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The New Building, 
an eighteenth century house, 
New Building Lane, Kilkenny

Ben Murtagh 

Abstract
The survival of Kilkenny's architectural heritage has come 

under ever increasing pressure from redevelopment, as a result 
of the building boom that has taken place in the city during the 
course of the 1990s. In such a context, the following article 
summarises the results of an investigation that was carried out 
in 1996 upon the ruins of this interesting house, which is 
located near the rear of Rothe House, prior to redevelopment.

Introduction
Further to an application to redevelop the site of the New 

Building, it was stipulated by the National Monuments Service 
that the owner, Mr Seamus Tynan, commission the above 
investigation as additional information. He accordingly 
engaged the writer, to carry out the work, and to compile a 
report of the findings. The investigation was warranted for two 
reasons. Firstly, the ruins of the house were of architectural 
interest, and secondly, the site was located within the area of 
archaeological potential. The work was therefore divided in 
two along these lines.

The first part of the work involved: a measured and 
photographic survey of the ruins; a study of the surviving fabric 
with a view to distinguishing the different building phases; and 
a study of the history of the site from documentary evidence. 
The second part of the work involved a trial excavation within 
the area of the house. It was carried out for the writer by 
archaeologist, Ms Sarah McCutcheon.

Since the investigation was conducted, the north-west side 
of New Building Lane has been redeveloped, with the 
construction of new housing. This involved the removal of 
existing buildings. The facade and north-east wall of the New 
Building were retained, and incorporated into a new house.
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Location and site layout
Prior to redevelopment, the New Building occupied an 

oblong plot of ground, measuring 13.4m x 7.4m, on the north
west side of New Building Lane, 46m within the city wall 
(Fig.l). It adjoined the premises of Tynan Electrical Ltd at 
south-west and Broderick & Sons at north-east. Both these 
adjoining properties have since been redeveloped. Running 
along the rear of the New Building was a long narrow yard 
(Fig.4), beyond which was another laneway (Figs. 1, 3, 10 and 
11).

Site history from documentary evidence
On the Rocque map of Kilkenny, dating to 1758 (Fig.2), the 

area on which the New Building was located, is depicted as 
part of an open space on the north-west side of New Row (now 
New Building Lane). At that time, the house had not been 
built. The earliest known map on which it is depicted, is the 
first edition (1840) six inch Ordnance Survey (Fig.3).

The earliest reference that we have for the site, is from an 
1874 land sale notice (now in the possession of Mr Michael 
Dwyer). It states that on 23 April 1759, the property was 
leased to one Arthur Doherty from Mary Thetford for a period 
of 199 years. It is described as ‘that part of waste ground 
between Joan Fowlers holding and Edward Barrett's holding 
containing 42k ft (12.95m) in length and 22 ft (6.7m) in breath 
situated near the town wall in the parish of St Mary's'. The 
extent of the site in 1996 adhered closely to these dimensions: 
13.4m in length and 6.95m in width (excluding the rear 
boundary wall).

The earliest known reference to the house is from Finn's 
Leinster Journal. In an item dated 14 March 1772, it mentions 
the following:

Michael Power, and Patrick Quirk, late of Waterford, Silk 
Manufacturers, now of New Building, Kilkenny, carry on 
the Stuff and Camblet Trade extensively, and give this 
Publick Notice to all Merchants who deal in that way, that 
they will find it their advantage to buy from them, as they 
will sell on the lowest profits for ready money, and will 
ingage their goods [e]qual in quality to any made in this 
kingdom.
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The next reference that we have for the site is from a 
memorial dating to 1819, in the Registry of Deeds, Henrietta 
Street, Dublin (739-371-503706). It states that Arthur Doherty, 
then deceased, had erected ‘a dwelling house' upon the above 
plot of ground. This would indicate that Doherty constructed 
the New Building some time between 1759 and 1772. The 
memorial refers to the house in the context of a legal action that 
was taken by John Keogh and Henry Anderson, high sheriffs of 
the city, against Maria and Sarah Doherty, daughters of the 
said Arthur. It also refers to John Glindon, a former tenant.

