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PREFACE

THis volume has been long awaited, and its appearance now reflects the
development of studies in this area over the past twenty years. In the early
years of the New history, scholars working in the period covered by this
volume were relatively few, and contributors who had to withdraw or delay
their work under pressure of other commitments were difficult to replace.
The vigorous recent growth of scholarship in this period is shown not only in
the bibliography (where stringent measures have been needed to keep within
the space available) but in a scheme of chapters involving more scholars and
a wider range of topics than our original plan. The chapters prepared by
James Carney, Kathleen Hughes, and M. J. O’Kelly have proved to be of
lasting value, requiring little more than annotation to take account of work
appearing since their deaths. This volume has also, however, benefited from
recent archaeological, linguistic, and historical research, and in some areas—
notably music and numismatics—it amplifies and amends the accounts that
appeared in earlier volumes of the New history.

In using forms of names, we have followed the guidelines in volume VIII
(pp 4—5)- Place-names have been given in their current English form (as used
by the Ordnance Survey) except where obscure or unidentifiable.

Once again we acknowledge with gratitude the indispensable support of
the late C. S. Andrews in setting the New history in motion; and the generous
financial help provided by the late Dr John A. Mulcahy, of New York, and
the directors of the American Irish Foundation, which enabled us to carry
out much-needed research in the early stages of work on the project.

We take this opportunity of recording our debt to Dr Peter Harbison,
whose energy and judgement in compiling the illustrations of this volume—
as well as in his share of work on the bibliography—have been essential to its
completion; and to our typist, Peggy Morgan, whose work for the New
history to December 1994 completed over twenty-four years of invaluable
service, including the typing of a substantial part of this volume.



vi PREFACE

Finally, we record with sorrow the death on 13 February 2000 of F. X.
Martin, a member of the board of editors since the foundation of this project,
and its chairman since 1984; the death on 31 December 2000 of William
O’Sullivan; and the death on 5 June 2003 of Ann Hamlin, who revised the
text written by Kathleen Hughes and contributed an introductory note.

F.]J. BYRNE
W. E. VAUGHAN
ArRT COSGROVE
J. R.HiLL
DarsHi O CROININ
Royal Irish Academy
3 October 2003
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The Cathach (R.I.A., MS 12.R.33), f. 48" initial Q

House-shaped shrine (Museo Civico Medievale, Bologna)
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Book of Armagh (T.C.D., MS 52), f. 68" and detail of f. 6¢": symbol of
St Luke and opening passage

Door-handle from Donore, Co. Meath (National Museum of Ireland)

Book of Kells (T.C.D., MS 58), . 34": Chi-ro page, ‘Christi autem generatio’

Book of Kells, f. 48" (detail)

Book of Dimma (T.C.D.; MS 59), p. 30: portrait of St Mark

Derrynavlan chalice (National Museum of Ireland)

Derrynavlan paten (National Museum of Ireland)

Killamery brooch (National Museum of Ireland)

Cavan or ‘Queen’s’ brooch (National Museum of Ireland)

Kilnasaggart pillar, Co. Armagh. Photo: Department of the Environment,
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Cross-slab from Carrowntemple, Co. Sligo (National Museum of Ireland)

Small Chi-Ro cross (height 15 cm), found in Liam de Paor’s excavation, Inis
Cealtra, Co. Clare

Grave-slab, Clonmacnoise, Co. Offaly, inscribed ‘or do dainéil’ (a prayer for
Daniel)
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Cross of Patrick and Columba, Kells, Co. Meath: west face

Cross of Patrick and Columba, Kells, Co. Meath: east face

Sketch of the church of the Holy Sepulchre and its surroundings, from
Adamnan, ‘De locis sanctis’ (Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek,
Vienna, Cod. 458. f. 4%)

North Cross, Ahenny, Co. Tipperary

St Martin’s Cross, Iona. Photo: Liam de Paor

Cross of Moone, Co. Kildare, scenes on base: Daniel, the sacrifice of Isaac, the
fall of man

Cross of the Scriptures, Clonmacnoise, Co. Offaly

Dysert O’Dea cross, Co. Clare

St Patrick’s Cross, Cashel, Co. Tipperary

Shrine of St Lachtin’s arm (National Museum of Ireland)

Crosier found in Lismore Castle, Co. Waterford (National Museum of Ireland)
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94a Shrine of Stowe Missal (National Museum of Ireland)
94b  Detail of panel (National Museum of Ireland)
95a Corpus Missal (Corpus Christi College, Oxford, MS 282), f. 43"
95b  Detail of f. 149"
96 The Cross of Cong (National Museum of Ireland)
97 Inishmurray, Co. Sligo: aerial view of the monastic enclosure
98 Clonmacnoise, Co. Offaly: the ruins of the cathedral and (in the background)
Temple Dowling; the Cross of the Scriptures was located in front of the
cathedral portal

99 Book of Kells (T.C.D., MS 58), f. 202": the temptation of Christ, showing
church with ornate wooden roof

100 Muiredach’s Cross, Monasterboice, Co. Louth: capstone in the form of a
shrine or wooden church

o1 St MacDara’s Island, Co. Galway: the church prior to restoration. The stones
of the roof give the impression of simulating shingles (wooden tiles)

102 Gallarus Oratory, Co. Kerry

103 The so-called ‘Church of St Columba’, Kells, Co. Meath. Photo: Bord Failte —
Irish Tourist Board

104 Early stone church at Fore, Co. Westmeath, with characteristic antae and
lintelled doorway

105 The interior of Trinity Church, Glendalough, Co. Wicklow, showing the
chancel; one of the earliest examples of arch architecture in Ireland

106 Temple Benén on Inismor, Aran Islands, Co. Galway. The walls of this tiny
oratory are formed from large slabs laid on their side

107 Round tower, Glendalough, Co. Wicklow. The conical cap was reconstructed
in 1876

108 The west facade of St Cronan’s, Roscrea, Co. Tipperary; all that survives of a
major Romanesque church

109 Carvings (c.1184) on the east window of the Romanesque arcading, Tuam
cathedral, Co. Galway

110 Carved capitals (¢.1184) on the chancel arch, Tuam cathedral, Co. Galway

111 Cormac’s Chapel, Cashel, Co. Tipperary: the exterior from the south-west,
showing one of the paired towers and the distinctive Romanesque arcading

112 Romanesque portal, with its tangent gable and carvings cut in thin relief,
Killeshin, Co. Laois

113 North jamb of the portal, with sculptured heads set between patterns of
‘Urnes’ snake ornament, Killeshin, Co. Laois

114 Interior of the chancel, Cormac’s Chapel, Cashel, Co. Tipperary

115 Clonfert cathedral, Co. Galway; the most extravagant of the Romanesque
portals of Ireland

116  Ardmore, Co. Waterford: the monastic church with its sculptured arcades
(seen at bottom left) is dominated by the late-twelfth-century round tower

117 Bronze-age horn from Drumbest, Co. Antrim (National Museum of Ireland)



118

119

120

I21

122

123

124

125

126

127

128

129

130

131

132

133

PLATES XXXVil

Horns and crotals from the late bronze-age (eighth—seventh century B.C.)
hoard from Dowris, Co. Offaly (National Museum of Ireland)

Responsorial dialogue and preface with neumatic notation in the twelfth-
century Drummond Missal (Pierpoint Morgan Library, New York, MS
M.627, f. 37°4)

Easter processional antiphon ‘Dicant nunc Iudet’, set for two voices in a
twelfth- or thirteenth-century Irish gradual (Bodl., Rawl. MS C 892,
ff 67-68")

Colophon set in three-part polyphony in an Irish psalter from the second half
of the twelfth century (B.L., Add. MS 36929, f. 59")

The hymn ‘Adest dies leticiae’, in honour of St Brigid, in an Irish Divine
Office antiphonal from the second half of the fifteenth century (T.C.D.,
MS 78, f. 139")

Fragments of notation inscribed on one of four slates from Smarmore, Co.
Louth, probably second half of the fifteenth century (National Museum of
Ireland)

Detail from the shrine of the Stowe Missal (‘shrine of St Maelruain’s Gospel’),
eleventh century, depicting a player of a three-stringed plucked lyre, seated
between two clerics (National Museum of Ireland)

Breac Maedoic (‘shrine of St Mogue’), eleventh century, bearing the earliest
Irish illustration of a trilateral harp. This one appears to have eight strings,
and may be an example of the ocht-tédach used by travelling clerics to
accompany psalm-singing

Musicians on the east face of the Cross of Muiredach, Monasterboice, Co.
Louth, early tenth century

Musicians on the south arm of the east face of the Cross of St Columba at
Durrow, Co. Offaly, early tenth century

Reconstructed seating plan of Tech Midchutarda (the Hall of Tara) from the
fourteenth-century Yellow Book of Lecan (T.C.D.; MS 1318 (H.2.16), cols
243—4 (facsimile ed., p. 418))

Among the names listed in the Dublin Guild Merchant roll (¢c.1190—1265) is
that of Thomas le Harpur, accompanied by a sketch of a harp, in an entry
for ¢.1200

Cross of the Scriptures, Clonmacnoise, Co. Offaly, showing a lyre-player
(central panel, south side of shaft) and a player of the triple pipes
(corresponding panel, north side), ninth or tenth century

Miracle of the loaves and fishes: figure with assymetrical lyre on the west face
of the head of the ninth-century South Cross, or Cross of St Patrick and
St Columba, Kells, Co. Meath

The only known medieval Irish representation of a bowed instrument is this
twelfth-century carving of a lyre-player from St Finan’s church, Lough
Currane, Waterville, Co. Kerry

A harper at Solomon’s court, on the west wall of Ardmore cathedral, Co.
Waterford
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134 Portrait of a musician from the Book of Kells, eighth or ninth century (T.C.D.,
MS 58, f. 292"): ‘In principio’ with a stylised seated figure (letter ‘’) holding
letter ‘C’ as a stringed instrument

135 Woodcut (plate 3) from John Derricke’s Image of Irelande (1583), representing
a harper and reciter (and possibly a pair of crosdin to the right) performing at
Mac Suibhne’s feast, 1581

136 A sword-dancing scene on a fifteenth- or sixteenth-century book-cover bearing
the arms of one of the FitzGeralds of Desmond

137 (a) Fragment of a wooden bow; (b) detail of the terminal carved in the
Ringerike style, excavated from a mid-eleventh-century site in Christchurch
Place, Dublin (National Museum of Ireland)

138 Tuning pegs made of yew: (a) shorter examples, probably from lyres, fiddles,
or psalteries; (b) a longer type, possibly from a harp (High Street; thirteenth
century) (National Museum of Ireland)

139 Flutes and flute fragments from excavations of medieval Dublin, left to right:
(a) bone flute with two fingerholes; (b) bone flute without fingerholes; and
(c) mouthpiece fragment of a bone flute (all from High Street, thirteenth
century) (National Museum of Ireland). Photos: National Museum of
Ireland

1402  Fragments of a ceramic horn from Wood Quay, Dublin, thirteenth century

(National Museum of Ireland)
140b  Horn of yew with bronze mounts, eighth or ninth century, from Lough Erne,
Co. Fermanagh (Ulster Museum)

The originals of these illustrations were made available through the courtesy of the
following, and are published by their permission: Dtchas, The Heritage Service,
plates 1, 16, 67a, 73b, 87c, 88a, 88b, 89a, 89b, goa, 91a, 92a, 92b, 97, 98, 101, 104,
106, 107, 111, 114, 115, 116, 130, 131, 132, 133; William O’Brien, plate 2; Cork
Public Museum, plate 3; National Museum of Ireland, plates 4, 25, 64a, 64b, 66a,
66b, 66¢, 67b, 6gb, 69c, 70d, 71a, 71b, 752, 78, 702, 82b, 85a, §5b, 86a, 86b, 87b, 93a,
93b, 944, 94b, 96, 117, 118, 123, 124, 125, 136, 137, 138, 139, 140a; Cambridge
University Committee for Aerial Photography, plate 5 (Cambridge University
Collection of Air Photographs, plates 10, 11); Environment and Heritage Service,
Department of the Environment, Northern Ireland, plates 6, 7, 87a; Institute of Irish
Studies, Queen’s University of Belfast, plate 8; Barrie Hartwell, plate 9; Peter
Harbison, plates 12, 15, 17, 100, 102, 126, 127; Liam Lyons, plate 13; Royal Irish
Academy, plates 14, 20, 22, 23, 59, 80a; Irish Tourist Board, plates 18, 103; the
Board of Trinity College, Dublin, plates 19, 33, 34, 35, 30, 42, 43, 44, 47, 55, 50, 01,
62, 65, 72, 74b, 75b, 76, 82a, 83, 84a, 84b, 99, 122, 128, 134, front cover; Wiirzburg
Universititsbibliothek, plate 21; Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Milan, plates 24, 26, 27, 40;
Bibliothéeque Nationale de France, plates 28, 31, 32; Augsburg,
Universititsbibliothek, plate 29; Durham Cathedral Library, plate 30; British
Library, London, plates 37, 51, 52, 54, 68, 121; St Gallen, Stiftsbibliothek, plate 38;
Bodleian Library, Oxford, plates 39, 57, 58, 60, 84¢, 120; Stadtsbibliothek,
Schaffhausen, plate 41; Lambeth Palace Library, London, plates 45, 46; Department
of Archives, University College, Dublin, plate 48; Cambridge University Library,
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plate 49; Edinburgh University Library, plate 50; the Pierpoint Morgan Library,
New York. plates 53, 119; the Frangoise Henry Archive, plates 63, 69a, 70a, 70b, 73a,
73¢, 744, 79b, 79¢; Ann Hamlin, plate 70c; Musée des Antiquités Nationales, Saint-
Germain-en-Laye, plates 77a, 77b; Ulster Museum, Belfast, plates 77c¢, 79d, 8oc,
140b; Museo Civico Medievale, Bologna, plate 8ob; Victoria and Albert Museum,
plate 81; Belzeaux, plate 83; Elinor Wiltshire, plates 87d, 91b; Osterreichische
Nationalbibliothek, plate 8gc; Hilary Richardson, plates gob, 93b; Oxford University
Press, plates 95a, 95b; Roger Stalley, plates 105, 108, 109, 110, 112, 113; Dublin
Corporation, plate 129
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Co. Limerick, after S. P. O Riordain in R.1.A. Proc., liv,

sect. C (1951—2). Scale 1: 2

Petit tranchet-derivative arrowheads from Lough Eskragh. Co.
Tyrone. After A. E. P. Collins and W. A. Seaby in U.7.A.,

xxiii (1960), p. 34. Scale 1:2

Polished flint knife of discoidal form from Newgrange, Co.
Meath. After M. J. O’Kelly, Newgrange (ondon, 1982). Scale 3: 4
Reconstruction of an early bronze age axe-head mounted in a
club-shaped wooden shaft. After John Waddell,

The prehistoric archaeology of Ireland (Galway, 1998).

58

60

61

62
62

63

73

75

85

99

101

I01I

122



I5

16

17

18

19

20
21(a)

21(b)

22

23

24

25

26

LINE DRAWINGS AND TEXT FIGURES

Decorated bronze axeheads: that on the left without provenance;
that on the right from Trim, Co. Meath. After John Evans,

The ancient bronze implements . . . of Great Britain and Ireland
(London, 1881). Scale 1: 2
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INTRODUCTION
Prehistoric and early Ireland
T.M. CHARLES-EDWARDS

IrR1sH history from the first human settlement before 7000 B.C. to the
Anglo-Norman invasion is the subject of this volume, a far longer period
than those allocated to later volumes of A new history of Ireland." It falls into
two parts, distinguished since the early middle ages as pre- and post-
Patrician. To make this division is not to assent to the picture of the apostle
of the Irish, propagated at least since the seventh century, as the sole leading
missionary in the island; the point is simply that, with Patrick, we begin to
have texts written in Ireland. However informative may be external observers
from the Graeco-Roman world or ogam inscriptions from within Ireland,
some of which pre-date Patrick, his writings mark a new departure. They
are, in terms of the inner man, among the most revealing texts of late an-
tiquity. Different evidence now makes it possible to write a different kind of
history: while archaeology plays a major role throughout the period of this
volume—one need only cite the excavation of viking Dublin—written evi-
dence only becomes important from the fifth century A.p. The period of
Patrick’s activity in Ireland, which many historians would now place in the
second half of the fifth century, follows another date, 431, when the Chris-
tian community in Ireland received its first bishop, Palladius. By 431 at the
latest, copying written texts must have been part of the culture of the early
Christian community. As has often, and rightly, been said, Christianity was
and is a religion in which books—preeminently those within the biblical
canon—were essential authorities. By Patrick’s time his writings, addressed
to his Irish disciples as well as to his fellow-countrymen, the Britons, as-
sumed that his readers would appreciate his many biblical references. By
then, therefore, there was in Ireland a community united by reverence for,
and understanding of, the Bible. Whatever the shifts of circumstance, that
community was to endure in one shape or another throughout the rest of
Irish history.

' I am grateful to Edel Bhreathnach and Raghnall O Floinn for their comments on a draft of
this chapter.
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The Irish settlements established in Britain in the late Roman period
reveal an inescapable ambiguity in the approach taken by this volume: was it
to be a history of Ireland or of the Irish? It necessarily begins as a history of
Ireland, with a discussion of the physical environment and historical geog-
raphy, since it is, as we shall see, quite uncertain at what point in prehistory
it becomes legitimate to talk of ‘the Irish’. Throughout the archaeological
chapters up to and including the iron age we often read of influences coming
into Ireland, rarely of influences going out. This archaeological Ireland is not
so very different from Patrick’s conception of his adopted country: a land on
the western outskirts of the world, beyond which the ocean offered no home
for men or women, no souls yet further removed from Jerusalem and still
awaiting conversion. Patrick’s Christianity, coming from the Mediterranean
to the far north-west, followed a path already trodden by others.

Once Ireland had been converted to Christianity— which, as it happens, is
approximately when the evidence enables one to speak of the Irish, a people,
rather than just of Ireland, a country—the traffic in men and ideas was quite
as much outwards as inwards. This expansive phase of Irish history had two
layers just as it had two languages, Irish and Latin. What defined the people
was a capacity to speak Irish, and thus those who settled in Britain were just
as much Irish as those who remained in Ireland. Latin was the language of
western Christianity, a bond between the Irish and their neighbours. There
were Irish-speaking settlements from the Hebrides to Cornwall, yet much
the most extensive outward-going influences were through the medium of
Latin. As the Northumbrian Bede saw it, Latin was a language shared be-
tween the different peoples and languages of Britain, the Irish settlers among
them.” In the last millennium covered by this book, therefore, the focus
shifts a little, from the island to the people. One cannot say that Columba-
nus, who died in 615 at Bobbio, a monastery in the Apennines, is any less a
part of Irish history than Ciaran, founder of Clonmacnoise on the banks of
the Shannon. Even apart from issues of principle, Columbanus wrote works
that have been preserved and that are excellent evidence for the culture of his
native country.’

To introduce this period of some eight millennia I shall take four themes:
the antiquity and thoroughness of the process by which the land was cleared
and given a shape designed for human needs, as well as the fluctuations in
the extent and intensity of agriculture; the origins of Celtic Ireland; the
organisation of the church in the last half-millennium, A.D. 650-1150; and
the relationship of the political order to the landscape. The third theme, the
organisation of the church, has been chosen because Kathleen Hughes, who

? Bede, Hist. ecc., i. 1 (B. Colgrave and R. A. Mynors (ed. and trans.), Bede’s ecclesiastical
history of the English people (Oxford, 1969), pp 16—17).

3 Sancti Columbani opera, ed. and trans. G. S. M. Walker (Dublin, 1957); M. Lapidge (ed.),
Columbanus: studies on the Latin writings (Woodbridge, 1997).
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wrote the splendidly lucid chapters on the subject in this book, died in 1977.
Her work and that of earlier scholars, notably J. F. Kenney, encouraged
younger scholars to enter the field; it is appropriate to take note of this more
recent research and thus of the stimulus to Irish ecclesiastical history which
Hughes’s work has given. In discussing these four themes, I shall not even
attempt to give a comprehensive account of recent scholarship, but rather
limit myself to giving indications of the direction that research has taken,
together with enough bibliographical references so that topics can be pursued
further.

Ir1SH archaeology has made rapid strides during the time in which this book
has been in the making. The approach to the subject has shifted from a
concentration on classifying objects to setting shifts in material culture within
a framework supplied by broad conceptions of the relationship of social
change to the landscape. The chronological range of intensive archaeological
research has also extended far into the historical period; in this way bridges
have been built with text-based history and with the history of art.* There
have also been major changes in the techniques employed as well as dramatic
individual discoveries. An outstanding example of such discoveries was
the detection of early field systems beneath blanket bog in north-west Mayo
(the Céide fields); this demonstrated that, in Ireland, a major reshaping of
the landscape was undertaken by neolithic farmers.’> Their investment of
labour in clearance of the land and in the construction of boundaries was
helped by a relatively warm climate, 1—2°C above present levels. The discov-
ery also demonstrated that these farmers were permanently settled: they were
no shifting cultivators, here one year, gone the next. The field systems of
north-west Mayo have been preserved because a less favourable climate, and
the consequent spread of blanket bog, preserved them undisturbed by later
farmers. There is every reason to think that, in those parts of Ireland where
cultivation has been continuous down to the modern period, the agricultural
shaping of the landscape was at least as ancient.’®

The implications for our understanding of prehistory are radical. A settled
agriculture implies a shaping of the landscape and allows a higher density of

4 Below, ch. VIII, pp 235-300, and Nancy Edwards, The archacology of early Christian
Ireland (Llondon, 1990).

5 Seamas Caulfield, ‘Neolithic fields: the Irish evidence’ in H. C. Bowen and P. J. Fowler
(ed.), Early land allotment (Oxford, 1978), pp 137—44; idem, ‘The neolithic settlement of north
Connaught’ in Terence Reeves-Smyth and Fred Hamond (ed.), Landscape archacology in Ire-
land (Oxford, 1983), pp 195—215. For recent accounts, see Gabriel Cooney, Landscapes of
neolithic Ireland (Llondon, 2000); idem, ‘Reading a landscape manuscript: a review of progress
in prehistoric settlement studies in Ireland’ in T. B. Barry (ed.), A history of settlement in
Ireland (London, 2000), pp 1—49.

% For settlement in the historical period up to 1169 see the chapters by Charles Doherty,
‘Settlement in early Ireland: a review’, and Matthew Stout, ‘Early Christian Ireland: settlement
and environment’ in Barry, Settlement in Ireland, pp 50—109.
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population. Ireland appears to have been extensively and intensively in-
habited since the neolithic period. Moreover, it comes as no surprise, once
the implications of these discoveries have been considered, to find that there
is no major break in the continuity of material culture throughout subsequent
Irish prehistory. Any incoming influences had to reckon with an existing
population that was large and well entrenched. This has an important bearing
on, for example, the spread of the Irish language throughout the island
before the first written evidence becomes available—our second theme.

Dramatic developments in technique include the construction of a se-
quence of tree-ring dates for Irish oak and the analysis of pollen preserved in
wet conditions so as to reveal changes in neighbouring flora.” Where oak was
used in construction and enough of it survives, exact dates can be given for
when an oak was cut down. Such accuracy is striking at any period, but once
archaeology and history are harnessed together, as with viking Dublin, it
becomes especially useful to be able sometimes to employ the same chron-
ology for the material as for the textual evidence.® The pollen evidence has
helped to show the antiquity of cultivation but it has also revealed that there
were fluctuations in the extent and intensity of cultivation. The last down-
turn within the period of this volume coincided approximately with the
apogee of Roman power in the Mediterranean world, ¢.200 B.C.—A.D. 300.
The revival of economic activity which followed this downturn prepared the
way for early Christian Ireland, while the bronze age—which in Ireland
lasted till ¢.500 B.C.—has left an impressive array of artefactual evidence.
The two periods whose art dominate any record of Irish art before the
twelfth century, bronze age and early Christian Ireland, thus sit either side of
the more enigmatic iron age. For two reasons the Irish iron age is especially
puzzling: first, the evidence for L.a Téne artefacts is extensive on the Contin-
ent and in Britain, but not in Ireland; secondly, the relatively few artefacts
surviving from the Irish iron age include pieces of the highest artistic quality,
such as the so-called ‘Petrie crown’ and the Bann disc. How far this puzzle
will resist further investigation is quite uncertain: the downturn suggested by
the pollen evidence seems to occur rather earlier than the date of the last
major structure at Navan Fort (shortly after 95 B.C., when the oak for the
central pillar was cut down), and that date itself may be rather earlier than
the corresponding ones for Knockaulin and for Tara.’

7 An early statement is M. G. L. Baillie, ‘Dendrochronology: the prospects for dating
throughout Ireland’ in Donnchadh O Corrain, Irish antiquity (Cork, 1981), pp 3—22;
G. F. Mitchell, The Irish landscape (Llondon, 1976); G. F. Mitchell and Michael Ryan, Reading
the Irish landscape (Dublin, 1997).

S P.F. Wallace, below, pp 816—43.

9 M. G. L. Baillie, ‘The central post from Navan Fort: the first step towards a better
understanding of the early iron age’ in Emania, i (1986), pp 20—21; idem, ‘The dating of the
timbers from Navan Fort and the Dorsey, Co. Armagh’ in Emania, iv (1988), pp 37—40; for
the phase as a whole see D. M. Waterman, Excavations at Navan Fort 1961—71, completed and
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Because of the limited evidence available, the relationship between Ireland
and the Roman empire remains obscure. There are likely to have been what
were called emporia, specialised trading centres, in Ireland; immediately prior
to 360 there was a treaty between the Roman authorities and one or more
Irish rulers; and this may have governed trade.”® The odd burial is suggestive
of individual immigration from the empire, while the general move towards
inhumation with extended bodies may well be connected with similar devel-
opments in Roman Britain.”" It would not be right, therefore, to claim that
Ireland was isolated from the empire. Yet the most impressive examples of
Roman influence come from the fourth and fifth centuries: the ogam inscrip-
tions, most densely clustered in a belt across southern Munster and into
central Leinster, from the Corkaguiney peninsula in west Kerry to County
Carlow, commemorate named individuals on stone, a practice that is almost
certainly imitated from Roman commemoration of the dead.”” The ogam
inscriptions are also of the highest importance because of the scarcity of
other archaeological evidence for iron-age Munster. It has been said, with
only modest exaggeration, that, if we could argue from silence, we might be
tempted to doubt whether Munster was extensively inhabited in the iron
age.”3 The ogam inscriptions, beginning in the fourth century at the end of
the period, demonstrate that this impression is a matter of patchy evidence
rather than patchy settlement. In the early Christian period, also, most of the
evidence comes, just as it had in the previous period, from what is now
northern Leinster and Ulster. There, too, it would be quite wrong to infer
little activity in Munster or Connacht from little evidence.

The right policy, therefore, is to argue from the evidence that we have
and, in general, to refrain from making any assertions based on gaps in
the archaeological or textual record. What survives indicates that the late-
prehistoric and early historic inhabitants of Ireland were just as able to
manage the environment on land as they and their neighbours were to cope
with the hazards of the sea. A striking example is the togher—a special type

ed. C. J. Lynn (Belfast, 1997), pp 159—71; Bernard Wailes, ‘Dtn Ailinne: a summary excav-
ation report’ in Emania, vii (1990), pp 10—21.

' Ammianus Marcellinus, Res gestae, ed. W. Seyfarth (Leipzig, 1978), xx. 1. 1. On Roman
material in Ireland, see J. D. Bateson, ‘Roman material from Ireland: a reconsideration’ in
R.I.A. Proc., Ixxiil (1973), sect. C, pp 21—97; idem, ‘Further finds of Roman material from
Ireland’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ixxvi (1976), sect. C, pp 171—80; R. B. Warner, ‘Some observations on
the context and importation of exotic material in Ireland, from the first century B.C. to the
second century A.D.’, ibid., pp 267—92.

" Elizabeth O’Brien, ‘Pagan and Christian burial in Ireland during the first millennium
A.D.: continuity and change’ in Nancy Edwards and Alan Lane (ed.), The early church in Wales
and the west (Oxford, 1992), pp 130-62.

2 Damian McManus, A guide to ogam (Maynooth, 1991); Catherine Swift, Ogam stones and
the earliest Irish Christians (Maynooth, 1997).

'3 Barry Raftery, Pagan Celtic Ireland: the enigma of the Irish iron age (London, 1994),
pp 226-8; see also the contributions on iron-age Munster by P. C. Woodman, Barry Raftery,
and R. B. Warner to Emania, xvii (1998), pp 13—29.
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of road constructed across a bog. An outstanding example was excavated
some years ago in Corlea Bog, County Longford, and dated by dendrochron-
ology to 148 B.C.™ In the seventh century A.p., Cogitosus, a scholar devoted
to the interests of the church of Kildare, wrote a Life of Brigit in which he
told a story which, quite incidentally, demonstrates that road-building might
be organised by a king of Leinster as a public obligation imposed on the
peoples of the whole province.'? Different sections of the road were assigned
to different peoples, and then each section was again parcelled out among the
various kindreds. Brigit’s people, the Fothairt, were relatively weak politic-
ally and so found themselves with an especially difficult stretch of road, one
that included stretches of bog and thus the building of a togher. The laws of
the eighth and ninth centuries include rules prescribing work on road-repair,
notably at the time of great assemblies. Very recently, also, evidence has been
found for a bridge across the Shannon by Clonmacnoise, which can be dated
by dendrochronology to the early ninth century.’® Although much of the
neighbouring island of Britain benefited from Roman roads and Roman
bridges, their counterparts existed in Ireland and were maintained by public
authority.

In Ireland the principal environmental problem was in managing the
drainage problems consequent on the glacial morphology of the central low-
lands. Ireland is often compared to a dish: a rim of mountains surrounding
the low-lying lands of the interior. There is one major gap in this rim, on the
east coast between Dundalk and Dublin. From this part of the eastern coast
travellers could journey westward across the plains of Brega and Mide till
they reached the Shannon. In the early middle ages these were the kingdoms
of ‘the Ui Néill from the Shannon to the sea’. The easternmost province of
Brega had the drier and better-drained soils, attractive to farmers since the
neolithic period, as the passage-tombs of the Boyne valley illustrate. Further
west, in Mide (now County Westmeath and parts of County Offaly), the
rainfall increased and drainage became more difficult. Yet from the 73o0s till
the twelfth century it was Mide that dominated Brega, and not vice versa.
On the north side of the central lowlands lay the drumlin belt, a zone in
which glacial action formed numerous small elliptical hills and lakes. The
drainage here is increasingly impeded as one goes west from County Down
in the drier east to Clew Bay, County Mayo, where the many islands are
drowned drumlins. The drumlin belt is also, however, the area in which the

'* Barry Raftery, Trackways through time (Rush, 1991); idem, Trackway excavations in the
Mountdillon Bogs, Co. Longford, 1985—1991 (Dublin, 1996).

'5 Cogitosus, Vita S. Brigitae, c. 30, trans. Seian Connolly and J.-M. Picard in R.S.A.I. Jn.,
cxvii (1987), pp 23—4; Fergus Kelly, Early Irish farming (Dublin, 1997), pp 392—3.

'® Finbarr Moore, ‘Ireland’s oldest bridge—at Clonmacnoise’ in Archaeology Ireland, x, no.
iv (1996), pp 24—7; Aidan O’Sullivan and David Boland, ‘Medieval Irish engineers conquer the
River Shannon’ in Discovering Archacology, i, no. i (Jan./Feb. 1999), pp 33—7-
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greatest concentration of crannogs is found, artificial islands constructed as
secure homesteads and even as royal forts."” This type of site was in use in
the bronze age, but it was most popular in the early Christian period in the
drumlin belt, when it lasted from the seventh century to the end of the
middle ages. Some, notably the royal fort of Lagore and Moynagh Lough in
Brega, were even constructed in the drier eastern region south of Dundalk,
well outside the drumlin belt. The crannog illustrates the ability of people,
both in the bronze age and in the early Christian period, to manage the
environment of the wetlands.

A sound rule of thumb declares that the more delightful a landscape
appears to the modern tourist the less attractive it was to the early farmer.
This is not to say that all the western parts of Ireland were little settled. A
recent study of the distribution of ringforts has shown, for example, a con-
centration in parts of County Sligo, while the valley of the River Moy in
County Mayo was the basis of one of the most powerful kingdoms in Con-
nacht.”® On the other hand, the heartland of early-medieval Munster was the
south of Tipperary, the east of County Limerick, and the north of County
Cork—pleasant country but not quite such tourist attractions as west Kerry
or Connemara. The part of Leinster that counted for most was west of the
Wicklow Mountains, from the Liffey plain in the north over into the long
Barrow valley running south towards Waterford, and also over to the Slaney
valley running south-east towards Wexford. The lands east of the mountains,
beautiful as they now are, and although they housed the great monastery of
Glendalough set in its mountain valley, were the consolation prizes of failed
dynasties. In Connacht the principal power usually lay in the east, in the
drier soils of County Roscommon.

The early geography of Ireland suggested rather than imposed political
boundaries. Although the crucial boundary between Munster and the
Ui Neill lay approximately across Slieve Bloom in the centre of Ireland, even
here the frontier was more political than natural. The major Munster monas-
tery of Kinnitty, enjoying close connections with the Corkaguiney peninsula
far off in west Munster, was next to the boundary, which thus appears to
have followed the River Camcor; Kinnitty, however, was on the north side of
Slieve Bloom and could be drawn into the politics of the Ui Néill, as shown
by the ninth-century inscription on its high cross.'® The whole area, with the

"7 Aidan O’Sullivan, The archaeology of lake settlement in Ireland (Dublin, 1998).

8 Matthew Stout, The Irish ringfort (Dublin, 1997), pp 93—7.

" Liam de Paor, ‘The High Crosses of Tech Theille (Tihilly), Kinnitty, and related sculp-
ture’ in Etienne Rynne, Figures from the past (Dun Laoghaire, 1987), pp 131-58; Domhnall O
Murchadha and Giollamuire O Murchu, ‘Fragmentary inscriptions from the West Cross at
Durrow, the South Cross at Clonmacnois, and the Cross of Kinnitty’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., cxviii
(1988), pp 53-66; Corpus genealogiarum sanctorum Hiberniae, ed. Padraig O Riain (Dublin,
1985), § 665. 3; W. W. Heist (ed.), Vitae sanctorum Hiberniae ex codice olim Salmanticensi nunc
Bruxellensi (Brussels, 1965), pp 153—60.
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Ui Neéill of Mide to the north, Munster to the south, Leinster to the east,
and Connacht only a few miles away to the west, was the home of numerous
major monasteries, such as Clonenagh, Clonfertmulloe, and Killeigh in Lein-
ster, Aghaboe, Terryglas, and Lorrha in Munster, Birr, Rahan, Durrow, and
Lynally in the Ui Neéill client kingdom of Cenél Fiachach. Similarly, Clon-
macnoise, on the east bank of the Shannon and thus in Mide, attained its
greatest influence in Connacht to the west; hence the usefulness of the early
ninth-century bridge. Early Christian Ireland was based in part on a political
deal between the Ui Néill, the Eoganachta (rulers of Munster), and the
Connachta. Their frontiers appear to have been planned as sacred zones
where monasteries rather than warbands ruled the landscape; thus the king-
dom of Cenél Fiachach just to the north of Slieve Bloom came to be known
as Tir Cell, ‘Church Land’.*® The ‘old order’ of early Christian Ireland
began to break down before the appearance of the first vikings, when armies
were formed from the semi-lay client-farmers of these midland monasteries.
These armies can be seen, in the second half of the eighth century, partici-
pating in the succession struggles of the kings of Mide and also, more dam-
agingly, in warfare between the Ui Néill and Munster.*" Instead of a security
zone dominated by non-combatant monks, monastic armies now faced each
other across the frontier. The logical consequence was the temporarily suc-
cessful campaigning of the king of Munster in the 82os and 830s, Fedilmid
mac Crimthainn, designed to conquer the border kingdoms of Tir Cell and
Delbnae Bethra, and so to take control of the principal Ui Néill monasteries
of the midlands.

It would be quite wrong to claim that there were no natural boundaries,
yet the vast majority were capable of being redrawn. J. H. Andrews observes
that the long east—west ridges characteristic of southern Munster are inter-
rupted by the north—south ridge of high land known to the Elizabethans as
Slieve Loughre, to the early Irish as Sliab Luachra. In the early Christian
period this divided off the far west of Munster, larluachair, ‘West of Lua-
chair’; where the greatest saint was St Brendan the Navigator, and where the
kings of west Munster ruled from their royal seat at Lough L.eane near
Killarney. On the other hand, the east—west line of the Galty Mountains was
in the middle of the leading Eoganacht dynasties, who were arranged around
the mountains (called ‘the Harps of Cliu’) like feasters round a table.

Some apparently natural divisions were in reality man-made. The modern
traveller from Dublin to Galway—one of the flattest roads in Ireland—must
nevertheless go through ‘passes’: the Pass of Kilbride and Tyrrellspass. What
these were is best shown by a text just beyond our period, the Norman-
French poem ‘The song of Dermot and the earl’. It includes a quite detailed
account of fighting in 1169 at a pass well known to earlier sources from the

*° AU, s.a. 840.4. 2 AU, s.a. 764.6; 776.11.
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seventh century onwards, the ‘Pass of Gowran’ (Belach Gabrain) between
Leinster and Osraige.”®> Admittedly the Pass of Gowran does lie
between Slieve Margy to the north and Freagh Hill to the south, yet the
distance between the 500-ft contour lines is about six miles. What “The song
of Dermot and the ear]’ shows is that the effective pass was through forest,
and that the gap left by the forest could be strengthened by man-made
defences. The likely interpretation is that the high land on either side offered
a possible boundary, and that, because the boundary lay across the Pass of
Gowran, the forest was allowed to grow unhindered on either side of
a narrow gap. This ‘pass’ had three elements: the hills, which were natural
obstacles to settlement; the forest, which was extensive because it was politic-
ally convenient that it should be so; and temporary defences, which could
be raised in the remaining gap. In examples such as Tyrrellspass (the bound-
ary of ‘Tyrrell’s country’), there was no high land in the background:
forest deliberately allowed to flourish, perhaps aided by bog, created these
lowland passes.

ALTHOUGH notable excavated sites lie within the iron age, that period
remains, as we have seen, perhaps the most enigmatic in Irish archaeology.*3
It is possible to write a survey of Irish prehistory in which all seems to
progress harmoniously from one stage to another till a climax in the late
bronze age, the Dowris period. Then, about 600 B.cC., there is a gap till
about 300 B.C. Again, after a brief period in which there is notable evidence,
there is a further obscure stretch till the fourth century A.p. It is perhaps
when the evidence is at its most unsatisfactory that the theoretical prefer-
ences of archaeologists become most clear. Recently many have preferred to
favour continuity; but this standpoint faces perhaps its most difficult obs-
tacles in the iron age.

This is not just because of insufficient evidence. Before the dawn of
documentary history, and in circumstances that are difficult for the archae-
ologist to reconstruct, Celtic-speaking people succeeded in spreading their
language throughout the island. Ireland was not just inhabited by people
who, whatever their genetic background, now spoke Celtic, but it was
one particular form of Celtic that prevailed.** Since language is one of the
backbones of human culture, the spread of a single language throughout
Ireland before Rome fell to the Goths gave a unity to the history of the island

*2 The song of Dermot and the earl, ed. and trans. G, H. Orpen (Oxford, 1892), pp 42—5; cf.
pp 76—7. For the area of Belach Gabrain see Raghnall O Floinn, ‘Freestone Hill, Co. Kilkenny:
a reassessment’ in A. P. Smyth (ed.), Seanchas: studies. . . in honour of Francis J. Byrne (Dublin,
2000), pp 12—29; A. P. Smyth, Celtic Leinster (Dublin, 1982), p. 11.

3 See Raftery, Pagan Celtic Ireland, and his chapter below, pp 134-81. )

4 Paul Russell, below, 405-50; Kim McCone, Damian McManus, Cathal O Hiinle, Nich-
olas Williams, and Liam Breatnach (ed.), Stair na Gaeilge in émés do Phdadraig ¢ Fiannachta
(Maynooth, 1994), ch. 2.
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that geography alone could not confer. It is one example of the many puzzles
that continue to tease and to delight students of early Ireland that no one
has yet found evidence that would determine when and how this change
occurred.

Forty years ago the answer would have been sought by positing a theory of
a Celtic invasion. A natural language does not exist except in a community of
speakers; hence, it was not unreasonably supposed, for the Irish language to
prevail throughout Ireland some group of speakers of that language must
have entered the country and gained a political predominance. It is all too
easy to construct an implausibly extreme version of this theory—to suggest
that what was claimed was that a new population invaded and, by a series of
wars directed towards ‘ethnic cleansing’, imposed themselves and their lan-
guage on the entire island. In a reaction against such an idea, it has been
argued that ‘contacts between elite groups’ or ‘exchange networks’ across the
Irish Sea and between southern Ireland and continental Europe may have
been the basis for cultural influence, and that this influence extended to the
spread of a Celtic language to Ireland.* Ireland, in other words, may have
acquired a single Celtic language, Irish, without any of the violence that
accompanied the spread of, say, English in Ireland.

In the absence of good evidence to show when, let alone how, Ireland
acquired a Celtic language, theories can have the field to themselves. It is,
however, worth pointing out that, even when one thinks that a problem has
been ejected, like some unwelcome visitor, through the front door, it may be
inconsiderate enough to nip round and come in again through the back. The
smaller one supposes the incoming linguistic community to be, the greater
the transformation must be before the situation attested by the end of the
iron age is reached—before, that is, Ireland is not just populated by Irish-
speakers, but by Irish-speakers with a strongly linguistic sense of their iden-
tity as a people. That small body of Irish-speakers has to have induced the
vast majority of the population to forsake whatever language or languages
they may have spoken and to adopt instead the language of the small group
of newcomers. The majority, moreover, were not hunter-gatherers but the
heirs of millennia of settled agriculture, in which the landscape had been
parcelled out, named, and made part of their culture. If, then, one supposes
Irish to have been introduced to Ireland by merchants and craftsmen (‘ex-
change networks’), rather than by political leaders with armies to sustain
their authority, one has to explain how the language gained an exclusive
dominance. Exchange networks may indeed spread a language, but some-
thing more is needed before it becomes the sole language of the inhabitants
of the island.

25 Gabriel Cooney and Eoin Grogan, Irish prehistory: a social perspective (revised ed., Dublin,
1997), p. 186.
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Discussions of the issues by archaeologists and linguists suggest that dis-
tinctions need to be drawn.?® The first introduction of a form of Celtic into
the island should be separated from the final outcome, the complete domin-
ance of Irish. These two dates may have been separated by many centuries.
Secondly, although Irish is a Celtic language, whatever was introduced into
Ireland was not necessarily a straightforward ancestor of Irish. More than
one form of Celtic may have been brought into Ireland, and Irish may be the
outcome of a complex interaction between them, and also between the in-
coming Celtic languages and the language or languages previously spoken in
Ireland. I shall therefore distinguish between the introduction of some form
or forms of Celtic at the start of the process and the final exclusive domin-
ance of Irish. Secondly, by the end of the iron age the ogam inscriptions
(especially the bilingual ones in Wales) suggest that Irishness was defined in
terms of language, as it was in the early Christian period; nevertheless,
language is by no means always the determinant of national identity. Some-
times aspects of material culture, such as clothing, personal adornments,
styles of domestic goods, may be what is crucial; at others religion or social
structure may be the dominant influence. By the end of the iron age there is
a convenient congruence between the linguistic situation— the prevalence of
Irish throughout the island—and ethnicity; but we cannot assume a similar
congruence throughout what may have been the long and complex process of
gaelicisation.

As well as these distinctions, certain limiting conditions need to govern
any speculations. The first we have already met: there is no likelihood that
Celtic could have been introduced into a thinly populated and only very
partially settled island. The second is the absence of any sharp break in the
material evidence. No such break can be associated with the first introduction
of Celtic or the final exclusive dominance of Irish. The third constraint is the
logical economy gained by supposing that the introduction of some form of
Celtic was not very distant in time from the major expansion of Celtic
speakers on the Continent in the first millennium B.c. The final constraint
is that the form of Celtic that had prevailed by the end of the iron age was
not that dominant in the neighbouring island, Britain.

The first limiting condition means that the introduction of Celtic can
hardly have occurred through the immigration of a large community which
from the start formed a major element in the population. Similarly, the
second condition indicates that the prevalence of Irish was not associated

26 7. P. Mallory, “The origins of the Irish’ in Journal of Irish Archaeology, i (1984), pp 65—9;
John Waddell, “The question of the celticization of Ireland’ in Emania, ix (1991), pp 5-16;
J. T. Koch, ‘Eriu, Alba and Letha: when was a language ancestral to Irish first spoken in
Ireland?’ ibid., pp 17—27; John Waddell, ‘Celts, celticisation and the Irish bronze age’ in John
Waddell and Elizabeth Shee Twohig (ed.), Ireland in the bronze age: proceedings of the Dublin
Conference, April 1995 (Dublin, 1995), pp 15869
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with the prevalence of any material technology: there is no question of any
simple equation of Celtic with iron, pre-Celtic with bronze. These consider-
ations point towards positing a fairly long interval between the introduction
of Celtic and the prevalence of Irish. They also push us towards assuming a
distinction between Celtic- and non-Celtic-speakers based in non-material
culture. The final constraint has implications for any theory that would
associate the final dominance of Irish (as opposed to the initial introduction
of some form or forms of Celtic) with exchange networks. Such networks
across the Irish Sea have generally been crucial for Ireland; they have often
led to the eastern part of Ireland having a more British-influenced character
than the west; and similarly western parts of Britain have been more subject
to influences from Ireland. Yet, however close these connections may have
been, they did not have the result that one form of Celtic prevailed in the
two islands.

If the final spread of that form of Celtic which we may already call Irish
(or Gaelic) brought a cultural unity to the island, it also eventually came to
link Ireland with Britain. Irish settlers found new homes from Scotland to
Cornwall in the last years of the Roman empire. From the ninth to the
twelfth century, Irish was the politically dominant language of a new Ireland
beyond the sea, Scotia or Alba.?” The relative success of the Irish settlement
in northern Britain has much to do with the short distance, thirteen miles
(21 km), from Fair Head to the Mull of Kintyre. Both Kintyre and north-
east County Antrim were already, when Columba founded the monastery of
Tona in 563, parts of a single kingdom, Dal Riata.®® This political bridge
across the North Channel is only one example of a theme that runs back to
the beginning of human settlement in the island. The ships and seamanship
that sustained Dal Riata and Iona had a long prehistory: the dangers of the
northern seas had been conquered already in the neolithic period, as demon-
strated most eloquently by the rich archaeology of the Orkneys.

If the dominance achieved by Irish was the effect of a long competition
between Irish-speakers and others during the iron age, a partial parallel in

*7 For some recent views of the transition from Pictish to Scottish (Gaelic) identity,
see Patrick Wormald, “The emergence of the Regnum Scottorum: a Carolingian hegemony?’ in
B. E. Crawford (ed.), Scotland in dark age Britain (St Andrews, 1996), pp 131—60; Dauvit
Broun, ‘Pictish kings 761-839: integration with Dal Riata or separate development?” in S. M.
Foster (ed.), The St Andrews sarcophagus: a Pictish masterpiece and its international connections
(Dublin, 1998), pp 71-83; John Bannerman, “The Scottish takeover of Pictland and the relics
of Columba’ in Dauvit Broun and T. O. Clancy (ed.), Spes Scotorum, hope of Scots: Saint
Columba, Iona and Scotland (Edinburgh, 1999), pp 71—94.

8 Ewan Campbell, Saints and sea-kings: the first kingdom of the Scots (Edinburgh, 1999),
pp 11-15, argues that there is no archaeological evidence for Irish colonisation of Argyll in the
post-Roman period; to the extent that he is right, it suggests that in the archaeological investi-
gation of ethnicity the argument from silence is just as hazardous a business as it is elsewhere in
early medieval studies, not that there was no colonisation. See also Richard Sharpe, ‘The
thriving of Dalriada’ in Simon Taylor (ed.), Kings, clerics and chronicles in Scotland, 500-1297
(Dublin, 2000), pp 47—50.
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the early historic period is what happened to the Picts in north Britain. By
the twelfth century there was no surviving Pictish identity and probably no
surviving Pictish language; Picts were known only from the pages of Bede
and from a handful of other records. The gaelicisation of what became Scot-
land north of Forth and Clyde may even have been a continuation of the
gaelicisation of Ireland. As the former began in late antiquity, and thus at
the end of the Irish iron age, and continued to the central middle ages, so the
latter is likely to have been a similarly long process—one that may have ended
not long before the arrival of Christianity. Moreover, one benefit of bearing
in mind the historically attested phase of gaelicisation is to confirm again that
a clear distinction has to be made between becoming a speaker of some form
of Celtic and becoming Irish: the Picts spoke a Celtic language. Another
benefit is that it indicates quite how complex the process is likely to have
been, with religious influence, military conquest, and interference by third
parties all playing a leading role at different stages. Finally, it demonstrates
its ultimate effectiveness, even though no one supposes that there was any
large-scale displacement of one population by another. Of the nations of
Britain known to Bede in the eighth century—and which he defined in terms
of language—the only non-survivor is the Pictish people. When the kings of
the Scots ceased, in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, to pursue the gaelici-
sation of their new subjects in southern Scotland, they may have brought to
an end a process that stretched back at least one and a half millennia far into
prehistory.?”

SINCE the chapters on the church were written in the 1970s, the views
expressed so lucidly by Kathleen Hughes have been subject to major revision.
A contribution by her to another volume, an admirably balanced account of
the relationship between the Irish and British churches and the papacy,
remains the standard account and is unlikely to be overturned.3° That de-
serves to be noted, since the great controversies on this very issue initiated in
the sixteenth century, and still rumbling on in the twentieth, have been laid to
rest, at least in scholarly circles. It is now clear that the early Irish church
recognised papal authority in the same way as did other western churches:
Rome was a final court of appeal for great causes and a city peculiarly
sanctified by the blood of many martyrs, from Peter and Paul onwards. The
jurisdictional and bureaucratic edifice erected in the twelfth and thirteenth

9 For the situation in the twelfth century, see G. W. S. Barrow, The Anglo-Norman era in
Scottish history (Oxford, 1980), pp 145-68, and, for the continuing appeal to a Gaelic identity
shared with Ireland, Dauvit Broun, The Irish identity of the kingdom of the Scots (Woodbridge,
1999).
3° Kathleen Hughes, ‘The Celtic church and the papacy’ in C. H. Lawrence (ed.), The
English church and the papacy in the middle ages (L.ondon, 1965), pp 1—28; reprinted in Kathleen
Hughes, Church and society in Ireland, A.D. 400—1200 (London, 1987), no. XV.
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centuries, at the same time as other western governments were beginning
to undergo similar changes, was not an issue in our period. Critics worried
more about the temptations facing pilgrims than they did about ecclesiastical
bureaucrats.

Hughes’s view that an early episcopal church was replaced by one organ-
ised around great monasteries has been challenged. This concept of the
development of the early Irish church goes back to the nineteenth century,
and in the early twentieth it was accepted by Kenney in his invaluable survey
of the sources.?' Kathleen Hughes’s contribution was to refine the chron-
ology: many major monasteries, such as Clonard, Clonmacnoise, and Iona,
were founded in the sixth century, but the triumph of a monastic organisa-
tion did not come till the eighth. The ‘Collectio canonum Hibernensis’, first
compiled between 716 and 725, reflected both episcopal and monastic order-
ings of the church. The Roman party within the Irish church before 716
(when Tona was converted to the Roman Easter) favoured a more episcopal
order; a more monastic one was revealed, according to Hughes, by the canons
of the Hibernenses, the ‘Hibernian’ party. Whereas the Roman party tri-
umphed on the questions of Easter and the tonsure, the ecclesiastical organ-
isation favoured by the Hibernians prevailed.’* For Hughes, as for Kenney,
the ecclesiastical institution dominant from the eighth century to the twelfth
was the monastic paruchia, by which she meant a federation of monasteries
subject to the principal monastery of a founding saint, as Durrow and Derry
were subject to Tona.3® Hence the church order prevalent in Ireland till the
reforms of the twelfth century was one in which the abbots of the great
monasteries had supreme authority and bishops were essentially restricted to
their sacramental function.

The development of views since Kathleen Hughes’s death has been nour-
ished by the introduction of a wider range of evidence into the debate. She
herself had made a wider and more discerning use of Irish canon law; she
was aware of, but did not closely analyse, a vernacular text that has played an
important role in subsequent discussion, the Rule of Patrick (Riagail Pha-
traic).3* The latter first became prominent in an article by Patrick Corish.3’

3' J. F. Kenney, Sources for the early history of Ireland: ecclesiastical (New York, 1929),
pp 291—2; it remains an important theme in the recent survey by Daibhi O Croinin, Early
medieval Ireland, 400—1200 (L.ondon, 1995), ch. 6.

32 Kathleen Hughes, The church in early Irish society (London, 1966), pp 125-8; eadem,
Early Christian Ireland: introduction to the sources (London, 1972), pp 76—7.

33 Maire Herbert, Tona, Kells, and Derry: the history and hagiography of the monastic familia
of Columba (Oxford, 1988; reprinted Blackrock, 1996), pp 31—5. )

3% Riagail Phdtraic, ed. and trans. J. G. O’Keeffe, “The Rule of Patrick’, Eriu, i (1904),
pp 216—24; text also in Corpus iuris Hibernici, ed. D. A. Binchy (6 vols, Dublin, 1978),
pp 2129.6—2130.37.

35 P. J. Corish, ‘The pastoral mission in the early Irish church’ in Léachtai Cholm Cille, ii
(1971), pp 14—25; idem, “The Christian mission’ in P. J. Corish (ed.), A history of Irish catholi-
cism, 1, fasc. 3 (Dublin, 1972), p. 34.
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More recently further evidence has been deployed by Colman Etchingham,
whose Church organization in Ireland makes effective use of a wider range of
vernacular legal material than any previous scholar has deployed.3®

In between Corish’s article and the book by Etchingham, Richard Sharpe
wrote an article that offered, for the first time, a fundamental challenge to
the accepted account of the early Irish church (and thus to some of the
arguments advanced by Kathleen Hughes in this volume).3” His argument
had three main prongs: first, he claimed that bishops retained a pastoral
authority even after the great monasteries had reached the peak of their
power; secondly, he argued that the earliest Irish church was not tied to a
regular assignment of one bishop to each minor kingdom (tuath); and,
thirdly, he disputed the peculiarly monastic significance of the term paruchia.
The first and last of the claims have been supported, with further evidence,
by Etchingham; the second, bearing on the earliest period of the Irish
church, was outside the chronological scope of his book.

We may take the terminological point first. Paruchia is a spelling of Latin
parochia, a borrowing from Greek, where it was used for a dwelling in the
neighbourhood of a major settlement. The normal contrast was between
the city and settlement in the territory of the city. In Christian Latin the
term usually retained the connection with the neighbourhood of a city, but
did so in different ways. A rule proclaimed by the council of Nicaea
prescribed that each city should have a bishop: henceforward, the episcopal
status of a church and the urban status of a town were intimately related.
In sixth-century Gaul, the ecclesia was the bishop’s cathedral church within
the walls of the city. Other churches were not ecclesiae but basilicae (if they
were in the city or its suburbs) or parochiae if they were major churches
within the territory of the city; smaller churches, such as those on private
estates, could be called ‘oratories’. A parochia was thus a church outside
a city but subordinate to the episcopal ecclesia within the city. In Britain
usage was different: there the entire territory attached to a city was the
parochia—what, in modern terms, would be called the diocese (but not in-
cluding the city itself).

In Ireland, the British terminology is sometimes found unchanged. The
parochia (or paruchia) was then the territory subject to a bishop, a territory
adjacent to his civitas (this Latin word, the source of our ‘city’, was used by
Irish writers for a major church). Sometimes, however, the territory subject
to a bishop did not lie in a single block; in a tenth-century annal noted by
Etchingham, the ‘heir of Féichine’ (the abbot of Fore in County Westmeath,
the founder and patron saint of which was Féichine) is described as ‘bishop

3% Colman Etchingham, Church organization in Ireland, A.D. 650 to 1000 (Maynooth, 1999).
37 Richard Sharpe, ‘Some problems concerning the organization of the church in early
medieval Ireland’ in Peritia, iii (1984), pp 23—70.
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of the peoples of the Luigni’.38 He was, that is, not just bishop of the Luigne
of Mide, in whose territory Fore very probably lay, but also of the Luigne of
Connacht, to whom Féichine was himself believed to belong. This bishop’s
authority was divided between two territories in different provinces; what
united them was that the Luigni, whether of Connacht or of Mide, consti-
tuted a single group whose identity was buttressed by the cult of their great
saint, Féichine. Yet a further shift came when paruchia was used for the
sphere in which the authority of an abbot rather than of a bishop was exer-
cised; this almost certainly did not constitute a single block of territory. The
sense of paruchia by which it stood for a monastic federation was not, there-
fore, the normal meaning of the word; what usually expressed the unity of
the churches subject to a great mother-church was familia (Irish muinter),
‘household’. The mother-church was not necessarily a monastery: Armagh
was an episcopal church first, a monastery second; yet that did not make it
any the more difficult to speak either of a familia of St Patrick or of his
paruchia.

Another particular characteristic of the British church by contrast with its
Gallo-Roman and Frankish neighbour was that it did not maintain the
fourth-century rule of one bishop to each city. The Dumnonii (who gave
their name to Devon) were a single civitas with a capital at Exeter. According
to the principle laid down at Nicaea, and almost always followed in Gaul,
there should have been a single bishop for the Dumnonii with his see at
Exeter; yet, by the late seventh century, Dumnonia, as it was then called,
had more than one bishop; the same was true of Dyfed, in which there had
been Irish settlements.?® An Irish counterpart to Dumnonia or Dyfed would
have been a province such as Brega or Ulster; but, by the seventh and eighth
centuries, these, too, had more than one bishop.

Two further developments within Ireland shaped the episcopal organisa-
tion of the church. One of the principal characteristics of early Irish society
was the multiplicity of hierarchies of status: there was one for the ordinary
laity (headed by kings) and another for professional poets. In the church
there were yet others: one for the ordinary clergy (headed by the bishop) and
another for ecclesiastical scholars. Not only individual churchmen but also
churches were caught up in this elaboration and multiplication of rank. A
bishop had high rank by virtue of his consecration, but he also conferred, in
a less formal way, prestige on his church; and the same was true of an
eminent scholar and an anchorite. It was scarcely conceivable that a great
church, such as Kildare, should be without one or more of these dignitaries.
Indeed, it sometimes boasted of more than one bishop among its community,

3% AU, s.a. 993. 5; Etchingham, Church organization, pp 178—9 (who would, however, see
the phrase ‘peoples of the Luigne’ as referring solely to the Luigne of Mide).

39 Aldhelm, letter IV (Michael Lapidge and Michael Herren (ed. and trans.), Aldhelm: the
prose works (Ipswich, 1979), pp 155, 158).
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as in 875, when the Annals of Ulster recorded the death of two: Robartach
mac na Cerda was bishop of Kildare, an excellent scriba (leading ecclesiastical
scholar) and superior of the monastery of Killeigh in Ui Fhailgi; Lachtnan
mac Mochtigirn was bishop of Kildare and superior of the monastery of
Ferns in Ui Chennselaig. They are described by the annalist as ‘bishops of
Kildare’, not just as resident in Kildare. Between them they extended the
influence of the greatest church of Leinster into the north-west and the
south-east of the province.

As bishops and leading scholars conferred prestige on their churches, so a
major church conferred high rank on its head, even if his status was not
elevated by personal attainments or consecration. The superior of a great
church was the equal of a bishop. The ninth-century annals make explicit
something that had probably been common earlier, namely that different
sources of high status were often combined.** So Robartach mac na Cerda
was bishop of Kildare, but he was also a leading scholar and the head of an
important monastery, Killeigh. Any one of these qualifications would have
given him high rank. Even in the ninth-century annals, Robartach might well
have been described simply as ‘Bishop Robartach, scriba, superior of Kill-
eigh’. Bishops, because they had high rank by virtue of their consecration,
were in a very different position from the head of a church who derived his
high rank from his relationship to his church. Abbots and other superiors of
churches (principes, airchinnig) were intrinsically tied to a church in a way
that a bishop was not, which explains why the annals always link an abbot to
a church but only sometimes do the same for a bishop. If one studies annalis-
tic evidence for the headship of churches, it can seem as though abbots and
other superiors were taking over authority earlier exercised by bishops; yet
this is more a consequence of a growing preoccupation with ecclesiastical
status on the part of the annalists than it is with any great shift of authority
within the church.

When the annals associate a bishop with a place, it is almost always a
particular church rather than a territory or people; his high rank, after all,
elevated the standing of his church. A group of tenth-century annals studied
by Etchingham are an exception to this rule.*' In the Annals of Ulster, but
not in the annals from the Clonmacnoise group, there are a few obits such as
the following (A.D. 969): ‘Edgan mac Cléirigh, bishop of the Connachta.” His
authority was over an entire province and it is highly likely that there would
have been other bishops of lesser authority within Connacht during his

4° The possibility that such combinations were found earlier, though not recorded as such in
the annals, is suggested by the guarantor-list in Cdin Adomndin, ed. and trans. Kuno Meyer
(Oxford, 1905), § 28; Mairin Ni Dhonnchadha, ‘The guarantor-list of Cdin Adomndin’ in
Peritia, 1 (1982), pp 1856, where Flann Febla, described in his annalistic obit (A.U., s.a.
715.1) as abbot of Armagh, is here termed scholar-bishop (sui-epscop).

4 Etchingham, Church organization, pp 177-86.
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episcopacy; there are one or two earlier descriptions of bishops in the annals
which suggest that this was not a new phenomenon.** Legal texts, both
canonical and vernacular, sometimes distinguish different ranks of bishop:
Eogan will have been a ‘bishop of bishops’.#3 Yet even at the level of the
tuath, the Rule of Patrick speaks of ‘the chief bishop of a tuath’, suggesting
that more than one church within a single minor kingdom might have a
bishop.** The annals bear out this implication: more than one church associ-
ated with Ciannacht Breg is known to have had a bishop, in particular
Duleek and Monasterboice.*> Yet because the annals often describe a bishop
without saying to which church he was attached, we cannot decide whether
such churches always had bishops. It is entirely possible that a bishop of
Ciannacht Breg might sometimes have been located in Duleek, sometimes in
Monasterboice.

The change in our understanding of the early Irish church since Kathleen
Hughes wrote should not be exaggerated. The phenomenon she knew
(following earlier scholars) as ‘the monastic paruchia’ existed and played a
major role in the Irish church from the seventh century till the twelfth, only it
was hardly ever termed paruchia but rather familia (or congregatio or samad—
the choice of word may not be of great consequence). Those who made most
use of the term paruchia—Kildare and Armagh—were making claims for an
Ireland-wide jurisdiction for their sees, which they asserted were archbishop-
rics. The language in which they made these claims shows that paruchia was
still contrasted with civitas as hinterland with city, and that the paruchia,
the hinterland over which they claimed jurisdiction, was a larger version of the
episcopal paruchia familiar since the earliest days of the Irish church.
The traditional historians’ use of paruchia was, therefore, at odds with the
way the term was normally used in the seventh and eighth centuries.

If we leave aside the terminological point and concentrate on the organisa-
tion itself, the traditional conception appears oversimplified.*® The authority
of the heads of the great churches, whether they were abbots or merely
bishops, extended over a wide variety of dependants: individual manaig, in
the special sense of monastic clients (who might be married but were subject
to regular discipline); whole kindreds of manaig, perhaps attached to a small
local church; churches as such; and lastly monasteries. The classical type of
dependence thought to characterise a paruchia, namely one monastery on
another, such as Durrow on lona, was only one variety. Moreover the degree
of dependence varied from the ‘unfree churches’ obliged to pay tribute to

A.U., 665.5; another possible example is 696.5.

43 Canones Hibernenses, v. 9 (L. Bieler (ed.), The Irish penitentials (Dublin, 1963), p. 174).
+ “The Rule of Patrick’, ed. and trans. O’Keeffe, § 1.

5 AU, s.a. 783.2; 837.1; 872.1; 885.7.

Etchingham, Church organization, § 4.1.
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largely nominal recognitions of superiority. Ecclesiastical lordship was ubiqui-
tous and had developed numerous sub-forms to cater for special situations.*’

In the seventh and eighth centuries the great churches were perceived in
different terms according to the context. When lordship and property was at
issue, the person concerned was the abbot or princeps (Irish airchinnech); this
overlapped with situations in which relationship to the patron saint (usually
the founder) was central, and the important person was then the heir of the
saint (comarbae, ‘coarb’). Sometimes the church was a biblical ‘city of refuge’,
a sanctuary for those involved in a feud;* when cases were to be tried
according to canon law, the scriba was likely to be the judge; for pastoral care
the authority was the bishop. Sometimes one person was abbot (or princeps),
bishop, and scriba; sometimes these functions were separated. The great
churches were so successful because they had evolved a whole range of roles
for themselves.

For lack of evidence the ecclesiastical organisation of the fifth and sixth
centuries is much less well understood than that of the seventh and eighth.
Monasticism was probably more important for Patrick than used to be
thought.** As for the thesis that the tuath (in the sense of the minor king-
dom) was taken as the unit for episcopal organisation, it has reasonably been
argued that things were hardly so tidy in the early years of conversion, but
the evidence remains very strong that it was the accepted rule once a mature
organisation was in place. Hughes contrasted an essentially episcopal church
in the early sixth century and one, already revealed by Cummian’s Letter to
the abbot of Iona ¢.632, in which the ‘heirs’ of the great monastic saints had a
preponderant influence;*® this has been much qualified but retains a consid-
erable element of truth. The most important qualification is that bishops
retained their pastoral authority throughout the period. Episcopal power
could coexist with the familiae of the great churches because bishops often
worked from the mother-churches of those familiae and because ecclesiastical
lordship did not displace pastoral authority.

Different forms of authority (and high rank) coexisted most importantly
in the synod.’* In the western church generally, those who had the right
to full participation in a synod were bishops. Others might be present, but
only bishops subscribed to the decrees. In Ireland, as in Wales, the official

47 Thomas Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland (Cambridge, 2000), pp 252—7.

48 Charles Doherty, “The monastic town in early medieval Ireland’ in H. B. Clarke and
Anngret Simms (ed.), The comparative study of urban origins in non-Roman Europe (Oxford,
1985), pp 57-60. ,

49 Michael Herren, ‘Mission and monasticism in the Confessio of Patrick’ in Donnchadh O
Corrain, Liam Breatnach, and Kim McCone (ed.) Sages, saints and storytellers: Celtic studies in
honour of Professor James Carney (Maynooth, 1989), pp 76-85. )

5° Cummian, De controuersia paschali (Maura Walsh and Daibhi O Croinin (ed.), Cummian’s
Letter De controuersia paschali and the De ratione computandi (Toronto, 1988), pp 9o—91).

5' Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland, pp 276-81; D. N. Dumville, Councils and
synods of the Gaelic early and central middle ages (Cambridge, 1997), pp 18—24.



Ixxvi Prehistoric and early Ireland

membership of a synod was wider;>* in Ireland it included all the highest
dignitaries of the church; and, as we have seen when considering status, high
rank could be attained by a scholar, an anchorite, and the head of a great
church; they were then the equals of a bishop and could sit in synod.>? This
was crucial, since synods were the means by which great issues were settled.
For this reason, when the Irish church failed, in spite of meeting in more
than one synod, to agree a solution to the Easter dispute in the 630s, it split
into ‘Roman’ and ‘Hibernian’ synods.>*

Disunity between synods encouraged some to look for other solutions. In
669 the arrival of Theodore of Tarsus from Rome introduced an authority
scarcely heard of in the west, that of the archbishop.3> The eastern churches
acquired a threefold hierarchy of bishops: the patriarch or archbishop in
charge of a ‘diocese’ (Egypt, for example, was a late-Roman diocese, a form
of super-province within the empire); the metropolitan bishop in charge of a
normal province; and an ordinary bishop in charge of a city and its territory.
Britain had been a diocese in the fourth century, divided into three or four
provinces. By a decision of Pope Vitalian it was now to have an ‘archbishop
of the island of Britain’. It can scarcely be an accident that it was in the
second half of the seventh century that first Kildare and then Armagh
claimed to be archbishoprics with an authority over the whole island of
Ireland. The derivative nature of these claims is further suggested by their
connection, as in Britain, with the Easter dispute, and by the attempt to
make the term paruchia (proper to a bishop) do service for the territorial
jurisdiction of an archbishop. The late-Roman diocese, hardly remembered
in north-western Europe, let alone Ireland, was not invoked.

