
 

 

 

Trowel 
Volume XIII 

2012 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Edited by 

Susan Curran & Karen Dempsey 

Niamh Kelly, Gareth Mulrooney & Laura Scharding  



 

 

Cover Illustration: Jackie Travers 

Based on a photographic image taken at the School of Archaeology Field 

School, University College Dublin, courtesy of Conor McDermott. 

 

For enquiries please contact: 

The Editors, Trowel 

c/o School of Archaeology 

Newman Building 

Belfield 

Dublin 4 

Ireland 

Email: info@trowelucd.com 

Web: www.trowelucd.com 

 

 

Published in 2012 by 

Susan Curran & Karen Dempsey 

Niamh Kelly, Gareth Mulrooney & Laura Scharding 

© 2012 The Individual Contributors 

ISSN Number: 0791-1017 

 

mailto:info@trowelucd.com
http://www.trowelucd.com/


 

 

In affiliation with: 

 

 

Association of Young Irish Archaeologists 

 

2011 

Conference Proceedings  

 

Hosted by University College Dublin 

March 4
th

 – 6
th

 

 



  ii 
 

Contents 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

 

Editors Foreword       v 

AYIA        vi 

Sponsorship       vii 

Biographies       2 

 

Articles        

The Blackthorn‟s Secrets: An Archaeological Investigation of Dranagh 

Mountain, Co. Carlow       

          Séamus O Murchú      7 

 

„Cill Cáscan and De Controversia Paschali‟: Echoes of Early Medieval 

Ecclesiastical Controversy in the Irish Landscape    

          Terry O‟Hagan      22 

 

Smiths, Pits and Burials: the role of the smith in funerary rites in early 

medieval Ireland        

          Margaret Williams      39 

 

 



  iii 
 

Prone, stoned, and losing the head: Deviant burials in early medieval 

Ireland in the 5th to 12th centuries      

          Maura Farrell      56 

 

Did the Taliban know about the „CNN effect‟? Bamiyan and the media  

          Patrizia la Piscopia       73 

 

Beithígh ar buaile: Transhumance in 19
th

 and 20
th

 century Ireland  

          Euguene Costello      88 

 

Three Cases of Trauma to the Shoulder From Early Christian County Louth 

          Arlene Matthews & Clíodhna Ní Mhurchú   105 

 

Did Gadara have a macellum? 

          Karolina Pawlik      115 

 

The Manx Keeill and pagan iconography: Christian and pagan responses to 

ideological turmoil in the Isle of Man during the tenth-century.   

          Dr R H Moore       124 

 

 

 



  iv 
 

Secondary Burial in Prepalatial Crete: Embodiment and Ancestorhood 

          Cian O‟Halloran      141 

 

Looking for ways forward: overcoming fragmentation in Irish archaeology 

          Paolo Ciuchini      157 

 

Book Reviews 

Glendalough: City of God, edited by Charles Doherty, Linda Doran & Mary 

Kelly 

          Brí Greene       171 

 

Landscapes of Cult and Kingship, edited by Roseanne Schot, Conor 

Newman & Edel Bhreathnach 

          Claire Kavanagh      176 

 

Reflection 

An Accidental Urban Archaeologist 

          Dr. Rebecca Yamin      182

 



  v 
 

Editors Foreword 
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Welcome to Volume XIII of Trowel. We are delighted to feature in this 

edition eleven articles from postgraduate scholars from a wide ranging 

interest area within archaeology. We would like to thank the authors for 

their valuable contributions. Trowel is delighted to include in this volume 

the proceedings from AYIA 2011 Conference. This volume also features 

book reviews with texts kindly donated from Four Courts Press and a 

wonderful reflection from the eminent urban archaeologist Rebecca Yamin. 

We would like to thank everybody who helped with and contributed to 

Trowel, your hard work and dedication is very much appreciated. 

We would also like to extend our gratitude to the UCD School of 

Archaeology for its continued support throughout Trowels lifetimes. A 

special thank you also needs to be extended to the OPW and Fionnuala 

Parnell for their generous donation. We also wish to thank the IAI and Four 

Courts Press.  

There are many, many people who have helped this edition of Trowel and 

many other previous editions over the years. We would like to extend our 

warmest thanks to everybody, however big or small the help, who made and 

continues to make the publication of Trowel a possibility. 

 

Karen, Laura, Niamh, Susan & Gary 

March 2012.  
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AYIA  

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Editors Note 

We would like to thank everyone who spoke at AYIA 2011, especially the 

courageous ones for whom this was their first conference paper. 

Unfortunately not all papers could be included in this volume but we hope 

to see these absent presenters‟ work in the future, under either Trowel or 

AYIA headings. The conference was made successful by the capability of 

our speakers and the wonderful variety their papers brought to the audience 

as can be seen in the following pages.  

To our sponsors, Brian Lacey and LGS Landscape and Geophysical 

Services, thank you for your much appreciated financial contribution. We 

would also like to thank Dr. Brian Jackson and the staff at the Clinton 

Auditorium for providing us with a wonderful venue. Thanks to Dr. Conor 

Brady, Dr. Stephen Harrison and Ms. Fionnuala Parnell for their 

contribution in making the conference a success. We would also like to 

thank Conor McDermott in particular for advice and assistance in sorting 

out the numerous details which organizing a conference entails.  

 

AYIA 2011. 
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Blackthorn’s Secrets: An Archaeological Investigation of 

Dranagh Mountain, Co. Carlow 

Séamus O Mhurchú 

 

Abstract 

Locked in the Irish upland zones are relict landscapes often 

untouched by modern agricultural and industrial practices. 

Economic, social and religious activities in the past have left their 

mark on these regions. Today, these inform us of people‟s use of 

space, social structure, religious beliefs and even their daily lives 

at various times in the past. This article is a summary of the results 

found during the completion of a thesis submitted in August 2011 

which took Dranagh Mountain, a west facing spur on the southern 

spine of the Blackstairs Mountains in County Carlow, as a case 

study. A period of intense burning on the mountain in the summer 

of 2010 offered a window of opportunity in the summer of 2011 in 

which to identify, record, map and interpret the archaeological 

features on this mountain before dense vegetation took hold again. 

The archaeological evidence in the surrounding landscape was 

also examined to provide a context for the features on the 

mountain. Standing stones, hut sites, field walls and cairns 

overlook a breathtaking landscape which includes the Blackstairs 

ridgeline, Brandon Hill and the River Barrow, Ireland‟s second 

longest river. Archaeology was also combined with folklore and 

oral accounts from the area to build up a picture of how the 

mountain was viewed and used in the past. 

Introduction 

Archaeological knowledge of Ireland‟s uplands falls drastically short in 

comparison to the knowledge of similar areas in Britain. The last number of 
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years has seen an increased appreciation of the value of Ireland‟s upland 

areas in respect of archaeological investigation and thus an upsurge in the 

number of ongoing and recently completed investigations into these 

landscapes  (O‟Brien 2009, 2). Ireland‟s uplands are predominantly 

characterised by deep peat, dense forestry and thick heather often resulting 

in poor archaeological visibility. These soil covers have also lead to the 

uplands being agriculturally marginalised in the last century or two and thus 

the remains of past human intervention are often mouth-wateringly 

preserved. Field-walking and aerial photography can be used to identify 

many of these sites. More features can also become exposed for the first 

time in hundreds or thousands of years after periods of burning. In the 

summer of 2010 a fire swept across a mountain which had become 

completely overgrown in heather, fir bushes and blackthorn. So intense was 

this fire that it burned for weeks, stripping the vegetation and peeling back 

the peat cover in many areas, exposing the bare bedrock underneath in 

addition to a multitude of previously unrecorded archaeological sites. As 

part of an MA thesis, these sites were identified and recorded in the summer 

of 2011 causing the number of known sites on this unassuming mountain to 

soar.  

Site Location  

Dranagh Mountain is located on the south-western slopes of the Blackstairs 

Mountains in the townlands of Dranagh („abounding with Blackthorns‟) and 

Ballycrinnigan („O‟Cronigan‟s Townland‟) (Conry 2005, 41) which form 

part of the Barony of St. Mullins Lower (Fig. 1). The mountain is a westerly 

facing, terraced spur on the southern spine of the Blackstairs Mountains, 

between 200m OD and 350m OD. The mountain is surrounded by Brandon 

Hill and its associated ridgeline which forms the opposite side of the 

Barrow Valley 7km to the West, the rolling lowlands of Co. Carlow to the 

North, the ridgeline of Carrigvahanagh to the South and White Mountain to 

the East. At the summit of the Dranagh/Ballycrinnigan ridgeline, is the 

Carlow/Wexford border. To the Northeast are Ballycrinnigan Rock and the 

Blackstairs Mountains ridgeline. The River Nore joins the river Barrow to 

the southwest of the site; however this confluence is blocked from view by 

Carrigvahanagh. Tory Hill in County Kilkenny stands as a prominent 
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landmark to the west where it rises out over the relatively flat landscape of 

Counties Kilkenny and Tipperary. On a clear day the Saltee Islands can be 

seen to the south from the summit of Dranagh while the Castlecomer 

Plateau is visible to the northwest and the Galtee Mountains can be seen to 

the west. The Aughananagh River begins in Bantry Commons in Wexford 

and flows in a southwesterly direction forming the townland boundary 

between Dranagh and Ballynalour (town of the lepers) (Conry 2005, 41) 

where it meets the Pollymounty River in Ballynalour and drains into the 

River Barrow in the townland of Ballyknockcrumpin. 

 

Fig. 1: Site Location.  

The dominant geology of Dranagh Mountain is granite. The bedrock is 

currently visible in most places on the mountain‟s surface with a thin layer 

of peat throughout. The northern slopes of Dranagh Mountain are covered 

in glacial deposits rendering most of this side of the mountain unsuitable for 

occupation or farming. The rocky and leached nature of the Blackstairs soils 

means that they are only suitable for sheep grazing (Conry 2006, 66). The 
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Blackstairs Mountains - including Dranagh Mountain - were once covered 

in peat. Oral tales account for the removal of this peat through burning and 

turf cutting. This has left the granite bedrock exposed on the surface in 

many places. Upland peat began to form in Ireland before 2500BC and 

climatic deterioration combined with human agricultural activity 

accelerated this process during the Early Bronze Age. This peat growth and 

soil degradation allowed for the preservation of many prehistoric sites in the 

uplands (Cooney and Grogan 1999, 99). Peat cover along with low-intensity 

farming in later periods, namely sheep and cattle grazing, has allowed for 

the excellent preservation of archaeological remains (Hogan 2009, 69).  

Previous Research 

Before the completion of this survey, little archaeological research had been 

carried out on this mountain. This was in part due to the dense vegetation 

which characterised the mountain for so many decades. The 6” and 25” 

maps do not assist in the identification of any features on this mountain. The 

maps show the mountain as bare and devoid of any man-made features 

except for the townland boundary between Dranagh and Ballycrinnigan 

which runs up the centre of the mountain.  The Archaeological Survey of 

Ireland visited the area in 1987 and noted a number of sites on the mountain 

including cairns, one hut structure, a possible standing stone, and a field 

wall boundary. However, none of these sites were located or identified by 

the Survey as the site was inaccessible at the time of their visit. The 

recorded sites were all reported through local knowledge. The number of 

reported sites increased over the years and the current SMR reports 16 sites 

on the mountain including nine cairns, a cairnfield, a possible structure, 

rock art and a possible standing stone in the townland of Dranagh and a 

field boundary in the townland of Ballycrinnigan (National Mounuments). 

