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The Kilkenny Castle Archaeological 
Project 1990-1993: Interim  Report

Ben Murtagh 

Abstract
Since 1990, the Office of Public Works has carried out an 

extensive programme of restoration to Kilkenny Castle. To date, 
this has been concentrated mainly on the central wing of the 
building. As part of this programme, the O.P.W. commissioned the 
writer to, (a) carry out an archaeological survey of the fabric of the 
castle, and (b) conduct a series of excavations in order to facilitate 
the restoration. This report summarizes the results of the archaeo
logical work to date.

Introduction
The castle occupies a commanding position overlooking a bridg

ing point on the river Nore, at the south-east corner of, what was 
once, the medieval walled Hightown of Kilkenny. The present 
building, which dates from at least the thirteenth century, is 
constructed of mostly grey carboniferous limestone masonry. It 
consists of three wings that follow the trapezium plan of the 
medieval fortress (See Fig. 1). The enciente of the latter originally 
consisted of four large circular towers, a strong gatehouse, all 
linked with a curtain wall, and surrounded by a wide moat. 
Furthermore there is documentary evidence to suggest that the 
medieval fortress may have been a concentric castle - in having an 
outer wall circumventing the moat (Bradley 1975, 95/96; Foley 
1975, 103).

Throughout its subsequent history the castle underwent a num
ber of alterations - culminating, during the nineteenth century, in 
a major rebuilding programme, that gave the castle its present 
appearance. In 1967, the 6th Marquis of Ormond, whose family had 
owned the castle since 1391, presented it to the citizens of Kil
kenny. By that time the building was in dire need of repair and the 
cost of such work was far beyond the resources of the city. This 
situation was resolved in 1970, when ownership of the castle 
passed into the hands of the state. The Office of Public Works was 
entrusted with the task of carrying out restoration work. Between
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K I L K E N N Y  CASTLE

Fig. 1 - Plan o f Kilkenny Castle showing location of excavation cuttings 
1991-93.



1973 and 1976 the first phase of work was undertaken. This 
involved the restoration of the north-east wing, which overlooks 
the river Nore (Lanigan 1977,249-253.).

The above work involved two small excavations. The first was 
conducted in 1973 on the river side of the north-east wing (Foley 
1973, 107), and the second was conducted during 1975 in a small 
room inside the parade wing (Sweetman 1981,249-266). These 
investigations though limited in their scope, provided an indica
tion of the richness of the archaeology beneath the castle. However, 
prior to 1990 a detailed survey, dating the fabric of the building, 
had never been undertaken (Craig 1982,113). It was unknown for 
example, how much of the castle belonged to the medieval period. 
Also it was not certain if an earlier Norman fortress, mentioned as 
having existed at Kilkenny in the early 1170's, was located on the 
same site as the present building. Furthermore, it was unknown if 
a pre-Norman settlement existed on the site.

Early historical background
In order to put the archaeology into context, it is necessary to look 

at what is known of the early history of the site. Kilkenny Castle 
is first mentioned in the Annals of Tigernach in 1173, when it 
became the target of a punitive expedition launched by Domnall 
Mór Ua Briain, the King of Northern Munster (Scott & Martin 
1978, 321), against the “castle of Kilkenny”. The “foreigners who 
dwelt there in”, concluding that retreat was the better part of 
valour, fled to the safety ofWaterford. The attackers destroyed the 
site, with the Annals further commenting, that the loss which was 
suffered at Kilkenny “was a grief to the foreigners of Ireland” 
(Orpen 1909, 316; 1920, 332). The fortress that was destroyed by 
the Irish would have been an earthwork that predated the stone 
castle.

The destruction of Kilkenny Castle may have arrested any plans 
the Normans had for colonizing the central plain of Ossory until the 
1190's (Empey 1990, 77). In the nineteen years that followed 1173, 
we hear nothing more about the castle until 1192, when William 
Marshal the Elder had obtained seisin of the lordship of Leinster. 
Marshal's predecessor and father-in-law, the Earl Strongbow, 
appears to have left well enough alone in central Ossory after 1173. 
However the second lord of Leinster took a different approach. He 
began by expelling the native MacGillaPátraic clan to upper
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Ossory. He then divided up their land among his followers. Fur
thermore, he established Kilkenny as the centre of his new lord
ship, and the castle as his seat (Orpen 1909; 316; 1920, 222).