Neither in Britain nor in Ireland would the conception of an island-wide
archbishopric survive. In 735 the English church reverted to the Gregorian
division into two provinces: both Canterbury and York would now be arch-
bishoprics; and the title was thus detached from the diocese (of Britain) and
attached instead to the former metropolitan bishoprics of Canterbury and
York (based on provinces). In Ireland, Kildare’s claim to an archbishopric
only had any strength as long as Armagh remained in the Hibernian camp.
But even when the Easter dispute was finally settled in 716, and two
scholars, one from Iona and the other from Munster, sat down to produce a
coherent guide to canon law, the ‘Collectio canonum Hibernensis’, an arch-
bishopric of Armagh was no part of their proposals, even though they often
recorded different ideas of how ecclesiastical life should be organised. What
remained was a primacy of Armagh: Emly, the principal church in Munster,

52 For Wales, see Bede, Hist. ecc., ii. 2 (ed. and trans. Colgrave & Mynors, pp 134—9).

53 Bede, Hist. ecc., ii. 19 (assuming that the pope-elect was replying to a letter from
members of a synod); Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland, p. 277.

5+ Above, n. 32.

55 Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland, ch. 1o.
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had to express its authority in terms of a supposed agreement with Patrick.>®
In practice, the authority of Armagh fluctuated, as did the power of the kings
of Tara. Armagh was aligned with Cenél nEogain from the 730s and was
thus stronger when a Cenél nEogain ruler was king of Tara. At other times,
the clergy of the midlands appear to have had a measure of independence.*’
Yet, whatever the fluctuations of its authority, Armagh remained the leading
church in Ireland because its patron saint was now generally acknowledged to
be the apostle of all the Irish, an apostle whose authority would extend even
to the last days, and whose heir was therefore incontrovertibly the greatest
churchman in Ireland.®® This was crucial when several archbishoprics were
established in Ireland in the twelfth century. By then Armagh was not just
the see of Patrick and the primatial archbishopric but also the site of the
leading school of Ireland and Scotland. The reforming synod at Clane in
1162 prescribed that ‘no one should be a lector in a church in Ireland except
an alumnus [dalta] of Armagh’; and on the eve of the English conquest in
1169, Ruaidri Ua Conchobair, king of Ireland, endowed the lector of Armagh
‘to give instruction to students of Ireland and Scotland’.>® To judge by the
participation of Scotland in the European movement to found universities,
there was a good chance that Armagh would develop into the university of
Ireland as well as its primatial see.

Armagh had, therefore, made a place for itself within the twelfth-century
reform of the church. Yet that reform had harsh things to say about the old
order, as is the habit of reform movements. Some scholars would, in essence,
agree. Whatever their other disagreements, Hughes and Etchingham are
united in expressing a gloomy view of the pastoral care provided by the pre-
twelfth-century church for the general laity—those who were not dependants
of the church.®® On the other hand, Sharpe has argued that the church took
its pastoral duties more seriously than Hughes (and Etchingham) would
allow.®" Partly this position is supported from prescriptive texts, such as the
Rule of Patrick and the legal tract ‘Corus Béscnai’, partly from the impres-
sion given by admittedly patchy topographical studies into the density of
pre-Norman Irish churches. Since Etchingham admits the existence of the
prescriptive evidence but interprets it as ineffective aspiration, the most

5 Vita S. Albei, cols 29—30 (Heist, Vitae SS Hib., p. 125); on the date of this text, see
Richard Sharpe, Medieval Irish saints’ Lives: an introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae
(Oxford, 1991), pp 297-339.

57 AU, s.a. 851.5.

58 See the addition to Tirechan, c. 52 (Ludwig Bieler (ed.), The Patrician texts in the Book of
Armagh (Dublin, 1979), p. 164).

39 AU, s.a. 1162, 1169.

% Hughes, below, ch. IX, pp 301—30; Etchingham, Church organization, pp 249—71.

% Richard Sharpe, ‘Churches and communities in early Ireland: a preliminary enquiry’
in John Blair and Richard Sharpe (ed.), Pastoral care before the parish (Leicester, 1992),

pp 81-109.
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promising way to resolve the disagreement is through studying the distribu-
tion of churches.®

IRELAND in the first millennium A.D. shows two leading characteristics: a
strong sense of national identity and close ties with Europe.® Modern
scholars have sometimes found it difficult to respond fully to both of these
attributes, and this may lie behind the sometimes ill-tempered debate be-
tween ‘nativists’ and ‘anti-nativists’. The strong sense of national identity
was already present in the first written records, was almost certainly in-
herited from the iron age, and was strengthened still further by conversion to
Christianity.

What has long been highly debatable is how far the Irish sense of identity
was political. Among early Irish scholars it could be explained in different
ways. According to one text, the ‘Auraicept na nEces’ (‘Scholar’s primer’),
composed probably early in the eighth century but remaining authoritative
for centuries, the Irish were not one race but were of varied descent; what
unified them was their language.64 According to the Milesian legend, created
no earlier than the seventh century but certainly widely disseminated by
the ninth, the Irish were a race—that is, they were a people who shared the
same ultimate ancestors.®> Both sides were agreed, however, that the Irish
were latecomers to Ireland. Modern historians have been similarly at odds on
the question whether any political unity accompanied the single national
identity; and their disagreements have sometimes echoed contemporary pol-
itical issues. To the early twentieth-century debate between MacNeill and
Orpen (respectively asserting and denying a pre-Norman kingship of Ireland)
succeeded the sceptical arguments of Binchy (for whom the early kingship of
Ireland was an aspiration of the Ui Néill, unrealised in practice and not
accepted by the jurists).®® Recently, however, strong evidence has been

2 An example, which would suggest quite a high density, is Elizabeth O’Brien, ‘Churches
of south-east county Dublin, seventh to twelfth century’ in Gearoid Mac Niocaill and
P. F. Wallace (ed.), Keimelia: studies. . .in memory of Tom Delaney (Galway, 1988), pp 504—24.

% Donnchadh O Corrain, ‘Nationality and kingship in pre-Norman Ireland’ in T. W. Moody
(ed.), Nationality and the pursuit of national independence (Belfast, 1978), pp 1—35. The theme of
Ireland and Europe has stimulated a whole series of publications, notably Heinz Lowe (ed.),
Die Iren und Europa (2 vols, Stuttgart, 1982); three volumes edited by Proinséas Ni Chathain
and Michael Richter: Irland und Europa: die Kirche im Friihmittelalter/ Ireland and Europe: the
early church (Stuttgart, 1984); Irland und die Christenheit: Bibelstudien und Mission (Stuttgart,
1987); and Irland und Europa im friiheren Mittelalter: Bildung und Literatur/ Ireland and Europe
in the early middle ages: learning and literature (Stuttgart, 1996); and J.-M. Picard (ed.), Ireland
and northern France, A.D. 600-850 (Dublin, 19971).

% Auraicept na nEces (Anders Ahlqyvist (ed. and trans.), The early Irish linguist: an edition of
the canonical part of the Auraicept na nEces (Helsinki, 1983)).

b5 John Carey, The Irish national origin-legend: synthetic pseudohistory (Cambridge, 1994).

% G. H. Orpen, Ireland under the Normans, 11691333 (4 vols, Oxford, 1911—20), 1, 23-8;
Eoin MacNeill, Phases of Irish history (Dublin, 1920), pp 244-8; D. A. Binchy, Celtic and
Anglo-Saxon kingship (Oxford, 1970).
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adduced to vindicate the essence of MacNeill’s position: the kingship of Tara
was recognised throughout Ireland.®” In practice, the authority of individual
kings of Tara varied greatly, but there was a political order embracing the
entire island, at the summit of which the king of Tara was unquestionably
placed.

This political order may have been established by violence, but its con-
tinuance was assured by narrative, senchas.®® What had to be accepted as true
was a complex of stories of how that order came to exist and how it de-
veloped up to the present, stories that presented a political and legal order as
a necessary part of the very fabric of history. Senchas also embraced the
principal written statement of the law, the ‘Senchas Mar’ (‘Great Senchas’), a
compilation that was considered to express ‘the senchas of the men of Ire-
land’; but this legal senchas had itself been brought within the wider body of
traditions about the past by means of the Patrician legend.®® The entire
narrative—embracing stories about the past as well as laws that were them-
selves situated in the past—was not always consistent in detail; and it con-
tained literature composed for aesthetic rather than political ends; but it was
consistent and politically expedient in its central themes. It was, as a whole
and not just in its legal part, normative. It encompassed the entire island and
its history from the beginning: it was, that is to say, both spatially and
chronologically all-embracing, allowing no room or time for an opposing
narrative. In the process, significant places in the landscape had to be incorp-
orated: the narrative extended its tentacles into each district. As a conse-
quence, all across Ireland there were places that functioned as narrative
prompts. There are few, if any, better examples in the whole range of medi-
eval history to show how Max Weber’s ‘patrimonial’ polity might have
worked.

We may take a few examples to illustrate the seriousness of senchas. Two
ninth-century Irish kings from the midlands were summarily punished for
collaboration with the vikings, one by Mael Sechnaill mac Maile Ruanaid and

7 Edel Bhreathnach, ‘Temoria: Caput Scottorum?’ in Eriu, xIvii (1996), 67—88; see also
eadem, Tara: a select bibliography (Dublin, 1995); and, for the site, Conor Newman, Tara: an
archaeological survey (Dublin, 1997).

% F. J. Byrne, ‘Seanchas: the nature of Gaelic historical tradition’ in J. G. Barry (ed.),
Historical Studies, ix (Belfast, 1974), pp 137-59; Kathleen Hughes, The early Celtic idea of
history and the modern historian (Cambridge, 1977), reprinted in Hughes, Church and society in
Ireland, no. XIX; Donnchadh O Corrain, ‘Irish origin legends and genealogy: recurrent aetiol-
ogies’ in Tore Nyberg et al. (ed.), History and heroic tale: a symposium (Odense, 1985),
pp 51—96; Katharine Simms, ‘Charles Lynegar, the O Luinin family, and the study of Sean-
chas’ in T. C. Barnard, Daibhi O Croinin, and Katharine Simms (ed.), A miracle of learning:
studies . . . in honour of William O’Sullivan (Aldershot, 1998), pp 266-83.

% Kim McCone, ‘Dubthach maccu Lugair and a matter of life and death in the pseudo-
historical prologue to the Senchas Mdr’ in Peritia, v (1986), pp 1—35; John Carey, ‘“The two
laws in Dubthach’s judgement’ in Camb. Med. Celt. Studies, xix (summer 1990), pp 1-18; idem,
‘An edition of the pseudo-historical prologue to the Senchas Mar’ in Eriu, xIv (1994), pp 1—-32;
and below, pp 337—42.
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the other by Aed Findliath, both kings of Tara. In each case collaboration the
one year was followed by punishment the next.”” In 850 Cinied mac Cona-
ing, king of Ciannacht Breg, allied with the vikings and rebelled against Mael
Sechnaill. In the course of his rebellion ‘he plundered the Ui Néill from the
Shannon to the sea’ and sacked the crannog of his local rival and distant
kinsman, Tigernach mac Focartai, at Lagore ‘so that it was level with the
surface’ of the lough. If the Irish were to keep the vikings at bay, it was
crucial that client kings should maintain the allegiances inscribed in trad-
ition—a tradition that excluded the Gaill, the Foreigners, namely vikings.
When Mael Sechnaill’s strength was fading, his successor as king of Tara,
Aed Findliath, of the other dominant branch of the Ui Néill, Cenél nEogain,
allied with vikings to demonstrate his power and so enforce his succession.”*
Such an alliance did not challenge the established order, since it furthered
established political practice; but for a client king on his own to ally with the
vikings against his Irish overlord was a dangerous threat. It was hardly
surprising that Cinaed should be executed in spite of a guarantee of safe-
conduct. In 863 ‘the kings of the Gaill’ together with Lorcan mac Cathail,
king of Mide, ‘searched the cave of Achad Alddai and of Knowth, and the
cave of Fert Boadan above Dowth, and the cave of the Wife of Angoba,
something which had not been done before’. The next year Lorcan was
blinded by Aed Findliath. The viking kings were presumably in pursuit of
treasure, but they were also violating sites sanctified by ancient tradition; one
of them, Knowth, was the royal seat of the Ui Néill king of the district (the
successor of Cinaed mac Conaing). These two offences may seem to us very
different (do we punish persons using metal-detectors in pursuit of ancient
treasure with blinding or death?), but they were not so very different in the
ninth century. To violate known prehistoric monuments, and so to show
contempt for a narrative implanted in the landscape, was to challenge the
very basis of the political order. Talk of ‘ritual landscapes’ only embraces one
element in a patiently constructed whole: a landscape that had been shaped
over millennia was incorporated into narrative and so given a unified signifi-
cance. A mark of the greater severity of ‘the wars of the provincial kings’ in
the tenth and eleventh centuries was the practice of destroying the sacred
tree (bile) of one’s enemy; but, even then, there seem to have been limits on
such ritual violence.

Scholars have often been more interested in the small inconsistencies and
the necessary re-editing within the accepted narrative of Ireland than they
have been in the significance of the whole enterprise. Yet the way in which
stories could be adapted to cope with new developments (provided they were
judged to be legitimate) shows the strength of the edifice as a whole. By any

7° AU., s.a. 850.3; 851.2; 863.4; 864.1.
AU, s.a. 861.1; 862.2.
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reckoning conversion to Christianity was a huge innovation, yet through a
reshaped St Patrick at the national level, as well as through numerous other
saints in more local settings, this change could be brought within the trad-
ition. The adaptation can be watched in the stories told by Tirechan at the
end of the seventh century, and by later Patrician hagiographers, about the
great circuit made by St Patrick around Ireland. To get Patrick to so many
parts of the island in the course of a circuit redolent of kingly authority was
not just to advance the interests of the Patrician community but to attach the
districts he visited to a new theme in a wider narrative.

Particular shifts in political power could often be incorporated into trad-
ition and so given legitimacy. The best-known example is the way Dal Cais
sought to incorporate itself with the senchas of Munster, which had been
framed in order to legitimise the authority of the rival Eoganachta. Less
well-known are the efforts on behalf of the Ui Chonchobair, kings of
the Connachta, to rewrite their relationship to the Ui Néill. In 1166, in the
course of the events leading up to the Anglo-Norman invasion of 1169,
the Annals of Tigernach (a source close to Ruaidri Ua Conchobair) began a
report of a campaign to subject Dublin, the king of the Airgialla, and others,
as follows: ‘A hosting by Ruaidri Ua Conchobair together with the nobles of
the Connachta, namely Tigernan Ua Ruairc and Diarmait Ua Mael
Sechlainn...” What is startling about this annal is that Diarmait Ua
Mael Sechlainn is described as a noble of the Connachta. With Tigernan
Ua Ruairc there is no problem: his kingdom of Bréfne now extended far into
the midlands, but at least he had a pedigree that purported to trace his
descent from Brion mac Echach, eponymous ancestor of the Ui Britin, of
whom the Ui Chonchobair were currently the ruling branch. Diarmait Ua
Mael Sechlainn, however, belonged to the Ui Néill, whose political suprem-
acy had been proclaimed for centuries. Yet anyone who knew the first thing
about the senchas of the men of Ireland knew that the Ui Néill were in origin
a branch of the Connachta. He would also know that several crucial stories
legitimating their kingship had been told about kings, such as Cormac mac
Airt, acknowledged to be ancestors of the other Connachta as well as of the
Ui Neéill. The very text that ascribed Diarmait Ua Mael Sechlainn to
the Connachta, the Annals of Tigernach, also contained one of the most
complete records of the traditional pre-Patrician history of Ireland. The
language used by the Annals of Tigernach might be startling, and it certainly
suited the aspirations of Ruaidri Ua Conchobair, but it required only a shift
of perspective within the tradition, not some revolutionary rewriting.

To understand the political shape of early Christian Ireland, we need to
study both the history of the landscape revealed by archaeology and the way
it became the subject of narrative. We need both the landscape of archae-
ology and the landscape of senchas. One very good reason why they have to
work together is that those portions of senchas that include the worst lies will
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often be the best evidence. It is important to know that Emain Macha was
not a fortress and did not fall to the Ui Néill and their allies as late as the
second, fourth, or fifth century A.D. but was deliberately destroyed early in
the first century B.c.”” Yet the reshaping of reality may help to explain what
did happen at a later date. Senchas will be necessary to explain, for example,
the name given to an entirely real king of the Airthir (the people around
Armagh and Emain Macha) who died in 698 in battle in Fernmag (in Co.
Monaghan), Conchobar Machae mac Maile Duin.”? His first name, Concho-
bar, and the epithet, Machae, recalled the legendary king of the Ulstermen,
whose capital was held to be at Emain Macha, Conchobar mac Nessa. This
seventh-century king of the Airthir implicitly laid claim to senchas and thus
to the ancient landscape of his own kingdom and died fighting in alliance
with a king from the province of Ulster. Yet only a generation after his
death, the Airgialla—of whom Conchobar Machae’s people, the Airthir, were
a part—were proclaiming that they had been principally responsible for des-
troying the ancient power of Ulster in a series of battles in the same Fernmag
where Conchobar Machae met his death, an event that the experts in senchas
accepted and placed in the third century A.D. In this sequence of events in
the seventh and early eighth centuries, participants saw themselves and their
kingdoms in terms of senchas, and a switch of political allegiance was pro-
claimed by means of a story.”* Confronted by such a situation we need to
appreciate the elements of both fiction and truth in the narrative—to clothe
landscape and events in senchas as they did and yet to be able to stand outside
the tradition and see it for what it was. It is evident that this can only be
done by harnessing together different disciplines, history, archaeology, and
the study of literature. What is implicit in this programme is that to under-
stand history we need prehistory.

72 Above, n. 9. 73 AU, s.a. 698.1.
7+ See Byrne, below, pp 65679 (ch. X VIII).



CHAPTERI

The geographical element
in Irish history

J.H. ANDREWS

O all geographical boundaries the seacoast is the most easily apprehended.
It is the one line that can be trusted to appear on even the oldest and crudest
of early maps; and as the antiquity of many insular names suggests, it is the
island, among all varieties of region recognised by geographers, that makes
the readiest psychological appeal. However closely Ireland resembled the
neighbouring countries, acre for acre, it was to be expected that insularity in
itself would create an impression of individual character or personality in the
mind of any commentator, at any historical period, who knew the country to
be enclosed by water. In the same way, the seas around Ireland would
be generally regarded as sufficient justification for the kind of unitary pan-
insular government that Irishmen in practice have not yet managed to
achieve; for the belief that a maritime boundary carries special political au-
thority has lasted at least as long as Irish history. The same notion was
implicit in the Anglo-Saxon concept of a common ‘world’ linking English-
men with the Celtic inhabitants of Britain,' as well as in the medieval belief
that islands possessed a distinctive political character by virtue of being at the
immediate disposal of the pope. And Giraldus Cambrensis was thinking
specifically of Ireland when he pronounced it unsafe for an island prince to
recognise any march or frontier but the sea itself.> Many Irishmen who
disagree with Giraldus about everything else would agree with him on this.
Even in the twentieth century, after the rise of nationalism had given a new
significance to purely ethnic boundaries, only a professional academic geog-
rapher would be subtle enough to deny that the sea is, in some sense or
other, a more natural frontier than the land.3

" Eric John, Orbis Britanniae and other studies (Leicester, 1968), pp 5-13.

? Thomas Wright (ed.), The historical works of Giraldus Cambrensis (London, 1863),
Pp 174-5.

3 Such a geographer is M. W. Heslinga in The Irish border as a cultural divide (Assen, 1962),
pp 10-12. For a modern Irish historian’s endorsement of maritime natural frontiers see Oliver
MacDonagh, States of mind: a study of Anglo-Irish conflict, 1780—1980 (LLondon, 1983), p. 15.
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Geographers of an older generation would have accepted the principle of
maritime natural frontiers without demur. They might have tried to support
it with the further claim that many islands derive their unity not just from a
single enclosing border but also from certain characteristically insular qual-
ities of life and culture. On this view, Ireland’s acknowledged creativity in
art, scholarship, and religion may come as a geographical surprise, for on
grounds of simple probability a small area must be supposed less fertile in
innovations than a large one, and more dependent on external sources for the
substance of its history. By definition an island is smaller than a continent,
and in islands the resulting lack of dynamism is accentuated by special diffi-
culties of access. This was an idea for which Darwinian biologists could find
statistical warrant by counting the number of species native to islands and
continents respectively.* Under Darwin’s inspiration it also seemed applic-
able (slightly modified to allow for the invention of the ship) to human
societies, so that it was in no way untoward for one of Europe’s offshore
islands to have escaped several cataclysms of continental magnitude such as
the Roman conquest and the post-Roman Volkerwanderung; or that such
influences as did arrive should often have been distorted or attenuated in
their passage. Islands thus figured in the anthropogeographer’s textbook as
repositories of archaism and cultural impoverishment.> Whatever its merits
as a scientific law, this proposition had been anticipated in particular cases
(including that of Ireland) by more than one staunchly empirical writer of
the pre-Darwinian era: the now-familiar concept of a retarded Atlantic
fringe, for example, is already implicit in Edmund Spenser’s suggestion that
certain culture-traits, formerly of wider extent, had by his time become
confined to residual locations in Ireland and North Africa.’

Unlike physical insularity, anthropogeographic insularity is a relative con-
cept, depending on the smallness of the insulated area and its remoteness
from other land. Another geographic variable subject to continuous gradation
is the difference between oceanic and continental. In this respect Ireland
stands near the continental end of the scale. Its singularity is further com-
promised by close spatial relations with Great Britain, for archipelagos as
well as individual islands make a strong appeal to the geographical intellect,
and the idea of ‘the British Isles’ was already familiar to the geographers of
the ancient world, who based it on putative similarities of climate, soil, race,
and culture between the two islands, as well as on purely spatial links.” The

+ A. R. Wallace, Island life, or the phenomena and causes of insular faunas and floras (2nd ed.,
London, 1892), p. 339.

5 E. C. Semple, Influences of geographic environment on the basis of Ratzel’s system of anthro-
pogeography (New York, 1911), pp 409—72.

6 Edmund Spenser, A view of the present state of Ireland, ed. W. L. Renwick (Oxford, 1970),
p. 61.

7 C. G. Stevens, ‘Ancient writers on Britain’ in Antiguity, i (1927), pp 189—90; J. F. Killeen,
‘Ireland in the Greek and Roman writers’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ixxvi (1976), sect. C, pp 207-15.
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same idea found expression in the titles and sheet-lines chosen for their maps
of Britain and Ireland by sixteenth-century continental cartographers such as
Sebastian Miinster and Abraham Ortelius,® though it was an Englishman
who conjured up the rather twisted image of Ireland as a ‘buttress and a post
under England’,® and another Englishman who drew the inference that the
two countries form, or ought to form, ‘an entire empire in themselves’."®
The fact that the smaller island was shielded by the larger one from so many
possible continental embarkation-points no doubt gave greater plausibility to
this view.

Since they can be embraced within a single field of vision, the thirteen
miles (21 km) from Fair Head to Kintyre are too short a distance to be easily
tampered with by either the imagination or the intellect. Ireland’s surface
area of 80,000 km?” is less easily visualised and therefore more open to diverse
evaluations. Until the seventeenth century the country was generally
regarded as more extensive, in relation to Britain, than it actually is. Apart
from simple errors of geometrical estimation or measurement, the country
bulked larger in the geographical consciousness of western Europe than it
does today, and many writers made a point of giving it a high rank in this
respect, at least among the islands of the world."" Ireland was certainly too
large for a would-be conqueror to think of pacifying the whole of it by the
kind of mass extirpation or deportation that might be visited upon a single
tribe or town, and large enough to expose the invader to its own cultural
influences. Large enough, too, for some surprise to be caused among foreign-
ers by the ease of communication among its native inhabitants: this at least is
one way of interpreting the auditory metaphor favoured by many English
writers, as when a part of Ireland is said to ‘echo’ the noise of some disturb-
ance originating in another part."

Having conquered Ireland, the English corrected (as it happened, over-
corrected) their exaggerated notions of its size. But Swift in 1725 could still
call it a ‘great’ kingdom."® His judgement becomes more comprehensible
when we remember that in terms of population, and doubtless of gross

8 Denys Hay, “The use of the term “Great Britain” in the middle ages’ in Antig. Soc. Scot.
Proc., Ixxxix (1955—6), pp 55-606: 63; R. W. Shirley, Early printed maps of the British Isles,
1477—1650: a bibliography (London, 1973).

9 George Warner (ed.), The libelle of Englysche polycye: a poem on the use of seapower, 1436
(Oxford, 1926), p. 36.

'° Francis Bacon, ‘Certain articles or considerations touching the union of the kingdoms of
England and Scotland’ in The works of Francis Bacon, ed. Basil Montagu (16 vols, London,
1825—36), v, 28.

" “Ireland, next after England the greatest island of the known world...’ (Abraham
Ortelius, Theatrum orbis terrarum (London, 1606), p. 14).

2 J. T. Gilbert (ed.), History of the Irish confederation and the war in Ireland, 1641—1643
(7 vols, Dublin, 1882—91), i, 24.

'3 Jonathan Swift, The drapier’s letters to the people of Ireland against receiving Wood’s half~
pence, ed. Herbert Davis (Oxford, 1935), p. 153.
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national product, the difference separating it from Britain had not yet been
widened by the industrial revolution to anything like its later extent. But
even if the density of people and economic activity in both countries had
remained the same, Ireland would still have begun to cut a smaller figure as
the scale of geographical thinking was transformed in the nineteenth century
by the advent of the railway and the telegraph. This process of shrinkage
came too late however to do much harm to Irish national aspirations, for with
the growing influence of public opinion in world affairs the smallness of the
underdog assumed an ideological value that Victorian Realpolitik had failed
to take account of. Notwithstanding the continued progress of scale econ-
omies in the technology of the twentieth century, the average size of sover-
eign states has decreased, making the Irish Republic not less but more viable,
in a political sense, with each decade of its existence.

HowEVER incomplete its aloofness from the rest of the world in purely
spatial terms, Ireland is both set apart and held together by certain features
of its physical constitution, and particularly by a climate that, despite its
regional variations, has almost always been treated, among non-climatologists
at any rate, as an essentially national characteristic. And where national char-
acteristics are concerned, the facts of nature in Ireland were rightly described
by Frederick Engels as no less debatable than the facts of history."* It is not
the meteorological conditions themselves that are in dispute—extremes of
temperature are admitted to be rare throughout the country, and not even
Ireland’s harshest critics would deny that precipitation is abundant and well
distributed—but rather the economic and political significance of these con-
ditions. The belief so often expressed in the later nineteenth century that
Ireland is more fit for grass than for corn is common to many periods of
recorded geographical thought, including the earliest.’> Yet it has not been
quite unanimous: in Edward Wakefield’s account of the Irish climate in 1812,
one of the longest ever printed, this familiar proposition is never so much as
hinted at.’® The truth is that many Irish farms are physically capable of
being either tilled or grazed, and there have been times, including that of
Wakefield’s visit, when the protection of distance, together with institutional
barriers, has made corn-growing for export a profitable enterprise in almost
every one of the thirty-two counties. Yet it cannot be denied that tillage has
suffered hazards that have done a great deal, in combination or succession, to
disturb the course of agrarian history. Many of Ireland’s soils have proved
liable to slow deterioration as a result of over-prolonged or unskilful cultiva-

% Karl Marx and Frederick Engels on Ireland (Moscow, 1971), p. 185.

'S Eoin MacNeill, ‘Greek and Latin writers on pre-Christian Ireland’ in idem, Phases of
Irish history (reprint, Dublin, 1968), p. 135.

' Edward Wakefield, An account of Ireland, statistical and political (London, 1812),
pp 140-237.
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tion, and this kind of ecological imbalance, as much as purely climatic
change, has been held responsible by some investigators for the growth of
peat bogs over much of the country’s prehistoric corn land.”” Short-term
weather changes have left their mark as well, including as they do the kind of
excessive rainfall that favoured the spread of the potato blight in 1845.18
Biotic calamities apart, corn is known to have suffered more than livestock
by being easily destroyed in time of war. In any case the bonanza conditions
that prompted Wakefield’s optimism were short-lived; nor were they likely to
recur when the steamship and the railway had exposed the Irish wheat
farmer to commercial attack from regions of lower production costs.

Through most of these vicissitudes some qualities of men and nature
have remained constant. However permissive the Irish climate in an
ecological sense, its economic influence has been governed by the fact that
those of its properties conducive to livestock-raising are less widely distrib-
uted in the world at large, and therefore possess more scarcity value,
than those that favour corn. Within Ireland the balance of economic advan-
tage between tillage and grazing is strongly influenced by non-climatic
factors—often to the detriment of corn-growing, for cattle can forage in
many places that are too steep, too boggy, or too rocky for either plough or
spade. Climate and physiography thus combine to encourage the Irish pas-
toralist. Irrespective of environmental influence, grazing carries more social
weight than tillage. When the economies of the iron age and early Christian
period are reconstructed by historians, it is the small farmer who grows most
of the corn and the lord or freeman who keeps most of the animals. Ever
since, the cattleman’s life has remained a goal for ambitious Irish countrymen
to aim at."?

Thus for several reasons livestock have flourished in Ireland when corn has
failed. As an extensive rather than an intensive mode of land use, grass yields
a rather low output of human food per unit area and supports a correspond-
ingly low density of population. This makes large agglomerations of pastoral
farmers difficult to sustain, and where water is widely available their habita-
tions tend to be dispersed. Accordingly, most Irishmen of substance have
chosen to live detached from other members of their own class—a habit
exemplified in succession by the raths and cashels of the early Christian
period, the tower houses of the middle ages, and the gentlemen’s mansions
of the landlord era. In the last of these periods, at any rate, the houses of the
stronger tenantry have been scattered in much the same way. It is the hum-
bler (and less well documented) farmsteads that appear to have been grouped

'7 Frank Mitchell, The Shell guide to the Irish landscape (I.ondon, 1986), p. 123.

8 P. Austin Bourke, ‘The impact of climatic fluctuations on European agriculture’ in
Herman Flohn and Roberta Fantechi (ed.), The climate of Europe: past, present, and future
(Dordrecht, Boston, and Lancaster, 1984), pp 293—6.

9 Estyn Evans, Prehistoric and early Christian Ireland (London, 1966), pp 25-6.
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together beside their common arable fields.>® But these clusters or ‘cla-
chans’®" have usually been small, and deficient in the kind of community
institution, whether church or inn, that has helped to give permanence and
stability to the larger rural nucleations of other countries. It is true that Irish
historical geographers have distinguished several kinds of ‘village’,** but
these were generally too short-lived to affect the foregoing argument; few
Anglo-Norman parochial or manorial centres withstood the trauma of being
taken over by a minority church at the time of the reformation, while neither
catholic chapels, textile mills, nor park entrances exerted much agglomerative
effect on rural settlement until the eighteenth century or later.

Where villages are small, the same will be true of their appurtenant terri-
tories. The smallest units of community life have been variously designated
in different parts of Ireland—balliboes, polls, tates, ploughlands, and so
on*3>—but none of them was ever as large as the typical township of southern
or middle England, at least if one can judge from the fact that their modern
successors, the townlands of the Ordnance Survey map, average no more
than 132 hectares (326 statute acres) in size. So fine a mesh of presumably
ancient names and boundaries could never have been created by a nation of
nomads. But pastoral habits do engender a disposition towards mobility,
especially in a mild climate where accommodation for men and animals is
inexpensive and easily replaced. In times of trouble, such as war or scarcity,
Irishmen have travelled widely in their own country and abroad. Even in
periods of normality foreign visitors have been struck by a certain air of
rootlessness about the landscape. Thus through much of Ireland’s history the
main focus of exchange has been not the weekly market but the livestock fair,
held at less frequent intervals and often drawing custom from longer dis-
tances but occupying sites that were devoid of urban amenities and perhaps
without any kind of permanent building. In an economy whose chief prod-

*® R. H. Buchanan, ‘Field systems in Ireland’ in A. R. H. Baker and R. A. Butlin (ed.),
Studies of field systems in the British Isles (Cambridge, 1973), pp 614—15. For doubts about the
antiquity of clachans see Matthew Stout, ‘Ringforts in the south-west midlands of Ireland’ in
R.I.A. Proc., xci (1991), sect. C., pp 201—43.

?' The settlement term ‘clachan’, meaning a cluster of farmhouses, was introduced to Irish
human geography by E. Estyn Evans (‘Donegal survivals’ in Antiguity, xiii (1939), pp 207—22;
see also the same author’s “The Ulster landscape’ in Ulster Folklife, iv (1959), pp 9—14:10) and
popularised by his disciples. It was later criticised by Caoimhin O Danachair (Ir. Geography,
v (1968), pp 494—5) and others on linguistic and methodological grounds, and is now less
widely used.

** A survey of village-types applicable to many parts of Ireland is given in P. J. O’Connor,
Exploring Limerick’s past: an historical geography of urban development in county and city
(Newcastle West, 1987).

?3 Thomas McErlean, “The Irish townland system of landscape organisation’ in T. Reeves-
Smyth and F. Hamond (ed.), Landscape archacology in Ireland (Oxford, 1983), pp 315—39. For
the relation in Ireland between the townland unit and the English-style village, see Anngret
Simms, ‘Continuity and change: settlement and society in medieval Ireland, ¢.500-1500" in
William Nolan (ed.), The shaping of Ireland: the geographical perspective (Cork, 1986), pp 55—7.
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ucts were self-transporting, trade routes made little use of the harbours, river
navigations and bridges that would have attracted settlement if inanimate
material had needed to be stored and carried in large amounts. This helps to
explain why hilltops retained their popularity as places of assembly for
so much of the early historic period. The sites of many Celtic Christian
monasteries were equally wanting in natural nodality; and although some of
these ecclesiastical communities might have been urban in form and function
to a degree unknown among earlier Irish settlements, in the last resort they
were equally inessential to the everyday material life of the surrounding
countryside.

In the absence of a firmly based native urban tradition, resistance to alien
cultural pressure has been doomed for many centuries. But the lack of easy
and decisive targets in the form of towns and villages also made the Irish a
difficult people to conquer in a military sense, as they discovered for them-
selves without the aid of foreign invasions. Perhaps there was less motive for
conquest in a lightly peopled country where the driving-off of cattle could be
substituted for the acquisition of territory.”* At any rate, among the numer-
ous kingdoms and sub-kingdoms that shared the island in early historic
times, and the numerous medieval ‘countries’ that succeeded them, the ten-
dency towards political amalgamation and centralisation seemed weaker than
in other parts of western Europe.?> Two Irish problems thus confronted any
foreigner who coveted land rather than cattle: military, arising from the
elusiveness of his enemies in the field; and diplomatic, posed by the difficulty
of getting more than a small proportion of them represented at the negotiat-
ing table on any one occasion.

These difficulties were exacerbated by the complexity of Ireland’s regional
geography, and especially by the intricate pattern of its mountains, bogs, and
other natural barriers. William of Windsor, in the fourteenth century, is said
to have admitted that despite having more experience of the Irish than any
contemporary Englishman, he ‘could never have access to understand and
know their countries’.*® Descending from the national to the regional scale, a
modern geographer may well feel much the same. He certainly has little hope
in Ireland that regions of similar soil or agricultural economy will match
those defined by a common relationship to some internal or external focus;
or that the regions delimited by his academic colleagues will be the same as
those enshrined in popular consciousness. The first of these disharmonies is

*4 Katharine Simms, ‘Warfare in the medieval Gaelic lordships’ in Ir. Sword, xii (1976), pp
98-108.

5 Proinsias Mac Cana, ‘Notes on the early Irish concept of unity’ in The Crane Bag, ii
(1978), pp 57-71. A o A

26 John Davies, A discoverie of the true causes why Ireland was never entirely subdued, nor
brought under obedience of the crowne of England, until the beginning of his maiesties happie reigne,
ed. John Barry (Shannon, 1969), p. 37.
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commonplace in geographical studies the world over; so is the tendency for
adjacent geographical regions to merge or overlap. As an arena for debate
between academic and non-academic regionality, Ireland poses its own prob-
lems. In a country where national unity has long been a burning issue,
patriotic writers have naturally been reluctant to spend too much time con-
templating internal divisions. It is true that some scholars credit the Irish in
general with an unusually strong ‘sense of place’—a theory for which they
seek verification in the great wealth of Gaelic-based local names.”” The
wealth of names is undeniable, though to judge from modern Irish literature
the feelings they evoke are stronger among those who have left their home
district in early adult life than among those who have stayed to give that
district its prevailing character. But localism is not the same as regionalism.

In all these circumstances geographers must proceed with care. They will
doubtless agree that the most clearly defined of Ireland’s ‘vernacular’ regions,
such as Connemara, Fingal, or the Mackamores, are too small to encompass
more than a minute share of the nation’s historical experience, as also are the
minor administrative areas known as baronies. Moreover, as with Ireland in
general, though obviously to a lesser degree, regional individuality often
seems attributable to the possession of maritime boundaries, so that when all
the widely known examples have been itemised the interior of the country
remains largely unaccounted for.?® In this apparently hollow centre the only
substitute for the geographer’s natural region that has gained much currency
in modern times as a unit of territorial thought among non-academics is the
county. Counties, like other governmental areas, have the merit of being
exhaustive in their spatial coverage, but they are comparatively recent cre-
ations without deep cultural roots, and once again it is only in the coastal
examples that outside opinion shows much sign of recognising a definite
personality.

At a higher level of integration Irish regionalism takes on a somewhat
more positive character. The provinces of Leinster, Munster, Ulster, and
Connacht (though not Meath) can still claim a degree of reality beyond the
pretensions of, for example, the Anglo-Saxon heptarchy in present-day
England. So many individual qualities have been attributed by tradition to
the provinces (including comeliness, haughtiness, good manners, vehemence,
and ‘ale’)®® that it would be surprising if none of their peculiarities had
survived into a more prosaic age. And long after having abandoned any
aspirations to political sovereignty, the provinces were accorded official status

*7 Sean O Tuama, ‘Stability and ambivalence: aspects of the sense of place and religion in
Irish literature’ in Joseph Lee (ed.), lreland: towards a sense of place (Cork, 1985), pp 21—33.

8 Pierre Flatrés, Géographie rurale de quatre contrées celtiques: Irlande, Galles, Cornwall,
et Man (Rennes, 1957), p. 208.

?9 Alwyn Rees and Brinley Rees, Celtic heritage: ancient tradition in Ireland and Wales
(London, 1961), pp 118-39.
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in the Elizabethan institution of the presidency and later, by Irishmen them-
selves, in the parliamentary and military organs created by the confederation
of Kilkenny. Even in the twentieth century it could be seriously suggested
that separate political assemblies should be established for each of the four
provinces. A possible weakness in any such political hypostatisation of the
provinces would be its disregard for the rather different kind of regional
pattern created in Ireland by certain social and economic forces that have
come into prominence during the last three centuries. These newer patterns
are by no means unrelated to the layout of the provinces, but the relationship
is too loose for region and province to be treated as identical. The regions in
question have about as good a title to reality as the historian would find
acceptable for his conventional period divisions. Since some of them persist
or recur from one period to another, their use as a supplementary framework
for historical narrative or analysis may seem to offer some attractions. How
far such a framework exposes historians to the kind of ‘determinism’ that
eventually became so uncongenial to their geographical colleagues must
remain an open question.

THE central lowland is a latecomer to the Irish regional canon. As recently as
the Tudor period, map-makers were still acting on Giraldus’s opinion that
the middle of the island is more mountainous than the coasts.3° It was not
until the canal era that the non-existence of these central mountains began to
assume a positive quality of its own, and it was not until the carboniferous
limestones of Ireland were mapped by Richard Griffith3" that geological and
physiographical taxonomies combined to establish the notion of the central
lowland as taken for granted in the majority of modern textbooks. But Gir-
aldus’s mistake at least possessed a certain physical plausibility, and it was
understandable for a Welshman to assume that the disjunctive character of
the interior arose from the same causes in Ireland as in his own country.

In any case Giraldus got to the heart of the matter with his often-quoted
reference to the ubiquity of pools and swamps in Ireland. North of the
morainic ridges that stretch from Clare to Wexford, in particular, the hydrol-
ogy of the central lowland is bewilderingly irregular. Lakes are numerous,
and rivers sluggish and liable to flood, wide enough to obstruct the traveller
but not sufficiently well patterned to form a system of navigable arteries and
nodes. Even the largest, the Shannon, was cut off from its estuary, as are so
many Irish rivers, by impassable rapids. Between the rivers the land is widely
strewn with peat bogs, too wet for settlement without extensive drainage and

3° Works, p. 20. A map of Henry VIID’s time in which the interior of Ireland appears to be
based on Giraldus’s views is in B.L., Cott. MS, Aug. I, i, f. 9.

3t R. J. Griffith, ‘On the geological map of Ireland’ in Report of the fifih meeting of the British
Association for the Advancement of Science (Dublin, 1835), pt i1, Notices of communications, p. 56.
I owe this reference to G. L. Herries Davies.
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too barren for agriculture even then. Esker ridges provide some ancient
roadbeds between the bogs, but they too failed to make up a continuous
network and most of them run from east to west instead of helping to knit
the country together along its major axis. Apart from bogs and eskers, the
midlands are chiefly underlain by glacial drifts which for all their inherent
fertility were not easily cultivated with primitive implements. These soils are
likely to have supported a patchwork of forest for most of prehistoric times—
and for long afterwards in the drumlin belt that stretches from Dundalk to
Sligo Bay, where the pattern of river, lake, and bog is even more complex
than further south and the soils even less tractable.

It has long been recognised that Leinster, Munster, Ulster, and Connacht
are each grouped around one or more of the upland massifs that dominate
nearly all the coastline of Ireland except for some 8o km immediately to the
north of Dublin.3* More recently it has been argued that this relationship
may be something more than an inevitable consequence of quartering a
basin-shaped surface, and that it was the thin, stony soils of the hill fringes,
easily cleared and dug by early farmers, that determined their role as prehis-
toric kernels of early kingdoms. Relevant to this hypothesis are the megalithic
tombs associated with some of Ireland’s earliest farming communities of the
third and fourth millennia before Christ. Notably scarce in the midlands,
the tombs do show a corroborative preference for medium altitudes along the
margins of the coastal hills. They also exhibit some well-marked typological
differences—for instance between the court cairns of the north and the
wedge-shaped gallery graves of the south—which could be taken to imply
that the central lowland was separating the nuclear regions of different neo-
lithic cultures as well as different concentrations of settlement. More recently
still, this theory has been disparaged on the ground that burials are only a
part, and perhaps an unrepresentative part, of neolithic culture as a whole;33
and no other pre-Christian archaeological distribution has been found to
throw much light on the issue. The early Christian era, in both artefacts and
literature, shows a remarkable consistency in lifestyle and settlement from
one end of the country to another; and it may be no accident that the advent
of the new religion seems to have accompanied the spread of new ploughs
and new crops and in consequence a more intensive occupation of the inter-
ior with a weakening of whatever separative power it may have exercised in
pagan times.>*

Indeed, far from dividing early Christian Ireland on the cultural plane, the
midlands—or at any rate a part of them—could now claim to be acting as a

32 E. E. Evans, Irish folkways (London, 1957), p. 17.

33 Patrick O’Flanagan, ‘The central lowlands of Ireland—an empty heart (land)?’ in O/d
Athlone Society Journal, i (1972—3), pp 127-32.

3% G. F. Mitchell, ‘Littleton Bog, Tipperary: an Irish agricultural record’ in R.S.A.1. Jn.,
xcv (1965), pp 121-32: 129.
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force for cultural unity, with monasteries insulated among the bogs of north
Leinster contributing more to the art and scholarship of the British Isles
between the seventh and ninth centuries than those of any other area of
comparable extent.’> In other spheres this kind of sub-regional core is harder
to identify. In the complex and shifting political geography of the early
Christian kingdoms, for example, the midland esker ridges repeatedly served
as an east—west boundary between the Leth Cuinn and the Leth Moga;3® and
the Shannon was still dividing one kingdom from another for most of its
course at the time of the Norman invasion. It would not have been in charac-
ter for the Irish to anticipate their conquerors’ thought-processes by transfer-
ring the theoretical centre of Ireland from a hill (Uisneagh) to a ford
(Athlone) or to endow such a focal point, wherever it might be, with strategic
as well as symbolic status. And when invaders from Britain lacked the
strength to act on their own newly imported strategic judgement, it was not
in the centre but on the margins of the country that the most dangerous anti-
government power blocs showed most sign of coalescing. By 1642, when all
parts of Ireland seemed finally to be joining in resistance to English rule, the
essentially peripheral pattern of Ireland’s larger towns had been established
once and for all (mainly by settlers not averse to some kind of external
allegiance) and Kilkenny, sixty miles (100 km) off centre, was apparently the
only place in the interior with enough accommodation to serve the confeder-
ates as a modern-style capital.

The penetration of the midland bogs by artificial road surfaces and artifi-
cial waterways in the eighteenth century came too late to redress the balance
between centre and periphery. No one answered George Semple’s call in
1780 for a great axial road to join the north of Ireland with the south;3” and
when new routeways did create new junctions, as where the canals met the
Shannon, hardly anything was done to take advantage of them. Another
discovery of the canal period was that most of Ireland’s coal resources lie
outside the central lowland and away from navigable rivers;3® but the re-
sources in question are so small anyway that this has hardly been a factor of
much importance.

The Irish of medieval and post-medieval times thus differed from some
other nations, among them the French and the Czechs, in possessing no
centrally placed and fertile river basin to provide a focus for national self-
consciousness and a nucleus of geopolitical consolidation. It is the east and
not the centre that comes nearest to the geographer’s ideal of a nuclear zone.
Nationality can exist without such physical aids, at any rate in its Celtic

35 Alfred P. Smyth, Celtic Leinster: towards an historical geography of early Irish civilisation
(Dublin, 1982), pp 94-5.

36 Byrne, Ir. kings, p. 202.

37 George Semple, Hibernia’s free trade (Dublin, 1780), p. 177.

3% Robert Kane, The industrial resources of Ireland (2nd ed., Dublin, 1845), p. 8.
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forms: to judge from the present book, the literature of Irish self-defence and
self-assertion has nothing whatever to say about the relation of politics to
regional geography. But it cannot be an advantage for any country if the
region best equipped to unify it has depended on foreigners for so much of
its character—including for a long period its regional name. Admittedly two
important geographical advantages had made their presence felt in eastern
and south-eastern Ireland well before Englishmen had begun to speak of an
English Pale: one a lowland corridor unusually free from bog, linking north
and south along the River Barrow; the other, proximity to what was from an
early date the more developed half of Britain. But without more knowledge
of origins and provenances, it would be presumptuous to adduce phenomena
as early as the Boyne valley tombs or the preeminence of the hill of Tara as a
response to these physical conditions. Nor can much stress be laid on the fact
that survivals of early Christian art and architecture are slightly more numer-
ous in the south-east than in the rest of the country. Only in the ninth
century does the geographic theorist begin to approach firm ground. The
vikings are known to have approached Ireland from the north and yet to
have chosen the south—and in three cases out of five the south-east—for all
their major settlements. At Dublin the value they placed on cross-channel
relationships was shown not only by their adoption of an estuarine site
(which the Irish had been content to use as a political boundary) but by the
association of this site with a large part of Britain in a single maritime
Scandinavian kingdom.

For the Normans, working from a power base in southern England and
south Wales, the south-east approach to Ireland was obviously the most
inviting. Their originality lay not in underwriting the Scandinavian choice of
town sites, but in attempting to combine several small foreigners’ bridge-
heads into a single large one. Strongbow’s progress through Leinster to
Dublin in 1170, especially after it had been followed a year later by Henry
IP’s decision to retain the city and its surroundings as a royal demesne, must
surely have been seen by contemporaries as a dramatic stroke, though it
would perhaps be anachronistic to regard Dublin as a geopolitically ‘forward’
capital in relation to the settlement that followed. Under this settlement a
link was forged between the two poles of Strongbow’s enterprise in Water-
ford and Dublin, thus opposing the south-east of Ireland to the north-west
along a frontier that in one form or another has been traceable ever since.?’

By the treaty of Windsor in 1175 Leinster, Meath, and the kingdom of
east Munster were brought under Norman influence, the rest of the country

being left alone. As on many later occasions, a new settlement was fitted into

39 For the qualifications necessary to any detailed application of the frontier thesis in Ireland
see P. J. Dufty, ‘The nature of the medieval frontier in Ireland’ in Studia Hib., xxii—xxiii
(1982—3), pp 21—38. See also Robert Bartlett and Angus Mackay (ed.), Medieval frontier societies
(Oxford, 1989).
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old political boundaries—a reasonable course of action for an invader without
boundary-making facilities of his own. It soon became clear, however, that
the south-east of Ireland, no less than the rest of the country, presented the
invader with two quite different kinds of terrain. First there were lands
already under cultivation or capable of easily being brought under cultivation.
When English chorographical descriptions of Ireland became common in the
sixteenth century it was usual to describe such areas simply as ‘plains’.*°
Many of these writings show surprise at the sparseness of the native popula-
tion on such fertile land, and certainly medieval Englishmen had left a more
vivid imprint on the plains of Ireland than any of their previous occupants.
The colonists’ buildings were stronger and larger than those of the Irish and
more effectively nucleated into towns and villages. They were also better
connected by roads, bridges, and navigable rivers, and served by a fringe of
well-defended seaports. Moreover, unlike the ringforts and other native habi-
tations that preceded them, these settlements were to prove adaptable with
comparatively little modification to the needs of post-medieval society.

Small areas of waste land could be ingested by the Anglo-Norman organ-
ism and entirely removed from the landscape. But the larger tracts of forest
and mountain in south-east Ireland constituted a second kind of terrain, and
one on which, as in the midland bogs, the Irish proved better able to main-
tain their hold. Some of their hill land could be cropped on an ‘outfield’
system of occasional cultivation interrupted by long spells of fallow. The
remainder gave summer grazing to cattle which, after harvest-time, were
moved into the weeds and stubble of the more fertile and fully cultivated
‘infield’. When winter and summer pastures lay far apart they could be
linked by the practice of ‘booleying’, an buaile, in which both herds and
herders spent the two seasons in alternate dwellings. This at least is how
historical geographers would visualise medieval life in a region like west
Wicklow, though most of the evidence for such practices comes from other
periods and other places.*' In eastern and central Ireland the earliest clear
admission of the Anglo-Normans’ economic inferiority outside the plains
comes in a statute of 1297 distinguishing ‘lands of peace’ from places where
the Irish could be found ‘confiding in the thickness of the woods and the
depth of the adjacent bogs’.**

The same distinction was evidently still valid when land quality, as well as
defensibility, was cited by Edmund Campion (writing the history of the later

4° Edmund Hogan (ed.), The description of Ireland, and the state thereof as it is at this present,
anno 1598 (Dublin and London, 1878), pp 14, 75, 150.

+' The lack of readily accessible contemporary documentation for native field systems and
related agrarian practices in medieval Ireland can be verified by following up the footnote
references in the present work. See N.H. L., ii, 211, 226—7, 331—2, 411—13, 468.

42 Statutes and ordinances, and acts of the parliament of Ireland, King John to Henry V, ed.
H. F. Berry (Dublin, 1907), p. 209.
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middle ages) as a criterion for the definition of the English Pale.*> Campion
raised a difficult question, however, when he described the Pale as the
‘proper right’ of the English, for this might be taken to imply that pre-
Norman juridical boundaries could be found to match his other criteria. It is
true that the Norman domain of 1175 was distinguished by possessing a
larger proportion of rich soil than the rest of Ireland, and that in some places,
such as the edge of the drumlin belt towards Monaghan and Cavan, the
physical and political limits coincided fairly well. It is also true that English
occupation within these limits had been intensive enough to blur the ancient
boundary between Leinster and Meath, and that Leinster (now including
Meath) emerged from the middle ages with the reputation of being more
easily governable than the other provinces. But even in the heart of Leinster
the edge of effective Anglo-Norman development followed a sinuous course,
with an upper margin not far from the 6oo-foot (180 m) contour. The largest
spreads of good soil in east and south-east Ireland were in Meath, Dublin,
Louth, and Kildare, a group of counties sometimes taken as synonymous
with the Pale. Further south there were other fertile strips along the rivers
that converge on Waterford Harbour to form the only major drainage system
in Ireland that can qualify as well articulated. Smaller patches of good land
occupied more isolated positions in south Wexford and east Cork. Altogether
the ‘plains’ of south-east Ireland formed an unwieldy assemblage. One threat
to regional unity was the great salient of midland bogs that pushed eastwards
to within about 30 km of Dublin. However offensive to modern geographical
scholarship, it was a sound geopolitical instinct to generalise these scattered
areas into the ‘Bog of Allen’,** especially at a time when much of the inter-
vening firm ground was still wooded and when this whole extent of bog and
forest was buttressed by the high ground of the Slieve Margy, another bar-
rier region with a well-established contemporary name later absorbed into the
textbook concept of the Castlecomer plateau.*> Even nearer the coast lay the
wilderness of the Wicklow mountains and what were then their well-wooded
fringes in Carlow and the Duffry of north Wexford.*® Between these two
native bastions there was only the narrow Barrow valley to complete the link
between the principal seaports of the Englishry at Dublin and Waterford. In
short, bog and mountain were so disposed that no compact area of more than
a few hundred square kilometres could be sure of excluding both. Certainly
no combination of pre-existing territories would suffice, not even the Pale in

+ Edmund Campion, A historie of Ireland written in the year 1571 (Dublin, 1809), p. 6.

+ William Petty, ‘The province of Leinster’ in Hiberniae delineatio (L.ondon, 1685).

4 William Nolan, Fassadinin: land, settlement and society in south-east Ireland, 1600-1850
(Dublin, 1979), pp 34, 39

** For the regional name ‘Duffry’ see Billy Colfer, ‘Anglo-Norman settlement in County
Wexford’ in Kevin Whelan (ed.), Wexford, history and society: interdisciplinary essays on the
history of an Irish county (Dublin, 1987), pp 66—9.
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its original mid-fifteenth-century sense of four counties. The nearest concep-
tual equivalent to this physiographic utopia was probably the ‘Vale of
Dublin’ as recognised by the early Anglo-Normans.*’

By about 1500 the Pale had shrunk to a last ditch, defined, though prob-
ably never dug, to pass through Kells, Clane, Naas, and other towns even
closer to Dublin. Many smaller pockets of English influence remained out-
side, notably in the seaport towns. But it was not long before the government
of Henry VIII began to envisage a larger base, that would lie ‘entire together
in one angle’ (a word that may hint at a growing use of maps in Irish official
business) instead of being ‘divided by quarters’.*® Sometimes the Barrow was
proposed as a possible frontier for this south-eastern corner; sometimes,
more ambitiously, the Shannon. For the Pale, although an expression of
material weakness, provided a metaphor of great intellectual power and flexi-
bility, transcending the fixed limits implied by ordinary geographical nomen-
clature with a prospect whose bounds could be set as near or as far as might
be practicable at any given time. It would be an oversimplification, however,
to treat the Elizabethan reconquest of Ireland as an extension of these
bounds. As a social region the Pale retained its individuality after 1603; forty
years later it was still capable of resurfacing as a political region.** And some
of its characteristics did not penetrate the rest of the country till after the
restoration of Charles II. One of these late-spreading wave-fronts was the
reinstatement of the shire as the largest unit of Irish local government when
the separate provincial administrations of Munster and Connacht were finally
abolished in 1672. Others were the Cromwellian network of new English
estates and proprietors, as endorsed by the restoration settlement, together
with various profound effects on the landscape—woodland clearance, town
foundation, road development—that followed the change of ownership. But
even after the whole country could be regarded as politically empaled,
Anglo-Irish landlordism never managed to level out the gradient between
north-west and south-east that had divided Ireland in the middle ages. It is a
gradient that reappears in modern maps of place-name elements (map 1),
vernacular house types,® and other aspects of folk life, where the frequency
of boundaries separating south-east from north-west has prompted the sug-
gestion that in Irish as in British history a ‘lowland zone’ of superimposition
can be contrasted with a ‘highland zone’ of survival.>* Some maps of physical

47 Calendar of documents relating to Ireland, 1171—1251 (London, 1875), p. 15.

B State papers, Henry VIII (11 vols, London, 1830—52), ii, pt 3, pp 298 (1536), 410 (1537).

49 7. C. Beckett, ‘The confederation of Kilkenny reviewed’ in idem, Confiontations (L.ondon,
1972), p. 54-

3 F. H. A. Aalen, Man and the landscape in Ireland (London, New York, and San Francisco,
1978), pp 24468,

5! Caoimhin O Danachair, ‘Irish vernacular architecture in relation to the Irish Sea’ in
Donald Moore (ed.), The Irish Sea province in archaeology and history (Cardiff, 1970),

pp 98—107:98.
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Map 1 Place-names with ‘town’ as suffix, by T. Jones Hughes

Redrawn from N. Stephens and R. E. Glasscock (ed.), Irish geographical studies in honour of
E. Estyn Evans (Belfast, 1970), figure 15.1.

anthropology show a similar pattern of residual and intrusive elements.
Even the superstructure of the ubiquitous landed estate assumed a less com-

5 W. E. R. Hackett, G. W. P. Dawson, and C. J. Dawson, “The pattern of ABO blood
group frequencies in Ireland’ in Heredity, x (1956), pp 69—84.
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manding profile with increasing distance from the Irish Sea; east and south-
east stand out in the nineteenth century as areas of fewer dwarf farms, a
higher ratio of tillage to grass, a more complex class structure in both town
and countryside, and a greater measure of social stability>>—but not neces-
sarily a keener sense of regional consciousness, as can perhaps be gathered
from the disappearance of the term ‘pale’ except among historians. Some of
the old regional contrasts between Irish and Anglo-Irish were strengthened
or renewed by the events of the seventeenth century. By far the most suc-
cessful English plantations of this period outside Ulster were those located
furthest to the south-east, in Wicklow and north Wexford—almost a new
English Pale in themselves, though much less effective in creating a homoge-
neous community, as the rising of 1798 was to make clear.>* This zone
may be projected northwards into the streets of seventeenth-and eighteenth-
century Dublin, where the import of commodities, people, ideas, and atti-
tudes brought ‘New Englishness’ in all its forms to a pitch unequalled
anywhere else in Ireland; sending fresh cultural ripples westwards as the city
continued to polarise the national communications network, first with roads
and later with canals and railways, until there seemed no chance of ever
finding an alternative seat of government, not even in the twentieth century
when such transfers had become a popular way of celebrating the independ-
ence of new nation states.

WHEN Sir John Davies showed surprise in 1606 that some of the inhabitants
of western Ireland should be as ‘mere Irish’ as those of Ulster,”> he was
voicing the usual contemporary attitude to what later came to be simplistic-
ally considered the most British of the provinces. North of the Pale medieval
English influence, such as it was, had been mainly concentrated east of the
Bann in the region sometimes known as ‘hither Ulster’,>® and even here it
had left little lasting impression outside precarious footholds in the Ards and
Lecale peninsulas. The survival of a native economy in Ulster, together with
climatic theorising based on its northerly latitude, may be the reason why the
agricultural possibilities of the province were so much undervalued by six-
teenth- and early seventeenth-century writers.’” In fact, far from being a
natural wilderness, Ulster might persuasively be interpreted as a complete
Ireland in miniature, with the Lagan valley as its Pale, the Mourne

53 T. J. Hughes, ‘Society and settlement in nineteenth-century Ireland’ in Ir. Geography,
v (1965), pp 79—96.

5 L. M. Cullen, ‘The cultural basis of Irish nationalism’ in Rosalind Mitchison (ed.), The
roots of nationalism: studies in Northern Europe (Edinburgh, 1980), pp 97-8.

55 Cal. S. P. Ire., 16036, p. 470.

5% Gerard Mercator and Jodocus Hondius, Atlas, or a geographicke description of the regions,
countries and kingdoms of the world (2 vols, Amsterdam, 1636), 1, 85.

57 An example is the quit rents assigned to the four provinces—3d. per acre in Leinster, 2* 4. in
Munster, 1.d. in Connacht and 1d. in Ulster—in The statutes of the realm (12 vols, London,

1810—28), 16 Chas I, c. 33 (1641).
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mountains as its Leinster Chain, the Bann as its Barrow or Shannon
according to historical context, and with a reasonable amount of good land in
each of its nine counties.

However ‘mere Irish’ its people, Ulster could hardly qualify as an Irish
heartland in any geopolitical sense. On the contrary its cultural identity was
largely due to the unusually strong geographical obstacles that divided it
from Connacht and Leinster. In the west the River Erne and its lakes formed
a barrier so effective that a supernatural explanation had to be found for it.5®
Cavan and Monaghan were dominated by the topographical chaos of the
drumlin belt, here at its widest and most continuous. Further east the moun-
tains of Slieve Gullion®® and Cooley pierced the lowland drifts, confining
much of the traffic between Meath and Ulster to what one Elizabethan
administrator called the ‘northern gap’.®° These impediments filled most of
the relatively narrow space between Sligo Bay and Carlingford Lough, which
gives Ireland its nearest equivalent to the waist dividing England from Scot-
land. Ancient linear earthworks, collectively known to posterity as the Black
Pig’s Dyke, suggest that in the wars between Ulster and its southern neigh-
bours the strategic possibilities of this border zone were being exploited as
early as the first centuries after Christ, perhaps in conscious imitation of
Hadrian’s wall.*"

As well as standing somewhat apart from the rest of Ireland, the north-east
is exceptional in its proximity to the outside world. From mesolithic times
onwards Scotsmen, Irishmen, and their predecessors have travelled freely
and often to and from the western coasts of Scotland, and the very closeness
of their contacts has helped to separate both parties to this essentially mari-
time relationship more sharply from their respective hinterlands. In the
Celtic and Scandinavian periods the politics of the North Channel were
much disturbed by flux and tension, but there was no commitment to unlim-
ited territorial expansion from either east or west; and where Scots and Irish
found themselves on the same side of the water, as often happened in the
Glens and Route of Antrim, there were none of the cultural and economic
contrasts that divided native and intruder further south.

This world of islands and sea-loughs may be seen as a late survival, its
lifespan prolonged by the close proximity of its components, of something
not unlike the historical geographer’s ‘medieval sea state’, the kind of mari-
time association, once common along the European periphery, that was

58 Abraham Ortelius, Hiberniae Britannicae Insulae nova descriptio (Antwerp, 1573). Ortelius
was following a passage in Giraldus’s “Topography’ that may have been intended for Lough
Neagh. See J. J. O’Meara (ed.), The first version of the topography of Ireland by Giraldus
Cambrensis (Dundalk, 1951), pp 47, 115.

59 For an early use of this upland as a regional boundary marker see Cal. S. P. Ire., 1586-8,
p- 248. See also N.H.1., ii, 15.

bo" Sir John Perrot to Sir Francis Walsingham, 12 Nov. 1585, National Archives, S.P. 63/121/4.

61°S. P. O Riordain, Antiquities of the Irish countryside (London, 1964), pp 14-15.
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brought to an end by the rise of more powerful land-based monarchies.** For
the Scots of Antrim and their neighbours, that end came rather suddenly
with the belated appearance of one such new-style kingdom in the Scotland
of James VI. Before succeeding to the English throne, James had already
experimented with colonisation as a cure for the troubles of his own Celtic
fringe in Lewis and Kintyre. In Ireland his advantage as a colonial impresario
came not so much from ability or experience as from commanding resources
of manpower superior in both quantity and quality to anything that English
governments had been able to muster for earlier schemes of colonisation. To
James’s ‘inland’ Scots, as to the freelance highlanders who preceded them in
Ireland, the main attraction of the Ulster plantation of 1610 was the short-
ness of the distance separating colony from colonist. In the same way it is
distance, most elementary of geographical factors, that explains the collinear-
ity of the Scots—English settlement boundary from one side of the North
Channel to the other, with English influence relatively strong from south
Down across to Fermanagh, and Scots characteristics more evident in
north Down, Antrim, north Derry, north Tyrone, and Donegal.®® Within
this framework, simple proximity was also the reason why many settlers
remained in hither Ulster instead of crossing the Bann into the escheated
counties of the official plantation project. The result was that with increasing
distance westwards and southwards from the ports of entry, the intensity of
seventeenth-century British settlement fell off, leaving Leinster Palesmen
and Ulster planters separated by a broad and sometimes troublesome zone of
native survival bordering the line of the old provincial frontier through
Cavan, Monaghan, and south Armagh.

It was not until the later seventeenth century that the Ulster plantation
could be seen to have effected a more drastic change in Ireland’s regional
balance than any previous event in the country’s written history. Unlike their
Elizabethan predecessors further south, the Ulster planters included tenantry
as well as gentry in large numbers. Supported by a flourishing linen industry
they made the north-east into one of the most densely peopled parts of the
island. And northerners were not only thicker on the ground than southern-
ers but also better off, a notable achievement in an island where economic
welfare and population density were tending to assume an inverse relation-
ship. Even the old plantation ideal of ‘civility’ was realised to the extent that
in 1841 Antrim, Down, and Londonderry were the only counties in Ireland
where more than 70 per cent of the population were able to read or write.
Whatever the origin and meaning of the expression ‘black north’ (it is at least

2 H. C. Darby, “The medieval sea state’ in Scottish Geographical Magazine, xlviii (1932),
PP 36—49.

03 Philip Robinson, The plantation of Ulster: British settlement in an Irish landscape,
1600-1670 (Dublin and New York, 1984), pp 94, 110.
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as old as the mid-eighteenth century),** it carried no implication of economic
backwardness.

Finally, the Ulster plantation created its own metropolis. In situation and
mode of origin Belfast was not unlike the seaport towns already founded
elsewhere in Ireland by the Danes, Normans, and English, but by the late
nineteenth century it had become the only one of the outports to rival
Dublin in size and energy, and to act as undisputed commercial capital for a
whole province. Much of this growth was due to the survival of its indus-
tries, more than those of any southern town, into the factory era, in spite of
having to look beyond Ireland for a large proportion of their raw materials
and markets. External trade links provided a double illustration of Ulster’s
continuing detachment from the rest of the country, for they date from a
time when Dubliners were blaming their own industrial failures partly on
Ireland’s poverty in native raw materials (or, in some versions, the govern-
ment’s refusal to exploit its wealth of native raw materials) and partly on the
diminishing size of the Irish market as a result of emigration.

In the early days of the Ulster plantation there had been few illusions
anywhere about the relative strength of the denominational and physical
boundaries that divided mankind.

Nothing, not bogs, not sands, not seas, not alps,
Sep’rates the world so as the bishops’ scalps.®

While Marvell’s geographical or anti-geographical epigram was gradually
becoming less applicable to the British context of his poem, Irishmen were
continuing to cherish the hatreds associated with the reformation and coun-
ter-reformation, a proof in one respect of the anthropogeographical doctrine
of insular archaism. Families of native and British origin remained distin-
guishable, generation by generation, particularly through differences of reli-
gion and later of politics. In Ulster these differences were reinforced by
topography. The government in 1609 had intended to make a fairly even
distribution of English, Scottish, and Irish communities throughout the six
escheated counties, the details being settled by a lottery in which the English
undertakers drew their share of difficult hill land. These intentions were
soon to be frustrated, however, partly by the development of the broad
regional gradients already mentioned and partly by a more complex pattern
of local variation—not altogether different from that of medieval Leinster—
in which protestants came to dominate the low ground of the Bann, Lagan,
and Foyle valleys and the fringes of upper Lough Erne, while catholic major-
ities were largest in the Mournes, the Sperrins, the Glens of Antrim, and

%4 Richard Barton, A dialogue, concerning some things of importance to Ireland: particularly to
the county of Ardmagh (Dublin, 1751), p. 25. For Barton, ‘black’ was a reference to the ‘horrid
mountains’ of Newry and the Fews, as well as to ‘other scenes of deformity’.