Arthur Doherty was a Roman catholic. He was married to 
Mary Darmody. They had five children, all born during the 
period 1782 to 1793. We have no record regarding Doherty's 
occupation. The construction however, of a house such as the 
New Building would suggest that he was a man of some means.

By the time of Griffith's Valuation (1849) the house was 
occupied by a John Glindon (parish of St Mary, p 53) -  either 
the above mentioned, or his son. The property, which was 
numbered 4 (see Fig.10) is described as consisting of a house 
and yard. It had a valuation of £5 10s With the property was 
a garden to the north of the rear laneway, numbered 5 on the 
Griffith map (Fig. 10). Although Glindon occupied the New 
Building, it was leased to one John Foster Esq.

In 1874 when the house was being sold, Michael Brophy is 
described on the land sale notice as a representative of Arthur 
Doherty. It is numbered 3 on the estate map of John T. Walker 
(Fig. 11). The later history of the site is difficult to ascertain. 
For example, it is not known to whom the property passed in 
1874. In 1972, the property was bought by Mr Seamus Tynan 
from Mr John Murtagh, of 17 Parliament Street. The latter 
had earlier carried out the phase 4 renovations to the New 
Building.

The trial excavation
Four cuttings (1, 2, 2A and 4) were excavated within the 

house, and one further (3) in the narrow yard to the rear of the 
building (Fig.4). The results showed that the site initially 
consisted of a thick layer of garden soil, about 0.5m to 0.6m in 
thickness, which overlay natural deposits.

Over the garden soil was a cobbled yard set into a silty
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clay. Finds recovered from this level would suggest a date from 
the late seventeenth into the eighteenth century. The cobbling 
sloped in a north-west direction away from New Building Lane. 
Overlying this was a metalled surface, that underlay the front 
wall of the house (Fig.7). The metalling was covered by a thin 
layer of silty clay from which a fragment of a whig curler of mid
eighteenth century date was recovered. Above this, was a 
build-up of deposited layers of yellow clay and silty clay, which 
represented a levelling-up of ground on the property for the 
construction of the New Building.

Description of architectural remains
Four main phases of building were identified on the site. 

These dated from the eighteenth to the twentieth century. The 
first phase consisted of walls skirting the site, which predated 
the New Building. The second phase involved the construction 
of the latter. The last two phases involved later alterations and 
renovations to the house.

Phase 1
This involved three walls which skirted the site (Fig.4). 

They included: the north-west and north-east boundary walls, 
and the earlier south-west gable wall.

The north-west boundary wall appears to have been the 
oldest standing structure on the site, and is depicted on the 
1758 Rocque map (Fig.2). Later it divided the backyard of the 
house from the rear laneway (Figs. 4, 8 and 9). It was 
heightened or rebuilt at a later date (Fig.9). There was a 
noticeable drop in ground level from the laneway into the 
backyard. The north-east gable wall of the New Building 
overlay an earlier boundary wall (Figs. 4 and 9), that was 
constructed of limestone rubblework masonry, and stood to 
2.10m in height. It is not shown on the 1758 Rocque map 
(Fig.2), but its construction predates that of the New Building.

The south-west gable of the New Building was constructed 
upon the north-east gable wall of an earlier single storey 
dwelling house that stood to the south-west (Figs. 4 and 8). The 
latter, as in the case of the north-east boundary wall, is not 
shown on the 1758 Rocque map, but predates the New 
Building. The phase 1 gable wall originally stood to a height of
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about 5.8m (Fig.8). It was constructed of rubblework masonry, 
consisting of medium to large angular and water worn stones, 
as well as, some fragments of red brick. At a height of around 
2.47m on the north-east face of the wall was a row of joist 
sockets, inserted for the construction of the first floor of the 
New Building. The south-east quoins of the single storey 
dwelling house were removed to tie-in the south-west corner of 
the New Building (Figs. 4 and 6). Towards the south-east of the 
phase 1 gable wall, a large doorway was inserted in concrete on 
the ground floor by John Murtagh, during the phase 4 
renovations (Fig.8).