The seventeenth century historian, Sir James Ware, refers to a 
statement in the chartulary of the Hospital of St. John of Jerusa
lem, that the Earl Marshal built a castle at Kilkenny in 1192 (Nealy 
1989, 2). The latter is confirmed in a version of the Annals of 
Tigernach (O'Donovan 1856.95). However it is unclear if this refers 
to the beginning of construction work on the stone castle, or the 
reconstruction of the earlier fortress. What is clear is that under 
the lordship of William Marshal the Elder (1192-1219), the new 
High town of Kilkenny grew apace along side the earlier Episcopal 
centre. Before his death in 1202, Bishop Felix O'Dulany of Ossory, 
granted the tithes of all provisions consumed in Kilkenny Castle to 
Brother Osbert, Prior of the Hospital of Saint John, Kilkenny, that 
was located on the far side of the river Nore (Carrigan 1905, 10).

In 1207, the Earl Marshal seems to have visited Kilkenny for the 
first time, to oversee the layout of his new town (Bradley 1990, 66). 
He extended his borough towards the old cathedral town, by 
renting land from the Bishop of Ossory. The latter was to be paid 
an ounce of gold per year, sometimes from the provost of the High 
town and sometimes from the exchequer of the castle (Sweetman 
1877, No. 861). Around 1211, Marshal appointed the canons of the 
Priory of St. John's in Kilkenny as chaplains to the castle (Carrigan 
1905,248). The Earl was in Ireland almost continuously from 1207 
to 1213 (Otway-Ruthven 1980, 77). If the construction of the stone 
fortress did commence in 1192, it is possible that during the period 
of his stay in Kilkenny, Marshal ordered work to begin on the 
refortification of his castle, to reflect the growing importance of the 
site. Such a project was a major undertaking and could have taken 
many years to complete, depending on the resources available. The 
work may have been completed by his sons. Unfortunately, the 
documentary evidence is of little help to us in this regard.

The suggestion that the stone castle at Kilkenny was under 
construction during the early thirteenth century might be strength
ened by its similarity in design to two major fortresses of the period 
- the royal castles of Dublin and Limerick. The former was the 
product of a royal writ issued in 1204 (Gilbert 1870, 61), and its 
construction continued into the 1220's (Leask 1964, 55; Orpen 
1920, 27). Limerick Castle seems to have been completed by 1216



(Leask 1964, 55; 1936, 178). Furthermore, the Marshals were 
powerful and wealthy enough to construct a castle to match any the 
Crown could build in Ireland. Since the Elder Marshal was one of 
the most powerful feudal magnates of his day in either Britain or 
Ireland (Otway-Ruthven 1980, 77), the construction of such a 
formidable fortress as Kilkenny Castle dominating the newly 
colonized central plain of Ossory, would have demonstrated to Gael 
and Norman alike, the social and political status of the lord of 
Leinster.

In 1247, after all the Elder Marshal's sons had died without male 
heirs, the lordship of Leinster was divided amongst his five daugh
ters and their heirs. The castle and town, together with much of the 
medieval county of Kilkenny passed to Richard de Clare, Earl of 
Gloucester and Hereford (1229-1262), through his mother, Mar
shal's third daughter Isabel (Carrigan 1905, 49: Sweetman 1877, 
No. 1618). The centre of de Clare power was in the Welsh Marches 
(Frame 1981, 63; Johnson 1989, 60), and the lordship of Kilkenny 
seems to have operated as a separate entity under a seneschal and 
exchequer, based in Kilkenny Castle (Empey 1990, 82; Phillips 
1984, 92).

