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The World Outside Kilkenny 
in 1594
Ann Tierney

What might have been talked about over the supper 
table in Rothe House in 1594? We can only speculate: the 
news of the day, things that had happened in the recent past, 
events that had occurred in living memory, and perhaps 
myths, legend, folk history.

There m ight possibly have been someone there who 
remembered the execution of Silken Thomas at Tyburn fifty- 
seven years ago, or K ing Henry V III's m arriage to Anne 
Boleyn, cousin to the Butlers of Ormond. It was fifty years 
since the dissolution o f the m onasteries, with the Black 
Abbey being granted to the Sovereign and turned into a 
Courthouse. Forty years had passed since John Bale, 
fanatical English church reformer, was appointed Bishop of 
Ossory and thirty-six since the death of Queen Mary and the 
succession o f her half-sister, E lizabeth, to the throne of 
England.

Surely some around the Rothe table would have heard 
of Red Hugh O'Donnell and Art O'Neill's escape from Dublin 
Castle three years previously, O'Donnell to reach Donegal 
eventually, O'Neill to die of exposure in Wicklow.

It was six years since the Spanish Armada, when ships 
were wrecked or run aground along the west coast, such as 
the Spanish ship which in 1588 was wrecked off Doonbeg, Co. 
Clare. Sixty o f the three hundred that came ashore were 
slau gh tered  by the O ' B riens and th e ir  fo llow ers , who 
plundered the wreck; the remainder were executed by the 
high sheriff.

It was seven years since Sir Walter Raleigh was granted 
forty thousand acres in counties Cork and Waterford, as part 
o f the M unster P lantation , on some o f which he was to 
experiment with the planting o f tobacco.

Undoubtedly many in Kilkenny would remember the 
occasion nine years ago when Nicholas Walsh, Church of 
Ireland Bishop o f Ossory, was stabbed to death by James
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Dallard, whom he had cited for adultery.
It w as ten  years sin ce  D erm ot O 'H u rley , Rom an 

C atholic A rchbishop o f  C ashel, was executed follow ing  
torture and nine years since Fr. Maurice MacKenraghty was 
executed in Clonmel for attem pting to say mass. It was 
twelve years since Munster had been ravaged by plague and 
famine, the same year the Shee Alms house was opened.

In 1594 it was, however, just a hundred and two years 
since Kilkenny Castle was sold by the descendants of William 
Marshall to the Butlers. It was over a hundred years since 
any major additions were made to the stone walls of the city 
and a hundred and seventy years since the trial of Alice 
Kytler. It was two hundred years since King Richard II had 
landed in Ireland and made Kilkenny his headquarters and 
two hundred and thirty years since a parliam ent held in 
Kilkenny enacted a series o f statutes aimed at halting the 
hibernicisation o f the Anglo-Norman settlers.

The K ilkenny o f  1594 was an exceptionally  strong 
merchant city, trading with the surrounding countryside and, 
through the ports of New Ross and Waterford, with the wider 
world, well placed, both geographically and politically, to be 
kept informed o f the news of the day.

W hat was happen in g  in the w ider w orld  in 1594? 
Newspapers, as we know them today did not exist. But 
prin tin g  had a lready  becom e com m on in E ngland and 
regulations were in place regarding the entry of all books in 
the Stationers ' Register prior to printing, though these 
regulations were not always followed. In 1594, one hundred 
and sixty-two titles in all were entered. Approximately a 
tenth of these were news pamphlets, mainly concerning the 
wars in France. They were mostly written in prose but a 
couple were published as ballads.

Among the items of note published in 1594 was a poem 
written by William Shakespeare, Venus and Adonis , which 
was entered in the Register on 18th April; another, the Rape 
o f  Lucrece, was entered three weeks later. In 1594 it was 
four years since Edmund Spenser had published the first part 
o f The Faerie Queene and forty-three years since the first 
book was printed in Ireland — the Book o f  Common Prayer. It 
was not until 1571 that the first printing in Irish took place -
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an alphabet and catechism.
But we remember 1594 as being the year that Henry IV 

was crowned King o f France at Chartres. It was the year 
Caravaggio painted ‘The Musical Party' and the year both 
Palestrina, the Italian composer, organist and choirmaster of 
the Julian Chapel at St. Peter's, Rome, and Mercator, the 
map maker, died. Three years previously St. John o f the 
Cross had died and it was four years since the death of one of 
the founders of modern surgery, Ambroise Paré.

Events of 1594
On 9th January 1594 the College o f the Holy and 

Undivided Trinity (Trinity College, University of Dublin) 
opened its doors. Abel Walsh was the first student to be 
en ro lled  and Jam es U ssh er, la ter  C hurch  o f  Ire lan d  
Archbishop of Armagh, was the second.