Phase 2
As seen above, the New Building was inserted between the 

earlier single storey house at south-west and the north-east 
boundary wall, which divided the property from the former 
premises of Broderick & Sons (See Figs. 4, 12 and 15). The New 
Building was a long rectangular house, two storeys in height. 
At the time of the survey, the rear wall had been largely 
demolished for some time. However, during the course of the 
investigation, enough survived to provide a ground floor plan 
(Fig.4). The gables of the south-west and north-east walls did 
not survive (Figs. 8 and 9), though enough survived of the 
north-east wall to indicate that they did exist.

The most noticeable feature of the house is its fine facade, 
which fronts onto New Building Lane. This survived to the 
eaves of the roof, which had an over sailing course of limestone 
slabs, about 5.35m in height off the surface of the lane (Figs. 6, 
8, 12 and 15). The masonry of the outer face was well 
constructed, consisting mainly of roughly dressed blocks of grey 
limestone masonry, laid in regular courses (Fig.6). The facade 
is unusual in that it was divided by five pilasters, which were 
linked by a horizontal string course at first floor level. These 
projecting features, which appear to have been constructed of 
well dressed limestone masonry, were later hacked off during 
the phase 3 alterations to the building. In places, the destroyed 
pilasters were refaced in brick flush with the rest of the facade.

The dressed bases of the four north-east pilasters survive 
(Figs. 4, 6). The pilasters themselves averaged about 0.23m to 
0.26m in width, and projected about 30mm out from the face of
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the building. The south-west pilaster (P5) only existed on the 
first storey level, rising upwards from the string course. The 
pilaster did not extend down to the ground storey, due to the 
existence of a window (W3).

On the ground storey, there are three windows divided by 
two entrance doorways (Figs. 4, 6, 12 and 15). On the first 
storey there are four windows, located in four bays between the 
five pilasters. With the exception of the main entrance doorway 
(Dl), all seven windows on the outer face of the front wall of the 
house, together with entrance doorway 2, have segmental 
arched heads, constructed of large, dressed limestone voussoirs.

There is a noticeable difference between the ground and 
first storey in regard to the size of the facing stones of the 
facade (Fig.6). Those above the string course are smaller and 
more roughly dressed than those beneath. The lower ones 
average 0.4m in height and are up to 0.7m in length. The faces 
of some of the stones are roughly punch dressed. In effect, the 
lower face of the facade is constructed of ashlar masonry.

The fine entrance doorway (Dl) has a moulded door-case of 
grey limestone masonry. It has a noticeable architrave, with 
bases on either side (Figs. 4, 6 and 13). The flat head has three 
central voussoirs, the centre one consisting of a large keystone 
(now damaged). The jambs are 0.89m apart and 2.13m in 
height.

The inner face of the facade is constructed of rubblework 
masonry (in contrast to the outer face), consisting of medium to 
large angular fragments of limestone (Figs. 7 and 16). On the 
ground and first storey, the two entrance doorways and seven 
windows have segmental arches constructed of brick voussoirs. 
With the exception of window 3 at the south-west end of the 
ground storey, the sills of all the other six windows were 
substantially lowered on the inside during the phase 3 
alterations to the building.

The ground storey
The investigation of the building has shown that this floor 

consisted of three rooms and a corridor (Fig.4). The latter, 
which ran in north-west to south-east direction, was centrally 
placed between a north-east and central room. Both of these 
were of similar dimensions -  4.5m x 3.54m in the case of the
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former and 4.6m x 3.5m in the case of the latter. Both rooms 
were lit by a window in the front wall (W1 and W2 
respectively), and both had mortar floors. The north-east room 
had a large fireplace (F-Pl) inserted into the phase 1 north-east 
wall. This was altered and added to during phase 3 (see Fig.9). 
Also during phase 3, a window (W5) was inserted through the 
back wall of the room.