Further downslope outside the survey area, archaeological sites included 

rock art, a ringfort, standing stones and a number of enclosures. On the 

mountain‟s southern slopes is a large Coillte conifer plantation. A number 

of field walls are visible within the forested area suggesting that there are 

further unrecorded sites in that area. A major firebreak splits the open 

commonage from this forest. At the time of its construction the Forest 

Manager noted the sites marked on the SMR and aimed deliberately to 



  11 
 

avoid them (Declan Doyle pers. comm.) thus protecting the recorded and 

unrecorded features. 

The Survey 

In March 2011 the site was visited with the then primary research interest, 

namely the pre-bog field walls which were marked on the mountain. It 

subsequently came to light through speaking with locals that the mountain 

had caught fire the previous summer and was now accessible for the first 

time in decades. While locating the field walls, three hut sites were noted. 

This did not match with the SMR which recorded only one structure. The 

primary objective of the project quickly changed to recording all of the 

features on the mountain. The previously reported sites were located and 

recorded. Further to this a multitude of new features were identified. Each 

feature was individually recorded and then mapped using a GPS survey. In 

total 70 new sites were identified (Fig. 2). 

 

Fig. 2: Known sites on Dranagh Mountain. 
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The Archaeology of Dranagh Mountain 

The archaeological sites on Dranagh Mountain include hut sites, standing 

stones, field walls, cairns and a number of more enigmatic features. Some 

of these appear to pre-date the onset of peat formation while others post-

date the onset of peat formation in the Blackstairs Mountains. Combined, 

they indicate a predominance of agricultural activity as well as potential 

ritual activity. Some features may be prehistoric while others are more 

recent. In the absence of excavation and scientific dating it is impossible to 

accurately date the features and build up a site chronology. 

Hut Sites 

A total of 15 hut sites (Fig. 3) or possible hut sites were recorded within the 

primary survey area. These occur in two small clusters as well as some 

scattered isolated examples. The first group is found on the north-eastern 

slopes in the townland of Ballycrinnigan where four huts occur on the lower 

slopes including one unusual example discussed below while a further two 

occur higher up on the mountain. The second cluster of five huts may be 

associated with a field wall and occur near the summit of the mountain. The 

remaining six are scattered across the mountain. All of the aforementioned 

hut sites are circular or sub-rectangular in form. The entrances face in a 

variety of directions with no prevailing orientation. The huts are in various 

states of preservation. Some have clear high walls up to a height of 1metre 

while others occur as low circular rings of stone protruding from the peat. 

Those with high walls are constructed vertically using a drystone walling 

technique. Some of the huts may in fact be natural features. These are 

features where only a ring of scattered stones now exists. The sites also vary 

in size from large huts with internal diameters of up to 6metres to smaller 

examples with internal diameters of a mere 2metres. With the exception of 

two examples, all of the hut sites are to be found near a wall system and 

thus may be associated with transhumance. One exception to the above sites 

occurs in the form of a rectangular building (Fig. 4) with a circular annex on 

its south side on the north side of the mountain, in the same complex as the 

first cluster of huts mentioned. According to firsthand accounts, sheep were 

grazed on the mountain up until recent times. Despite this, there is no local 

tradition or oral tales of people living in the mountains with the flocks. 
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Cattle were never kept on the mountain (Peter Kealy and Michael Byrne, 

pers. comm.). Although based on memory, it would be tempting to 

speculate from these accounts that the huts predate the nineteenth century at 

least.  

 

Fig. 3: Example of a hut site. 

 

 

Fig. 4: Rectangular hut.  
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Standing Stones 

Three standing stones occur on the open mountain while a fourth is located 

in the townland of Dranagh. Of the three on the open mountain, two were 

discovered through this project. All three are aligned on mountain tops on 

the far side of the River Barrow but vary in size and orientation. The 

smallest example is aligned on the cairn which is visible on the summit of 

an unnamed mountain on the ridgeline to the South of Brandon Hill in the 

townland of Brandonhill, County Kilkenny. The previously recorded 

standing stone (Fig. 5) is aligned on the top of Brandonhill. The final 

example (Fig. 6) lies much further upslope and is also aligned with 

Brandonhill.  

 

Fig. 5: Standing stone.  
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Fig. 6: Double standing stone. 

This is an unusual example as it consists of two stones resting against one 

another. They stand in an area of large granite boulders and are the only 

upright stones in this area. Given their size, it is assumed that their 

positioning is related to human activity.The previously recorded standing 

stone was maintained in place by locals according to local man Michael 

Byrne, as it provided “a great scratching post for sheep in the years before 

the dip was good” (Michael Byrne pers. Comm.). The origins of this stone 

predate all local knowledge. Again it would be interesting to speculate from 

this that the standing stone is medieval or prehistoric in date. The alignment 

of these stones on Brandon Hill may indicate a routeway through the 

mountain. The mountain is often covered in mist and these standing stones 

may have provided safe passage for travellers across the mountain. 

Cairns 

The Dranagh Mountain cairns are predominantly grouped in cairnfields 

with a few isolated examples. They vary greatly in height and diameter with 

the largest of all the examples (Fig. 7) occurring on the largest terrace 

before the final ascent to the summit of Dranagh. This is sited on more or 

less the same terrace as another large example which is outside the survey 

area just over the modern county boundary line with Wexford in the 
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townland of Bantry Commons. It is interesting to note that Brandonhill and 

Tory Hill are visible from all of the cairns on the mountain.  

The cairnfields also vary in size. The first occurs on the first terrace of the 

mountain after it has been ascended from the lowlands of Dranagh and 

Ballycrinnigan. This is a large cairnfield made up of seventeen cairns which 

is split into two groups. The first group contains five cairns while the 

second group contains twelve cairns. There is one visible alignment, 

running north-south, in the latter group within this cairnfield. The second 

cairnfield occurs on the last terrace of the mountain before the final ascent 

to the top of the mountain. Here there are seven cairns grouped in threes 

with one outlying example. There does not appear to be any attempt here at 

an alignment or routeway. Of the cairns which do not occur in a cairnfield, 

only three are completely isolated from other cairns. These cairns do not 

appear to be clearance cairns as the mountain is still extremely stony despite 

the clearance. The cairnfields have striking parallels to the cairnfield at 

Piperstown, Co. Dublin (Rice 2006, 47).  

 

Fig. 7: Cairn.  

Of the cairns which do not occur in a cairn field, one cairn occurs on a field 

wall. This is located at the intersection of two walls within a field wall 



  17 
 

system. What is extremely interesting is that the joining of the two walls is 

not visible. The main artery of the field wall system runs up the mountain; 

however the wall which meets it at a right angle disappears into the peat 

before it reaches the main artery. This is aligned on the cairn on the field 

wall. This is relatively easy to trace through probing. Part of the abutting 

wall has either been removed or eroded sometime in the past. This may 

have implications for the understanding of cairns which appear to occur 

randomly or piled up against field walls in other upland areas such as 

Piperstown. Here no abutting walls were visible off the field wall on which 

cairns were built up (Rice 2006, 14). Abutting walls may originally have 

occurred at these cairns but have since been removed. 

Field Walls 

There are three field wall systems on Dranagh Mountain within the primary 

survey area which vary in length and complexity. Even within the field wall 

systems there is variation in the preservation of the walls at different points. 

Two of these field systems run along the townland boundary between 

Dranagh and Ballycrinnigan (Peter Kealy & Michael Byrne pers. comm.). 

They appear as a line of granite stones protruding from the peat. The two 

systems are not joined and are separated by a large gap which is covered 

with scattered stones. The alignment of these two field walls would suggest 

that they may have been conjoined in the past. These run across the 

contours, with the first beginning at the base of the mountain as part of a 

currently used lowland field system. This runs up the mountain where it 

stops abruptly near the upper terrace on which the large cairn occurs. The 

second section begins at the base of the final ascent towards the top of the 

mountain and runs across the contours to the summit of the mountain where 

it runs into dense forestry. 

The upper section (Fig. 8) appears to be pre-bog and it has a number of 

annexes which do not appear to form regular field boundaries. The lower 

section also appears to be pre-bog for most of its course. This also has a 

number of offshoots which again do not form complete fields. Due to the 

stony nature of the mountain‟s surface and the thin nature of the soil due to 

burning, it is difficult to probe or trace for evidence of any field systems. 

Near the terminal end of the lower field wall section, the wall rises suddenly 
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and sharply (Fig. 9) to the same height as the currently used lowland field 

system which it joins. This includes two annexes of the same height. It 

would appear that possible 19
th

 Century land enclosure and improvement 

began to use an already existing and earlier line but later gave up.  

 

Fig. 8: Upper field wall section.  

The final field wall system consists of a short snaking bank of earth and 

stone running north-west to south-east on the lower slopes of the mountain 

in the townland of Ballycrinnigan, in the same complex of sites as a number 

of huts and stone rings. There are no side walls off this wall and it starts and 

stops abruptly. This wall could be interpreted as a mound wall. 
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Fig. 9: 19
th

 Century reconstruction. 

 

Unclassified Monuments 

A variety of features make up the list of unclassified monuments on 

Dranagh Mountain. Some of these are similar to one another while others 

have no other parallels on the mountain. The features are scattered across 

the mountain with some next to other features while others stand alone. 

These include: a narrow rectangular footing built into a field wall; three 

stone rings 1m in maximum diameter, each of which were tightly 

constructed and have no gaps or entrances; three cases of stand-alone 

drystone walling with no surrounding features; and circular stone scatters 

which may be either collapsed cairns or huts.  

Conclusion 

The purpose of this paper was to introduce the reader to the results of an 

intense two month survey conducted on a mountain in County Carlow. The 

results indicate the need to conduct further archaeological research into 

Ireland‟s uplands. The sharp rise in the number of known archaeological 

features illustrated in Fig. 3 is testament to this. The nature of the features, 

huts, cairns, standing stones and field walls indicate a mix between 

domestic and ritual activity on the mountain, either at one time or at 

different occasions in the past. This paper highlights the fact that mountains 
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and upland areas were not the liminal places we see today, but that they 

were an important part of everyday and seasonal life. It is hoped that the 

readers of this article see the Irish uplands in a new light based on this case 

study and recognise their merit and potential for further research. 

 

 

 



  21 
 

Bibliography 

Conry, M. J. 2006., Carlow Granite: Years of History Written in Stone. 

Carlow: Chapelstown Press Ltd.  

Cooney, G. and Grogan, E., 1999. Irish Prehistory: A Social Perspective. 

Bray: Wordwell. 

Hogan, N., 2009. The Ardgroom Landscape. In: W. O‟Brien. 2009. Local 

Worlds: Early Settlement Landscapes and Upland Farming in South-West 

Ireland. Cork: The Collins Press, 69-88. 

O‟Brien, W., 2009. Local Worlds Early Settlement Landscapes and Upland 

Farming in South-West Ireland. Cork: The Collins Press.  

Ó Murchú, S., 2011. Life and Death on Dranagh Mountain. An 

Archaeological Investigation of an Upland Landscape in County Carlow. 

MA. University College Dublin. 

Rice, K., 2006. The Prehistory of Piperstown A reassessment of an upland 

landscape. MA. University College Dublin. 



  22 
 

„Cill Cáscan and De Controversia Paschali’: 

Echoes of Early Medieval Ecclesiastical Controversy in the Irish  

Landscape 

Terry O’Hagan 

 

Abstract 

Due to the „technical limitations‟ of the traditional paper format, 

the present journal article is an abridged version focusing on 

several Cill Cáscan examples in Munster. An expanded electronic 

version, written in conjunction, is available at www.trowelucd.com. 

In presenting a parallel online version, I hope to demonstrate a 

greater ease and accessibility in utilising, referencing and 

hyperlinking multiple layers of online mapping and databases 

within traditional „bodies of text‟.      