On 21st February a Proclamation was published in 
London for:

“the suppressing of the multitude of idle vagabonds. On 
certa in  days in the w eek, m onthly w atchers and privy 
searchers shall be appointed to attach and imprison these 
idle vagabonds and to send the lamed into their counties 
according to the statute. ...Some are men of Ireland that of 
late years have unnaturally served as rebels against her 
Majesty's forces beyond the seas, and cannot have any good 
meaning towards her ... The discovery of Irish traitors can 
hardly be made when so many other vagrants of that nation 
haunt about the Court, it is commanded that no person born 
in Ireland (except he be an householder known in some town, 
or a menial servant with some nobleman, gentleman or other 
honest householder, or resides, or is in commons, in any 
house o f court o f Chancery, as a student in the laws, or a 
student in any of the Universities, or sent out o f Ireland by 
her M ajesty's Deputy) do remain in this realm but repair 
without delay into the realm o f Ireland to the place o f his 
natural habitation, where he ought to live”.1

On 1st April, John Gerard, the English Jesuit, was 
tracked down to Braddocks, a large mansion situated a few 
miles outside London. He was one of the handful of priests 
w ho had re tu rn ed  to an E n glan d  th at was far m ore
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successfully pursuing the Reformation than was Ireland:
“On Easter Monday we rose earlier than usual for Mass, 

for we felt there was danger about. As we were preparing 
everything for Mass before daybreak we heard, suddenly, a 
great noise of galloping hooves. The next moment, to prevent 
any attempt at escape, the house was encircled by a whole 
troop of men. At once we realised what was afoot. We barred 
the doors: the altar was stripped, the hiding-places opened 
and all my books and papers thrown in”.

Four days later he was still in his hiding place, the 
search for him going on room by room:

“they kept to their plan of stripping off all the plaster 
from the other large room and with the help o f a carpenter 
they began their work close to the ceiling not far from where I 
was. (The low er parts o f the w alls were covered  w ith 
tapestries). Going right round the room they ripped off the 
plaster until they were in front of the exact spot where I was 
hiding. There, despairing of finding me, they gave up. My 
hiding-place was in a thick wall o f the chimney behind a 
finely inlaid and carved mantelshelf, which they could not 
remove without risk of breaking. Yet if they had had the 
slightest suspicion that I was behind it they would have 
smashed it to pieces. They knew that there were two flues 
and thought it would be impossible for a man to hide there”.2

Although they left without finding him on this occasion, 
on 23rd April he was betrayed by a servant o f the house and 
arrested. He was later to spend time in the Tower of London, 
w here he was tortured and from which he escaped. He 
eventually left England for Belgium in 1606 and became the 
first Rector of the Jesuit house at Liege. A description of him 
was sent to Robert Cecil in 1601 by the spy, William Byrd:

“Gerard's discovery may the better be, by observing this 
description of him and his habit. To be of stature tall, high 
shouldered, especially when his cope is on his back, black 
haired, and of complexion swarth, hawk nosed, high templed, 
and for the most part attired costly and defencibly in buff 
leather garnished with gold or silver lace, satin doublet and 
velvet hose o f all colours with clocks corresponding, and 
rapiers and daggers gilt or silvered”.3

3rd May: A record o f the weather in England in 1594
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shows that the summer was exceptionally wet:
“Yesterday in Sussex and Surrey there came down great 

waterfloods by reason o f sudden showers of hail and rain that 
have fallen, which bare down houses, iron-mills, the provision 
of coals prepared for the mills, and carried away cattle”.4

In August Hugh O'Neill, Earl o f Tyrone, in alliance 
w ith  O 'D on n ell, led a r is in g  in U lster  aga in st Queen 
Elizabeth I and appealed to Philip II of Spain for aid.

10 th August:
“The plays at the Rose Theatre this past week are The 

Jew o f  Malta (twice), the Second Part o f  Godfrey o f Bulloigne, 
Mahomet, Philipo and Hippolito”.5

On 28th August:
“A very special strait commandment from the Queen is 

given by the Lord Chamberlain that no man shall come into 
her presence or attend upon her Majesty wearing any long 
cloak beneath the Knee: which order comes in a good hour for 
tailors, mercers, and drapers, when all men are now wearing 
long cloaks”.5

3rd November:
“Learning that some intend to erect a new theatre on 

the B ankside the Lord M ayor hath w ritten to the Lord 
Treasurer begging him rather to suppress all stages than to 
erect any more. Nor will he allow the defence of these plays 
alleged by some that the people must have some kind of 
recreation and that policy requires idle and ill-disposed heads 
to be directed from worse practise by this kind of exercise. 
These plays, saith he, are so corrupt, profane, containing 
nothing else but unchaste fables, lascivious devices, shifts, 
cozenage, and matter o f like sort that only the base and 
refuse sort o f people, or such young gentlemen as have but 
small regard for credit or conscience, are drawn thither. 
Hence plays are become the ordinary place of meeting for all 
vagrant persons and masterless men, that hang about the 
C ity, th ieves, horse stea lers, w horem ongers, cozeners, 
connycatching persons, practisers of treason and such like; 
there they consort and make their matches. Nor can the City 
be cleansed o f this ungodly sort (the very sink and contagion 
not only of the City but of the whole realm) so long as plays of 
resort are by authority permitted”.5
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On 28th December:
“The Lord Chamberlain's players acted before the Court 

at G reenw ich  on St. S tephen 's Day, am ong them  being 
Richard Burbage, William Kemp, and William Shakespeare”.5

And so ended 1594. This selection, with all the bias of 
1994, has been an attempt to draw a few vignettes o f the 
past, and of the present that could have been known to John 
Rothe and Rose Archer, the news from the outer world that 
might have taken its place alongside the doings of the family, 
the commerce of Kilkenny. We can only conjecture whether 
or not they would have been any better than we are today at 
evaluating the significance of what was happening around 
them.
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