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Richard Ledrede, bishop of Ossory 
-  towards a new assessment

Fr James Brennan

Recent studies on Richard Ledrede, bishop of Ossory from 
1317 to 1360, have created an opportunity for a re-appraisal of 
his career as bishop as well as his involvement in the famous 
witchcraft case which has tended to overshadow his other 
achievements during his long episcopate. There is need for a 
fuller study of the man, seen in a wider context and in the light 
of more recent examination of the documentary evidence 
available and of new writing on the whole period in which he 
lived.

To begin with, there is a new edition of the Latin 
Narrative o f the Proceedings against Dame Alice Kyteler, 
(edited by Thomas Wright, done afresh by two American 
scholars, Davidson and Ward); no less than three editions of 
Ledrede's religious poems; Colledge's from Canada, Greene's 
from England, and Stemmler's from Germany, all about 1974- 
5. There is a recent study of the continental background to the 
Kyteler witchcraft case, Europe's Inner Demons by Norman 
Cohn, with a chapter on the case itself. There is a recent article 
in History Ireland by Bernadette Williams which takes account 
of Cohn's book and the European background to Ledrede's role. 
There is an article by K. Lanigan in the Old Kilkenny Review 
(1963). Finally, in this brief survey, there are two articles by 
Anne Neary, one on Ledrede's career in general, and the other 
on the Kilkenny witchcraft case. (See bibliography).

It is in the first mentioned of the latter two that Anne 
Neary comments on the few attempts made to examine 
Ledrede's whole career as bishop of Ossory, referring in passing 
to the brief but valuable summary published by Kathleen 
Lanigan. The present article is a more up-to-date attempt, at 
least in broad outline, and in the light of the more recent 
material available, to suggest a new assessment of Bishop 
Ledrede. This will be on three fronts: Ledrede as pastor of his 
diocese, exemplified in the decrees of his first synod; Ledrede as 
prosecutor of heresy in the Kyteler case, seen in the light of the
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latest edition of the proceedings against the lady in question; 
and Ledrede as the poet-bishop who composed over sixty 
religious poems in Latin to be sung by his clergy and people in 
the liturgy of St Canice's cathedral.

First, to look at the man himself, and his background, 
little is known about his early life, and nothing new has 
emerged in recent research into this. Anne Neary has given a 
brief summary in one of her articles.1 His surname, in the 
French style, Richard de Ledrede, suggests that he was born in 
Leatherhead in Surrey, England, where there is such a family 
name in the records. There are some hints in the Narrative of 
the Proceedings, from remarks made about him there, that he 
was of peasant stock, low in the social scale in the estimate of 
his bitter opponent, the seneschal Arnold le Poer, who called 
him ‘That ignorant, lowborn tramp from England'.2

The date of his birth was probably around 1270, and there 
is evidence that he became a Franciscan (O.F.M.), and was 
ordained deacon in 1297.3 He would have been ordained priest 
within a year or so, in the normal course of events. Wherever 
he received his training as a Franciscan, we know that he went 
to Avignon in France and completed his general theological 
formation there. A remark that he made at an inquiry during 
the Kyteler proceedings that he was ‘a bishop nourished to the 
bosom of the holy Roman church' (which was then in Avignon) 
would confirm this.4

Here it is important to understand the continental 
background of the papacy at Avignon (the so-called Babylonian 
captivity of the popes from 1305 to 1378). The papacy had 
taken up residence there due to political pressures in Rome and 
also to French dominance over the church at the time. Far 
from being an ineffective institution in exile, this was a period 
in which these French popes set up a highly centralised form of 
church government, particularly in regard to the appointment 
of bishops in every country, including Ireland. It was as a 
result of this new policy of appointing bishops by direct papal 
mandate (or provision, as it was called) that Richard Ledrede, 
who happened to be in Avignon at the right time was chosen as 
bishop of Ossory in 1317 by Pope John XXII.5 Ledrede was thus 
a particular example of the new-type bishop, trained at the 
papal court in canon law, full of the spirit of reform then in the
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air at Avignon, and very conscious of his role as bishop.
In addition to those influences in the highly charged 

atmosphere of the papal court, a dramatic course of events was 
taking place in France at large: the trial and suppression of the 
Knights Templar on charges of sorcery, immorality and heresy.6 
This extended to Ireland where the leading Templars were 
arrested in 1308, imprisoned in Dublin castle, and charged 
with heresy, amongst other things. Their lands and properties 
were seized, as happened in the case of their church and house 
at Gowran, which were handed over to the Knights 
Hospitaller.7 It was against this background of seeking out and 
prosecuting the Templars as sorcerers and heretics that we 
must see Ledrede's pursuit of witchcraft and heresy in the 
episcopal seat of Kilkenny itself. Some modern historians, 
such as Norman Cohn, would link the trial of Alice Kyteler and 
her associates with the trial of the Templars on similar 
charges.