Introduction 

During the seventh century AD, the Irish Church was involved in a long 

running ecclesiastical debate concerning Insular (Irish & British) and 

Roman (Continental European) liturgical practices. This manifested itself in 

the external performance of Christianity such as differing styles of 

ecclesiastical tonsure and a disagreement on the 'correct' way of calculating 

the annual date of Easter (Charles-Edwards 2000, 400; O'Crónín 1994, 150; 

Venclova 2002, 466-469; McCarthy 2003, 163-164). At stake was a 

conservative insular reluctance to implement changes to what they 

considered authentic ancient precedence. Early medieval sources that 

survive suggest that an underlying facet to the debate was a question of 

ecclesiastical identity and authority. Commonly known as 'The Easter 

Controversy', or 'The Paschal Question', it polarised elements of the Insular 

Irish Church (Edwards, 2000, 391; De Paor 1993, 151). Throughout the 

seventh century there seems to have been a gradual acceptance of the new 

methods and fashions as promoted by Rome. Southern Irish churches are 
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thought to have adopted the Roman method by the 640s AD, with Northern 

Irish Churches and Iona following by the start of 700s AD (Charles-

Edwards 2000, 391-496; O' Crónín 1995, 203). 

The controversy itself has long fascinated historians of early medieval 

Ireland. Archaeological attention to the controversy has, understandably to 

date, remained lacking; there being precious little physical evidence that can 

be securely dated to the historical event. Despite such problems, the 

controversy provides us with a relatively short chronological period, during 

which certain Insular Irish churches professed and celebrated Easter at 

alternative times and dates. Establishing potential locations for such 

churches would certainly provide an avenue for future research, as well as 

offering a rare opportunity of integrating and dating early Irish ecclesiastical 

sites within a defined historical context. This article will suggest that 

previously unrecognised onomastic evidence for the Easter controversy 

survives within the modern Irish landscape. It will argue that the original 

meaning of a particular Irish place-name, Kilcaskan (Cell Cáscan) has been 

overlooked by previous scholarship due to subsequent etymological 

corruption and that the distribution and multiple attestation of the 

placename, viewed in conjunction with surviving ecclesiastical archaeology 

within those locations, may in fact be linked with the controversy. In 

presenting the evidence, I also hope to demonstrate the extent and potential 

of digital resources which, in the last few years, have revolutionised 

archaeological desktop survey of the early medieval landscape.  

Kilcaskan Study Group 

The Irish placename Kilcaskan (Cell Cáscan) is attested several times in 

modern day Munster and Leinster with minor variations in spelling (See 

Fig.1 and Table 1 below). With the exception of one example, all have 

previously been translated and understood to mean, 'The Church of Cáscan'. 

To the best of the author‟s knowledge, no historical, religious or apocryphal 

trace of any such insular figure or saint‟s cult survives. Indeed, the personal 

name Cáscan is not attested in surviving medieval Irish literature. In light of 

this, it is perhaps appropriate to question the basis of the accepted meaning 

of the placename element 'Cáscan' and to offer an alternative that may help 

explain an early medieval derivation.   
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Caiscín – modern Irish etymology 

The Irish word Cáiscín is translated as meaning 'wholemeal or whole wheat 

bread, meal or grain' (Dineen 1904, 105). However, it is a relatively modern 

Irish word. The earliest documented dictionary inclusion of 'Caiscín' was 

that of the above in 1904. It does not appear in the RIA Dictionary of the 

Irish Language based mainly on Old and Middle Irish materials (eDIL). It 

makes no appearance as a placename element in Hogan‟s Onomasticon 

Goedelicum (OG). Furthermore, at no stage during the initial collection of 

placenames by the Ordnance Survey in the 1830's/1840's, did the modern 

meaning enter into discussion of the suspected etymology of the same; 

despite many of the Cell Cáscan placenames being the subject of 

uncertainty and confusion. Indeed, several of the relevant Ordnance Survey 

(OS) Namebooks note that „the meaning of the word is unclear within the 

locality‟ and that „it perhaps represents a personal name‟ (Archival Notes: 

Placenames Database of Ireland). It is therefore highly likely that the 

modern word has no connection to the placenames under discussion and 

that the original medieval meaning has been corrupted, obscured and 

anglicised over subsequent centuries. 

Etymology of early medieval Irish 'Easter' 

Many Irish words of an ecclesiastical nature are derived from Latin loan 

words which illustrate their original providence and introduction in an early 

medieval context (McManus 1983; Flanagan 1984). The modern Irish term 

for 'Easter', is Cáisc which is derived from the Old Irish Cásc, (g. Cásca) 

which itself was derived from Latin Pascha (g. pascae), meaning 'Easter,' 

'Passover,' or indeed 'Paschal' (eDIL).In terms of documented Old Irish 

usage, there are various examples in medieval sources, dating back to the 

seventh and eighth centuries (see eDIL entries: caiscc, chásg, cásga). 

Closely associated Irish terms for 'pascal lamb' (cáscda, cáscamail) also 

illustrate the conceptual and literal links between such words and their Latin 

etymological derivations (eDIL). 

 

 



  25 
 

Early Modern 'Easter' Placenames 

The Irish word Cáisc/Cásca, denoting „Easter‟ is well documented in 

anglicised form in many Irish townland names throughout the country. 

Some examples have recorded attestations as far back as the sixteenth 

century; however these, for the most part, should be generally viewed as 

placenames derived from or associated with post reformation religious 

activity during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; or alternatively, 

traditional Easter folk ceremonies of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

(many of which were noted by John O'Donovan in the Ordnance Survey 

Namebooks (Archival Notes: Individual townlands - Placenames Database 

of Ireland).  

Such Easter ceremonies may have been in existence for several centuries 

previously, particularly given the outdoor nature of Irish Catholicism during 

earlier penal times. These declining traditions and their influence on 

placenames were noted by Joyce in the late nineteenth century (1922, 467-

468); and accounts of various outdoor Easter customs are also known from 

the same period (Mooney 1889, 388-389; Ó Duḃda 1941, 126). Such 

customs suggest the tail end of a secularised folk tradition associated with 

Eastertime festivals, but not ultimately centred on the specific religious 

celebration of the day. What is most pertinent to the discussion at hand is 

the preservation of past traditions and activities associated with Easter 

within early modern Irish placenames. Of particular interest, is the 

widespread distribution and variation of examples which preserve an 

anglicised 'cask/caska/cosker' element in their modern placenames, 

illustrating a partial etymological corruption that has occurred over 

relatively recent centuries (e.g. Cornacask (Easterfield) Co. Galway; 

Drumcask (Easter ridge) Co. Cavan; Knocknacaska (Hill of Easter) Co. 

Kerry.) 

Cill Cáscan or Cill Cásca? 'The Pachal/Easter Church' 

In the case of the Cill Cáscan placenames, it seems plausible to suggest that 

we are perhaps dealing with an etymological corruption of the original 

medieval meaning (Cásca, „Easter‟) alongside the retention of similar 

linguistic sound patterns which have survived early modern anglicisation. 
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Given the similarities in spelling and pronunciation; (e.g. cásca /ˈk as.kʰa/ 

and cáscan /ˈk as.kʰan/) it is easy to imagine how such a shift may have 

occurred. It is important to differentiate between those early modern 

anglicised placenames that preserve 'Easter' elements and those which are 

associated with the early medieval Irish word cill (one of the most common 

Irish placename elements) based on latin Cella, meaning 'church'. The 

dating of such cill names is generally assigned to the early medieval period; 

before the advent of later alternative Irish words for „church‟, such as 

'teampall', 'eaglais' or „séipéal‟.  

Many of the Kilcaskan/Cell Cáscan placenames have documented historical 

attestations of the name from at least the late medieval period, i.e. several 

centuries before the Irish Reformation. This provides us with a rough but 

convenient chronological terminus ante quem for those particular 

placenames. Any Easter association involved in their naming is that of a 

medieval conceptual understanding or enshrining of the name; and not those 

of penal times and later, which may have involved the occasional re-use of 

old, ruined ecclesiastical sites out of necessity or political concerns. Their 

naming in a medieval context therefore, represents not only a direct linking 

of the concepts of 'church' and 'Easter' at a time when there was no apparent 

danger or obstacle to public celebration; but also an overt religious aspect to 

the same which involved the ecclesiastical celebration of Easter within, or 

around, a specific church site. As Easter was, and is, the primary liturgical 

festival of the Christian calendar (celebrated in all medieval churches) it 

would appear somewhat strange to emphasize, link and name individual 

church sites with an enshrined social memory of such a central tenant of 

faith. However, if the naming of such sites dates from the seventh century 

AD, to the period in question surrounding the Easter controversy; then such 

paradoxical aspects are easily understood. Such sites may have acquired 

their placename identifications at a time when alternate dates of Easter, and 

therefore the requisite church celebrations, were a contemporary reality or 

recent memory.  

The concept of an early medieval church being so designated as an 'Easter‟ 

or „Paschal Church' (Cell Cásca) does not insinuate any one particular 

fashion; such churches could have been following either Roman or Insular 
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Irish Easter traditions. It was perhaps their very difference to whatever was 

considered orthodox which marked them out for such identification and 

commemoration. In order to explore such a theory, a brief desktop survey of 

four Cill Cáscan placename locations is offered below (all ten examples are 

discussed in the expanded online version of this article); focusing on traces 

of early ecclesiastical archaeology, as well as historical, traditional or 

etymological traces of memory, commemoration or association with 

'Easter'. By placing historical and etymological considerations within an 

archaeological landscape framework; it is hoped that an early medieval 

ecclesiastical origin and derivation for Cill Cáscan placenames will not only 

become apparent; but also that such names may in fact reflect residual folk 

memories of ecclesiastical sites which were contemporary with the 

ecclesiastical controversy.    
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Fig.1: Distribution Map of Irish Placenames with 'Cell' and 'Casca' 

etymological elements.   



 

 

 

Table 1: List of Modern Placenames with 'Cell' and 'Casca' associations: With multiple examples of the same name within close proximity to each 

other, I have given each example a designation, i.e. K (Number). I trust this will provide easier identification and clarification.

Label Placename County Geo Unit Barony Civil Parish 

K1 Kilcaskin  Limerick Townland Smallcounty Fedamore 

K2 Kilcaskan  Kerry Civil Parish Glanarought Kilcaskan 

K3 Kilcaskin Cork Civil Parish  - Kilcaskan 

K4 Kilcaskan Cork Townland Adrigole Bear 

K5 Kilcaskan Cork Townland Carbary East Balleymoney 

K6 Kilcaskan (North & South) Cork Townland Duhallow Clonmeen 

K7 Kilnacask (Lower & Upper) Tipperary Townland Clanwilliam Relickmurry 

K8 Kilkeaskin Kildare Townland Carbury Kilpatrick 

K9 Kilocasken (Now defunct) Meath - - Laracor 

K10 Kilcoskan Dublin Townland Nethercross Kilsallaghan 
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(K2) Kilcaskan, Co. Kerry 

The parish name can be traced back to 1655 and an inclusion on the Down 

Survey Boundary Maps, however, it is clear from the OS notes that the 

present Kerry portion of the parish is a result of later county subdivisions of 

the larger adjacent parish of the same name in Co. Cork. (Parish archival 

notes: Placenames Database). Of particular interest is the inclusion of the 

site of Temple Feaghna (Garranes townland) within this smaller parish 

division. The thirteenth century Taxation Roll of Pope Nicholas lists two 

church sites together, an Ecca de Kylkascan and Drumfegna; a later 

fourteenth century taxation roll lists a Drumwethia and Kilgaskan also 

apparently in conjunction, while the Bishop Dive Downes MSS. (Brady 

1864) written in 1700 AD cites ecclesiastical lands at Bonane or 

Dromfaughnagh (Webster 1932, 266-267; 286). O'Donovan recorded an 

anglicised 'Droumfeaghnne, o gneeves' (Droim Feaghna of the Saints) and a 

'Drom (nó Cill) Fhiachna' ('Drum', or 'Church of Fiachna') in the Garranes 

townland name book during the first Ordnance survey.   

