is just outside the suggested line of the 
medieval defences of St. John's (Bradley 1975-6) and is 
known as Prior's Orchard, a name presumably derived from 
the time when it was part of the possessions of St. John's 
Abbey. The site consisted o f a rectangular concreted yard 
walled in on all sides. It is shown on Rocque's map as open 
ground with trees. Prior to excavation the only hint o f an 
ancient feature was a low brick arch in the south wall. It was 
thought that this might indicate the position of a culverted 
channel because a drain running north-south had been found 
in the car-park beside the Carnegie Library building some 
years ago while laying a service trench.

Three small cuttings were opened in a staggered cross 
section across the site. Natural yellow mud was located at a 
depth of c. 120cm. and there was no evidence of any ‘in situ' 
occupation. No medieval pottery was recovered although a 
few sherds o f mid seventeenth century English ware with 
yellow glaze (E541:8-9) were found together with eighteenth 
century wares in the layer above natural. These finds would 
appear to indicate that this site was open ground down to the 
end o f the Middle Ages and supports the view that the name 
‘Prior's Orchard' is o f medieval origin. The material 
recovered appears to be refuse derived from elsewhere and 
suggests that it was only in the mid seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries that there was any human activity in 
this part of town.

Site III
This site lies in the parish of St. John on the east side of 

the River Nore (Fig.l). It consists of the former Kilkenny 
College buildings and an associated area of open parkland. It 
is bounded on the east and south by the River Nore, on the
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north by the culverted millrace of the former Magdalen Mill, 
and on the west by John Street (Fig. 5). The greater part of 
the site lies outside the suggested line of the medieval 
defences o f St. John's (see Bradley 1975-6) but part of the site 
straddles the line of the wall and it includes two (and 
possibly three) former burgage plots which fronted onto John 
Street. Today, the site consists of a recessed entrance gate 
and access-way from John Street which leads to the former 
College.

From an archaeological point o f view the site could be 
divided into three sections: 1. the street frontage and the 
entrance-way linking the street with the former college; 2. 
the line o f the town defences which is straddled by the 
College itself; and 3. the area of parkland outside the line of 
the medieval defences.

Section I: The Street Frontage and Entrance-Wav.
The site is labelled ‘The College' and shown on Rocque's 

map as having buildings on the street frontage. According to 
Rocque these buildings consisted of two separate structures, 
that on the west was somewhat square in plan while the 
eastern building was of oblong form. Between the two 
buildings was a laneway giving access to the rear. These 
structures have been identified with those depicted in an 
eighteenth century painting, now in the National Gallery of 
Ireland, which shows a multi-gabled Tudor style building (Le 
Harivel and Wynne 1984, 20-21). This building was 
originally constructed as a private house, similar to Rothe 
House, by the Seix family in the late sixteenth or early 
seventeenth century. In 1666 the building was altered and 
repaired by the Duke of Ormonde to accommodate the college 
and details of - the proposed alterations and expenditure 
survive (Browne 1849-51, 223). From this it would appear 
that the house was arranged around a central court, the 
street front measured sixty feet and the depth was eighty feet 
while the central court measured twenty by fifteen feet. 
Attached to the back of the building was a second house, 
measuring sixty feet by twenty feet, and this is described as 
being o f later construction than the first house. At the rear 
was a garden reaching to the meadow (now College Park) still



ARCHAEOLOGICAL TRIAL EXCAVATIONS IN KILKENNY 983

shown in this position on Rocque's map in 1758. The building 
was three storied with an attic above and the ground floor 
seems to have been a foot higher than the street level outside. 
The main entrance was on the first floor of the street frontage 
where it was approached by a double flight o f steps which are 
described as having projected into John Street. Access to the 
central court was provided by two passageways leading from 
John Street and the original door frames of the entrance to 
these passages survive on either side of the present gateway.

From this account is is clear that the original college was a 
substantial Tudor-style stone building located on the street 
frontage which was taken down after the construction o f the 
present building in 1782. It was anticipated that its 
foundations and perhaps parts of the walls would survive 
below present ground level. John Street is one of Kilkenny's 
oldest streets, known to have been in existence in the initial 
years of the thirteenth century, and it was also anticipated 
that traces of pre-sixteenth century buildings might survive 
in this section of the site.