% E. S. Donno (ed.), Andrew Marvell: the complete poems (London, 1972), p. 186.
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other upland areas (map 2). In the nineteenth century this balance was
shifted by a large movement of catholics from country to town in search of
industrial employment; but even in the physiographic neutrality of an urban
environment the difference between mountain and lowland was reproduced
by a still more sharply localised segregation dividing catholic streets from
protestant streets.*®

Until the present century the complexities of Ireland’s denominational
mosaic were of no more than local significance, and the word ‘Ulster’ could
take turns as the name for either a block of nine counties or a dominant
religious and political community. A serious geopolitical problem arose, how-
ever, when Northern Ireland came to be partitioned from the Irish Free
State in 1921, for it was then discovered that there was no peaceful way,
other than mass migration, of eliminating large minorities from one or both
sides of the border between nationalists and unionists.*” The problem was
soluble only to the extent that some solutions to it were worse than others;
but in the event all parties preferred to oversimplify the issue and Northern
Ireland was left as the six parliamentary counties with the largest percentage
of presumptive unionists, without anyone pausing to consider such niceties
as whether a parliamentary county can be said to possess any territorial
waters.

To a ship entering the Bay of Biscay from the south, Cork is almost as
accessible as Cornwall, and the western coasts of the British Isles, being freer
than the Saxon shore from entanglements with the north European contin-
ent, must sometimes have appeared the more attractive to the far-travelled
adventurer. In the time of Tacitus, Ireland’s harbours were well frequented
by Roman traders; so much so that on his own mental map the country lay
somewhere between Britain and Spain.®® Tacitus also saw something arbi-
trary about the decision of his own countrymen to deny the Irish the benefits
of empire; a view that gains colour from the close commercial and intellectual
relationships connecting Ireland with Brittany, Spain, and even North Africa
in the first few centuries of the post-Roman era.®® Naturally these relation-
ships affected the south of Ireland more than the north. More specifically, a
zone of direct European influence roughly corresponding to the province of

% F. W. Boal, ‘Territoriality on the Shankill-Falls divide’ in Ir. Geography, vi (1969),
pp 30—50.

%7 Statistical map of catholics and non-catholics by district electoral divisions, based on the
population census of 1911, in Northeastern Boundary Bureau, Handbook of the Ulster question
(Dublin, 1923).

% Harold Mattingly (ed.), Tacitus on Britain and Germany (Llondon, 1948), p. 74.

% Charles Thomas, Britain and Ireland in early Christian times, A.D. 400-8oo (London,
1971), pp 86—9o. See also Gearoid Mac Niocaill and M. A. G. O Tuathaigh, ‘Ireland and
Europe: the historical dimension’ in P. J. Drudy and Dermot McAleese (ed.), Ireland and the
European community (Cambridge, 1984), pp 13-19.
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Munster can be related on the one hand to the continuing divisiveness of the
central lowland, and on the other to the capacity of the harbours along the
Waterford, Cork, and Kerry coastline compared with those of Wexford and
Wicklow. The same impression is given by the geographical pattern of the
inscribed ogam stones that mark the beginnings of literacy in Ireland.”®

Considered in relation to Ulster, this view of Munster suggests a symmet-
rical picture of Ireland as a whole, and one that appealed on that account to
several tidy-minded early historians: the north looking northwards for its
external relations, the south southwards. A modern version of this theory
places the country in ‘the mainstream of coastwise diffusion’.”* No doubt the
Roman and early post-Roman links can be projected backwards, with the aid
of archaeological taxonomy, into the iron and bronze ages and beyond. For-
ward extrapolation is not so easy. By Spenser’s time, certainly, the desire of
Irish antiquaries to ‘fetch themselves from the Spaniards’ was something of a
curiosity,”” which it is tempting to read more as a wish to dissociate oneself
from Britain than as a dispassionate act of historical judgement. The next
generation of Irishmen after Spenser had good reason to know that the
Spaniards were about forty times as far away as the British, and that contin-
ental powers were now being excluded from Ireland by the same processes of
political crystallisation that were drawing in the English and the Scots. Visits
from Spanish fishing boats, merchantmen, even warships, were no substitute
for an Ulster plantation.

The analogy between the two ends of Ireland is further weakened when
one turns from external relations in general to relations with England
in particular. From an Anglo-Norman vantage-point in Bannow Bay or
Waterford Harbour, much of eastern and central Munster was as approach-
able as northern Leinster. The valley of the Suir is comparable in this respect
with that of the Barrow, the coastal strip of Waterford with that of Wicklow.
Of the remaining lowlands of east Munster, the Golden Vale” was accessible
via the Suir Valley, while the corridors that meet the sea at Dungarvan,
Youghal, and Cork are each made more accessible from Wales and the Bristol
Channel by the diagonal trend of Ireland’s southern coast. Several of these
lowlands are wider, and the intervening ridges correspondingly lower, in the

7 See E. G. Bowen, Saints, seaways and settlements in the Celtic lands (Cardiff, 1969) for
distribution maps of ogam stones and a number of related subjects.

7" Evans, Prehistoric Ireland, p. 5. See also the same author’s “The Atlantic ends of Europe’
in Advancement of Science, xv (1958), pp 54—04, and ‘Ireland and Atlantic Europe’ in Geogra-
phische Zeitschrift, lii (1963), pp 224—41.

72 Spenser, View, p. 43, and see N.H.1., ii, 347.

73 This regional name occurs as ‘Goulden Valley’ in 1681 (E. P. Shirley (ed.), ‘Extracts from
the journal of Thomas Dineley’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., iv (1856—7), p. 173). It is not known whether it
derives from the Tipperary place-name Golden, which refers to a fork in the River Suir (P. W.
Joyce, The origin and history of Irish names of places (first series) (4th ed., Dublin, 1875), p. 528)
or whether it denotes wealth as in the Golden Vale of Herefordshire named on Christopher
Saxton’s map of that county in 1577.
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east than in the west; and this may explain the unduly optimistic assessment
of the province as a whole (as late as 1597 the ‘most part’ of it was recom-
mended as ‘limestone ground’)’* which helped to draw both medieval and
Elizabethan Englishmen towards the more difficult country of Kerry and
west Cork. Many of Munster’s larger uplands could be outflanked by this
process of westward movement, and it is interesting that the only hill-name
to make much impression on English topographical reportage was ‘Slieve
Lougher’ on the borders of Limerick and Kerry, by no means a spectacular
massif but exceptional in running counter to the general east—west trend of
both geography and history in this region.” In the end, the rough as well as
the smooth parts of Munster’s ridge and valley landscape had to be reckoned
with, and the province was seen as less able than Leinster to give the plains-
dwelling colonist a compact and defensible heartland. Its seaport towns came
through the middle ages as a disconnected series of miniature English pales;
and the Elizabethan and Jacobean plantations in Waterford, Cork, Kerry, and
Limerick, even on the most generous view, ‘cannot be said to have altered
the province significantly from the rest of the country’.”®

As the most fertile part of Ireland in which the British failed to make a
lasting impact, the lowlands of the south-west offered the best prospect for a
modernised version of the indigenous pastoral economy. It seems reasonable
to cast the Munster dairying industry in this role (Map 3). Here, gradually
maturing in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, was a system of hus-
bandry that could support the tenant farmer, if not in high affluence, then at
least in appreciable numbers—especially when compared with the kind of
livestock ranching practised in certain other lowland areas, such as east Con-
nacht, that had remained outside the orbit of both Pale and plantation. Some
measure of regional economic success can be inferred from two nineteenth-
century distribution patterns in which west Munster shows up differently
from the remainder of western Ireland. First, unlike Ulster and Connacht,
the province managed to absorb most of its seasonal labour surplus within its
own borders.”” Secondly, it escaped the problems associated with illicit dis-
tillation, partly for cultural reasons but also because even in remote areas
butter could take the place of whiskey as a source of profit capable of
absorbing transport costs without the aid of navigable water.”

Just as Ulster, on a non-political and non-administrative definition, was
made smaller by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century forces, so Munster as a

74 ‘Platform for inhabiting Munster’, 1597 (National Archives, M.3044).

75 Cal. S.P. Ire., 157485, passim.

7% Michael MacCarthy-Morrogh, The Munster plantation: English migration to southern Ire-
land, 15831641 (Oxford, 1986), p. 285. See also Ralph Loeber, The geography and practice of
English colonisation in Ireland from 1534 to 1609 (Dublin, 1991).

77 J. H. Johnson, ‘Harvest migration from nineteenth-century Ireland’ in Transactions of the
Institute of British Geographers, xli (1967), pp 97-112.

78 K. H. Connell, Irish peasant society: four historical essays (Oxford, 1968), p. 31.
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social region may be said to have grown larger, capturing the south-east corner
of the island from anything that might have been described as an English Pale.
Perhaps the best index of this extended southern identity is the modernisation
of the catholic church in Ireland and its growing influence on education,
morality, and art—also on settlement patterns as represented by ‘chapel vil-
lages’ in the countryside and ‘catholic quarters’ in the towns.”® In the end the
church was to be equally dominant in all parts of non-protestant Ireland, but
for a long time its greatest power lay in Munster and south Leinster. The
foundation of this early success was a large and solidly catholic middle class,
some of whose members were strong tenant farmers, others mercantile fam-
ilies in seaport towns that had continued to trade with catholic Europe.*
These socially conservative influences were only one element in a complex
regional character. So many recent historians have written so much about
violence in Ireland that their findings are almost impossible to digest,®" but
on one interpretation the most fundamental among many different kinds of
post-medieval conflict was between economics and culture: on the one hand
intrusive market forces encouraging free trade in land; on the other a belief
in the right to be a farmer as springing from membership of some predeter-
mined social group. After 1750 this view is supported by a propensity for
disorder not in remote and unproductive outbacks (as with earlier responses
to state-directed land forfeiture)82 but in fertile and accessible areas like
lowland Munster that were increasingly sensitive to changing commodity
prices. More peacefully, the same dissatisfaction with the status quo was
later to be expressed in the cooperative creamery movement of the 1890s.
By this time agrarian protest had also become familiar in much of Connacht.
Perhaps the conclusion to be drawn from these facts is that although south-

7 Kevin Whelan, ‘The catholic parish, the catholic chapel and village development in
Ireland’ in Ir. Ceogmphy, xvi (1983), pp 1-16; also the same author’s ‘A geography of society
and culture in Ireland since 1800’ (Ph.D. thesm N.U.I. (U.C.D.), 1981), pp 60—84.

80 Kevin Whelan, “The regional impact of Irlsh catholicism, 1700-1850’ in W. J. Smyth and
Kevin Whelan (ed. ), Common ground: essays on the historical geogm])hy of Ireland pn’sanled to
Professor T. Jones Hughes (Cork, 1988), pp 253—7.

81 See especially T. D. Williams (ed.), Secret societies in Ireland (Dublin and New York,
1973); Samuel Clark, Social origins of the Irish land war (Princeton, 1979); J. J. Lee, ‘Patterns of
rural unrest in nineteenth-century Ireland: a preliminary survey’ in L. M. Cullen and Frangois
Furet (ed.), Ireland and France, 17th—2o0th centuries (Paris, 1980), pp 223—37; Michael Beames,
The Whiteboy movements and their control in prefamine Ireland (Brighton and New York, 1983);
Paul Bew, Conflict and conciliation in Ireland, 1890—1910 (Oxford, 1987); and Tom Garvin,
Nationalist revolutionaries in Ireland, 1858-1928 (Oxford, 1987). For a geographer’s view of this
historiographical trend see W. J. Smyth, ‘Social geography of rural Ireland: inventory and
prospect’ in G. L. Herries Davies (ed.), Irish Geography: the Geographical Society of Ireland
g()lden]ubzlee 1934—1984 (Dublin, 1984), pp 223-6.

2 S. J. Connolly, ‘Violence and order in the eighteenth century’ in Patrick O’Flanagan, Paul
Ferguson, and Kevin Whelan (ed.), Rural Ireland: modernisation and change, 1600—1900 (Cork,
1987), pp 42-8,

3 Cormac O Grada, ‘The beginnings of the Irish creamery system, 18801914’ in Econ.
Hist. Rev., xxx (1977), pp 284—305.
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ern and south-western Ireland may lack the distinctiveness of the north-east,
its loss of individuality is due not to any regional weakness but rather to the
success of Munstermen’s ideas in penetrating the rest of the country.

ANCIENT territories in Ireland have often been subdivided into east and west
for purposes of geographical discussion, both by theorists and practical men,
and the easterly bias that dominates such discussion appears in the frequency
with which western areas are identified as ‘further’ or ‘upper’, both tenden-
cies being also exemplified in the large number of sixteenth-century English
maps of Ireland in which east appears at the bottom.®* But such dispositions
were partial and piecemeal. A general western identity was surprisingly slow
to emerge, though today ‘the west’ would probably be accepted on its own
level as the most meaningful of all Irish regional terms. In the aftermath of
the Tudor reconquest, with the problems of Elizabeth’s reign still fresh in
the official mind, there were several proposals to reshape the political geog-
raphy of Ireland—to turn the Pale inside out, as it were—by moving trouble-
makers to places where they would pose less threat to the seat of
government; by moving them westwards, in other words. There was no
coordination between the various projects of this period for transferring
Leinstermen from Leix to Kerry, Ulstermen to Connacht and part of
Munster, and Scottish borderers to Roscommon. It was left to the Cromwel-
lian government, with the help of recent cartographic surveys, to systematise
the idea of transplantation by choosing the Shannon as a border between its
new intake of English settlers and what remained of the old Irish landlord
class. The advantages of Connacht and Clare as an Irish ghetto lay in being
clearly defined on the ground and on the map, easily isolated from the east,
and on the seaward side protected to some degree by distance from the
danger of foreign invasion. As an afterthought, the integrity of the provincial
boundaries was further violated by the decision to exclude the transplantees
from a continuous belt of land four miles (6.4 km) wide along the edges of
their new reservation. (It was typical of Cromwellian administrative geog-
raphy to flout tradition with an expedient of this kind, just as it was typical

8 For ‘low Leinster’ see Cal. S.P. Ire., 1574-85, p. 428; R. Dudley Edwards (ed.), ‘Letter-
book of Sir Arthur Chichester, 1612—1614’ in Anal. Hib., no. 8 (1938), p. 37; and George
O’Brien (ed.), Advertisements for Ireland (Dublin, 1923), pp 13, 52. ‘Base Leinster’ as applied to
what is now east Wicklow (Cal. Carew MSS, 1575-88, p. 354) suggests a reference to position
rather than to altitude. ‘Nether Munster’ in 1562 meant Munster excluding both Thomond
and the Irishry of modern west Cork (Cal. Carew MSS, 1515-74, p. 336). The regional name
Tar-Chonnacht (angl. west Connacht) was familiar to English writers in the early sixteenth
century (Cal. S.P. Ire., 1586-8, p. 117). More confusingly, Sir Henry Sidney in 1576 distin-
guished Nether Connacht (Sligo and Mayo), Upper Connacht (Galway), and the Plains of
Connacht (Roscommon) (Cal. Carew MSS, 1575—88, p. 48). For ‘hither Ulster’ see above,
p- 17. For maps of Ireland with east at the bottom see J. H. Andrews, ‘Colonial cartography in
a European setting: the case of Tudor Ireland’ in David Woodward (ed.), The history of
cartography, iii (Chicago, forthcoming).
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of Irish geographical thought to give a provincial interpretation to the same
events with the slogan ‘hell or Connacht’.) The device of the four-mile line
shows space relations alone, and not the character of the soil, dictating the
limits chosen in 1653. At any rate, in contemporary debate on the wisdom
and justice of transplantation nobody seems to have suggested that the Irish
had been deliberately given the worst land.

Although the Cromwellian idea of a native enclosure differed from the
English Pale (as defined by Campion) in not including a reference to land
quality, its boundaries showed the same propensity to withdraw by stages
from the interior of Ireland towards the coast. It was not till the nineteenth
century, however, that this process had gone far enough to give ‘the west’ its
modern meaning. By that time much of lowland Connacht had been inte-
grated with the rest of the country through the medium of a greatly im-
proved road network. By that time, too, soil character had become the main
influence here, as in eastern and northern Ireland, on the distribution of
improved and unimproved landscapes. What distinguished the west, as it
turned out, was the unusually close coincidence in its extremities between
infertility and inaccessibility. Infertility was a function of heavy rainfall, poor
drainage, high altitude, steep relief, or rocky terrain; often of several of these
handicaps combined. Inaccessibility had two components: the distance of the
whole region from Dublin, and the division of its parts by the turbulent
waters of the Atlantic. This irregular pattern characterised the whole coast-
line from Inishowen southwards to the half-dozen prongs of Kerry and west
Cork. Although not without their pockets of good soil, each of Ireland’s
Atlantic promontories was cut off from much of the prosperity which better
communications had brought to the rest of the country in the course of the
eighteenth century. At the same time it was in these areas, hitherto rather
sparsely peopled, that potato-growing on small farms was now most effective
among the complex mesh of determinants involved in Irish population in-
crease.’ Many western estates were owned by absentees; long leases to occu-
pying tenants were less common than on richer soils and landlord
supervision less rigorous, so that there was less check on the breaking up of
tenements from one generation to the next; hence the rapid multiplication of
smallholding families, most of them close to the border between poverty and
starvation, that dominated the social structure of the Atlantic coastlands to a
degree hardly known elsewhere (Map 4).

Official recognition of the administrative problems created by mass re-
gional poverty in Ireland dates from the agricultural depressions that
followed the Napoleonic wars. It owed something, no doubt, to the example
of the Highland Roads and Bridges Board in Scotland. The union of 1801

85 David Dickson, Cormac 6} Grada, and Stuart Daultrey, ‘Hearth tax, household size, and
Irish population change, 1672—1821" in R.1.A. Proc., Ixxxii (1982), sect. C, pp 169—73.
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H.C. 1847, Ivi.

had certainly made it easier for British public opinion to appreciate the
kind of affinity that was suggested by such phrases as ‘the Irish Highlands’.86

8 [H. Blake], Letters from the Irish Highlands of Cunnemara (London, 1825); Patrick Knight,
Erris in the ‘Irish Highlands’ and the ‘Atlantic railway’ (Dublin, 1836).
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As in Scotland, communications were the first object of regional policy,
beginning with the appointment of government engineers in 1822 to supple-
ment the inadequate network of county roads in parts of Connacht and west
Munster. Given the Malthusian state of the population living alongside the
new roads, it was inevitable that some of their benefit should be swallowed
up in the demographic expansion that culminated in the famine of 1846-8.
For although the famine affected almost the whole of Ireland, its ravages
were worst along the Atlantic margin, as the authorities had to recognise by
applying stronger measures of relief in the west than the east. To judge from
the titles of contemporary books, articles, and at least one poem, it was in the
early nineteenth century, and especially after the famine, that the words ‘the
west’ began to occur in an Irish context without explanatory definition.®” If
elucidation had to be provided, in addressing a non-Irish audience for
example, most people would have agreed (though perhaps adding west Cork)
with the French author of 1855 who defined the west as Donegal, Connacht,
Clare, and Kerry.®®

After the famine, emigration and delayed marriage assumed the role of
preventive checks to further population growth everywhere in Ireland. Like
other new tendencies, these demographic trends were slow to penetrate the
far west; in this, as in other respects, its relative proximity to America having
little direct influence on its history. In many parts of the region, population
continued to increase for several post-famine decades, with renewed hardship
in the 1870s and 1880s when further potato failures coincided with a period
of general economic depression. It was this later crisis that brought the word
‘congestion’ into the Irish political vocabulary. The statistical definition of
this term favoured by parliament in 1891 was rather complicated, and the
districts so defined made a confusing pattern on the map, but every one of
them fell within the western counties of popular repute.

Overcrowding was not the only common characteristic of the congested
districts. Somewhat remote, as they remained, from the full force of
nineteenth-century urban and commercial influences, they had also pre-
served several culture traits that were now in rapid retreat elsewhere in
Ireland. Among these survivals were distinctive settlement types and forms
of agrarian organisation, vernacular artefacts, and, historically most signifi-
cant, the Irish language. Thomas Davis in 1843 had already recognised Irish

87 Early examples from various media are W. H. Maxwell, Wild sports of the west (London,
1832); Thomas Davis, “The west’s asleep’ in Thomas Wallis (ed.), The poems of Thomas Davis
(Dublin, 1846), pp 9—10; Papers relating to the aid afforded to the distressed unions in the west of
Ireland [1010], [1019], [1023], [1060], [1077], H.C. 1849, xlviii; S. G. Osborne, Gleanings in the
west of Ireland (London, 1850); ‘On emigration as affecting the west of Ireland’ in Royal Dublin
Society: proceedings of the evening meetings, Apr. 1853, pp 200—10; Henry Coulter, The west of
Ireland: its existing condition and prospects (Dublin, 1862).

Leonce de Lavergne, Ensaio sobre a economia rural da Inglaterra, Escosia e Irlanda (Lisbon,

1867), p. 312.
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speech as an increasingly western phenomenon,89 and his version of one of
the relevant boundaries, a line from Derry to Waterford, was confirmed by
the first official Irish linguistic census, held in 1851. Later censuses showed
how Gaelic, like Europe’s other Celtic languages, was continuing to lose
ground in a strikingly literal sense.”® By the middle of the twentieth century
its empire had shrunk from a continuous territory to a scatter of small and
insecure peninsulas and islands.

What might be called the residualism of western Ireland did not imply
that all its traits were necessarily of high antiquity, as the example of the
potato makes clear. Many of its farms and farm clusters are known or be-
lieved to be of comparatively modern origin; the same even applies, here and
there, to some of the racial strains in its population.®" This lack of deep
historical roots, together with the irregular configuration of the land and the
poverty of its people, may help to explain why no distinctive western regional
consciousness evolved from within the region itself. Except in matters of
intimate local concern, such as the land war of the 1880s, it has generally
stood aside from the mainstream of Irish history. Its regional character, being
perceived from outside, has varied with the percipient. To Victorian public
servants of British background or outlook, the western cultural heritage was
simply an obstacle to progress. For tourists of similar provenance, the same
heritage offered the attractions of quaintness and apparent simplicity to add
to an aesthetically fashionable landscape. From the time of the Gaelic revival
onwards, the patriotic Irishman was in the difficult position of having to
combine elements from both these contradictory attitudes. On the one hand
he wished to bring economic relief to a people who deserved not only ordin-
ary human sympathy but a special reward for linguistic good behaviour.
Such relief entailed an infusion of capital, technology, and managerial skill,
perhaps also a further decrease in population; whereas the other objective for
the west, the preservation of its cultural integrity, seemed unattainable except
by keeping these external influences at bay. Here was a dilemma of more
than regional significance, because for many Irishmen the west had now
become more than a region: it was a talisman of nationality, a charm to ward
off the evils of anglicisation, and in the last resort, like Atlantis or the
Fortunate Islands, a way of pretending that human insularity can be made
absolute and not just a matter of degree.

8 Thomas Davis, ‘Our national language’ in Literary and historical essays (Dublin, 1846),
p. 181.

9° Garret Fitzgerald, ‘Estimates for baronies of minimum level of Irish-speaking amongst
successive decennial cohorts’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ixxxiv (1984), sect. C, pp 117—55; cf. N.H.I., vi,
38591, 433-5.

9" E. E. Evans, The personality of Ireland: habitat, heritage, and history (Cambridge, 1973),
p. 44. The alleged antiquity of the western cultural landscape is searchingly questioned in
Kevin Whelan, ‘Settlement patterns in the west of Ireland in the pre-famine period’ in Tim-
othy Collins (ed.), Decoding the landscape (Galway, 1994), pp 60—78.



CHAPTER II
The physical environment
J.P. HAUGHTON

GEOGRAPHICALLY Ireland is part of the western fringe of Europe—a de-
tached fragment of the continental mainland from which it is separated by
shallow seas. It reaches farther west (10° 30’) than any other part of Europe
with the exception of Iceland, and shares the same latitude (51° to 56° N.) as
Labrador, but its climate is tempered by the westerly winds that blow in
from the warm waters of the Atlantic ocean, bringing relatively mild winter
conditions not only to Ireland but to all the coastlands of north-west Europe.
The island has a compact shape with a maximum length of 480km (280
miles) from Malin Head in the north to Cape Clear in the south, and a
maximum width of 300 km (190 miles) from Belmullet in Mayo to the Ards
peninsula in County Down. Within its 84,400 km? (32,000 square miles) a
variety of relief and soil conditions provide a wide range of physical environ-
ments. About 12 per cent of the total area is occupied by inhospitable,
windswept hills and plateaus where rocky outcrops alternate with spreads of
heather-covered peat. In contrast to this are the more sheltered lowlands
with deep, well-drained soils of high agricultural potential. The latter are
best developed in a triangular area that has as its base the coast between
Dublin and Dundalk; and also in the ‘Golden Vale’ area of North Tipperary
and Limerick. Intermediate in character are the poorly drained soils of the
midlands; the coastlands and islands of the west where exposure to strong
salt-laden winds may exclude all trees; and the hill slopes everywhere against
which the soils thin out and where agriculture is attempted only in terms of
dire need. The extensive raised bogs of the midlands, the result of active peat
growth on areas of impeded drainage in historic times, are a feature of special
interest. They have long been valuable as a source of fuel but are useless for
settlement and have always been a serious barrier to communications.
Structurally Ireland is a continuation of the European mainland. A rising
sea level in late glacial times flooded the lowlands that had linked it with
Britain and the Continent (about 10,200 B.P.)" and interrupted the gradual
' There is considerable controversy about the nature of these land-links and when they were

cut. See R. J. Devoy, ‘The problem of a Late Quaternary landbridge between Britain and
Ireland’ in Quaternary Science Review, iv (1985).
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recolonisation of Ireland by plants and animals that was taking place
following the melting of the ice and the amelioration of the climate. This
may be one of the reasons why the flora and fauna of Ireland are poorer than
those of the neighbouring island and of the mainland. A fall in the present
sea level of only 100 m would reestablish a land connection between Ireland
and Wales and expose a broad lowland extending far to the south and west.
The true edge of Europe lies between 100 and 400km to the west of the
present coastline,where the continental shelf drops steeply to the ocean deeps
(map 5). Physically Ireland consists of a broad drift-covered lowland with
many lakes and bogs scattered over its surface. This lowland is diversified by
a number of hills and mountains and surrounded by a discontinuous rim of
higher land (map 6). The streams that rise on the seaward slopes of the
bordering mountains are short and rapid, but those whose sources lie on
the inland side have low gradients with long devious courses and many lakes,
the Shannon river being a typical example. The coastline, especially in the
west, is so deeply indented that no part of the island lies more than 100 km
from tidewater.
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The present relief features have developed over a lengthy period of time

and their evolutionary history is still not fully understood, but a useful
distinction may be made between the major relief features (the mountains
and the lowlands), whose origins may be traced to major earth-movements in
the distant geological past, and the minor relief such as the river valleys,
coastal features, and glacial topography, which are all more recent in origin
and, in most cases, are still actively undergoing modification through the
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agents of erosion and deposition, and, to a lesser extent, through the activ-
ities of man himself.

Two of the great mountain systems of Europe converge westwards to meet
and mingle in Ireland (map 5). The older (Caledonian) extends from Scandi-
navia through Scotland into north and west Ireland where it forms rugged
mountainous country and has implanted a strong north-east to south-west
trend to the countryside. Structures of a similar age are responsible for the
Leinster chain and the Newry axis. The younger system (Hercynian) forms
the mountains of central Europe north of the Alps and extends westwards
through Brittany and south-west England to reappear in southern Ireland as
a series of east—west-trending hills and valleys. Basically simpler than the
Caledonian mountains, they are a series of anticlinal ridges separated by
synclinal valleys with a drainage pattern that is imperfectly adjusted to this
structure (map 7). Relatively isolated mountain ranges such as the Galtees,
Slieve Aughty, the Silvermines, and the Slieve Blooms are similar in origin.
They are islands of older rock protruding through the younger limestones of
the lowland, but the simple east—west trend is modified by the proximity of
pre-existing Caledonian structures. North-eastern Ireland, with its extensive
basaltic lava flows of Eocene age, belongs to a young volcanic province,
which embraces part of western Scotland and Iceland. This basalt caps the
Antrim plateau, underlies the Lough Neagh basin, and rises again westwards
to form the eastern part of the Sperrin mountains. An extensive lowland
bounded by the Hercynian ranges in the south and by the Caledonian moun-
tains to the north, west, and south-east is the most significant physical fea-
ture of the island. It is underlain mainly, though not entirely, by relatively
undisturbed Carboniferous rocks and covered in many places by deep glacial
drifts. It reaches the east coast for 8okm (50 miles) between the Dublin
mountains and the Carlingford peninsula, giving access to the heart of
Ireland from the Irish Sea along the valleys of the Boyne and Liffey. From
the coast, this lowland rises gently inland to a height of between 100 m and
150 m where it forms the watershed between rivers flowing west and south to
the Atlantic and eastwards to the Irish Sea. It sends broad corridors west-
ward which meet the Atlantic ocean in Donegal Bay, Clew Bay, Galway Bay,
and the Shannon estuary; and a north-eastern extension, underlain by basalt
and deeply covered in drift deposits, forms the Lough Neagh depression and
the Bann lowlands.

In discussing the minor relief features, especially those of the lowland,
particular attention must be given to the effects of the ice age (Pleistocene
Epoch), as it represents the last significant episode in the evolution of the
physical landscape. At that time much of the country lay beneath a thick
sheet of ice for a prolonged period but there were also occasions when the
individual mountain masses were higher than the ice sheet and had inde-
pendent ice-caps and valley glaciers. The effects on the uplands were mostly
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Map 7 Glacial landforms, by J. P. Haughton

Based on map 20, Atlas of Ireland (R.I.A., Dublin, 1979), compiled by F. M. Synge.

erosional, the most striking features being the deep cirques, many of them
containing corrie lakes, which interrupt the otherwise smooth outline of many
of the mountain crests, exemplified by Upper and Lower Lough Bray in the
Wicklow mountains and Coumshingaun in the Comeraghs; and steep-sided
valleys like that of Glendalough that penetrate deeply into the uplands. On
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the lowlands there was largely deposition, so that the pre-glacial rock land-
scape may be completely hidden by a thick layer of unconsolidated material
left behind by the melting ice. It is on this drift surface that modern soil
development has taken place and, as most of the soil profiles are immature,
the composition of the drift has a strong influence on the nature of the
overlying soil type. There were two major advances of the ice. The earlier
and more extensive (equivalent to the Saale of northern Europe) covered
almost the whole country, and only a few of the higher parts of the south
and west were free from ice (map 8). During the decay of this ice-sheet,
meltwaters deposited sands and gravels and cut spillways in solid rock. Such
channels are well displayed on the east side of the Wicklow hills, where they
are now followed by the main north—south lines of communication. The
Glen of the Downs and the Scalp are striking examples. A return to colder
conditions heralded the beginning of another advance of the ice. Unlike
its predecessor, it covered only part of the country, and its southern limit is
clearly defined by a belt of hummocky morainic country extending from
the northern slopes of the Wicklow mountains south-westwards across the
lowlands to Tipperary and out to the sea at Kilkee, County Clare.
At approximately the same time, an independent ice cap developed in west
Cork and extended eastwards to Killumney and northwards to the Killarney
lowland, where its moraines partially block the outlet of the lower lake. The
topographic features left by this younger ice are fresh in appearance and have
been little affected by erosion or leaching. They include the steep-sided
drumlin hills of the north central lowlands and the sinuous esker ridges of
the midlands, all of which stand in marked contrast to the subdued relief
and leached soils on the deposits of the earlier glaciation. The decay of the
last ice sheet began by a regular recession of the ice margin in a north-
westerly direction leaving a mantle of boulder clay and gravel deposits on
the bedrock. Eskers, the long narrow gravel ridges, were formed by infilling
of the sub-glacial rivers that led to the ice margins. They are aligned roughly
in the direction of ice movement and were exposed after it had melted
back. Drumlins dominate the lowland north of a line running from Dundalk
to Kells, Longford, and Sligo, and also occur in the plains of Mayo and
in east Clare. They would appear to represent a change from an orderly
retreat to wholesale stagnation of the ice cap. This drumlin country, with
its hundreds of small steep-sided hills, ill-drained hollows, and a chaotic
drainage pattern, must always have been difficult for communication
and settlement, and, even today, has a distinctive pattern of small farms
associated with it.

After the dissolution of the ice there was a marine transgression in the
north-east. During this period Inishowen was an island, much of the Ards
peninsula was submerged, and Lough Neagh may have been part of a long
sea inlet. During this high sea level, meltwater from the remnants of the ice
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sheet carried sand and gravel down to the valley of the Foyle and Faughan,
forming the basis of the terraces that border these valleys today.

For the purposes of more detailed description Ireland may be divided into
five physiographic regions (maps 1 & 2):

the Caledonian uplands of the north and west;

the Caledonian hills and lowlands of the east;

the east—west Hercynian ranges of the south;

the basaltic area of the north-east, including the Lough Neagh basin;

the central lowland with its residual plateau areas and isolated Hercynian
hill masses.

Each of these divisions has its distinguishing relief features but also much
topographic diversity. Everywhere the uplands are penetrated by river valleys
that are followed by lines of settlement, and in the lowland the traveller is
rarely out of sight of a hill or mountain range. There are also significant
differences in drainage conditions leading to strong contrasts in land use.

From Malin Head in the north to Galway Bay in the west a high mountain
barrier faces the Atlantic ocean. This rugged, rain-drenched terrain is fringed
by a narrow, discontinuous coastal plain, and, to the east and south, inter-
rupted by broad drift-covered valleys that provide the major areas for agri-
culture and settlement. Chief among these are the extensive Foyle-Swilly
lowland; the lake-strewn valley of the Erne; the wide valley of the Moy; and
the lowland leading to Clew Bay. With the exception of the Foyle—Swilly
basin, these areas may be regarded as westward extensions of the central
lowland.

In Donegal the barren and rugged character of the Irish highlands finds its
most complete expression. A belt of ancient rocks, marked on the western
side by granite intrusions, occupies a wide area in the counties of Donegal,
Londonderry, and Tyrone. The present landscape is the result of the uplift
and subsequent erosion of the roots of the ancient Caledonian mountain
chain. The modern rivers, under the influence of the rock structure, have
etched out a north-east to south-west grain in the country, which is strikingly
seen in the Derryveagh mountains and in the orientation of the Foyle low-
land. The highest plateau surface lies at approximately 400 m (1,200 feet) and
forms broad areas of moorland, as, for example, east of the Rosses and to the
south of the Bluestack mountains. A more widespread moorland surface
occurs between 200m and 260m (600 and 8oo feet) and another between
3om and 100m (100 and 300 feet). Above these level surfaces rise the great
residual masses of resistant quartzite rock forming typical conical peaks such
as Errigal (752 m) and Muckish (670 m). At a few places the higher moun-
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tains reach the sea, where they form fine coastal scenery. Most impressive
of these are Slieve League (6o1 m) and Slieve Tooey (445m) in the Inver
peninsula, and Horn Head north of Dunfanaghy. The Foyle and Swilly
lowlands, focus of life in the north-west, follow the Caledonian trend and
represent a belt of weakness separating the mountains of Donegal from those
of similar age and character in Londonderry and Tyrone.

THrROUGHOUT the whole of north-west Ireland Pleistocene glaciation has
left cirques on the higher mountains and modified the mountain valleys by
steepening their sides and over-deepening their lower reaches so that the
floors of some, like Lough Swilly, have fiordic characteristics. The flatter
lowland areas, especially the Foyle valley and the head of Donegal Bay, are
mantled by glacial moraines and outwash gravels, and these have always been
the chief areas of cultivation and settlement.

To the south, the ancient rocks of the Donegal highlands fall in height
towards the head of Donegal Bay, and along the Lough Erne depression
where they disappear beneath a cover of nearly horizontal rocks of Carbon-
iferous age. The latter forms an extensive and deeply dissected plateau sur-
face with stepped edges, which end westwards in the great limestone
promontory of Benbulbin (527m) and southwards in the bleak shale and
sandstone hills that flank Lough Allen. Manorhamilton lies at a focus of
valleyways in the heart of this region. The Caledonian structures reappear
from beneath these rocks close to Manorhamilton and form a narrow south-
west-trending ridge which broadens into the Ox mountains of west Sligo.
This ridge is breached by the Ballysodare river, and its narrow valley pro-
vides the main approach to the Sligo area from the south and east.

In west Connacht the mountains fall into a northern and southern group
separated by a broad lowland, part of which has been submerged to form
Clew Bay. Both mountain areas stand in contrast to the low-lying Carbonifer-
ous limestone that borders them on the east, where the junction between
mountain and plain is marked by Loughs Conn, Mask, and Corrib. These
lakes occupy basins that have been extended on their eastern sides through
solution of the limestone by the acid waters from the hills. The northern
group of mountains, though structurally similar to those of County Donegal,
is less rugged in texture. Extensive areas of bare quartzite form a belt of high
ground with summits above 600 m, extending from Achill Island through the
Corraun peninsula to the Nephin Beg range. This high ground is continued
northwards to the coast, where it forms a long line of cliffs in what is one of
the most desolate areas of Ireland. An interesting topographical feature is a
low-lying moorland surface situated to the east of these hills but draining
westwards by the Owenmore river through a narrow gorge in the quartzite
ridge which is followed by the main road to Belmullet. On the western flank
of the range the mountains drop steeply to about 3om and then slope more
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gradually to sea level. Most of this land is deeply covered in blanket bog and
uninhabited. On the coast are broad estuaries choked with sand and alluvium.
South of Clew Bay and to the west of the Corrib—Mask lake chain, rugged,
barren land again appears. The north-east to south-west Caledonian trend is
here largely obscured, partly by the presence of the extensive granitic masses
that occupy most of the southern half of the area, and partly by a series of
east—west fracture lines that seem to be a major topographic control. Quartz-
ite forms characteristic peaks in the Twelve Bens, the Maamturk mountains,
and the isolated cone of Croagh Patrick, all over 60oo m in height. A plateau-
like area is widespread at about 600 m and is well represented in the Maam-
trasna massif. The whole mountain mass is deeply dissected by narrow,
glacially modified valleys, some of which are occupied by narrow ribbon
lakes, while others, such as Killary harbour, have been flooded by the sea
and are true fiords. South of an east—west line from Clifden to Oughterard,
the high land gives way abruptly to a barren lake-strewn granitic lowland,
interrupted here and there by hills reaching 200m to 300 m above sea level.
This is Connemara, a wilderness of bare rock, glacial erratics, water, and
peat. Its western end is deeply penetrated by wide island-studded inlets of
the sea; but its southern coastline on Galway Bay is straight and featureless.

EASTERN Ireland has two areas of Caledonian structure that differ markedly
from each other. To the north the Newry axis is a roughly triangular area
extending from Belfast Lough inland to the town of Longford, and thence
eastwards to the sea near Drogheda. The north-west side of this triangle is
probably a continuation of the boundary fault of the southern uplands of
Scotland. The rocks are mainly slates, shales, and grits, but granite outcrops
in Slieve Croob (532m) in County Down and reappears again at the other
end of the axis at Crossdoney, County Cavan, and, it is believed, lies else-
where in depth. The area is largely rolling lowland and the geological bound-
aries and subsurface topography are blurred by the thick cover of glacial drift
which has many drumlin features. Along its southern edge a change in the
composition of the drift cover may be the only indication that the older rocks
have given way to the younger limestones of the midlands. An alien element
is introduced by occurrence of much more recent (Tertiary) igneous activity,
which has left three striking groups of hills in the Slieve Gullion and
Carlingford ring dykes and the great mass of granite that forms the Mourne
mountains and culminates in Slieve Donard (850 m).

The second area of Caledonian structure in eastern Ireland is the Leinster
mountain chain and the Wicklow—Wexford lowland. The mountains begin on
the south side of Dublin Bay and extend south-westwards to the estuary of
the Barrow. They form the most continuous area of high ground in Ireland
and effectively isolate the south-east from the central lowland, thus
strengthening the individuality of this part of the country which is also
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distinguished by its sunny climate, acid brown earth soils, and absence of peat
development. The hills are the remnants of a great arch of sedimentary rocks
into which granite was intruded in Devonian times. Long-continued denuda-
tion has exposed the granite core, which has weathered to form rounded peat-
covered uplands. The granite is flanked by older shales and slates which have
been altered to mica-schist along the line of contact, and in places (notably in
the Glendalough—Glendasan area) this zone is strongly mineralised, giving
rise to lodes of lead, silver, and zinc. The granite does not necessarily form
high ground everywhere. On the south shore of Dublin Bay it rises to over
140 m in Killiney Hill and continues as a gently rolling surface between 65 m
and 130 m before rising steeply to over 500 m in the Dublin mountains. From
here southwards to the Slaney gap, a distance of 65km, there are few passes
through the mountains lower than 500 m. Croaghanmoira (665 m) is separated
from the main range by a deep valley drained by the Aughrim and Shillelagh
rivers. From the Slaney gap the chain is continued south-westwards as the
Blackstairs—Mount Leinster group, its last prominent feature being Brandon
Hill near Graiguenamanagh. Here, the upland is breached by the south-
flowing River Barrow, giving the Carlow—Kilkenny lowland an important link
southwards with New Ross and the Waterford estuary.

Throughout the Leinster chain there is a contrast in scenery between the
rounded peat-covered granite domes and the more deeply dissected stratified
deposits on either side. The granite—schist junction appears in many places as
a belt of more resistant rock which tends to produce a distinct topographical
feature, notably the summits of Knockree, Djouce, and LLugnagun. Streams
such as the Glencree river and the King’s river, which occupy wide valleys in
the granite, are constricted as they cross this band. Outside the mica—schist
belt there is a strong development of drainage parallel to the main axis, and
evidence of much river capture. Thus the Liffey, rising on Kippure, at first
flows westwards but then makes a right-angled bend southwards in the
Blessington basin as a result of its capture by a tributary of the King’s river.
The combined waters of these streams continue the new direction before
emerging on the central lowland through the Poulaphouca gorge, a youthful
post-glacial cut in a slate ridge. Again, on the eastern slopes of the range, the
waters from the deep, glacially modified valleys of Glendasan, Glendalough,
and Glenmalure are drawn southwards as the Avonmore river, which follows
the strike of the rocks for five miles before swinging south-east across the
grain of the country to enter the sea at Arklow. The Slaney, which rises on
the western slopes of Lugnaquilla, curves round to the south and crosses the
axis of the mountains through a gorge at Bunclody, its lower course bearing
little relationship to the underlying structure.

On the north-east flank of the mountains, ancient slates with interbedded
sandstones form an impressive line of hills with typical quartzite peaks. The
series begins with Howth Head on the north side of Dublin Bay and con-
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tinues southwards as Carrickgolloghan, Bray Head, the Great and Little
Sugarloaf, and Carrick Mountain near Wicklow. It reappears as a distinct
topographical feature in Forth Mountain in south Wexford. The structural
relationship of these rocks to those forming the main chain is obscure, but
the rugged topography is clearly due to the greater resistance to weathering
of the quartzite bands. In east Wicklow and Wexford the Ordovician slates
and shales as well as older rocks underlie a maturely dissected lowland,
which is diversified by small hills composed of volcanic material of the same
age aligned along the Caledonian axis. Most of the area has a thin drift cover
which is deeply weathered and gives rise to subdued surface forms. Towards
the coast the drift cover thickens and may form clay cliffs 20 m high with a
remarkably level upper surface. This flat surface rises gently inland to about
45m above sea level. Just north of Wexford harbour there is a small area of
fresher moraine with steep-sided hills and lake-filled hollows. This is a de-
posit from a tongue of ice that moved onshore from the Irish Sea basin
during the last glaciation, and it has produced a landscape quite unlike any
other in the south-east.

Most of the higher parts of the Wicklow mountains have been modified in
detail by Pleistocene glaciation. Cirque formations on the north-east slopes
break the otherwise mature skyline, and the corrie lakes that occupy them
add greatly to the scenic interest. The larger valleys, the majority of which
end blindly in the mountain mass (a feature that contributes to their isol-
ation), show modification by local ice in their U-shape and terminal mo-
raines, but they are also affected in the lower reaches by deposits from the
lowland ice sheets that came across the lowland from the north. This drift
has produced minor relief features, but more importantly has blocked river
valleys and diverted drainage. It has been shown, for example, that the
present course of the River Liffey through the Poulaphuca gorge is post-
glacial, following the blocking of the old valley, which now lies buried in
glacial drift about a mile north of the new cut. At one period meltwater was
ponded between the retreating ice front and the mountains so that temporary
lakes developed in Glencree, Glencullen, and the Bohernabreena and Bles-
sington valleys. The waters escaped southwards on either flank of the moun-
tains through a series of overflow channels which remain as youthful gorge-
like features contrasting with the more mature relief around them. The road
from Dublin to Wicklow passes through three such channels at the Scalp,
Kilmacanogue, and the Glen of the Downs. On the western side of the hills,
the waters from the ancient Lake Blessington scoured out the spectacular
Hollywood glen. The economically important gravels that flank the Wicklow
mountains are a legacy from this period.

SOUTHERN Ireland is composed of a series of alternating ridges and valleys
oriented east—west but curving towards the south in west Cork and Kerry. In
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general, Devonian sandstones have resisted weathering to form higher
ground, while the more easily eroded Carboniferous limestones and shales
form the valleys (map 4). The bleak sandstone moorland of the Derrynasag-
gart mountains and the ridge of Shehy, with many summits above 500m,
form the modern boundary between Cork and Kerry and divide the area into
two contrasting parts. West of this watershed, sandstone dominates in long,
high mountain peninsulas separating straight sea inlets. To the east, on the
other hand, the ridges are lower and communication between the valleys is
easier; fertile land occurs on the wide areas of limestone or shale that floor
the valleys of the Bandon, Lee, and Blackwater.

The most northerly of the western peninsulas is that of Dingle, where a
number of summits exceed 60om and Mount Brandon drops steeply from
953 m to the sea. At their western extremity the uncompromising sandstones
give way to a pocket of older but more easily weathered shales, forming good
soils, which have attracted settlement from Smerwick harbour to Dunquin.
Eastwards the ridge disappears abruptly beneath the flat, alluvium-covered
valley of the Main, which leads to the head of Dingle Bay and gives access
southwards to the Killarney lowland.

South of Dingle Bay rise the massive sandstone group of Macgillycuddy’s
Reeks, which includes Carrauntoohil (1,041 m), the highest mountain in
Ireland. The famous upper lake of Killarney lies within the north-eastern
slopes of this range, whereas the larger Lough Leane below it is in an area of
drift-covered Carboniferous limestone, which has potentially fertile soils.
Between Kenmare and Bantry bays yet another outcrop of sandstone forms
the Caha mountains and Slieve Miskish, the backbone of the remote Bereha-
ven peninsula. In all these peninsulas glaciation has excavated cirques on the
north-eastern slopes of the higher peaks; the hill slopes have been scraped
bare of soil but glacial drift mantles the lower ground. The latter forms
drumlin hills at the head of Bantry Bay and on Whiddy Island.

South of Bantry Bay the ridges are lower and they no longer exercise the
control on drainage that they do farther north. Thus the Ilen river, after
following the Ballinadee trough for some distance, turns abruptly southwards
to breach a sandstone ridge before swinging west again towards the sea in the
Skibbereen depression.

This stream pattern is repeated in the landscape of east Cork and
Waterford, where the long east-flowing rivers may make sudden right-angled
bends to flow southwards in narrow valleys through the ridges. It would
appear that the main drainage was originally from north to south, but as
erosion laid bare the east—west Hercynian structures, they deflected
the drainage in this direction. This adjustment to structure, however, is
still incomplete, and in places the Bandon, Lee, and Blackwater retain their
ancient north—south courses as deep gorges through the sandstone ridges,
thus forming important route links between neighbouring valleys. The
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intervening sandstone ridges only reach the dimensions of mountains in a
few places; and in spite of the very acid soils derived from the sandstones,
much of the land is of agricultural value. Extensive areas of almost flat land
occur between 180 and 210 m and again at 60 to 120 m. The former, known
as the ‘South Ireland peneplain’, is best preserved where it bevels the Dev-
onian sandstones and grits in the broad interfluves. Its inner limits have been
traced along the slopes of the Knockmealdowns, the Monavullaghs, the
Comeraghs, and the south flank of Bagles’s Mountain. The lower (60m)
surface, distinguished by its poorly developed drainage and the deep incision
of the rivers towards its outer edge, fringes almost the entire south coast,
where it terminates as a line of sea cliffs. A recent submergence has drowned
the lower reaches of the river valleys, giving rise to complex sea inlets such as
those of Waterford, Cork, and Kinsale. Though they are silting rapidly at
their heads, these inlets are still fine natural harbours.

THE eastern part of County Antrim consists of a basaltic plateau sloping
gently inland from heights of 300—450m near the coast. Below this coastal
escarpment an ancient beach, now raised above sea level, is followed by the
Antrim coast road as far as Cushendall and has important mesolithic remains
associated with it. Leading in from the coast are several deep glens that
penetrate far into the plateau but, because they end abruptly within the hills,
have always been rather isolated. The highest parts of the plateau lie some
distance inland from the scarp face where Trostan (554 m) and Slieveanorra
(513 m) are the chief summits. In the north, the isolated hill of Knocklayd
behind the town of Ballycastle is a notable feature with the basalt capping
white chalk; while in the south the conspicuous volcanic neck of Slemish
(438 m) overlooks the Braid valley. To the south-west of the hills the broad
north—south valley of the River Main is floored by well-drained glacial sands
and gravels and has long been a favoured area for settlement and a focus for
routes coming over the plateau from the glens. The drainage from this valley
enters the north-east corner of Lough Neagh. Southwards the plateau pre-
sents a steep scarp face to the Lagan valley, in which the black basalt overly-
ing the chalk is again strikingly seen. The uplands here are largely under
grass and rough pasture, in contrast to north Antrim, where glacial moraines
have disrupted the drainage and there are many peat bogs.

West of the Lower Bann the basalts reappear as a ridge running south
from Downbhill on the coast and reaching heights of 554 m in Mullaghmore
and 527m in Slieve Gallion, which is detached from the main range.
The hills drop sharply to the west in a series of scarps overlooking the Roe
valley and the Foyle lowland, but southwards the uplands are topographically
continuous with the Sperrin mountains. These ancient schist mountains have
rounded heather-covered summits, some of which rise above 650 m. South
of this again an extensive plateau below 30om is developed on Old Red
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Sandstones; the acid nature of the rocks and the weak drainage on the almost
level surfaces have given rise to deep bogs. Only where morainic ridges give
better drainage is there good grazing, and farming is possible. At the extreme
south the land falls to the moraine-covered limestone-floored Clogher valley,
which acts as a routeway through to the lake-strewn Fermanagh lowland.

Lough Neagh and the Bann lowlands occupy an elongated depression in the
basalts. The shores of L.ough Neagh itself are low-lying and attractive only to
fishermen; the Bann lowland is deeply covered by glacial deposits, some of
which form drumlins, and there are some peat bogs, but there are also well
drained sands and gravels well suited to agricultural activities. This whole
lowland is open in the south-east to the Lagan corridor, a flat-floored valley
about four miles wide trending from south-west to the north-east, where it is
drowned by the sea to form Belfast Lough, a fine natural haven allowing easy
communication with Scotland, which is only 40 km away on the other side of
the North Channel. The valley floor is covered with glacial sands and gravels,
so there is good drainage providing favourable sites for settlement.

THE heart of Ireland is a lowland which is monotonous in appearance when
compared with the scenery of the bordering hill masses. However, it is not
nearly so homogenous as a small-scale map might suggest, and there are
significant differences in relief, drainage, and soils that make some parts
attractive to settlement while other parts are hostile and difficult of access.
South of a line drawn from Dublin to Galway Bay, the drift-covered,
relatively well drained lowland is fragmented by a number of substantial hill
masses. Some of these hills are the result of folding, which has brought older
resistant sandstones to the surface, where they form rounded heather-covered
slopes with the crest lines broken by the occasional glacial corrie. They
include the Slieve Bernagh and Arra mountains, which sit astride the
Shannon where it begins its rapid fall to sea level, dividing this river into a
placid, navigable upper section and a lower estuarine one. These hills are
separated from the Silvermines and their continuation northwards, the Slieve
Blooms, by a narrow corridor with Nenagh at its northern end, which is the
main route link between the broad lowland surrounding the Shannon estuary
and the midlands. The Silvermines and the Slieve Blooms form a waterpart-
ing between the Shannon and its tributaries, draining westwards to the At-
lantic, and the Barrow, Suir, and Nore, which converge southwards to form
Waterford Harbour. Farther south Slievenamon, the Galtees, and the Bally-
houra hills are of similar age and structure, and though standing in isolation
they really belong to the Hercynian province of the south. In contrast to
these ancient hill masses there are others which form low plateaus, and differ
mainly from the lowland in their thin drift cover and acid, leached soils with
poor drainage, often giving rise to blanket bog or reedy fields. The most
westerly of these uplands and the least typical occurs in north Clare, where
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the scarped faces of Carboniferous limestone overlook Galway Bay. The
limestone dips gently to the south, and much of it presents a surface of true
karst with the bare rock forming great jointed slabs without surface drainage.
Similar conditions occur in the Aran Islands in Galway Bay. Southwards the
limestone disappears under deposits of shale and grits, and there is a striking
change in the landscape. Bare limestone gives way to ill-drained, reed-
covered fields; the houses are roofed with the local flagstones, and at the
coast the plateau terminates in the cliffs of Moher, which rise vertically from
the sea to form one of the most spectacular lines of cliff scenery in Europe.
Towards the Shannon these rocks disappear under the glacial deposits, thick
alluvium, and peat bogs of the estuary, but they reappear in the south as the
Mullaghareirks, again an ill-drained peat-covered plateau rising to over
420m. Its scarped edges, well seen in the vicinity of Newcastle West, form a
sharp south-western limit to the Limerick lowland. The boundaries of Cork,
Limerick, and Kerry meet within the bounds of this inhospitable upland.

Another extensive plateau area of similar structure and composition occurs
to the west of the Barrow in Carlow, Kilkenny, and east Tipperary. It
reaches 300m in the northern part of the Castlecomer plateau, where it is
coal-bearing. The River Nore cuts across its south-western flank, separating
it from the Slieve Ardagh hills, which are similar in character. The Nore
valley opens out southwards to form the small but important Kilkenny low-
land, a major route focus.

North of the Dublin—Galway line the horizons open out and the main
contrasts are between east and west. In the counties of Dublin, Kildare,
Meath, and Louth there is some of the best agricultural land in the country.
The bedrock is covered by thick morainic deposits largely derived from the
underlying limestone rock; the soils are not greatly leached, owing to the
relatively low rainfall, and drainage is good. Most of the streams, including
the Liffey and the Boyne, are incised into the drift cover and are bordered by
river terraces. Immediately to the north of the Boyne the underlying rocks
are older, the topography rougher, and the soils poorer, but in spite of this
the triangular area, with its base extending some 8okm from Dublin to
Dundalk and its apex in the vicinity of Mullingar, is the real heart of lowland
Ireland, but it is also the area most accessible to influences from the Irish Sea
basin beyond.

West of Kildare the raised bogs appear. Wide areas of ill-drained land are
interrupted by morainic mounds and eskers which provide the better-drained
and usable land. A line of glacial gravel deposits can be traced across the
country leading towards Athlone and these have always been an important
routeway which has been loosely termed the Esker Riada.

The Shannon river, though navigable for about 160km both above and
below Athlone, is a barrier rather than a line of communication. In several
places it widens into large lakes, as in Lough Ree and Lough Derg, and
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everywhere the bordering flood plains of the main river and its tributaries are
liable to flooding and are avoided by settlement. The rapids at Athlone,
where higher ground approaches both banks, gave the opportunity for a
crossing place, and this has long been one of the main gateways to the west.

Beyond the Shannon the landscape changes again. The morainic cover is
thinner and limestone outcrops over considerable areas. The soils are thin
and leached. The hedgerows give way to stone walls and there is evidence of
wind exposure in the vegetation. West of Galway town the limestone disap-
pears, and though lowland continues it is underlain by ancient Caledonian
structures and there is a wilderness of rocks and water—this is Connemara.
To the north, however, in Clew Bay, the drift cover is thicker and there are
numerous drumlins which form islands in the bay.

The northern part of the central lowland is covered by deep morainic drift
heaped up into thousands of drumlins. These small hills alternate with
hollows filled with peat, swamps, or open water connected by slow-flowing
meandering streams well exemplified by the Erne lowland. This type of
landscape extends in a broad arc from Donegal and Sligo bays eastwards
through Fermanagh, Roscommon, Leitrim, Cavan, Monaghan, Armagh, and
Down, with better drainage in the eastern half of the country. At its western
extremity the belt is interrupted by a number of hill masses, the remnants of
a deeply dissected plateau of nearly horizontal strata which has, as its most
striking element, the flat-topped Benbulbin in Sligo (527 m); inland the
Cuilcagh hills on the Cavan—Fermanagh border are over 6oom in height,
while to the south Slieve Anierin, on one side of Lough Allen, and the
Bralieve mountains, on the other, are composed of Carboniferous shales and
sandstones giving rise to a heather-covered moorland that contrasts with the
limestone slopes of Benbulbin and the dry Carraroe upland so rich in prehis-
toric remains. As a whole, the drumlin belt is an area of widely dispersed
settlement and small farms. In the past, it has been a barrier to communi-
cation, especially where it crosses the wide corridor occupied by Cavan and
Monaghan towns, which otherwise might have been a major routeway linking
the central lowland with the Lough Neagh depression and the Lagan valley.



CHAPTER III
Ireland before 3000 B.C."
M.J. OCKELLY

NoT much is known of the geological condition of Ireland in the tertiary
era, but it is probable that it was already an island and that its main topo-
graphical features were much as they are today. During the succeeding era,
the quaternary, which opened about two million years ago, Ireland, in
common with the rest of Europe, experienced a great ice age. This was not a
single extended period of severe glaciation, but rather consisted of alternating
phases of extreme temperature change. Each major advance of the ice sheet
was succeeded by a period of higher temperature when the ice melted and
disappeared. These warm interglacial periods varied greatly in duration, as
did the so-called interstadial periods when the ice was either stationary or in
minor recession. There were localised fluctuations also in response to local
topographical and other factors, which in turn gave rise to chain-reactions in

*REVISOR’S NOTE: M. J. O’Kelly submitted the first draft text of his contribution in 1971. He
would undoubtedly have made changes and rewritten some sections in the light of more recent
research. Unfortunately, his untimely death in 1982 prevented this. The task of the revisor,
therefore, was to prepare the manuscript for publication with the twin aims of remaining as
faithful as possible to the original text while at the same time incorporating new material and
adding the most important new publications to the bibliography. The matter was not easy as
there have been tremendous advances in Irish archaeology over the last two decades, and in
some areas the state of knowledge current when O’Kelly was writing has been radically altered.
It was decided, however, that the original text should be tampered with as little as possible in
matters of interpretation, as this was O’Kelly’s last statement on Irish archaeology. Significant
changes have been made only in matters of fact, brought about by new discoveries, and this has
been done most extensively in the case of the mesolithic, where there has been what can only
be described as a revolution in our thinking over the last dozen or so years.

In his manuscript O’Kelly gave all radiocarbon dates as ‘B.c.” dates. In the modern idiom
this is used only for calibrated absolute dates. Accordingly, all radiocarbon dates are indicated
in lower case (i.e. ‘bc’) which means that they are uncalibrated. However, where it is evident
from O’Kelly’s text that he was speaking in terms of absolute calendar years, the more conven-
tional ‘B.c.” is used. (For calibration, see M. Stuiver and G. W. Pearson, ‘High precision of the
calibration of the radiocarbon timescale, A.D. 1950—500 B.C.” in Radiocarbon, xxviii (1986),
pp 805-38.)

Always trenchant in his views and unafraid of controversy, M. J. O’Kelly made a consider-
able contribution to the study of Irish archaeology. It is hoped that the text which follows
retains something of his character and personality, and that his flowing literary style and
human approach are not diminished by the work of revision.

BARRY RAFTERY
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neighbouring areas. For these and other reasons, it is clear that further
studies will ultimately show a much more complex picture of the events of
the ice age than can be seen at present.

Early in the quaternary era, sea level was higher than now and wave action
produced a striking feature along the Irish coast line. This is a platform and
cliff that may be seen today at many places along the shoreline, especially in
the south and east. The rock platform is remarkably level and is from five to
ten feet (1.5—3 m) above high water. It is the oldest post-tertiary or pleisto-
cene feature so far recognised in Ireland. The most notable exposure is at
Courtmacsherry Bay, County Cork," where the top of an extensive rock
outcrop has been planed off by wave action. Where this surface meets the
cliff it is covered by a beach deposit which is, in turn, overlain by a great
mass of boulder clay deposited during the subsequent glaciations.

Two major advances of the ice sheet have been identified in Ireland, and it
has been possible to correlate them to a greater or lesser extent with similar
movements in Europe. In Alpine Europe at least four major advances are
known to have taken place (Guntz, Mindel, Riss, and Wurm), while in
northern Europe three are identified (Elster, Saale, and Weichsel). It is with
the northern European rather than with the Alpine movements that the Irish
and British ice-advances are best correlated. The influences exerted by the
ice, whether advancing, stationary, or melting, were vast, not only climatic-
ally but also geologically and ecologically. Each advance of the ice had in-
corporated in it a mass of muds, clays, gravels, and large boulders, which it
transported for substantial distances. For instance, granite boulders perhaps
from Galway have been identified as far afield as east Cork,” and there are
numerous other examples.

Although each ice-advance tended to obliterate the deposits of previous
advances, enough has survived in certain areas to enable stratigraphical suc-
cessions to be recognised, and these give valuable information as to direction
and duration of the ice movement. Cores taken from the sea and ocean beds
by drilling are also informative, as the deposition of sediments in the oceans
was affected by the climatic conditions prevailing on land. It must also be
appreciated that, as the ice advanced, more and more water was taken from
the seas and oceans and stored away, occasioning an overall lowering of water
level. Sea floors became dry land, shore lines became considerably altered,
islands became joined to one another and often to neighbouring continents
by land bridges. As the weight of the ice on the land increased, the down-
ward pressure caused a lowering of land levels with an apparent compen-
satory rise in sea levels, thus permitting a partial return to their former
positions and a partial restoration of some old shore lines. On the other

' G. F. Mitchell, “The pleistocene epoch’ in J. Meenan and D. A. Webb (ed.), A view of
Ireland (Dublin, 1957), p. 33.
2 Tbid.
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hand, when the ice began to melt, vast quantities of water were released,
bringing a real rise in sea levels; though, in accordance with the see-saw
effect noted above, this was somewhat nullified by the lessening pressure on
the land masses, which, thus relieved of the weight of ice, began to rise once
more. The net relationship of land height to mean sea level is consequently a
factor of two effects: lowering of sea levels and sinking of land as the ice
advanced, and rising sea levels and rising land as the ice melted.

Efforts to ascertain the relationship between land height and sea level at
any given time are complicated by the fact that local fluctuations of ice-
advance or of melting, and local variations in the density of the ice, played a
significant role, giving rise to localised variations. Where the ice was espe-
cially thick, the land sank to a greater degree in that particular area and
formed basin-like depressions; conversely, when the ice melted in such areas
bulges were formed. The result of this was that frequently the land move-
ment was in the nature of a tilt, a feature of particular importance in our area
of the northern hemisphere when the activities of early man come to be
considered. Each time the ice melted, warmth returned with a consequent
upsurge in vegetational growth and animal presence; regions of tundra with
their attendant flora and fauna gave way to areas displaying conditions more
consonant with those of the present day.

This alternation of glacial with temperate, or even warm, conditions, took
place on a major scale in Ireland at least twice. It is usual to relate the earlier
of these two major ice-advances to the Saale glaciation and the second to the
Weichsel, both of northern Europe.? Evidence of a still earlier major Irish
glaciation is beginning to emerge, however, and this may be equated with the
Elster, also of northern Europe.* Between this earliest ice-advance (Elster)
and the first of the two major advances, a long warm period, known as the
great interglacial, ensued.

This has been interestingly documented in land deposits, notably near
Gort, County Galway.’ Many of the plants identified in the Gort deposits
are representative of widely separated areas of Europe, the Caucasus, and
even further east in Asia. Examples of these are the Abies (silver fir), Picea
(spruce), and Fagus (beech) of central Europe; the Buxus sempervirens (box),
Rhododendron ponticum (rhododendron) and Lysimachia punctata (loosestrife)

3 Ibid., p. 32; G. F. Mitchell, “The pleistocene history of the Irish Sea’ in Advancement of
Science, xvii (1960—61), p. 324.

+ W. A. Watts, ‘The interglacial deposits at Kilbeg and Newtown, Co. Waterford’ in R.1.A.
Proc., 1x (1959), sect. B, pp 79—134: 126; ‘Interglacial deposits in Kildromin townland, near
Herbertstown, Co. Limerick’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ixv (1967), sect. B, pp 339—48: 344.

5 Knud Jessen, S. T. Andersen, and Anthony Farrington, ‘The interglacial deposit near
Gort, Co. Galway, Ireland’ in R.I.A. Proc., Ix (1959), sect. B, pp 1—78; G. F. Mitchell, ‘“T'wo
interglacial deposits in south-eastern Ireland’ in R.Z.A. Proc., lii (1948), sect. B, pp 1—14; and
the two articles by W. A. Watts cited above, in R.[.A. Proc., Ix (1959), sect. B, pp 79—134, and
Ixv (1967), sect. B, pp 339—48.
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of south-east Europe. North American flora is represented by FEriocaulon
septangulare (pipewort). This record alone suggests a climate as warm as that
of the present day and perhaps of a more oceanic character.

The first of the two major ice-advances in Ireland—the eastern general
glaciation, corresponding to the Saale of northern Europe—succeeded
the great interglacial. Ice formed first in the highlands of Cork, Kerry,
and Donegal in the western half of the country, and in Antrim and Wicklow in
the east. As conditions became more severe and as glaciers began to move out
from these areas, local glaciations began to develop which augmented the
initial ones. Furthermore, the eastern ice floes were augmented by a great
mass of ice that came thrusting down from Scotland by way of what is now the
Irish Sea. The movement of this eastern ice has been traced as far west
as County Cork.® The ensuing interglacial period, centring on about 100,000
years ago, was (for a time, at any rate) warmer than any period since
experienced.

The second major ice-advance—the midland general glaciation, corres-
ponding to the Weichsel of northern Europe—was not as extensive as the
previous one, and low-lying areas of Cork and Kerry were probably ice-free,
though tundra conditions would have nonetheless prevailed. It is believed by
some geologists that a similar, though somewhat lesser, strip of ground lying
between Waterford and the Dingle peninsula (map 9) remained unglaciated
during the previous (Saale) ice-advance also,” but this view is not accceptable
to all.® Those in favour of the theory postulate that conditions in these areas
would have been such that, despite the intense cold during maximum periods
of glaciation, some elements of flora and fauna could have survived through-
out and that with the onset of more favourable conditions regeneration would
have taken place. At some periods cold was less severe, and since sea levels
were low some animals entered the country by means of the land connec-
tions. One of these was the woolly mammoth (Elephas primigenius), whose
teeth and bones have been found in the south in Counties Cork and
Waterford,? and also in Antrim and Galway Bay.

Certain plants not native to Ireland, though found here at the present day,
are thought by some to represent a survival in unglaciated regions, and the
‘refuge’ theory described above is adduced to account for it. American and
so-called Lusitanian elements are prominent among these ‘refuge’ plants.
The American species is again Eriocaulon septangulare while the Lusitanian
elements are such species as Daboecia cantabrica (St Dabeoc’s heath), Erica

¢ Mitchell, ‘Pleistocene epoch’; p. 32.

7 Mitchell, ‘Pleistocene epoch’, p. 32.

8 _]8 K. Charlesworth, Historical geology of Ireland (Edinburgh and ILondon, 1963),
PP 440—59.

9 J. K. Charlesworth, The geology of Ireland: an introduction (Edinburgh, 1953), p. 207;
H. L. Movius, The Irish stone age (Cambridge, 1942), pp 37—40.