This early medieval ecclesiastical site (SMR: KE102-038001) contains 

church remains, a graveyard, a holy well and two bullaun stones; centred in 

and around a curvilinear ecclesiastical enclosure, partly enshrined by the 

modern road which has remained unchanged since it was recorded on the 

first edition 6 inch OS map. Multiple bullaun depressions in a boulder at the 

site are considered one of the best examples of their type and have long 

documented pilgrim traditions associated with them (Bigger 1898, 320-321; 

Price 1959, 167). Most significant is the antiquarian recording of the 

traditional date of the local pattern or visitation at Tempal Feaghna as 

having been on Good Friday, Saturday and Easter Sunday (Bigger 1898, 

321); a date which is at odds with the Irish martyrologies designated feast 

day for the saint on August 14th (Webster 1932, 258). Tempall Feaghna, or 

Drum Feaghna therefore exhibits several archaeological indications of 

having originally been an early medieval foundation. The linking of 

Tempall Feaghna, (just over the county border, within the parish of 

Kilcaskan, Co. Kerry) and the nearby church site & townland of Kilcaskan, 

in Co. Cork (see below) during the late medieval period is particularly 
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significant especially given its traditional local pattern centred firmly on the 

days of Easter celebrations. 

(K4) Kilcaskan, Co. Cork 

The name comes from the church site of Kilcaskan (SMR: CO103-003002) 

within the townland of the same name. Like Tempall Feaghna, it exhibits 

many archaeological indications of an early medieval foundation such as 

medieval church remains, a graveyard, a holy well, a bullaun stone and a 

curvilinear ecclesiastical enclosure partially enshrined in the modern road 

adjacent. A particularly interesting early feature is the presence of an ogam 

stone (SMR: CO103-003003) beside the church. Ogam stones are 

increasingly seen as early (400-700AD) examples of potential indicators of 

Christian identity due to a strong affinity with Romano-British Latin 

inscriptions, their occasional inscribed crosses and their frequent association 

with early medieval church sites and graveyards (McManus 1991, 27-31, 

40-41; 54-55; Swift 1997, 126-128).  

According to a placename study of the area, there were examples of a 

particular family name, Cáisci, to be found in the parish around the turn of 

the nineteenth/twentieth century (Mac Cárthaigh 1980, 241). Known locally 

as „N. na Cáscann‟ and „N. na Cásca‟, they are alleged to have subsequently 

adopted an English surname; but the name was thought to have had some 

traditional connection to the Kilcaskan placename source. The local 

rendering of the name above is intriguing and provides us with a tangible, 

albeit late, etymological example of a connection between Cásca (Easter) 

and a Cáscann „name‟ with an elongated „n‟ ending. Mac Cárthaigh sought 

to explain the name and its Easter associations within the context of known 

late medieval references to royal „Easter Houses‟ in the annals. Such 

references describe temporary dwellings (probably tents) erected by secular 

elites in order to host feasts (Byrne, 2001, 57); and although erroneous in 

this case, demonstrates the author‟s recognition of a residual connection 

between folk memory, local tradition and some form of an Easter concept, 

however corrupted it may have been.        
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(K6) Kilcaskan (North & South), Co. Cork  

The townland name, here treated as one unit, is attested throughout the 

sixteenth to nineteenth centuries. The earliest example, in 1585, is 

interestingly rendered as 'Kilcaska', which possibly represents an original 

'Cill Cásca' etymology, before subsequent corruption (Archival records: 

Placename Database). The modern placename meaning was stated as 

representing the Irish word Ceasda ('crucified') by a local antiquarian 

around 1900 AD (Grove White 1905, vol. 2, 259). The modern Irish word 

for crucified is Céasta, from Old Irish Césad which has documented usages 

denoting „suffering‟ and „torture‟ associated with the Easter passion and 

crucifixion (eDIL). The similarity of the word with old Irish cáscda 

('Paschal') is also particularly interesting and likely represents an enshrined 

memory and association with Easter, despite its subsequent corruption. The 

site of a curvilinear enclosure within Kilcaskan South, depicted on the first 

edition 6 inch OS map only, shows no surface traces today and has long 

been destroyed. However, antiquarian description suggests that it was a 

church site. The original OS survey recorded 'an old Danish fort, in which 

persons were formerly buried but not since about 1778 except unbaptized 

children' (Grove White 1905, vol. 2, 224). The rath itself was known locally 

as 'Kill' (cill, „church‟) and the site, marked by mounds, remained 

unploughed by locals at the start of the twentieth century (Grove White 

1905, 260).  

(K7) Kilnacask (Lower & Upper), Co. Tipperary 

There are no historical references to a church site in the townland and no 

obvious archaeological indications for same. Several potential early 

medieval church remains with sub-circular graveyards are situated in 

adjacent townlands. By far the most interesting example is that of Toureen 

Peakaun, lying approximately 2km south of the townland. The location is a 

renowned early medieval church site with considerable archaeological 

remains which include the earliest dated insular High Cross (seventh 

century) and the largest insular collections of seventh and eighth century 

inscribed slabs (Ó Carragáin, Insular Monasticism). The site name 'Peakaun' 

is an anglicised rendering of Becóc/Beccán, identified as the founding saint 

associated with the site, also known as Cluain Aird Mo-Becóc. This 
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historical figure is attested in seventh century sources as the author of 

several poems; but in particular, he has been plausibly identified as the 

same Beccán solitaries who was 'one of the select group to whom Cummian 

addressed his famous letter advocating adherence to the Roman Easter' (Ó 

Carragáin, Insular Monasticism; see also: Ó Cróinín 1982, 405; 1995, 203; 

T. Charles-Edwards 2000, 285-6; G. Charles-Edwards 2002, 115; Walsh &  

Ó Cróinín 1988, 7-9,15; De Paor 1993, 151; Kelly 1975,74). The presence 

of a 'Kilnacask' placename so near that of a seventh century ecclesiastical 

site associated with a documented person involved in the seventh century 

Easter controversy is a compelling example and provides a most intriguing 

connection between the modern placename and the early medieval 

ecclesiastical controversy.  

Conclusion 

The range of Cell Cáscan examples exhibit differing levels of 

archaeological, etymological and historical ecclesiastical preservation; 

however, the majority contain enshrined social memories of past 

ecclesiastical activity, alongside those containing documented placename 

attestations from the late medieval onwards. Where traces of later medieval 

archaeological remains survive there are indications of earlier medieval 

monastic activities, features or enclosures. Religious traditions, pilgrimage 

and placename lore recorded during the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries include several etymological or chronological associations with 

Easter. The presence of a Cell Cáscan placename adjacent to a site 

containing seventh century ecclesiastical archaeology and long associated 

with one of the leading historical figures of the controversy itself is 

particularly noteworthy. But it is perhaps the overall southern distribution of 

the examples which is most interesting when viewed against the backdrop 

of the historical seventh century acceptance of the new Roman practices by 

the southern Irish churches.  

Taken altogether, the available evidence certainly suggests an early 

medieval ecclesiastical origin for such placenames. Given the nature of 

etymological corruption and anglicisation of early modern Easter placename 

elements, it seems entirely plausible that such medieval examples have 

undergone similar linguistic processes. If so, then a reinterpretation of the 
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Cell Cáscan placename as originally representing Cell Cásca, or „The 

Easter/Paschal Church‟ is not only compatible with the surviving 

archaeology; but also helps to explain the subsequent confusion surrounding 

its original meaning. Framed in an archaeological and ecclesiastical 

landscape setting, the examples may well reflect residual traces of a 

contemporary insular engagement with the Controversia Paschali. At the 

very least, they provide tantalising prospects of potential seventh century 

foundations; the locations of which may well provide suitable and 

rewarding targets for future archaeological research.     
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Abstract 

This paper explores the metaphorical meaning of iron and the 

possible role of the smith in the funerary rite in early medieval 

Ireland. Based on the evidence from three case study sites in 

County Meath, a study of the depositional practices involved 

indicate that the presence of slag/iron objects in pits, ditches and 

grave-fills is not accidental. The depositional practices on these 

sites coupled with the evidence of the presence of the smith can tell 

a new narrative. The smith may have had a pivotal role in the 

funerary rite. Drawing on analogies from literary sources and 

ethnographic studies, concepts of transformation will be explored. 

A deeper understanding of the metaphorical meaning of iron in the 

past can considerably benefit future interpretations of the 

archaeological material. A key objective in presenting this paper is 

to persuade archaeologists to consider iron slag an artefact. 

Introduction 

This article explores the concept that the smith may have had a magico-

religious role in the funerary rite in Ireland in the first few centuries of the 

early medieval period. The archaeological evidence, fragmented as it is, 

indicates the presence of the smith at burial grounds, particularly those with 

an enclosing element such as a ditch. It is the evidence of slag in particular 

contexts that is the key to interpreting the role of the smith. Due to the 

nature of the evidence it is necessary to develop a theoretical framework 

based on ethnographic analogies and literary sources. Fundamentally, to 

appreciate the archaeological evidence, one must be open to the concept that 
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ironworking slag - the residue from smelting or smithing - had a 

metaphorical meaning in the past. That meaning may be related to the 

concept of transformation (in the sense of birth/rebirth or regeneration); or 

to the concept that iron slag had apotropaic qualities, i.e. protective qualities 

to ward off evil/danger. International scholars have explored these concepts 

in relation to ironworking (e.g. Giles 2007, Hingley 1997). However, in 

Ireland most archaeologists adopt a basic functionalist interpretation to the 

deposition of slag, considering it just 'waste' dumped in pits, ditches or 

grave fills. This article attempts a new narrative for the archaeological 

evidence. 

Development-led archaeological projects in the last fifteen years have 

uncovered a large number of enclosed burial cemeteries that had previously 

not been identified in the landscape. These enclosed burial grounds are large 

in size (60-80m), surrounded by a least one enclosure ditch and associated 

with water; be it marshland, river or lake. Currently these sites are referred 

to as 'settlement cemeteries' due to the nature of the activities identified 

within and outside of the burial enclosure. The dating indicates a 

commencement during the fourth century AD, with most continuing in use 

until the eighth/ninth century AD. The burials are in discrete areas within 

the enclosure and consist mainly of extended inhumations, heads to the 

west. But these are not the quiet, reverent burial grounds that we are used to 

today. A lot of activity was going on including grain drying, animal 

processing, and above all ironworking. To date, research has identified 

thirty three of these sites with ironworking evidence (Williams 2010b, 13) 

which indicate that the smith(s) were working in close association with the 

burials. The evidence varied as to the location of furnaces or smithing 

hearths; some were located within the enclosure, in the enclosing ditch 

itself, or just outside the enclosure.   

This article will examine three sites as case studies to review the 

archaeological evidence of ironworking. All are in county Meath, as this is 

the county with the most detailed excavation reports, namely Johnstown 1, 

Castlefarm and Collierstown. 
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Case Study One: Johnstown 1, Co. Meath 

This case study is confined to the archaeological evidence dating from the 

fifth to the tenth century AD that was uncovered at this site. Five smelting 

furnaces were located on this site during this period; some in the ditches and 

within the enclosure but not intrusive on the burial area itself (Fig.1). It is 

important to note that the fills of the Phase II inner enclosure contained slag 

in all grids (Clarke 2004, 10) including areas that were not associated with 

the ironworking areas. A number of pits were also revealed, located within 

the central area and within the surrounding ditch. These pits contained slag 

and animal bone. Oval pit F30, west of the burial mound, contained 31 

fragments of slag (6.15kg) with animal bone (Clarke 2004, 119 & Fig. 1). 