The central corridor was divided from the north-east and 
central rooms by a narrow brick wall on either side (Fig.4). 
Access was made into the south-east end of the corridor from 
New Building Lane, through the main entrance doorway (Dl), 
into the house (Figs. 4 and 7). At the north-west end of the 
corridor, on the right hand side, was the rear doorway (D5) of 
the house, which gave access to the backyard (Fig.7). On the 
left hand side was the stairway to the first floor. The floor of 
the corridor had a slope of 0.21m from the threshold of D l at 
south-east to that of D5 at north-west, following the gradient of 
the underlying cobbled surface, which predated the 
construction of the house. The archaeological excavation (see 
above) showed that this surface sloped away from New 
Building Lane in a north-west direction across the site.

The south-west room was divided from the rest of the 
ground floor by a thick (0.5m) stone wall (Fig.4), which survived 
to only 0.5m in height. At south-east, access was made from the 
central room through an original doorway (D7), that was 0.99m 
in width (Fig.4). The room itself measured 4.62m in length 
from north-west to south-east by 2.65m in width. To the south
east, the front wall, had its own entrance doorway (D2), giving 
access from New Building Lane (Fig.7). To the south-west, are 
the remains of a small original window (W3), which lit the 
room.

In the north-west (rear ) wall of the room was an original 
doorway (D4) that was blocked up during phase 3 (Fig.4) and 
replaced by a window (W4), of which, only the south-west jamb 
survived. In the centre of the north-east wall to the left of 
doorway 7, were the remains of a fireplace (F-P2). On the other 
side of the wall, there may have been another fireplace for the 
central room. On the south-west side of the room was the phase 
1 gable wall of the adjoining buildings (Figs. 4 and 8). As seen 
above, a large doorway was inserted through this wall during
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phase 4 (twentieth century). The fragmentary remains of the 
mortar floor of the south-west room survived at D+53.45m. In 
the centre of the room, trench 1 was excavated (see Fig.4). The 
faces of the surrounding walls of the room are covered by the 
fragmentary remains of lime plaster, which were up to 20mm in 
thickness. During phase 2, in the long and narrow backyard, a 
buttress was constructed to prop the inner face of phase 1 
backwall -  so as to counteract pressure from the back lane. A 
cobbled yard was then laid out, and access was made into it 
from the central corridor of the house through doorway 5 
(Fig.4).

First storey
The floor, together with the internal walls and most of the 

rear wall did not survive (Fig. 16). The other three external 
walls however, did survive (Fig.5). The internal faces of these 
indicated that the layout of this floor was similar to that on the 
ground: three rooms, with a staircase and landing. The latter, 
like the corridor beneath, divided a north-east room from a 
central room, with a further one to the south-west. The first 
floor was approximately 2.64m off the ground floor at 
D+56.08m.

As seen above, there are four windows in the front wall, or 
facade of the house (Figs. 4, 7 and 16), which lit each of the 
three rooms and landing. It can only be presumed that there 
were windows in the destroyed rear wall of the building. As 
also seen above, in the case of the south-west wall, sockets were 
inserted into the earlier phase 1 gable wall for the joists of 
phase 2 first floor (Figs.5 and 8). The location of fireplace 2 on 
the ground floor would indicate that the south-west and central 
rooms of the first storey were separated by a thick (0.5m) stone 
wall with a fireplace on either side, but were linked at the 
south-east end by a doorway.

Phase 3
Subsequent to its construction, the house underwent 

alterations during the course of the nineteenth century. 
Particularly affected were the front and rear walls of the 
building. As seen above, the limestone pilasters and string 
course were hacked off, probably to facilitate the rendering of
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the facade. The resulting cavities in the face of the wall were 
filled up with roughly made red bricks (Fig.6). On the facade, 
the sills of the four windows (W6-9) on the first storey were 
raised, while on the inner face of the same wall, the sills were 
lowered to the level of the floor (Fig. 16). On the ground storey, 
on the inside of the two large windows (W1 and W2) on either 
side of entrance doorway 1, the sills were lowered during phase 
3. At the south-west end of the same wall, window 3 was also 
altered during this period.