In 1264, Richard de Clare's son and successor, Gilbert, gained 
seisen of Kilkenny Castle (Sweetman 1877, No. 752).He was one of 
the wealthiest Marcher lords of his time. In 1265, he helped Henry 
III to defeat Simon de Montfort at Evesham (Johnson 1989, 60). In 
1267 he lodged the Welsh lord of Senghenydd in Glamorgan, in 
Kilkenny Castle, so that he could have a free hand to built his 
massive new castle of Caerphilly (Phillips 1984,92). The latter was 
a precursor of the Edwardian castles of the late thirteenth and 
early fourteenth century. It is one of the earliest examples of a 
concentric - doubled walled - castle in Britain (Forde Johnson 1981, 
211 - 215; Johnson 1989, 60). Bradley (1975, 95) has drawn 
attention to the similarities between Caerphilly and Kilkenny 
Castles - the latter may also have been concentric. Perhaps in 
regard to this feature, the Kilkenny fortress influenced the Welsh 
site, or was the former transformed into a concentric castle during 
the time of Earl Gilbert, by the construction of an outer wall? 
Further research will be required in the hope of finding answers to 
these questions.

Under the de Clares and their successors, Kilkenny Castle 
continued to serve as a prison (Sweetman & Handcock 1886, No.
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384). One of its most famous inmates was Bishop Richard de 
Ledred of Ossory, who in 1324, found himself enjoying its hospital
ity after he accused Dame Alice Kyteler of witchcraft (Empey 1990, 
83). In 1307, we get the first description of Kilkenny Castle, when 
it is described as having “a hall, four towers, a chapel, a moat, and 
other diverse houses necessary to the castle” (Sweetman & Handcock 
1886, No. 653). By this time the stone castle would seem to have 
been completed, though it is interesting that there is no reference 
to an outer wall.

In 1317 after the last de Clare Earl had been killed at 
Bannockburn, the lordship of Kilkenny was partitioned, and the 
castle passed into the hands of Hugh Despenser (Carrigan 1905, 
49). During the fourteenth century the Despensers, like many of 
their contemporaries, were absentee lords, whose Irish holdings 
became more of a burden as time went on. So much so, that in 1391, 
Hugh's descendant - another Hugh - was quite willing to sell off his 
interests in county Kilkenny, including the castle. The latter was 
purchased by James, 3rd Earl of Ormond, whose family by this 
time had emerged as the greatest power in the region (Empey 1990, 
84, 88). The castle became their family seat, and was to remain so 
for the next five and a half centuries.

The archaeological investigations 1991-1993
In the winter of 1990-91, the interiors of the central and parade 

wings were stripped down. This provided an opportunity to study 
the masonry of the building in greater detail (See Fig. 2). During 
the course of the work, a large number of re-used timbers were 
recovered. Many of these appear to have belonged to earlier phases 
of the castle, and are the subject of a separate study. In 1825, when 
much of the castle was being dismantled, the architect William 
Robertson, who was in charge of the rebuilding programme, made 
some notes and drawings of early features that he encountered 
(Robertson 1852/53, 115 -119). These provided help in dating the 
fabric the building. They also helped in drawing up a programme 
of excavation work, since Robertson also referred to early features 
that he encountered below the ground in and around the castle.

Between July 1991 and January 1993, twelve different cuttings 
were archaeologicaly investigated in and around the castle (Fig. 1). 
Most of these were concentrated in the area of the central and 
parade wings. Within the interior of the building the cuttings were
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confined to the south-west half of the central wing, and north-west 
half of the parade wing. Investigations to date, have shown that the 
castle has undergone many changes since the twelfth century. 
These phases of development will be outlined below.

Early activity (Twelfth century):
The archaeological excavations have shown that the present 

ground around the castle has been artificially built up over the 
centuries (Fig. 3). Furthermore the original pre-castle ground level 
in the twelfth century, was exposed deep below the central and 
parade wings. It was represented by a sod horizon. In the central 
wing, the archaeological material beneath the large room known as 
G25 was totally excavated (cuttings 1 & 6; Figs. 1-3), to facilitate 
the construction of a new cellar. Here a large area of the original 
ground surface was exposed, up to 3.6m below the floor of G25 (Fig. 
2). Associated with this level, were the remains of a sod built 
structure, roughly square in plan, with rounded corners. It con
sisted of three surviving walls - the west wall having been de
stroyed by the foundation of the thirteenth century curtain wall 
(Fig. 4)

Internally the “sod building” measured around 4.6 m x 4.2 m. It 
had a compact sod floor with a central hearth and the remains of 
a small “furnace” to the west. A series of post holes were found, both 
within the interior and associated with the sod wall. Evidence for 
iron and bronze working, together with sherds of local cooking 
ware, were found in and around the building (see finds below). The 
latter appears to have had a short life, and was buried beneath the 
next phase of activity that was found below the stone castle. At this 
stage, it is not clear if the sod built structure represents local Irish, 
or early Norman, activity on the site. It is hoped that further 
analysis of the material recovered from the excavation will help to 
answer this question.