Pit F30 was not near an ironworking area, therefore suggesting deliberate 

deposition. Pit F333 (Fig. 1), dug into the Phase I inner enclosure ditch 

contained animal bone and 25 fragments of slag (ibid. 121). As the ditch 

already contained slag and animal bone, there was therefore a particular 

motive in digging this pit. Pit F858, co-joined to a bowl furnace (ibid. 287 

& Fig. 1) contained 2.5kg slag and an iron knife blade. This furnace and pit 

were within a metre of the ditch, which as stated, contained slag and iron 

knives, again raising the possibility of deliberate deposition in a pit.  

The above pits are classified by the archaeologists as „refuse pits‟ (Clarke 

2004, 118). Two questions need to be asked: if slag is perceived as 

„dumped‟ in ditches - which is the interpretation made by the excavators - 

then why dig a pit especially for slag and animal bone, or for that matter 

why dig a pit within the ditch itself? Secondly, the quantity of slag can be 

large, and it was noted that there were „high percentages of iron in the waste 

product‟ (Photos-Jones 2003, 193); slag has the potential for recycling 

(Carlin et al. 2008, 109), so why deposit it in a pit? Conversely, pit F178, in 

the centre of the enclosure near burial 84, contained only two fragments of 

slag (0.05kg) (ibid. 120). Potential answers to these questions will be 

addressed below. But it is worth noting that „slag may have had a particular 

relevance as a powerful material in various ritual practices‟ (Hingley 1997, 

15). 
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Fig. 1: Plan of Johnstown 1, Co. Meath featuring ironworking areas and pits 

with slag (Adapted from Illus. 4.2 Clarke and Carlin 2008, 57). 

 

Deposition of slag at Johnstown 1 is even more interesting when viewed 

within the context of the burials. The cemetery contained 398 burials in 

total, but the number dating categorically to the pre-10th century is not 

confirmed. Nineteen of the burials had slag in the grave fill (Fig. 2). Six of 

these burials are within a mound which contained the earliest burials; two 

with slag were dated to the fourth - seventh century AD (Clarke 2004, 51). 

Only three of the six can be identified; all three are an older age group (two 

males and one female). Those burials outside the mound with slag are 

predominantly very young children, seven in total. For example, burial 274 

is a child under the age of three; the grave fill contained 3kg of slag in 
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addition to animal bone, yet the surrounding burials did not contain slag 

(Williams 2010b, 20). The quantity of slag in this grave was quite high; 

most graves with slag contained just a small piece, about 5g. The remaining 

burials with slag are older females, 36-45 years old; two could not be 

definitely sexed.  

 

 

Fig. 2: Johnstown 1, Co. Meath, spatial distribution of burials with slag 

(identified by number e.g. B001, B002). (Adapted from Illus. 4.4a Clarke 

and Carlin 2008, 61). 
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Case Study Two: Castlefarm, Co. Meath 

Castlefarm is very different to Johnstown 1 in that whereas the latter is 

mainly associated with smelting, the former is associated with smithing. 

Also, all twelve burials excavated at this site were located outside the inner 

enclosure (seven) and in the inner and outer enclosure ditches (five) 

(O'Connell and Clarke 2009, 22). Six smithing hearths were discovered: two 

within the inner enclosure; three between the inner and outer enclosures; 

and one within a figure of eight cereal drying kiln in the southern outer 

ditch (Fig. 3). The inner enclosure ditch at Castlefarm had slag throughout 

at primary fill level and subsequent re-cut levels; smithing hearths are 

nearby but large sections of the ditch are not near a smithing hearth (ibid.). 

Similar to Johnstown 1 the inner enclosure ditch was being demarcated with 

slag; suggestions of bounding the inner enclosure come to mind. 

Four pits (F302, F306, F467 and F411) within the inner enclosure ditch - all 

in the northern section and spatially diverse (Fig. 3) - contained slag/iron, 

unknown cremated bone and animal bone (O'Connell and Clark 2009, 25, 

35, 64). F411 contained cremated pig bone (ASUD 2009, 72) and F302 

contained domestic fowl (Hamilton-Dyer 2009, 4). Two further pits (F705 

and F590) between the enclosure ditches in the northern section contained 

slag, cremated bone, animal bone and one nail (O'Connell and Clarke 2009, 

61, 68). Pit F302 mentioned above also contained the well preserved bones 

of a female from the waist down (Foster 2009, 15). She is the only burial 

with slag (six pieces) (Wallace 2009, 21). In addition, the pit contained 

worked antler bone, similar to that found in a burial at Knowth (Riddler and 

Trzaski-Nartowski 2009, appendix 13, 9) and iron objects including an iron 

knife and one iron nail. This burial is not included in the main excavators‟ 

report; probably because the detail is in the faunal report (Foster 2009, 15).  

This burial pit was adjacent to the smithing hearth F304. This burial is very 

intriguing; if the surviving bones are in good condition and relatively 

complete (Foster 2009, 15), then the upper torso must have been removed 

either before or after burial. 
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Fig. 3: Castlefarm, Co. Meath highlighting slag in pits, inner enclosure  

ditch and in smithing hearths. (Adapted from Fig. 63, O‟Connell and Clarke 

2009)                                                                   
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Case Study Three: Collierstown, Co. Meath 

Smithing also took place at Collierstown, Co. Meath. Two possible 

smithing hearths were present (F371 and F356), one in the inner enclosing 

ditch and a second within the outer enclosing ditch in the southern section 

(Wallace 2008, Figs. 2 & 4). A small quantity of slag was present in the 

segmented ditch surrounding the burials (O'Hara 2009, 6). Pit F439, twenty 

meters from either smithing hearth, contained slag, animal bone and wood 

(Fig. 4). Is this deliberate deposition? The quantity of slag on this site is 

relatively small, however a number of iron objects were identified both in 

the ditches and grave fills. The iron objects are in discrete areas and appear 

to be marking out the ditches (Fig. 4). In addition, iron was present in three 

burials; interestingly these were two females and an infant. This female and 

child bias is also reflected in Johnstown 1 in relation to slag deposition in 

the grave fill. 

Interpreting the Archaeological Evidence 

These three case studies raise very interesting questions in relation to the 

nature of the presence of the smith(s) at these burial grounds and the 

possible metaphorical meaning of slag/iron objects. Are the ditches being 

marked out in some way? The notion of imbuing and marking out space can 

be tied into the evidence in the case studies. 

The location of the smithing hearth to the pit burial of a female at 

Castlefarm has possible parallels at Mine Howe, Orkney. There was an 

incredible rare discovery of a smithy dated to 100BC-100AD dug into a 

natural mound (Card et al. 2005, 325). The „body of a young woman had 

been buried below the floor of the smithy during its use‟ (ibid. 326). She 

had a copper alloy toe ring on each foot and on her chest was the root of a 

deer antler, drilled with six holes (ibid.). Other extensive evidence for 

metalworking surrounded the mound, and included artefacts from the third 

to fifth centuries AD (ibid. 324). The authors consider Mine Howe a ritual 

site, which is further strengthened by the presence of „metalworking, the 

symbolic significance of the processes involved and the human burial in the 

smithy‟ (ibid. 327). A rethink of Castlefarm as the residence of a kin group 

(O'Connell 2009, 50), or 'lords' (Kinsella 2008, 101) is possibly required. 
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To support further interpretation, as suggested in the introduction, one needs 

to looks at literary sources and ethnographical analogies.  

 

 

Fig. 4: Collierstown, Co. Meath. Location of slag and iron objects in burial 

ground. (Adapted from Illus. 5.3 O‟Hara 2009, 86). 



  48 
 

Mythology 

In Irish mythology Niall and his four stepbrothers are sent to Sithchenn the 

smith, „who is also a magician and seer‟ (Rees & Rees 1961, 252) as part of 

an initiation rite. The boys are sent into the forge which is set on fire; they 

emerge from the forge unharmed, thus the initiation is successful and they 

go forward to prove their prowess, thus symbolically reborn (ibid.). This 

can be interpreted as a rite of passage from boyhood to manhood. This 

concept of „reborn‟, transformed, giving new life is also expressed in the 

Triads of Ireland;  

“..the three renovators of the world:  

the womb of a woman,  

the udder of a cow,  

the moulding block of a blacksmith..” 

(Kelly 1988, 62) 

This Triad suggests that metaphorically the process of ironworking is 

associated with giving birth; concepts of fertility, rite of passage (being 

born), and transformation are closely linked. The smith can also be 

perceived as an initiator, involved in a rite of passage as indicated in the 

mythological story of Sithchenn the smith. In the context of the burial 

grounds outlined above, the hypothesis can be made that the smith was 

involved in a rite of passage, in this case passage to another world. Material 

culture related to the smith, such as iron slag, may also have held 

metaphorical meaning; deposition in pits and grave fills may have been 

deliberate and therefore not dumped waste or accidental inclusion as most 

archaeologists assume.   

Very interestingly, Kelly (1988) explored the supernatural powers that the 

blacksmith was sometimes thought to possess, connected to the fact that he 

forged the weapons of death. An author of an eighth century AD hymn 

asked God for protection from the spells of blacksmiths (ibid. 62). This 

indicates that the smith was perceived as having supernatural powers. In the 

context of death and burial, these powers may have been appropriate in 

dealing as mediator between this world and the otherworld. 
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Ethnographic Analogies 

To appreciate the ethnographic studies it is necessary to understand the 

ironworking process. The smelting process involves smelting the iron ore in 

a furnace which produces what is called an iron 'bloom' - a spongy mass of 

iron and slag that needs primary smithing to eliminate the slag, and then 

secondary smithing (blacksmithing) which is forging to make iron objects 

such as weapons (spearheads, swords, arrowheads) or agricultural objects 

(ploughs, axes, scythes, hoes etc). This is a significant transformational 

process with visual impact and it is understandable that metaphors may 

have developed. A considerable amount of ethnographic studies provide 

accounts of the symbolism of iron and its production both from 

anthropological studies and ethnoarchaeology (e.g. Barndon 2004, Haaland 

2004, Herbert 1993, Schmidt 2009).  

In some areas of sub-Saharan Africa furnaces were gynecomorphic, 

anthropomorphized as female (e.g. female breasts); in other areas the bloom 

was referred to as 'the son of the woman' (Herbert 1993, 34); the slag was 

given a name which meant „placenta' (ibid. 35); the iron was described as 

being born; the furnace could be called 'the breasted one' although no 

breasts were visible (ibid.); in other areas smiths dressed up as female mid-

wives. Giving birth to a child and giving birth to iron were conjoined. 

Importantly, in the rituals surrounding iron production, invocation of 

ancestors was a common trait; sacrifices and use of medicines to protect the 

site were also ritualized. Therefore the presence of the smith at burial 

grounds in Ireland may not be accidental. If non-traditional societies give a 

metaphorical meaning to slag, then it is possible that this was also the case 

in early medieval Ireland. Whatever the meaning, there is something 

significant in the fact that slag bounded the enclosures and had a particular 

meaning especially in relation to females and children when included in the 

grave fill.  

Lahiri related current Indian local tradition that iron slag from an ancient 

mound in a village named Sihi, near Delhi is perceived to have 'miraculous 

healing properties' (Lahiri 1995, 129). Buyers of the slag include doctors 

who use it as an antidote to poisons (ibid. 129). Again demonstrating that 
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particular societies at particular times have the ability to give metaphorical 

meaning to slag.  