It was thus that Richard Ledrede, newly consecrated 
bishop at Avignon by the pope himself, came to Kilkenny in 
September 1317 to take up residence in his new diocese. His 
first act as bishop was to hold a diocesan synod within a month 
of his arrival, suggesting that he was a man with a mission to 
reform his diocese from the very start of his episcopate. While 
this synod was mainly concerned with what might be called 
routine abuses amongst his clergy, such as non-residence in 
their parishes and consequent neglect of their care of souls, it 
also gave a hint of Ledrede's preoccupation with heresy in the 
diocese. This matter was brought to the attention of the 
synodal fathers in a preamble which opened with a profession 
of faith and was followed by a warning about heretical ideas in 
the city of Kilkenny which the assembled clergy were ordered 
to denounce within one month of their discovery.8

The sudden reference to heresy in the diocese of Ossory at 
such an early stage of Ledrede's episcopacy raises questions 
about its credibility and about his own motives in bringing it 
up. We have noted that he would have already been 
preoccupied with the detection of heresy, and its association 
with witchcraft, from his time in France. More exactly, he 
would have been motivated by a papal document issued by 
Pope John XXII against heretics at the very time that Ledrede
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was settling into his diocese of Ossory. This made it obligatory 
on bishops who knew of the presence of heresy to deal with it 
immediately.9 Thus Ledrede was already primed to discover 
heresy on his own doorstep in Kilkenny, and warned of the 
penalties for neglecting this duty.

The matter became a live issue in the case of Dame Alice 
Kyteler who was the central figure in the famous witchcraft 
trail that came to a head in 1324-5. Actually, the case against 
her arose out of a family quarrel about money and property in 
Kilkenny.10 She was a very wealthy woman who had four 
husbands in succession, and several children of her various 
marriages. Some of those now came forward with accusations 
of sorcery and other forms of black magic (maleficium) against 
her, on the ground that she was using these practices to secure 
for herself and her son, William Outlaw, the fortunes of her 
four husbands, three of whom had died in suspicious 
circumstances, as it was alleged. To protect their interests the 
said children approached the bishop to have Dame Alice 
prosecuted for sorcery and other such practices.11

It was only a natural step for Ledrede to link up these 
charges with the more serious one of heresy, just as he would 
have remembered them from his Avignon days. As a modern 
historian on this whole matter of witchcraft puts it: ‘Once such 
a man was persuaded that Lady Alice was guilty of maleficium, 
he was practically bound, given his background, to assume that 
she must also be an out-and-out heretic!'.12

Indeed, Ledrede was now convinced that there was ‘a nest 
of heretics' in Kilkenny of which Alice Kyteler was the ring
leader.13 His next move was to approach the seneschal or 
governor of Kilkenny, Arnold le Poer, to have her brought 
before a civil court on the charge of sorcery, now equated with 
heresy. Arnold, who was related to Alice, took her part by 
opposing the bishop's plea. There was, in fact, a legal conflict 
here between canon law, on the bishop's side, and English 
common law on which the seneschal relied for his refusal to 
allow this trail to go ahead. The whole issue now developed 
into a conflict of jurisdictions between the clerical and lay 
powers in Kilkenny, between secular and ecclesiastical 
authority and law. This led, in turn, to a bitter personal clash 
between bishop and seneschal, which turned the proceedings in
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to an affair of high drama. To this extent the issue of heresy 
became a secondary one in a local conflict which was all about 
power, just as its origin was about money.

The first real trial of strength between Ledrede and le 
Poer came when the bishop was arrested by order of le Poer in 
Kells, County Kilkenny, while on a visitation of the parish. In 
a lengthy argument about the legality of the arrest, the bishop 
raised the whole question of authority. He denied the power of 
any lay authority to arrest a bishop, because, he declared 
‘Bishops are in no way bound to answer in county or baronial 
courts, since they were superior in the spiritual sphere (in 
spirtualibus), and we in temporal [matters] above their 
neighbours'.14 This recalls the time-honoured language of 
papal claims against lay intrusion into ecclesiastical matters, 
from Pope Gregory VII's famous conflict with the German 
emperor Henry IV in the twelfth century, to Boniface VIII's 
more recent one with the French king, Philip the Fair, at the 
beginning of the fourteenth century. Ledrede could not have 
been unaware of the notorious attack on the person of Boniface 
at Anagni in 1303, as he himself was led away to imprisonment 
in Kilkenny castle only twenty years later.