The Excavation
Three cuttings were made on the John Street side o f the 

College. The principal feature uncovered in Cutting I, which 
was located immediately inside the entrance gate (Fig.6), was 
a mortared wall o f roughly coursed limestone, faced 
externally and having a rubble fill. It was 120cm. wide and 
was exposed for a maximum length of 130cm. but it extended 
beyond the limits of the cutting to the north and south. The 
wall averaged 12cm. in height and it was set on a foundation 
164cm. wide which was also made of mortared limestone 
rubble. The foundation was 90cm. high and was inserted into 
a layer of natural gravel. Fragments of a possible cross wall 
running east/west could be seen immediately above the wall 
close to the north baulk of the cutting. Stratified above the 
wall and extending eastwards from it was a layer of cobbles. 
Clay pipe and a sherd o f cream and stone ware (E638:l-3) 
found below the cobbles would suggest that they were of 
eighteenth/nineteenth century origin. Still surviving above 
the natural gravel, where it had not been disturbed by the 
building of the Tudor house, was a medieval layer of grey clay
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with charcoal which produced one sherd o f locally 
manufactured late thirteenth/fourteenth century pottery 
(E638:4).

Fig. 6. Site III: C uttingl: view o f wall and cobbling from the west.

This cutting indicated that the foundations of the Seix 
House, which was converted into a college in 1666, still 
survive close to the street frontage and that after it was 
demolished a layer of cobbles was laid down possibly when 
the new college was built in 1782. The stratigraphy in this 
cutting and in cuttings II and III indicate that a grey soil 
exists above natural and although one sherd o f medieval 
pottery was found in this layer it would seem that the area 
consisted mainly of back-gardens from the thirteenth century 
onwards.

Section 2: The Line of the Town Defences.
Since the time of John Hogan (1884) the long boundary line 

running parallel to John Street at the rear of the house plots 
has been interpreted as demarcating the line o f the medieval 
town defences o f St. John's. It is shown on Rocque's map of 
1758 as a wall with an external ditch or drain which appears
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to have been water filled since it linked up with the River 
Nore on the east. In 1782 this wall was demolished and the 
new college was built across its site. Excavation showed that 
the stratigraphy in this area was extremely disturbed due to 
the insertion o f sewage pipes running in from John Street. 
However, a stone wall was uncovered in Cutting V  at 
approximately 50cm. below the surface with a sewage pipe 
running almost parallel to it on the east (Fig.7). The 
masonry was faced externally and consisted o f limestone 
rubble with a rubble fill. It was 70cm. wide and stood to 
height of 80cm.. There was 20cm. of brown soil under the 
wall and it would appear that the wall was cut into this 
layer. Subsequent to the excavation a further section of the 
wall was noted within the College when a lift shaft was 
inserted. The wall is relatively narrow for a town wall and 
the fact that it rests on brown clay rather than on the natural

Fig. 7. Site III: Wall in Cutting V.
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surface suggest that it may be a boundary feature rather 
than a defensive one. The disturbance on the south side of 
the wall made it impossible to determine if there was a ditch 
there or not.

Section 3: The College Parkland
This area, comprising about six acres, lies outside the line 

of the town defences and as far as one can establish it has 
always been an open area and is referred to, for instance, in 
the account of 1666 as ‘the meadow' (Browne 1849-51, 223). 
The area is subject to winter flooding and since the 
construction o f the weir for the Ormonde Mills in the 
thirteenth century it would have been unsuitable for building 
upon. Accordingly archaeological features were not 
anticipated here. However, in view o f the fact that the area 
was due to be built on and landscaped an extensive series of 
cuttings were opened. These revealed that the area had 
always been open ground subject to periodic flooding. A layer 
of fine brown sand found in most cuttings would seem to be 
the result o f silt deposited by the Nore floods. At intervals 
from the eighteenth century onwards attempts were made to 
improve the ground by depositing layers o f gravel and rubble 
fill as well as inserting modern pipe drains to enable flood 
water and surface water to drain away more easily. The only 
objects o f archaeological significance were recovered in 
Cuttings XX and XXIV where pottery o f seventeenth century 
date, one sixteenth century chamber pot handle and a piece 
of a German Westerwald jar of pre-nineteenth century date 
were uncovered (E638:44-46, 72-4, 89). These artefacts, 
however, were mixed in with material o f eighteenth and 
nineteenth century date and represent a re-deposited refuse 
layer perhaps derived from the clearance of houses in 
Maudlin Sreet.

Archaeological Implications
While College Park was archaeologically sterile the 

discovery of the foundations o f the Seix house as well as the 
possible section of a medieval boundary wall indicate that 
archaeological features survive below ground level on the 
street side o f the property. In addition it is now possible to



ARCHAEOLOGICAL TRIAL EXCAVATIONS IN KILKENNY 987

plot the exact position o f the Seix house and to reconstruct its 
size. This investigation was particularly important for the 
architectural history of Kilkenny and for the additional light 
it sheds on this area o f the town in the late sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries.
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