The “Earthwork castle”
The excavations have revealed that the walls of the medieval 

stone castle in the central and parade wings, were built along the 
ridge of a large earthen rampart of an earlier fortress (see Fig. 3) 
- possibly a ringwork. A large fosse was dug through the original 
ground level and the upcast deposited along the inside of the 
fortification, to construct the rampart. The top of the latter was
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Fig. 4 - Plate o f twelfth century building found beneath NW wing of caxtle.

truncated by the construction of later stone buildings along the 
above wings. The surviving rampart varied in height from 3 m in 
cutting 1, below the central wing, to 2.4 m in cutting 4 below the 
parade wing. In cutting 1, the rampart overlay the phase 1 “sod 
building” (Fig. 4).

The date of construction of the earthwork has so far not been 
determined. It may have been part of the castle that was “de
stroyed” in 1173. If this is the case, it would appear to have been a 
fortress of considerable strength. Moreover it would have been 
unusual for the Normans to abandon such a stronghold without a 
fight. Perhaps the earthwork was incomplete at that time. Indeed, 
the loss of such a site would have justified the statement in the 
Annals of Tigernach that it was a “grief to the foreigners of Ireland” 
(Orpen 1909,316). On the other hand the earthwork may represent 
the castle reputed to have been built (or rebuilt?) by William 
Marshal in 1192 (Nealy 1989, 2; O'Donavan 1856, 95). It is hoped 
that further research will help to resolve this problem of dating.

The medieval stone castle
As suggested above, it is likely that by the early thirteenth



century, William Marshal the Elder, had begun the construction of 
the stone castle on the site of the earlier earthwork fortress. 
Judging from the evidenceto date, the curtain wall was built along 
the ridge of the rampart (Fig. 3) and circular towers were con
structed at each of the four corners of the enceinte. The excavation 
of cutting 2 (Figs. 1 & 2) showed that the west tower truncated the 
earlier rampart. The older fosse continued to be used, and was 
possibly re-dug. Above the ground, a study of the fabric has shown 
that of the stone castle that stood in 1307 (see above), the remains 
of three towers and two sections of curtain wall survive. These 
include; the first three storeys of the north tower;the truncated 
remains of the core and outer face of the north-west curtain wall; 
the lower storeys of the west tower; the south-west curtain wall to 
the height of the first storey of the parade wing - truncated halfway 
by the classical gateway; and finally much of the south tower.

During the rebuilding of the castle that began in 1825, the 
architect William Robertson (1852/3, Fig. 6) noted that the outer 
face of the curtain wall and towers had a sloping foundation - a 
talus or base batter - that descended down into the moat, similar 
to that which was found in Dublin Castle (Lynch & Manning 1990, 
65-66). The excavation of the north-west side of Kilkenny Castle 
(cuttings 7, 8, 10 - Fig. 1) exposed a massive base batter, con
structed of ashlar masonry, that descended down into the moat 
(figs. 2 & 3). It was approximately 8.5 m in height x 5.5 m in width. 
This feature can be paralleled to the massive thirteenth century 
talus that is on the outside of the inner curtain wall of the 
concentric castle of Krak des Chevalier, in Syria - the greatest of 
the crusader castles in the Middle East (Allen Brown, Perstwich & 
Coulson 1985, 50, 54, 55, 74, 75, 91, 93). The excavation in cutting 
1, beneath the central wing of Kilkenny Castle, revealed that the 
base batter was in fact a stone facing that descended downwards 
along the outer slope of the earlier rampart (Fig. 3).