In the case of the rear wall of the house, although most of 
it was gone (Fig.16), enough survived to show that on the 
ground storey two windows were inserted during phase 3. To 
the south-west, as seen above, the first window (W4) was 
inserted over blocking of earlier phase 2 doorway 4. Only the 
remains of the south-west jamb survived (Fig.4). Towards the 
north-east end of the wall, the second window (W5) was 
inserted. This in turn was blocked up during phase 4. In the 
backyard of the house, the excavation of trench 3 exposed the 
foundation of a short stretch of wall. The 1874 Land Sale Map 
(Fig. 11) indicates that this was the north-east wall of a lean-to 
shed that occupied the south-west third of the backyard. The 
same map also shows that there was a smaller lean-to shed at 
north-east end of the same yard.

Phase 4
Prior to selling the house in the early 1970s, the previous 

owner, John Murtagh, carried out further renovations, mainly 
with the use of concrete. The work was not finished, and the 
destroyed roof was not replaced. In the interior of the ground 
storey, four abutments were constructed of concrete blocks 
against the inner face of the wall to support a new first floor 
(Fig.4). In the north-east gable wall, a new surround for the old 
fireplace (F-Pl) was constructed in concrete (Fig.9). On the 
first storey in the same wall the old phase 2 fireplace was 
blocked-up and a new flue inserted for F-Pl on the ground 
storey (Figs. 5 and 9). The new first floor level was 
approximately 0.08m higher than the previous one. As seen 
above, during phase 4, a large doorway was inserted through 
the south-west gable wall on the ground storey, to give access to 
the adjoining premises.
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An assessment of the findings
The architectural study of the house has identified four 

main building phases. The construction of the New Building 
itself belongs to phase 2. The Rocque map of 1758 (Fig.2) 
clearly shows that at the time the house had not been built. It 
also shows that the site was an undeveloped piece of ground 
located between New Row (New Building Lane), and the phase 
1 back wall at north-west. This concurs with the archaeological 
and documentary evidence.

The trial excavation has shown that prior to the 
construction of the house, there was a metalled surface on the 
site which in turn overlay a cobbled yard. Beneath the latter 
was a thick layer of soil from the garden of the original 
medieval burgage plot, which extended in a south-west 
direction from Parliament Street to the City Wall. Subsequent 
to 1758, and prior to the construction of the New Building, the 
dwelling house to the south-west was built, and the property to 
the north-east was developed. It would appear that the above 
cobbling and metalled surfacing represent a yard that was 
located between the two adjacent properties, prior to the 
construction of the New Building.

When Arthur Doherty was leased the site for 199 years in 
1759, it was described as ‘waste ground'. The cobbled yard may 
not have been laid out at that stage, and judging from the 
Rocque map (Fig.2), the properties on either side had yet to be 
developed. The 1819 memorial in the Registry of Deeds (see 
site history) states that Arthur Doherty, then deceased, had 
erected ‘a dwelling house' on the property. This would appear 
to be the phase 2 structure, now known as the ‘New Building'.

From the documentary evidence, it is clear that the house 
was built at some time between 1759 and 1772, though the 
mixture of architectural styles on the facade might initially 
suggest more diverse dates. For example, the style of the 
doorcase of the main entrance D l (Figs. 6 and 13) would 
suggest a later seventeenth century to mid-eighteenth century 
date. Nevertheless, it is similar to, but finer than, the two 
doorcases of two fine Georgian houses of mid to late-eighteenth 
century date, numbers 35 and 36 Parliament Street. Each of 
these however has a fanlight above. In the case of the New 
Building doorway, this may have been absent due to the height
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of the ground storey. On the outside the string course is just 
above the keystone of the doorcase. Therefore a date between 
1759 and 1772 for its construction is not unreasonable.