Conclusion 

It would appear that in the Roman Empire the church 'had a fairly laissez-

faire attitude to burial' (Petts 2003, 146). In Ireland, the situation seems to 

have been similar. Burial in church cemeteries was reserved for clerics, 

patrons and high-ranking individuals up to the end of the seventh or early 

eighth century, whilst the laity were buried in secular cemeteries or 

prehistoric sites (O'Brien 2009, 148, 149). It is only from the eighth century 

onwards that the Irish 'church started to legislate regarding acceptable burial 

practices' (ibid. 149). It is also from this period onwards that it became the 

norm to be buried in church cemeteries (O'Brien 2009, 135). This scenario 

raises the question as to who was the master of ceremonies in relation to the 

burial rite pre the eighth century?  

My view is that the evidence is pointing to an involvement of some sort by 

the smith in the funerary rite. Ethnographic studies in Africa show the smith 

involved in many rites which include the funerary rite.  

Budd and Taylor suggested that in addition to having craft skills, a smith (in 

this case a silversmith) may also have had other skills such as midwifery, 

dance, singing or had a special ritual or religious role (Budd and Taylor 

1995, 139). They noted that in non-literate societies, complex procedures 

are commited to memory as a formulaic spell; giving examples such as 

Wayland the Smith (swordsmith and lord of the elves) they maintained that 

metal-making and magic making can easily go together (ibid.). This ties in 

with the mythological story of Sithchenn, a blacksmith, a magican and a 

seer involved in an initiation rite.  

In Herbert's studies, the role and social status of the smith is very variable 

and diverse (Herbert 1993, 12). He can be just an artisan, or have additional 

roles for example circumciser, burier of the dead, diviner, musician, maker 

of charms, peacemaker and counselor of kings (ibid.). This supports Budd 

and Taylor‟s assertion that metal making and magic making can go together 

(Budd and Taylor 1995, 139). This is also the case in relation to Sithchenn 
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the smith, also 'a magician and a seer' involved in the initiation rite of boys 

to manhood (Rees and Rees 1961, 253). Whereas the law tracts in Ireland 

give the impression of a strict hierarchical society (Kelly 1988, 63); the 

situation in reality may have been very fluid and complex. The ethnographic 

studies allow us to explore a broader spectrum of possibilities in the data. 

Hingley made the argument that there is an association between 

ironworking and regeneration and in turn 'slag may have had a particular 

relevance as a powerful material in various ritual practices' (Hingley 1997, 

15). 

The power of the smith to transform iron ore into a physical object and the 

magic associated with this gave metaphorical meaning to iron objects 

themselves including slag. People in the past used iron to express their 

beliefs - in death this may have symbolised a rebirth, a transformation of the 

body. Further research is required to build on this hypothesis that the smith 

had a magico-religious role in the early medieval period in Ireland. 
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Abstract 

The Irish early medieval archaeological record for the 5
th

 to 12
th

 

centuries contains many burials that do not conform to what is 

considered the „Christian standard‟ of west/east orientated supine 

inhumations with no grave goods. These burials are usually 

interpreted as representing a continuation of pagan practices or as 

intrusive burials, with little in-depth investigation into alternative 

explanations. This is despite evidence of unusual treatment of the 

dead in the form of prone burials, burials in unusual places, 

decapitations or other mutilations, and burials with stone 

inclusions. Similar burials in Britain have been interpreted as 

belonging to deviants; people who may have broken social 

conventions, either in the way they lived their lives or in the 

manner of their death. This paper will discuss the evidence for 

deviant burials in the Ireland. 

Introduction 

Anthropological and ethnographical investigations have highlighted that 

socially deviant or diseased individuals may be treated differently to others 

at death (Tsaliki 2008, Aspöck 2008, Ucko 1969). Those classified as 

deviant would vary from community to community but might include 

witches, criminals, suicides, those with disabilities, those who died of 

disease, or those who had unusual or violent deaths (Parker Pearson 1993, 

206-207, Ucko 1969, 271). Why would these people be buried differently? 
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Parker Pearson (1993) suggests that those whose actions have threatened the 

social order are placed in opposition to those whose lives or deaths 

symbolise central social values. The burial may be perceived as a final 

punishment or as a means of shaming the dead, while the manipulation of 

the body after death is frequently seen as a practical measure to prevent the 

dead from returning to torment the living (Aspöck 2008, 21).   

Who a person was, or how they died might influence not only how they 

were buried, but also where they were buried (Tsaliki 2008, 3). For 

instance, in Ireland the nature of a person‟s death could mean that they were 

excluded from burial in consecrated ground. Unbaptised children, mothers 

who died in childbirth, murderers and their victims, strangers and suicides 

were all excluded from burial in consecrated ground (Hamlin & Foley 1983, 

43). 

Burials that do not conform to what is considered the „norm‟ for the period 

are usually interpreted as representative of a continuation of pagan practices 

or as intrusive burials with little in-depth investigation into alternative 

explanations (though some excavators acknowledge alternative explanations 

for unusual burials i.e. Baker 2007, Wallace 2007, McMahon et al. 2002). 

Yet what we see in the Irish archaeological record are mortuary practices 

that may have been complicated, not only by religious beliefs or non-native 

burials, but by society‟s reaction to certain events or individuals.  

A study of deviant burials in Anglo-Saxon England by Andrew Reynolds 

(2009) suggests that there are certain characteristics that could indicate 

deviant burials. Prone burials, decapitations, isolated burials or burials in 

unusual places, amputations, and stones placed on a grave or body, are all 

recognised as a distinctive attitude towards the dead. What follows is a brief 

examination of Irish examples of these types of burials and an exploration 

of the possible rationale behind the unusual treatment of the bodies 

Common Indicators 

Decapitation 

There are several possible reasons why a head might be removed prior to 

burial. Christians believed that a corpse without a head would not rise again 
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on Judgement Day (Fry 1999, 97) or the removal of the head could be 

linked to the Celtic cult of the head that was apparently still being practiced 

in Ireland during the medieval period (ibid.). The head was considered the 

most important part of the body and the heads of warriors were often 

displayed as war trophies in order to shame the enemy (Ó Donnabháin 

1995, 12-15).   

Decapitations may be as a result of judicial execution (Reynolds 2009, 91) 

or may indicate a fear of the dead. There was a widespread belief in 

medieval Europe of the dead coming back to life, which is illustrated by an 

Icelandic tale about a corpse that does just this and wanders around his 

village terrifying the locals. The only way to stop it tormenting the villagers 

was to behead it and rebury it with its head placed between its knees 

(Caciola 1996, 15). 

Several sites have evidence of decapitation. Examples include Owenbristy, 

Co. Galway, which had seven examples of four males, two females and an 

adolescent (Lehane & Delaney 2010). Knoxspark, Co. Sligo, had nine 

burials without skulls, 16 skull-only burials and a decapitated sub adult 

(B34) with the skull included in the grave (Mount 2010, 200-201). B34 was 

in a multiple grave with a female and two sub adults all of whom were 

missing their skulls, while the skull of B34 had been placed on the females 

arm (Mount 1994, 21).  

It was considered appropriate for warriors to be buried together in the 

medieval period (Fry 1999, 150) and there are three examples of 

decapitation in what might be interpreted as „warrior‟ graves. Knoxspark 

had a double burial of two male adults (B4+B75). B75 was missing its 

skull, and a spearhead had been placed near the lower vertebrae of B4 

whose skull was out of position and may have been decapitated (Mount 

1994, 16). A burial in Church Road, Lusk, Co. Dublin contained two 

decapitated males with an iron spearhead protruding from the upper torso of 

one of the individuals (O‟Connell 2009, 54). Augherskea, Co. Meath also 

had a double burial of two males; one (SK165) was missing its head and 

neck, while the other (SK2) showed evidence of weapon trauma consistent 

with execution (Fig. 1) (Baker 2010, 5). 
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Fig. 1: Double male burial, Augherskea, Co Meath. Copyright Christine 

Baker 2010. 

Amputation or mutilation 

Limbs may have been removed prior to death for medical reasons, for 

example, to remove a diseased limb (Reynolds 2009, 93), or alternatively as 

a form of punishment. Adomnán‟s Law, which prohibited the killing of all 

children, women and clerics, stated that those who killed women were to 

suffer a twofold punishment; „his right hand and left foot shall be cut off 

before death and then he shall die,‟ and his family also had to pay a fine 

(Bitel 1996, 104-5). The law also recommends a fine for „making use of 

women in a massacre or a muster or a raid‟. This seems to refer to women 

forced into battle, as there is also a reference to women‟s heads and breasts 

cut off as war trophies prior to the implementation of the law (Ní 

Dhonnchadha 1995, 66).  
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The Irish law tracts refer to the removal of body parts for certain crimes, 

sometimes linking the crime with the punishment, such as the removal of a 

thief‟s hand or castration of rapists (Kelly 1988, 221). Evidence of 

amputation is often hard to identify because of preservation issues, but one 

definite example is of a Viking male from Georges Street, Co. Dublin 

whose arm had been removed and placed on his chest (Simpson 2004). 

Other examples of missing limbs might include an adult from Knoxspark 

(B55) whose leg was „curiously missing‟ (Mount 1994, 23); and a male 

(B269) buried in a ditch in Johnstown, Co. Meath, who was missing both 

feet despite good preservation (Clarke 2004, 267). This burial was also 

orientated north-south. 

Mount Gamble, Co. Dublin had a high instance of burials with weapon 

trauma, including one individual whose ear had been removed (O‟Donovan 

& Geber 2009, 72). Owenbristy also had a high incidence of weapon 

trauma. A particularly extreme example of mutilation was of an adult male 

who had been stabbed more than 100 times and possibly quartered (Fig. 2). 

The head was missing from the grave and cut marks around the pubic area 

suggest his genitals may have been removed. 

Stoned burials 

Stone inclusions in a grave in the form of earmuffs or pillow stones are 

usually explained as a means of propping up the head so that on Judgment 

Day the corpse will face the risen Christ (Daniell 1996, 7).  

However, a passage in the Chronicon Lemovicense indicates that pillow 

stones may be connected with penance. The reference is in relation to the 

death of the eldest son of Henry II, who, as he lay dying, was laid out on 

sackcloth and ashes, had stones placed under his head and feet, and the 

noose of a condemned criminal placed around his neck. Taken together, all 

of these elements add up to a powerful impression of penance (ibid.). 

Another association of stone and penance is suggested by the life of St. 

Adomnán who undertook a fast that consisted of being placed in a stone 

chest „so the worms devoured the root of his tongue, and the slime of his 

head broke forth from his ears‟ (Melia 1983, 38-39).  
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Fig. 2: Owenbristy, Co Galway SK42 quartered male. Copyright John 

Lehane & Finn Delaney 2010. 

There are four examples of adult burials found in stone kilns; in Gneevebeg, 

Co. Westmeath (Wallace 2007, 342-344); in Raystown, Co. Meath, of a 

flexed male orientated north-south (Seaver 2006, 78); a female with Paget‟s 

disease in Corbally, Co. Kildare, who appears to have been buried hurriedly 

(Tobin personal comment and 2003, 37); and a headless male in Colp West, 

Co. Meath (Murphy 2000:0748 Excavations Bulletin). The latter three 

burials also had stones placed on the body. There were also two instances of 

children inserted into flues of corn drying kilns; one in Gneevebeg (Wallace 

2002:1864 Excavations Bulletin; hereafter EB) the other in Port na 

Feodoige, Co. Galway (Gibbons 1999:056 EB). 

The treatment of the bodies, and perhaps the choice of a kiln as a place of 

burial, might indicate a fear of the dead. Alternatively, a kiln may just have 

been a convenient place to hide a body; the Corbally example was reused at 
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a later date with the body in situ (Tobin 2003, 37) suggesting those reusing 

the kiln were unaware of its presence.  