M.]J. O’KELLY 53

MIDLANDIAN
COLD STAGE

( 9}9)‘\» GENERALISED ICE LIMITS
@ Southern Irish End-Moraine
@ Killumney Moraine
@ Ballycastle-Mulrany Moraine
@ Bloody Foreland Moraine

—_— Ice Axes or
Domes

_— Irish Inland Ice

VG Valley Glaciers and
Mountain Ice Caps

CG Corrie Glaciers

Largely Unglaciated

I:I during the Midlandian
Cold Stage

80 miles

Map 9 Midlandian cold stage, after Marshall McCabe

The traditional model of the maximum limits of the last glaciation (Midlandian), after Marshall
McCabe in K. J. Edwards and W. P. Warren (ed.), The quaternary history of Ireland (I.ondon,
1985). More recent research suggests that the ice-free areas may not have been as extensive as
shown here. However, according to Peter Coxon (in C. Holland (ed.)), The geology of Ireland
(Edinburgh, 2001)) the limits of the last glacial maximum are yet to be properly determined.

ciliaris (Dorset heath), Erica scoparia (pipewort), Hymenophyllaceae (filmy
ferns), and Hyocomium flagellare. The American elements are found today in
south-west Greenland and in Iceland, and the Lusitanian species exist chiefly
in the mountainous interior of Iberia. These present-day locations are harsh,
weatherwise, and are perhaps comparable to those that might have obtained
near the margin of the Irish ice sheet in the past.

Does the ‘refuge’ theory account for the presence of these species, or are
they late glacial immigrants that traversed the last remaining land connec-
tions between Ireland and Europe, or are they postglacial immigrants carried
by water or by birds? While a good case has been made by exponents of the
‘refuge’ theory, the more orthodox view is that these plants (and animals)
were reintroduced immediately following the last glaciation before land-
connections were submerged, and before forest cover became dense. Some
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indeed think it is more remarkable that these elements survived the growth
of forests than that they survived the ice.™

THE period from about 13,000 to 8500 B.C. is known as late glacial time, and
during it more and more of the country became free of ice as the last glaci-
ation, the midland general (corresponding to the Weichsel), melted. Broadly
speaking, 10,000 B.C. marks the end of the ice age. Due to the pioneering
studies of a Dane, Knud Jessen, a good deal of information on the flora of
the period has been obtained though study of plant pollen trapped in muds
and lake beds. These pollen grains are well-nigh indestructible, particularly
when incorporated in such strata. As the pollen of each species differs from
that of any other, identification of the grains establishes the tree and plant
associations present in the area at the time the mud or peat deposits were laid
down. A small sample suffices, and when the separate pollens are counted it
is possible to calculate their percentage of frequency. This analysis enables
the flora history of the area to be understood so that data on humidity,
temperature, etc., can be inferred and synchronised with those of other areas.
In this way the science of pollen analysis has built up an overall picture of
late glacial time in Ireland.

Jessen distinguished three zones in late glacial time in this country.” In
Zone 1, 13,000 to 10,000 B.C., plant remains are naturally scanty and arctic
in character since the country was then largely open tundra similar to that in
present-day Iceland and south-west Greenland. In Zone II, the cold gave
way to a more genial climate in which plants of sub-arctic character, various
grasses, flowers such as the gentian and the mountain aven, and herbs of
several varieties established themselves in open areas. Copses of birch trees
also came into being. Fauna included the giant Irish deer (Megaceros gigan-
teus hibernicus)—the so-called Irish elk—the bones of which have been re-
covered from peat bogs. The reindeer, bear, fox, wolf, banded lemming, and
Irish hare are also known to have been present at this time. It is possible that
the wild horse, the mammoth, and the Norwegian lemming were also pre-
sent."” By the end of the period, ¢.9ooo B.C., it is thought, the Irish deer had
become extinct.

The pollen of Zone IIT shows a return to the climatic conditions of Zone I;
that is to say, conditions akin to those of present-day northern Siberia. The
plant remains are of a more northern type once again and forest is greatly
reduced. It follows that there must have been a partial advance of the ice

' Charlesworth, Historical geology, p. 300; Mitchell, ‘Pleistocene history of the Irish Sea’,
PP 324-5.

" Knud Jessen, ‘Studies in late quaternary deposits and flora-history of Ireland’ in R.1.A.
Proc., lii (1949), sect. B, pp 85—290.

2 G. F. Mitchell and H. M. Parkes, “The giant deer in Ireland’ in R.I.A. Proc., lii (1949),
sect. B, pp 291-314.
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during this time, gooo to 8500 B.C., with consequent lowering of water levels
and alterations of shore lines. Areas hitherto below water level became once
more exposed so that partial land bridges were once again visible between
this country and Britain—across the Irish Sea in the east and across the
North Channel in the north-east. The same obtained for Britain, which in
turn became connected with northern Europe across part of the North Sea as
well, perhaps, as with France."3

THE period known as post-glacial time opened about 8ooo B.cC., with Zone
IV, and lasted for somewhat more than 1,000 years. Once again the study of
this period is largely based on pollen analysis, and the zonation system
followed here is that of the late G. F. Mitchell,"* who carried forward and
developed Jessen’s work. Zone IV is usually designated the pre-boreal period,
and it immediately antedated the upsurge in forest growth that followed the
complete melting of the ice. During Zone IV the low sea levels continued, so
that overland connections between Ireland and Britain and the Continent
continued to be maintained. Considerable improvement in climate encour-
aged the immigration of heat-loving plants, birch and pine woods expanded,
and the wild boar and red deer became common.

Zone V commenced about 7000 B.C., by which time all ice had disappeared
from Ireland. It and the succeeding Zone VI are together equated with the
boreal period, which had a duration of about 1,500 years. In the beginning,
sea levels were low and peat had begun to form on land that at the present
time is below sea level. Some of this peat, on the North Sea floor for instance,
is over 50m below present mean sea level. The climate was of a continental
type. Birch became still more plentiful and there was a notable increase of
hazel in the early boreal period. Oak and elm appeared in Irish woods for the
first time, having come via the still extant land bridges between this country
and Britain, so that an extremely dense forest cover clothed Ireland, as indeed
was the case also in Britain and on the Continent. Wild pig, wolf, and red deer
were common animals. With the raising of temperatures there was a corres-
ponding rise in water and land levels, but now the former outstripped the
latter. As the extent of the seas increased, the climate was affected so that a
more oceanic or so-called Atlantic phase began to supervene. Towards the
end of the boreal period, the offshore peat deposits had become submerged
and one-time bays and inlets became flooded.

Zone VII, the Atlantic period, began about 5500 B.C. The rise in sea level
continued until it attained its maximum ¢.3000 B.C., at which stage a shore

'3 Jessen, ‘Studies in late quaternary deposits’; Mitchell & Parkes, op. cit., p. 292; Mitchell,
‘Studies in Irish quaternary deposits: no. 7’ in R.1.A. Proc., liii (1951), sect. B, p. 111—206.

' G. F. Mitchell, ‘Studies in Irish quaternary deposits: no. 7°, p. 117; ‘Post-boreal pollen
diagrams from Irish raised bogs’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ivii (1954-6), sect. B, pp 186—9; ‘Radiocarbon
dates and pollen zones in Ireland’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., Ixxxviii (1958), p. 51.



56 Ireland before 3000 B.cC.

line was formed. Subsequently the land-rise, which was slower to make itself
felt, elevated this shore line or beach to a height of 7.6 m (25 ft) above present
sea level in parts of the north-east of Ireland. This 25-foot raised beach, as it
is now generally called, can be identified all along the north coast and also
extending as far south as Sligo Bay in the north-west and Wexford Harbour
in the south-east. Due to the tilt in the land already mentioned, the elevation
diminishes as one progresses southwards to the fulcrum line that runs from
Sligo to Wexford, until in the south the shore line is submerged. Hence it is
that today, at exceptionally low tides, one can sometimes see, for instance at
areas between Roscarbery in County Cork and Ardmore in County Waterford,
the landward end of peat deposits that were formed before the tilt took
place.”> The raised beach of north-eastern Ireland is of especial interest, as
much evidence of early man is connected with it. The submergence or virtual
submergence of the beach in the southern half has effectively prevented us
from ascertaining if similar remains of man were present there. Tempera-
tures at this time were still about 2° C higher than at present and forests
contained alder as well as oak, elm, and birch. At this time also the first
raised and blanket bogs developed.

Zones VIII a and b, the sub-boreal and sub-Atlantic zones respectively,
began at the time of maximum transgression of the sea on the land, ¢.3000
B.C. Pollen counts of these zones show a marked decline in the amounts of
elm pollen together with a marked increase in pollens of such ‘weeds of light’
as Plantago lanceolata (common plantain) and others. This has been ascribed
to the activities of man who, coming to realise that elm grows on good
ground, began to clear it away by ring-barking and burning in order to
cultivate cereals in its stead and to develop land for pasture. It is also possible
that the elm was pruned of its young shoots for use as fodder for cattle, with
a resultant decrease in the production of pollen."® Disease may also have
accounted for some of the decline, though in general palaeobotanists incline
to the belief that man’s changeover from the food-collecting to the food-
producing way of life was chiefly responsible.'”

THE fact that land connections formerly existed between Ireland, Britain, and
the Continent is held to account for the presence in the Irish flora of various
European and Asiatic species such as the rhododendron, box, etc., as already

'5 Movius, Ir. stone age, p. 292.

16 Mitchell, ‘Post-boreal pollen diagrams’, p. 242; ‘Radiocarbon dates’, p. 52.

'7 Recent thinking inclines to the view that elm disease may, in fact, have been a key factor
in bringing about the decline in elm, and there are good grounds for believing that agriculture
was already being practised in Ireland well before the phase of classic elm decline (e.g.
W. Groenman-van Waateringe, “The early agricultural utilization of the Irish landscape: the
last word on the elm decline?’ in Landscape archaeology in Ireland (Oxford, 1983), pp 217—32;
K. Molloy and M. O’Connell, ‘Neolithic agriculture—fresh evidence from Cleggan, Conne-
mara’ in Archaeology Ireland, i1 (1988), pp 67—70.
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noted. We have seen too that the mammoth was present in Ireland, having
crossed presumably via these land connections. This was about 35,000 years
ago. In Counties Cork and Waterford bones of mammoth have been found in
natural caves in limestone country in areas which, as already mentioned,
some geologists believe to have been ice-free at least during the last major ice
advance. The caves in question are Shandon cave near Dungarvan, County
Waterford, and Castlepook cave near Doneraile, County Cork. Other animals
noted from these and similar caves in this area are cave hyena, arctic and
Scandinavian lemming, giant Irish deer, reindeer, bear and arctic fox."8
There is no record of man’s presence.

If these animals reached Ireland in interglacial times, or even if they
reached it towards the end of the second glaciation during a period of ameli-
oration, there is no reason why old-stone-age man should not have followed
in pursuit of the animals, particularly since his presence in Britain at this
time is well documented. Acceptable evidence of his presence in Ireland,
perhaps in the so-called refuge areas in the south, may yet come to light. A
number of claims have been made for the presence of old-stone-age or
palaeolithic man in various parts of Ireland but none of them is convincing
nor has any been widely accepted. Three sites in particular may be men-
tioned from Sligo Bay on the north-west: Coney Island, Rosses Point, and
Ballyconnell. Objects from these areas with alleged levallois features are
almost certainly either of recent natural origin or are the result of modern
activity by fishermen and others in the area.™

Claims were made for the presence of old-stone-age man in Kilgreaney
cave near Dungarvan, County Waterford, when in 1928 the Bristol Spelaeo-
logical Society excavated the cave and found two skeletons, the lower of
which was in the same horizon as bones of late glacial fauna. In 1932 Hallam
Movius, of the Harvard archaeological mission to Ireland, reexcavated the
cave and showed that the deposit was a disturbed one, that bones of ox and
sheep occurred in the same horizon as those of extinct mammals, and that
modern objects of iron, glass, pottery, etc., were similarly mixed through the
deposits. Furthermore, he found that charcoal from a hearth in the same
horizon as the alleged palaeolithic skeleton represented post-glacial woods
such as hazel, oak, and ash. A radiocarbon date of 2630 + 150 bc has since
confirmed the date of the other skeleton, Kilgreaney A, and it is likely that
the Kilgreaney B skeleton is of the same order of date.

The first securely dated mesolithic site in Ireland was investigated by
G. F. Mitchell on the shore of Toome Bay in County Londonderry in 1957.
His attention was brought to the site as some twenty years earlier, near the
point where the lower Bann flows out of Lough Neagh, flint implements had

" Movius, Ir. stone age, p. 38.
' Tbid., pp 105-14.
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been found lying apparently where dropped by their owners. It was possible
to show that the peat that had grown around the implements was of late
boreal date and that at least some of them were dropped before the growth of
the peat began. It thus seemed clear that man had been in the area before or
around 6000 bc. Mitchell’s excavations were on a small scale and recovered
no more than a few fragments of worked timber and some further flint
artefacts, including a nosed scraper deemed to resemble European examples
of the aurignacian cultural phase.>® No trace of a hut or other habitation was
discovered, though fires had been lighted at the then edge of the lake. Im-
portant, however, was the fact that charcoal from one of the pits on the site
yielded a carbon 14 date of 5730 + 1710 bc.

Scrapers were the principal tools present at Toome Bay, the working edges
having been achieved by a rather steep flaking technique, a method
that persisted in Ireland into neolithic times. These scrapers were used for
skinning animals and for scraping hides as parts of the curing process. The
hides must then have been sewn together to make clothing; objects such as
the flint perforators (fig. 1) were used to make the holes through which
threads made from sinews and gut were pulled. Scrapers must also have been
used for work on wood, bone, and antler, although such materials survive
only rarely in Irish mesolithic deposits. As well as scrapers, a few gravers and
chisel-like implements (burins) were found in the Toome area at various
times.”’

The Toome investigations, though only limited in scope, had thus estab-
lished a positive mesolithic dating for the earliest human presence in
the north-east of Ireland. This did not, however, come as a surprise at the
time, for it had long been accepted that the 8§ m high raised-beach deposits
along the north-east coast, which had over the years been a prolific source
of water-rolled and abraded flints, were the remnants of a mesolithic or
middle-stone-age cultural horizon. In fact, extensive excavations there in the

Fig. 1 Flint perforators from Rough Island, Co. Down. After H. J. Movius, The Irish
stone age (Cambridge, 1942). Scale 2:3.

*° @G. F. Mitchell, ‘The mesolithic site at Toome Bay, Co. Londonderry’ in U.7.A., 3rd ser.,
xviil (1955), p. 11; “The Larnian culture: a minimal view’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc., xxxvii (1971),
p- 277-

*' Movius, Ir. stone age, p. 118.
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1930s by Hallam Movius had been the basis for an elaborate typological
framework of the Irish mesolithic. Movius excavated five sites—Cushendun,
Islandmagee, Glenarm, and Larne, all in County Antrim, and Rough Island,
County Down. Larne was selected as the type-site and the earliest mesolithic
inhabitants of north-east Ireland—as it was then believed—were named
‘Larnians’.**

No remains other than flints have been recovered from these sites. At the
time the ‘Larnians’ came, sea levels were rising, and it will be appreciated
that as the sea transgressed more and more upon the land, those areas that
had been occupied by man became gradually submerged. The inward-rolling
waves tore up the land surface and destroyed the evidence of occupation.
The postholes of houses and shelters, the rings of stones that may have
weighted down the hide coverings of tent-like huts, the layers of ash and
charcoal that would ordinarily have represented domestic hearths or cooking-
places, were all washed away, together with the debris of living, such as
animal bones. Artefacts in wood, bone, antler, flint, and stone, lost or
dropped in and near the squatting places, were carried about by waves and
long-shore currents until, in times of storm, they were flung with shingle and
sand onto the storm beach at the head of the strand. In due course, as the sea
encroached further, this storm beach was torn up again and the whole cycle
repeated. None save the most indestructible materials could survive such
violent treatment, and it is only flint and stone objects that have in fact been
recovered, often with their cutting edges and arrises severely abraded and
with their identifying features rounded off; none of them was in primary
position. Large numbers have been recovered from the storm beach (the § m
raised beach) formed at the time of the maximum transgression of the sea.

Movius’s study of the ‘Larnian’ flints was detailed and comprehensive. At
Larne, at a point near the southern end of a gravel spit known as ‘the
Curran’, he dug a pit 5m square and over 8 m deep and from it collected
5,515 worked flints. From a study of these he distinguished an early and a
late phase, the early phase being common to Scotland also, since he believed
that both countries were joined by land bridges. During the late phase, since
the land connections had been severed, developments were different on both
sides of the North Channel, an Obanian phase developing in Scotland, a late
Larnian in Ireland. Doubt has, however, been cast on the whole of this
thesis, and it is now argued that the separation of Ireland and Scotland had
already been completed before 6000 be. Mitchell,*® using radiocarbon dates

*2 H. L. Movius, ‘Report on stone-age excavation at Rough Island, Strangford Lough, Co.
Down’ in R.S.A.I. Jn., Ixx (1940), pp 111—42; ‘An early post-glacial archaeological site at
Cushendun, Co. Antrim’ in R.I.A. Proc., xlvi (1940), sect. C, pp 1-84; ‘Curran Point, Larne,
Co. Antrim: the type-site of the Irish mesolithic’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ivi (1953), sect. C, pp 1-195.

*3 G. F. Mitchell, ‘Some chronological implications of the Irish mesolithic’ in U.%.A., 3rd
ser., xxxiii (1970), pp 3—14; “The Larnian culture’.
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then newly available, proposed a threefold chronological subdivision into
Boreal Larnian (6000—5500 bc), represented by the finds from Cushendun
and Toome; Atlantic Larnian (5500—3500 bc), represented by Islandmagee;
and Ultimate Larnian (after 3500 bc), represented by several coastal and
inland sites where there appears to be an overlap with the beginning of the
new stone age, or neolithic. Some of the finds from the raised beach sites and
from the midland lakes came into this category.

According to Movius the flints of the early Larnian period are small (fig. 2)
and are made from carefully prepared cores. Blade implements predominate
and were used as cutting tools, scrapers, and points. The forms of these vary
from broad, oval, leaf-shaped points to narrow parallel-sided blades. There
are some distinctive asymmetrical points (fig. 3). Size varies from 3 to 10cm,
but the majority centre on 6cm in length. Many leaf-shaped points have
their butt ends thinned and narrowed into an incipient tang (fig. 4). Similar
points, but usually having a somewhat more developed tang, persist right
through the Irish mesolithic and are sometimes found associated with
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Fig. 2 Small flints of the early Larnian
period from Cushendun, Co. Antrim
(A) and Rough Island, Co. Down
(B, C). After Movius, Ir. stone age.
Scale 2:3.
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Fig. 3 Distinctive assymetrical points from Cushendun, Co. Antrim. After Movius,
Ir. stone age. Scale 2:3.

Fig. 4 Leaf-shaped point with the butt narrowed into an incipient tang, from Curran
Point, Co. Antrim. After Movius, Ir. stone age. Scale 2:3.

deposits of the succeeding full neolithic age. This is true too of the parallel-
sided blades, some of which, as well as the tanged points, have been found in
a late phase of the deposits around the edge of the Newgrange tumulus, for
instance. The fact that such blades and implements continued to be made
virtually to an unchanged pattern for such a long time—they were first noted
in the Toome deposits of ¢.6000 bc—shows that they were basic implements,
which could satisfactorily be used for a variety of essential tasks. Mounted by
fixing the tang into a short wooden handle or even by simply wrapping the
butt in moss as in an example from the River Bann, now in the National
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Museum of Ireland, they could effectively be used as knives; mounted on
shafts, they became hunting spears; mounted in pairs or in groups on a
suitably forked branch, they became multi-pronged fish spears. One piece of
the timber found at Toome may have had a group of small flints fixed into it
to produce a rough serrated knife or to act as barbs in a harpoon-like object.
These multi-purpose flints, therefore, are not good subjects on which to
hang a typology or a chronology and cannot be taken as characteristic of any
particular phase of early man’s activity.

Steep or core scrapers are common in the so-called early Larnian (fig. 5)
and they persist into neolithic times. These somewhat coarse implements
may have been used in woodworking. Notched scrapers (fig. 6), probably
used like a spokeshave for shaping wooden arrow shafts, are few but also
persist to become the remarkable hollow scrapers of the neolithic age. Perfor-
ators or awls occur as already noted, though they are not common. ‘Larne
picks’ (fig. 7) which, properly speaking, were not implements at all but
wasters resulting from core rejuvenation, were sometimes used because of
their convenient natural shape and size for various kinds of rough working,

Fig. 5 Early Larnian core-scraper from Rough Island, Co. Down. After Movius,
Ir. stone age. Scale 2:3.

Fig. 6 Notched scraper from Rough Island, Co. Down. After Movius, Ir. stone
age. Scale 2:3.



Fig. 7 ‘Larne picks’ from Larne, Co. Antrim. After Movius, Ir. stone age. Scale 2:3.
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perhaps for hacking down young trees or saplings, more by worrying through
them than by cutting, so as to provide timber for the numerous purposes for
which this material was needed and must have been used. Cores from which
the flake implements were struck are common and usually display a plain
striking platform.

All the early Larnian flint types persist into the late phase. Some large
flake implements, used mainly as choppers, are found and leaf-shaped points
now show a somewhat more developed tang. The notched scrapers, perfor-
ators, and awls of the earlier phase are here too. It is clear, therefore, that
there is little development or change in the Larnian flintwork from first to
last, and the concept of an early and a late phase is not a hard-and-fast one.
As a result of observing a flint-knapping demonstration given by M. H.
Newcomer to the members of the Quaternary Research Association at a
meeting in London in 1971, Mitchell** put forward the view that many flints
hitherto accepted as deliberately struck implements may in fact be no more
than debitage. Many leaf-shaped points, simple triangular points, and some
parallel-sided blades can therefore now be placed in this category. Chert was
also used by mesolithic man. When the level of Lough Gara, a lake on the
Sligo—Roscommon border, was reduced by drainage,®* large numbers of im-
plements in this material, mainly flakes and leaf-shaped points, were found
lying on the newly exposed muds. Though chronologically late, they are in
the same cultural phase as the flint implements already noted. Similar finds
have been made along the banks of lakes in the midlands—such as Lough
Kinale, Derravaragh, Iron, and Allen—and are also of late mesolithic age.26

More recent consideration of the so-called ‘Larnian’ horizon has cast ser-
ious doubt on its integrity as a genuine archaeological ‘culture’. It is now
generally held that most of the artefacts present are waste products left
behind by flint-knapping activities and that the ‘Larnian’ is better viewed as
representative of an industry rather than a culture. Moreover, it now appears
that the Larnian material belongs to a late phase of the Irish mesolithic,
which overlaps with the earliest appearance of the neolithic in the country.

Since the late 1970s our knowledge of the mesolithic culture in Ireland has
changed dramatically, thanks to the discovery and early dating of a number
of important occupation sites. In addition, the synthetic studies of the period
carried out by Peter Woodman have very significantly advanced our under-
standing of the period.?” It is now clear that the earliest occupation of Ireland

24

25
26

“The Larnian culture’, p. 28o.

R. E. Cross, ‘Lough Gara: a preliminary survey’ in R.S.A.1. n., Ixxxiii (1953), pp 93—6.
Mitchell, ‘Some chronological implications’; “The Larnian culture’.

P. C. Woodman, “The chronological position of the latest phases of the Larnian’ in R.1.A.
Proc., Ixxiv (1974), sect. C, pp 237—-58; ‘The Irish mesolithic/neolithic transition’ in S. J. de
Laet (ed.), Acculturation and continuity in Atlantic Europe (Bruges, 1976), pp 296—307; Wood-
man, The mesolithic in Ireland (Oxford, 1978), and Excavations at Mount Sandel 1973—77, Co.
Londonderry (Belfast, 1985).

27
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dates to the middle of the eighth millennium bc and that mesolithic settle-
ment in the country was not confined to the north-east but extended to most
areas of the island, to the midlands, the west, and the far south. Today we
refer to an early mesolithic dating roughly from 7500 bc to 6000 bc and a
later mesolithic (which includes the ‘Larnian’) dating from about 5500 bc to
about 3200 bc.

Material of early mesolithic date has been found at eight or nine sites in
Ireland. The most significant of these are in L.ondonderry and Offaly, where
excavated sites have produced consistently early dates. The alleged early
dating of a site at Woodpark, County Sligo,®® has, however, been called into
question by some scholars®® because of the possibility that fossil wood might
have been used in the dating. Of the Londonderry sites, two at Mount
Sandel near Coleraine on the River Bann have yielded the best information
to date on the Irish mesolithic.3° At the site known as Mount Sandel Upper,
excavations begun by Woodman in 1977 demonstrated the presence there of a
significant settlement of some permanence. In an artificially extended natural
hollow the remains of at least three roughly circular huts were found, each
about 6 m in diameter and each with traces of a central hearth. The huts,
which represented successive rebuilding on the site, were revealed as rings of
postholes without internal supports, indicating that the original constructions
were of very simple character. As well as the huts a large number of pits
were found at the site and it was possible to isolate specific areas where flint-
knapping had taken place.

The flint industry was dominated by narrow-bladed microliths, a form
unrepresented among the ‘Larnian’ industries. These are tiny blades, aver-
aging 4 cm in length and generally less than 1 cm in width. Triangular forms
are also known, as well as a series of ‘needle-points’, micro-awls, and various
types of blades or bladelets. Some of these items might have come from
composite implements. A handful of ground stone axes also came to light
and artefacts of chert, a stone native to more southern areas of Ireland, were
also found.

Not only did Mount Sandel Upper reveal for the first time the house
types of the earliest inhabitants of Ireland, the site also produced important
organic remains, which amplify considerably our picture of their lifestyle.
The bones of wild pig and hare were found, but (significantly) there was no
evidence that the red deer had been hunted. Bird bones were also present but
large quantities of eel and salmon bones suggest that fish was a dominant
element in diet. A variety of seeds and hazelnut shells were also found. A
series of radiocarbon dates from the site ranged from 7010 + 70 bc to

8 G, Burenhult, The archaeology of Carrowmore, Co. Sligo (Stockholm, 1984), p. 64.
*9 E.g. Woodman, Excavations at Mount Sandel, p. 169.
3° Woodman, Excavations at Mount Sandel.
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6490 + 65 bc?' with a concentration in the first two centuries of this
period.3*

Mount Sandel Lower3? had suffered extensive disturbance and the stratig-
raphy was greatly disturbed. Mesolithic remains from the site, however,
resembled those from Mount Sandel Upper, though a greater quantity of
axes occurred there. A section of the site that seems to have been undis-
turbed yielded a radiocarbon date of 6490 + 200 bc.3* A third Derry site,
Castleroe, also on the Bann, provided a small amount of archaeological ma-
terial, as well as hazelnuts and wood charcoal, which provided a radiocarbon
date in the first half of the sixth millennium bc.33

Another mesolithic site of major importance was found sealed under the
raised bog at L.ough Boora, County Offaly, and was excavated by Michael
Ryan in 1977.3° There, on a peninsula jutting into the original lake (larger
than the modern Lough Boora) a small settlement, which appears to have
been a seasonal hunting camp, was discovered. No hut sites were found but
hearths occurred. The lithic industry present resembled that at Mount
Sandel Upper though the absence of flint in the region meant that chert was
the dominant material used. As at Mount Sandel, it was clear that chert
artefacts had been manufactured on the spot. The microliths, blades, and
cores found at Boora compared closely with those from Mount Sandel and,
like the latter, the Offaly site also produced ground stone axeheads.There
were also a few scrapers of indifferent quality. Organic remains were also
present at L.ough Boora. The bones of wild pig, hare, and possibly dog were
found and among the bird bones preliminary examination suggests that duck
may be represented. Hazelnuts and various seeds were also present.

The close similarities in material culture between Boora and Mount
Sandel Upper extends to the dating of the two sites. A series of radiocarbon
dates from Boora range from 7030 + 360 bc to 6525 + 75 bc.37 It thus seems
evident that, contrary to popular opinion, the earliest inhabitants of Ireland
were not confined to coastal regions but from the beginning penetrated deep
into the heart of the country. It is likely that many more such early sites
await discovery. The question of the origins of these early mesolithic groups
remains a matter for debate and, indeed, it is not as yet fully clear to what
extent they came to Ireland on foot or in boats. An immediate background
for the Irish mesolithic somewhere in western Britain—perhaps southern

3! UB-952; UB-2008.

32 Woodman, Excavations at Mount Sandel, p. 148.

33 A. E. P. Collins, ‘Excavations at Mount Sandel, lower site, Co. Londonderry’ in U.7.A.,
3rd ser., xlvi (1983), pp 1—22.

34 UB-532.

35 Woodman, Excavations at Mount Sandel.

3% Michael Ryan, ‘An early mesolithic site in the Irish midlands’ in Antiquity, liv (1980),
PP 46-7.

37 UB-2268; UB-2199.
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Scotland, England, or Wales—is likely and it is not impossible that the first
inhabitants of what came to be the island of Ireland arrived by walking.

At the time of writing there is a gap in the archaeological record between
the earlier and later mesolithic. The industry of the older period, character-
ised by fine microliths, is replaced by what is termed a heavy, broad-bladed
industry dominated by flint axes, borers, and larger tools suitable for working
wood. Sometimes the flakes, having been struck from the core, were
employed without further working, but a characteristic feature of this indus-
try is the practice of thinning and narrowing the butt end. At the end of the
period one of the basic, recurring types is a leaf-shaped blade, most often of
chert, trimmed and retouched at the base on both sides for hafting. This is
called a ‘Bann flake’ and could have been used either as a knife or in a
composite implement for spearing or pronging fish. Clearly recognisable
projectile heads are absent. All in all the impression is that the late mesolithic
culture in Ireland developed along its own insular lines, apparently in in-
creasing isolation from contemporary developments abroad. Over a period of
almost three millennia there are few indications of cultural or technological
advance.

Numerous occupation sites belonging to the late mesolithic cultural hori-
zon have by now been recognised in Ireland, especially along the eastern
coast and on inland sites on Lough Derravaragh, Co. Westmeath, and Lough
Kinale, Co. Longford.38 Perhaps the best dated site of the period, however,
is Newferry, County Antrim,3 situated where the Lower Bann exits from
Lough Neagh. Here a sequence of occupation levels has been excavated
where they were preserved under thick deposits of diatomaceous soil and
peat. These levels seem to represent the temporary, summer resting places of
mesolithic fishermen. The occupation sequence, investigated by Woodman in
1970—71, was complex and some of the layers may well have been disturbed
by water. The radiocarbon dates indicate, however, that habitation at the site
began around or some time before the middle of the sixth millennum bc and
continued well into the fourth millennium. Most of the principal types of
late mesolithic flints were present.

The final stages of the mesolithic extend to the period when farming was
already being introduced into Ireland in the fourth millennum bc. In some
instances there is evidence of overlap between the traditional hunter-gatherer
way of life of the mesolithic people and the cattle-rearing activities of the
neolithic folk. Shell middens, dating to the period of maximum transgression
of the sea, are found on the east coast at Rockmarshall, County Louth,** and

38 Mitchell, ‘Some chronological implications’; “The Larnian culture’.

39 P. C. Woodman, ‘Recent excavations at Newferry, Co. Antrim’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc., xliii
(1977), PP 15599

4 G. F. Mitchell, ‘An early kitchen-midden in Co. Louth’ in Louth Arch. Soc. Jn., xi
(1947), pp 169—74; ‘Further early kitchen-middens in Co. Louth’, ibid., xii (1949), pp 14—20.
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Sutton*' and Dalkey Island,** County Dublin. At Rockmarshall broken flint
pebbles and roughly struck flakes were found among the shells. At Sutton, as
well as Bann flakes and other typically late mesolithic forms, some polished
stone axes were found and at least one bone of a domesticated ox. Both these
sites were dated by radiocarbon to around the middle of the fourth millen-
nium bc. Neither produced any neolithic pottery. At Dalkey, however, as
well as flints of mesolithic character, there were sherds of western neolithic
pottery and some bones of domesticated animals. At this site there is
evidence of continuity into the full neolithic. Recent investigations by
Woodman on shell middens near Ballyferriter in County Kerry have revealed
occupation debris, similar to that described above, which seems also to date
to the transition between the middle and the new stone age.** The mesolithic
culture in Ireland was thus a long-lived phenomenon, which spread in time
to most areas of the country. There is evidence at some sites of gradual
change to a farming economy. The extent to which the fully developed Irish
neolithic culture was a product of immigrating population groups remains,
however, a matter for debate.

4 G. F. Mitchell, ‘An early kitchen-midden at Sutton, Co. Dublin’ in R.S.A.1. n., Ixxxvi
(1956), pp 1—26; ‘Further excavations of the early kitchen-midden at Sutton, Co. Dublin’,
ibid., cii (1972), pp 151—9.

4 G. D. Liversage, ‘Excavations at Dalkey Island, Co. Dublin, 1956—9” in R.I.A. Proc., Ixvi
(1968), sect. C, pp 53-233.

4+ P. C. Woodman, M. A. Duggan, and A. McCarthy, ‘Excavations at Ferriter’s Cove:
preliminary report’ in Kerry Arch. Soc. Jn., xvii (1984), pp 5-19.



CHAPTERIV
Neolithic Ireland

M.J. O’KELLY

THE palaeobotanical evidence from pollen counts has already been men-
tioned, wherein elm pollen decreased and that of the weeds of light in-
creased. Despite the fact that this is open to a number of interpretations’
besides the straightforward ones that elm shoots may have been used as cattle
fodder and that, since these trees usually grew on good ground, they were
removed to provide pasture, the alteration in the hitherto prevailing eco-
logical pattern must signify a corresponding change in man’s behavioural
pattern. These pollen changes antedate 3000 B.C. in many cases. Indeed,
recent investigations at Ballyscullion, County Antrim,” Cashelkeelty, County
Kerry,? and elsewhere indicate that agriculture was already being practised
early in the fourth millennium B.cC.

At Ballynagilly, County Tyrone, a site excavated between 1966 and 1971,
elements were revealed of considerable interest and importance in the context
of early neolithic activity in Ireland.* The focal point of the site was a
rectangular house 6.5 m X 6 m, marked by foundation trenches and postholes.
The trenches contained the burnt bases (20cm high) of radially split oak
planks which had formed the walls. A shallow pit may have provided the
material for clay daub with which the wood may have been plastered. This
was the first find of walls of this type in Ireland in a neolithic context,
though they are well known in central FEurope. Radiocarbon dates of
32l5 + 125 bc® were obtained for the house. Older dates, the averages of
which lie between 3700 and 3800 bc, were obtained from charcoal in hearths
and pits in the habitation area. These are among the oldest dates so far
obtained for neolithic material anywhere in these islands.

' Above, p. 50, notes 16, 17.

* A. G. Smith, ‘Neolithic and bronze age landscape changes in Northern Ireland’ in The
effect of man on the landscape: the highland zone (London, 1975), pp 64—74.

3 Ann Lynch, Man and environment in south-west Ireland (Oxford, 1981).

+ A. M. ApSimon, ‘An early neolithic house in Co. Tyrone’ in R.S.A.I. Jn., xcix (1969),
pp 165-8; A. G. Smith, J. R. Pilcher, and G. W. Pearson, ‘New radiocarbon dates from
Ireland’ in Antiquity, xIv (1971), pp 97-102.

5 UB-199.
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As a result of palaeobotanical studies carried out at Ballynagilly in con-
junction with the excavations, it was ascertained that ribwort plantain
appeared in the pollen record about 29oo bc. This plant is usually found in
open grassland conditions; and since cereals do not appear to have been
present at this time at Ballynagilly, it seems likely that the land was still
being used for pasture. This activity lasted until about 2600 bc when the
forest took over once more. About the year 2000 bc, however, the area was
again settled with the arrival of Beaker people, who set up a mixed farming
economy in which pastoralism was combined with grain cultivation. Two of
the ‘axe factories’, which provided man with the means to tame the wood-
land, are known in the north-east of the country, at Tievebulliagh mountain
in County Antrim and on Rathlin Island off the northern coast of the
county.® They consist of sites where rough-outs of axes were made on
the spot from pieces broken from the parent outcrop. At both these places,
the rock is a close-textured porcellanite, blue-grey in colour with white or
black specks, and is very suitable for axe manufacture. Thousands of rough-
outs have been collected in areas from which the covering peat has become
eroded. Many of them are flawed and broken, which is not surprising as the
best specimens would no doubt have been taken away by the axe-makers for
finishing at home by grinding and polishing with sand and water. Axes made
from these outcrops of Antrim porcellanite are superior to those of flint
because they are harder and less friable, and the cutting edges more lasting.
Finished axes from these factories are well known not only in various parts of
Ireland but in Britain also, at places as far apart as the south-east of England,
the north of Scotland, and the outer Hebrides. The Irish factories have their
counterparts at Mynydd Rhiw, Graig Lwyd, and Prescelly, all in Wales,
at Great Langdale in Cumberland, and elsewhere. As the products of the
British factories have also been identified in Ireland, the axe-trade must
betoken widespread movement between the two countries, with all that this
implies in the way of transference of culture and ideas.

Investigations at Tievebulliagh have shown that the rough-outs lie on clay
in the base of a layer of peat that began to form over them at the beginning
of the sub-boreal phase.” In Jessen’s view there cannot have been a long
interval between the deposition of the clay and the beginning of the growth
of peat, so that a round figure date of 3000 bc is postulated. A like result has
been obtained from Rathlin Island.® Here a settlement site marked by hearths

® E. M. Jope, ‘Porcellanite axes from factories in north-east Ireland’ in U.7.A4., 3rd ser., xv
(1952), pp 31-60; Etienne Rynne, “T'wo stone axeheads found near Beltany stone circle, Co.
Donegal’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., xciii (1963), pp 193—6; P. R. Ritchie, “The stone implement trade in
third-millennium Scotland’ in J. M. Coles and D. D. A. Simpson (ed.), Studies in ancient
Europe (Leicester, 1968), pp 117—36.

7 Knud Jessen, ‘Studies in late quaternary deposits and flora-history of Ireland’ in R.1.A.
Proc., lii (1949), sect. B, pp 142—3.

Movius, Ir. stone age, p. 228.
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and containing flints of late mesolithic form was excavated, not far from
the porcellanite outcrop. A fragmentary, partly ground, and polished porcel-
lanite axe was found in the same horizon, as was some pottery comparable to
that already mentioned in connection with the sandhill sites and the Bann
diatomite.’

WHAT activities marked this new way of life in its early stages? Man would
first of all have begun hacking into the scrub and woodland with axes,
making clearings or cutting access paths through it to less densely wooded
areas where pasturage could be provided for his domesticated cattle, sheep,
and goats. Wheat and barley are being sown, perhaps in the ash of deliber-
ately fired undergrowth. The women are fashioning pottery vessels from clay
found suitable for the purpose. It is refined by various treatments until
round-bottomed bowls for use as containers and as cooking pots can be
shaped by hand and fired. Whence came these new practices and skills?

It is generally assumed that this new way of life was introduced into
Ireland entirely by newcomers to our shores, and that only after the passage
of time were certain elements of it copied or acquired by the mesolithic
people, who being hunters were, it is said, especially conservative. They are
generally envisaged as beachcombers incapable of advancement, living in
stagnant helplessness on the sea and lake shores. The mixtures of the old and
the new that have been found in such places as the Bann diatomite and the
sandhill settlements have been accredited to ‘Larnians’ who had, almost
reluctantly as it were, adopted some things from invading or colonising
neolithic people. While this may in some measure be true, it is probably a
gross oversimplification. One could just as well argue that the evidence be-
tokens neolithic people who had adopted the fishing expertise that the meso-
lithic people most certainly had developed. Late mesolithic man may have
been travelling by boat to Britain and places further away to trade the good
Antrim flint, Tievebulliagh axes, animal skins, smoked salmon, and other
kinds of cured fish from Ireland. On his return, he may have put into
practice some of what he had seen abroad, and this may account for the fact
that there are so many differences of detail between the earliest Irish pottery,

9 The effectiveness of neolithic land-clearance technique has been strikingly demonstrated
in recent years by the discovery of an extensive system of field enclosures, sealed by blanket
bog, at Behy/Glenulra in north-west Mayo (Seamus Caulfield, ‘Belderg Bog, Co. Mayo’ in
T. G. Delaney (ed.), Excavations 1973 (Belfast, 1973), pp 17-18; Caulfield, ‘Neolithic fields:
the Irish evidence’ in Early land allotment in the British Isles (Oxford, 1978), pp 137—43; and
Caulfield, ‘The neolithic settlement of north Connaught’ in Landscape archaeology in Ireland
(Oxford, 1983), pp 196—215). The enclosures were formed of long parallel stone walls joined by
cross walls to create fields of surprisingly large size. In the course of continuing investigations
it has been shown that at least 250 hectares of land were so divided (Caulfield, personal
communication), thus indicating the former presence in north Mayo of highly organised and
socially cohesive cultural groupings. A number of neolithic settlement enclosures, clearly re-
lated to the fields, have also been found.
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for instance, and those north British and continental ceramics with which,
nevertheless, the Irish material must belong."®

There is no reason to think that he was not quick to realise the advantages
of having control over a herd of tame animals that could be killed for food as
needed. If he had observed such a practice abroad, why should he not have
brought home a few calves to Ireland? It may be that it was in this way the
bones of domesticated ox found their way into the upper levels of some of
the raised beach deposits. If he once saw a grain crop grown, harvested, and
brought into use as food, why should he not have brought home some seed
corn to plant here himself? If, on the other hand, these practices were intro-
duced by immigrant settlers, he would soon have joined forces with them in
the production of extra supplies. Everything points to the immediate estab-
lishment of peaceful relationships between the late mesolithic folk and the
small communities of neolithic foreigners who no doubt did come and settle
here, some of them indeed invited or led there by travelling Irish hunter-
gatherers. Almost everywhere that evidence of neolithic activity has been
found, the mesolithic tanged points with thinned and narrowed butts, the
parallel-sided blades, the steep scrapers, and the now perfected hollow
scrapers, which had been developed from the cruder mesolithic prototypes,
are also present. There is little doubt, however, that the seeds for the first
corn crops grown in Ireland were imported, whether by native mesolithic
people or neolithic newcomers. Likewise too, the first of our domesticated
cattle, sheep, goats, and probably also pigs were brought into the country,
though the latter could perhaps have been domesticated from the native wild
pig.”" The earliest neolithic of Ireland, particularly that of the north-east,
appears to be closely connected with that of north Britain. Yorkshire pro-
vides the best parallels for the early shouldered-bowl pottery, and in turn
there are connections from there across the North Sea to Europe.’ It seems
very likely, therefore, that the earliest neolithic immigrants came into north-
east Ireland across the Irish Sea from north Britain, and the whole pattern of
forest clearance and land taking (Jandnam) here must stem ultimately from a
European background north of the Alps rather than from the western

Mediterranean or south-west Europe via the supposed ‘Atlantic seaways’."3

'° H. J. Case, ‘Foreign connections in the Irish neolithic’ in U.J.A., 3rd ser., xxvi (1963),
pp 5, 12.

' Ibid., p. 5.

2 H. J. Case, ‘Irish neolithic pottery: distribution and sequence’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc., xxvii
(1961), pp 174—233; ‘Foreign connections’; and ‘Neolithic explanations’ in Anriguiry, xliii
(1969), pp 176-86.

'3 T. G. E. Powell, J. X. W. P. Corcoran, Frances Lynch, and J. G. Scott, Megalithic
engquiries in the west of Britain (Liverpool, 1969), p. 247. The wide question of the origins of the
Irish neolithic remains controversial. See, for example, John Waddell, “The invasion hypothesis
in Irish prehistory’ in Antiquity, lii (1978), pp 121-8, and Michael Herity and George Eogan,
Ireland in prehistory (Llondon, 1977), for conflicting views.
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From the shores of Lough Gur in the east of County Limerick comes the
best evidence so far found of Irish houses built during the neolithic period.
The Lough Gur landscape still embodies features that must have made it
attractive to the early settlers. A small lake lies within a bowl of limestone
hills covered with a light soil and divided up by sheltered valleys; the soil is
warm even in winter, and when cleared of scrub would have been suitable for
small-scale primitive tillage, and in due time would have supported a thriving
cattle-raising economy even as it does today. During the course of several
seasons of excavation S. P. O Riordain uncovered the remains of at least ten
houses of neolithic age that had stood in ones and twos here and there in
close proximity to the lake edge."* While variant house plans were recorded,
the standard forms were circular and rectangular, and both types were being
built and lived in contemporaneously (fig. 8).

Fig. 8 Reconstruction of round and rectangular houses from Knockadoon, Lough
Gur, Co. Limerick (Cork Public Museum). After Cork Public Museum guide.

4§, P. O Riordain, ‘Lough Gur excavations: neolithic and bronze age houses on Knock-
adoon’ in R.I.A. Proc., Ivi (1954), sect. C, pp 297—459.
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One of the rectangular houses had internal dimensions of 9.7om X 6.1m.
The floor space had been divided into three aisles by two lines of posts
running longitudinally. This may have meant that the centre aisle, which
also contained the hearth, was used as the daytime living space, while the
side aisles may have been for storage and sleeping quarters. The external
walls were probably of mud with stone footings. Lines of posts stood
just inside and outside the wall-footings and, together with the internal
posts, must have supported the roof structure with its covering of thatch.
Quite near this house the remains of another rectangular one was found, and
just a little east of them were three circular houses. In two of these the
mud wall had been built in the annular space between two concentric rings
of wooden posts; in the third a single ring of posts supported the roof and
the wall may have been constructed in wattle work, plastered inside and out
with mud. Two of the houses had internal diameters of 5.20m while the
third was a little larger at 6.1 m. Where recognisable, the hearth was at or
near the centre of the floor, and there were adjacent rubbish pits. Around
about these houses were various irregular pits in the old ground surface,
from which the mud had been taken for the building of the walls. Subse-
quently they were used as rubbish pits, and it is from them as well as from
pits inside the houses that many of the small finds came.

Important among these objects are the large quantities of pottery sherds
recovered. No vessel was found in a complete state, but it proved possible to
assemble various individual groups of sherds so that several vessels were
reconstructed (fig. 9). In the lowest layers of the refuse in the pits and in the
house floors, the sherds belonged to large round-bottomed bowls with exag-
gerated T-shaped rims which were ornamented with incised patterns. The
colour varies greatly from light brown to a very dark red. Some of them had
a marked angular shoulder, a feature that concealed the fact that there was a
joint in the wall of the pot at this point. The upper part of the vessel,
consisting of rim and neck, was joined on to the bowl-shaped lower part at
the shoulder. The fabric of these pots is remarkably good and shows that
great care was taken in the preparation of the clay. Pieces of the clay found in
the deposits show that it was refined until all grit had been removed; special
types of grit were then deliberately added. A common material used at
Lough Gur was crushed calcite, a white crystalline material available locally;
sometimes, too, chopped grass was used in place of grit. Before firing, the
pots were burnished with a smooth pebble or with a piece of bone so that
well-preserved pieces exhibit polished surfaces. Experiments have shown that
the clay itself, derived in some cases from volcanic ash, may have been
obtained from a deposit about three miles away from Lough Gur. The
vessels are similar in shape to those found in the sandhill settlement sites of
north-east Ireland already mentioned.



M.J. O’KELLY 75

1
[} rd
|
SOo.a }
Sl -
= e b e e o

Fig. 9 Reconstructed drawings of Class I pots from Knockadoon, Lough Gur,
Co. Limerick. After S. P. O Riordain in R.I.A. Proc., Ivi, sect. C (1954). Scale 1:3.

Other houses at Lough Gur were found to have been surrounded by
circular enclosures, not for the purposes of defence against human enemies
but to keep the domestic animals out and perhaps prevent some of them—
goats for instance—from climbing on to the thatched roofs."> Excavation

'S For modern publication of older excavations at Lough Gur see Eoin Grogan and George
Eogan, ‘Lough Gur excavations by Sean P. O Riordain’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ixxxvii (1987), sect. C,
PP 299-506.
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revealed that the enclosing wall in these cases consisted of two concentric
rings of low contiguous boulders or orthostats, the annular space between
them being about 1 m wide. These acted as revetments inside and outside
the base of an earthen bank which may have been about 1 m to 1.5 m high. In
site K all the structural posts were set into rock-cut postholes. In this case
the house was rectangular and the entrance through the circular enclosing
bank had been fitted with a gate. Two C l4 dates (D-40 and D-41),which
average at 2600 bc + 240, are available for site I."

The characteristic flint and chert leaf- and lozenge-shaped arrowheads, as
well as some hollow-based types, are accompanied by Bann-type points with
thinned and narrowed butts and by Larnian parallel-sided blades, so that
here also we have a peaceful mesolithic—neolithic union. Bone is well pre-
served in the limestone soil of Lough Gur and numerous points and pins
made from it are common on most of the excavated sites. Well preserved also
were animal bones—food waste—of which large quantities were collected.
The vast bulk of them were bones of domestic ox; small numbers of pig and
sheep were present and there were a few dogs or wolves—it is not easy to
distinguish between the bones of these two latter animals. Bones of bear and
red deer show that a little hunting was still going on. A number of porcella-
nite axes from the Tievebulliagh factory have been found in the domestic
deposits. As time went on at Lough Gur, the rims of the round-bottomed
shouldered bowls became simpler and another type of ware appeared, flat-
bottomed bucket-shaped pots which were coarsely and crudely made and
sometimes have a crudely scratched ornament below the rim. There are some
instances of encrustation (i.e., application of decorative bands of clay to the
finished pots). These pots, made from various local clays, usually have large
grits, of crushed chert, though some were still gritted with calcite. The
colour is mostly a greyish black but there are some shades of brown also.
This rough domestic ware eventually became the dominant pottery and the
round-bottomed bowls disappeared from the record.

No other neolithic site in Ireland has given such a full picture as has been
obtained at Lough Gur. Mention must be made, however, of two others,
one in County Meath and one in County Antrim. At Slieve Breagh in
County Meath a small group of circular houses has been excavated. In
plan these were rather like the circular houses at Lough Gur and had
hearths and rubbish pits within them also.”” On the top of Lyles Hill near
Belfast,"® within a large earthen enclosure, great quantities of sherds of

16 However, ‘as both [dates] have very large standard deviations and as this area was one of
intensive later activity, they are of limited value in dating the site’ (ibid., p. 437).

'7 Liam de Paor and M. P. O hEochaidhe, ‘Unusual group of earthworks at Slieve Breagh,
Co. Meath’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., Ixxxvi (1956), pp 97—101.

" K. E. Evans, Lyles Hill, a late neolithic site in Co. Antrim (Belfast, 1953): A. M. Gibson
and D. D. A. Simpson, ‘Lyles Hill, Co. Antrim’ in Archaeology Ireland, i, no. 2 (1987), pp 6—10.
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round-bottomed shouldered bowls, leaf- and lozenge-shaped flint arrow-
heads, and hollow and round scrapers have been found, but no house plans
were recovered. In the latest levels there too, the flat-bottomed coarse ware
had come into use."’

SucH information as we possess relating to earliest man in Ireland comes
first from his weapons and tools and later from the utensils and dwellings he
used during life; what happened to his body after death is virtually unknown.
No cemetery of tombs or graves has been found for this early period. It is
only when farming is well established, when domesticated animals are avail-
able for food, when cereal cultivation is a customary activity, that evidence is
forthcoming for burial practices, and indeed one is in some measure a corol-
lary of the other. Food production would need to be stabilised and organised
before a community could undertake the elaborate structures that character-
ise some of the burial practices of the middle and later neolithic.*®

Some 1,400 tombs built of large stones during the middle and late neo-
lithic periods still survive in Ireland, and, having regard to the numbers
destroyed in the past and in recent times also, hundreds more must once
have existed. These, called megalithic tombs, have been divided into four
main types for convenience of nomenclature and to facilitate study, but it
must not be imagined that the different classes were mutually exclusive, or
that each group was built in splendid isolation from another, or that there

' Our knowledge of neolithic house types in Ireland is now augmented by two important
discoveries. At Ballyglass, Co. Mayo, the bedding trench for the timber posts of a rectangular
house was found beneath the stones of a court tomb (Sean O Nuallain, ‘A neolithic house at
Ballyglass, near Ballycastle, Co. Mayo’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., cii (1972), pp 49—57). The house, which
appears to have had internal divisions, had dimensions of 13 m X 6 m. Radiocarbon dates for
charcoal from the wall slots ranged from 2730 + 95 bc to 2530 + go bc. More recently two
house plans have been uncovered at Tankardstown South, Co. Limerick. House 1 (M. Gowen,
“Tankardstown, Co. Limerick: a neolithic house’ in Archacology Ireland, i, no. 1 (1987),
pp 610, and Three Irish gas pipelines: new archaeological evidence in Munster (Dublin, 1988))
was rectangular in plan with dimensions of 7.40m X 6.40m. Its walls had been constructed of
split oak planks and the roof had originally been supported by two internal posts. A series of
radiocarbon dates for the house range between 3155 + 45 bc and 2890 + 8o be. House 2, found
some 20m north-west of House 1, was similarly constructed but was larger with internal
dimensions of 15m X 7.50m (M. Gowen and C. Tarbett, ‘A third season at Tankardstown’ in
Archaeology Ireland, ii, no. 4 (1988), p. 156). It appears to have consisted of a single large room
with a narrow annexe at each end. A further recent discovery of great importance for Irish
neolithic settlement studies is the double-ditched hilltop enclosure at Donegore, not far from
Lyles Hill in Co. Antrim (J. P. Mallory and R. Hartwell, ‘Donegore’ in Current Archaeology,
xcii (1984), pp 271—5). The ditches, a few metres distant from one another, extend between the
edges of a scarp around the summit of the hill to form an oval enclosure with a maximum
internal width of 150 m. Although no house plans have as yet been discovered, large quantities
of neolithic pottery and other domestic items have been recovered, indicating that this was a
settlement site of some significance. The most interesting aspect of Donegore is, however, the
fact that the ditches are interrupted along their length by a series of undug causeways. The
enclosure is thus strikingly reminiscent of the well-known ‘causeway camps’ of the southern
English neolithic.

2° Case, ‘Neolithic explanations’.
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was no communication between their builders. Indeed the reverse was almost
certainly the case as, if one lists the points of similarity rather than the
differences, one can argue for a good deal of accord. The four main types
were once listed as court cairns, portal dolmens, passage graves, and wedge-
shaped gallery graves.>" Today it is more customary to refer to court tombs,
portal tombs, passage tombs, and wedge tombs.

Three hundred and seventy-three of the first are known at present, all of
them, save for a half-dozen or so, lying in the northern third of Ireland,with
the greatest concentrations in the coastal regions of Mayo, Sligo, and
Donegal in the west, and a lesser one in Down and Louth in the east. There
is, furthermore, a strong spread of tombs across mid-Ulster between the two
areas. Related tombs are found in Scotland and on both sides of the Severn
estuary in Britain. The older name ‘court cairn’ arises from the fact that the
tomb chamber or chambers are covered by a cairn or mound of stones, and a
court-like area bounded by standing stones or by stone-walling gives access
to the tomb. The cairn is on average about 3om in length and about 15m
wide at the front, narrowing to about half that at the rear. The long straight
sides of this trapezoidal structure are usually marked by a revetment of
orthostats, though dry-built walling may be present instead.The tomb gallery
is situated along the long axis of the cairn and is built of orthostats. About 70
per cent of the tombs consist of two chambers divided from one another by
jamb-stones or by jambs and sill-stones, but some three- and four-chambered
tombs are also known. The roof was corbelled. In plan the court may be oval,
circular, U-shaped, or semi-circular, the two latter being the commonest.
Circular or oval courts, ‘full courts’, as they are sometimes called, are found
in the western areas.”” In the majority of cases the court and gallery are at
the broad end of the cairn and face east. There are instances, however, of
dual-court tombs, as at Cohaw, County Cavan,*? and Audleystown, County
Down,** where a court and tomb-gallery are present at each end of the cairn.
Another variant is found where the court occupies a central position and
galleries open from it longitudinally, as at Deerpark, County Sligo.

Only thirty-five of the almost 400 known tombs have been excavated and
many of this number were only partially examined, so that evidence on the
burial rite is, on the whole, unsatisfactory.>> In the majority of the excavated

2! Ruaidhri de Valera and S. P. O Nuallain, Survey of the megalithic tombs of Ireland, i: Co.
Clare (Dublin, 1961). ;

*? Ruaidhri de Valera and S. P. O Nuallain, Survey of the megalithic tombs of Ireland, ii: Co.
Mayo (Dublin, 1964), p. 105.

23 H. E. Kilbride-Jones, ‘Double-horned cairn at Cohaw, Co. Cavan’ in R.I.A. Proc., liv
(1951), sect. C, pp 75-88.

2+ A. E. P. Collins, ‘The excavation of a double-horned cairn at Audleystown, Co. Down’ in
U.J.A, 5th ser., xvii (1954), pp 7—-50; ‘Further work at Audleystown long cairn, Co. Down’
in U.J.A., 3rd ser., xxii (1959), pp 21—7.

25 Michael Herity, ‘The finds from Irish court tombs’ in R.[.A. Proc., Ixxxvii (1987), sect.
C, pp 103—281.
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sites one cremation only was found in the tomb, and in a number of cases
this was a young male. Audleystown, however, one of the dual-court tombs
mentioned above, contained thirty-four burials, of which only four were
cremations, and Ballyalton, County Down,?* had eight unburnt burials.
Annaghmare, County Armagh,?” had both burnt and unburnt burials repre-
senting possibly four individuals. In cases such as the above, where more
than one person is present, it may be questioned whether the deposits were
undisturbed. At Annaghmare, for instance, samples of charcoal taken from
chambers 2 and 3 gave radiocarbon dates centred on early Christian times,
while the forecourt gave a C 14 date of 2445 + 55 be.® While not proving
that the burials in the chambers were late, it at least shows that unsuspected
disturbance had taken place. A court tomb at Shalwy, County Donegal,*
showed traces of early Christian occupation in the form of a hearth, pottery,
metalwork, a bone comb, and a glass bead in addition to the customary court
cairn assemblage. A charcoal sample from the chamber of a similar site at
Shanballyedmond, County Tipperary, produced a radiocarbon date of 100
be + 130.3° Until a demonstrably untouched court tomb is excavated, there-
fore, it is impossible to declare categorically that these tombs were primarily
used for multiple burials. It is also becoming more and more apparent that
many megalithic tombs are multi-period structures, and court tombs are no
exceptions. Taking into account the subsidiary chambers that are found in
the Annaghmare cairn, in the cairn of the very fine monument at Creevykeel,
County Sligo, the cairn at Edenmore, County Down, and many others, one
must see these as additions to the primary structure, though at which remove
in time is not clear in most cases. Total excavation of a site will alone provide
the answer, and it is this that has given such convincing results in Scotland,
where the premise of multi-period court tombs has for long been accepted.3’

One such total excavation carried out in Ireland was that of the Shanbal-
lyedmond court tomb, and though a multi-period structure was not revealed,
several unique details of considerable interest came to light.>* A funnel-
shaped forecourt opened into a two-chamber gallery. The floors of both

26 E. E. Evans and O. Davies, ‘Excavation of a chambered horned cairn at Ballyalton, Co.
Down’ in Belfast Natur. Hist. Soc. Proc. (1933—4), pp 79—104-.

*7 D. M. Waterman, ‘The court cairn at Annaghmare, Co. Antrim’ in U.7.A., 3rd ser.,
xxviii (1965), pp 2—46; A. G. Smith, J. R. Pilcher, and G. W. Pearson, ‘New radiocarbon dates
from Ireland’ in Antiquity, xlv (1971), pp 97—102.

2 UB-241.

? 1. N. W. Flanagan, ‘The excavation.. . of a two-chambered court-cairn in Shalwy town-
land’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ixviii (1968), sect. C, pp 23—4.

3° D-s2.

3t J. X. W. P. Corcoran, ‘Multi-period construction and the origins of the chambered long
cairn in western Britain and Ireland’ in Frances Lynch and Colin Burgess (ed.), Prehistoric man
in Wales and the west: essays in honour of Lily F. Chitty (Bath, 1972), pp 31-64.

32 M. J. O’Kelly, ‘A horned-cairn at Shanballyedmond, Co. Tipperary’ in Cork Hist. Soc.

Jn., Ixiii (1958), pp 37-72.
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court and gallery were flagged. The gallery was surrounded by a U-shaped
setting of non-contiguous standing stones joined to one another by dry-
walling. Outside this post-and-panel type of revetment was a feature not
found hitherto in any type of megalithic tomb in Ireland, namely a series of
thirty-four postholes set in a U-shaped plan conforming to the U-shape of
the post-and-panel revetment. The ends of this setting of postholes curved
inward to connect with the outermost orthostats of the forecourt so as to
form (on plan) an approximately flat facade at each side of the court en-
trance. There was a single cremation burial, that of a youth between 10 and
15 years of age. It lay in a partly stone-lined pit in the floor of the inner
chamber. The finds at Shanballyedmond were characteristic of court tombs
generally. These are round-bottomed bowls, with or without ornament;
sometimes the pots are shouldered, sometimes not. Coarse flat-bottomed
bucket-like ware is also present in some cases. The characteristic flints are
leaf- and lozenge-shaped arrowheads and hollow scrapers, all of which are
known at the habitation sites of Lyles Hill and Lough Gur, although only a
single hollow scraper was found at the latter place.

It is argued by some that court tombs are the earliest of the megalithic
tombs in Ireland and were introduced by the same immigrants that intro-
duced farming. None of the excavated sites has so far upheld this theory, and
such few meaningful radiocarbon dates as exist are of middle and late neo-
lithic rather than early neolithic date. In a number of instances burnt areas,
spreads of charcoal, stakeholes, and postholes have been found in the fore-
courts, and beneath the cairns also when sufficiently exhaustive investiga-
tions have taken place. In the past these have been interpreted as the
preliminary clearing of the site by burning of the scrub and woodland before
the work of erecting the tomb began; in other cases, they have been inter-
preted as evidence of ritual or as the site of the cremation pyre. These
features can usually be better explained as being indications of pre-existing
neolithic habitations, a point clearly demonstrated at Ballyglass, County
Mayo, where the foundations of a timber house were found under a court
tomb.33 Until or unless radiocarbon dates and related evidence consonant
with an early neolithic date are forthcoming, court tombs must be regarded
as a burial practice originating in the middle neolithic.3*

About 163 portal tombs are known in Ireland, and again, the majority are
found in Ulster in much the same areas as the court tombs, though they are
not so plentiful in the west.3> Important numbers of them are found also

33 Above, p. 77, n. 19.

3+ But see now Michael Herity, ‘The finds from Irish court tombs’ in R.[.A. Proc., Ixxxvii
(1987), sect. C, pp 156—9.

35 Ruaidhri de Valera, ‘The court cairns of Ireland’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ix (1960), sect. C, pp
64—9; S. P. O Nuallain, ‘Irish portal tombs: topography, siting, and distribution’ in R.S.A4.1.

Jn., cxiii (1983), pp 75-105.
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along the eastern side of the country as far south as Waterford and along the
western part as far south as County Clare. One example is known near
Rosscarbery in County Cork. Similar tombs are known in Wales and Corn-
wall and perhaps also in the Cotswold—Severn region in England. The Irish
Sea area of distribution is well documented by Frances Lynch.3® The portal
tomb has a straight-sided chamber, often narrowing towards the rear. The
entrance is marked by a pair of tall stones or portals which are set inside the
line of the side slabs. A single slab, often of enormous size, covers the
chamber, resting on the high portal stones at the front and sloping steeply
down towards the rear where it is supported either by the back stone of the
chamber or, in some cases, by a second and lesser capstone which is in turn
supported by the chamber orthostats. Usually a closing slab is recessed be-
tween the portals; sometimes it consists of a low sill or of a septal slab rising
to the full height. The tombs tend to face east but not invariably so. The
cairns are not well preserved as a rule, but there is evidence for both long
and round forms. It has been demonstrated in Britain, however, that the long
cairns are sometimes in the nature of additions to smaller round cairns, as at
the portal dolman at Dyffryn Ardudwy in Wales.3? Once again, only com-
plete excavation will elicit the full story.

The evidence regarding the burials or the burial rite is not good, as few
sites have been scientifically excavated.3® An example excavated at Ballykeel,
County Armagh,3? produced typical portal tomb finds, that is, an assemblage
much the same as that from court cairns—round-bottomed shouldered bowls
plain or decorated, leaf-shaped arrowheads, and hollow scrapers.

Portal tombs, usually sited in low-lying positions, are impressive and
striking to the eye, mainly because of the large capstone, poised high on the
portal stones and sloping steeply back toward the rear of the tomb. Good
examples such as that at Knockeen, County Waterford, or Leac an Scail at
Kilmogue in County Kilkenny, remind one when seen in profile of a great
ship thrusting forward against the tide. Evans, like de Valera and O Nuallain,
maintained that the portal tomb was an indigenous development, which
began perhaps in central Ulster as a derivative of the court cairns. Archaeolo-
gists on the other side of the Irish Sea regard matters from a different angle
and make a case for a starting-point in Cornwall, Ireland and Wales being on
the receiving end of the movement. Frances Lynch, for instance, wrote: “The
presence of strikingly similar portal dolmens in both countries [Ireland and

6 F. M. Lynch, “The megalithic tombs of North Wales’ in Powell, Corcoran, Lynch,
& Scott, Megalithic enquiries in the west of Britain, p. 46.

37 T. G. E. Powell, ‘The chambered cairn at Dyffryn Ardudwy’ in Antiquity, xxxvii (1963),
pp 19—24.

38 "Michael Herity, “The finds from the Irish portal dolmens’ in R.S.A.1.Jn., xciv (1964),
PP 123—44.

39 A. E. P. Collins, ‘Ballykeel dolmen and cairn, Co. Armagh’ in U.J.A., 3rd ser., xxviii
(1965), pp 47-70.
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Wales] reveals that contact must have been close, whether it was a case of
derivation one from the other, or of two parallel streams emanating from
some common source as yet unidentified.’** Recent estimates*' place the
number of passage tombs somewhere between 150 and 300. They are mainly
situated in the central east-west third of the country although examples
occur both north and south of this area. Passage tombs differ from other
types of megalithic tomb in that they tend to be situated on high ground and
to be grouped in cemeteries. The four main cemeteries are in the Boyne
Valley in County Meath; on the Loughcrew hills, also in County Meath; at
Carrowkeel on the Bricklieve Mountains in County Sligo; and at Carrow-
more, also in County Sligo.**

Probably the best known cemetery is that which lies within a bend of the
River Boyne between Slane and Drogheda in County Meath. Here in an area
3 miles by 1 mile (5km X 1.6km) are the three great mounds of New-
grange,* Dowth,** and Knowth,*> together with the numerous small
mounds, most of which are likely to be passage tombs. The three great
mounds, all of much the same dimensions (that is to say, covering about an
acre (0.4 hectares) of ground and approximately 280 feet (85 m) in diameter),
are strikingly situated on hilltops and can be seen in silhouette against the
sky from many vantage-points in the neighbourhood. Knowth is about three-
quarters of a mile (1.2 km) north-west of Newgrange, and Dowth is about the
same distance to the east. If one stands on the top of any of the three one can
see the other two therefrom. While as yet only one tomb is known in the
Newgrange cairn, Knowth contains two and Dowth has two.

Immediately west of Newgrange on the shoulder of the same hill are two
small mounds called K and L, both of which have been excavated. Mound L,
though severely damaged more than a century ago by the insertion into it of
a lime kiln, was found to contain a passage-tomb with a cruciform plan. A
number of its decorated stones have survived, some from the chamber and
some from the kerb, and these are now in the National Museum in Dublin as
they could not be preserved satisfactorily on the site. Mound K was found to
cover a simpler type of chamber, but the site as a whole had a very complex

4° Lynch, ‘Megalithic tombs of North Wales’, p. 169.

#S. P. O Nualliin, “The megalithic tombs of Ireland’ in Expedition, xxi, no. 3 (1979),
pp 6—15; George Eogan, Knowth and the passage tombs of Ireland (Llondon, 1986), pp 24—5.

+* Michael Herity, Irish passage graves (Dublin, 1974).