In all attempts by le Poer to obstruct what he insisted on 
calling ‘the cause of the faith' (in relation to the Kyteler affair), 
Ledrede claimed that ‘the Bishop of Ossory was subject to God 
alone, and the Lord Pope and his prelates in spiritualties, and 
only to the Lord king in temporals'.1'' This was to raise the 
whole thing to the highest level of church-state relations in the 
contemporary scene of the Anglo-Irish Butler lordship with its 
loyalty to the English crown in all civil matters.

The next and most dramatic clash between the bishop and 
the seneschal took place on 23 April 1324, when Ledrede again 
moved to have Alice Kyteler and her son, William, tried on the 
charge of heresy. To this end he demanded a hearing before 
Arnold le Poer in his secular court. It was there that Ledrede, 
in his full episcopal robes, made his theatrical entry, carrying 
the sacred host in a monstrance, accompanied by both diocesan 
and regular members of the clergy in procession, into the very 
presence of the lord seneschal. It was a real confrontation of 
the two powers, the secular and the ecclesiastical. The 
seneschal reacted in the strongest manner, addressing the
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bishop with blasphemous language, as ‘that ignorant, low-born 
tramp from England, with that lump of dough he's got in his 
hands!', and ordering him out of the chamber.16

From this point on the affair became a bitter personal 
struggle for supremacy between those two antagonists, the one 
representing the civil power, the other ‘the power in spirituals' 
as it was traditionally defined in ecclesiastical language. It 
came to the surface again in a parliamentary hearing in 
Dublin, where the seneschal once more rejected the bishop's 
plea for a civil trial of Alice Kyteler and her associates, calling 
him again ‘an interloper from England', and asserting that ‘As 
you well know, heretics were never yet been found in Ireland'17, 
thereby challenging the bishop on his own ground of a religious 
offence against the faith. In a final dismissive sentence, he told 
Ledrede ‘You will certainly be obstructed at every turn'.18 At 
this stage the matter obviously became very personal, and had 
reached a clear impasse on the civil level.

Undaunted by the seneschal's refusal to grant the civil 
trial of the accused, the bishop proceeded to bring them before 
an ecclesiastical court in Kilkenny. The outcome of this, in the 
face of the continued obstructive tactics by the secular powers, 
was that Dame Alice herself was tried, convicted of witchcraft, 
sorcery and heresy, but escaped the ultimate death penalty for 
these crimes by escaping from Kilkenny for an unknown 
destination.19 Petronella, her maid-servant, was not so 
fortunate. She was put on trial, convicted, after a confession 
extracted by repeated flogging (by the bishop's own orders!), 
and sentenced to death. She was burnt at the stake in public 
in the city, ‘before a vast crowd with due solemnity', as the 
narrator records.20 The contemporary Franciscan annalist, 
John Clyn, in also recording this grisly event, remarks that ‘she 
(Petronella) was the first heretical person burnt in Ireland', 
thereby conveying something of the shock and horror it must 
have caused in Kilkenny and, indeed, in the country as a 
whole.21

Frightened by this, no doubt, Alice's son, William Outlaw, 
also confessed to heresy and was duly sentenced, but escaped 
the death penalty through the pleas of his friends in the city. 
Instead he had to pay for the re-roofing of St Canice's 
cathedral, as a penance, on the bishop's demand, and to go on
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pilgrimage to the shrine of St Thomas the Martyr in 
Canterbury.22

The final report on the whole affair adds that of the other 
heretics and sorcerers in the Kyteler group, some where 
publicly burnt, others adjured their heresy, others were 
whipped through the streets of Kilkenny, others were exiled 
from the city and the diocese, while the rest had fled. ‘So that 
foul nest was scattered and destroyed by the authority of the 
Church and the grace of God' adds the narrator, in words that 
sound like a valedictory by Ledrede himself, who is taken by 
some historians to have inspired and influenced the narrative 
in the first place.23

There was to be a grim sequel to the Kyteler proceedings: 
the greatest of Ledrede's enemies in that case, Arnold le Poer 
himself, was charged with heresy before a Dublin court, on the 
grounds of having aided and abetted the heretics in Kilkenny. 
He was duly excommunicated and, at Ledrede's insistence, 
imprisoned in Dublin castle. There he died, without absolution 
(as an excommunicate), and his body lay unburied for a time in 
St Saviour's Dominican church to which it had been conveyed 
after his death.24 It had been a fight to a finish between those 
two formidable adversaries, and the victory, at the personal 
level, was clearly the bishop's.