To the north-east of the west tower, in the central wing, Robertson 
(1852/53,117) noted the existence of a sallyport (postern). This was 
revealed in the excavation of cutting 5 (Figs. 1 & 2) at the entrance 
to a modern cellar. It consists of two flights of stone steps, which 
descend down below the curtain wall, into the moat, through the 
base batter. It is planned to preserve this feature beneath glass for 
visitors to view.
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Other medieval features
Robertson (1852/53,117) referred to a passageway (gallery) that 

ran beneath the castle yard and linked the above sallyport with 
another that was located beneath the parade wing, beside the 
south tower. To the east of the west tower, below the corridor (G30) 
that fronts on to the castleyard, the remains of what may have been 
such a feature was found (cutting 3 - Figs. 1 & 2). It had stone walls 
and the fill contained sherds of medieval pottery. The space was 
very confined, but the excavation revealed that the above feature 
overlay a timber lined structure that truncated the inner slope of 
the earthen rampart.

In the west corner of the castleyard, cutting 12 (Fig. 1) revealed 
that the interior of the castle had been artificially built-up almost 
to its present level during the medieval period. As the excavation 
descended downwards, a series of ground surfaces were traced - 
some of which appear to have been associated with iron smelting. 
A large quantity of local medieval glazed pottery was recovered 
from the cutting. By the end of the Middle Ages, a tower house had 
been built on to the north (river) tower. The remains of the first two 
stories of this structure still survive.

Later sixteenth - early seventeenth century activity
This period was mostly associated with Black Tom Butler, the 

10th Earl of Ormond (1546-1614). He carried out repairs to Kil
kenny Castle (Carrigan 1905, 54), which included the fine house 
that stood on the site of the present central wing and was demol
ished in 1825 (Robertson 1852/53, 115/116). It fronted onto the 
castleyard (illustrated in Robertson, 1983), and bore similarities to 
Black Tom's other great house in Carrick, Co. Tipperary (Craig 
1982, 114; Stalley 1987, 232, Fig. 280). It was in this building that 
the Confederate council met the papal legate Archbishop Rinuccini, 
when he first arrived in Kilkenny in 1645 (Carrigan 1905,26). The 
building was renovated by the first Duke of Ormond during the 
second half of the seventeenth century. The excavation revealed 
that only the foundation of the south-west gable wall survived. 
This was found in cutting 2, where it abutted the west tower (Fig. 
2). The foundation trench truncated the twelfth century rampart 
beneath.

The excavation on the north-west side of the castle (cuttings 7,8, 
10 - Figs. 1 & 2) revealed that a stone terrace, or balustrade -
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possibly dating from Black Tom's time - had been built on the slope 
of the thirteenth century base batter (Fig. 3). This feature was 
largely demolished during the second half of the seventeenth 
century.

Mid seventeenth - eighteenth century activity
As yet no features that can be associated with the Confederate or 

Cromwellian periods have been found. It is known that the castle 
saw a lot of activity during the Cromwellian siege of March 1650. 
The besiegers were impressed by how strongly fortified it was 
(Carrigan 1905, 41, 42). After the Restoration the newly elevated 
Duke of Ormond recovered his castle, and during the period from 
the 1660's to the 1680's he carried out extensive alterations, 
transforming it into a French style chateau (Nealy 1989; 107; 
Maher 1934, pis. X - XII; Prendergast 1860/61 297). One notable 
change that was carried out by the Duke was revealed during the 
course of the excavations. This was the filling in of the moat on the 
north-west side of the castle, for the laying out of what is now the 
Rose Garden. The finds from this area (cutting 10) revealed that up 
to 5.5 m of stratigraphy had been deposited into the moat during 
the period (Fig. 2).

The post-1660 programme of alterations was continued under 
the second Duke during the period 1688-1715, but perhaps at a 
slower rate than before. The great classical gateway that truncates 
the medieval curtain wall on the parade side of the castle (Fig. 1), 
seems to have taken a long time to build, and cost an enormous sum 
of money. In 1709 it was still under construction (Prendergast 
1860/61, 298). The excavation, in cutting 4, revealed that the 
facade was built on top of the base batter of the medieval curtain 
wall. The rear of the gate house was rebuilt during the nineteenth 
century (Fig. 2).