+ M. J. O’Kelly, Newgrange: archacology, art, and legend (London, 1982); M. J. O’Kelly,
F. M. Lynch, and Claire O’Kelly, ‘Three passage graves at Newgrange, Co. Meath’ in R.1.A.
Proc., Ixxviii (1978), sect. C, pp 249—352.

+ M. J. OKelly and Claire O’Kelly, ‘The tumulus at Dowth, Co. Meath’ in R.I.A. Proc.,
Ixxxiii (1983), sect. C, pp 135—90.

45 George Eogan, ‘Excavations at Knowth, Co. Meath’ in R.I.A. Proc., Ixvi (1968), sect. C,
pp 299—400; ‘Pins of the Irish late bronze age’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., civ (1974), pp 74—119; Excav-
ations at Knowth I (Dublin, 1984); and Knowth & passage tombs of Ire.



M.J. O’KELLY 83

building history of at least three phases. It also contained a number of carved
stones.

As well as these, there are at least ten other sites worthy of investigation in
the immediate vicinity of Newgrange, some of them passage tombs. There
are a possible four passage tombs in the Dowth area, while about a mile and a
half (2.4 km) to the north there is a small tumulus in Monknewtown and a
passage tomb (site T) excavated by Eogan*® which has been in the grounds of
the Townley Hall estate. Immediately around the perimeter of Knowth,
seventeen small mounds have been uncovered by excavation; all of them
originally covered graves of passage-tomb type, some simple in plan, some
cruciform; the plans of a few others were difficult to determine on account of
damage.

There are two plain standing stones of large size on the edge of the river
terrace to the south-east of Newgrange. In addition, two decorated stones
from different locations in the Dowth townland have been brought in for
safekeeping, one to the Newgrange Information Centre, and the other to the
Newgrange enclosure.

Twenty-five miles (40 km) to the west of Newgrange, on the Loughcrew
hills above Oldcastle, is another important cemetery where twenty-five tombs
survive in various states of preservation. These tombs are magnificently
situated and some of them can be seen from a long way off. All of them
except cairns L. and T are severely damaged, but twelve contain carved slabs.
Cairns L and T, which contain important carvings, have had their damaged
roofs restored.

In Sligo on the west coast of Ireland, there are two cemeteries, one on
Bricklieve mountain, better known as Carrowkeel, where there are fourteen
tombs, and the other at Carrowmore where thirty-four monuments now
survive in various states of dilapidation out of an original sixty-five. The
rock of Bricklieve mountain is horizontally bedded limestone, and the
weathering-out of this into deep glens, with some remarkable vertical cliff
features, provides most unusual topographical background for the tombs,
some of which are dramatically situated on peaks with cliff sides. The cemet-
ery lies in an area of great scenic beauty. Carrowmore, on the other hand, lies
on a low-lying gravel ridge, though each individual monument in the group
stands on its own little eminence. From here too the scenic views are exten-
sive and a dominant feature of the landscape is Knocknarea mountain, also
curiously shaped because of the horizontal bedding of its limestone and on
top of which is a huge unopened cairn that may cover a passage tomb.

Apart from these great groups there are lesser concentrations and individ-
ual tombs elsewhere, the most northerly instances being in Donegal and

4 George Eogan, ‘A neolithic habitation site and megalithic tomb at Townleyhall townland,
Co. Louth’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., xciii (1963), pp 37-81.
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Antrim, the most southerly being in the east of County Limerick and in
County Waterford. County Cork seems to have had one site; all that remains
is a single decorated stone which is now preserved in the Cork Public
Museum. The site was on the island of Cape Clear just off the south-west
coast of the county.

The name ‘passage tomb’ comes from the nature of the tomb, which
consists of a passage of varying length leading into a chamber which may be
circular as at Dowth South; oval as at Fourknocks, County Meath; polygonal
as at cairn G at Carrowkeel; trapezoidal or rectangular as at Listoghill in the
Carrowmore cemetery. Often, two side cells and an end cell open off the
chamber to give a cruciform plan to the whole as at Newgrange and Four-
knocks. More complex plans also occur and these, and the cruciform ones,
seem to be an Irish development of a practice that had already begun on the
Continent where tombs with one or two side cells or pairs of transepts are
known. The tombs are built of orthostats and the chambers are usually
roofed in the corbel technique, though small chambers may have capstones
laid directly on the orthostats. One excavated site, Fourknocks, which had an
unusually large oval central chamber, was roofed partly in corbelled stone
and finished in timber, this part having been supported on a centrally placed
wooden post.*’

Without exception, Irish passage tombs are found in circular cairns which
vary in diameter from about 85m in the largest to as little as 8 m (site W at
Loughcrew) in the smallest examples. Many cairns are now much denuded,
having been used as stone quarries in the past, but several are remarkably
well preserved and a few remain to a height of 12m or more. Most of them
seem to have had massive orthostatic kerbs (plate 1). Among the exceptions
to this are Fourknocks and the Mound of the Hostages at Tara, County
Meath. Entrances to passage tombs face in all directions, but a preference
was shown for an approximately south-east orientation.

The older excavations, of which there were about thirty, were unscientific
and badly recorded, but the information from them and from a number of
recent investigations gives some notion of the burial practice. Cremation
seems to have been the normal rite in Ireland, though unburnt primary
burials are also known. The skeletal material was placed in the side and end
cells of the cruciform tombs, and on the floor of the passage and chamber in
the less elaborate types. In about twelve tombs there are one or more shallow
stone basins and the bones were presumably laid into these. The evidence
from Fourknocks indicated that all the bones, representing at least twenty-
four people, had been put into the tomb at one time—a single collective
burial—after which it was closed. Similar evidence has come from the

47 P.J. Hartnett, ‘Excavation of a passage grave at Fourknocks, Co. Meath’ in R.I.A. Proc.,
Iviii (1957), sect. C, pp 197—227; “The excavation of two tumuli at Fourknocks (sites II and
IIT), Co. Meath’ in R.I.A. Proc., Ixxi (1971), sect. C, pp 35-89.
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passage tomb known as the Mound of the Hostages at Tara. The most recent
evidence is from Newgrange.*® The cremated and unburnt bone fragments of
a small number of people—perhaps four or five—were found embedded in
the floor of the tomb chamber, but this may represent only a fraction of the
original deposit, since the tomb has been open since 1699 and we do not
know how much may have been removed as souvenirs or during cleaning-out
operations in the interior.

A distinctive group of objects is found mixed through the masses of bone
in Irish passage-tombs. The pottery, usually called Carrowkeel ware after the
Sligo cemetery, is a coarsely made round-bottomed fabric of poor quality
with much incised and jabbed ornament. Bone pins occur, some of them
very long and made from deer antler, the best known of which are the
‘mushroom’ or ‘poppy-head’ types. Others have a herring-bone pattern
carved on the shanks. Stone beads and pendants are also found, the pendants
being particularly characteristic. These are hammer- or pestle-shaped, like
those at Newgrange (fig. 10). Also noteworthy are the ‘marbles’, small spher-
oids made from Antrim chalk which is hard enough to take on a very smooth
surface, amounting to a polish in some cases. As well as several of these chalk
examples, Newgrange has produced two marbles made from serpentine.
Among the small finds from passage tombs, however, perhaps the most
spectacular item is the beautifully decorated macehead from Knowth.*®

As in the case of the court cairns, there is clear evidence from some
passage-tomb excavations that the sites on which they stand had already been
habitation areas. At site T, at Townley Hall, County Louth, the tomb and its
covering mound masked an intensively occupied area.>® Mound L, just west
of Newgrange, was built on a site previously inhabited by people using the

§ @@

Fig. 10 Hammer-shaped pendants from Newgrange, Co. Meath. After
M. J. O’Kelly in G. Daniel and P. Kjaerum (ed.), Megalithic graves and ritual
(1973). Scale 1:2.

8 The most comprehensive, up-to-date picture of passage-tomb culture comes from the
extended and continuing excavations at Knowth, Co. Meath (above, p. 82, n. 45).

4 George Eogan and Hilary Richardson, “Two maceheads from Knowth, Co. Meath’ in
R.S.A.L Fn., cii (1982), pp 123—38; Eogan, Knowth & passage tombs of Ire., pp 141—2, plate X.

5° Above, p. 83, n. 46.
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characteristic neolithic round-bottomed shouldered-bowl pottery. They had
abandoned the site and the turf had grown over their debris before the
passage tomb was built. The main Newgrange mound itself overlies pits
connected with earlier activity on the hilltop. The Mound of the Hostages at
Tara stands on a ditched enclosure already abandoned at the time the tomb
was built.

It has frequently been suggested in the past that the background of the
Irish passage tombs lies in Iberia where cemeteries of such tombs also occur,
as for instance the very well known one at Los Millares in south-east Spain.
Basin stones are known in a few Iberian tombs such as that at Castraz,
Ciudad Rodrigo,” but the best is the rectangular example in the tomb at
Matarubilia, Seville. This, perhaps, can be compared with the rectangular
basin in the central chamber at Dowth North, County Meath. Furthermore,
the poppy-head bone or antler pins, such as those from Carrowkeel, are best
paralleled in Portugal.>® But against this must be set evidence from France.
The limestone pendants with helical groove from Cairn G, Carrowkeel,’
seem to be closely paralleled by the numerous similar pendants from dolmens
in the Herault region of southern France.

In the absence of a sufficiency of radiocarbon dates for the Iberian tombs
closest in form to the Irish examples, the derivation of the latter from Iberia
cannot be conclusive for the present. On the other hand, in view of the very
early C 14 dates obtained for some of the passage tombs in Brittany, ¢.3300
be, or earlier, it may be that passage-tomb building had its origin there and
spread southwards to Iberia and northwards to Ireland, Wales, Scotland, and
Scandinavia. C 14 dates for the tomb structure at Newgrange centre on 2500
bc while those from the Mound of the Hostages centre on 2000 bc.5*

Almost 400 wedge tombs have been recorded, and (while they are the most
widespread of all types of megalithic tomb) their distribution has a marked
southern bias,>® 190 of them being in this part of the country, in the counties
Cork, Kerry, Limerick, Clare, and Tipperary. The pattern is all the more
worthy of note when it is realised that in the same five counties there are only

5' G. and V. Leisner, Die Megalithgriber der Iberischen Halbinsel, der Siiden (Berlin, 1943),
p. 286.

52 Eogan, Knowth & passage tombs of Ire., pp 208-11.

53 T. G. E. Powell, “The problem of Iberian affinities in prehistoric archaeology around the
Irish Sea’ in Frances Lynch and Colin Burgess (ed.), Prehistoric man in Wales and the west
(Bath, 1972), pp 93-106.

5% Most of the radiocarbon dates from the Knowth tombs, like those from Newgrange,
cluster around the middle of the third millennium be (Eogan, Knowth & passage tombs of Ire.,
pp 225-6). A series of early fourth-millennum bc dates from the Carrowmore, Co. Sligo,
cemetery remain controversial (G. Burenhult, The archaeological excavations at Carrowmore, Co.
Stigo, Ireland, L977—9 (Stockholm, 1980); Burenhult, The archaeology of Carrowmore, Co. Sligo
(Stockholm, 1984); Eogan, op. cit., p. 226; M. J. O’Kelly, Early Ireland (London, 1989),
pp 107-9). ,

55 De Valera & O Nuallain, Survey of megalithic tombs, i and iv.
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four court tombs, five portal tombs, and two passage tombs. The remaining
wedges are distributed throughout the areas in which the main concentrations
of the other types of megalith occur. The name arises from the fact that the
tomb is usually wedge-shaped both in plan and in longitudinal profile; that is,
it i1s wider and higher at the end containing the entrance, usually the west or
south-west. The wedges, therefore, are orientated in the opposite direction to
that of the court cairns. The gallery is built of orthostats and roofed with slabs
resting on them; corbelling proper does not occur.

It has been customary to divide the wedge tombs into two sub-groups,
northern and southern wedges, so called at a time when it was thought the
two sub-types had a mutually exclusive distribution, the one group in the
northern part of Ireland, the other in the south.3® It is now clear that this
pattern is not correct, and in abandoning it some archaeologists have aban-
doned altogether the subdivision of the class. This, however, is to take up a
position on the opposite extreme, because such a subdivision remains a valid
concept even if the old names and patterns of spread are to be changed.

A good example of the northern type was excavated at Island, near
Mallow, County Cork.>” The tomb chamber consisted of a U-shaped ortho-
static gallery wider at the entrance than at the east end, and it was entered
between two tall portal stones. A second U-shaped setting of orthostats was
placed outside the gallery at about a metre distant; the ends of its arms were
joined with those of the tomb gallery by orthostats set so as to give a more or
less flat fagade to this part of the monument. Further settings of orthostats
gave a more marked wedge shape to the western part of the monument. To
close the spaces between the ends of these outermost lines of orthostats and
the ends of the outer U, two further orthostats were added to the facade.
Outside this again were the sockets of a setting of non-contiguous orthostats
which would presumably have been joined to one another by dry-walling,
and which would have formed a revetment to the edge of the covering cairn.
This was round-heeled in plan and flat in front so as to conform with the flat
facade of the tomb. In front of the facade, sockets for stones were found
which would have marked off a semi-circular area in front of the entrance.
The overall length of the monument was 11.5m and the greatest width
9.5m. A single non-structural stone stood near the southern portal, and the
portico area itself was marked off from the chamber proper by a single
jambstone standing forward of the north side of the gallery, and by a very
low sill. In some northern wedges another chamber is formed at the east end
of the gallery by means of a dividing slab. Sometimes, too, the facade is
slightly curved. Average length is in general from 10 to 15 m.

5% Ruaidhri de Valera, ‘A group of “horned cairns” near Ballycastle, Co. Mayo’ in R.S.A.1.

Jn., Ixxxi (1951), pp 178—9.
57 M. J. OKelly, ‘A wedge-shaped gallery grave at Island, Co. Cork’ in R.S.A.I. Jn.,
Ixxxviii (1958), pp 1—23.



88 Neolithic Ireland

A southern wedge tomb is well exemplified at Baurnadomeeny, County
Tipperary, where total excavation of the site was very rewarding.® The
tomb gallery was in two parts, the portico at the west end being completely
cut off from the chamber by a high septal slab. This is a customary feature of
the southern wedge, and sometimes, too, there is a small closed cell at the
east end of the gallery. The front edge of the portico was marked by a low
sill and the roof was supported on two free-standing pillars set on the axial
line. The chamber was well constructed of double walling, and a series of
vertical buttresses stood against each side of the tomb. The closing stone at
the east end of the tomb had not survived. It was roofed by means of
capstones. The edge of the covering cairn had been marked by large slabs set
in a circle, the tomb being centrally placed within it so that when complete it
would have been completely hidden by the covering cairn. The tomb meas-
ured 7m X 3.6 m and the cairn was 15m in diameter.

From the above two examples it will be seen that similarities as well as
differences exist between the two types. Unfortunately, despite being the
most numerous class of megalithic monument, very few examples have been
excavated, only twenty-five in all, and since some produced no finds it is
difficult to be dogmatic about the finds or about the nature of the burial rite.
Cremation appears to have predominated but unburnt burials have been
found side by side with cremated examples. Six cremations are known from
Baurnadomeeny, and the gallery at Island was closed after two or three
cremations had been inserted. Of the excavated sites, no primary pottery is
reported from seven, beaker pottery has been recorded from six, and in the
case of ten other sites it is not possible to say how much of the pottery may
be secondary.”® Three tombs produced tanged-and-barbed arrowheads.

The coarse flat-bottomed ware of the court tombs and of Lough Gur and
Lyles Hill is known from a number of wedges, as also are food vessels and
urns, but these latter, like the beaker ware, are probably secondary insertions.
Because of the occurrence of beaker there has been a tendency to think of the
wedges as being the latest of the megalithic tombs, and for some the only
radiocarbon date so far obtained for a wedge, 1160 bc + 140* for Island,
supports this view.®” Nevertheless, the evidence as it stands at present is not
sufficient to establish beakers as a primary element of wedges, let alone
categorise them as monuments that ‘belonged to a widespread and numerous
beaker-using community’.%?

38 M. J. O’Kelly, ‘A wedge-shaped gallery grave at Baurnadomeeny, Co. Tipperary’ in Cork
Hist. Soc. n., Ixv (1960), pp 85-115.
29 De Valera & O Nuallain, Survey of megalithic tombs, i, 114.
° D-49.
" Two more recent radiocarbon determinations for samples from the same tomb are in
keepmg with this surprisingly late dating (O’Kelly, Early Ire., p. 123).
? De Valera & O Nuallain, Survey of megalithic tombs, i, 1 16
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So far, no certain example of a wedge has been found in Britain; one must
look elsewhere for related structures if it is not accepted that they are an
indigenous development. De Valera and O Nuallain find prototypes for them
in the Brittany region, seeing in the small antechambers and in the outer-
walling of some of the allées couvertes of this area parallels to the porticos and
the double walling of the Irish examples. They note also that beaker occurs
in some of the Breton tombs, but here, however, its occurrence is generally
regarded as secondary. When one compares small-scale plans of the monu-
ments in both areas, close similarities certainly seem to exist, but in the field
these are not nearly so compelling. In the view of some, the wedge tombs are
an indigenous Irish development from the passage graves.®

How is all this tomb building activity to be related to what we already
know of the neolithic period in Ireland? It is known that the megalithic
tombs were built by communities practising stock-raising and cereal cultiva-
tion. Indeed some would have it that the court-tomb builders ‘evidently came
in sufficiently large numbers to establish the new traditions and appear
to have brought both livestock and seed corn (wheat and barley)’.** As
already stated, however, there is no dating evidence so far for the court
tombs sufficiently early to warrant this proposition. As yet, no tomb in
Ireland, of any type, has been dated as early as the beginning of farming,
something that must now be envisaged perhaps at least as early as 3800 B.C.,
on the Ballynagilly evidence.®S As a result of the Newgrange excavations it is
known that cereal agriculture had already been introduced into the area
before the tomb was built and that the surroundings were composed of
woodland and open spaces. Even the very nature of the monument itself and
of the neighbouring ones at Knowth and Dowth would seem to warrant, by
their sheer size and elaborateness, the presence of a stable organised commu-
nity able to provide a sizeable workforce.

Was tomb-building a normal part of the neolithic way of life from the
beginning in Ireland or was it a cult practice that found ready adherents
when its tenets had been promulgated? The cult, if such it was, is poorly
represented at Lough Gur and not at all at Lyles Hill, two of the most
prolific Irish settlements of the period. It would seem that megalithic tombs
were not intended merely as repositories for the dead, but rather as houses in
which the spirits of the dead would continue to live for a very long time, and
so the most durable materials had to be used in order that the house should
last for ever. Hence the great stone slabs in contradistinction to the ephem-
eral materials, wood and thatch, used for the houses of the living.

% E. A. Shee, ‘Three decorated stones from Lough Crew, Co. Meath’ in R.S.A.I. Jn., cii
(1972), pp 224-33.

+ Ruaidhri de Valera, ‘Neolithic’ in Encyclopedia of Ireland (Dublin, 1968), p. 68.

% A. G. Smith, J. R. Pilcher, and G. W. Pearson, ‘New radiocarbon dates from Ireland’ in

Antiquity, xIv (1971), p. 97.
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It seems also that the tombs were built for special people only. The cult
must have been practised over a long period of time, probably for 500 years
or more. Ruaidhri de Valera gave court tombs a life of 1,000 years, but this
presupposed a beginning earlier than has so far been demonstrated by the C
14 dates. If one brings the number of tombs up from the surviving 1,400 to,
say, 1,700 to allow for all those destroyed, and if these are spread over 500
years, this gives an average building rate of three or four per year.®® One
need not then see the tombs as the result of large colonising or invading
forces but rather as a practice implanted here and there by a small group led
by an accomplished preacher who addressed a mixed population of meso-
lithic and neolithic folk.%?

This interpretation can also explain the difference in tomb types not only
in Ireland but outside it as well. Once the missionary implanted the idea of
the building of a house for the special dead people and had indicated the
general form which, according to his sect, it should take, the details of
construction were largely a matter for the builders. In this way local vari-
ations and exuberances easily came into being, and this must be why it is so
difficult to find really close parallels for tombs as between one area or coun-
try and another. Passage tombs are known in Spain, Portugal, France, Brit-
ain, Ireland, and Scandinavia, and while a basic thread of recurrent features
connects them all, not many tombs in Ireland are exactly or even closely
paralleled in one of the other areas—each tomb was an individual effort.
Nevertheless, passage tombs make the strongest claim to be regarded as the
international tomb-type.

Court tombs as we know them in Ireland do not occur on the Continent,
and while they are similar to tombs in Scotland and on both sides of
the Severn estuary, there are important differences of detail. The strong
coastal concentration of court tombs has given rise to arguments as to
whether the builders arrived in force on the east coast of Ireland and spread
westward or vice versa. But are such arguments legitimate? If a group of
tombs is on or near the coast, does this necessarily mean that they were built
by people who had lately come in from the sea? Is it not possible that such
concentrations merely mean that coastal land was more amenable to settle-
ment because, let us say, forest growth had been inhibited by the salt-laden
winds from the sea?

The Sligo passage tombs have been said to be the degenerate offspring of
tombs first built in Ireland by people who arrived by sea on the east coast
and who gradually spread westward across Ireland. But surely this is a

% De Valera’s original estimate seems today more realistic, and may, indeed, be conserva-
tive. This does not, however, detract from O’Kelly’s central argument though, of course, we
have no way of knowing how many tombs once existed in the country.

67 See R. C. Reed, ‘Irish court tombs: a minimum colonisation model’ in Fournal of Irish
Archaeology, iv (1987-8), pp 1-6, for a recent discussion of this problem.
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doubtful concept. There is nothing degenerate about the Carrowkeel
tombs—indeed, their builders showed great expertise and resource. The fact
that they are different in some details from some of those on the east and
that they contain no art need not mean any more than that they were built by
people who had a slightly different notion of how the house-for-the-dead
idea should be carried into effect; and if the builders arrived by sea at all,
they are as likely to have come in on the west as on the east, or indeed at
several places at the same time.

One can now identify the remains of a single cruciform passage tomb in
the Carrowmore cemetery. Otherwise, the tombs of this group are somewhat
different from the rest of the Irish passage tombs, but this is not to say that
they are degenerate or devolved structures. Indeed, the simplest of them bear
some resemblances to the simplest passage tombs of Scandinavia, particularly
to those of Denmark, but the more complex Carrowmore tombs differ in
many respects from Danish monuments that at first sight might appear
comparable. The superficial similarities are probably due to the fact that
glacial boulders have been used at Carrowmore and in Denmark as building
material.

Because some passage tombs occur in the Dublin—Wicklow mountains—
the gold and copper-bearing area—and because some wedge tombs in the
south-west are near the copper ore deposits, it has been argued that their
builders were attracted to the particular areas by the presence of these min-
erals, but there is no evidence that this was so. No metal object of any kind
has been found in a primary position in any Irish passage tomb and the same
is true of the wedge tombs, because all of the supposed metal associations
with them can be questioned. It should be remembered that the county that
has the greatest number of wedges, Clare (over 100 of the tombs), has no
known copper deposits.

Because the wedge tombs are found on hill slopes of medium height above
the sea level up to levels above the present-day cultivation line, it has also
been argued that their builders were herdsmen who occupied these levels
because they provided sufficient grazing on which to winter their cattle.®® It
is difficult to prove or disprove this, for the presence of the tombs in such
areas does not necessarily mean that the people who built them lived or
herded animals anywhere near them. Obviously, the several issues raised by
these megalithic structures will not be answered until many more of them
have been fully excavated. There has been too much sampling of sites, too
much find-seeking in the chambers, and not enough exploration of the cairns
and what lies beneath them.

A number of non-megalithic single-grave burials are now known, which
have in the past been regarded as dating to the late neolithic and as

% De Valera & O Nuallain, Survey of megalithic tombs, i, 11, 112, 116.
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foreshadowing the single-grave rite of the early bronze age. These are known
as Linkardstown-type burials.® One of the most recently discovered examples
is that at Jerpoint West, County Kilkenny,”® where a large polygonal cist stood
at the centre of a tumulus composed of a central cairn of stones covered by a
mound of turves. The cist contained the remains of two people, one burnt, the
other unburnt, both placed in the grave at the same time. The finds included
several pottery vessels, a bone pin, and a leaf-shaped arrowhead. One biconical
vessel was round-bottomed and decorated with channelled ornament and had
six lugs below the shoulder. A second vessel was an undecorated, round-
bottomed shouldered bowl typical of the Irish neolithic.

The interesting group of burials found at Rathjordan, County Limerick,”"
may be grouped with the above as may those from Caherguillamore in the
same county;”” Drimnagh, County Dublin;”? Norrismount, County Wex-
ford;7* Martinstown, County Meath;”> and Rath, County Wicklow.”® In
recent times examples have been excavated in Wicklow,”” Carlow,” and
Tipperary.”

% So named after a classic example excavated in Co. Carlow (Joseph Raftery, ‘A neolithic
burial in Co. Carlow’ in R.S.A.I. Jn., Ixxiv (1944), pp 61—2; S. P. O Riordain, ‘Prehistory in
Ireland, 1937—46’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc., xii (1946), pp 149, 158, pl. xi: 4). Almost all commen-
tators have up to recently accepted these neolothic single burials as belonging to an advanced
stage of the stone age (e.g. Barry Raftery, ‘A prehistoric burial mound at Baunogenasraid, Co.
Carlow’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ixxiv (1974), sect. C, p. 311; Michael Herity, ‘Irish decorated neolithic
pottery’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ixxxii (1982), sect. C, pp 283—5). However, on the basis of several new
radiocarbon dates, which after calibration centre on the mid-fourth millennum bc, a far earlier
dating for the group has been argued (A. Brindley, J. N. Lanting, and W. G. Nook, ‘Radiocar-
bon dates from the neolithic burials at Ballintruermore, Co. Wicklow, and Ardcrony, Co.
Tipperary’ in Journal of Irish Archaeology, i (1983), pp 1—9). The matter remains controversial.

7° M. F. Ryan, ‘The excavation of a neolithic burial mound at Jerpoint West, Co. Kilkenny’
in R.1.A. Proc., Ixxiii (1973), sect. C, pp 107-27.

7t S. P. O Riordain, ‘Excavation of a barrow at Rathjordan, Co. Limerick’ in Cork Hist. Soc.
In., lil (1947), pp 1—4, and ‘Further barrows at Rathjordan, Co. Limerick’, ibid., liii (1948),
pp_19-31.

7 John Hunt, ‘Prehistoric burials at Caherguillamore, Co. Limerick’ in Etienne Rynne (ed.),
North Munster studies (Limerick, 1957), pp 20—42.

73 H. E. Kilbride-Jones, ‘The excavation of a composite tumulus at Drimnagh, Co. Dublin’
in R.S. AL In., Ixix (1939), pp 190—220.

74 A. T. Lucas, ‘Neolithic burial at Norrismount, Co. Wexford’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., Ixxx (1950),
pp_155-7.

75 P. J. Hartnett, ‘A neolithic burial from Martinstown, Kiltale, Co. Meath’ in R.S.A.1. Jn.,
Ixxxi (1951), pp 1-5.

7% E. Prendergast, ‘Prehistoric burial at Rath, Co. Wicklow’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., Ixxxix (1959),
pp_17-29.

77 Joseph Raftery, ‘A neolithic burial mound at Ballintruermore, Co. Wicklow’ in R.S.A.1.
Jn., ciii (1973), pp 214-19.

78 Barry Raftery, ‘A prehistoric burial mound at Baunogenasraid, Co. Carlow’ in R.I.A.
Proc., Ixxiv (1974), sect. C, pp 277-312.

7 P. F. Wallace, ‘A prehistoric burial mound at Ardcrony, Nenagh, Co. Tipperary’ in
N. Munster Antig. In., xix (1977), pp 3—20; Conleth Manning, ‘A neolithic burial mound at
Ashley Park, Co. Tipperary’ in R.I.A. Proc., Ixxxv (1985), sect. C, pp 61—100.
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Other megalithic monuments that undoubtedly began to be built in the late
neolithic period and continued to be built and used in the succeeding metal
age are standing stones and stone alignments. One or two very tall standing
stones have had cist graves at their bases. In one case the 5.2 m high monolith
in the Long Stone Rath at Furness, County Kildare, marked a cist-grave
containing the fragmentary remains of two people. Unfortunately a few sherds
of pottery found in the cist were of an indeterminate nature, but another
object, a stone wrist-guard, may mean that this was a beaker interment.®® The
Punchestown Long Stone, County Kildare, also marked a cist grave, this one
of bronze-age type, but there were no diagnostic grave goods.81

To the east-south-east of Newgrange, and visible from it, are two standing
stones as already mentioned. The area around the base of the larger one,
stone C in Coffey’s survey, has been excavated,® and while some eighty
pieces of flint were found, there were no diagnostic objects. Because the field
had been tilled repeatedly in the past, it is not certain that any of these finds
was directly associated with the standing stone, especially since similar flints
can be picked up in any ploughed field in the area. The date and purpose of
erection, therefore, remain indeterminate.

The alignments that are found in several parts of Ireland are often very
remarkable monuments.®> They usually consist of five or six tall orthostats
set a couple of metres apart in a straight line lying approximately east and
west and on the top of a ridge, so that from many points of vantage they are
seen in silhouette against the sky. The tallest stone—examples 6 m high are
known—is at the east end of the line, and the heights decrease gradually to
the west end. No alignment has been excavated, and in the absence of other
evidence it is assumed that they were ritual sites.>

AN aspect of megalithic tombs that has not so far been mentioned, although
it is the one for which they are best known, is the presence in some passage
tombs of carved motifs and patterns to which the name ‘passage-tomb art’ is
given, though it may justly be argued that the word ‘art’ is a misnomer in a
majority of cases since no organised design is perceptible or even perhaps
intended. The motifs are picked, or occasionally, incised, on the structural
stones by means of a sharp point, perhaps of quartz or flint. There is no

o R. A. S. Macalister, E. C. R. Armstrong, and R. LI Praeger, ‘A bronze age interment
near Naas’ in R.I.A. Proc., xxx (1913), sect. C, pp 351—60.

8 H. G Leask, “The Long Stone, Punchestown Co. Kildare’ in R.S.A.1. In., Ixvii (1937),
pp 250-52.

82"E."A. Shee and D. M. Evans, ‘A standing stone in the townland of Newgrange, Co.
Meath’ in Cork Hist. Soc. Fn., Ixx (1965), pp 124-30.

8 Sean O Nuallain, ‘Stone rows in the south of Ireland’ in R.I.A. Proc., Ixxxviii (1988),
sect. C, pp 179—256.

84 Ann Lynch, Man and environment in south-west Ireland (Oxford, 1981), and ‘Astronomy
and stone alignments in south-west Ireland’ in D. Heggi (ed.), Archaeoastronomy in the Old
World (Cambridge, 1982), pp 205—13.
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evidence from any Irish passage tomb that metal tools were known or
employed.

The devices are geometrical in concept and non-representational, and
while it is probable that they are symbolic, religious, or magical in content, it
is unlikely that we will ever discover what any of them meant, since we
cannot know the minds or the emotions of a people who did not know how
to write and who are separated in time from us by more than four thousand
years. Needless to say, speculations as to the meanings of various devices are
many, but it must be remembered that the interpretations offered are not
only purely personal, but are conditioned by the strength of the interpreter’s
imagination and by the climate of thought and psychology in which he has
grown up. Recent studies of passage-tomb art in Ireland® have shown that
there is a fairly restricted range of motifs that commonly occur. There is no
means of knowing whether the carvings were meant to be art in our modern
sense of the term or even whether they were thought of as ornament or
decoration. In some instances, it is obvious that the carver was aware of the
shape of the slab and that he laid out an overall pattern to fit the available
space. The outstanding example of this is the entrance stone (K1) at
Newgrange where an integrated pattern of lozenges, spirals, and concentric
arcs was exactly fitted not only into the outline of the stone but also to its
surface curvature. This carving is regarded as one of the great achievements
of prehistoric art in western Europe. The kerbstone no. 52, which is diamet-
rically opposite the entrance stone, has much of the same quality and may
well have been carved by the same master hand. Other examples at New-
grange that bear patterns designed to fit the respective stones are the relief
saltire on the leading edge of the lintel of the roof box, and the ‘false relief’
pattern of lozenges, triangles, and zigzags on a corbal in the western cell of
the tomb. The entrance stone of the western tomb at Knowth has an organ-
ised pattern of boxed rectangles fitted to the shape of the stone,®® and the
Fourknocks stones lettered a, b, c, e, and f are other good examples.87 For
the rest, there are individual devices of high quality such as the S-spiral on
kerbstone 67, or the three-spiral design in the end chamber at Newgrange,*

85 Claire O’Kelly, ‘Passage-grave art in the Boyne valley, Ireland’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc.,
xxxix (1973), pp 354—82; E. A. Shee, ‘Some examples of rock-art from Co. Cork’ in Cork Hist.
Soc. Jn., Ixxiii (1968), pp 144—51; E. A. Shee-Twohig, The megalithic art of western Europe
(Oxford, 1981); Michael Herity, Irish passage graves (Dublin, 1974), pp 89—116; Eogan, Knowth
& passage tombs of Ire., pp 146—76; M. O’Sullivan, ‘Approaches to passage tomb art’ in
RS AL Fn., cxvi (1986), pp 68-83, “The art of the passage tomb at Knockroe, County
Kilkenny’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., cxvii (1987), pp 84—95, and ‘A stylistic revolution in the megalithic
art of the Boyne valley’ in Archaeology Ireland, iii, no. 4 (1989), pp 138—42.

86 George Eogan, ‘Excavations at Knowth, Co. Meath’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ixvi (1968), sect. C,
plate XXXIX.

87 p, J. Hartnett, ‘Excavation of a passage grave at Fourknocks, Co. Meath’ in R.1.A. Proc.,
Iviii (1957), sect. C, pp 224—7.

88 Claire O’Kelly, ‘Passage-grave art in the Boyne valley’, fig. 8.
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the remarkable ‘sundial’ stone in the kerb at Knowth, the wheel-like motifs
on a kerbstone at Dowth, or the rosette-like devices on stone 8 in the cham-
ber of cairn T at Loughcrea; but as well as these, there are many items that
can only be looked upon as doodles or graffiti executed by prentice hands in
moments of idleness, so carelessly are they done in comparison with the best
formal work described above.

In Ireland passage-tomb art is found in the Boyne cemetery, in the Loughrea
cemetery, in Fourknocks, and in the Mound of the Hostages, all in County
Meath; at Seefin and Baltinglass, both in County Wicklow; at Sess Kilgreen
and Knockmany, both in County Tyrone; and at Carnanmore in County
Antrim. In the Boyne valley at present, nineteen decorated tombs are known,
comprising upwards of 300 decorated slabs. The greatest concentration is at
Knowth, and since the work there is continuing, more decorated slabs will
undoubtedly be forthcoming.

In addition to the above there are eight decorated slabs not now associated
with any structure. Three of these have already been mentioned: the two slabs
from Dowth townland and the one from Clear Island. Others are from Sess
Kilgreen; King’s Mountain, County Meath; Tournant, County Wicklow;
Drumreagh, County Down; and Lyles Hill, County Antrim.* Decoration is
not found at either of the two Sligo cemeteries, Carrowkeel and Carrowmore,
though one site, Cloverhill, in the latter is often mentioned as an example of
passage-tomb art. The structure itself is not a passage tomb and the devices
do not resemble anything in the repertoire of passage-tomb art. They appear
to be of the early iron age or of the early Christian period.

It is strange that none of the other Irish types of megalithic tomb have any
comparable art work. One court tomb at Malinmore, County Donegal, has
some picked designs on two structural stones, but like those on the Clover
Hill structure at Carrowmore, County Sligo, these appear to be of the iron age
or the early Christian period. A number of the wedge tombs have artificial
cup-marks on some of their capstones, but there are no picked devices that
would compare with those of the passage graves. In two instances, Baurnado-
meeny, County Tipperary, and Scrahanard, County Cork, there are crudely
incised criss-cross patterns on structural stones.”® The Baurnadomeeny
example is certainly ancient but there is some doubt about the other.

The inspiration for the art devices on Irish passage-tombs, no less than
their raison d’étre in the first place, is one of the most discussed questions in
Irish archaeology. Two main continental sources are proposed, Brittany and
Iberia, with a leaning towards the former because the early dates from Breton
passage tombs are more in keeping with the 2500 B.C. date of Newgrange. A

89 E. A. Shee, “Three decorated stones from Lough Crew, Co. Meath’ in R.S.A.I. Jn., cii
(1972), pp 224-33.

9 M. J. OKelly, ‘A wedge-shaped gallery grave at Baurnadomeeny, Co. Tipperary’ in Cork
Hist. Soc. In., 1xv (1960), p. 91.
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few motifs such as circles, arcs, and zigzags are common to both Breton and
Irish passage tombs; but spirals, for example, which are such a prominent
feature of the Irish art and are so much to the fore at Newgrange, occur on
one Breton tomb only, and an atypical one at that, on the island of Gavrinis
in the Gulf of Morbihan; incidentally, they do not occur at all in Iberia.
While the idea or cult may have come from these south-western European
shores to Ireland, the evidence compels us to assume at this stage of our
knowledge of the problem that the Irish art developed along its own lines
and that it is therefore largely a native product.

CoMPARABLE with some of the art of the passage-tombs is what is called
‘rock art’, so named because it is found on natural rock exposures and out-
crops. The best and most prolific examples of it are found in the south-west
of Ireland in the counties of Cork and Kerry®'—where, incidentally, no
passage tombs are known. Instances occur in at least sixteen other Irish
counties also, and it is well known in the north of England and in Scotland.
In rock art, as in the art of the passage tombs, the devices are picked in the
majority of instances and probably with the same kinds of tools, flint and
quartz points. There is some incised rock-art, but the status of this is not
established and it is possible that some or all of the known instances are
recent or modern graffiti.

In rock art, single circles and multiple concentric circles occur as in the
passage-tomb repertoire. Cup-marks are very common in rock art and are
present also, even if not frequently, in passage tombs. In Scotland some
radial patterns, ovals, and spirals are found in rock art, but do not occur in
the rock art of Ireland. It has been customary in Ireland to assign rock art to
the bronze age mainly because of decorations that occur on the capstones of
three cist graves. These have been found at Ballinvally, County Meath,* at
Moylough, County Sligo,’3 and at Hempstown Commons, County Kildare.**
These decorations are, however, more closely allied to passage-tomb art than
to rock art.%’ Rock art has also been found on standing stones, and these have
been thought of, again for no very good reason, as bronze-age monuments
when in fact they may just as well be of neolithic date. Some of the art on the
backs of kerb-stones at Newgrange and also on the upper surfaces of the
passage roof slabs resembles some of the rock art. The resemblances between
rock art and that of the passage tombs outside the Boyne valley, Loughcrew
for instance, are as close, and it may well be that rock art derives from that of

9" Eoin MacWhite, ‘A new view on Irish bronze-age rock-scribings’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., Ixxvi
(1946), pp 59-30.

92 John Waddell, ‘Irish bronze age cists: a survey’ in R.S.A4.I. Jn., ¢ (1970), p. 126.

93 H. Morris, ‘Ancient graves in Sligo and Roscommon’ in R.S.A.1. 7n., lix (1929), p. 113.

94 P. J. Hartnett, ‘A crouched burial at Hempstown Commons, Co. Kildare’ in R.S.A.1. 7n.,
Ixxx (1950), p. 193.

95 Shee, ‘Three decorated stones from Lough Crew, Co. Meath’.
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the passage tombs, the rock artists concentrating on and developing particu-
lar motifs while ignoring others.?® It has been argued too that Irish rock art
had its immediate origin in the rock art of Galicia in north-west Spain, this
in turn deriving from the Mediterranean. But the reverse may well be the
case—Qalician art may have been influenced from Ireland, because certain of
the devices commonly found there seem more closely related to Irish rock art
than to anything which precedes them in Iberia. A full corpus of the Irish
material is needed before finality can be reached.

9 E. A. Shee and M. J. O’Kelly, “The Derrynablaha “shield” again’ in Cork Hist. Soc. Jn.,
Ixxvi (1971), pp 72—6.



CHAPTER V
Bronze-age Ireland
M.J. O’KELLY

THE clear-cut divisions of early times into stone age, bronze age, etc., that
were once used in an attempt to categorise and catalogue early man’s activ-
ities, require modification today. The more excavation and study that are
undertaken, the more blurred become the dividing lines between one period
and another. Although many scholars have discarded the old nomenclature,
they have been forced to substitute other descriptive terms for them, so that
in effect the divisions remain and only the names are altered. It is proposed
here to retain the old divisions, employing the terms ‘bronze age’, etc., but in
the knowledge that a good deal of so-called bronze-age activity actually took
place before bronze was in use, just as neolithic activity took place in areas
such as the shores of the River Bann, in the north of Ireland, before the
implications of a neolithic way of life had fully dawned. It is proposed to deal
first with some of the earliest signs of change in the neolithic way of life. One
of these was the introduction at about 2000 B.C. of a type of pottery known
as beaker ware. The best of these vessels were made to a high standard of
quality. A fine clay was used, and though the pots were entirely hand-made
the walls were thin and the firing was well done. Before firing, ornament was
neatly put on by impressing a cord or comb stamp into the soft clay, the
resulting geometrical patterns being arranged in horizontal zones in one type
(B or bell beakers), and in panels in another (A or necked beakers) (fig. 11).
The most recent classification of beakers is that proposed by D. L. Clarke,’
which is based on a corpus of nearly 2,000 beaker finds in Britain and
Ireland. He distinguishes seven beaker groups intrusive to Britain, and a
number of locally evolved forms. Five of the intrusive groups reached Ireland
through Britain.?

' D. L. Clarke, The beaker pottery of Great Britain and Ireland (Cambridge, 1970).

? A. M. ApSimon, ‘An early neolithic house in Co. Tyrone’ in R.S.A.L Jn., xcix (1969),
pp 165-8; but see also J. N. Lanting and J. D. van der Waals, ‘British beakers as seen from the
Continent’ in Helinium, xii (1972), pp 20—46.



Fig. 11 Reconstruction drawing of a B or bell beaker from Moytirra West, Co. Sligo,
after Cremin Madden, in Kerry Arch. Soc. Jn., 1 (1968), and an A or necked beaker
from Grange stone circle, Co. Limerick, after S. P. O Riordain in R.1.A. Proc., liv,

sect. C (1951—2). Scale 1:2.
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The Beaker folk® had spread widely over much of Europe and Britain at
about 2000 B.C., and some groups crossed from Britain to Ireland, to the
northern half mainly, though there were those who found their way to Lough
Gur in the south. While the neolithic inhabitants of that area were still
making round-bottomed shouldered bowls and using flat-based coarse-ware
cooking pots, the Beaker people came among them, peacefully it would seem.
No specific Beaker house has been identified at Lough Gur. The beaker
sherds are intermixed in the later neolithic strata and it must be assumed
that the domestic arrangements of their makers did not differ appreciably
from those of the native Lough Gur people. It has been suggested that
Beaker people came to Ireland direct from the Continent also; from Brittany
and the Rhine. Three groups of early bell beakers have been found near the
Ballynagilly settlement, which appear to be related to the beakers of the
north and middle Rhine;* and beaker sherds found at Moytirra, County
Sligo, may be akin to certain beakers in north-west France.

Beaker males were bowmen who tipped their arrows with flint points of
tanged-and-barbed form and used wrist-guards, carefully shaped rectangles
of stone, perforated at the ends so that they could be tied to the wrist to
protect it from the recoil of the bowstring. While the arrowheads are widely
dispersed in Ireland, the wrist-guards are found in the northern half only.’
An example from County Kildare has already been mentioned. Perhaps, too,
they were the users of the flint objects usually called ‘perit tranchet derivative
arrowheads’—in reality, tanged knives—and polished flint knives of discoidal
form (fig. 12). These last two types of implement are known mainly in the
north of Ireland as chance finds, but recently several of them have been
found in the Beaker settlement that was set up around the edge of the New-
grange mound after it had fallen into disuse. Other objects that may have
been introduced by the Beaker people are perforated stone hammers and
stone axe-hammers or battleaxes. These occur as chance finds in various
parts of Ireland (fig. 13), but in 1969 a perforated stone hammer was found
in the Newgrange Beaker settlement.

The Beaker people are credited with having had close association with the
knowledge of, and the search for, metal. Wherever they had gone in Europe

3 The use of the term ‘Beaker folk’ has come under considerable scrutiny in recent times,
and it is no longer clear to what extent the spread of Beaker cultural traditions across Europe
reflects significant population movement (e.g. Colin Burgess, The age of Stonehenge (London,
1980), pp 62, 63). It would, however, be quite naive to deny that the dissemination of Beaker
elements across wide areas of the Continent, and over the seas to Britain and Ireland, did not
involve some migration, a point admitted even by D. L. Clarke (‘The Beaker network—social
and economic models’ in Glockenbecher Symposion, Oberried 1974 (Bussum and Haarlem, 1976),
P- 474)-

+ ApSimon, art. cit.

5 Peter Harbison, Bracers and V-perforated buttons in the Beaker and food-vessel cultures of
Ireland (Bad Bramstedt, 1976).
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Fig. 12 Petit tranchet-derivative arrowheads from Lough Eskragh. Co. Tyrone. After
A. E. P. Collins and W. A. Seaby in U.J.A4., xxiii (1960), p. 34. Scale 1:2.

Fig. 13 Polished flint knife of discoidal form from Newgrange, Co. Meath. After
M. J. O’Kelly, Newgrange (L.ondon, 1982). Scale 3:4.

and Britain it is true that they appear to have been thus concerned, though
there is little direct evidence to show that they themselves were metallurgists.
In Britain they were among the early users of copper awls and knife daggers,
but even though these objects are found in Ireland the Beaker association is
lacking. The discovery of a thin-butted axe at the edge of the Newgrange
Beaker settlement is welcome evidence in this regard.® It has been suggested
that the Beaker folk came to Ireland as prospectors and miners looking for
suitable copper lodes to exploit. South-west Ireland, however, is the parent
area of the grey copper ores that most probably provided the metal for some
of the earliest Irish copper implements, but no single sherd of beaker has yet
been found in this region.

The Newgrange settlement consisted of a series of living floors (strung
around the edge of the passage-tomb cairn, which was already in collapse),

® M. J. O’Kelly and C. A. Shell, ‘Stone objects and a bronze axe from Newgrange,
Co. Meath’ in Michael Ryan (ed.), The origins of metallurgy in Atlantic Europe (Dublin, [1979]),

PP 127-44.
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each with a hearth at the centre.” The hearths were usually rectangular in
plan, one metre long by half a metre wide, and were outlined by carefully set
stones. Each floor also had numerous pits and holes, some of them postholes,
and though several such floors have now been exposed, it has not been
possible to recover a house plan in any one case. The potsherds and the
flints, as well as large quantities of animal bones, are concentrated on the
floors and around the hearths. It appears, therefore, that these Beaker people
were squatting in rather flimsy structures set up in the shelter of the high
cairn of the passage tomb. Three separate radiocarbon dates which centre on
2000 B.C. have been obtained from charcoals from the settlement, and these
agree well with the Ballynagilly Beaker settlement dates which also centre on
2000 B.C. The animal bones, the food waste of the squatters, are of special
interest, for a study of them has revealed that for the most part they are
those of domesticated cattle.® Sheep/goat and pig are also present in signifi-
cant amounts, but there is little evidence that deer hunting was practised.
Horses are also represented, but whether these were a wild or a domesticated
species is not yet clear.

A similar type of squatting activity took place at Ballynagilly, County
Tyrone, as already mentioned, and in a bog at Rockbarton, near Lough Gur,
hearths with associated beaker and coarse-ware sherds were found.® At
Knowth also, outside the main mound, evidence of Beaker settlement has
also been found." Even if direct evidence is lacking, it is legitimate to
assume that houses similar to those of the neolithic period continued to be
built after the advent of the Beaker people, about the time the metal age
began to dawn.

In central Europe and in Britain, the Beaker folk followed a single-grave
tradition of burial, while in the west, in Iberia and in Brittany, their pots are
found as secondary intrusions in the megalithic tomb of the earlier collective
burial tradition. Though our Beaker folk probably came to us from Britain,
no certain Beaker burial in the single-grave manner has been found here as
yet. Instead, apart from those already mentioned as having come from settle-
ments, their pots are known from six wedge-shaped gallery graves, and one
hesitates to attribute these monuments to the Beaker people on such slight
evidence. The absence of specific Beaker single-grave burials also means that
the associations of objects familiar in Britain are unknown here. On present
evidence, at any rate, it looks as if the Beaker folk came here in groups and

7 M. J. OKelly, R. M. O’Cleary, and D. Lehane, Newgrange, Co. Meath, Ireland: the late
neolithic/Beaker period settlement (Oxford, 1983).

8 L. H. van Wijngaarden-Baaker, “The animal remains from the Beaker settlement at New-
grange, Co. Meath: first report’ in R.J.A. Proc., Ixxiv (1974), sect. C, pp 313-83; *...final
report’, ibid., Ixxxv (1986), sect. C, pp 17-I11.

9 G. F. Mitchell and S. P. O Riordiin, ‘Early bronze-age pottery from Rockbarton bog,
Co. Limerick’ in R.1.A. Proc., xlviii (1942), sect. C, pp 255—72.

'° George Fogan, Excavations at Knowth I (Dublin, 1984).
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joined up with communities of neolithic people wherever they found them.
This seems to have been the case at Newgrange, where beaker sherds are
associated with various types of late neolithic pottery as well as with flints
that exhibit a surviving Larnian/mesolithic tradition. A like situation
obtained at Lough Gur,'" as already noted, and the same has been revealed
in excavations at Dalkey Island in Dublin Bay."

Beaker ware has also been found in a stone circle at Grange, near Lough
Gur, accompanied by a few of the tanged flint knives of the kind found at
Newgrange. This Limerick monument, the most impressive of its type in
Ireland, consists of a circle of contiguous standing stones, 45.7m in diam-
eter.’> Some of the stones are very large, and one must weigh not less than
fifty tons. Built against the stones on the outside is a broad bank of earth, g m
wide and about 1.5m high, through which there is an entrance passage
flanked on each side by contiguous standing slabs. Since there is no external
ditch, the material for the bank must have been scraped up from the sur-
rounding area, and the same is true of a layer of soil, 60 cm thick, spread over
the interior to conceal the packing stones in the sockets of the orthostats.
Numerous sherds of pottery were found under this layer and in and around
the orthostat sockets as well as under the external bank. These sherds repre-
sent the round-bottomed shouldered bowls and coarse flat-based pots with
which we are already familiar, as well as beakers and ‘food vessel’ ware, a
bronze-age ceramic which will be discussed below. One Beaker pot which it
was possible to reconstruct from the surviving sherds is so closely similar to
one from Wick Barrow, in Somerset, that both might have been made by the
same hand. Some pieces of this pot had been thrown into the part-filled
socket of one of the circle orthostats, so that when the filling was completed
it was well covered. It seems certain, therefore, that some Beaker people were
present at the building of the circle, and indeed the whole undertaking may
have been inspired by them. If the Beaker folk were few in numbers, their
influence must have been great, since evidently they were able to persuade
the neolithic people living in the area to work with them or under their
direction in the building of this remarkable monument. Large embanked
enclosures known as henges seem also to belong to this neolithic/early
bronze age transitional phase, as is demonstrated by the discovery of both
neolithic and Beaker pottery at Monknewtown, County Meath.™*

'"S. P. O Riordain, ‘Lough Gur excavations: neolithic and bronze age houses on Knock-
adoon’ in R.I.A. Proc., Ivi (1954), sect. C, pp 297—459.

2 G. D. Liversage, ‘Excavations at Dalkey Island, Co. Dublin, 1956—9’ in R.I.A. Proc., Ixvi
(1968), sect, C, pp 53-233.

3 S. P. O Riordain, ‘Lough Gur excavations: the great stone circle (B) in Grange townland’
in R.I.A. Proc., liv (1951), sect. C, pp 37—74-

"4 P. D. Sweetman, ‘An earthen enclosure at Monknewtown, Slane, Co. Meath’ in R.1.A.
Proc., Ixxvi (1976), sect. C, pp 25-73.
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AT about the same time as the Beaker people introduced their distinctive
ware to Ireland, or very soon afterwards, another pottery type appeared. It
received the name ‘food vessel” from the belief of early archaeologists that its
purpose was to contain food and drink for the spirits of the dead. Although it
seems indeed to have been principally used for funerary purposes and
scarcely ever, if at all, for domestic use, no conclusive evidence has survived
to show that it fulfilled the purpose ascribed to it by the early antiquaries.
Sherds of food-vessel-type ware have, however, been found on some of the
domestic sites at LLough Gur and on Dalkey Island; also on what appears to
be a habitation site on Coney Island in Lough Neagh.'5

Food vessels are as distinctive in their way as beaker, though by no means
as widespread, being found in Ireland and Britain but not on the Continent.
About 500 pots are known in Ireland. In general it is coarser, thicker, and
heavier than beaker, and rougher to the touch because of the added grits.
The ware is strong, hard, and well fired, and while there is a great variety of
shapes, two predominate: a bowl and a vase, both flat-bottomed. Both have
been found at least once in the same grave—Bishopstown, County
Waterford."

Ornament of geometrical type is profuse—an undecorated food vessel is
rarely found—but a vase in point is the burial at Bishopstown just men-
tioned, where the vase is completely plain while the bowl is ornamented all
over. Sherds of a third food vessel from the same grave are also from a vase,
in this case ornamented all over. Some have comb-stamp ornament and have
profiles reminiscent of beakers. It appears possible, therefore, that this type
of pottery, and the single-grave form of burial with which it is associated,
came quickly into being in Britain and Ireland under Beaker influence,
though it is not easy to document this argument. It seems likely too that
various late neolithic wares provided the basic stocks from which the differ-
ent food vessel types evolved. The complex origins of the food vessel require
much further study before they can be understood.'” A small number of food
vessels are associated with metal objects, e.g. a pot from Corkey, County
Antrim, found with a dagger, and another from Carrickinab, County Down,
found with a dagger and an awl. There is no direct evidence, however, that
the makers of food vessels were directly connected with the making of metal
objects.

We have seen that food-vessel pottery comes almost entirely from burials,
the vast majority of them single graves or cists. These graves mark the final

'S P. V. Addyman, ‘Coney Island, Louth Neagh: prehistoric settlement, Anglo-Norman
castle and Elizabethan native fortress’ in U.7.A4., 3rd ser., xxviii (1965), pp 78-101.
% S. P. O Riordain, ‘Burial with food-vessels at Blshopstown Co. Waterford’ in Cork Hist.
Soc. Jn., xliv (1939), pp 117-19.
'7 John Waddell, ‘Cultural interaction in the insular early bronze age: some ceramic
evidence’ in S. J. de Laet (ed.), Acculturation and continuity in Atlantic Europe (Bruges, 1976),

pp 284-95.
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break with the collective burial practice of the megalithic tomb builders.
Instead of setting up a great overground structure of stones which could
contain the remains, cremated or unburnt, of many people, it became the
custom to dig a small pit in the ground and line it with slabs of stone set on
edge so as to make a rectangular box-like structure averaging about 8ocm
long by 50cm wide by about 50cm deep. Sometimes the floor was flagged.
The cist was so small that when the body was interred unburnt it had to be
placed on its side with the knees drawn up to the chin and literally rammed
into the grave. A single pot, exceptionally two or more, was placed near the
head.

Cremations are also found in these cist graves—in fact in Ireland they
probably predominate. The evidence, such as it is, suggests that cremation is
about twice as common as inhumation. In these cases the fragments of burnt
bone—twisted and distorted out of shape by the heat of the cremation fire—
are found in a little heap on the floor of the cist, the pot standing close by,
empty unless it has become filled with soil subsequently washed into the
grave. In the later burials of this kind the food vessel pot may actually
contain the cremated remains. The most recent account of cist-grave burials
in Ireland lists 637 examples," the majority of which are of the short form
described above. But there is a small number of long and other forms which
also belong to the bronze age.

When the burial ceremony had concluded, a capstone was laid over
the grave, and the soil originally dug from the pit was filled back on
top. Since not all the earth dug out would now go back because of the space
occupied by the cist, the position of the grave must have been marked for
a time by a slight mound that would have become less noticeable as the loose
earth consolidated and would hardly have been visible at all once the vegeta-
tion had become reestablished. Or indeed, it may be that the surplus
earth was scattered rather than mounded up over the grave. Thus, the major-
ity of food-vessel cists were constructed as isolated graves and were for
all practical purposes unmarked at the surface of the ground. The majority
of them now known to us have been found by chance in the course of
ploughing or other work on the land. Not all food-vessel burials are isolated
cists. Forty-one instances have been listed by Waddell, in each of which
a number of cists form a flat cemetery, as at Ballyenchan North, near
Fermoy, County Cork, where at least seventeen graves were closely grouped
on a gravel ridge."” There was no surface indication of their presence, and
they came to notice only when a bulldozer was stripping the topsoil to expose
the gravel.

'8 John Waddell, ‘Irish bronze-age cists: a survey’ in R.S.A.I. Jn., ¢ (1970), pp 91-139.
9 E. M. Fahy, ‘Bronze age cemetery at Ballynehan North, Co. Cork’ in Cork Hist. Soc. In.,
lix (1954), pp 42-9.
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Another form of food vessel cemetery is that called a ‘multiple cist cairn’
of which thirty-six examples are known.*° In this type of bronze-age monu-
ment, a circular cairn or mound, sometimes with orthostatic kerb, covers a
number of cists. Sometimes one cist, centrally placed, is bigger than the
others, and at Moneen, County Cork,*" it was of megalithic proportions. The
other cists are found on the south or south-west sides of the central cist. This
type of monument may be a development of the arrangement found at Baur-
nadomeeny, County Tipperary, where a wedge-shaped gallery grave had a
number of diminutive cists under the cairn base on the south side; these
must have been put into place before the circular cairn was thrown up to
cover both cists and tomb.

It has been suggested that the early makers of food vessels were the imme-
diate descendants of the passage-tomb builders.** Evidence adduced in sup-
port of this is the occurrence in passage tombs of food-vessel burials as
secondary intrustions. They are found in seven tombs, one of these being the
Mound of the Hostages at Tara,> where some of the primary burials had
been removed from the chamber to make room for them. In other cases, the
secondary burials are found in the covering mounds of passage tombs, as at
Fourknocks, County Meath. They are not generally found in other types of
megalithic tomb. Another supporting factor for the above suggestion is that
the capstones of three cist graves, Ballinvally, County Meath, Moylough,
County Sligo, and Hempstown Common, County Kildare, bear decoration
akin to passage-tomb art. Perhaps too, the Carrowkeel ware of the passage
tombs contributed something to the developent of the food vessel. Finally,
the predominant rite in both food-vessel and passage-tomb burials was cre-
mation, so that the likelihood of a relationship between the two peoples is
strengthened, and it can be argued that food vessels began to be made soon
after the period of passage-tomb building came to an end ¢. 2000 B.C.

ANOTHER category of pottery vessel associated with the early part of the
bronze age is the urn. This, like the food vessel, was a funerary ware,
although sherds have been found on a number of habitation sites near Down-
patrick, County Down.** The urns are large vessels, often as much as 3o to
4ocm high. They have a large diameter at the rim or at the shoulder—25
to 3ocm—and a disproportionately small base, a fact that suggests that

?° Waddell, ‘Irish bronze age cists’.

2! M. J. O’Kelly, ‘Excavation of a cairn at Moneen, Co. Cork’ in R.I.A. Proc., liv (1952),
sect. C, pp 121—59.

*2 Waddell, ‘Irish bronze age cists’, p. 104.

3 Ruaidhri de Valera, ‘Excavation of the Mound of the Hostages: latest supplementary note,
1961’ in S. P. O Riordain, Tara: the monuments on the hill (Dundalk, 1971), p. 278.

** A. J. Pollock and D. M. Waterman, ‘A bronze age habitation site at Downpatrick’ in
U.J.A., 3rd ser., xxvii (1964), pp 31—58; A. M. ApSimon, “The earlier bronze age in the north
of Ireland’ in U.J.A., 3rd ser., xxxii (1969), pp 28—72.
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they were not meant to stand right way up. They are somewhat coarsely
made; the walls are thick and gritty. Many are built up from rings of
clay; consequently the pots tend to break along the lines of junction.
Sometimes the finished pot was coated or slipped with a fine clay that was
rubbed smooth before impressing it with twisted cord to form geometrical
patterns.

The best-known Irish types are divided into collared, cordoned, and en-
crusted urns.>> There is a number of variant types as well, some of which
may be merely enlarged food vessels, and in fact all urns may have a back-
ground in the late neolithic flat-based coarsely made domestic pots, as well as
in the beaker ware of the coarser type. The collared urn is so called because
its ‘overhanging’ rim not only looks like a collar but was often achieved by
applying a collar of clay to the top of the pot, as in an urn from Castleri-
chard, County Cork.?® The cordoned urn has two parallel ribs or cordons of
applied clay that encircle the vessel in its broad upper-middle part. Both
collared and cordoned urns may be ornamented with geometrical patterns in
the neck or rim area using impressed cord. A collared urn from Oatencake,
near Midleton, County Cork,?” has incised geometrical patterns. In the en-
crusted urn, ribs or bands of clay were applied in geometrical patterns to the
finished vessel and luted down. Often these encrustations covered the whole
vessel from rim to base, and some pots have encrusted rosettes set within the
angles of an encrusted zigzag band just below the rim. The rosettes and
bands were often further emphasised by ‘herring-bone’ incisions. Often too
the internal slope of the rim has a number of parallel ridges and grooves
marked with the same incisions. Some of the ornament may be skeuo-
morphic. The arrangement of applied vertical ribs may represent the poles
bulging through the hide covering of a wigwam-like tent or hut, and some
basketry patterns may likewise represent the wicker mats used in some forms
of house construction. This in turn suggests perhaps that the mouth-down-
ward urn was thought of as a hut or house for the dead rather than as a mere
bone container—an idea that, as we saw above, may also have been in the
minds of the builders of the passage tombs. Some urns have holes drilled
near the rim. These might have been used in tying a skin or cloth cover over
the mouth of the urn if the cremated bones had been put into the pot before
inverting it in the gravepit, but they may also be ‘soul-holes’ through which
the spirit of the dead could come and go.

*5 R. M. Kavanagh, ‘The encrusted urn in Ireland’ in R.J.A. Proc., Ixxiii, sect. C (1973),
pp 507—617, and ‘Collared and cordoned cinerary urns in Ireland’; ibid., Ixxvi (1976), sect. C,
PP 293-403- ) ) ] )

*® M. J. O’Kelly and A. O’Connell, ‘An urn burial at Castlerichard, Co. Cork’ in Cork Hist.
Soc. In., Ixxiii (1968), pp 48—51.

*7 M. J. O’Kelly, ‘A cinerary urn from Oatencake, Midleton’ in Cork Hist. Soc. Jn., lii
(1947), p. 126.
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Some urn burials were placed in cist graves similar in character to those of
the food-vessel users,?® but often the burial was placed in a simple shallow
pit with no stone protection. Most usually, the urn is found standing mouth
downward over the cremated bones, and when it had been so placed in the
pit the soil was back-filled around it. Initially there may have been a small,
low mound of earth marking the position of the grave, but like food vessel
burials, most urn graves in Ireland have been found by chance in ploughing
or in the mechanical removal of topsoil from gravel deposits.

Urn burials are generally found in isolation, though some flat cemeteries
containing a few graves, as at Keenoge, County Meath,>*® as well as
‘cemetery cairns’, are known. In the latter a low circular mound was thrown
up to cover a group of burials, as at Knockast, County Westmeath,3° or a
pre-existing mound was used. The Mound of the Hostages at Tara is a
case in point. Here several secondary urn burials were inserted into the top
of the mound. Urn burials have also been found enclosed within shallow
ring-ditches as at Urbalreagh, County Antrim,’" or at Lissard, County Lim-
erick.>®> But this too may be a continuance of a late neolithic tradition as
found, for instance, at the Rathjordan, County Limerick, ring-barrow men-
tioned above.

These various forms of single-grave practice may have continued through
the middle and into the late bronze age, but associations that would clearly
establish this are not known. Indeed some hold that a change in funerary
custom took place about 1400 B.C. when the practice of placing objects in
the grave with the dead ceased.3? In the absence of such objects it is difficult
to place a particular burial in a datable horizon.

Sometimes urns are accompanied by pygmy cups, very small pottery
vessels of various forms that may have had a ritual function.’* Many
have perforations in the side walls, a feature noted above in some urns.
Some pygmy cups are in reality miniature food vessels, as at Ballynahow,
County Cork,3 but instances are also known of the occurrence of normal
food vessels in the same graves with encrusted urns, as at Bealick, County

8 Waddell, “Irish bronze age cists’.
?9 Adolf Mahr, ‘New aspects and problems in Irish prehistory’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc., iii

(1937), p- 375
H. O’N. Hencken and H. L.. Movius, ‘“The cemetery-cairn of Knockast’ in R.1.A. Proc.,

xli (1934), sect. C, pp 232-84.

3 D. M. Waterman, ‘Cordoned urn burials and ring-ditches at Urbalreagh, Co. Antrim’ in
U.7.A., 3rd ser., xxxi (1968), pp 25-32.

32 S. P. O Riordain, ‘Excavations at Lissard, Co. Limerick, and other sites in the locality’ in
R.S.A.L Fn., Ixvi (1936), pp 173-85.

33 Colin Burgess, ‘Chronology and terminology in the British bronze age’ in The Antiquaries
]ourmll xlix (1949), pp 22—9.

*+ R. M. Kavanagh, ‘Pygmy cups in Ireland’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., cvii (1977), pp 61-95.
35 M. J. O’Kelly, ‘Excavation of a cist-grant at Ballynahow, Fermoy, Co. Cork’ in Cork Hist.

Soc. In., 1i (1946), pp 78-84.
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Cork, mentioned below. Other urn associations in Ireland are stone axes,
stone battleaxes, bronze razors, and faience beads.3¢

The exact relationship of the urns to food vessels is not altogether clear. In
Britain there is evidence of a beaker—urn overlap and also of contemporaneity
with food vessels.3” At Labbamolaga, County Cork, an urn with encrusted
basketry-decoration, placed in a simple pit grave, was stratigraphically
later than a cist with vase-type food vessel which has an incised basketry-
decoration.3® At Bealick, County Cork, an encrusted urn and a vase food
vessel were found together in a cist grave.°

The clearest picture comes from a sea coast site at Carrigillihy near the
village of Unionhall in south-west Cork.** Here a well-built stone wall, 2.7 m
thick, was constructed to an oval plan, the axes of which were 24.4m and
21.3m measured to the internal facings. Where best preserved, it stood to a
height of 120 cm, but must have been somewhat higher originally. The en-
trance lay on the east side and faced the sea, an opening that had had
carefully built jambs and a wooden post set against each of them to act as
hanging- and meeting-stiles for a wooden gate. The holes in which these
posts had stood were found. Inside this enclosure there had been an oval
stone-built house of which only the foundations remained. Where best pre-
served, the wall-base remained to a height of nearly 60 cm and delineated a
floor that measured 1om X 6.7m on its north-south and east-west axes.
Strangely, no hearth site was found, but there were several postholes that
gave some indication of the way in which the thatched roof may have been
supported. The doorway was on the east side directly opposite the entrance
to the enclosure. Against the jambs here also were the postholes of the door
frame.

All over the floor of the house and spreading out through the door, as far
as the enclosure wall and the entrance through it, was a layer of domestic
refuse, blackened from the amount of finely fragmented charcoal mixed
through it. The layer contained numerous fragments of coarse ware—flat-
bottomed pots of the kind that were so prevalent in the later levels at Lough
Gur and, as there, accompanied by pottery of the round-bottomed bowl type,
though the amount of this at Carrigillihy was small. In the same horizon,
however, there was found an awl—one of the earliest metal types known in

3% A B. O Riordain, ‘Cordoned urn burial at Laheen, Co. Donegal’ in R.S.A.I. Jn., xcvii
(1967), Pp 3944 o _ o

37 1. H. Longworth, “The origins and development of the primary series in the collared urn
tradition in England and Wales’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc., xxvii (1961), p. 282; A. B. O Riordain, ‘A
prehistoric burial site at Gortnacargy, Co. Cavan’ in R.S.A.1. n., xcvii (1967), p. 63.