The placing of stones on a grave may be seen as an attempt to render a 

corpse „safe‟ (Reynolds 2009, 93) or, as it is interpreted in a Scandinavian 

context, to lay to rest the ghost of criminals or those who may have a 

grievance against the living (ibid. 82). Mell II, Co. Louth, had two examples 

of stone- lined graves that had extra stones included within the grave; one 

had nearly been filled with stones (Fig. 3) and the other had an extra line of 

stones placed down the middle of the grave, directly over the body (Breen 

2010, 35-36). Female burials with stone inclusions are found in 

Betaghstown, Co. Meath, (Eogan 1998, 503) and on Sk24 in Owenbristy 

(Lehane & Delaney 2010, 90). Both examples had stones placed on the 

abdomen, though the excavators of Owenbristy suggest the stone with Sk24 

may be the remains of a lintel stone. Owenbristy also had an example of a 

male (SK 31) with large flat stones placed on each hand. 

 

Fig. 3: Grave 1E, Mell, Co. Louth. Copyright Thaddeus Breen 2010. 

Quartz stones are occasionally found in early medieval burials and the 

inclusion of smaller stone in burials may be linked to symbolism. The 
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significance of the use of quartz is not certain; it may symbolise the soul of 

the dead or light the way into the next world (Wilkins& Lalonde 2008, 75). 

Alternatively, small stones may have provided amuletic protection. Timothy 

Taylor notes that societies with a strong belief in vampires may employ a 

variety of methods to deal with them, one of which includes placing small 

stones or incense in the orifices of the corpse (Taylor 2002, 243).  

Perhaps the most dramatic example of stone inclusions in a grave comes 

from Kilteasheen, Co Roscommon, where two males, one elderly, the other 

a young adult, each had a large stone placed deliberately within the mouth. 

The males had been buried side-by-side, though not at the same time, and 

one stone had been so violently inserted into the mouth that the jaw was 

nearly dislocated (Chris Read, personal comment). 

Prone 

Prone burials of females were found in Johnstown (B204) and Marlinstown 

(B8). The latter was semi prone in a ditch and may have been decapitated 

(Keeley 1991, 126 EB; Delaney 1991, 8). Another prone example from 

Johnstown was of a male (B128) (Clarke 2004, 55). Prone burials of 

indeterminate sex were found in a number of locations: Bride Street, Co. 

Dublin, of a young adult (F132) that was orientated north-south (McMahon 

et al. 2002); Ardreigh, Co. Kildare (Opie 2002:0856 EB); Gneevebeg 

(Wallace 2002:1864 EB); Ardnagross, Co. Westmeath (Eogan 1995, 266 

EB); and Faughert Lower, Co. Louth (Bowen & Dawkes 2007, 70). Mount 

Offaly, Cabinteely, Co. Dublin had several prone burials (Conway 1998, 

124 EB) and Parknahown 5, Co. Laois had five examples including one that 

was crouched (O‟Neill 2010, 253). Examples of children buried in a prone 

position are found in Carrowkeel, Co. Galway (Wilkins & Lalonde 2009); 

Johnstown and Ninch, Co. Meath; and Faughert Lower. These may belong 

to illegitimate children as Ireland has a folklore tradition relating to the 

death of an illegitimate child, particularly if the father denied paternity. It 

was believed that burying the child face down would prevent the father 

from siring another child (Delaney 2009, 219).  

Prone burials are widely perceived as having negative connotations (Arcini 

2009, Reynolds 2009) and there are several suggestions as to why a corpse 

would be buried in a prone position. It might be connected to the belief that 
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the soul exits the body through the mouth so laying the body face down 

would prevent the soul from leaving or re-entering the body. Alternatively, 

it may have protected the living from the „evil eye‟ (Aspöck 2008, 20), or 

may be a means of preventing a corpse that was likely to return to haunt the 

living from digging its way out of its grave (Simpson 2003, 391). Prone 

burials might be linked to those with disabilities (Arcini 2009, 33). An 

article on Irish folklore by R. Marley Blake, notes that epileptics were 

called „talmáidheach‟ (one prone to the earth), which was a reference to the 

idea that epileptics always fell forward on their face during a fit. According 

to the folklore, the cure for epilepsy was to bring the afflicted to a family 

burial ground, place them in a shallow grave and cover them lightly with 

soil leaving the eyes and mouth free. The position of the grave must be 

orientated north-south „as our pagan forebears did‟ rather than in a Christian 

manner. This suggested to Marley Blake that the cure was of very ancient 

date. He also noted that a similar cure was used for those afflicted by 

insanity and to avert the effects of cursing stones (Blake 1918, 220-222).  

Prone burials may belong to those buried in a hurry. For example, the 

excavators of Faughert Lower, Co. Louth note that the adult prone burial 

appeared to have been placed on the ground then rolled into the grave 

(Bowen & Dawkes 2007, 70). Further suggestions are prone burials might 

belong outcasts (Reynolds 2009, 160), to those with disabilities (Arcini 

2009, 33) or possibly of criminals (Daniell 1997, 117).  

Orientation 

Daniell further proposes that those who had been executed by hanging were 

sometimes buried „backwards‟ with their heads to the east, instead of the 

west-east orientation normally associated with Christian practice (Daniell 

1997, 146). Conversely, it is also suggested that a priest or bishop was laid 

with his head in the east so that 'in death, as in life, he faces his flock‟ 

(Ucko 1969, 272).  

Irish examples of east-west burials include a female in Cloncowan, Co. 

Meath (Baker 2007, 73); a possible female in Marlhill, Co. Tipperary 

(Molloy 2007, 34); a decapitated male in Castlefarm, Co. Meath (O‟Connell 

& Clarke 2009, 8); a juvenile in Ardreigh (Opie 2002, 0856 EB) and a 

double male burial in False Bay, Co. Galway, both of whom were orientated 
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east-west (Keeley- Gibbons & Kelly 2003). Several of the prone burials in 

Mount Offaly mentioned earlier were also orientated with the head in the 

east (Conway 1998, 124 EB). It would seem unlikely that these burials 

belonged to priests though there is also an example of a male east-west 

burial in Ballysadare, Co. Sligo, which the excavator suggests may have 

belonged to a priest (Opie 1995, 244 EB).   

Isolated and excluded burials  

The concept of a sacred space separate from the profane did not develop 

within the Church until the 9th to 12th century (Baker 2007, 72-3). After 

this period, the church required Christians to be buried in consecrated 

ground although there was an extensive list of those who could not be 

buried there. Special burial in a „place set apart‟ was accorded to certain 

groups of people such as suicides, murder victims, shipwrecked sailors, 

women who died in childbirth, strangers and the simple-minded (Hamlin & 

Foley 1983, 43). This is illustrated in the Life of St Mochoemog, which 

recounts the reluctance of monks to allow a murdered man to be buried in 

consecrated ground, while his murderer was buried in a distant 

dishonourable grave (ibid.).  

It is often hard to establish whether burials are truly isolated or if they are 

simply on the periphery of a cemetery that has not yet been located, 

although the exclusion of certain people from sacred space seems to be 

supported by the archaeological record. For example, the site of Church 

Road, Lusk, contained the remains of a child and seven adults (including the 

decapitated double male burial mentioned earlier) all of whom were buried 

outside of the monastic precincts (O‟Connell 2009, 54). Further examples of 

excluded burials may include a female (F86) and the previously mentioned 

prone burial (F132) in Bride Street. The awkward burial position of F86 

(left hand twisted behind the back) suggests she had either been buried after 

rigor mortis had set in or she had been placed carelessly in the grave 

(McMahon et al. 2002, 81). Five burials in Golden Lane, Co. Dublin, one 

with Viking goods, were also outside of the main cemetery area 

(O‟Donovan, 2004, 0547 EB). Both Bride Street and Golden Lane may 

have been connected with the church of St Michael le Pole (McMahon et al. 

2002, 67).  
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Ditches 

Evidence of burials in ditches might simply be explained by space 

constraints within an enclosure. This does not seem to be the case in 

Loughbown, Co. Galway (Bower 2009) or Hughes Lot East, Co. Tipperary 

(Fairburn 2003, 1759 EB), as both had single inhumations in the ditch and 

no other burials. Nor is it the case in Carrowkeel, Co. Galway, where one of 

the earliest burials on the site was that of a youth buried in the base of the 

ditch (Wilkins & Lalonde 2009, 142). The burial of the Loughbown youth is 

particularly interesting as it appears to have been interred when the site was 

still in use and the youth‟s presence in the ditch would have seriously 

impeded its drainage. This led the excavator to suggest that the ditch may 

have been more than functional (Bower 2009, 136) as ditch burials may 

have had metaphorical meaning. For instance, the liminal nature of 

boundaries separating the sacred from the profane could be emphasised by 

the incorporation of human remains into boundaries, with the remains used 

to mark or strengthen liminal areas , standing as „a metaphor of social and 

moral transition‟(Dowling 2006, 24).  

Ditch burials could be linked to foundation deposits, where special items, 

including human bone, are deposited as a means of protecting the site and 

its occupants (Hamerow 2006, 1). An illustration of this concept in the Irish 

version of the Historia Britonum of Nennius relates to the British Warlord, 

Vortigern, who is advised by his Druids to build a fortress. However, the 

materials he gathers to do so mysteriously disappear each night. After 

consulting his Druids they advise that in order to ensure the fortress is 

successfully built Vortigern must „seek a son whose father is unknown, kill 

him, and let his blood be sprinkled upon the Dun, for by this means only 

can it be built‟ (Historia Britonum: 18, 95).   

Conclusion 

It is apparent that there are deviant burials in the Irish archaeological record: 

unusual burial positions and places, decapitations and mutilations, and 

burials with stone inclusions all indicate the presence of dangerous or 

deviant „others‟. The early medieval burial record is not just a reflection of 

religious belief; it is an expression of social identity, community and 

personal relationships. There was undoubtedly a complex set of social 
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norms to be negotiated during this period and it would appear from the 

archaeological record that some people were less successful in doing so 

than others. 
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Abstract 

From the late nineties onwards, Afghanistan gradually grew to 

become a western concern. This paper looks at a specific event the 

destruction of the the giant Buddhas that, before March 2001, stood 

in the niches overlooking the Bamiyan valley for fourteen centuries. 

In first instance, this paper will place this event in context, looking 

at the political, theological and ethnical issues that contributed to 

the fate of the Buddhas. Secondly, it will present the events under a 

different light, focusing on the way in which the media treated this 

staged episode of iconoclasm, and how the western world 

interpreted the premeditated and planned use of the media by the 

Taliban. The discussion will place the destruction of the Buddhas 

among the events epitomizing the Taliban‟s intention of conveying 

a strong and manifold political message to the world going beyond 

the purely religious statement. 

Scholars, journalists and commentators have discussed extensively on the 

deliberate destruction of the Buddhas of Bamiyan. Academically speaking, 

this event was analysed from a number of different angles. Some focussed 

on an examination of the destruction within the frame of international and 

Islamic law (see: Francioni and Lenzerini 2006; Francioni and Lenzerini 

2003; Lenzerini 2003; Hladik 2004; UNESCO 2001). Others approached 

the discussion from an institutional perspective, narrating the diplomatic 

efforts that were put in place in order to save the Buddhas (see: Bouchenaki 

2011; Lafrance 2001a; Lafrance 2001b; Manhart 2001). Moving away from 

these pragmatic, analytical approaches it is also possible to find numerous 

studies that looked at this episode under a more theoretical lens, trying to 

shed light on the complexity of cultural and symbolic aspects that could 
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have inspired, influenced and shaped the Taliban‟s decisions (see: Bernbeck 

2010; Meskell 2002a; Elias 2007).  