In 1715, the 2nd Duke fled into exile as a result of his Jacobite 
activities, and throughout much of the eighteenth century, the 
castle was neglected (Lightbown 1984, 5-8). This situation was 
reversed in 1766, when the late duke's cousin, Walter Butler of 
Garryricken, the “16th Earl”, took over the castle and embarked 
upon a new programme of works. This included the demolition of 
the north-east and south-east wings, including the south-east 
curtain wall and the medieval gatehouse. Furthermore, in 1769, 
Walter laid out a new road that led from the Parade towards
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Thomastown. The work involved the demolition of a gateway on the 
town wall, at the end of the Parade, also known as the “castle Gate” 
(Kenealy 1981, 343/4; Watters 1872/3, 56/57). This resulted in the 
old road, which originally gave access to the medieval entrance to 
the castle, becoming obsolete, and being covered by an extension to 
the castle park.

In December 1992, a cable trench (cutting 11) was excavated 
across the park to the south-east of the castle. It was 130m in 
length, and ran north from the present Thomastown road to the 
boiler house on the north side of the river wing of the castle. The 
finds recovered confirmed that there was a build-up of ground to 
the south-east of the castle during the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. Furthermore, in the southern end of the trench, the old 
Thomastown road was revealed. During the nineteenth century, 
Walter Butler's descendants set about rebuilding what was left of 
the castle with the work that began in 1825.

Archaeological finds
A total of 2,500 finds from the excavation were registered (Na

tional Museum number E627). The most common find type regis
tered was pottery, accounting for 1428 (57%) of the total. This was 
followed by metal work, which accounted for 635 (25%) of the total. 
There were 181 clay pipe finds (7.2% of the total) and 160 glass 
finds (6.4% of the total). A small number of other find types were 
registered, which included bone, brick, ceramic tiles and stone. Of 
the pottery assemblage, 127 sherds (8.9% of the total) were of an 
unglazed courseware. The latter has been found on other medieval 
sites in Co. Kilkenny (O'Floinn 1988,329-331,344).In this case, the 
cooking ware was found in association with the twelfth century 
“sod building” which was found beneath the earthen rampart 
(cutting 1) below the central wing. A total of 993 sherds (69% of the 
total) consisted of pottery that ranged in date from the thirteenth 
to sixteenth century, mostly local wares. A further 302 sherds (21% 
of the total) were from the seventeenth/early eighteenth century 
period. The bulk of this group came from the moat fill on the north
west side of the castle that dated to the second half of the seven
teenth century.

Conclusion
Since 1990 the archaeological investigations at Kilkenny Castle



have produced significant results. They have shown that despite 
the major alterations of the nineteenth century, a great deal of the 
medieval stone castle survives within the fabric of the present 
building. The excavations have revealed that there has been a 
major build up of ground on the site since the twelfth century, and 
that much of the early castle remains buried beneath the modern 
ground level.

The work has helped to answer a number of important questions 
about the site. The answers can be summarized as follows: (a) that 
there was an earlier fortress beneath the stone castle, represented 
by a large earthen rampart: (b) that there was evidence for human 
activity on the site prior to the construction of the latter: (c) that the 
enceinte of the medieval stone castle had a large base batter, 
similar to the one at Dublin Castle: (d) two sallyports referred to by 
Robertson in the nineteenth century did survive: (e) that the 
remains (of the south-west gable wall) of the Renaissance house 
that was located on the site of the central wing had survived: (f) that 
the moat on the north-west side (at least) was filled-in during the 
second half of the seventeenth century.

In addition to the above, the results of the investigations have 
posed some new questions. For example,... does the “sod building” 
that was found beneath the earthen rampart in cutting 1, repre
sent native or early Norman activity?, and when was the rampart 
built? Answers to some old questions remain outstanding; when 
did construction of the stone castle begin?, and when did it finish? 
Was the completed fortress a concentric castle? If so, was the outer 
wall an original feature, or a later addition? It is hoped that further 
investigative work will provide answers to these questions.

It is planned to continue the programme of archaeological work 
in 1994. This will concentrate on the facilitating the restoration of 
the parade wing. It will involve further excavation and conserva
tion work to the medieval fabric of the stone castle in this area. 
When the ongoing restoration work to the castle has been com
pleted, visitors will be able to view the restored parts of the 
medieval stone fortress.
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