3 M. J. O’Kelly, “T'wo burials at Labbamolaga, Co. Cork’ in Cork Hist. Soc. Jn., Iv (1950),
pp 15-20.

39 M. J. O’Kelly, ‘Excavation of a cist-grave at Bealick, Macroom, Co. Cork’ in Cork Hist.
Soc. In., xlix (1944), pp 116—21.

4 M. J. OKelly, ‘An early bronze age ring-fort at Carrigillihy, Co. Cork’ in Cork Hist. Soc.

In., i (1951), pp 69—86.
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these islands. One must conclude therefore that though neolithic-type
pottery vessels were still in use, the metal age had already begun. In
this connection it is important to note that there was no evidence of the
Beaker people on the site.*' Another early bronze-age domestic site on
Coney Island in Lough Neagh produced some sherds of food-vessel-like
ware contained within two rectangular structures, one measuring 2.7 X 6.1 m
and the other 2.7 m x 3.3 m.** In layers overlying them were sherds of cord-
ornamented pottery, almost certainly from cordoned urns. Another site is
that near Downpatrick, County Down, where rescue excavations on a
building site revealed what appear to be circular houses marked by founda-
tion trenches within which was found pottery of undoubted cordoned urn
type.*3

Evidence is still wanting as to the domestic arrangements of the people
of the middle bronze age—no informative settlement has as yet been found
that can be shown to belong to this time. Site F on Knockadoon Hill,
Lough Gur, is probably of this time. Here excavation revealed a house of
roughly rectangular plan measuring 8.2 X 6.4m built against a vertical
rock face 1.8 m high, which formed one wall of the structure. Outside the
house, but associated with it, was a hollow area containing a hearth in which
several fragments of clay moulds and bronze casting-waste were found. With
these materials and also within the house itself were numerous sherds of
the well-known flat-based coarse ware, showing that this type of pottery
continued in use to the middle bronze age, because where the mould frag-
ments were big enough it could be seen that they were used for casting
rapiers and socketed looped arrowheads. Presumably this was the house of a
bronze-smith.**

MENTION has been made above of Beaker involvement in the building of
the great ritual stone circle at Grange, Lough Gur. It is thought that Irish
stone circles in general belong to the early part of the bronze age, though
direct dating evidence is not good and it must be noted, moreover, that none
of the excavated sites, other than Grange, produced beaker pottery. This is
perhaps especially surprising in the case of two other excavated circles at
Lough Gur, since so much beaker pottery has come from a great variety of

+' The possibility of a date late rather than early in the bronze age for Carrigillihy has been
put forward by a number of commentators, e.g. E. P. Kelly, ‘A reassessment of the dating
evidence for Knockadoon Class II pottery’ in [rish Archaeological Research Forum, v (1978),

p 23-7.

4 P. V. Addyman, ‘Coney Island, Lough Neagh: prehistoric settlement, Anglo-Norman
castle, and Elizabethan native fortress’ in U.7.A., 3rd ser., xxviii (1965), pp 78—101.

4 A. J. Pollock and D. M. Waterman, ‘A bronze age habitation site at Downpatrick’ in
U.7.A., 3rd ser., xxvii (1964), pp 31-58.

+ S, P. O Riordain, ‘Lough Gur excavations: neolithic and bronze age houses on Knock-
adoon’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ivi (1954), sect. C, p. 415.
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sites there. The circles, lettered O and P in Windle’s survey,*> were quite

different in construction from one another. Circle P, 10.7m in diameter,
consists of twenty-nine contiguous stones, which form a kerb around a plat-
form of stones and earth. There was no entrance feature. Two cremation
burials accompanied by large flat-based, coarsely made, unornamented pot-
tery vessels were found below the base of the platform. It may be therefore
that this monument is not a stone circle proper, but rather a burial tumulus
of which only the kerb and basal portion of the mound now survive. The
pottery vessels may be related to the flat-based domestic coarse ware so
prevalent in the district.

Circle O, at 55 m in overall diameter, is a much larger structure. It consists
of an outer earthen bank faced inside and out with large stone slabs. Within
is a ditch which provided the earth fill for the bank. Concentrically placed
within the ditch is an inner circle of contiguous orthostats. There is no
clearly defined entrance and there were no diagnostic finds or burials.

In general, Irish circles are of non-contiguous stones and they vary greatly
in diameter and in the number of stones used.*® Several remarkable examples
in the west of County Cork and in Kerry have a special feature not so far
recorded in the rest of Ireland. Two adjacent orthostats are taller than the
others, and diametrically opposite to them in the circumference is a recum-
bent stone, that is, one in which the long axis is horizontal instead of vertical.
In two recently excavated examples the diameter, drawn centrally between
the two tall stones and across the centre of the recumbent, when projected to
the local horizon seems in one (Drombeg, near Glandore, County Cork)*’ to
mark the point of sunset at the winter solstice, and in the other (Bohonagh,
near Rosscarbery, County Cork)*® to mark sunset at the time of the equi-
noxes. If this was deliberately arranged by the builders, the circles may have
been used for some calendrical purpose. However, in a third instance in the
same neighbourhood, Reenascreena,* the axis lay 24° to the south of the
point of equinoctial sunset, and thus the calendrical explanation seems to fail
here, unless the orientation is to a heavenly body other than the sun. Much
discussion on this aspect of the stone circle problem has taken place in recent

4 B. C. A. Windle, ‘Megalithic remains surrounding Lough Gur, Co. Limerick’ in R.1.A.
Proc., xxx (1912), sect. C, pp 302—4; Eoin Grogan and George Eogan, ‘Lough Gur excavations
by Sean P. O Riordain: further neolithic and Beaker habitations on Knockadoon’ in R.1.A.
Proc., Ixxxvii (1987), sect. C, pp 496—501.

# Sean O Nuallain, ‘The stone circle complex of Cork and Kerry’ in R.S.A.I. In., cv
(1975), pp 83-131; and ‘A survey of stone circles in Cork and Kerry’ in R.I.A. Proc., Ixxxiv
(1984), sect. C, pp 1-77.

47 E. M. Fahy, ‘A recumbent-stone circle at Drombeg, Co. Cork’ in Cork Hist. Soc. Jn., Ixiv
(1959), pp 1—27.

48 E. M. Fahy, ‘A stone circle, hut, and dolmen at Bohonagh, Co. Cork’ in Cork Hist. Soc.
Fn., Ixvi (1961), pp 93—104.

4 E. M. Fahy, ‘A recumbent-stone circle at Reenascreena South, Co. Cork’ in Cork Hist.
Soc. In., Ixvii (1962), pp 59—69.
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times in Britain, and some remarkable claims have been made for certain
sites. There seems to be no doubt that orientation was important to neolithic
and bronze age man, not alone in stone circles but also in megalithic tombs,
but whether the more extravagant claims that have been made will ever
be substantiated or not it is difficult to say in the present state of our
knowledge.

Each of the three excavated west Cork sites was found to contain a single
cremation burial, centrally placed at Drombeg and Bohonagh, but quite ec-
centrically placed at Reenascreena. At Drombeg the bones were contained in
a pottery vessel, but there were no grave goods in the other two cases. The
pottery compares well with the late neolithic/early bronze age flat-bottomed
coarse ware from Lough Gur, but charcoal found with the bones has given a
C 14 date of A.D. 600 + 120.°° This conflict of evidence has not been
resolved.

The circles of Tyrone, Fermanagh, and Derry tend to be built of smaller
stones than those of the Dublin—Wicklow, Lough Gur, or west Cork—Kerry
groups. Often these circles may only come to light when peat that had grown
over them is cut away. Peat cutting at Beaghmore in County Tyrone has
revealed a most remarkable group of monuments® which includes several
circles with tangential alignments and many small cairns and cists, the stones
used in all these being quite small. One circle is completely filled with
hundreds of small boulders carefully set upright. A small cairn on the cir-
cumference contained two cremated burials. A cairn 3m in diameter, lying
between two other closely adjacent circles, covered a cist in which was found
a polished axe of porcellanite. It is not easy to understand or explain the
various features of this site or to determine whether all the monuments are
roughly contemporary or spread over a period of time. C 14 measurements
place the whole complex within the date bracket 1535 + 70 bc and 775 + 55
be,>” and thus it is of the bronze age.>3 If it was a ritual or cult area, there is
no evidence as to the nature of the rites practised. And this, alas, is true also
of all other stone circles in Ireland.

STUDENTS of archaeology were satisfied not too many years ago to relate urn
burials to the late bronze age in Ireland, but now that these have been
updated to the early bronze age, we are left with only the scantiest infor-
mation concerning burial rites in the Irish later bronze age.>* Only a handful

5° D-62.

5! J. R. Pilcher, ‘Archaeology, palacontology, and 14C dating of the Beaghmore stone circle’
in U.J.A., 3rd ser., xxxii (1969), pp 73—91.

52 UB-11; UB-163.

53 A. G. Smith, J. R. Pilcher, and G. W. Pearson, ‘New radiocarbon dates from Ireland’ in
Antiquity, xlv (1971), p. 99. )

5% Barry Raftery, ‘Tron age burials in Ireland’ in Donnchadh O Corrain (ed.), Irish antiquity:
essays and studies presented to M.J. O’Kelly (Cork, 1981), pp 173—7.
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of burial sites can be recognised that are likely to date to this period. Of
these, Rathgall, County Wicklow, is the most important.’> Here three crema-
tion deposits in pits, one contained within an upright pot, were found inside
an enclosure formed by a V-sectioned ditch. One of the cremations was at
the centre of the enclosure and was surrounded by a large number of stake-
holes of uncertain purpose. A comparable burial was found at Ballybeen,
Dundonald, County Down.5® At this site an unaccompanied cremation de-
posit in a pit occurred centrally placed within a small ring ditch. Two char-
coal samples from the ditch yielded radiocarbon dates of 710 4+ 70 bc’? and
580 + 70 be.?® Other cremation burials, possibly but less certainly later
bronze age in date, are those at Mullaghmore, County Down,*® and Lugg,
County Dublin.® Cremation burials at Carnkenny, County Tyrone, may also
belong to this period.61 In general, however, it must be assumed that burials
of the late bronze age were simple and unelaborate so that they scarcely
impinge on the archaeological record. For the late bronze age, however, a
number of sites are known, the majority being crannogs or lakeside settle-
ments.®> At Ballinderry Lough, County Offaly, a natural island had evidently
been occupied for a short time over an area about 45m long by 17 m wide.
This was in the nature of a lakeside settlement rather than an artificial island
or crannog.® At one end of the area the foundation planks of what may have
been a house, 11.5m square, were found. The walls of this had probably
been of wattle construction plastered with mud. At the other end of the area
were the bases of nine circular storage bins built also of wattles, and these too
were originally plastered with mud. They varied in diameter between 1 m
and 2 m and may have been used for storing grain.

The house occupants had used flat-bottomed coarse ware, not unlike the
late neolithic ware of the same shape. In fact, one of the difficulties in regard
to these coarse domestic wares is that when found by themselves (that is,
unassociated with other datable objects) one cannot easily distinguish neo-
lithic pots from those of the late bronze or iron ages. While this late coarse

55 Barry Raftery, ‘Rathgall: a late bronze age burial in Ireland’ in Antiquity, xlvii (1973),
pp 2935, and ‘Iron age burials’, pp 171—204.

5977, P. Mallory, “The Long Stone, Ballybeen, Dundonald, County Down’ in U.J.4., 3rd
ser., xlvii (1984), pp 3, 4.

57 UB-264o0.

58 UB-2641.

59 J. M. Mogey and G. B. Thompson, ‘Excavation of two ring-barrows in Mullaghmore
townland, Co. Down’ in U.7.A., 3rd ser., xix (1956), pp 11—28.

% H. E. Kilbride-Jones, ‘The excavation of a composite early iron age monument with
“henge” features at L.ugg, Co. Dublin’ in R.1.A. Proc., liii (1950), sect. C, pp 311-32.

1 °C. J. Lynn, “The excavation of a ring-cairn in Carnkenny townland, Co. Tyrone’ in
U.J.A., 3rd ser., xxxvi—xxxvii (1973—4), pp 17-31I.

62 George Eogan, “The later bronze age in the light of recent research’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc.,
XxX (1964), p- 314- ) ) i

3 H. O’N. Hencken, ‘Ballinderry crannog no. 2’ in R.I.A. Proc., xlvii (1942), sect. C,
pp 1—76.
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ware, as at Ballinderry, may be directly descended from the neolithic
coarse ware, some allow for the possibility that it was introduced into Ireland
at the end of the late bronze age. If this is admitted as a possibility, the
pottery may foreshadow the beginning of the iron age, if indeed it does not
belong actually to this new period, as we shall see has been argued for similar
pottery from the next site to be described below.

The inhabitants of Ballinderry kept cattle, pigs, sheep, and goats, and
these must have grazed on the land around the lake. Their meat was eaten,
and occasionally a red deer killed in the hunt provided some venison. The
bones of all these animals were found on the site. The wattle-and-daub grain
stores, if this is what they were, show that cereal crops were grown and stone
saddle querns and grain rubbers were used to grind it, more probably for use
as porridge than as flour for the making of bread. Bone and stone spindle-
whorls (the flywheel weights of hand-turned spindles) show that the sheep’s
wool was spun into thread, and this probably was woven into cloth, though
there is no direct evidence of the presence of a loom. Some fragments of
leather may indicate that this material was also used for garments, and two
bronze awls may have been used as perforators to facilitate sewing the pieces
together. Two bronze pins are likely to have been used for fastening the
clothing. Ornaments worn by the womenfolk were amber beads and brace-
lets, armlets, or anklets made of shale and lignite (fossil wood), though some
of these were large enough to fit the men also. Various objects were made
from yew, ash, and hazel wood. These included a bowl, pins, and various
fragmentary objects, the purpose of which could not be determined. The
occupation was of short duration and was brought to an end by a rise in the
level of the lake. During this high-water period, the buildings decayed or
were swept away and the whole area of the settlement was covered by a layer
of chalk mud.

On a slight natural rise on the floor of Rossroe Lough, near Newmarket-
on-Fergus, County Clare, an artificial island, oval in shape and measuring
4o m by 20m, was raised above the lake level to provide a naturally defended
area for a habitation. This had come to be known as Knocknalappa crannog,
named after the townland in which it lies. While there were objects of a
domestic nature—pottery, animal bones, and other things—there was no
evidence that houses or huts had been built. On the primary marl of the lake
bed was spread a thick layer of artificially deposited peat. Above this was a
layer of stones and over this an artificially deposited layer of marl. All this
was held in place by timber piles driven into the primary marl around the
edge of the artificial platform. Sherds from five or six pottery vessels were
found, one of which was capable of being restored. It had a slightly everted
neck above a swelling body that narrows downward to a flat base. The pot is
22 cm high, 16 cm in diameter at the rim, and the base is 10 cm in diameter.
This large vessel, dull black in colour, is similar to some of the pots from
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Ballinderry as described above. The excavation also produced a fragment of a
lignite armlet, some amber beads and a sunflower pin. The site had been
brought to attention in the first instance by the finding on the surface of
a bronze sword, a socketed bronze gouge, and a stone axe. The two bronze
items clearly belong to the very end of the bronze age, and the excavator
argued that the pottery already showed strong iron-age influence in its
profile.%+

Excavations at the crannog of Rathtinaun in Lough Gara, County Sligo,
revealed a small late bronze-age settlement lying on a foundation of peat and
brushwood held in place on the marl by wooden piles.®> At the time the
settlement was made, the surrounding area was a phragmites swamp. No
house plan was recovered but there were several hearths and much domestic
pottery of the kinds found at Ballinderry and Knocknalappa. This settlement
was brought to an end by a rise in the water level of the swamp, during
which time a layer of sand was laid down over it. In due time a second
settlement was established on the spot, also mainly of the late bronze age,
but iron objects were now present among the finds. No house plans survived,
but several hearths similar to those of the first settlement were found. Again,
large quantities of the coarse flat-based domestic pottery were present and
there were fragmentary clay moulds and wooden objects including dishes.
Beside the site a hoard of amber, bronze, gold, and tin ornaments was found.
These included a tweezers, an ornamented pin, three gold-plated penannular
rings, rings of various kinds and sizes in bronze and tin, an amber necklace of
thirty-one beads, and five polished boar’s tusks.®® A series of radiocarbon
dates for the late bronze-age activity at Rathtinaun centres on 200 B.c. If
taken at face value this would suggest that a late bronze-age culture lasted on,
in certain parts of the country at least, to the third or second century B.C.,
and must thus have overlapped with the beginning of the iron age.®” The
dates are today regarded with suspicion, however, and many, if not most,
commentators would view them as archaeologically unacceptable.®®
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THE bronze age may have begun before 2000 B.c. with an initial copper
phase, that is, a time during which unalloyed copper was used as raw material
for the objects manufactured. Mainly on the basis of metal objects and, it
must be stressed again, for convenience in their study rather than because of
mutual exclusiveness, the bronze age is broadly divided into an early part,
2000-1400 B.C.; a middle, 14001200 B.C.; and a late, 1200—500 B.C. Apart
from the appearance on the scene of new types of metal object and new forms
of old types, there is no indication that conditions in Ireland during the
middle bronze age were at all different from those of an earlier period. There
was no outstanding technical advance nor, apart from a few to be mentioned
below, was there any notable introduction of new tools, weapons, or orna-
ments. There is no evidence of a change in the way of life or in the method of
burial, though evidence suggests that urn burials had ceased about 1400 B.C.
About 1200 B.C., however, various innovations may be noted in the weapons
of the period that betoken outside influences of north European origin.
Contact must already have existed between Ireland and south-western
Europe during the neolithic period, since the same megalithic cult prevailed
in both regions. As copper metallurgy had already begun in Iberia by 2500
B.C. it may be that the first metal objects came to Ireland from these areas.®
On the other hand, it is difficult to point to any group of metal objects of the
period in Ireland and show that they are unequivocally of Iberian proven-
ance. The role of the Beaker folk in the spread of metal has already been
mentioned, as has the fact that no unequivocal connection between them and
metal-working is available for Ireland.”” However and from wherever this
country received its initiation into the mysteries of metallurgy, a flourishing
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industry in copper, bronze, and gold-working developed. It has been said
that the earliest metallurgists in Ireland were very highly skilled. Not only
could they select the right deposit, handpick, wash, and concentrate the ore;
they could control the roasting, smelting, and possibly refining processes in a
very competent way, and eventually alloy.”" In the earliest period, in or even
before 2000 B.C., copper alone was used, but by 1700 B.C. tin bronzes were
being made, so that the bronze age proper may be said to begin about this
time. Important copper deposits are found in the counties of Cork, Kerry,
Tipperary, Waterford, and Wicklow and in lesser quantities in the counties
of Down, Dublin, Galway, Leitrim, Louth, Mayo, Meath, and Tyrone.
There is evidence of primitive mining in a number of these areas. Stone
mauls used as mining hammers have been found in the Rear Cross—Holyford
area of Tipperary; on Ross Island, Killarney; at Mount Gabriel, Derrycar-
hoon, and Ballyrisode, County Cork, and elsewhere. The commonest of these
hammers were made from beach cobbles of sizes convenient to the hand and
used, without hafts, as pounders. They were apparently selected for their
oval shape, and, when found at the mines, display at each end areas that have
become abraded in use. The more sophisticated examples have a chiselled
equatorial groove in which was placed a withy or pliable tree root, the two
ends of which were brought together and bound tightly to form a haft. In a
third variety the ends of the equatorial groove stop at each side of a carefully
made flat area. Experiment suggests that this type was hafted by butting a
wooden handle against the flat; the ends of the withy or flexible root were
then tightly bound to the handle and a wedge driven in between the handle
and the flat to take up any remaining slackness. Hafted in this way the maul
became a very serviceable tool (plate 2).

The best evidence of mining activity has come from Mount Gabriel and
Derrycarhoon near Schull in south-west Cork. At Derrycarhoon in the last
century, when a 14 ft (4.3 m) thickness of peat had been cut away for fuel, six
old mine shafts were discovered and in them were found various objects used
in the mining process. Among these were a wood ladder, wooden shovels,
and stone mauls, of which only the mauls now survive. More recently,
twenty-five mines have been recognised on Mount Gabriel.”> These appear
as small tunnels driven into rock scarps for varying distances up to g m.
Some of the mine-shaft walls show the characteristic spalling produced by
the technique of fire setting. The rock was heated by building a fire against it

7' H. H. Coghlan and H. J. Case, ‘Early metallurgy of copper in Ireland and Britain’ in
Prehist. Soc. Proc., xxiii (1957), p- 97.
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tin’ in Michael Ryan (ed.), The origins of metallurgy in Atlantic Europe (Dublin, 1979),
pp 107—25; and ‘The age of primitive copper mines on Mount Gabriel, west Co. Cork’ in
FJournal of Irish Archaeology, ii (1984), pp 41—50.
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and then rapidly cooled by spilling water on it. This shattered the rock,
which was then removed by pounding with the stone mauls, many of which,
both broken and complete examples, have been found in the shafts and in the
tip heaps outside their entrances. The copper-bearing rock thus obtained was
brought from the mines and crushed by hammering to enable concentration
to be done by handpicking and washing the richer material out of the gangue;
it is this latter waste material that makes up the tip heaps outside each mine.
As yet, no evidence of smelting has been found adjacent to the mines, and it
must therefore be assumed that the ore concentrate was taken elsewhere,
though not necessarily very far away, for further processing. Charcoal
obtained from the tip-heaps outside mine no. 5 at Mount Gabriel has given a
C 14 date of 1500 + 120 bc,” showing that this particular mine is of early
bronze-age date.

Since the ores are sulphides they must first have been roasted to remove
the sulphur. This would have been done by interlayering the ore concentrate
with wood charcoal and keeping the pile burning at a low temperature,
perhaps for several days. Skill and experience were necessary to do this, for
not only had the temperature to be controlled, but the pile had to be so
constructed, maintained, and vented that there was free and even access of
air to all its parts throughout the roast.”* No direct evidence of the carrying-
out of this process has so far been found in Ireland. The roasted ore was then
smelted in a furnace, which also used charcoal as a fuel. Though no actual
smeltery has been found, some of the cakes of raw copper produced are
known and these give some indications of the nature of the furnace used.
The cakes are 10 to 20cm in diameter and about 1 cm thick and are known
from Carrickshedoge, County Wexford, and Monastery, County Wicklow.

It is thought that the furnace was of the simple type in which the ore and
charcoal were interlayered in, and mounded up over, a shallow circular bowl-
shaped hollow dug in the ground and lined with clay. When a tuyere or clay
funnel-shaped nozzle had been fixed on the side of the bowl and the charge
had been fired, a clay dome-shaped cover was put on over the charge. There
was a small vent at the top for the release of the furnace gases. A continuous
controlled air blast was supplied through the tuyere from a pair of bellows.
As the ore was reduced, the metal particles produced became molten, ran
together, and passed down through the charcoal to the bottom of the furnace,
there to be moulded to the form described above by the shape of the bottom
of the furnace itself. Subsequently this cake or ingot, as it may be called,
provided the metal from which axes and other objects were made. Pieces cut
or broken from it were remelted in a clay crucible and poured into the
requisite mould. If the alloying with tin had not been done during the

73 VRI-66.
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smelting process, it could now be done in the crucible. Fragments of shallow
dish-like crucibles believed to be of bronze-age date have been found on
Dalkey Island in Dublin Bay.”5 Though these particular examples probably
belong to the advanced bronze age, it is likely that they are not very different
from those used earlier.

While the Irish craftsmen were using arsenical coppers, whether obtained
by careful ore selection or by deliberate alloying, no problems other than
those of a technical nature arose, for the raw materials were obtainable in
Ireland. When it came to the making of tin bronze (approximately go per
cent copper, 10 per cent tin) a new problem was immediately encountered—
where to obtain the necessary tin ore or metallic tin. The presence of
tin associated with alluvial gold in County Wicklow has long been known.
This tin occurs as mineral tinstone or cassiterite (SnQO,) in the alluvial
gravels along the Goldmines river and other streams in the area. Both the
tinstone and the gold are confined to narrow strips of alluvium along a few
streams, and the total workable area is very small. However, it is reasonable
to assume that ancient man, attracted by the gold, might have recognised the
coarse-grained tinstone. If he did recognise it, he would have been able to
smelt it to obtain the tin, since he was already able to smelt copper ore.
There is not as yet a satisfactory explanation of the ultimate source of the
Wicklow tin, and research up to the present time has not revealed any other
potential sources in Ireland. Spectroscopic tests have shown the presence of
trace amounts of tin in the Allihies (County Cork) copper lodes, and minute
traces have been detected in soils and peats, but no locality is recognised that
might have been exploited even by the painstaking methods of the ancients.

Even if some tin had been obtained from the Wicklow alluvium, it is
doubtful if it could have been enough to meet the developing demand, and
so a trading or other arrangement must have been set up to obtain sufficient
of the metal, probably from the Cornish mines, if not from somewhere
further afield. This means that travel to and fro across the sea was taking
place at this time, and that some materials were exported from Ireland in
exchange for the tin, unless one envisages either that the Irish smith went to
Cornwall to mine the ore, smelt it, and bring away enough metallic tin to
supply his needs for a given length of time, or that there was a constant
movement of itinerant smiths between Ireland and Britain, each one coming
to Ireland with his stock-in-trade of tin.

Several stone moulds have been found in various parts of the country, and
these were used for the casting of a variety of implements such as axes,
knives, darts, spear-heads, sickles, etc. There are both single-valve and bi-
valve moulds. The bivalve mould was in two parts so that, after casting, the

75 G. D. Liversage, ‘Excavations at Dalkey Island, Co. Dublin, 1956—¢’ in R.[.A. Proc., Ixvi
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completely shaped object could be taken out by separating the two parts. The
single-valve or open mould shaped only one face of the object being cast, and
the other face had to be shaped by hammering and grinding. The open
moulds for casting axes are probably among the earliest made and used in
Ireland and technologically are of great interest. Of the ten known, the
National Museum of Ireland possesses four good examples, the Ulster
Museum, Belfast, one, and the Cork Public Museum one. Of the four in the
National Museum, two are from County Cork (Doonour near Bantry and
Kilcronat near Mogeeley) and one each from Counties Carlow and Leitrim.
The Doonour mould?® was found when a small field near the sea coast was
being reclaimed by rotivation and the removal of stones. There was no
evidence of a furnace or other associated structure. The object is a roughly
rectangular block of grit measuring 31 X 22.5 X 14cm in length, width, and
thickness at the maximum points. Its form is partly natural and partly artifi-
cial. Parts of faces 1, 2, and 4, and all of 6, show clear evidence of shaping,
the work having been done by percussion; the most likely implements for
this were probably a pointed chisel used with a mallet. The stone was
selected because it is a fine-grained freestone and therefore reasonably easy
to carve. The source of the stone can be immediately local. There are matri-
ces for five different sizes of axe and for two chisel-like implements. There is
no evidence that any kind of lid was fitted to any of the matrices to convert
them into closed moulds when they were being used. Hot metal was certainly
poured into some of the matrices; and the colour change in, and the friable
nature of, some of the internal surfaces indicate that the depth of the metal
may have been about § cm.

As none of the opposing faces of the blocks are parallel, each matrix had to
be set level before pouring so as to ensure that the metal would distribute
properly in the matrix. In all cases the floor surfaces of the matrices are
curved in two directions and the deepest parts are usually centred on the
long axis but much nearer to the cutting-edge ends than to the butt ends. If
therefore the matrix were set level and metal poured in to fill it to the
requisite amount, the downward surface of the metal would have been
moulded to the double curvature but the upper surface would have remained
fairly flat. The cutting-edge end and the butt end would have been thick and
blunt. In fact, the objects cast in such moulds can have been no more than
rough-outs for axes to be finished by hammering and grinding.

In due time, bivalve moulds in both stone and clay were used, the stone
now often being the easily carved steatite instead of the sandstones used for
the open moulds. Evidence exists, too, that wooden models of objects were
used on which to build up bivalve clay moulds for such things as spearheads

7% M. J. O’Kelly, ‘A stone mould for axeheads from Doonour, Bantry, Co. Cork’ in R.S.A.1.
Jn., xcix (1969), pp 117-24.
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and swords. Bivalve clay moulds were used with a core to make hollow
castings such as socketed tools and weapons and the elegant curving trumpets
or horns of the late bronze age. Many of these last exhibit clear evidence of
having been cast in bivalve moulds that were probably made of clay. The
cores were certainly of clay, as traces remain inside some horns. Very likely
too, the ‘lost wax’ process of casting was employed, but evidence of this is
not easy to find since the clay mould had to be broken to remove the newly
made object. About 100 fragments of clay moulds, some of them for making
rapiers and socketed looped spearheads, were found at house site F on
Knockadoon, Lough Gur,”” while at Dalkey Island, as well as the crucible
fragments, fragments of clay moulds for socketed spearheads, knives, and
perhaps an axe and a sword were found in the same area of the island. Large
numbers of the metal objects made in such moulds have survived in Ireland.
A recent count of the axes of the early part of the metal age shows that 2,000
have come down to us”® and undoubtedly many more will be discovered in
the course of time. This number does not include the socketed axes of the
later bronze age. About 142 daggers and 150 halberds are known,”® while a
recent study®® has listed 623 swords for the later bronze age. Apart from
these implements and weapons, there are large numbers of diverse objects,
tools, and ornaments.

The earliest of the axes are probably those with broad, thick butts, but
they were soon replaced by a thin-butted variety with deeply curved and
widely splayed cutting edges. Some examples of both types can be clearly
seen to have been cast in open moulds such as the Doonour mould described
above. These were presumably hafted, like the stone axes before them, by
slotting into a wooden handle, and must have been maintained in place by a
shrunk-on rawhide binding. This method proved unsatisfactory in use. The
head soon began to work loose, especially if the haft was used as a lever to
withdraw the axe when it became stuck, in the chopping of wood, for in-
stance. Furthermore the head would have been forced back into the haft with
every blow struck, eventually causing the slotted handle to split and the
binding to burst.

To overcome these disabilities a new method of hafting was evolved. At
first, very low flanges were hammered up along the sides of the axe and a

78 P.O Riordain, ‘Lough Gur excavations: neolithic and bronze age houses on Knock-
adoon’ in R.I.A. Proc., Ivi (1954), sect. C, p. 415. A large collection of clay mould fragments of
late bronze-age date has been recovered at Rathgall, Co. Wicklow (Barry Raftery, ‘Rathgall, Co.
Wicklow: 1970 excavations’ in Antiquity, xlv (1971), pp 296—8, and ‘Rathgall and Irish hillfort
problems’ in D. W. Harding (ed.), Hillforts: later prehistoric earthworks in Britain and Ireland
(London, 1976), p. 345).

78 Peter Harbison, The axes of the early bronze age in Ireland (Munich, 1969), p. 1.

79 Peter Harbison, The daggers and the halberds of the early bronze age in Ireland (Munich,

1969), pp 3, 35.
° George Fogan, Catalogue of Irish bronze swords (Dublin, 1965).
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haft bent to an approximate right angle, a ‘knee-haft’, began to be used. The
butt of the axe was thrust into a slot cut in the end of the knee, the flanges
being tight against its sides to prevent lateral movement, and a binding held
the axehead in place (fig. 14). By the end of the early bronze age or beginning
of the middle bronze age, axes were cast with more pronounced flanges—
haft-flanged axes as they are now called—but these still split their hafts in
use. This defect was overcome by the introduction of the stop-ridge, a fea-
ture probably derived from the central thickening of some of the earlier flat
axes. The ends of the knee-haft rested against the stop-ridges and thus
backward movement was prevented. In the middle bronze age, flanges were
drawn out and curved somewhat inward from each side so as to grip the ends
of the knee more firmly, and in the later examples the metal of the septum
was thinned so that the stop-ridge became a pronounced ledge-like feature.
Sometimes, too, the ends of the flanges were continued downward on to the
face of the blade to form a pointed ornamental feature. While it is possible
that this type evolved into something like the ‘west European’ palstave or the
corresponding British middle-bronze-age version, in which the flanges and

Fig. 14 Reconstruction of an early bronze age axe-head mounted in a club-shaped
wooden shaft. After John Waddell, The prehistoric archaeology of Ireland
(Galway, 1998).
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stop-ridge coalesced to form haft pockets on each side of the septum, it is
probable that the palstave was a fresh introduction into Ireland, here to be
copied, though not extensively, by the Irish smiths.

Many of the flat- and low-flanged axes are ornamented in various ways
(fig. 15) and some of them are so beautiful that one can hardly imagine them
ever having been used for any kind of rough work. Many of the ornamental
motifs are similar to those found on the food vessel pottery of the early
bronze age, but it is not possible to say which copied which, if indeed there
was any copying at all.

In his study of all the axes of the early part of the metal age in Ireland,
Harbison® points out that 56 per cent of all the known examples are unpro-
venanced, and of the remaining 44 per cent about four-fifths have precise
provenances. Almost g5 per cent of all the axes are isolated finds, and out of
the thirty-seven associated finds only four included such items as halberds
and daggers, and these four hoards (from Knocknague, County Galway;

Fig. 15 Decorated bronze axeheads: that on the left without provenance; that on
the right from Trim, Co. Meath. After John Evans, The ancient bronze
implements . . . of Great Britain and Ireland (London, 1881). Scale 1:2.

81 Harbison, Axes, p. 1.
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Whitespots, County Down; Frankford, County Offaly; and Killaha FEast,
County Kerry, respectively) provide the framework on which the chrono-
logical succession of axe types must be based.

The halberd has a sturdy blade with a strong midrib and was mounted at
right angles to a long haft by means of rivets. In Ireland the haft seems
always to have been of wood, while in central Europe some examples have
tubular metal handles. Well preserved halberd blades show little evidence of
wear or resharpening, and the points, which would have been very suscep-
tible to damage, are remarkably perfect in many examples. It is not known
whether it was used as an implement, as a weapon, or merely as a symbol of
office or ceremonial object. The lightness of the riveted mounting and the
absence of characteristic wear or damage from use suggest that it was not
intended to be used in any strenuous activity.

Its distribution in Europe is widespread, from southern Italy to Scandi-
navia and from Hungary to Portugal; in addition, it is depicted in rock
carvings, as for instance at Valcamonica in northern Italy. Its exact place of
origin is not known nor has it been possible to determine its direction of
spread. While Spanish and Italian origins have been suggested in the past,
present opinion is hardening on central Germany. Because about 40 per cent
of all the known halberds are concentrated in Ireland,® it has been argued
that the object was invented and developed here and then distributed to
Europe.®® O Riordain divided the Irish halberds into six groups, which for
him represented both a typological and chronological series, the earliest type
being a translation into metal of an original flint implement. His type 4 was
exported through Scotland to Scandinavia and central Germany. He dated
the earliest Irish halberds to about 1800 B.C. and type 4 to about 1700 B.C.,
and assumed a halberd survival into the late bronze age. Disagreement with
almost every point of O Riordain’s thesis has, however, been expressed by
various workers, the most recent of them being Harbison,84 who conveni-
ently summarises and gives the references to all the important discussions of
the implement. He offers a classification into four types (fig. 16) and suggests
1700-1550 B.C. as the period during which the Irish halberds were made.

The most comprehensive work on Irish daggers has also been done by
Harbison, and what follows is taken directly from his study.85 The majority
of the 142 early bronze-age daggers are single isolated finds discovered by
chance in the course of peat cutting, river dredging, and suchlike works, and
in many cases nothing is known of the circumstances in which they were
found nor of their provenance. Only thirteen daggers have come from associ-

82 Harbison, Daggers & halberds, p. 35.

83 S, P. O Riordain, ‘The halberd in bronze age Europe: a study in prehistoric origins,
evolution, distribution and chronology’ in Archaeologia, 1xxxvi (1937), pp 195—321.

84 Harbison, Daggers €& halberds, pp 57-8.

85 Ibid., pp 3-31.



Fig. 16 Harbison’s four types of halberd: Carn (from Hillswood, Co. Galway), Cotton
(from the Hill of Allen, Co. Kildare), Clonard (from near Clonard, Co. Meath), and
Breaghwy (from Breaghwy, Co. Mayo). After Peter Harbison, The daggers and the
halberds of the early bronze age in Ireland (Munich, 1969). Scale 1:3.5.
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ated finds—four from hoards, the rest all probably from graves. The hoards
were chance finds, none of them scientifically excavated, found in bogs or
hidden under stones. The graves containing daggers have, however, been
excavated. These were usually inhumation burials in cists, sometimes with
an accompanying pottery vessel. Some graves were isolated, some in small
cemeteries and some were covered by a tumulus or cairn. Dagger graves are
only a very small proportion of the known early bronze-age burials.

Irish daggers are diverse in style, dimensions and shape, and their classifi-
cation is therefore very difficult; but, bearing this in mind, ten types covering
eighty-three daggers are suggested by Harbison, leaving a miscellaneous resi-
due of sixty-three daggers. He believes that all the daggers found in Ireland
are of Irish manufacture. He says that there is no definite evidence that any
of them was imported, though the idea of dagger-making and many of the
dagger shapes did come from outside. The earliest Irish dagger—the tanged
Knocknague type—has its nearest parallel in England and it was from there
that the idea and the shape were introduced.

At the end of the early bronze age, if not at the beginning of the middle
bronze age, some Irish daggers show a swing away from the English models,
and the introduction of the ‘Atlantic rapiers’ indicates a new direction from
which the Irish metal industry received fresh impulses. On the dagger evi-
dence, this probably came from Brittany. French dirks and rapiers, or at least
some knowledge of them, were now introduced into Ireland; and the dagger
manufacturers, thus stimulated, embarked upon a series of local develop-
ments, some of which were very remarkable indeed, as for instance the rapier
from Lissane, County Derry.*® Razors, already present before the end of the
early bronze age, became commoner and forty-one of them are now known
from Ireland.®?

The plain leaf-shaped spearhead with its socket extending into the blade
probably came in at this time and the native smiths applied the hollow-casting
technique embodied in it to the old tanged and part-socketed dagger-shaped
spear, to produce the fully socketed spear with ribbed kite-shaped blade. This
usually had loops on its socket for tying it to the shaft, and in due course the
loops appeared also on the sockets of the leaf-shaped spears and eventually
became incorporated into the bases of the blade-wings in some examples. The
ribbed kite-shaped spears, and the stone moulds in which they were cast, are
common in Ireland but are few in Britain. Throughout the period in question,
2000—1200 B.C., continuity in axe production is marked and the haft-flanged
and wing-flanged types are straightforward developments from the early
bronze-age flanged axe and were probably not at all influenced by the

8 B. Trump, ‘The origin and development of British middle bronze age rapiers’ in Prehisz.
Soc. Proc., xxviii (1962), p. 87; Peter Harbison, Pre-Christian Ireland (London, 1988), p. 129.

8 E. Binchy, ‘Irish razors and razor-knives of the middle bronze age’ in Etienne Rynne
(ed.), North Munster studies (Limerick, 1967), p. 43.
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imported British or European palstaves. Technological continuity is also
shown by the persisting use of stone moulds of various kinds, though these
are now mainly of the bivalve type that replaced the earlier open moulds.
They are of particular interest because several contain matrices for casting
different types of object and in this way contemporaneity of some metal types
is established. Here, following Eogan,®® the middle bronze age has been
tightly defined as the period from 1400 to 1200 B.C., even though it is likely
that many of its features continued to a much later time, perhaps even down
to 9oo B.C., or later.® As already pointed out, 1200 B.C. is a convenient
termination date for the middle period, as after this certain new influences, to
be mentioned below, can be detected.

IT has been generally believed that the alluvial gold of County Wicklow was
the metal used in the Irish gold ornaments of the bronze age. Recent re-
search®® has, however, thrown doubt on this assumption. In the 1960s, with
the cooperation of the National Museum of Ireland, a programme of analysis
of gold objects was initiated and at the same time nodules of Wicklow gold
were examined, the whole work being done as part of a European study of the
beginnings of metallurgy. In all, 1,425 European gold objects were studied, of
which 507 were of Irish provenance. Dr Axel Hartmann, who carried out the
analyses, argues that the majority of the Irish objects were not made from
Wicklow gold and that metal must have been imported as raw material, or in
some cases as manufactured objects. Only one group of sixty-six objects,
made up of forty-one lunulae, fourteen sun discs, two foil earrings, a bracelet,
and eight strips of gold foil, can plausibly be ascribed to a Wicklow source. He
also suggests that this group is chronologically the earliest (1700—1400 B.C.).
While these analytical results must now be taken into account in any discus-
sion of Irish gold, many questions remain. It may be that there were sources
other than Wicklow—for instance, the alluvial gold of Tyrone, Derry,
Donegal, and Antrim. The finding of no less than forty-nine lunulae in the
north and west of Ireland gives some substance to this suggestion.®” Probably
the earliest of our gold ornaments are the thin discs of various sizes from
about 1cm to 1ocm in diameter. A small plain disc, 11 mm diameter, with
two perforations near the centre, was found in the excavation of the domestic

88 George Eogan, “The later bronze age in the light of recent research’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc.,
xxx (1964), pp 268—351.

9 Colin Burgess, ‘Chronology and terminology in the British bronze age’ in The Antiquaries
FJournal, xlix (1969), p. 24.

9° Axel Hartmann, Prihistorische Goldfunde aus Europa: Studien zu den Anfiingen der Metal-
lurgie 3 (Berlin, 1970).

9" J. J. Taylor, ‘Lunulae reconsidered’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc., xxxvi (1970), pp 49, 64. There
has been considerable discussion, and indeed criticism, of Hartmann’s views regarding the
allegedly non-native character of the Irish gold. See, for example, Joseph Raftery, ‘Irish prehis-
toric objects: new light on the source of the metal’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., ci (1971), pp 101—5; Peter



128 Bronze-age Ireland

settlement at Site D, Lough Gur,”” in a horizon containing late neolithic flat-
bottomed pottery and beaker sherds, as well as a number of objects in copper
or bronze. The majority of the discs are ornamented with very low repoussé
geometrical motifs arranged in cross-in-circle patterns or in concentric pat-
terns of plain or zigzag lines. A few of the smaller discs of this type have
beaker and early bronze-age associations in Britain. Apart from the Lough
Gur example noted above, all the known Irish discs are chance finds, and little
or nothing has been recorded of the circumstances in which they were found.
It is known however that ten were found in pairs in different parts of the
country. It has been assumed that these discs are the same sort of thing as the
gold-plated bronze disc mounted on a little six-wheeled bronze waggon found
at Trundholm Moss in Denmark.?3 A bronze figure of a horse stands on the
front part of the waggon and the whole is thought to be a cult object repre-
senting a ‘sun chariot’; hence, the Irish discs have been called ‘sun discs’. The
perforations at their centres suggest, however, that glued to a wooden or
bone backing they were sewn on the clothing in pairs as ornaments or as
ornamental buttons. Two discs from Roscommon are similar to a pair from
Oviedo, Spain, and may indicate Irish—Iberian contact.”*

One disc is different from all the rest. It is large, 12.1 cm in diameter, and
has an all-over decoration made up of an elaborate pattern of concentric
circles, triangles, and herring-bone devices. It was found in a peat bog at
Latoon, County Cavan, with two gold bracelets and two dress fasteners, an
association that indicates that it belongs to the Dowris or latest phase of the
bronze age.?® Also belonging to the early bronze age are the elongated basket-
shaped earrings. The Irish examples are unlocalised, but three pairs were
found in a bell beaker grave at Radley in Oxfordshire, England.96 Another
type of sheet gold earring has parallels in Portugal and may be further
evidence of Irish—Iberian contact.”’” Penannular earrings of moulded, bar-

Harbison, ‘Hartmann’s gold analyses: a comment’ in R.S.A.I. Jn., ci (1971), pp 159—60;
S. Briggs, J. Brennan, and G. Freeburn, ‘Irish prehistoric gold-working: some geological and
metallurgical considerations’ in Bulletin of the Historical Metallurgy Group, vii, no. 2 (1973),
pp 18—26; B. G. Scott, “The occurrences of platinum as a trace element in Irish gold: com-
ments on Hartmann’s gold analyses’ in Irish Archaeological Research Forum, iii, no. 2 (1976),
pp 21—4; Axel Hartmann, ‘Irish and British gold types and their west European counterparts’
in Michael Ryan (ed.), The origins of metallurgy in Atlantic Europe (Dublin, 1980), pp 215—28.

92 S. P. O Riordain, ‘Lough Gur excavations: neolithic and bronze age houses on Knock-
adoon’ in R.I.A. Proc., Ivi (1954), sect. C, p. 410.

9 J. M. Coles and A. F. Harding, The bronze age in Europe (London, 1979), p. 314, pl. 12a;
George Eogan, ‘Gold discs of the Irish late bronze age’ in O Corrain, Ir. antiquity, p. 157.

94 7. J. Taylor, ‘Early bronze age gold neck-rings in western Europe’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc.,
xxxiv (1968), p. 261.

95 Eogan, ‘Gold discs’, pp 1489, and Hoards of the Irish later bronze age (Dublin, 1983),
pp 64—5.

96 Stuart Piggott, Ancient Europe from the beginnings of agriculture to classical antiquity (Edin-
burgh, 1965), p. 101, fig. 55.

97 Taylor, ‘Early bronze age gold neck-rings’, p. 261.
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twisted, and flange-twisted forms are found in the middle period, thought to
be inspired by eastern Mediterranean types. Hair or tress rings are also
found, influenced by Egyptian wig-rings, if not actually imported from there.

The most characteristically Irish of the early bronze-age gold ornaments is
the lunula, a crescentic collar made from thin sheet gold. While a few are
completely unornamented, normally there is a finely incised pattern of tri-
angles, lozenges, and chevrons near the points of the crescent and along the
edges of the broad part of the plate. This ornamentation is so fine that it is
visible only on close examination. When being worn, the lunula evidently
relied for effect on its sheer expanse of glittering metal. Various prototypes
have been suggested for it: namely, that it derived from the gold collars of
Egypt, or from the crescentic jet necklaces found in Scotland and northern
Ireland, but none is completely satisfying. The most complete study of the
type®® lists eighty-one lunulae as having been found in Ireland, and of these,
forty-five are now in the National Museum of Ireland and four are in the
Ulster Museum, Belfast. The United States has three, Canada has one,
fourteen are in various museums in Britain, seven are in private collections,
and seven are lost. Twenty-two have been found outside of Ireland: six in
Scotland, four in England, one in Wales, nine in north-west France, and one
each in Luxemburg and Germany. An Irish origin for the type as a whole is
hardly disputable, and those lunulae found outside Ireland may be exports,
or some of them may have been made abroad by travelling Irish craftsmen.
Taylor compares the ornament on some of the Irish lunulae with motifs
found on beaker pottery and considers this beaker influence on the collars to
have taken place about 1700 B.C. This has led her to discount the supposed
relationships of the lunulae ornament to that of the jet or amber necklace.

Who were the wearers of these collars, and were they men or women or
both, and on what ceremonial occasions were the collars brought out? Since
all are chance finds and for the most part unassociated with other diagnostic
objects, one cannot be more specific than to say that the wearers were the
descendants of the neolithic, beaker, food-vessel, and urn folk.

THE later bronze age is the period beginning about 1200 B.C. and continuing
to the commencement of the iron age. Fogan has divided it into three phases,
1200—900 B.C., Q00—700 B.C., and 700—200 B.C., the so-called Bishopsland,
Roscommon, and Dowris phases respectively after three important hoards.””
The Bishopsland phase is marked by the presence of new tools such as
socketed axes, socketed hammers, punches, gravers, anvils, and the knobbed
sickle, as well as ornaments, mainly of gold. Hoards are plentiful and contain
much gold. The hoard discovered at Bishopsland, County Kildare, contained

98 Taylor, ‘Lunalae reconsidered’.
99 George Fogan, ‘The later bronze age in the light of recent research’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc.,
xxx (1964), pp 268—351.
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the fine tools of a specialised craftsman. Before the end of the phase a new
and important weapon had been introduced into Ireland, the bronze sword.
Although the Roscommon phase covers approximately two centuries, the
number of bronze finds that can be shown to belong to it is small. They
include some hoards of scrap metal, such as the hoard that gives its name to
the phase, and some swords of the flange-hilted or grip-tongue type.'®® The
Dowris phase is marked by the presence of a considerable number of new
types. The influences that brought about their development came from dif-
ferent regions and not only through southern Britain, as was largely the case
during the Bishopsland and Roscommon phases.'®* Among the objects of the
Dowris phase are swords, scabbard chapes, leaf-shaped spearheads with peg-
holes in the sockets, socketed axes, knives of socketed and tanged forms,
socketed sickles, socketed gouges, socketed and tanged chisels, trunnion
chisels, socketed hammers, anvils, and flesh-hooks; and most of these had
continued in being right through from the Bishopsland phase, as did also
tweezers and bifid razors. Six shields made in bronze are now known,'®* and
there are also examples in wood and leather from Cloonlara, County Mayo,
Annandale, County Leitrim, and Clonbrin, County Longford. Two wooden
shield moulds also occur. Buckets and cauldrons, made from sheet-bronze
plates riveted together, are a feature of the Dowris phase and have a marked
Irish distribution. The buckets, first imported from east-central Europe,
were copied in Ireland, while the Irish-made cauldrons have an ultimate
prototype in Greece."® There are also some wooden bowls, boxes, and the
wooden cauldron-like object from Altartate, County Monaghan, which prob-
ably belong to the period."**

Bronze trumpets or horns are a marked feature of the Dowris phase, no
fewer than twenty-four having been contained in the Dowris hoard itself.
Over one hundred are known from Ireland, and apart from the twenty-four in
the Dowris hoard they occur in two main concentrations, one in County
Antrim and the other in south-west Ireland in the counties of Cork, Kerry,

°° The integrity of this ‘phase’ as a genuine archaeological entity has in recent years come
into question, not least by Eogan himself (Hoards of Ir. later bronze age, pp 7, 47, 49)-

°! Eogan, “The later bronze age in the light of recent research’, p. 293.

%2 J. M. Coles, ‘European bronze age shields’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc., xxviii (1962), pp 156—90;
Barry Raftery, “T'wo recently discovered shields from the Shannon basin’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., cxii
(1982), pp 5-17.

%3 This is the view most cogently and comprehensively argued in C. F. C. Hawkes and
M. A. Smith, ‘On some buckets and cauldrons of the bronze and early iron ages’ in The
Antiquaries Journal, xxxvii (1957), pp 131—98. More recently, however, S. Gerloff (‘Bronze age
class A cauldrons: typology, origins, and chronology’ in R.S.A.1. In., cxvi (1986), pp 84—115)
has rejected the idea of a Mediterranean background for the insular cauldron series and has
argued for a beginning for them in the last quarter of the second millennium B.c.

%4+ Adolf Mahr, ‘A wooden cauldron from Altartate, Co. Monaghan’ in R.I.A. Proc., xlii
(1934), sect. C, pp 11—29; Barry Raftery, La Téne in Ireland: problems of origin and chronology
(Marburg, 1984), pp 227—9. The date of this cauldron remains enigmatic. It could belong
equally to the later bronze age or to the earlier part of the iron age.
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and Clare. Coles, who has recently made a thorough study of them, shows that
the sounds that could have been made with them were very simple indeed."®’

Among the bronze ornaments were disc-headed and sunflower pins.°® In
the former the pin comes straight out of the centre of the back of the disc,
while in the latter the pin is bent approximately at right angles just behind
the disc. In both types the front of the disc usually has a central conical knob
around which a group of close-set concentric circles is incised in the bronze.
Between the outermost circle and the periphery there are often very lightly
incised hatched triangles. These two pin types are derived from similar pins
in Denmark and north Germany.

IN the Bishopsland phase gold was plentiful. At least thirty-one bar torcs are
known from Ireland. They vary in size from those worn on the neck to the
two very large ones found near the Rath of the Synods at Tara in 1810 which
can be worn on the waist as girdles. The larger of the two is 122 cm long and
the smaller is 120 cm long. Bar torcs in bronze came into Britain and Ireland
from the west Baltic and were being made in gold in Ireland from about 1200
B.C. onward. Of the thirty-nine examples in Britain and the fourteen in
France, some may be exports from Ireland."®?

Presumably these various gold types continued to be worn during the
Roscommon phase (9oo-700 B.cC.) though evidence on this point is not good.
During the succeeding and final part of the bronze age, the Dowris phase,
beginning about 700 B.C. and continuing at least to the conventional round
figure of 500 B.Cc.—probably much longer in most parts of Ireland—the
number and variety of the gold ornaments in use was truly remarkable.
These include sleeve- and dress-fasteners, hair-rings, lock-rings, bullae,
bracelets of several kinds, gorgets, collars, neck-rings, boxes, hollow balls,
beads, pins, strips, plates, rings, and various miscellaneous items."

After the lunulae of the early bronze age, the gorgets of the late bronze age
are probably the most spectacular items of Irish gold. These also are collars

95 J. M. Coles, ‘Irish bronze age horns and their relations with north Europe’ in Prehist.
Soc. Proc., xxix (1963), pp 326—56; see also P. Holmes, “The manufacturing technology of the
Irish bronze age horns’ in Ryan (ed.), The origins of metallurgy, pp 165-88.

6 George Eogan, ‘Report on the excavations of some passage graves, unprotected inhum-
ation burials and a settlement site at Knowth, Co. Meath’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ixxiv (1974), sect. C,
pp 11-112.

97 George Eogan, ‘The associated finds of gold bar torcs’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., xcvii (1967),
pp 129—75; see also M. Almagro Gorbea, “The Bodonal de la Sierra gold find’ in R.S.A.1. In.,
civ (1974), pp 44-51.

108 E. C. R. Armstrong, Catalogue of Irish gold ornaments in the collection of the Royal Irish
Academy (Dublin, 1933); see also George Eogan, ‘Lock-rings of the late bronze age’ in R.1.A.
Proc., Ixvii (lg69), sect. C, pp 93148, ¢ “Sleeve-fasteners” of the late bronze age’ in Frances
Lynch and Colin Burgess (ed.), Prehistoric man in Wales and the west (Bath, 1972), pp 189—209,
‘Gold discs of the Irish late bronze age’ in O Corrain, Ir. antiquity, pp 14762, “The gold
vessels of the bronze age in Ireland and beyond’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ixxxi (1981), sect. C,
pp 345-82, and Hoards of Ir. later bronze age.
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of crescentic shape and nine of them are known. The crescent is decorated all
over in rounded relief bands sometimes separated by rope mouldings, lines of
dots, and other devices achieved by the repoussé technique, that is, by
hammering up from the back. The ends of the crescent are affixed to discs
ornamented in patterns of concentric circles and repoussé dots. One gorget
only has been found in association with other objects and this is the example
in the hoard found at Gorteenreagh in County Clare."™ The other objects
are a sleeve fastener, two lock rings, and two bracelets, which show that the
period in question is the Dowris phase of the late bronze age.

The most remarkable hoard of gold ornaments ever found in Ireland, or
indeed in western Europe, belongs to the late bronze age. It was discovered
in March 1854 in the townland of Mooghaun North, County Clare, by men
who were working on the construction of the West Clare railway.'*® The
objects seem to have been contained within a stone setting of some kind, one
stone of which protruded from the side of a cutting. When the stone was
pulled out a cascade of gold ornaments followed. There was an immediate
scramble for them and groups were sold at once in various places and appar-
ently melted down. From contemporary accounts it is known, however, that
the hoard contained at least 138 penannular bracelets, six collars, two neck-
rings, two lock-rings, and possibly two torcs, all of gold. Of these, thirteen
items are in the National Museum of Ireland and thirteen or fourteen pieces
are in the British Museum; a few may have survived in private collections
but the rest have disappeared from the record.

Another old find of 1805 that one would like to know more about was also
quickly dispersed. It is described as a kind of garment made of small oblong
gold plates with herringbone decoration. The plates were held together by
wires passing through holes and the garment lay over a skeleton found in a
cave in east Cork. Beside the bones were several amber beads.”™" Armstrong,
following Croker, gives Carrigacrump cave near Castlemartyr as the find
place, but local tradition, strongly persisting even in 1945, insisted that the
find was made in a cave on the roadside about one mile east of the village in
the townland of Knockane."" The one surviving plate from this find is in
the National Museum.

From a hoard at Derrinboy, County Offaly, comes an apparently unique
necklet consisting of a leather core of cylindrical cross-section, 4 mm in
diameter, made from a continuous thin strip, folded along its length and

%9 Joseph Raftery, ‘The Gorteenreagh hoard’ in Etienne Rynne (ed.), North Munster studies
(Limerick, 1967), pp 61—71.

"9 E. C. R. Armstrong, ‘The great Clare find of 1854’ in R.S.A.L Jun., xlvii (1917),
pp 21—36; Eogan, Hoards of Ir. later bronze age, pp 69—72.

"' Thomas Crofton Croker, Researches in the south of Ireland (London, 1824), p. 253;
Armstrong, Catalogue of Ir. gold ornaments, p. 92.

2 M. J. O’Kelly, ‘Some prehistoric monuments of Imokilly’ in Cork Hist. Soc. Jn., 1 (1945),

p. 23.
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sewn with gut. This was covered all over with a closely wound gold wire of
D-section, 1 mm wide and half that in thickness. The full length of unbroken
gold wire measures when uncoiled 15.25m long. The two ends of the gold-
covered leather were thrust into a gold cylinder or ferrule where they were
held in place by a rivet, now lost."'3 The pair of ribbed cuff-like bracelets
found with this necklet at Derrinboy has parallels in Britain and perhaps also
in Scandinavia.”™* Other bracelets of this kind have come from the counties
of Westmeath and Sligo.'"?

Six other hoards listed by Eogan'™ contain twisted, plain, and other forms
of bracelet and ribbon and bar torcs, showing how plentiful gold was in the
bronze age. There are now about 60oo ounces of prehistoric gold in
the National Museum of Ireland and there are various Irish pieces in other
museums and private collections in this country and abroad. Add to this all
the objects that are known to have been melted down or otherwise lost or
destroyed, and it is not surprising that the period has been called Ireland’s
‘first golden age’ in a literal as well as a metaphorical sense.

Mention has been made of the amber beads lying beside the gold-covered
skeleton found near Castlemartyr, County Cork. Amber, presumably
imported from the Baltic, was much used for decorative purposes during the
bronze age, mainly in the form of necklaces of beads. While some amber
undoubtedly belongs to the early and middle bronze age, most of it appears to
belong to the Dowris phase of the late bronze age, particularly the elaborate
necklaces of graduated beads. There are several such necklaces in the national
collection and a fine one of 116 beads, from Garvagh, County Londonderry,
is in the Cork Public Museum (pl. 3).""7 The multistringed example from
Derrybrien, County Galway (pl. 4), originally had about 500 beads, of which
460 survive intact.""® This was found at the base of a peat bog, in a layer that
has a C 14 date of 150 + 9o B.C."™ A large collection of glass beads from the
late bronze-age settlement at Rathgall, County Wicklow, indicates that this
material too was already in use in the later stages of the bronze age."*°

16

'3 Eogan, Hoards of Ir. later bronze age, pp 42—3.

'+ George Eogan, ‘Some observations on the middle bronze age in Ireland’ in R.S.A.I. In.,
xcii (1962), p. 50.

"5 Armstrong, Catalogue of Ir. gold ornaments.

16 Eogan, ‘Some observations’, p. 47.

"7 M. J. O’Kelly, “Two burials at Labbamolaga, Co. Cork’ in Cork Hist. Soc. Jn., Iv (1950),
pp 15—20.

118 E. Prendergast, ‘Amber necklace from Co. Galway’ in R.S.A.1. In., xc (1960), p. 65.

"9 GrN-650.

'2¢ Barry Raftery and J. Henderson, ‘Some glass beads of the later bronze age in Ireland’ in
Marburger Studien zur Vor- und Friihgeschichte, ix (1987), pp 39—53.



CHAPTER VI
Iron-age Ireland
BARRY RAFTERY

IRELAND was still in a developing bronze age when iron was first used in
Europe. Already in the seventeenth and sixteenth centuries B.C. there is
evidence from Greece," Slovakia,> and elsewhere that meteoric iron was
cold-hammered to form rings and other small items, and it now seems that
forged iron was already being produced on a small scale in western Europe
soon after the middle of the same millennium.? The Hittite kingdom of Asia
Minor was an important centre of iron-working from about the fourteenth
century B.C. onwards, but seems not to have had a monopoly of industrial
production as was once believed.* Towards the end of the millennium the
knowledge began to spread across the west on a significant scale. The tenth
century B.C. saw the extension of iron-smelting techniques to Greece, and
Etruria followed not long afterwards.® Inspiration from one or other of these
two areas, and perhaps both, must have been chiefly responsible for the rapid
dissemination of the new metal technology across transalpine Europe. Influ-
ences from the east, carried by nomadic Cimmerian horsemen—themselves
masters of iron-working from the ninth or eighth centuries B.c.—may also
have contributed to the burgeoning middle European iron industry.’

Already in the late bronze age Urnfield culture iron objects of local fabri-
cation began to appear north of the Alps. An iron sword from a late Urnfield
grave at Singen-Hohentwiel in south-west Germany is a classic example of
transitional technology.” The first large-scale exploitation of iron in trans-
alpine Europe, however, was by the archaeologically named Hallstatt culture,

' G. Varoufakis, ‘Investigation of some Minoan and Mycenaean iron objects’ in H. Haefner
and R. Pleiner (ed.), Friihes Eisen in Europa (Schafthausen, 1981), pp 25—32.

? R. Pleiner, ‘Die Wege des Eisens nach Europa’, ibid., p. 115, Abb. 1.

3 J. A. Charles, ‘The middle bronze-age iron punch of south-east Drenthe’ in Palaeohistoria,
xxvi (1984), pp 95-9.

+ J. C. Waldbaum, ‘The first archaeological appearance of iron and the transition to the iron
age’ in T. A. Wertime and J. D. Muhly (ed.), The coming of the age of iron (Yale, 1980),
pp 80-81.

5 Pleiner, art. cit., p. 122.

® Ibid., p. 121.

7 W. Kimmig, ‘Ein Grabfund der jiingeren Urnenfelderzeit (Hallstatt B3) mit Eisenschwert
von Singen am Hohentwiel’ in Haefner & Pleiner, Friihes Eisen, pp 37—43-
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the ethnic successors of the Urnfield groups. It was this culture that carried
the knowledge westwards.

The spread was rapid. As early as the sixth, possibly even the seventh,
century B.C. iron-smelting was known in England, as is suggested by the
evidence of All Cannings Cross, Wiltshire, and elsewhere.® A west Alpine
sword of iron found its way to Llyn Fawr in Wales hardly later than 600 B.C.
and with it were found not only native bronzes, but also copies in iron of
insular bronze types.® Thus it is clearly shown that a knowledge of iron-
working had penetrated almost to the western fringe of Europe little more
than a century after its appearance north of the Alps. But the earliest date for
the introduction of iron technology to Ireland remains uncertain. During the
seventh century B.C. and into the sixth, when Hallstatt cultural groupings
were disseminating the new metal techniques across Europe, Ireland was
reaching the undoubted climax of her bronze age.’® By now there must have
been considerable population density on the island, organised in tribal areas
with a strong and prosperous ruling elite. A thriving metal industry existed,
no doubt controlled and directed by this leading caste.

During these centuries the Irish metalworkers, heirs to a thousand years of
knowledge and experimentation, achieved total mastery in the working of
bronze and gold. In many areas of technology, especially in gold-working,
they led Europe. Ireland, though geographically peripheral, was at this time
in the mainstream of European technical advances, and the country enjoyed
intimate contact with widely dispersed areas of the Continent. The country
must surely have been a major destination in the network of bronze-age trade
routes. Himilco, the intrepid Carthaginian sailor, travelled up the Irish Sea
in the sixth century B.cC., and he knew of Ireland.”" His ‘Periplous’, a sailing
manual, was intended for other voyagers following the same route. Himilco
was thus not alone in making such lengthy voyages; some may have made
landfall in Ireland.

Ireland could hardly have been unaffected by the changes sweeping
Europe in the course of the seventh and sixth centuries B.c. It is only
surprising how meagre is the extent of Hallstatt influence in the country.
Swords of bronze, Hallstatt in form but of insular manufacture, appear,'”

8 J. Alexander, ‘The coming of iron-using in Britain’, ibid., p. 60.

9 C. F. Fox and H. A. Hyde, ‘A second cauldron and iron sword from the Llyn Fawr
hoard, Rhiygos, Glamorganshire’ in Antig. Jn., xix (1939), pp 369—404; H. Savory, National
museum of Wales: guide catalogue of the early iron age collections (Cardiff, 1976), pp 46—7.

'° George Eogan, ‘The later bronze age in Ireland in the light of recent research’ in Prehist.
Soc. Proc., xxx (1964), pp 268—351.

"' James F. Kenney, The sources for the early history of Ireland, i : ecclesiastical (New York,
1929), pp 121—2; C. F. C. Hawkes, Pytheas: Europe and the Greek explorers (Oxford, 1977).

2 The writer can see no reason to accept as a genuine Hallstatt sword the corroded and
shapeless iron fragment from the River Shannon at Athlone (Etienne Rynne, ‘A classification of
pre-viking Irish iron swords’ in B. G. Scott (ed.), Studies on early Ireland: essays presented to
M. V. Duignan (Belfast, 1982), p. 93, fig. 2).
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and these soon begin to influence the indigenous sword development.'s
There are also some winged chapes (a widespread Hallstatt C form) and a
few bracelets,'* dress-fasteners,'> and other items of Hallstatt type have also
been found in the country. Most of the Hallstatt objects are chance discover-
ies, predominantly riverine. Only rarely are they associated with native ma-
terial. There is thus uncertainty as to the correct interpretation of this novel
cultural presence in the country.’® These artefacts, all of bronze, can hardly,
on their own, be taken to represent an ‘early iron age’. Equally, there is little
in them that supports the concept of contemporary folk intrusion. The varied
mechanisms of exchange, distribution, and stimulus diffusion would readily
account for the scattered Hallstatt remains in Ireland.

There are, however, some further indications that suggest that Ireland
may indeed have acquired a knowledge of iron-working, in certain pockets of
the country at least, as early as the sixth century or so B.C.,"” a knowledge
not unrelated, perhaps, to the appearance in the land of these Hallstatt
elements. The evidence is tentative and uncertain, but it is possible that an
incipient iron age had emerged on the island before the middle of the last
pre-Christian millennium. Two looped and socketed axeheads of iron, stray
finds from County Antrim, seem in their form to embody bronze age trad-
itions of axe manufacture, and they may represent a technologically transi-
tional phase between bronze and iron."® A cauldron of riveted iron sheets
from Drumlane, County Cavan—again an isolated find—could be similarly
regarded.” But the value of such stray finds, unaccompanied and thus un-
dated, in the context of such far-reaching hypotheses is questionable. The
evidence from excavation is more telling.

At the Rathtinaun (County Sligo) crannog the second occupation level,
following on a phase characterised only by material of late bronze-age type,
contained similar late bronze-age artefacts but now with the significant add-

'3 George Fogan, Catalogue of Irish bronze age swords (Dublin, 1965), pp 12-13.

'* E.g. Raftery, La Téne in Ire., p. 10, fig. 2.

'S E.g. E. M. Jope, ‘Iron age brooches in Ireland: a summary’ in U.7.A., 3rd ser., xxiv—xxv
(1961—2), pp 25-6; Raftery, La Teéne in Ire., p. 145, fig. 78. There can, of course, be no
certainty that the Irish Hallstatt fibulae are genuine, ancient imports.

16 See Colin Burgess, “The bronze age’ in Colin Renfrew (ed.), British prehistory: a new
outline (n.p., 1974), p. 213.

7 B. G. Scott, ‘Some notes on the transition from bronze to iron in Ireland’ in Irish
Archaeological Research Forum, i, no. 1 (1974), pp 9—24; idem, ‘The introductions of non-
ferrous and ferrous metal technologies to Ireland: motives and mechanisms’ in Michael Ryan
(ed.), The origins of metallurgy in Atlantic Europe (Dublin, 1980), pp 189—204; idem, ‘The
origins and early development of iron use in Ireland as seen from the archaeological, linguistic
and literary records’ in Haefner & Pleiner, Friihes Eisen, pp 101—8; Barry Raftery, ‘Dowris,
Hallstatt and La Téne in Ireland: problems of the transition from bronze to iron’ in S. J. de
Laet (ed.), Acculturation and continuity in Atlantic Europe (n.p., 1976), pp 189—97.