The segmental heads of the seven windows of the facade 
however, might suggest a later date closer to the early 
nineteenth century, for the erection of the New Building. 
Nevertheless, the construction of such heads was not unknown 
in the eighteenth century. For example, they can be seen at 
Bonnetstown Hall, to the west of the city, dating to 1737.

The pilasters on the facade were an unusual feature, 
though not unknown. For example, there are four large 
pilasters on the fine facade of the gatehouse into Kilkenny 
castle, dating to the late seventeenth or early eighteenth 
century. These could have provided an inspiration for those on 
the New Building. In the case of the latter, these features, 
together with the string course were hacked off during the 
phase 3 renovations, in the nineteenth century, probably to 
facilitate the rendering of the facade.

Another unusual feature of the building is the second 
doorway (D2) on the facade, which is an original feature (see 
Figs. 4, 6 and 7). This might have been necessary due to the 
length of the street frontage (13.56m) along New Building 
Lane. On the other hand it might have facilitated subletting, 
or an extended family within the same house. Arthur Doherty 
himself had five known children, though the New Building was 
standing for at least a decade prior to the birth of his first child, 
John. Perhaps in the early years, he rented the south-west end 
of the house to a tenant, or tenants, such as Michael Power and 
Patrick Quirk in 1772. By the early nineteenth century, the 
Dohertys do not appear to have been living in the house. 
Instead, they rented or leased the property.

Probably the most intriguing enigma concerning the New 
Building, was the necessity for such an elaborate facade 
fronting onto a laneway in the city, away from the main street. 
The answer to this question may lie in the fact that the builder 
of the house, Arthur Doherty, was a Roman catholic. When the 
latter acquired the leasehold to the site in 1759, the Penal Laws 
were still in force. In Kilkenny, as in many other parts of the 
country, their application was erratic. For example, from 1750 
onwards there was an increase in the activity of protestant
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discoverers against propertied catholics in the area. 
Nevertheless, as the century progressed there was a gradual 
improvement in relations between the two communities, 
though catholics continued to be excluded from being involved 
in the running of the city.

In general, catholics were left undisturbed in the running 
of their affairs, as long as they did so in a discrete manner. An 
example of this was the erection of chapels in the city during 
the eighteenth century. These were normally located off side 
streets, or in less prominent places within the city. In the case 
of Arthur Doherty, who would appear to have been a person of 
some means, it is probable that he wished to erect a house that 
he considered befitting his status, but to do so in a place away 
from the gaze of the protestant establishment.

Conclusion
The New Building was unique in the context of Kilkenny's 

Georgian architecture, with its elaborate facade, being built by 
a Roman catholic during the period of the Penal Laws, along a 
laneway off one of the main streets.

The fact that the above facade has been incorporated into 
a new house, brings into focus the extent of redevelopment that 
has taken place, within recent years, along the laneways 
running off the main streets of the old walled city. To facilitate 
this, existing buildings have been swept away. They included 
examples of lesser housing from the Georgian period, that 
warranted further study. In such circumstances, efforts should 
now be made to preserve surviving examples of these buildings 
within the city.
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Fig. 3 Location o f the house on the 1840 6 inch O.S. map

Fig.l Location map

Fig.2 Location o f the site o f the New Building on the Rocque map o f Kilkenny
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Fig.5 First floor plan

Fig.4 Ground floor plan o f the New Building
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Fig.6 Elevation o f facade o f house fronting onto New Building Lane

Fig. 7 Inner elevation o f front wall
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Fig.8 Internal elevation o f south-west gable wall

Fig.9 Internal elevation o f north-east gable wall
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Fig.10 Griffith's Valuation Map (1849)

Fig. 11 Land Sale Map of 1874
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Fig. 12 Plate o f  facade o f New Fig. 13 Plate o f  doorway 1 from 
Building from south-west outside

Fig. 14 Plate o f the base o f  pilaster 3 Fig. 15 Plate o f facade o f house from
south-east
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Fig. 17 Plate o f interior o f house from north-west

Fig. 16 Plate o f  inner face o f front (south-east) wall o f house

Rose Archer