On the great matter of heresy in Kilkenny, then, Ledrede 
seemed to have been vindicated, and could claim that justice 
was done in the cause of the faith which he had pursued to the 
bitter end. But was he? And what sort of justice was done? 
Was the charge of heresy in particular based on any real 
evidence beyond hearsay and private accusations against Alice 
Kyteler by interested parties? Was Ledrede himself obsessed 
with heresy and witchcraft from his continental experience? 
The linking of heresy, sorcery, witchcraft and even demonolatry 
was widespread in Europe at the time. It was only too easy, in 
that climate of opinion, to connect any unorthodox practices 
with heresy, it was also a useful label in having people 
condemned for other reasons, such as happened in the trial of 
the Templars earlier in the century. At one stage in a later 
conflict of ecclesiastical jurisdiction between Ledrede and his 
metropolitan, Archbishop Bicknor of Dublin (who had 
supported the Kyteler party), each denounced the other to the
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pope for alleged heresy!25
The Kyteler case, in so far as it involved Richard Ledrede, 

has therefore to be seen in its European context. In other 
words, it fits into the views held in official circles around the 
French king in his campaign against the Templars, and also 
into those in vogue in the papal court at Avignon on the subject 
of heresy. It is necessary, also, in judging Ledrede's handling of 
the case, that to him the matter of witchcraft allied to heresy 
was a very real threat to the faith of his people of Ossory. All 
through the proceedings he claimed to be upholding ‘the cause 
of the faith' and the authority of the church against his secular 
opponents. One must acknowledge that it was not for power 
alone, or greed for money (as some of his enemies alleged), that 
he proceeded against the Kyteler group, but out of his sincere 
religious convictions and his abhorrence of heresy in any shape 
or form.

It is clear, too, from the narrative of the proceedings, that 
the bishop had the support of his clergy and of the ordinary 
people against the administration and the upper-class 
opposition on the side of the so-called heretics. Thus, when 
Ledrede was being led into prison after his arrest in Kells, the 
narrator tells us that ‘A great shout rose up, and all the people, 
both secular and religious converged on the castle'. An 
appropriate sermon was preached by one of the brothers on the 
text, ‘Blessed are they who suffer persecution..., and from all 
sides they were comforting the bishop'.26

His career as a whole, however, must not be seen solely in 
terms of conflict; there was a further dimension to his 
episcopate which is to be seen in the Latin religious poems 
which he wrote for his clergy and set to popular tunes of the 
day. These poems were very much in the Franciscan tradition 
of tender devotion to the humanity of Jesus and to his mother 
Mary in her joys and in her sorrows. They were composed to a 
simple rhythmical pattern with a refrain easily adaptable for 
singing by the clergy in the cathedral liturgy, especially on the 
great feasts of the church's year. They are preserved in the Red 
Book o f Ossory, and have been edited and published by no less 
than three modern scholars inside one year, 1974-5. They give 
us a unique insight into the mind of Ledrede the Franciscan 
poet, drawing on a long tradition of medieval religious poetry,
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alive to his people's spiritual needs, skillful in using this way of 
instructing them in their faith. Ledrede had a deep 
understanding of the great Christian mysteries, a feeling of 
music and song in the church's liturgy, and the ability to bring 
all this to the level of the people of his diocese at their devotions 
in church.27

To sum up, those contemporary documents we are 
fortunate to have in modern form enable us to see Richard 
Ledrede the reforming bishop in the decrees of his first synod; 
the champion of the church, the uncompromising pursuer of 
heretics, as he saw himself, in the proceedings against Alice 
Kyteler; and the Franciscan-inspired bishop providing suitable 
religious songs for worship in his cathedral — a cathedral which 
he adorned with those stained glass windows of remarkable 
beauty which were regrettably destroyed by Cromwell's 
soldiers in 1650. In the end, perhaps the effigy which is carved 
on his tomb in that cathedral, showing him in full pontificals 
but with a friar's sandals on his feet, is the most expressive 
image we have of this controversial man who was bishop of 
Ossory for over forty years.
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