18 Scott, ‘Some notes on the transition from bronze to iron’, pp 10-16.

9 Barry Raftery, ‘Iron age cauldrons in Ireland’ in Archaeologia Atlantica, iii (1980), p. 57
and references.
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ition of a few objects of iron. These included a swan’s-neck pin of Hallstatt
form, an iron flesh-hook of bronze-age type, and a crudely forged shafthole
axehead.”® Conventional archaeological dating for this layer around, or
before, the middle of the last millennium B.cC. is at variance with the radio-
carbon age-determinations, which suggest a date nearer the birth of Christ.”"
Taken at their face value these would indicate a late survival of bronze-age
traditions in the country and a consequent late introduction of iron-working.
Such a situation is, of course, eminently possible, for the bronze age could
have lingered in places late into the last millennium B.cC.** A question-mark
must, however, hang over these dates; their accuracy must be considered
doubtful. The second level at Rathtinaun may be anything up to four or five
centuries older than is suggested by them.

Evidence from two other Irish occupation sites may also further support the
notion of an early introduction of iron to Ireland. On Aughinish Island in the
Shannon estuary, in County Limerick, two small stone enclosures produced a
range of domestic material generally taken to be of late bronze-age type.
Associated with this material within one of the enclosures was a corroded iron
object which could be part of a horse-bit.>3 The initial settlement on Navan
Fort (Emain Macha), County Armagh, a small, palisaded hilltop enclosure,
clearly domestic in character, yielded a number of late bronze-age bronzes>* in
apparent association with portion of a Hallstatt C winged chape.*> The eighth-
or seventh-century B.C. radiocarbon age-determinations from the site are
here wholly in keeping with the archaeological evidence.*®

Navan Fort, Aughinish, and Rathtinaun appear, therefore, to indicate a
bronze-age Ireland in touch, to varying degrees, with the world of iron. To
these can be added a hoard of native bronzes from Kilmurry, County Kerry,
which included an exotic, knob-ended bracelet of Hallstatt manufacture.?”
The iron axehead at Rathtinaun is likely to be of local manufacture, as may
be the stray iron objects noted earlier, from Antrim and Cavan. Dating in the
seventh or sixth century B.C. for these objects is possible. Thus it seems that
before the middle of the last millennium B.c. Ireland was on the threshold
of the iron age.

2° Joseph Raftery, ‘Iron age and Irish Sea: problems for research’ in Charles Thomas (ed.),
The iron age in the Irish Sea province (Cardiff, 1972), p. 3.

2t Radiocarbon, iii (1961), pp 34—5 (D-53 to 61).

*2 B. Williams, ‘Excavations at Kilsmullan, Co. Fermanagh’ in U.7.A., 3rd ser., xlvii (1984),

pp 7-8.

23 E. P. Kelly, ‘Aughinish stoneforts’ in Tom Delaney (ed.), Excavations 1974 (n.p., n.d.),
pp 20—21.

** A. Selkirk and D. M. Waterman, ‘Navan Fort’ in Current Archaeology, no. 22 (Sept.
1970), p. 306.

5 Information from C. J. Lynn of the Archaeological Survey of Northern Ireland.

6 . J. Lynn, ‘Navan Fort: a draft summary of D. M. Waterman’s excavations’ in Emania,
i(1986), p. 16.

*7 George Fogan, Hoards of the Irish later bronze age (Dublin, 1983), pp 93—4, fig. 46B.
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But round this time the archaeological record becomes obscure, and firm
knowledge concerning social and cultural developments in the next few cen-
turies is all but denied us. There can be little doubt, however, that significant
changes were taking place, which were to play a major role in shaping the
human geography of Ireland for many centuries to come. During this period
the bronze age withered, mass-production in bronze and gold ceased, and
Ireland appears to have withdrawn, for a time, into uncharacteristic insular
isolation. The reasons for such changes are not clear. We do not know if the
industries of the bronze age collapsed with cataclysmic suddenness (as is
sometimes assumed), or died of slow strangulation. All we know is that when
the fog partially clears in the last few centuries B.cC. there is not the slightest
trace of surviving late bronze-age influences. Climatic deterioration is fre-
quently taken as contributing to the decline, and there may have been a
significant expansion of bogland.?® Reduction in living-space, combined with
increasing population and consequent soil exhaustion, could have brought
about pressure on living-space and subsequent political instability. Develop-
ments abroad could also have played a part. The rapid spread of a new social
order across Europe, perhaps actively hostile to Irish interests, and the in-
creasing obsolescence of bronze as a material for tools and weapons, might
have had serious repercussions on an Irish export industry, thus further
accelerating the momentum of economic recession.”® The matter is specula-
tive. It is clear, at any rate, that during these centuries there were no dra-
matic advances in the history of iron technology in Ireland.

THE social stagnation that seems to have beset Ireland around the middle of
the last pre-Christian millennium contrasts with contemporary developments
in Europe. Around 500 B.C. the late Hallstatt centres of eastern France and
southern Germany had reached their greatest period of power and prosper-
ity. Luxuries were demanded and could be readily afforded. Wine from the
Mediterranean was traded northwards in enormous quantities and with it
came goblets, flagons, strainers, mixing bowls, and many other exotic con-
sumer goods to indulge the whims of an aristocratic élite, confident and
secure in its wealth and its absolute authority. Influence from the Greek and
Etruscan worlds reached deeply into late Hallstatt society. A wall of sun-
dried mud bricks at the Heuneburg fort in southern Germany—a Greek
replica, wholly unsuited to the damp middle-European climate—illustrates
well the all-pervasive nature of classical influence.3° So too do the imported

28 See Stuart Piggott, ‘A note on climatic deterioration in the first millennium B.C. in
Britain’ in Scottish Archaeological Forum, iv (1972), pp 109—13.

29 See C. F. C. Hawkes and R. R. Clarke, ‘Gahlsdorf and Caister-on-Sea: two finds of late
bronze Irish gold’ in Idris Foster and Leslie Alcock (ed.), Culture and environment: essays in
honour of Sir Cyril Fox (London, 1963), pp 193—250.

3° E. Gersbach, ‘Ergebnisse der letzten Ausgrabungen auf der Heuneburg bei Hundersingen
(Donau)’ in Arch. Korr., viii (1978), pp 30111, and earlier literature.
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gravegoods in the wagon-graves at Vix in eastern France®' and Eberdingen-
Hochdorf in southern Germany.3* At the latter site in particular the presence
of a unique wheeled settee underlines the almost reckless extravagance of the
nowveau riche rulers.

But the spectacular climax was suddenly over: the Hallstatt strongholds
declined rapidly. In the middle of the fifth century B.c. new foci of power
emerged and a new culture appears in the archaeological record. This cul-
ture, representative of the second major phase of the European iron age, is
referred to as the La Tene culture, so named after an important find-spot on
Lake Neuchitel in Switzerland. Now, for the first time, the evidence of
archaeology is supported by the writings of classical authors, and now from
the shadows of prehistory a Celtic-speaking people emerges, described col-
lectively as Gauls or Galatians. These people, bearers across Europe of the
La Téne culture, are those we most frequently term the Celts.

Wide-ranging folk movements from the early fourth century B.C.
onwards—well documented both in history and archaeology—bring the La
Téne Celts from their central European heartlands to Italy, Greece, the
Balkans, and Asia Minor. They sacked Rome, burnt Delphi, treated with
Alexander the Great; their impact on the classical world was considerable.
An eloquent picture of them emerges from the contemporary accounts,
stressing their warlike and belligerent personality, their vanity and love of
pomp and ostentation, their head-hunting and feasting, their skilled use of
chariots. There is much more besides and many of the details recur in the
earliest Irish sagas.

Thousands of graves, richly bedecked with weapons, ornaments, and other
paraphernalia, yield much information on the material culture of the Celts
and confirm much of what the Greeks and Romans wrote. Warrior burials
stand out, the dead most often accompanied by a heavy iron slashing sword,
spears, and a long, oval shield. Chieftains in some areas were interred with a
light, two-wheeled chariot. Women, too, were often sumptuously laid to rest
with ornate jewellery, toilet implements, and other objects of personal adorn-
ment; they were in no way inferior to men, either in death or in life.

A major innovation in the material culture of the L.a Téne Celts is the
appearance of an art form utterly divorced from the sterile geometry of the
Hallstatt era. I.a Téne art is a curvilinear art, rooted ultimately in the foliate
patterns of the Mediterranean, but developed from the beginning into ab-
stract compositions of often astounding virtuosity. Palmettes, lyres, waves,
spirals, S-scrolls, and leafy tendrils are the dominant motifs, writhing and
flowing over the decorated surfaces in themes of great vigour and originality.
This is art, not mere ornament, an art of tension and contrasts, where

3t R. Joffroy, Le trésor de Vix: histoire et portée d’une grande découverte (Paris, 1962).
32 J. Biel, ‘Fin Fiirstengrabhiigel der spiten Hallstattzeit bei Eberdingen-Hochdorf,
Kr. Ludwigsburg Baden-Wiirttemberg’ in Germania, Ix (1982), pp 61—104.
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symmetry and asymmetry, discipline and indiscipline coexist with ease.
There is mystery and illusion, fantasy and intrigue. Forms move and change,
merging into one another to deceive the eye. Faces or suggested faces peer
from the leafy background, undertones of the Netherworld are never far
away. Poseidonius spoke of the Celtic delight in mystification. “They speak
in riddles,” he observed, ‘hinting at things, leaving much to be understood.”33
This is the essence of Celtic art. Through their art we can peer into the heart
of the Celts, into their very soul.

The military hegemony of the Celts reached its zenith in the early third
century B.C. but before that century had passed the tide had turned irrevoc-
ably: the slumbering Roman colossus was awake. At Telamon, in 225 B.C.,
a great Celtic confederation from both sides of the Alps suffered a disastrous
reverse at the hands of the Romans, and the Celts ceased to be a force
in Italy. From then on, with the inexorable advance of Rome, their world
increasingly shrank. The year 51 B.C., a key date, saw the fall of Alesia to
Caesar, and this signalled the collapse of Celtic independence in Europe.

The initial wave of L.a Téne expansion across FEurope may have touched
Britain but seems not to have reached Ireland. The ‘dark age’ continued.
Pytheas, the Massaliote astronomer and geographer, followed the same route
as Himilco up the Irish Sea in 325 B.c. In his later writings he referred to
the ‘Pretannic islands’ and to Ireland by name—Ierne—but it is unlikely that
he landed here.3* He may have been acquainted with the rumours, current
later, which regarded the country as a bleak and inhospitable place where
unmentionable practices were everyday custom.33

But the earliest firm evidence of a continental .a Téne presence in Ireland
dates to the time of Pytheas. This is provided by the buffer-torc of gold,
discovered in the nineteenth century with a ribbon-torc of the same metal at
Clonmacnoise, not far from the Shannon in County Offaly.3* The buffer-torc
is a distinctive early La Téne type, the homeland of which is to be sought in
the middle Rhine area. The accompanying ribbon-torc may, however, be of
native manufacture.’’” We do not know how, or in what circumstances, the
Clonmacnoise buffer-torc found its way to Ireland. It is a superbly fashioned
example with fine ornament on the ‘buffers’ and on the nape portion, and
was clearly a valuable object. It could have been a gift, a bribe, or maybe an
offering for a successful voyage, or it might simply be an item of trade. At
any rate it indicates direct contact with L.a Téne Europe around, or shortly

33 J. J. Tierney, “The Celtic ethnography of Posidonius’ in R.I.A. Proc., Ix (1960), sect. C,
pp 189-275.

3% C. F. C. Hawkes, Pytheas: Europe and the Greek explorers (Oxford, 1977), p. 33

35 7. J. Tierney, ‘The Greek geographic tradition and Ptolemy’s evidence for Irish geog-
raphy’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ixxvi (1976), sect. C, pp 257-05.

3% Barry Raftery, A catalogue of Irish iron age antiquities (Marburg, 1983), no. 451; La Téne in

Ire., pp 175-8.
37 See Raftery, La Téne in Ire., pp 178-81.
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before, 300 B.C. But this isolated find can hardly be taken as demonstrating
immigration to the west of Ireland from the European land-mass, nor indeed
can it be seen as representing the beginnings in Ireland of a L.a Téne iron
age. For this we must look to the north-east of the country, to County
Antrim, the very region where the most extensive deposits of native iron ore
are to be found. There, in the River Bann and in boggy land to the east,
metal objects have been recovered that indicate for the first time in Ireland
an established LLa Tene tradition.

County Antrim has produced the most important assemblage of I.a Tene
artefacts from Ireland ever discovered. This was brought to light in the last
decades of the nineteenth century in the course of turf-cutting activities at
Lisnacrogher, about 16 km north-east of the town of Broughshane. The site
appears once to have been a shallow lake. Unfortunately, though the find
attracted widespread attention from contemporary collectors, there was no
competent authority present to observe the discoveries or to make any first-
hand record of the find contexts or of the structures revealed.

One of the earliest references to Lisnacrogher was by the Rev. William
Greenwall, who published a note in 18693 on the discovery there, a year
earlier, of a decorated scabbard-plate and six spearbutts. He noted that ‘from
the remains of piles and brushwood at the spot, it seems to have been the site
of a crannoge’. The first extensive account of the discoveries was, however,
given by W. F. Wakeman in a lecture at Armagh in August 1884, which he
subsequently published.?® He related that ‘for some time during and preced-
ing the two lately past summers, a number of men were employed in digging
turf from the peat which had been bared by partial drainage of the loch’. He
went on to note that ‘oaken timbers’, ‘timbers and encircling stakes’, and ‘a
very considerable quantity of rough, basket-like work’ were reported to have
been found. He then described and illustrated ‘the array of antiquities which
were found within and around it’. Further discoveries from Lisnacrogher
were published by Wakeman in two later papers.*°

Lisnacrogher gained rapid fame in archaeological and antiquarian circles
and selections of the finds were widely illustrated. As early as 1881, for
instance, Lindenschmit had figured a decorated scabbard from the site (the
one published by Greenwell) in his famous Altertiimer, though it is there
wrongly provenanced to England.*' Wood-Martin, too, paid special attention
to Lisnacrogher in his monograph on the Lake dwellings of Ireland, but he

3w, Greenwell, note in Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of London, ii, no. 4
(1867—70), pp 256—7.

39 W. F. Wakeman, ‘Trouvaille of the bronze and iron age from crannog at Lisnacroghera,
Co. Antrim’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., xvi (1883—4), pp 375—408.

4 W. F. Wakeman, ‘On the crannog and antiquities of Lisnacroghera, near Broughshane,
Co. Antrim (second notice)’ in R.S.A.1. In., xix (1889), pp 96—106; third and fourth notices,
ibid., xxi (1890—91), pp 542-5, 673-5.

*' L. Lindenschmit, Die Altertiimer unserer heidnischen Vorzeit (n.p., 1881), Taf. 3, ra—c.
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could add nothing to what Wakeman had written.** Robert Munro, the
Scottish antiquary, visited the site in 1886 and observed ‘irregularly disposed
beams’ and ‘some remnants of oak beams, some showing the usual mortises’.
He also referred to an ‘undisturbed structure of stones just cropping through
the turf’.** The final reference to Lisnacrogher is by Knowles, who stated in
1897 that ‘it appears to be exhausted of its treasures now’.**

The exceptional importance of the material from Lisnacrogher is equalled
by our ignorance of the nature of the site. The varying accounts of stakes,
brushwood, and oaken beams are, of course, forcibly reminiscent of the
crannogs which are well known throughout Ireland. Not surprisingly, there-
fore, the site is often referred to as a crannog of La Téne date. But this is far
from certain. In Switzerland, at Cornaux*® and at La Téne itself,** compar-
able metalwork assemblages have been found in association with construc-
tions of timber, variously interpreted as having served as bridges or jetties.
Such could also have existed at the Irish site. But even if the timbers at
Lisnacrogher are accepted as the remains of a crannog, there is a further
caveat, for the relationship of the L.a Téne artefacts with the timbers has not
been positively established. In fact, Munro makes the specific point that ‘as
to the relics, there is no record of their association with the crannog beyond
the fact of their being found in its vicinity’.#” We do not know, therefore, if
the La Téne metalwork complex from Lisnacrogher represents the debris of
a settlement, of a workshop or trading centre, or a place of ritual deposition.
Questions recently asked concerning the true character of L.a Téne—ritual or
secular—apply also to a consideration of the function of the County Antrim
site.4®

There are between seventy and eighty surviving objects, mostly metal,
which may reasonably be regarded as deriving from the primary, iron-age
deposits at Lisnacrogher. Not all the artefacts, however, are contemporary,
for the site was evidently in use over a number of generations. Weapons and
decorated bronzes predominate. There are portions of four swords and four
incomplete scabbards. Two iron spearheads were also found, some decorated
cylindrical bronze ferrules and no fewer than twenty-two knobbed bronze

# W. G. Wood-Martin, The lake dmwellings of Ireland (Dublin, 1886), p. 173.

43 R. Munro, The lake dmwellings of Europe (London, 1890), p. 380.

4 W. J. Knowles, ‘Portion of a harp and other objects found in the crannoge of Carncoagh,
Co. Antrim’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., xxvii (1897), pp 114-15.

45 H. Schwab, ‘Entdeckung einer keltischen Brucke an der Zihl und ihre Bedeutung fiir
La Tene’ in Arch. Korr., ii (1972), pp 289—94.

46 J. M. de Navarro, The finds from the site of La Téne, vol. I: scabbards and the swords found
in them (Oxford, lg72).

47 Munro, Lake dwellings of Europe, p. 30.

8 Schwab, art. cit.; A. Furger-Gunti, Die Helvetier: Kulturgeschichte eines Keltenvolkes
(Zurich, 1984), pp 64-8.
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spear-butts,** two still retaining a length of wooden shaft.>® In one instance
this was 1.8om long. The site also produced two bronze pins, ringheaded
and with gently curving shank, the head of each adorned with pinned-on
studs of red enamel.>" There were also bracelets from Lisnacrogher, mounts
of bronze, and a variety of rings and other miscellaneous items of the same
metal. A number of iron tools are said to have come from the deposits and a
few items of wood are also preserved.

Archaeological attention has focused, to a very large extent, on the swords
and the scabbards, which undoubtedly include the earliest remains from the
site.>® These are all surprisingly short, the blade lengths of the swords being,
in every case, well below 60 cm. This is appreciably shorter than is the case
with contemporary swords outside the country but is typical of all known
Irish swords of the period; on some examples, indeed, the blades are less
than 40cm long. The organic hilt elements, probably of bone or horn, once
present on the swords from Lisnacrogher have not survived, but the bronze
fittings associated with grip, pommel, and hilt-guard are in several cases
present. A feature that the Lisnacrogher swords share with other L.a Téne
swords in the country is the quillon-plate, a curved bronze mount of
hammered or cast bronze that fitted on to the tang and rested on top of
the blade. Its profile is usually described as either ‘bell-shaped’, ‘cocked-
hat-shaped’ or, more technically, ‘campaniform’. Such quillion-plates are a
diagnostic feature of the swords of early and middle L.a Téne Europe, espe-
cially the latter, and the Lisnacrogher specimens are classic examples of this
European form. It is important also to note the finely wrought iron blades of
these County Antrim swords, illustrated by the well-preserved specimen in
the British Museum. Clearly of native fabrication, these blades display full
command of the swordsmith’s craft. Here at least there can be no uncertainty
as to the existence in the country of a mature, developed, and non-experi-
mental iron industry. But whether this represents a new beginning or a
continuation of older, established traditions remains to be determined.

The scabbards that held the swords were made of two plates of bronze,
bell-shaped at the top and with narrowed, cut-back tip to accommodate a
slender, clinging, openwork chape. The plates were joined to form the scab-
bard by folding the edges of one around those of the other. A suspension-
loop was riveted to the back, but this is never preserved in Ireland. Three
of the Lisnacrogher plates are decorated from end to end with engraved

49 Barry Raftery, ‘Knobbed spearbutts of the Irish iron age’ in Scott, Studies in early Ireland,
pp 75-92; La Teéne in Ire., pp 110-15.

5° Wakeman, ‘Trouvaille. . . at Lisnacroghera’, p. 395; Knowles, ‘Portion of a keep’, p. 1135,
fig. 3.
5 'W. A. Seaby, ‘A ring-headed bronze pin from Ulster’ in U.J.A., ser., xxvii (1964), pp
67—72, fig. 1b, pl. X (4); Raftery, La Téne in Ire., p. 161, fig. 86 (3, 4).

52 Raftery, La Téne in Ire., pp 62—107.
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curvilinear ornament.>3 The designs share features with those on European
La Téne scabbards but, like the swords, they are of undoubtedly local manu-
facture, a generation or so removed from their ultimate continental home-
land. The patterns were executed with a hand-held tracer rocked gently from
side to side to give a fine, zigzag line. S-motifs, running-waves, and tight,
hairspring spirals are recurring themes, but a proliferation of micro-, even
macro-designs fills the bodies of the principal decorative units and the spaces
between them. For this dotting, minute spirals, leafy motifs, hatching, bas-
ketry, and other designs are employed; there is a palpable horror vacui.

To the Lisnacrogher swords and scabbards can be added four splendidly
ornamented plates’ and a sword fragment from the River Bann.5> Taken
with the Lisnacrogher objects, these weapons indicate the existence of an
accomplished armoury in the north-east of the country perhaps as early as
the third century B.c. but certainly no later than the early second. With
these we can, for the first time, perceive in the country, however dimly, an
‘iron age’ of rather greater substance than anything hinted at for earlier
periods. That this ‘iron age’ was introduced from outside is beyond question,
but how and from where remains a matter for debate among scholars. Shared
decorative details with some British bronzes have encouraged the view that it
is in England that the origins of the earliest Irish I.a Téne iron age must
lie.5® This is improbable. The Irish scabbard style differs subtly from almost
everything in Britain and there are details that can only be found on the
Continent, in Gaul, in Switzerland, and even in Hungary.5” The Irish open-
work chapes, too, have their closest counterparts not in Britain but on the
Continent in contexts dating to the end of the early I.a Téne and the begin-
ning of the middle L.a Téne periods.58 Conclusively confirming an early
continental I.a Teéne presence at Lisnacrogher are three hollow rings from
the site, each made of two horizontally joined segments, the halves held
together by two or three tiny rivets.”® These rings were related to the belt,
and seem in many cases to have been associated with the scabbard; they can
only be paralleled in the graves of early and middle La Téne Europe.®

The number of outsiders who might have been involved in the introduc-
tion of the new metal-working techniques to north-east Ireland is, of course,

53 E. M. Jope, ‘An iron age decorated sword-scabbard from the River Bann at Toome’ in
U.J.A. , 3rd ser., xvii (1954), pp 81—91; Raftery, La Tene in Ire., pp 79-87.

5+ Jope, art. cit.

55 R. B. Warner, ‘An early iron age sword from Toome, Co. Antrim’ in U.J.A., 3rd ser., xxx
(1907), pp 41-3.

5% Stuart Pigott, ‘Swords and scabbards of the British early iron age’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc.,
xvi (1950), p. 16.

57 Raftery, La Téne in Ire., pp 99—105.

58 Jope, art. cit., pp 87-8; Raftery, La Téne in Ire., pp 104—5.

59 Raftery, La Tene in Ire., pp 105-6, and “Three bronze rings of continental La Téne type
from Ireland’ in Marburger Studien zur Vor- und Friihgeschichte, vii (1986), pp 249—66.

b E.g. L. Pauli, Der Durrnberg bei Hallein, iii, pt 1 (Munich, 1978), pp 195-211.
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speculative. There were probably not many, perhaps a handful of fighting
men with their followers and their craftsmen. But apart from the hollow
rings, which could be imports, the archaeological record can point only to
objects of native manufacture. This illustrates well the recurring conundrum
of Irish prehistory. Here we have something that is totally new in the coun-
try, yet rendered in a form that is different in detail from anything in the
area of presumed origin. The human mechanism by which such a transform-
ation takes place has yet to be convincingly explained.

THE continental background of the earliest Irish La Téne tradition, so clearly
evident in the Clonmacnoise find and in the County Antrim scabbards,
becomes less evident in the material of later centuries. That links with the
European mainland continued, however, is shown by a sword from Bally-
shannon Bay, County Donegal, which possesses a typical Gaulish anthropoid
hilt of cast bronze. It was brought up from the seabed in a fishing-net and
dates to about 100 B.C.°" Late La Téne beads of continental type from
eastern and north-eastern parts of the country may also represent imported
items from the European land-mass in the last century B.c.%® Increasingly,
however, especially after the turn of the millennium, the surviving remains
show contact with British craft traditions. In matters of art and technology
there was mutual borrowing between the two islands and it is reasonable to
suppose that small-scale movements between them were commonplace. But
in everything the Irish craftsmen pursued a noticeably independent line, and
everything produced here had the indelible stamp of Irish manufacture.

From the third or second century B.cC., therefore, the archaeological evi-
dence indicates the gradual adoption of L.a Téne forms in various parts of
Ireland, and new types developed, wholly Irish in concept, but bearing local
versions of the LLa Téne art style. But, quite apart from the indigenous aspect
of most of the material, the quantity of objects scattered across the country
that we can describe as ‘L.a Téne’ is small, so that we can scarcely speak of a
great, sweeping change of population. Furthermore, it is not clear to what
extent the La Téne artefacts are typical everyday objects or are representative
only of a confined and exclusive section of late prehistoric Irish society. The
material may be socially restricted; it is certainly restricted in area, for exten-
sive regions of southern and south-western Ireland are virtually empty of La
Téne remains. L.a Téne objects are confined in the main to eastern
and central Ulster and to a broad discontinuous band from Meath across the
central plain to Galway and Mayo in the west.

% R.R. Clarke and C. F. C. Hawkes, ‘An iron anthropoid sword from Shouldham, Norfolk,
with related continental and British weapons’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc., xxi (1955), p. 215; Raftery,
La Teéne in Ire., p. 70, pl. 23.

2 Barry Raftery, ‘Some late La Téne glass beads from Ireland’ in R.S.A.L Jn., cii (1972),
pp 14-18.
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The nature of contemporary society in the south of Ireland is not yet
clearly defined. Recent attempts to fill the southern ‘void’ of the last centur-
ies B.C. with a ‘ringfort complex’ deriving cultural influence from the Iber-
ian peninsula are attractive, but suffer from a lack of hard evidence, not least
of which is the absence of a precise chronology.63

The La Téne remains, limited though they are in extent, represent the
clearest and most obvious manifestation of iron-age influences in the country.
It is, however, readily apparent that the LLa Téne material constitutes only a
single strand in a complex, many-faceted Irish iron age, but for the period
immediately before the birth of Christ there seems little else of substance to
go on. The picture provided is, of course, incomplete and much is missing.
There are many problems of interpretation, problems compounded by the
paucity of burials and the almost total absence of contemporary, excavated
settlements.

THE emphasis on weaponry at Lisnacrogher has been noted, an emphasis in
keeping with the known propensity for fighting and warfare among the La
Téne Celts everywhere. But the fine scabbards and excellently wrought
swords should not obscure the fact of their extreme scarcity in the country.
Outside the north-east of Ireland there are only two known scabbard-chapes
and the total number of swords of La Téne type for the whole country is
scarcely two dozen. Even allowing for the poor preservative qualities of iron
the lack is striking. Spearheads are even less frequent but in this instance the
dearth is undoubtedly exaggerated by the near impossibility of dating isolated
and unassociated specimens, a point confirmed by the relatively large number
of bronze spearbutts known: of these there are over sixty examples. They are
of various forms, short and knobbed as are common at Lisnacrogher,** long,
tubular butts, cast or of hammered sheet-bronze,’ or butts, always cast, of
conical shape.®® A few tanged iron butts could belong to the iron age.’” The
bow, unpopular throughout L.a Téne Europe, is not present in the contem-
porary archaeological record of Ireland; it is unlikely to have been used. The
sling, on the other hand, equally absent from the surviving material, was
probably widespread. The discovery of archaeological evidence for this
would be entirely fortuitous.

% Seamus Caulfield, ‘Celtic problems in the Irish iron age’ in O Corrain, Ir. antiquity,
p. 211.

% Barry Raftery, ‘Knobbed spearbutts of the Irish iron age’ in Scott, Studies on early Ire.,
pp 75-92; La Téne in Ire., pp 111-15.

05 Joseph Raftery, Prelmtom Ireland (London, 1951), fig. 226 (1—4); Raftery, La Tene in Ire.,

pp 115-17

% E.g. John Waddell, ‘A ringfort at Ballybrlt Co. Galway’ in Galway Arch. Soc. Fn., xxxii
(1966—71), pp 789, fig. 4; Raftery, La Téne in Ire., pp 117-18.

%7 E.g. Hugh O’Neill Hencken, ‘Lagore crannog: an Irish royal residence of the 7th to roth
centuries A.D.” in R.I.A. Proc. 1111(1930), sect. C, p. 8, fig. 32; Raftery, La Tene in Ire., p. 118.
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Undoubtedly fortuitous was the finding of a complete shield of L.a Téne
date during mechanical turf-cutting in Littleton Bog at Clonoura, County
Tipperary.®® This is the only example from the country, apart from the
fragmentary bronze fittings from a late, imported shield recovered on Lam-
bay Island, County Dublin,% and some possible iron binding-strips from
Navan Fort, County Armagh.

The Clonoura shield, in contrast to the round shields of the bronze age, is
rectangular in shape with rounded corners. It is small, only 55cm by 35cm.
It is made of a wooden plank, gently convex to the front, with a sheet-leather
covering on each face, tightly stretched and secured by stitched binding
strips around the edges. A separately made wooden grip fits across a circular
opening at the centre of the shield which is protected at the front by a domed
wooden boss. This is also secured by a sheet-leather covering, stitched to
the surface of the shield. Such light implements would have been effective
and manageable in single combat at close quarters, the very combat that is
suggested by the short, stabbing Irish swords. The Irish shield is quite
different from the large, almost man-sized shields from continental La Téne
graves, which would have been necessary against the heavy, slashing swords
of the European Celts. That the Irish implement saw service in battle
is vividly shown by the sword-cuts and probable spear-thrusts that scar
its surface.

The chariot, eloquently described by the classical authors and well repre-
sented in the European archaeological record, is hardly present at all in the
Irish material. The earliest Irish literature refers to ‘chariots’, but linguistic
evidence suggests that these were a far cry from the light, sophisticated, two-
wheeled vehicles of the Continent.”” They may have been little more than
simple carts. Indeed, if the heavy, cumbersome block-wheels from Doogary-
more, County Roscommon (for which a date in the fifth or fourth century
B.C. is suggested by radiocarbon age-determination), have any bearing on
the nature of wheeled transport in late prehistoric Ireland”" there can be little
talk of war chariots such as are found on the Celtic coins’ or depicted on a
funeral stela from Padua.” Timber fragments from under an iron-age road at

% A B. A. O Riordiin, E. M. Prendergast, and Etienne Rynne, ‘National Museum of
Ireland: archaeological acquisitions in the year 1960’ in R.S.A.I. In., xcii (1962), p. 152, pl.
xvIil (19); Raftery, La Tene in Ire., p. 129.

% R.A.S. Macalister [1929, 243, no. 21, pl. xx111 (19)]; Etienne Rynne, “The La Téne and
Roman finds from Lambay, Co. Dublin; a reassessment’ in R.I.A. Proc., Ixxvi (1976), sect. C,
p. 236, pl. xxx1v (1); Raftery, La Téne in Ire., p. 129.

7° David Greene, “The chariot as described in Irish literature’ in Charles Thomas (ed.), The
iron age in the Irish Sea province (Cardiff, 1972), pp 59—73-

7" A. T. L. Lucas, ‘Prehistoric block-wheels from Doogarymore, Co. Roscommon, and
Timahoe East, Co. Kildare’ in R.S.A.1. n., cii (1972), pp 19—48.

72 1. V. S. Megaw, Art of the European iron age (Bath, 1970), no. 103.

73 Ibid., no. 102.
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Corlea in Longford—if they are, as seems probable, part of a wheeled
vehicle—are more likely to be from a farm cart than from a war chariot.”*

A few bronze mounts are, however, preserved that suggest that chariots of
more conventional type might occasionally have existed in the country. Two
hollow bronze mounts from Lough Gur, County Limerick, for example,
could have been chariot yoke mounts, and a British-made bronze terret (a
loop through which the reins passed) from County Antrim is probably also
from a chariot.”> Otherwise, apart from a few wooden horse-yokes,”® we can
infer only indirectly from the evidence of horse-trappings that paired
draught (and not necessarily for chariots) was known. Horse-bits of bronze,
of which there are over 130 in the country, are occasionally found in pairs.
The enigmatic Y-shaped objects of bronze (almost 100 are known) that ful-
filled an unspecified role in the harness are also sometimes found in pairs. As
well as this, asymmetric ornament on bits and on Y-shaped objects seems to
infer original use in paired combinations.

But the preponderance of single, isolated specimens in the country
strongly implies that travel on horseback was common in La Téne times. It
is likely that by then a well-defined network of routeways existed and, in
some areas at least, these must have been of some sophistication, especially if
wheeled transport—of whatever kind—was in operation. A great corduroy
trackway of huge riven oaks, crossing a bog at Corlea in County Longford, is
a spectacular example of iron-age road building. Thanks to tree-ring analysis
it has been precisely dated to 148 B.C.7”

Celtic vanity and delight in bright colours and glittering ornaments are
reflected, to an extent, in the Irish archaeological record. Of the gaudy
clothing that must have been normal everyday dress, however, there is no
trace. The only surviving textile from iron-age Ireland is a small fragment,
fused to the back of a bronze locket, found on the shoulder of a female
skeleton at Carrowbeg North, County Galway.78 But dress-fasteners are
known, generally of bronze, and these are sometimes finely adorned. They
are, however, few in number. The safety-pin fibula, a basic type-fossil of the
European La Téne culture, is represented in Ireland by a mere twenty-five

7 See below; Barry Raftery, ‘An iron age trackway in Ireland’ in Antiquity, 1x (1986),
1—4.

Cyril Fox, “Two Celtic bronzes from Lough Gur, Limerick, Ireland’ in Antig. In., xxx
(1950), pp 190—92; E. M. Jope, ‘Chariotry and paired-draught in Ireland during the early iron
age; the evidence of some horse-bridle bits’ in U.7.A., 3rd ser., xviii (1955), p. 37; Raftery, La
Teéne in Ire., pp 57-61.

7% Stuart Piggott, ‘An iron age yoke from Northern Ireland’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc., xv (1949),
pp 192—3, and ‘Early iron age horn-caps and yokes’ in Antig. Fn., xlix (1969), pp 378-81;
Raftery, La Téne in Ire., p. 61.

77 Raftery, ‘Iron age trackway’.

7 G. F. Willmot, “T'wo bronze age burials at Carrowbeg North, Belclare, Co. Galway’ in
Galway Arch. Soc. Jn., xviii (1938—9), pl. 11b; Raftery, La Téne in Ire., pp 2056, pl. 64.
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examples.”” The number is paltry when set against the many thousands of
such objects found in every area of La Téne Europe. But some, distinctively
Irish in their treatment, display considerable virtuosity in their manufacture
and decoration. Springs, tightly coiled for effective use, had to be hammered
and annealed. Bows could be hammered or cast to either rod or leaf form.
The foot is sometimes cast in the shape of a tiny bird’s head as on a brooch
from Lecarrow, County Sligo;* in one case the form represented on the
foot seems to be that of a serpent.®” An especially fine example is the well-
preserved specimen from Clogher, County Tyrone, which, its arching bow
embellished with thin elegantly curving trumpets and minute lentoids, is a
minor masterpiece of fine casting in bronze.*

Ring-headed pins, an insular type,® were also worn in iron-age Ireland:
there are about thirty examples known. We do not know if the distinction
between them and the safety-pin fibulae was chronological or cultural. In
some areas at any rate the two types are mutually exclusive in distribution.
Ring-headed pins, following older traditions of dress-fastening, do not have a
spring but are characterised by a straight or curving shank, a ring-head, and
an angular shoulder to gather the cloth. The ring could be of simple, annular
form® or it could be recessed for the retention of red enamel inlay as on the
two examples from Lisnacrogher, County Antrim. More elaborate pins have
cast ring-heads with raised, snail-shell coils®s and there are also some pins
with the head in the form of a stylised swan’s neck, and often with sharply
curving shank.

A uniquely Irish type of dress-fastener appeared around the turn of the
millennium, the Navan-type brooch, so called because two of the five known
examples are said to have come from Navan Fort (Emain Macha), County
Armagh.®” These had an elaborately cast, openwork bow embellished with
raised trumpets in profusion, set off, in the finest example (from Navan), by
fine stippling.88 The same Navan brooch had a stud of red enamel originally
on the centre of its bow, while a comparable, but less fine, piece from
Somerset, County Galway, was also adorned with enamel but in this instance

7 C. F. C. Hawkes, ‘The wearing of the brooch; early iron age dress among the Irish’ in
Scott Studies on early ]wlzmd PP 51-73; Raftery, La Téne in Ire , PP 144-53.
8o E M. Jope, ‘Iron age brooches in Ireland a summary’ in U ZA., 3rd ser., xxiv—xxv
(1961 —2), pp 27-8, fig. 4(1), pl. 1; Raftery, La Tene in Ire. » P- 145, fig. 79 (a), pl. 47 (2)
Jope ‘Iron age brooches’ ﬁg 2 (7); Raftery, La Tme in Ire., p. 147, ﬁg 8o (3), pl. 48 (2).
82 Tope, ‘Iron age broocheq , PP 312, fig. 7; Raftery, La Tene in Ire., p. 145, fig. 79 (8),
pl. 45.
85°G. C. Dunning, ‘The swan’s-neck and ring-headed pins of the early iron age in Britain’
in Archaeological Journal, xci (1934), pp 269—95; Raftery, La Tene in Ire., p. 145, fig. 79 (8),
pl. 45.
84 Raftery, La Téne in Ire., p. 157, fig. 84.
85 Tbid., p. 158, fig. 85 (1 6)
% Tbid., p. 162, fig. 85 (7-9).
87 Jope, ‘Iron age brooches’, pp 34—7; Raftery, La Téne in Ire., pp 153—7.
8 P M. Duval, Les Celtes (Parls 1977), p- 228, pl. 239; Raftcr} La Téne in Ire., pl. 51 (1).
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as champleve inlay.89 Four of the five Navan-type brooches had the pin
attached to the back by means of a ball-socket mechanism. This appears to
have been an Irish invention at this time and its presence underlines the
originality and ingenuity of the Irish craftsmen.

There were other, less functional forms of personal ornament. Beads of
glass and bone were worn on the neck, the wrists, and the ankles, and
bracelets of a variety of materials were also known. We do not know if glass-
working was carried on in iron-age Ireland but there is no reason why this
should not have been so. There were also finger- and toe-rings, anklets, and,
in one burial, a pair of possible ear-rings.”® Belts are suggested by the three
hollow bronze rings from Lisnacrogher referred to earlier, and the ring pairs
from cremations at Carrowjames, County Mayo,°' and Carbury Hill, County
Kildare,”* may also come from belts. A decorated strap-tag, probably also
from a belt, was found at Rathgall, County Wicklow.%3

Implements relating to the toilet are also recorded from Ireland, but
these are infrequent and the majority are imports. Two mirrors are known,
one from Ballymoney, County Antrim,’* the other from the cemetery on
Lambay;” a single iron-age tweezers comes from the exotic burial at
‘Loughey’, County Down.?® Care for the hair is indicated by the single-
edged bone combs from Lough Crew, County Meath,”” and elsewhere,
and the iron shears from Carbury Hill is likely to have been for trimming
the hair.%®

Without doubt, however, it is the neck ornaments of gold that stand apart
as the most spectacular items of personal adornment from iron-age Ireland.
The two torcs from Clonmacnoise, County Offaly, have already been con-
sidered.?”® Apart from this find there is only one major hoard of gold objects

89 See below, p. 158; Joseph Raftery, ‘A hoard of the early iron age’ in R.S.A.1I. Jn., xc

(1960), pp 2-5, pl. 1. ) )
9° Joseph Raftery, “The Turoe stone and the rath of Feerwore’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., Ixxiv (1944),

9" Joseph Raftery, ‘The tumulus cemetery of Carrowjames, Co. Mayo, part IT: Carrowjames
Il in Galway Arch. Soc. Jn., xix (1940—41), p. 31, pl. 1 (9, 11).

92 G. F. Willmot, “Three burial sites at Carbury, Co. Kildare’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., Ixviii (1938),
p- 136, fig. 4.

93 Barry Raftery, ‘A decorated strap-end from Rathgall, Co. Wicklow’ in R.S.A.I. Jn.,
¢ (1970), pp 20011, and La Tene in Ire., p. 207, fig. 103 (1), pl. 65.

9 E. M. Jope, ‘The Keshcarrigan bowl and a bronze mirror handle from Ballymoney’ in
U.J.A., 3rd ser., xvii (1954), pp 92—6; Raftery, La Tene in Ire., pp 208—10, fig. 104 (1), pl. 66.

95 See below, pp 174-5; R. A. S. Macalister, ‘On some antiquities discovered upon Lambay’
in R.I.A. Proc., xxxviil (1929), sect. C, p. 244, no. 34, pl. xxv (2); Etienne Rynne, ‘The La
Téne and Roman finds from Lambay, Co. Dublin: a reassessment’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ixxvi (1976),
sect. C, p. 238; Barry Raftery, A catalogue of Irish iron age antiquities (Marburg, 1983), no. 538.

9 E. M. Jope and B. C. S. Wilson, ‘A burial group of the first century A.D. from
“Loughey” near Donaghadee’ in U.7.A4., 3rd ser., xx (1957), p. 81, fig. 1, pl. V.

97 See below, p. 158; Raftery, La Téne in Ire., pp 210-13.

98 Willmot, “Three burial sites’, p. 137, fig. 5.

99 See above, p. 140.



BARRY RAFTERY 151

from Ireland that is demonstrably iron-age in date, for gold of the period
is rare, in sharp contrast to the astounding wealth of this metal during the
later bronze age. The hoard is that from the townland of Broighter, near
Limavady, County Londonderry, where seven objects were found during
ploughing activities in 1896. These included five neck ornaments, a small
hemispherical hanging bowl, and a model boat."°

There were two wire necklaces, one a single strand, the other composed of
three strands (undoubtedly worn as a ‘choker’), each made by skilfully inter-
locking hundreds of tiny gold loops to fashion chains of great strength and
flexibility. The clasp mechanisms, one of which is adorned with granulation,
are simple but ingenious. A little loop, projecting from one end, was inserted
into an opening in the other end; a tiny, vertical bar was dropped through,
thus securing the clasp. Two bar torcs (one fragmentary) also came from the
hoard. These were closed by a simple hook-and-loop method. The final neck
ornament from the collection is the famous buffer-torc, one of the finest
examples of Irish iron-age metalwork.

This object is an elaborate piece,"®" far more ornate than the earlier Clon-
macnoise specimen. It is now in two halves, each a hollow, semicircular tube
with a separately made ‘buffer’ terminal at one end of each. Whatever attach-
ment once existed at the nape portion is now missing. The tubular sections
of the collar are adorned with repoussé ornament of almost baroque exuber-
ance, but geometrically planned with rule and compass. Sinuous, foliate
patterns, crisp lentoids, and raised scrolls are the dominant themes, arranged
in deliberate, balanced asymmetry. For added relief a series of individually
made snail-shell scrolls have been fitted into specially prepared openings in
the collar. The relief decoration is set off by a background web of overlap-
ping, compass-drawn arcs.

The terminals are in each case joined to the tubes by a pair of transverse
gold bars that extend through the collar from one side to the other. One of
the buffers retains the granulation (or simulated granulation) that originally
adorned both. The clasp mechanism is clever. A T-shaped tenon, projecting
from one face, fits into a corresponding rectangular slot in the opposing face;
the junction is secured by a quarter-turn of the tubes.

"9 A. J. Evans, ‘On a votive deposit of gold objects found on the north-west coast of
Ireland’ in Archaeology, Iv (1897), pp 391—408; R. B. Warner, ‘The Broighter hoard: a re-
appraisal and the iconography of the collar’ in Scott, Studies on early Ireland, pp 29—38;
Raftery, La Tene in Ire., pp 181—92.

'°! There is now a very extensive literature concerning this torc, and the object is frequently
illustrated. The most important references (apart from those in the preceding note) are
H. Maryon, “The technical methods of the Irish smiths in the bronze and early iron ages’ in
R.I.A. Proc., xliv, sect. C (1938), pp 210-11; R. R. Clarke, ‘The early iron age treasure
from Snettisham, Norfolk’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc., xx (1954), pp 41—2; J. U. S. Megaw, Art of
the European iron age (Bath, 1970), no. 289; and P. M. Duval, Les Celtes (Paris, 1977),
pp 200-02, pl. 1.
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The torc belongs to a small but widely dispersed family of neck
ornaments, which occur from eastern England as far as Switzerland and
Ttaly.™* Their date in the latter part of the last pre-Christian century is well-
established. The present specimen is, however, of local manufacture, though
a suggestion has been made that the terminals were imported and added in
Ireland."® This may be so, but is scarcely provable. Other objects in the
hoard are, however, certainly non-Irish. The wire necklaces, for example, are
of Mediterranean, possibly Alexandrian origin."** The source of the
remaining items in the hoard is less easy to establish.

The Broighter objects may have been placed in the ground for safe keep-
ing, but it is not unreasonable to interpret the hoard as a votive deposit. The
find-spot is isolated, well away from the main concentrations of L.a Téne
metalwork. It is in a river valley close to the old coast of Lough Foyle. It is
tempting to regard the presence of the boat in the hoard as indicating some
ritual connection with the sea.'

This is, however, mere speculation. But the boat is important for it is the
earliest rendering we have of an ocean-going vessel.”*® Elaborately equipped
with mast and yard-arm, miniature oars and rowers’ benches, steering oar,
grappling hook, and other tools, it gives us a unique insight into the nature
of deep-sea travel in the years around the birth of Christ. Eighteen oarsmen
are implied, two more to man the steering oars. There would have been
ample room in such a craft for passengers, provisions, and baggage besides.
One detail escapes us, however, for we cannot say if the model was intended
to represent a boat of hides or of timber.

The Broighter hoard, whether buried for reasons of ritual or of expedi-
ency, is far removed from the everyday needs and activities of the general
populace. This silent majority finds little expression in the surviving arch-
aeological remains. But the scattered artefacts do give us occasional glimpses
of economy and daily life in La T¢ne Ireland.

A vital aspect of the daily economy was, of course, food production, and
the widespread distribution of rotary querns emphasises this importance. In
the northern two-thirds of the country the beehive variant was known, so
called because the heavy, domed upper stone resembles somewhat a beehive
in shape."®” This stone, centrally perforated to receive the corn, was rotated

%2 See A. Furger-Gunti, ‘Der “Goldfund von Saint-Louis” bei Basel und ihnliche kel-
tische Schatzfunde’ in Zeitschrift fiir Schweizische Archiologie und Kunstgeschichte, xxxix (1982),
pp 1—14, for summary and recent references.

'3 E. M. Jope, “The style of the Broighter collar and its significance’ in Irish Archacological
Research Forum, ii, no. 2 (1975), p. 24.

%4 Evans, ‘On a votive deposit’, pp 396—8; Warner, ‘Broighter hoard’, p. 29.

%5 Warner, ‘Broighter hoard’, pp 35-6.

°6 A W. Farrell and S. Penny, “The Broighter boat: a reassessment’ in Irish Archaeological
Research Forum, ii, no. 2 (1975), pp 15—28.

'°7 Seamus Caulfield, ‘The beehive quern in Ireland’ in R.S.A.I Jun., cvii (1977),

PP 104-39.
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by means of a detachable wooden handle on an iron spindle. This was more
efficient and far less tiring to use than was the long-established saddle quern.
The change was revolutionary. But soon the bechive quern itself was im-
proved: the upper stone was reduced to a flat disc, similar to the lower,
creating the so-called disc quern. This remained in use almost to modern
times, so that individual specimens are not easy to date closely. The absence
of beehive querns in the south of the country suggests that their place was
taken, almost from the start, by the disc quern.

Inspiration from north-east England for the introduction of the beehive
quern to Ireland has been postulated and it has been taken to indicate a folk
movement to the country from that quarter.”®® But the appearance of a
technological improvement of such striking and immediate relevance to the
everyday life of the people would spread quickly once the idea was implanted
and the principle understood. It seems hardly necessary to invoke significant
population change to explain the development in the means of grinding corn.

It is not certain when the change took place, as no single beehive quern
has ever been found in Ireland with another object. Decoration on some
examples and the evidence of foreign analogies suggest that it may have been
introduced to Ireland around the birth of Christ or a few centuries later. It
may be, indeed, that the ‘dramatic expansion in agriculture’ evident in the
pollen diagrams for Ireland ‘at about 300 A.D.’ is related to the appearance of
the new means of grinding corn."®®

Apart from the querns there is otherwise little in the surviving remains
linked to agricultural pursuits. The only implement known that is dir-
ectly linked to the harvest is an iron sickle from the Lisnacrogher deposit.""°
We can assume, however, that with widespread cultivation of the land, field
systems must have evolved to a stage of some complexity and large areas of
the country must have been enclosed. In a mixed economy with wandering
domestic animals and the dangers of incursions by wild fauna, field boundar-
ies were essential. We cannot point with certainty, however, to any field
systems of demonstrably iron-age date from the country.""’

Animal husbandry, which must have been at least equal to agriculture as a
primary means of food production, is even less well represented in the arch-
aeological remains than is agriculture. It may reasonably be assumed that
cattle were a prime basis for wealth and, in consequence, cattle-rustling was
probably endemic. Indeed, it has been suggested that the great ‘travelling
earthworks’ that ran for kilometres across the country were a response to

108

Ibid., pp 125-6.

9 G. F. Mitchell, The Irish landscape (L.ondon, 1976), pp 134-8, 166.

1% Wakeman, ‘Trouvaille...at Lisnacroghera’, pp 401—2. There is no proof that the fields
at Cush, Co. Limerick, are contemporary with the iron-age burial mound there (pace Caulfield,
‘Celtic problems’, p. 209).

""" Below, pp 2634, 555-0.
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large-scale cattle-rieving."'* The bdaire of the early historic period had his
roots, no doubt, in the pre-Christian iron age, and it should not be forgotten
that the earliest Irish heroic saga, the Ulster cycle, revolves around an elabor-
ate cattle raid.

Only two published excavations have yielded information on the nature of
the faunal remains recovered: Feerwore, County Galway,'’3 and Freestone
Hill, County Kilkenny."™ Bones of cattle, sheep/goat, pig, horse, and dog
were present as well as those of red deer and a few smaller wild animals. The
published statistics concerning relative percentages of the different animals
are, however, suspect since they refer only to the relative bulk of the bones of
individual species. Preliminary statements concerning the faunal remains at
Navan Fort indicate a striking preponderance of pig-bones over those of
cattle and sheep or goats.'">

Otherwise the evidence is slight. A few sword hilts made of animal bones
have survived (those of deer and sheep have been identified) and rib-bones of
cattle were used for various purposes as at Lough Crew, County Meath,""
and Freestone Hill. Animal bones were also used to make gaming pieces: the
dice from a grave at Knowth"'7 were made from the bones of a horse. As
already noted, the frequency of horse-trappings underlines the popularity of
the horse in Ireland.

We know virtually nothing of the house-types current in L.a Téne Ireland,
so we can say little about their internal organisation and plenishings or the
domestic activities that took place inside them. Any carvings, tapestries, or
painted walls that might once have existed are lost to us. There are few
domestic tools or implements preserved, apart from a few axeheads, an adze
or two,""® and an occasional knife.""® Spinning and weaving are represented
only by the alleged bone spindle-whorls from the late site on Freestone
Hill."™*® There are no known loom-weights, which suggests that the horizon-
tal rather than the vertical loom was in use. Bone scrapers from Freestone
Hill may have been used in leather-curing,"*" and the expertly made Clo-
noura shield demonstrates skilled working in leather. The shield also shows

"2 Below, p. 170.

'3 Joseph Raftery, “The Turoe stone’, p. 49. A report by A. W. Stelfox states specifically:
‘About 3 cwt of bones have been examined, divided into three lots...in which, respectively,
the bones of ox amounted to about 75, 75, and go per cent of the bulk.’

"'+ Barry Raftery, ‘Freestone Hill: an iron age hillfort and bronze age cairn’ in R.1.A. Proc.,
Ixviii (1969), sect. C, p. 104.

"5 C.J. Lynn, ‘Navan Fort: a draft summary of D. M. Waterman’s excavations’ in Emania,
i (1986), p. 16.

116 Below, p. 159.

Below, p. 155.

Raftery, La Téne in Ire., pp 238—41.

E.g. Joseph Raftery, “The Turoe stone’, p. 34, fig. 4 (48).
Barry Raftery, La Teéne in Ire., pp 49—50.

Barry Raftery, ‘Freestone hill’; p. 50.
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considerable competence in carpentry techniques and the same skills are
evident in several of the carved wooden objects found under the trackway in
Corlea bog, County Longford."** Domestic pottery was not used, as far as we
can tell, in iron-age Ireland and wooden containers were probably wide-
spread. Only a few survive, including two handled cups,”3 and there is at
least one wooden cauldron, which may belong to an early stage of the Irish
iron age.”** Fragments of stave-built wooden vessels have been found under
the trackway, earlier referred to, at Corlea. Metal containers also existed.
Cauldrons of bronze were used, of globular and ‘thick-bellied’ form, but
there are fewer than ten preserved from the whole country.'*> Again we are
struck by the contrast with the situation in the preceding late bronze age,
during which Ireland was a major western European centre of cauldron
production.

Bronze drinking vessels, either bowls or handled cups, also exist. These
are sometimes hammered, sometimes finished on a lathe after initial casting.
They date around the birth of Christ. One particularly fine example, from
Keshcarrigan, County Leitrim,"*® has a magnificently cast bird’s-head handle
with elegant, curving neck, upturned beak, and large staring eyes which were
once filled with glass or enamel inlays. A comparable bird’s-head handle was
found with other metal objects at Somerset, County Galway."?” We do
not know what beverages were drunk from these vessels but the stave-
built, wooden tankard from Carrickfergus, County Antrim—probably a
first-century import from Wales—could have been for beer.”*® A pedestalled
‘tazza’ of sheet bronze from Edenderry, County Offaly (a roughly contem-
porary import)'*® might also have held the same beverage.

Drinking and feasting appear to have been important aspects of life among
the Celts, which could have taken up much of their leisure time. There is
little else to suggest periods of idleness. Games of chance, however, seem to
be represented by the bone dice that sometimes occur in Irish iron-age
contexts, and other ‘gaming-pieces’,"3° and there are also a few alleged ‘coun-
ters’ of stone.”3" A series of pegged bone objects from a grave at Knowth

22 Barry Raftery, ‘Iron age trackway’, p. 52, pl. VIL.

23 Barry Raftery, La Téne in Ire., p. 215, fig. 109.

24+ Adolf Mahr, ‘A wooden cauldron from Altertate, Co. Monaghan’ in R.1.A. Proc., xlii
(1934), sect. C, pp 11—29; Barry Raftery, ‘Iron age cauldrons in Ireland’ in Archaeologia Atlan-
tica, 11 (1980), p. 58, and La Teéne in Ire., pp 2278, fig. 114.

125 Raftery, ‘Iron age cauldrons’, and La Téne in Ire., pp 226—36.

126 E. M. Jope, “The Keshcarrigan bowl and a bronze mirror handle from Ballymoney’ in
U.J.A., 3rd ser., xvii (1954), pp 92—0; Raftery, La Téne in Ire., p. 214, fig. 107 (1).

'*7 Below, p. 157; Raftery, La Tene in Ire., p. 124, fig.107 (2).

128 1bid., pp 2234, fig. 112.
Ibid., p. 226, fig. 113.
Ibid., pp 247—50.
E.g. George Eogan, ‘Report on the excavation of some passage graves, unprotected
inhumation burials, and a settlement site at Knowth, Co. Meath’ in R.I.A. Proc., Ixxiv (1974),
sect. C, pp 7680, fig. 32.
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appear to indicate the former existence of a board game.'3* There is no
evidence in the archaeological record for the vigorous games of hurling
which the young Cu Chulainn allegedly played at Emain Macha before pur-
suing his heroic and tragic destiny.

Ca Chulainn is a figure of legend and myth, but Emain Macha, the setting
for his greatest exploits, is a known hilltop site, now named Navan Fort,
some 6km west of Armagh city."33 At the foot of this hill, in boggy land,
once a lake, four great bronze trumpets were found in the townland of
Loughnashade in 1798 in apparent association with human remains."3* Only
one survives. 33 Deposited in a lake close to a site of contemporary royal and,
it seems, ceremonial importance, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that
these four instruments came to their watery resting place in the course of
some votive activity.

Apart from the surviving trumpet from Loughnashade, there are several
other examples known, including a finely preserved specimen from Ardbrin,
County Down. The type is Irish and one was exported in ancient times to
Anglesey in north Wales where a fragment was found, significantly perhaps
in the presumed votive deposit at Llyn Cerrig Bach."3°

These objects differ in every way from the cast trumpets of the bronze
age. Fach of the two substantially complete iron-age examples is made of two
curved tubes joined to form a large arc which expands in width towards
the bell. The chord-length of the Ardbrin trumpet, the largest and best-
preserved piece, is no less than 1.42m."3” The tubes were made of prepared
strips of sheet bronze, hammered around a mandrel and curved to shape.
The junction of the precisely matching edges of each sheet was sealed by
riveting a narrow bronze strip along it on either the outer or inner surface.
On the exceptional Ardbrin trumpet, the internal sealing strip was secured
by no fewer than 1,094 tiny bronze rivets.”>® The outstanding technical

3% Tbid., pp 7680, fig. 3l. 33 Below, pp 167-8.

34 A. Browne, ‘An account of some ancient trumpets dug up in a bog near Armagh’ in
R.I.A. Trans., viii (1802), pp 11—12; J. V. S. Megaw, Art of the European iron age (Bath, 1970),
no. 246; P.-M. Duval, Les Celtes (Paris, 1977), p. 161. fig. 166; Raftery, La Téne in Ire., pp
13443

135 See George Petrie, note in Dublin Penny Journal, ii (1833—4), pp 29—30; Barry Raftery,
“T'he Loughnashade horns’ in Emania, ii (1987), pp 21—4.

136 Cyril Fox, A find of the early iron age from Llyn Cerrig Bach, Anglesey (Cardiff, 1946), pp
44, 86, pls XII, XXXI; H. Savory, National Museum of Wales: guide catalogue of the early iron
age collections (Cardiff, 1976), p. 58, fig. 23.

'37 James Stuart, Historical memoirs of the city of Armagh (n.p., 1819), pp 293—4; D. J.
Norreys, note in R.S.A.1. In., xiv (1876-8), pp 277—9; R. F. Tylecote, Metallurgy in archae-
ology (London, 1962), pp 144—5; An archaeological survey of County Down (Belfast, 1966), p. 56,
fig. 33; Raftery, La Téne in Ire., p. 135, fig. 72.

138 There is confusion in the earlier accounts about the correct number of rivets. W. R.
Wilde (A descriptive catalogue of the antiquities of animal materials and bronze in the museum of the
Royal Irish Academy (Dublin, 1861), p. 625) gives 638, which is the correct number of rivets on
one half of the trumpet; the Archacological survey of County Down follows this. Tylecote, op.
cit., gives 658.
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excellence of such trumpets was further exanced in the case of the Loughna-
shade specimen by the addition of a bronze disc with ornate repoussé decor-
ation around the bell.

These instruments, dating perhaps to the last century B.C., might have
sounded on ceremonial occasions or before battles, their deep, bass sounds
intended to intimidate and terrify the enemy. The Ardbrin trumpet, when
found in 1809, was immediately blown by a local bugler, its striking tones
startling the people of the surrounding region. The object can still be blown
today but gives only a limited range of notes.

The trumpets, especially that from Ardbrin, are particularly fine examples
of the skill and accomplishment of the Irish bronzesmith’s craft at this time.
Indeed, repeatedly in the surviving remains it is the craft of the bronze-
worker that stands out. Flourishing centres must have existed, thriving and
well equipped workshops, and there were probably also travelling bronze-
smiths who carried out work akin to that of the tinkers of recent Irish
history. A wide range of specialist tools would have been used and an exten-
sive network of contacts was also necessary, both immediately local and
distant, to provide the essential raw materials for the successful running of
the industry.

Yet archaeology reveals practically nothing of all this. Not a single metal-
working tool is known, there are no moulds and no crucibles. In all these
things the bronze age tells us more."3° But we can infer something from the
artefacts. There are unfinished objects, fresh from the mould, their casting
accretions not yet rubbed down. There are objects still retaining the marks of
the tools used on them. Thus we can recognise hammers, punches, chisels,
graving tools of various forms, drills, files, saws, compasses. Many others
must have existed: anvils of differing sizes, for instance, and tools of bone,
too, such as punches used in repoussé work and spatulae for the modelling of
cire perdue wax.

There is one hoard of objects that was clearly the property of a metal-
worker, that found in 1959 at Somerset, County Galway."™° Ten objects
survive from the deposit: five bronze mounts, a gold ribbon torc, an open-
work brooch of ‘Navan-type’,’*" a cup-handle in case bronze, shaped in the
form of a bird’s head as on the Keshcarrigan cup,'** an ingot, and a cake of
raw bronze. The cake has oblique hammer marks on it; perhaps a bowl
was to be made from it to which the handle was to be attached. There is a
mount too, which has had its original openwork ornament carefully

139 See, for example, hoards of metalworker’s tools from Bishopsland, Co. Kildare (George
Eogan, Hoards of the later Irish bronze age (Dublin, 1983), p. 36, no. 16) and Lusmagh, Co.
Offaly (ibid., p. 192, no. 22).

"4 Joseph Raftery, ‘A hoard of the early iron age’ in R.S.A4.I. Jn., xc (1960), pp 2—5; Barry
Raftery, Catalogue of Irish iron age antiquities, fig. 216.

"+ Above, p. 149.

42 Above, p. 155.
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removed—clearly showing that the bronzesmith was still at work on this
object. The hoard, however, produced no tools, but the iron objects, found
with the bronzes and subsequently lost, may have been such implements. It
is tempting to regard the Somerset assemblage as the stock-in-trade of a
travelling bronzesmith. We do not know, however, if a permanent workshop
existed nearby.

Enamel-working is intimately associated with the bronzesmith’s craft. This
substance, essentially an opaque glass, is always red in colour during the
earlier phases of the iron age. Sometimes it is pinned to the bronze in the
form of preformed studs; sometimes it is applied in molten form to decora-
tive panels sunk into the surface of the bronze to be adorned. The latter
technique is called champlevé. In Ireland at least, there seems little chrono-
logical discrepancy between the two techniques, though outside the country
the studs are earlier, following on the early L.a Téne custom of decorating
bronzes with studs of coral. Several large blocks of red enamel have been
found on the hill of Tara,"® indicating the former existence of a bronze-
working centre there. The high lead content of the enamel, as revealed by
analysis, has been taken to suggest that the material was imported in bulk
from the Mediterranean region, possibly Italy.'** The implications of this, if
true, in terms of social organisation at home and the extent of trading con-
tacts abroad are considerable.

In seeking foci of metalworking in iron-age Ireland the unique assemblage
of material found in the chambers of a neolithic passage grave at Lough
Crew, County Meath, must be taken into account. First dug into in the
1860s,"#5 later (in 1941) excavated scientifically,™# the site produced a large
collection of objects dating, in all probability, to the first century A.D."#” The
majority of the finds are fragmentary bone flakes, carefully polished and
sometimes with compass-drawn ornament on them. Thirteen bone combs
were also found, two small pins of the same material, beads of amber and
glass, and some rings of amber and iron. A corroded iron object, allegedly
the leg of a compass,"*® was found in the nineteenth-century investigations.

43 Valerie Ball and Margaret Stokes, ‘On a block of red glass enamel said to have been
found at Tara Hill: with observations on the use of red enamel in Ireland’ in R.1.A. Trans., xxx
(1892—6), pp 27794 and pl. XIX; E. C. R. Armstrong, ‘Note on the block of red enamel from
Tara’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., xli (1911), pp 61—2.

"4+ M. J. Hughes, ‘A technical study of opaque red glass of the iron age in Britain’ in
Prehist. Soc. Proc., xxxviii (1972), pp 98-107.

5 E. A. Conwell, Discovery of the tomb of Ollamh Fodhla (Dublin, 1873).

6 Toseph Raftery, ‘Lough Crew, Co. Meath—ein Megalithgrab der La Téne Zeit’ in E.
Vogt (ed.), Congrés international des sciences prehistoriques et protohistoriques, actes de la III
session (Zirich, 1953).

47 H. S. Crawford, “The engraved bone objects found at Lough Crew, Co. Meath, in 1865
in R.S. A1 Jn., v (1925), pp 15—29; Raftery, La Téne in Ire., pp 251-63.

48 Crawford, op. cit., p. 15 and fig.; Barry Raftery, Catalogue of Irish iron age antiquities,
no. 596.
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This is now lost. Its relationship to the iron-age layer is unknown (it could
be modern), nor is it certainly part of a compass.

Over 5,000 flake fragments were recovered, about 150 of which bear orna-
ment. They are made from cattle rib-bones, generally ovoid or flattened-oval
in shape, sometimes with one end pointed. Occasionally one end is pierced
by a small, circular hole. Estimated original lengths vary between 5cm and
about 14cm. The decoration consists most often of precisely conceived,
compass-drawn compositions of considerable geometrical complexity. There
are also examples, however, where the designs are unfinished, even botched,
and some seem to represent no more than practice curves made without any
intent at ornamentation. Only once is the compass left aside, in the awkward,
crudely scratched stags present on one flake. But even here, the tiny circular
eyes are mechanically produced.'* The decorated flakes are often taken to be
‘trial pieces’ or ‘pattern books’, the work of a bronzesmith developing pat-
terns in bone before committing them to the more permanent metal. The
Lough Crew site is thus far regarded as a workshop. But the preponderance
of blank flakes, each as carefully shaped and polished as those that are
adorned, seems not to support this view. It should also be noted that none of
the investigations there revealed positive evidence of metalworking. The
presence of these objects within a passage grave, on a remote hilltop, hints
rather at a non-utilitarian role for these enigmatic flakes, for it is evident that
monuments such as Lough Crew were imbued with deep-seated supernatural
undertones in indigenous Celtic mythology.

In terms of the native artistic development, the ornament on the Lough
Crew flakes is important, for it represents a radical departure from the free-
hand foliate patterns of the Ulster scabbards. Now there is a rigid depend-
ence on the compass, and workshop links are not with Europe but with
Britain, its south-west, but above all its north. Some of the Lough Crew
designs, indeed, can otherwise only be matched in the latter area.">° This
Lough Crew school of decoration, along with the broadly contemporary
Somerset, County Galway, material and its stylistic analogies, embodies a
unified artistic tradition that found its way to all areas of I.a Téne influence
in the country. In bronze, bone, stone, even gold, there is repeated overlap
in stylistic emphasis and approach. There is a strong conservatism, an ac-
ceptance of stylistic norms, and an unwillingness to deviate from that which
was held to be artistically appropriate and correct. The art on the flakes had
ready parallels on the Broighter torc, on the so-called bronze ‘spoons’, on a
‘gaming-piece’ from Cush in County Limerick, and on horsebits as
well. Unique bronzes such as the ornamental horns from Cork, the famous

49 Raftery, La Téne in Ire., p. 305, fig. 148 (4), pl. 1171 (2).

!5 M. Simpson, ‘Massive armlets in the north British iron age’ in J. M. Coles and D. D. A.
Simpson (ed.), Studies in ancient Europe: essays presented to Stuart Pigott (n.p., 1968), p. 250;
Raftery, La Tene in Ire., pp 261—3.
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‘Petrie crown’; the large repoussé discs of ‘Monasterevin-type’, and the
finely ornamented disc from Loughan Island on the Bann may all overlap
in time with this Lough Crew school of craftsmanship. Most striking
analogy of all for the art on the flakes is the ornament on a stone from
Derrykeighan, County Antrim, which is so close to that on one of the flakes
as almost to suggest that the sculptor had a decorated flake before him as he
worked.">"

The Derrykeighan stone is one of five decorated iron-age stones from
Ireland, to which can probably be added a few undecorated monoliths, espe-
cially that known as the Lia Fail at Tara. These are generally regarded as
having had some cult significance. They vary considerably in their form and
in their ornament. Some, such as Derrykeighan, are rectangular in section;
others vary from a squat rounded profile (Castlestrange, County Roscom-
mon)">* to cylindrical shape with domed top (Turoe, County Galway).'3
The Turoe example is the finest. Made of granite and standing just over a
metre above ground level (its total length is 1.68 m), the stone is lavishly
ornamented with overall curvilinear designs, raised in false relief from the
surface of the stone by chiselling the background voids. The design, not an
‘asymmetric jungle’ as one commentator suggested, has been carefully laid
out in a quadripartite arrangement suggesting a four-faced prototype.
Around the base there is a band of ‘step’ or ‘maeandroid’ ornament, incised
in a manner noticeably less sophisticated than the ornament on the rest of the
stone. Fragments of a similar monolith also stood in Killycluggin, County
Cavan.'>*

The Turoe stone, like the others, is a native rendering and it dates to the
last century B.C. Other stones could be slightly earlier or slightly later;
one from Mullaghmast, County Kildare, dates around the middle of the first
millennum A.D." Stones of this type are unknown in Britain and find
their best parallels in the Breton peninsula of France.’s® It is possible that
impulses from there inspired native craftsmen to erect local versions. The
Irish stones would thus reflect a widespread Celtic religious custom

5! See Raftery, La Téne in Ire., for full discussion and bibliography of above-mentioned
parallels.

52 George Coffey, ‘Some monuments of the La Téne period recently discovered in Ireland’
in R.IA. Proc., xxiv (1902—4), sect. C, pp 262—3, pl. XXI; see Raftery, La Tene in Ire.,
pp 291—303, for discussion of Irish stones.

'53 Joseph Raftery, “The Turoe stone’, pp 42—6, fig. 5; M. V. Duignan, ‘The Turoe stone:
its place in insular La Téne art’ in P.-M. Duval and C. F. C. Hawkes (ed.), Celtic art in ancient
Europe; five protohistoric centuries (London, 1976), pp 201—18.

5% R. A. S. Macalister, ‘On a stone with La Téne decoration recently discovered in Co.
Cavan’ in R.S.A.L Fn., lii (1922), pp 113—16; Barry Raftery, ‘Excavations at Killycluggin,
Co. Cavan’ in U.J.A., 3rd ser., xli (1978), pp 49—54-

155 Coffey, art. cit., pp 263-6, pl. XXII.

156 P R. Giot, ‘Les stéles armoricaines de 'dge de fer’ in Congrés prehistorique de Monaco,
XVle session (n.p., 1959), pp 578—85; and Brittany (I.ondon, 1960), pp 179—82.
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extending to the Rhineland and ultimately to Etruria. The carved stone
heads in Ireland,’>” along with the fine wooden carving from Ralaghan,
County Cavan,">® similarly reflect a pan-Celtic set of religious beliefs.

THE foregoing section represents a consideration of scattered material within
the country described loosely as ‘L.a Téne’ because of the form of the objects
concerned and because of their ornamentation. In Ireland the term has a
rather different meaning from elsewhere because of the insularity and lon-
gevity of La Tene traditions in this country. Thus the cultural and chrono-
logical subdivisions of the La Tene that have been worked out for the
Continent have only the most generalised validity for Ireland. For this coun-
try chronology is very imprecise: the objects involved belong to the centuries
between 300 B.C. and A.D. 300.

The picture presented by the I.a Téne material is disjointed and incom-
plete and much remains uncertain, much eludes us. As already noted, the
extent to which the surviving L.a Téne remains are representative of the
ordinary people is unclear. Undoubtedly a significant part reflects the trap-
pings of an aristocratic élite and, indeed, the very paucity of objects itself
suggests that large sections of the contemporary population are unrepre-
sented. But at least it can be said that the material of L.a Téne aspect, scarce
though it is in the country, is indicative of a recognisable, innovative iron-age
tradition in Ireland in the last centuries B.C., a tradition that continued for
a time into the early centuries of the Christian era. In those southern areas of
the country that lack a L.a Téne horizon, the task of recognising the nature of
contemporary innovating iron-age influences remains problematical.

In all of this it is readily apparent that the key to our understanding of the
full iron age in Ireland lies in the recognition and investigation of settlement
sites of the period. For the La Téne horizon at least, our ignorance is almost
total. Only at Feerwore, County Galway, can we point to a small, domestic
settlement which produced material of clearly L.a Téne type.'>® There were
no houses preserved, the debris consisting merely of broken scraps left
behind after the settlement was abandoned. We do not know if the site was
defended or not. Whatever may have existed was removed by the bank-and-
ditch construction of the later ringfort there.

The ringfort is, of course, the settlement type par excellence during the
early historic period in Ireland, and continued, along with the crannog, into
medieval times. The extent to which the true ringfort belongs to the pagan
iron age is, however, uncertain. None can be reliably dated before the birth

'57 Etienne Rynne, ‘Celtic stone idols in Ireland’ in Thomas, fron age in Ir. Sea province,
PP 79-98.

3% Adolf Mahr, ‘A wooden idol from Ireland’ in Antiquity, iv (1930), p. 487; Raftery, La
Tene in Ire., p. 308, fig. 150 (1), pl. 112 (1).

'59 Joseph Raftery, “The Turoe stone’.
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of Christ; a few have produced what appear to be Roman and sub-Roman
remains in association with native material.’® In view of the known longevity
of Roman forms in post-Roman contexts abroad, such occurrences should be
treated with caution. It is nonetheless possible that ringfort building had
begun in Ireland in the early centuries of the Christian era. With long-
established indigenous roots it may well be that it is the ringfort that repre-
sents the basic ethnic substratum throughout late prehistoric Ireland, with
the L.a Téne remains constituting a mere cultural overlay, confined in area
and in social content. But the chronology of the earliest Irish ringforts
remains tenuous.

There are other sites in the country, generally fortified and in strongly
defensive situations, which are often regarded as belonging to the iron age.
Excavation of these has not been extensive, so that close dating of individual
structures is usually vague. Indeed discussion depends, for the most part, on
a consideration of superficially observed surface features. Hillforts are one
such group of monuments. Such structures, large defended hilltop enclos-
ures, were a standard settlement from throughout Europe from at least the
early part of the last millennium B.cC., and continued through the whole of
the iron age. In many areas of Britain too, especially in the south-east and in
the Welsh marches, hillforts were major tribal centres. Hundreds of examples
are known. The number of recognised sites in Ireland is small, for less than
fifty have thus far been positively identified."®" They are sometimes taken as
synonymous with the presence of iron-age intruders but, on surface features
alone, this is scarcely warranted. Structures similar to one another in design
and intent can be widely separated in culture and time. The pas of New
Zealand teach us this."® Hillfort construction in Ireland may, in fact, have
bronze-age roots, as is suggested by the evidence of Rathgall, County Wick-
low."® At the same time, of course, some hillforts could reflect intrusive
influences, for it would be folly to suggest that the hillfort phenomenon in
Ireland reflects a single evolutionary line of development. Seen in the field
today, hillforts present themselves as tumbled and ruinous mounds of rubble,
sometimes grass- or heather-covered; encircling, contour-like, the summits of
hills or cutting off the necks of steep-sided promontories. Often the ramparts
are barely visible at ground level and can only be fully appreciated from the
air. The identification of such sites is in many instances mere chance and it
may be assumed that there are other, as yet undetected, examples.

16° See Joseph Raftery, ‘Iron age and Irish Sea: problems for research’ in Thomas, fron age
in Ir. Sea province, pp 1-10; Barry Raftery, ‘Irish hillforts’, ibid., p. 53; Séamus Caulfield,
‘Celtic problems in the Irish iron age’ in O Corrain, Ir. antiquity, pp 208—9.

"6 Barry Raftery, ‘Irish hillforts’ in Thomas, Iron age in Ir. Sea province, pp 37—58.

162 Cyril Fox, “Two Celtic bronzes from Lough Gur, Limerick, Ireland’ in Antig. Jn., xxx
(1950), pp 190—92.

163 Barry Raftery, ‘Rathgall and Irish hillfort problems’ in D. W. Harding (ed.), Hillforts:
later prehistoric earthworks in Britain and Ireland (n.p., 1976), pp 339—57-
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Strictly on the basis of morphology, hillforts in Ireland have been divided
into three main types.’® The first are those characterised by a single line of
defence, which can cover an area of from under two hectares to about nine
hectares. Brusselstown Ring, near Baltinglass, County Wicklow,® and Carn
Tigherna, near Fermoy, County Cork,'®® are good examples. Hillforts with
two or three ramparts widely spaced from one another form the second Irish
category. Sites as large as 20 hectares in area are known."®” These have a
slight emphasis in their distribution to the south-west and west of Ireland.
The great 12.5 hectare site at Mooghaun, near Newmarket-on-Fergus in
County Clare, is the finest example of this hillfort-type in the country.'®®
Cashel Fort, at Upton, County Cork, is another."® The third hillfort type,
numerically limited, is the inland promontory fort. As the name implies,
these occupy promontory situations where the natural slopes are sufficiently
precipitous to necessitate the construction of artificial defences only across
one end of the promontory. A feature of two of the finest examples, Lur-
igethen'”® and Knockdhu,'”" both not far from the coast in north Antrim, is
the presence of a series of bank-and-ditch defences with no space between
successive lines, i.e. closely spaced multivallation. This is a defensive concept
fundamentally distinct from that implied by the widely spaced multivallation
of Class 2 forts. Not all the inland promontory forts, however, are defended
in this way. The site of Caherconree, situated some 630 m above sea level on
Slieve Mish in County Kerry, has but a single line of defence.'” The area
defended at Caherconree is scarcely a hectare. The wall, well built of sand-
stone blocks, has internal terracing and still stands to a height in places of
more than two metres. Also on the Dingle peninsula, on the eastern side of
Mount Brandon in Benagh townland, is an even more extraordinary inland
promontory fort."”3 Here two stone walls, about room apart, cut off a
narrow promontory some 762 m above sea level. We can only wonder as to
the function, and indeed the date, of such spectacular fortresses.

164 Raftery, ‘Irish hillforts’.

15 Tbid., p. 40, pl. T11.

166§ P. O Riordéin, Antiquities of the Irish countryside (s5th ed., revised by Ruaidhri de
Valera, London, 1979), p. 48.

107 E, Cody, ‘A hill-fort at Ballylin, County Limerick, with a note on Mooghaun, County
Clare’ in R.S.A.1. In., cxi (1981), pp 70—8o.

168 Tbid.; Raftery, ‘Irish hillforts’, p. 45, fig. 15.

169 Raftery, ‘Irish hillforts’, p. 45; S. P. O Riordain, in Cork Hist. Soc. Jn., x1 (1935), pp 40,
49; Raftery, ‘Rathgall and Irish hillfort problems’, pl. IX.

'7° E. E. Evans, Prehistoric and early Christian Ireland: a guide (London, 1966), p. 49;
Raftery, ‘Irish hillforts’, pl. V.

"7 Evans, Prehistoric € early Christian Ireland, p. 49.

72 P. J. Lynch, ‘Caherconree, County Kerry’ in R.S.A.I. Jn., ix (1899), pp 5-17; Raftery,
‘Irish hillforts’, p. 47; J. Cuppage, Archacological survey of the Dingle peninsula (Ballyferriter,
1986). p. 81.

'73 Stephen MacDonagh, A visitor’s guide to the Dingle peninsula (Dingle, 1985); Cuppage,
op. cit., p. 82.
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Promontory situations on the coast were also exploited for defensive pur-
poses, and these are far more frequent than the inland structures.'”* There
are over 200 examples around our coasts and they are found almost every-
where where a suitable tongue of land juts into the sea. Not infrequently they
offer closely spaced multivallate defences to the landward side in a manner
similar to that of the inland forts in Antrim. In the west of Ireland, too, there
are several stone forts, the widely spaced multivallate defences of which are
built up against a vertical cliff face for added protection. An inland site is
Cahercommaun, near Corrofin, County Clare.'”> On the Atlantic coast on
Inishmore, Aran, County Galway, is the mighty Dun Aengus, its formidable
ramparts and startling situation strengthened yet further by the chevaux de
frise around the second wall.'?® This last, a defensive device comprising
thousands of upright and outward-sloping stone spikes, close-set to form an
almost impenetrable obstacle around the fort, is found on three other western
Irish sites, two coastal promontory forts and the large stone cashel of Bally-
kinvarga, near Kilfenora, County Clare."””

Such are the fortified sites that have, from time to time, been considered
to belong to the iron age, and it may, indeed, be assumed that some at least
of the structures involved were important centres during this period. But
ultimately it is only the evidence from excavation that can demonstrate this
in individual cases.

Partial excavation in a few hillforts has revealed some information regarding
their period of occupation but little of substance about their initial construc-
tion. Late bronze-age beginnings have been hinted at for several sites, as
noted above, and occupation in the centuries immediately after the birth of
Christ has also been demonstrated.'”® The virtual absence of La Téne mater-
ial from any excavated hillfort is striking. This distinction is further empha-
sised by the preponderance of major hillforts in the south of the country; the
greatest concentrations of large hillforts are in the very areas where La Téne
artefacts are virtually absent. It may thus be that in the future widespread
excavation of southern Irish hillforts will help us more fully to understand

74 M. J. O’Kelly, ‘Three promontory forts in Co. Cork’ in R.I.A. Proc., Iv (1952), sect. C,
pp 25—59; V. B. Proudfoot and B. C. S. Wilson, ‘Further excavations at Larrybane promontory
fort, Co. Antrim’ in U.J.A., 3rd ser., xxiv—xxv (1961—2), pp 9I—-115.

75 Hugh O’Neill Hencken, Cahercommaun: a stone fort in Co. Clare (R.S.A.L. special edi-
tion, 1938).

176 T. J. Westropp, ‘The fort of Dun Aengus in Inishmore, Aran’ in R.J.A. Proc., xxviii
(1910), sect. B, pp 1—46; Peter Harbison, ‘Wooden and stone chevaux de frise in central and
western Europe’ in Prehist. Soc. Proc., xxxvii (1971), pp 203—4.

77 Harbison, art. cit., p. 203.

178 E.g. Freestone Hill (Barry Raftery, ‘Freestone Hill: an iron age hillfort and bronze age
cairn’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ixviii (1969), sect. C, pp 1—108) and Clogher, Co. Tyrone (R. B. Warner,
‘Some observations on the context and importation of exotic material in Ireland...’ in R.1.A.
Proc., Ixxvi (1976), sect. C, p. 274, n. 16a).
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the nature of social and cultural developments in these areas in the critical
formative centuries around the birth of Christ.

Attempts, on the basis of structural evidence alone, to seek an external
source for the Irish forts are less than satisfactory. Vague analogies for the
widely spaced plan of some of the Irish sites exist in south-west England and
in parts of Iberia,"” but such analogies are unbuttressed by firm archaeo-
logical evidence. The possibility of an Iberian ingredient as one strand at
least in the genesis of the Irish hillfort may well reward further consider-
ation, for the use of chevaux de frise as at Dn Aengus and other western sites
is an Iberian technique par excellence. Suggestions that the chevaux de frise in
Ireland and Iberia are unrelated, deriving from a common timber prototype
which reached Ireland through Britain, remain unsubstantiated."®® We lack
the evidence of excavation. A single, fragmentary bronze fibula of native La
Téne type, allegedly from the inner enclosure at Dan Aengus,”™" tells us
nothing of the fort’s foundation.

Equally speculative is the dating of the promontory forts. These sites,
distinct from the contour sites not merely in their situation but also by the
not infrequent use of closely spaced multivallation, may well belong to a
cultural horizon totally different from that of the contour hillforts. It is
tempting to relate the coastal sites to closely similar forts in south-west
England and north-west France, where they have been identified with a
Gaulish tribe, the seafaring Veneti."® We may also recall the presence in
Ireland of low, rounded monoliths of iron-age date,"®® a form especially
concentrated in the territory of the Veneti."® Again, however, firm evidence
to support the interesting possibilities raised by these analogies is lacking,
and it must be accepted that promontory forts in Ireland and those outside
could result from no more than a common response to a common defensive
situation. It must also be borne in mind that promontory forts in Ireland had
a long life, possibly into medieval times, so that the attempted dating of
individual sites without excavation is futile.

During the period of their use these Irish forts would have been quite
different in appearance from that which we observe today. There would have
been high, vertically faced stone ramparts, stepped on the inside perhaps, or
there could have been steeply sloping earthen mounds, strengthened by
timbers and surmounted by wicker breastwork or wooden palisade. Narrow
entrances with heavy swinging gates are likely to have existed, and who

'79 Raftery, ‘Irish hillforts’, p. 49.

% Harbison, ‘Wooden and stone chevaux de frise’, pp 216—21.

81 Raftery, La Téne in Ire., fig. 79 (7).

82 R. E. M. Wheeler and K. M. Richardson, Hillforts of northern France (London, 1957),
pp 17-22.

'°3 See above, p. 162.

34 p_R. Giot, Brittany (London, 1960); cf. figs 59, 67.
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knows what guard-houses, gate structures, or other defensive constructions
existed to intimidate the enemy without?

The nature of the inner areas of the forts is almost totally unknown, and
indeed the purpose that these monuments served is often debated. Were they
populous, bustling centres, the capitals of tribal regions? Were they empty
for much of the year, used only by lowland peoples when danger threatened?
Or did such sites serve only a ritual or ceremonial function?

Outside Ireland there is clear evidence to show that many hillforts were
densely occupied and in use the year round. Equally, it is evident that some
forts did serve merely as refuges. Either or both interpretations could apply
to Ireland but it seems likely that the primary function was defensive, not
ceremonial. Excavation to date has been insufficient to allow firm conclusions
either way. It is, however, difficult to envisage lofty and exposed sites such as
Caherconree and Benagh in County Kerry as in occupation during the winter
months.

One thing seems certain. The effort involved in constructing the defences
of a hillfort was considerable and involved significant numbers of people over
an extended period of time. This, as well as the large areas enclosed, implies
use by a large number of people. Whatever their precise function, it seems
not unreasonable to see the hillforts as important focal points within the
tribal area.

But not all the great hilltop enclosures of Ireland are so compellingly
defensive in the appearance of their enclosing ramparts. There is in the
country a small group of imposing sites that occupy commanding positions
and are characterised by a rampart-and-ditch enclosure of substantial propor-
tions, but may still have served a primary function other than the protection
of the inhabitants. Distinguishing these, apart from their size and location, is
the presence of a deep ditch running inside, rather than outside, the earth-
work enclosure. Three major sites are included in this group: Navan Fort
(Emain Macha), County Armagh; Dtn Ailinne, County Kildare; and Rath na
Riogh, Tara, County Meath."®> A fourth site, at Carrowmably, near Dro-
more, County Sligo, spectacularly sited on a cliff edge overlooking the sea,
also possesses a deep ditch around the inner perimeter of its well-preserved
bank. In this instance, however, neither history nor archaeology provide the
slightest clue as to its function or date.

The three enclosures initially listed above are all recognised royal centres
prominent in the traditions and mythology of early Celtic Ireland.’®® Each is
alleged to have been a provincial centre, important for inaugurations, cere-
monies, and assemblies, and possibly even the seat of a royal household.
These were clearly exceptional sites and this is given strong support by the

185 Raftery, ‘Irish hillforts’, pp 42—3.
86 Bernard Wailes, “The Irish “royal sites” in history and archaeology’ in Camb. Med. Celt.
Studies, iii (1982), pp 1—29.
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evidence of excavation at Navan Fort and Dun Ailinne. Oddly, a comparable
earthwork enclosure is absent at Cruachan, the presumed contemporary cap-
ital of the ancient kingdom of Connacht.*®?

Tara, above all, figures prominently in the early literature.™®® Rath na
Riogh, the 7-hectare internally ditched enclosure, dominates the ridge-top,
but this monument is only one of an extensive complex of tumuli, ring-
barrows, enclosures, and the enigmatic parallel ramparts known as the ‘ban-
queting hall’. Additional sites have been revealed by aerial photography.'
Few of these earthworks have been excavated. Each has a fanciful name
deriving, for the most part, from the early medieval Dindshenchas,"*° but
these are of no value in determining either the purpose or the date of any of
the structures on the hill. Excavation has revealed activity from neolithic
times'®" to the early centuries A.D.,""* and individual unexcavated sites
could belong anywhere within this extensive time-span. Some, such as the
ringforts on the hilltop, could even be later. The majority of monuments at
Tara are, however, likely to be of iron-age date.

Occupation on the summit of Navan Fort (Emain Macha) began, as noted
earlier, in the seventh century B.cC. during the later phase of the Irish bronze
age."¥3 At that time there is no evidence that the site was out of the ordinary,
for there was only a single house which stood within a wooden stockade.
Over many generations the plan of the settlement changed little, but the
house was replaced on no fewer than eight occasions. A second house, twice
rebuilt, was later erected on another site within the same palisaded enclosure.
A third phase then followed, when the function changed radically and the
hilltop may have acquired its ceremonial importance. It is possible that it was
during this phase that the large, enclosing bank was raised, but this has not
been demonstrated by excavation. Phase 3 involved the construction of a
circular wall of horizontal timber planking, enclosing an area 4om in diam-
eter, within which were the five concentric rings of posts, 3m apart, the
posts of each ring 1.20m to 1.80om distant from one another. A single post-
hole 2.30m deep was found at the centre, within which was preserved the
stump of an oak post 55cm in diameter. Its original height could have been

87 Michael Herity, ‘A survey of the royal site of Cruachain in Connacht’ in R.S.A.I. Jn.,
cxil 51983), pp 121—42; cxiv (1984), pp 125-38.

8 R.A.S. Macalister, Tara: a pagan sanctuary of ancient Ireland (London, 1931); S. P. e}
Rlordam Tara: the monuments on the hill (3rd ed., Drogheda, 1960).

89 D, L. Swan, ‘“The hill of Tara, County Meath the evidence of aerial photography’ in
R.S. AL Fn., cviii (1978), pp 51—66.

19¢ E. J. Gwynn (ed. and trans.), The metrical Dindshenchas (Dublin, 1903), pp 5-31.

"' Michael Herity, Irish passage graves (Dublin, 1974), pp 252—3.

192 () Riordiin, Tara, p. 26; J. B. Bateson, ‘Roman material from Ireland: a reconsideration’
in R.I.A. Proc., Ixxiii (1973), sect. C, pp 71—2, fig. 1 (3-5).

195 A Selkirk and D. M. Waterman, ‘Navan fort’ in Current Archaeology, no. 22 (Sept.
1970), pp 304-8; C. J. Lynn, ‘Navan fort: a draft summary of D. M. Waterman’s excavations’
in Emania, 1 (1986), pp 11-19.
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as much as 13 m. From an entrance in the west there was an arrangement of
postholes, interpreted by the excavator as an ambulatory, which led to the
centre. After some restructuring the site seems to have been partially burnt,
perhaps deliberately, before finally being sealed by a cairn some 46m in
diameter and 4.50 to 5m high. Tree-ring analysis of the central post indi-
cates a date just before 100 B.cC. for the last major phase of activity at Navan
Fort.™*

The precise nature of the buildings that once stood at Navan is uncertain
and it cannot be stated if the multi-ringed complex was ever roofed. This is
possible. It is, however, difficult to avoid the conclusion that Navan Fort in
its later stages served no ordinary practical purpose. This is especially em-
phasised by the final burning and monumental sealing of the structure. It is
possible, at the same time, that secular occupation took place elsewhere on
the hilltop. Much of the area within the enclosure remains unexcavated.
Iron-age material recovered in the course of the excavation, such as a bone
dice, a bone weaving-comb, and iron slag, all seem to indicate domestic
activities. The discovery in one of the pre-cairn levels of a Barbary ape
skull'? is of outstanding importance, emphasising the singular importance of
Navan Fort in late prehistoric times. It is not, however, clear to which phase
the skull belongs.

Excavation on the summit of Dun Ailinne, County Kildare, uncovered a
sequence of iron-age occupation as complex as that on Navan,“)6 and as at
the latter site the material remains associated with the hilltop activity
are exclusively of L.a Téne and sub-Roman aspect. Initially, there were three
successive circular, timber structures, each revealed as trenches in which
a continuous series of upright posts had once stood. Phase 2 was made up of
three concentric trenches gapped and with an annexe; Phase 3 had
two concentric trenches enclosing an internal ring of large postholes, at the
precise centre of which was a small, circular building. Then, in Phase 4,
the outer and inner features were removed leaving only the ring of large
free-standing posts. These in turn were later dismantled and the hilltop was
used for a time as the site of intensive but sporadic open-air feasting. Carbon
14 age-determinations ranged from the third century B.C. to the fourth
century A.D.

Navan Fort and Dan Ailinne, clearly overlapping culturally with the hori-
zon that is otherwise represented only by the scattered I.a Téne artifacts,
give us unique and important insights into aspects of contemporary society
that the finds on their own can never give us. With these structures archae-
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ology, mythology, and even the first glimmerings of history are brought
together. The great hostings of the “Tain’ can be dimly discerned as a back-
drop to these extraordinary monuments, with warrior kings and queens,
hemmed in by their onerous obligations and awesome taboos, presiding over
the rituals vital for the prosperity and well-being of their people. The au-
thority that such rulers could wield must have been considerable, to organise
and co-ordinate the enormous labour that the construction of these great
sites involved. A highly sophisticated social organisation is implied and a
strong sense of community, allied perhaps also to powerful religious motiv-
ation, on the part of the workers who followed the directions of the leader-
ship in the laborious project. We do not know, however, to what extent slave
labour might also have been used.

The task was prodigious. Many men were needed and it must have taken
months to complete. The digging of the ditch alone and the piling of the
rubble below it, using the simplest of tools, was a great undertaking. But the
timber structures on the hilltop required as much effort. Large numbers of
trees had to be felled, trimmed, and then transported, who can say for how
many kilometres, finally hauled uphill and erected in place. I situ they may
have been carved or painted and there could have been extensive joinery
work. And while all this was going on the work-force had to be fed, watered,
and housed. It is thus likely that the whole community was preoccupied with
this one project.

These internally ditched enclosures with their elaborate hilltop structures
are not the only instances in iron-age Ireland of large-scale, corporate under-
takings. The spectacular timber trackway at Corlea has earlier been referred
t0.'%7 The ‘linear’ or ‘travelling earthworks’ too, which are found in northern
and western areas of the country, are also contemporary physical manifest-
ations of the same social phenomenon.™® These earthworks appear now as
discontinuous stretches of banks with a ditch between, sometimes a bank
between two ditches, sometimes several banks and ditches; occasionally only
a ditch is discernible. In boggy areas the line of the earthwork was often
continued by well-constructed timber palisading. Where the bank is well
preserved its basal width can be 1o m or more and its height in excess of 6 m.
Individual stretches are sometimes several kilometres in length and these are
best to be seen in Leitrim, Roscommon, Longford, Monaghan, Down, and
south Armagh.

Inevitably, the precise purpose of these linear earthworks is uncertain.
Vague correspondence with the alleged boundaries of early historic tribal
areas has given rise to the suggestion that the earthworks originally formed a
tribal frontier, continuous except where natural features mitigated the neces-
sity for artificial ramparts. But we do not know if all the surviving stretches

97 Above, p. 148. 198 1 ,ynn, ‘Navan Fort and references.
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of earthworks are contemporary, nor indeed has it ever been shown that a
continuous line ever existed. Legendary names from folk tradition such as
the ‘Dane’s cast’, the ‘Black pig’s dyke’ and the ‘worm ditch’ serve only to
deepen the mystery of these structures. More plausible are the interpret-
ations that view the dykes as routeway defences or as attempts to hinder and
forestall large-scale cattle-rustling. It is, however, hard to envisage these
earthworks as ever having been permanently policed or manned.

Sometimes these cross-country ramparts are so located as to give the
impression of enormous enclosures. At the Dun of Drumsna, for instance,
on the Roscommon side of the Shannon at Drumsna, County Leitrim, a loop
of the river is cut off by a great earthwork 30 m wide at its base, 4.50 m high
and extending for a length of some 1.6km."” Two lesser ramparts accom-
pany the main one and there are two principal breaks, each 15m wide, the
opening flanked by the right-angled bends of the rampart ends. The size and
situation are strikingly reminiscent of European late I.a Téne oppida, and
these too are often characterised by inturned entrances. But the Drumsna
‘entrances’ are far too wide to have served as normal defended entries and,
moreover, the returned ends run in the wrong direction if the area within the
river loop is to be taken as a fortified enclosure. The suggestion that the
earthwork may be related to attempts to control the river crossings here may
have some merit.

Even more remarkable than the so-called Dun of Drumsna is the enig-
matic enclosure in south Armagh known as the Dorsey.**® Here an irregular,
elongated area of about 125 hectares is enclosed by a discontinuous series of
earthworks, which appear to pay no attention to any defensive advantages
that the hilly topography might have offered. The earthworks, as substantial
in places as those at Drumsna, comprise a main rampart between two ditches
with a smaller rampart outside. Excavation has recently shown the nature of
the timber constructions that continued the line of the earthworks across
boggy areas. Clearest evidence was from the south-west corner of the enclos-
ure, where the remains of a palisade were found made of reused, roughly
squared oak posts, set continuously in a V-sectioned trench. These were held
in place by adzed boards of oak wedged horizontally along the base of the
trench on either side of the palisade. Charcoal associated with an initial phase
of construction of the rampart indicated a date in the last quarter of the last
millennium B.C., the first time a firm date had been established for a monu-
ment of this kind. Even more important, however, was the demonstration by
dendrochronological methods that the timbers of the palisade in the bog had

199 W. F. de Vismes Kane, “The dun of Drumsna: a frontier fortification of the kingdoms of
Aileagh and Cruaghan’ in R.1.A. Proc., xxiii (1915), sect. C, pp 324—32.
2°° Lynn, ‘Navan Fort’.
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been cut at precisely the same time as had the timbers of the last construction
on the summit of Navan Fort.**"

THE burial record, not only for the iron age, but also for almost the whole of
the last pre-Christian millennium in Ireland, is meagre and the few known
sites are generally uncertainly dated. For the later bronze age we can only
point to two likely sites: Mullaghmore, County Down, where a ring-barrow
produced cremations and coarse pottery,”®* and Rathgall, County Wicklow,
where three cremation deposits were enclosed by a shallow ring-ditch.?®3 At
each site one of the burials was contained within a coarse upright pot. It
must be assumed that the means of disposal of the dead during the late
bronze age were such as to leave no obvious trace in the archaeological
record. It may thus follow that the continued scarcity of burials in the iron
age indicates the persistence into that period of those same conditions or
customs that prevent us from recognising late bronze-age interments. This in
itself hints at a strong measure of population stability throughout the millen-
nium, and the surviving burial record, limited though it is, lends support to
this impression. It is only around the turn of the millennium and into the
beginning of the Christian era that a handful of clearly intrusive burials can
be identified.

Though few in number, there is no small variety of iron-age burial
customs in Ireland.*** Both cremation and inhumation were practised, but
there are some grounds to suggest that cremation may be the earlier. Crema-
tion was, however, sporadically practised well into the first Christian millen-
nium.”*> The dead were sometimes covered by mounds or ring-barrows,
humble in size compared with the great sepulchral monuments of earlier
eras. Sometimes older mounds were reused for burial deposits in the iron
age, and occasionally burials were placed in the ground within simple
embanked enclosures. Some unaccompanied cremations in pits may date to
the iron age, and there are inhumations, unprotected and without covering
mounds, sometimes in cemeteries, which may be of similar date. The burials
of foreigners, recognisable by their exotic grave-goods, obviously stand apart
from the Irish development, but these are rare.

20t Tbid., pp 126—7.

292 J. M. Mogey, ‘Preliminary report on excavations in Mullaghmore townland, Co. Down’ in
U.J.A., 3rd ser., xii (1949), pp 82—8; J. M. Mogey, G. B. Thompson, and V. B. Proudfoot,
‘Excavations of two ring-barrows in Mullaghmore townland, Co. Down’, ibid., xix (1956),
pp 11—28.

293 Barry Raftery, ‘Rathgall, a late bronze age burial in Ireland’ in Antiguity, xlvii (1973),

P 203-5. ,

*°+ Barry Raftery, ‘Iron age burials in Ireland’ in O Corrain, Ir. antiquity, pp 173—204.

25 Eoin Grogan, ‘Excavation of an iron age burial mound at Furness’ in Kildare Arch. Soc.
Jn., xvi (1983—4), pp 298-316.
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It is possible, but not yet positively demonstrated, that ring-barrows
belong to the earliest phase of Irish iron-age burials. These usually consist of
a low, circular mound, hardly more than 1 m high, enclosed by a fosse with
external bank which rarely exceeds 15m in overall diameter. Cremation
seems to have been the exclusive rite and individual mounds were used over
a period of time, perhaps as family or tribal burial places. At Grannagh,
County Galway, for instance, at least six interments took place, the earlier
ones in the centre, the later ones in the silted fosse.>*® Grave-goods were
simple, consisting mainly of bronze fibulae, glass beads, and a few other
items.”°? At Carrowjames, County Mayo, no fewer than twenty-five burials
had been deposited in the mound, concentrated towards the centre in three
main phases of burial activity.**® Only nine were accompanied, mainly by
beads, metal rings, and some miscellaneous small objects of bronze. Tumulus
IT at Cush, County Limerick, represents a different type of burial.>*® This
was a circular mound, 13.70m in diameter and 2 m high, with shallow exter-
nal fosse. On the old ground surface under the mound, sunk centrally in an
area of fire-reddened soil (the probable site of the pyre), was a small pit
which contained the burnt remains of a single individual. These were accom-
panied by a small, decorated bone plaque. Nearby stood a second, similar
mound which might be contemporary and a third, certainly earlier, burial
monument. A low mound (Site C), one of three burial sites on Carbury Hill,
County Kildare, was just over 8m in diameter but only gocm high. It
covered an unaccompanied cremation deposit. The two other burial monu-
ments on the hill; each formed by an enclosing bank with internal fosse (in
one instance gapped at two opposed points on its circumference), probably
also belong to the iron age, perhaps late within the period, but firm dating
evidence is lacking. One enclosure was 25.9o m in diameter, the other about
twice this. Two unaccompanied cremations came from one (Site A), the
other yielded four cremations and fifteen inhumations. Nondescript grave-
goods included an iron shears and some iron rings.>'®

At Kiltierney, County Fermanagh, a number of secondary cremations,
associated with a bronze fibula and glass beads, had been placed in a
large neolithic mound.>"" Four secondary inhumations were found in the
silted ditch of a middle bronze-age mound at Carrowbeg North, County

296 R. A. S. Macalister, ‘A report on some excavations recently conducted in Co. Galway’ in
R.I.A. Proc., xxxiii (1916—17), sect. C, pp 505—10; Raftery, ‘Iron age burials’, p. 180.

2°7 See C. F. C. Hawkes, ‘The wearing of the brooch: early iron age dress among the Irish’
in Scott, Studies on early Ireland, pp 59—62.

208 Joseph Raftery, ‘Carrowjames II’ (above, p. 150, n. 91).

29 S. P. O Riordain, ‘Excavations at Cush, Co. Limerick’ in R.1.A4. Proc., xlv (1940), sect.
G, pp 1339, 154-6.

?1° G. F. Willmot, ‘Three burial sites at Carbury, Co. Kildare’ in R.S.A.1. Jn., Ixviii (1938),
PP 130—42.

"' Barry Raftery, ‘Iron age burials’, p. 187; Hawkes, ‘The wearing of the brooch’, pp 63—4.
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Galway.?"* One of these, a female, had a bronze locket on her shoulder, to
which traces of textile still adhered, and around one ankle she wore a string
of bone beads. Simple, unaccompanied cremations are virtually undatable.
Three from recent excavations at the Long Stone, Cullen, County Tipperary,
may be iron-age.”’3 That found in the mid-nineteenth century at ‘Loughey’
near Donaghadee, County Down, is certainly so, but is clearly non-native.*"#

Inhumations without associated material are also normally undatable, but
again there are some in long stone cists that may belong to the iron age;*"?
many, however, can be much later. An important cemetery of unprotected
inhumations, twenty-seven in number, has recently been brought to light
around the great mound of Knowth, County Meath.>'® The majority of
skeletons were flexed, a few extended. One interesting double burial was that
of two males, lying head to toe, each of whom appear to have been decapi-
tated.>'” Beads of bone and glass, metal rings, bone dice, and other ‘gaming
pieces’ were the main grave-goods. Dating for the Knowth burials within the
first half-millennium A.D., perhaps within its second quarter, might be sug-
gested.

The extent of our knowledge concerning the human remains from iron-age
burials in Ireland is not great, but the limited pathological examination that
has taken place has produced some interesting information. It is scarcely
surprising to observe that life expectancy was not high, but the almost total
absence of individuals of advanced age is, perhaps, worthy of note. Older
skeletons are generally female: at Feerwore the female was ‘over 30, probably
over 40’.2"® At Carbury Hill (Site B, 11) the female was ‘rather elderly’.>"
Average age of the deceased adults, however, where this could be deter-
mined, was between 20 and 3o. Children, as might be expected, represent a
significant percentage of the deceased individuals, and the remains of chil-
dren often accompany those of adults. This is readily explicable when, as in
Cremation 18 at Carrowjames, the remains of an unborn foetus accompanied

22 G. F. W. Willmot, ‘Two bronze age burials at Carrowbeg North, Belclare, Co. Galway’
in Galway Arch. Soc. In., xviii (1938—9), pp 121—4o0.

213 Raftery, ‘Iron age burials’, p. 191; Michael Herity, ‘Longstone, Co. Tipperary’ in Brian
de Breffny (ed.), Ireland: a cultural encyclopaedia (London, 1983), pp 142—3.

24+ E. M. Jope and B. C. S. Wilson, ‘A burial group of the first century A.D. from
“Loughey” near Donaghadee’ in U.7.A., 3rd ser., xx (1957), pp 73—94; E. M. Jope, ‘The beads
from the first century A.D. burial at “Loughey” near Donaghadee: supplementary note’, ibid.,
xxiil (1960), p. 40.

25 See Joseph Raftery, “The Turoe stone’, pp 28-30; Barry Raftery, ‘Iron age burials’,

. 104.

2" George Fogan, ‘Excavations at Knowth, Co. Meath, 196265’ in R.I.A. Proc., Ixvi
(1968), sect. C, pp 365—73, and ‘Report on the excavation of some passage graves, unprotected
inhumation burials and a settlement site at Knowth, Co. Meath’ in R.1.A. Proc., Ixxiv (1974),
sect. C, pp 68-87.

?'7 Eogan, ‘Report on the excavation’, pp 73—5.

218 Joseph Raftery, “The Turoe stone’, p. 46.

*'9 Willmot, “Three burial sites’, p. 141.
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an adult, presumed to be female.**® But it is not clear why children varying
from 5 to g years of age should have been buried with the remains of adults.
In fact, at Carrowjames, apart from the unborn foetus, children were buried
exclusively with adults, with the sole exception of a 6-year-old who was
accompanied by tiny bones which may be those of a new-born infant. It is,
no doubt, outlandish to ponder on the possibility of human sacrifice. But
human sacrifice may have been practised in Ireland at this time if the
embanked enclosure (Site 4) at the Curragh, County Kildare, dates to the
iron age. Here, buried centrally within the enclosure, was the skeleton of a
female whose strained and awkward position and unnaturally raised skull
prompted the conclusion that she had, in all probability, been buried alive.**'
The bones thus far examined from Irish iron-age burials reveal little about
contemporary disease or disability. Only occasionally has arthritic deform-
ation of the joints been noted (e.g. Carrowjames, C. 17; Carbury Hill site
3, I; Carrowbeg North, 13). Teeth are generally devoid of any traces of tooth
decay (e.g. Carrowbeg, 12), but are often exceptionally worn. Where size
could be estimated individuals were appreciably smaller than today. Females
were under 5 feet (1.50 m), males 5 ft 8 in. (1.70 m), more or less.

There are some indications that suggest a gradual change during the
second or third century A.D. from cremation to inhumation. Dating is of
course at all times imprecise, but such a development could reflect contem-
porary change in Roman burial customs where, from the reign of Hadrian,
inhumation became the dominant rite.*** But this need not indicate any
radical change in the population of Ireland, no more than the change in
Rome itself involved such a change. Nonetheless it is evident that visitors
from the Roman provinces did in fact find their way to Ireland from the
beginning of the Christian era onwards.

At Lambay, an island off the coast of County Dublin, a group of settlers
from what is now north-east England established themselves just after the
middle of the first century A.D. and stayed long enough to die and be buried.
By the second century the island was deserted, if Ptolemy’s reference is taken
as representing the contemporary situation.”*> The cemetery was never sci-
entifically investigated and details concerning its nature or extent are
scant.>** All the burials, however, appear to have contained inhumed remains
and one, at least, seems to have been that of a crouched skeleton. A range of

2% Joseph Raftery, ‘Carrowjames II’.

?21'S. P. O Riordain, ‘Excavations of some earthworks on the Curragh, Co. Kildare’ in
R.I.A. Proc., liii (1950), sect. C, pp 249—77.

#22 J. M. C. Toynbee, Death and burial in the Roman world (London, 1971), p. 40;
R. G. Collingwood and I. A. Richmond, 7The archaeology of Roman Britain (London, 1969), p. 166.

23 Warner, ‘Some observations on the . . . importation of exotic material’, p. 278, n. 4.

2%+ R. A. S. Macalister, ‘On some antiquities discovered upon Lambay’, in R.I.A. Proc.,
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metal objects, almost all fragmentary, was recovered. From these it can be
inferred that a warrior burial existed. This is represented by the remains of a
long, heavy, iron sword (quite unlike any of the short native weapons), the
decorative scabbard mounts, and a bronze shield boss. An iron mirror was
also salvaged from the debris, five Roman bronze fibulae, a typically ‘north-
east English’ beaded necklet of bronze, several rings, a lignite bracelet, and a
substantial number of sheet bronze fragments. From these two decorated
discs could be reconstructed, one circular, the other triangular. It is clear
that the dead at L.ambay were north Britons whose material culture was
strongly influenced by Rome.

But Rome is more dramatically represented in Ireland by the second-
century cremation from Stonyford, County Kilkenny.?*> Here, recovered in
the early nineteenth century, was a classic Roman cist-burial, the burnt
remains contained within a glass cinerary urn, sealed by a disc-mirror, and
accompanied by a small glass bottle. Roman too, in all probability, were the
inhumations in long stone cists found (and destroyed) on Bray Head, County
Wicklovg, in 1835. These were accompanied by second-century Roman
coins.**

L. aMBAY, Bray Head, and, above all, Stoneyford represent significant new
cultural influences in the country emanating directly from the world of im-
perial Rome. The Lambay burials may, as has been suggested, represent a
small band of fugitives, from north-east England, Brigantians perhaps, flee-
ing Roman occupation of their territory in the A.D. 70s at almost exactly the
same time that Masada, at the other end of the empire, was also paying
dearly for native revolt. The Bray Head cemetery could be the last resting
place of a small colony of provincial Romans, traders, refugees again, or even
shipwrecked sailors. We can only speculate. Most remarkable of all, however,
is the cremation burial at Stoneyford, in every detail a typical Roman burial.
How is this burial to be interpreted? Under what circumstances can we
explain the presence in County Kilkenny of a delicate and fragile glass ciner-
ary urn? It is difficult to envisage such an item as part of the normal cargo of
a casual trading ship. The site of Stoneyford, as Warner has pointed out, is
not far from an assumed crossing place on the River Nore, itself navigable to
this point from the important harbour of Waterford to the south.**” Clearly,
Warner’s suggestion that this burial indicates a Roman settlement of some
permanence and stability must thus be seriously considered. The likelihood

225 . P. O Riorddin, ‘Roman material in Ireland’ in R.J.A. Proc., li (1950), sect. C,
pp 249—77; J. D. Bateson, ‘Roman material from Ireland: a reconsideration’ in R.[.A. Proc.,
Ixxiii (1973), sect. C, pp 72—3; Barry Raftery, ‘Iron age burials’, p. 194, fig. 41 (1, 2).

226 Bateson, ‘Roman material’, p. 45 and references.

*27 Warner, ‘Importation of exotic material’, p. 200.
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that the remains are those of a female suggests further that a settlement more
extensive than a temporary trading station existed.

The nature and extent of the Roman presence in Ireland has been the
subject of considerable debate in recent times. There can be little doubt that
the ports and coastal regions were tolerably well known to traders. Tacitus, for
example, writing in the late first century A.D., noted that ‘the interior parts
are little known, but through commercial intercourse and the merchants there
is better knowledge of the harbours and approaches’*® The late second-
century map of Claudius Ptolemaeus, based on information from Marinus of
Tyre of the earlier part of the century and possibly ultimately on material
from the first-century Philemon,**® gives much information concerning
names of rivers, tribes, and possible tribal centres. Reasonable accuracy for
the configuration of the country is achieved in northern, eastern, and southern
areas but less so in the west. The work is obviously based on measurements
and information from seafarers familiar with significant areas of the country.

It can be taken that merchants were not infrequent visitors to sheltered
Irish ports, and they may have ventured inland on occasion seeking better
markets for their merchandise. The stories that filtered back to the classical
world concerning society in Ireland were often fabricated tales of savagery
and barbarism, only to be expected of a nation living in wretched cold on the
limit of the habitable world, as Strabo and others suggested.”3° More fanciful
is the account of Pomponius Mela (perhaps following Strabo), who described
the rich pastures as so succulent that the cattle, through overeating, were in
danger of bursting!*3" Tacitus, however, one of the few objective commen-
tators, noted that ‘the soil and climate, and the character and civilisation of
the people, do not differ much from Britain’.*3*

That merchants came here is evident and that a Roman presence is clearly
represented in the archaeological record is not in question. But there is no
small amount of discussion whether a Roman military expedition might have
landed in Ireland.*33 Agricola, as Tacitus tells us in an oft-quoted passage,
felt that the country could be taken with ‘one legion and a moderate number
of auxiliaries’,*** and he plainly had the possibility of invasion in mind. An
ambiguous statement in the same passage has been taken by some commen-
tators as at least leaving open the possibility that such an invasion was

228 goricola, cap. XXIV; Kenney, Sources, p. 132.

29 N.H.I., ix, map 14 and note (pp 16, 98); J. J. Tierney, “The Greek geographic tradition
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attempted. Writing of Agricola’s campaigns in Scotland Tacitus states that
‘in the fifth campaign he crossed over in the first ship, and conquered hith-
erto unknown peoples, and fortified the coast of Britain facing Ireland, in
hope rather than fear’. Killeen, who considered this passage, noted Pfitzner’s
query: ‘having reached the narrow isthmus between the estuaries of Clyde
and Forth and fortified it, where. .. could Agricola reasonably be said to have
crossed by ship...except to Ireland?’*3* Even more intriguing is the oft-
quoted reference in Juvenal, Sanire 2, 159-163: ‘We have taken our arms
beyond the shores of Ireland and the recently conquered Orkneys, and Brit-
ain of the short nights.” The conquests of the Orkneys and Britain are histor-
ical fact; could there thus be truth in the reference to Ireland?*3°

Records for the relevant period are extremely scarce, and moreover it
should be borne in mind that an unsuccessful military adventure to Ireland
need not have been reported on in contemporary writings. But if a Roman
military expedition was attempted in Ireland it was swallowed up in the Irish
bogs: there is no trace of it in the archaeological record. Archaeological
evidence for a Roman presence in the country is, however, far from insignifi-
cant. Scattered items of Roman manufacture have been recovered in native
settlements and in hoards and as stray finds in various parts of Ireland.*3”
Two main chronological groups have been noted, those objects dating to the
first and second centuries A.D. and those that can be placed in the fourth or
early fifth centuries. Artefacts of the third century are extremely scarce.
Material of the earlier group is scattered around the eastern coastal lowlands
and also along the northern coast of Antrim, L.ondonderry, and Donegal.
This pattern is extended in the later phase by a broad inland spread of
artefacts from the Shannon to Kilkenny. The commonest Roman objects in
the country are coins, brooches, and pottery fragments.

There are sixteen reliably documented finds of Roman coinage from Ire-
land. These vary from isolated copper coins (such as that from the hillfort on
Freestone Hill, County Kilkenny),3® the gold coins from Newgrange,
County Meath,*3 and the great hoards of silver coins from the north of
Ireland.**® The huge hoard from Ballinrees, County Londonderry, dated to
the early fifth century A.D., contained no fewer than 1,701 silver coins as
well as a quantity of ingots and pieces of plate.**' About a dozen bronze

235 Killeen, art. cit., p. 213.
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brooches of varying Roman type are known from Ireland. These include the
five from Lambay referred to above, a potentially important first-century
example from near the ‘holy well’ at Randalstown, County Meath,*** and
other, isolated specimens. Two late Roman disc brooches from New-
grange,”® a widespread late Roman type, are otherwise unknown in Ireland.
The Newgrange excavations also produced a variety of other metal objects of
probable Roman manufacture, including, in the nineteenth century, an im-
portant hoard of gold rings and neck ornaments.>**

Sherds of Samian and Arretine ware have been recovered from a number
of native Irish settlement sites. These distinctive pottery forms were widely
manufactured and exported across the far-flung empire, and such vessels
might, perhaps, have been highly prized in an aceramic society. The amount
of such pottery in Ireland is, however, meagre when compared with almost
any other region of contemporary Europe. It has, indeed, been argued that in
many cases the Roman pottery fragments came to the country many centur-
ies after their original manufacture, from long-abandoned villas of a vanished
empire.”**> The point may be noted, but it is not proven.

There can be no doubt, however, that Roman pottery fragments from the
major settlement at the Rath of the Synods, Tara, County Meath, came to
the country in the early centuries of Christianity. This site also produced
glass fragments, a Roman lead seal, and a varied collection of bronze and
iron objects of the first few centuries A.D.**® These reveal intimate contact
with the Roman world and emphasise the wealth and importance of the
community at Tara at this time.**’ There are other miscellaneous, scattered
Roman imports. These include a bronze ladle from Bohermeen, County
Meath,z“‘8 a small handbell found with native bronzes at Kishawanny,
County Kildare, and an interesting oculist’s stamp from Goldenbridge,
County Tipperary.®*® We should also not forget the gold-wire necklaces
from the Broighter hoard, perhaps of Alexandrian manufacture, and the
interesting possibilities that arise if the enamel blocks from Tara are accepted
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as imported pieces from Italy.*>® Finally of note is the hoard of silver ingots
and hacked plates from Balline, County Limerick, which date to the late
fourth or early fifth century A.p.*>*

The significance of the Roman finds in Ireland is variously debated, and it
is likely that no single explanation applies to the material as a whole.*>* Some
must have come through trade, and a wine jar (o//a) dredged from the Porcu-
pine Bank, 450km west of Galway, could be taken as evidence of a trading
vessel, blown off course.?>® The Irish in return could have given foodstuffs,
woollen garments, slaves, or Irish wolfhounds. Symmachus, a Roman noble
writing in the last years of the fourth century, in fact referred to Scotti canes
which were used for public amusements. In a letter to his brother Flavian he
described ‘seven Irish dogs’ which ‘so astonished Rome that it was thought
they must have been brought in iron cages’.”*

But trade will not account for all the Roman material in Ireland, and other
interpretations must be sought. Refugees could have played a part, as Warner
stressed, and this is a likely explanation for the L.ambay settlement. Occa-
sional adventurers and seekers of land must inevitably have come and settled,
at least for a time. The Bray Head burials may be significant in this respect.
Precious Roman material at Newgrange could have been brought there by
provincial Roman tourists, pilgrims even, drawn by the reputation of the site
as a place of great supernatural importance. The coins and the gold hoard
might, in such a context, have been offerings.

Other mechanisms can also be surmised. Irish raiders, returning in the
fourth and fifth centuries from their attacks on a crumbling empire, would
have brought with them souvenirs and loot from plundered Roman villas.
Copper coins, useless in a society ignorant of the benefits of currency, could
thus be regarded as souvenirs of such forays. The silver hoards of Balline and
Ballinrees, and the north of Ireland coin hoards, could also be plunder. But
the possibility that these represent the pay of returned Irish mercenaries, on
active service abroad under the Roman eagles, cannot be dismissed. Finally,
Bateson’s suggestion that the inland concentration of fourth- and fifth-
century Roman material in the south of Ireland is related to the historic
migration of the Déise to Romanised Wales at about this time, may well have
merit.?%?

Just as the Roman material came to the country by various means, so it
can be assumed that it had several different sources. Roman Britain must
have been important, for in the early centuries A.D. native metal-workers in

#5° Hughes, ‘Technical study of opaque red glass’, p. 104.
25! O Riordain, ‘Roman material’, pp 43—53; Bateson, ‘Roman material’, pp 73—4.
See discussion in Bateson, ‘Roman material’, pp 29, 31, and Warner, ‘Importation of
exotic material’, pp 276-82.
53O Riordain, ‘Roman material’, pp 65—6; Bateson, ‘Roman material’, p. 77.
5+ Epistola IT; Kenney, Sources, p. 137.
255 Bateson, ‘Roman material’, p. 37.
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the two islands were in close touch. Objects of native British manufacture
such as a heavy bronze armlet from Newry, County Down,** a terret from
County Antrim, the Carrickfergus tankard,*>” and the Lambay bronzes were
being imported to Ireland in the very centuries when the Roman items were
appearing in the country. Migrations of Celtic groups on a small scale would
have been part of a continuous process of cultural interaction between the
two islands, and along with these could have come artefacts of Roman type.
But Gaul too must have had direct links with Ireland in the early centuries
A.D. The repeated classical descriptions of Ireland lying midway between
Britain and Gaul should be borne in mind. If the virtual absence of third-
century Roman material in the country reflects the political upheaval in Gaul
during that century, then indirectly there is evidence of the importance of
Gaulish contacts with Ireland during the Roman period.

THE Irish iron age thus emerges as a complex, multifaceted period without
clear definition either in cultural or chronological terms. Like an unravelled
tapestry there are pieces missing and many loose strands, some of which
seem hopelessly tangled. One important strand, for instance, the L.a Tene
material, can with difficulty be linked with the forts, which must also be part
of this iron-age tapestry, while these in turn can scarcely be related to the
burials. The missing strand of the southern iron age in the last centuries B.C.
remains problematical, but it may be that the hillforts of the south will in
time help to fill this major gap in our knowledge. After the turn of the
millennium Roman imports add a significant new ingredient to the develop-
ing Irish iron age, and before the middle of the millennium the ringfort,
rooted perhaps in earlier settlement forms, increasingly becomes the domin-
ant feature of the Irish cultural landscape. Throughout the iron age Ireland
received influence and inspiration from many external sources. Gaul was
important but there were also contacts with the Rhineland, the east Mediter-
ranean, and, possibly, Iberia. Britain too, over the centuries, provided much.
But foreign impulses were always subjected to the strong island personality
of Ireland and these, muted by environment and filtered by time, soon
developed into a new synthesis which was wholly and recognisably Irish. We
cannot say precisely when the Irish iron age ended. By the middle of the first
Christian millennium La Téne influences had largely vanished, leaving in the
material record little more than the art style as a reminder of past glories.
Now the ringfort and the contemporary crannog were the standard settle-
ment forms thoughout the land with an associated cultural assemblage re-
flecting little influence from the La Téne world. A new social order—the

church—was an ever-increasing force in native cultural developments. But
256 M. MacGregor, Early Celtic art in north Britain (Leicester, 1976), p. 233, pl. VIIb.
257 E. M. Jope, ‘Chariotry and paired-draught in Ireland during the early iron age: the
evidence of some horse-bridle bits’ in U.7.A4., 3rd ser., xviii (1955), p. 37-
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throughout the millennium we can see in the archaeological record only slow
social evolution unaccompanied by dramatic change, and many aspects of an
archaic Irish iron-age tradition lasted well into medieval times. Some, per-
haps, may be dimly discernible to the present day.



CHAPTER VII
Ireland, 400—800
DAIBHI O CROININ

Frowm the eighth century onwards a succession of learned Irishmen devoted
themselves to the task of reconstructing (or constructing, as the case may be)
the history of their country in pre-Christian and early medieval times. One of
them, possibly Cormac mac Cuillenain, abbot of Cashel and king of Munster
(902—8), chided his predecessors for their remissness in this task. In addition,
he chastised the Irish people in general for what might nowadays be regarded
as an uncharacteristic indifference to their own history:

Imprudens Scottorum gens, rerum suarum obliuiscens, acta quasi inaudita siue nullo
modo facta uindicat, quoniam minus tribuere litteris aliquid operum quorum prae-
curat, et ob hoc genelogias Scottiae gentus litteris tribuam: primam Muminensium,
secundam Laginensium, tertiam nepotum Neill, quartam Connachtorum.

(The foolish Irish race, forgetful of its history, boasts of incredible or completely
fabulous deeds, since it has been careless about committing to writing any of its
achievements. Therefore I propose to write down the genealogies of the Irish race:
firstly that of the men of Munster, secondly that of the Leinstermen, thirdly that of
the Ui NEéill, and fourthly that of the men of Connacht.)"

In stating his purpose in this way, however, our author was in fact perpetuat-
ing a lie, for the scheme of things that he then goes on to relate represents a
view of early Irish history that was of relatively recent date. The ‘course of
Irish history’ as outlined in the corpus of genealogies and in the more ambi-
tious ‘Lebor Gabala Erenn’ (the so-called ‘Book of Invasions’) was the result
of efforts to harmonise different political and genealogical traditions and to
weave the various strands into a unified whole. This version of events was
then set in a framework of Irish protohistory, which sought to present the
status quo of ¢.800 as the natural outcome of an evolutionary process whose
beginnings could be traced back into the dawn of history.

' Text in M. A. O’Brien (ed.). Corpus genealogiarum Hiberniae, i (Dublin, 1962; repr. 1976),
p. 192; though the version printed here is from Oxford, Bodl. MS Rawl. B 486 (with correc-
tions of minor scribal errors) and reflects the Munster bias of the man who compiled that
collection.
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As a work of propaganda, this scheme was a tour de force. The political
picture of an Ireland divided into two ‘halves’; one northern and one south-
ern (rather than into ‘fifths’), made a lasting impression on the learned of the
period—whatever about their less literary compatriots—and together with
the theory of proto-historic waves of invaders (‘the Goidels and their prede-
cessors’, as one scholar termed them),” the mythical Firbolg, Fomorians,
Tuatha Dé Danann, and Milesians, caught the imagination of scholars and
laymen alike. We may judge its success by the fact that the whole towering
schema has retained a hold on the minds of the Irish public to this day. The
fact that the schema, in its prehistoric part, was entirely fictitious, and in the
historical portion artificial (to say the least!), in no way diminished its attract-
iveness in the eyes of eighth-century contemporaries—although few of them
can have been under any illusions about its authenticity. A few discordant
voices may have been raised in protest against these ‘unheard of and fabulous
deeds’, but they were rare, and despite such periodical scornful remarks, that
picture of early Irish history held the stage for well over a thousand years.

With such an imposing unanimity of views among medieval writers (what
the greatest of Irish historians of the period, Eoin MacNeill, called ‘synthetic
historians’),® the task facing the modern student of the period is difficult,
sometimes impossible. The men who fashioned this edifice of early Irish
history were learned and intelligent—periti, as they liked to describe them-
selves—well versed in the subtleties of their own craft of senchas, and being
only too well aware of the deficiencies in their ‘synthetic’ history, they suc-
ceeded all too often in kicking over the traces of their patchwork. The writers
of ‘new history’ should, however, think twice before condemning such earlier
constructs. What follows in this account must, of necessity, be every bit as
‘synthetic’ as the history that was written a millennium ago; it is the best that
can be offered in the face of a vast mountain of garbled and often incoherent
information. Faced with what must have been already, by the seventh cen-
tury, a bewildering array of disjointed and discordant texts, the ‘synthetic
historians’ of that era did their best to harmonise and revise what must to
them have seemed a very confused and confusing jumble of evidence. Some
of them, doubtless, less scrupulous about the methods they were using, and
less scrupulous again about their motives, tried to jettison the difficult mater-
ial and substitute in its place the newer, self-perpetuating inventions that
were calculated to please their political masters and legitimate the existing
political status quo. The passage cited at the outset is a case in point, since the
text is modified in the different versions to accord with the Munster, Lein-
ster, Ulster, or Connacht bias of the writer, each one in turn placing his own

? Thomas F. O’Rahilly, ‘The Goidels and their predecessors’ in Brit. Acad. Proc., xxi
(1936), pp 323-72. _ _ )

3 Eoin MacNeill, Celtic Ireland (Dublin, 1921; reprint, 1981), ch. iii, pp 25—42: ‘The Irish
synthetic historians’.
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people at the top of the list of important peoples in early Ireland.* One
twelfth-century historian, Gilla in Choimded Ua Cormaic, offered an elo-
quent and pointed critique of such men, who practised six different tech-
niques of rejigging the genealogies:

Fuilet sé muid, sain mebair,
cummaiscit craeb ngenelaig:
to-tinsma daerchland ic dul

i lloc saerchland re slonnud.
Torrchi mogad, mod mebla,
ocus dibad tigerna,

Serg na saerchland, étig Gath,
la forbairt na n-athechthuath;
Miscribend do gné eolais

do lucht ulc in aneolais,

no lucht ind edlais—ni ferr—
gniit ar main miscribend.

(There are six modes specially to be remembered which confound a genealogical
table: a wholesale insertion of base-born folk, taking the place of nobles in surnames;
multiplying serfs—a shameful mode—and extinction of lords; reducing the aristoc-
racy—a hideous error—by increasing the rent-paying tribes; miswriting in the guise
of learning by the evil folk of ignorance; or it is the learned—which is no better—
who, for the sake of money, perpetrate the miswriting.)?

There is no reason to believe that such practices were any less prevalent in
earlier centuries, and indeed the evidence of the genealogical corpus is elo-
quent testimony that they were prevalent.® Little that has come down to us
from this period can be accepted as the haphazard record of a disinterested
scholarship. Every text has its own tale to tell, and when the same text
survives in several versions it is usually safe to conclude that there is good
historical reason for the changes. As John V. Kelleher put it: ‘In source
materials of this age and kind, a good glaring contradiction is worth a square
yard of smooth, question-begging consistency. A permanently unresolved
problem over which many men have laboured unsuccessfully at different
times, for varying reasons, is generally replete with information or sugges-
tion.””

* The text in some versions enumerates the races in terms of the three sons of Mil, adding
their supposed cousin Lugaid Mac Itha in order to make up the fourth group. The fact that the
original scheme of things envisaged only #wo sons of Mil only serves to point up the irony!

5 See Kuno Meyer, Miscellanea Hibernica (Chicago, 1916), p. 9.

% See the frequent references to periti and imperiti: ‘Variant traditions which do not accord
with the senchas coitchenn or accepted teaching of the schools are dismissed by ascription to
imperiti (F. J. Byrne, ‘Senchas: the nature of Gaelic historical tradition’ in John Barry (ed.),
Hist. Studies, ix (1974), pp 137-59: 139).

7 John V. Kelleher, ‘The pre-Norman Irish genealogies’ in I.H.S., xvi, no. 62 (Sept. 1968),
p. 142.
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In the course of their work on native historical traditions, the early periti
did not all work hand in hand, of course, and so we have different and
sometimes contradictory accounts. Their task was not made any easier by the
fact that the Irish concept of ‘history’ (senchas) embodied, besides the data
that might normally be included under such a heading, tribal lore and origin
tales, topographical legends, and gobbets of law, in addition to genealogies
and annals.® ‘He is no poet who does not synchronise and adjust all the
stories’, was a dictum in Irish law,® and the law was followed to the letter.
Only a counsel of despair could have led one synchronist to state that ‘all the
records of the Irish before Cimbaeth [d. 307 B.c.!] are uncertain’ (omnia
monumenta Scottorum usque Cimbaeth incerta erant)."® It was the historians’
task and duty to make a consecutive record out of the disparate materials of
ancient Ireland. What revolutionised their approach was the introduction of
Christianity, for with Christianity came a chronology of world history. What
the Jewish people had in biblical tradition, and the Greek and Romans in
classical tradition, was now to be supplied in the case of the Irish, and the
result was a remarkable construction that sought to recreate the mythical
protohistory of the early Irish and synchronise it with the great events of
world history."" The historians concocted a list of prehistoric kings of Ire-
land, and added a similar tract for the Christian period entitled ‘De flaithiu-
saib Erenn’ (‘On the rulers of Ireland’); this they appended to the ‘Lebor
Gabala’ to produce an epic narrative comparable to that of the great empires
of antiquity.

It can no longer be seriously maintained, however, that ‘Lebor Gabala’
preserves any genuine traditions of any kind, whether of prehistoric Celtic
invasions or of anything else.'> The story of Mil, progenitor of the ‘Mile-
sians’, seems to have been cooked up in the eighth century, with his two sons
Eremon and Eber being invented as ancestors of the Connachta/Ui Néill and
Munster Eoganachta peoples respectively, ‘in conformity with the theory
that Ireland was divided into two spheres of influence, Leth Cuinn and Leth
Moga’."3 It was MacNeill who pointed out that Mil himself was nothing
more than a misrepresentation of the Latin miles Hispaniae in Orosius’s work
‘Contra paganos’, and the whole story nothing more than a learned fiction—
‘an artificial product of the schools>—which tells us nothing about Irish

8 For an excellent discussion of senchas, see Byrne, ‘Senchas’. )
9 E. J. Gwynn, ‘An Old-Irish tract on the privileges and responsibilities of poets’ in Eriu,
xiil (1942), pp 1-53: 15, 220—36.
' Cited by MacNeill from the prehistoric section of the Annals of Tigernach (Celtic Ire.,
. 31). )
"' For the ultimate example of the genre, see Daibhi O Croinin (ed.), The Irish Sex Aetates
Mundi (Dublin, 1983).
'? The verdict also of Byrne, ‘Senchas’, p. 143.
'3 Ibid., pp 143—4.



186 Ireland, 400—8o0

prehistory."* The passage cited above about the ‘foolish Irish race’ was prob-
ably composed as a sort of preface to the eighth-century compilation of
genealogical lore, perhaps in Munster, since the source is alleged to have
been the famous ‘Psalter of Cashel’, a collection of genealogical material.">
By the time of its composition, however, the synchronists had been obliged
to add to Mil’s progeny posthumously: the Ulaid, the peoples of the ancient
province of Ulster, did not belong genealogically to Leth Cuinn (Conn’s
Half) and never acknowledged the claims to sovereignty made by the
Ui Neill, and hence they had to be fitted into the scheme by the addition of
Ir son of Mil as their remote ancestor. Later again other dynasties, whose
retrospective claims had to be accommodated, were grafted on to the scheme
in their turn; the result was that Mil’s posthumous sons proliferated from an
‘original’ two to a final count of eight!

If there ever was a popular native tradition concerning the origins of the
Irish people, it did not survive. Instead, we have the multitude of medieval
pseudohistorical theories about their origin ‘in der Studienstube angekocht’
(‘cooked up in their studies’), as a great Swiss Celtic scholar put it." They
are the work of men such as Colman mac Duach, ‘son of the king of Con-
nacht, professor and seer and sage of the senchas of the Gael, and a scholar of
ecclesiastical learning, it was he who compiled the genealogies . .. ."” Learned
in native tradition and well read in the historical literature of the church,
these literati produced a seamless garment of early Irish history, which their
modern successors must first unravel before attempting to refashion the
threads into a new scheme that answers more closely the tests of modern
scholarship. For this purpose the annals and genealogies represent the most
important primary sources, for they contain, besides the material we have
been speaking of, a considerable amount of valuable historical information,
some of it of respectable antiquity. The poems preserved in the Leinster
geneal