After such a profusion of publications it might seem redundant to restart the 

discussion. Yet, this paper intends to present things from a slightly different 

perspective. Starting from the consideration that the destruction of the 

Buddhas was generally considered as a global media event, this article will 

focus on the apparently premeditated and planned way in which the Taliban 

used the media to convey their strong message to the outside world. This 

message which was designed to reach different audiences, encompassed 

cultural, religious and, most of all, political implications. What is argued 

here is that the media played an important role in magnifying the 

international echo of this episode and that the Taliban might have 

understood the power of the media when they decided to change the fate of 

the Buddhas. 

As Belknap points out, today‟s foreign policy, diplomacy and conflict seem 

to be happening on a „global stage before a live camera that never blinks‟ 

(2001, 1). The gradual development of globalised communication and the 

broadcasting of news around the clock has led to the emergence of a new 

approach to international relations better known as the „CNN effect‟ theory. 

In his studies, Gilboa discussed widely and critically the emergence of this 

theory and stressed the fact that it is very difficult to identify a 

comprehensive and commonly agreed definition for it (2005a, 326; 2005b, 

28). Without getting in details of the different scientific speculations, it is 

possible to affirm that from the 80‟s onward scholars observed that 

continuous and instantaneous television coverage was having an impact on 

foreign policy and decision makers (see: Gilboa 2002; Livingston 1997). 

Starting from this assumption this paper will try to analyse the relation 

between the Taliban and foreign media, to see if they acted deliberately and 

independently to gain recognition and visibility, or if other external 

elements influenced and exploited their decisions in order to trigger the 

international reaction. 

Following Susan Sontag‟s belief that „public attention is steered by the 

attentions of media‟ (2003, 93), it is possible to affirm that in the case of 

Afghanistan, since the beginning of the civil war in 1989, that the Western 
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media seemed to have lost interest in this remote corner in which the scene 

was dominated by political instability and complex internal strives 

(Marsden 1999, 114). From the late nineties onwards, after the withdrawal 

of the Soviets, Afghanistan was supposedly ignored and the country 

gradually grew more and more of Western concern (Rashid 2001). Only 

when strategic and economic interests began to awaken the Western powers 

from their slumber, instability and insecurity became a hazard and could no 

longer be regarded as mere internal issues (Rashid 2001; United States 

Institute for Peace 1998). Nonetheless, all these complex matters of foreign 

policy were causes of distress mainly for the few involved in foreign affairs 

and interested in trade speculations.  

Conversely, what reached the public was scattered reporting and harsh 

commentaries focussing essentially on brutal human rights abuses, coupled 

with the narration of ruthless episodes of war and violence. In particular, 

some attention was dedicated to the appalling conditions of the Afghan 

women and children. This accumulation of negative news was supported by 

numerous and detailed reports from accredited international organisations 

(Human Rights Watch 1998; Hosssain 1999; Phisicians for Human Rights 

1998). In spite of this, the tragic condition of Afghan women gained the 

merited coverage in Western media only after September 11, when it 

became a „rhetorically useful‟ argument in support of the armed 

intervention (Stabile and Kumar 2005, 771). In this the media did not 

influence agenda setting decisions, but once the agenda was set they started 

supporting it. 

Indeed one might say that, from the moment the Taliban took Kabul in 

September 1996, public opinion became gradually acquainted with the 

name of the Islamic Student Movement and with the extreme political and 

religious dogmatism of its members which, using Malik‟s words, „brought 

to the surface of the West all the fruitful stereotypes about Islam‟ (Malik 

2008, 77). Certainly, stereotypes are easy creatures to feed, and as soon as, 

on Monday the 26th of February 2001, the official propaganda medium of 

the movement, radio Voice of Sharia, started broadcasting the decision 

taken by the supreme leader of the Taliban to „destroy all the idols‟ the rest 

of the world was not blind to the news. In fact, on the same day bbc.com, as 
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well as the AFP (Agence France Presse) reported the news (Colwell-

Chanthaphonh 2003) and almost instantaneously the appalled reaction of 

the international community was vigorously announced in the world press. 

The fatwa issued by the charismatic leader Mullah Omar, generated an 

international outcry. Immediately, Buddhist communities understood that 

all pre-Islamic anthropomorphic art was doomed and their concerns were 

directed primarily to the giant Buddhas in the Bamiyan valley. In the same 

way, non-Buddhist Western countries, immersed in the rhetoric surrounding 

the concept of „world heritage‟, were firstly bewildered and subsequently 

determined to convince the Taliban of the foolishness of their decision. 

Instantly, appeals for the preservation of the legendary statues started 

proliferating all over the world. The United States, France, Germany, 

Thailand, Japan, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Vietnam, Iran, Pakistan, Russia, India, 

Malaysia, the EU and the UN, all united, allied for the same cause (AFP 2 

March 2001). 

Suddenly, Afghanistan was no longer an unfamiliar distant land, by and 

large overlooked by the public opinion and perhaps underestimated by the 

international community. A vast media campaign was set in motion to 

present the rich history of the country and its thriving heritage. Hence, the 

future of the Buddhas became of „universal‟ concern. For instance, 

UNESCO was on the firing line promoting a general mobilisation to stop 

the destruction. An appeal to the Taliban to halt the destruction was 

promptly released by the Director General Koïchiro Matsuura (Bouchenaki 

2011, 3). In addition to this, as the special representative of the Director 

General of UNESCO Pierre Lafrance reports, a number of national and 

international delegations tried to reach Kandahar to negotiate with Mullah 

Mohammad Omar (Lafrance 2001b). Nonetheless, between the 6th and the 

7th of March, while the peak of diplomatic effort was takings place to 

persuade the fundamentalists to spare the statues, the systematic demolition 

of the Buddhas began (ibid.). Only on the 9th of March, the UN General 

Assembly discussed the issue and strongly condemned the „issuance of this 

despicable decree and the subsequent destruction of statues‟, which was 

considered „definitely anti-Islamic, anti-cultural and anti-Afghan‟ (UN 9 

March 2011, 3). 
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This chain of events shows how in a place like Afghanistan, where to a 

certain extent Western media did not penetrate (Marsden 1998, 101), a 

simple announcement on a national radio managed to breach geographical 

boundaries, allowing a local phenomena to surge to a global level. 

Certainly, a major role was played by the international organisations like 

UNESCO that repeatedly met with the media and supported the appeal for 

„international mobilisation‟ (Bouchenaki 2011). Yet, another element that 

had a strong amplifying effect was the widespread use of the Internet where 

a number of news, posts, discussion forums and petitions mushroomed 

almost immediately (Colwell-Chanthaphonh 2003). It is very difficult to 

estimate if, and how much, the Taliban were aware of the initial 

international upheaval reported by the media. However, it is hard to believe 

that they had the „media at their command‟ (Konchok 2002) or that the 

destruction was a performance that from the beginning was deliberately 

„designed for the age of the Internet‟ (Flood 2002, 651). It is likely that only 

after the pressing mobilisation of the diplomatic channels, they realised the 

international community was willing to talk and negotiate on this issue. 

Therefore, it is possible to argue that, only when the Taliban leadership 

started realizing how the echo of the edict was being globally amplified, 

they understood, even if still ostracized, they were no longer ignored. 

On the 19th of March the satellite television channel Al-Jazeera showed 

footage of blasts in the niche of the smaller eastern Buddha (Elias 2007). 

The Western world was in shock and disbelief. The event was widely 

covered by newspapers and television stations in an almost unanimous 

condemnatory rant. „Cultural disaster‟, „cultural infamy‟, „cultural 

terrorism‟, „medieval barbarism‟, „iconoclastic hysteria‟, „moral depravity‟, 

these are only a few of the epithets used to describe the destruction of the 

statues. The Taliban were certainly aware of the negative reverberations that 

followed the destruction of the statues. Still, they sized the opportunity to 

magnify its force by taking advantage of the power of the media even if this 

might have gone against them and was certainly going against their beliefs. 

In fact, since 1992, in Afghanistan the press system basically collapsed 

because of the civil war, but with the rise of the Taliban it was given a coup 

de grace. Following their strict interpretation of Islamic law they prohibited 

watching TV (Rawan 2002, 162), and enforced the ban through severe 
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punishments, mainly by smashing televisions sets (Rashid 2001, 29), or 

using them for firing practice (Matinuddin 1999, 35). 

Hence, even if for the low-literate Afghan society, the radio was the only 

permitted mass media, and despite the Taliban‟s open aversion to television 

and images, they considered it admissible to go against their rules and ideals 

to ensure the presence of an al-Jazeera cameraman while the monumental 

statues of the Buddha were being destroyed. Along the same line is the 

episode that occurred only four days earlier, when the leaders of the 

movement believed necessary to reopen the National Museum. In that 

occasion they showed journalists what was left of the statues that, as Nancy 

Hatch Dupree reports, „were smashed to bits with a sledge hammer‟ by the 

Minister of Information and Culture in person (Dupree 2002, 986). To 

complete the picture then, on March 26, the Mullah Omar authorised twenty 

journalists to fly to Bamiyan, to witness with their own eyes the empty 

niches that once sheltered the Buddhas (Salahuddin 2001; Lafrance 2001b). 

All these emblematically scattered fragments were material remains that 

asserted the Taliban‟s newly gained political and religious control. 

Observing in detail the tight sequence of events that took place in the first 

months of 2001, what seems to emerge is that in the lapse of time that 

occurred between the conception and the execution of the edict, its nature 

and semantic sphere gradually evolved. The edict could have been 

conceived as a small-scale, internal theological and ethnical statement of 

superiority; but, admirably piloted and manipulated, probably by foreign 

elements, it became an unfailing opportunity of gaining global visibility. A 

number of elements can be listed in support of the assumption that external 

influence could have put pressure on the Taliban's leadership. First of all, 

this iconoclastic fatwa was issued in complete contradiction with a previous 

one that guaranteed respect and protection to all pre-Islamic art (Centlivres 

2008). The real reasons behind this sudden change are difficult to clarify. 

Yet Flood suggested, that the presence of the Saudi „guests‟, lead by Osama 

Bin Laden, encouraged the diffusion of Wahhabism, a more radical version 

of Islam that might also have encouraged the destruction of all objects of 

„improper veneration‟, like pre-Islamic art (2002, 651). Plausibly, the Arab 

fighters inspired the fatwa from a religious point of view. Furthermore, they 
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might also have played a role in the subsequent exploitation of the 

communicative power of this religious sacrifice for their own political 

reasons.  

As argued by Nancy Dupree, the Saudis were aliens to the Afghan culture 

and their political agenda was certainly not in support of Afghan identity 

(2002, 986). The Taliban leadership has always been concerned with 

domestic issues and did not seek to spread its vision of Islam beyond 

Afghanistan‟s borders (Marsden 1998, 61). On the other end, the media 

savvy members of Al-Qaida had ambitions for a global jihad against the 

entire non-Islamic world, and to achieve it they had to engage from the 

beginning in a „sophisticated public relations and media campaign‟ 

(Blanchard 2005, 1). Afghanistan was their base, and the Taliban were 

taken as an example of an inspiring model of Islamic leadership. In this 

context, the financial and ideological support that Bin Laden assured in 

exchange for the asylum offered his organisation, mutually bound the two 

groups. However, as mentioned before, this relationship was not always an 

easy one, and it was often characterised by reciprocal resentment and 

frictions mainly related to the fact that they were pursuing two distinct 

political agendas (Burke 2004, 182; van Linschoten and Kuehn 2011). If we 

place the destruction of the giant Buddhas in the context of this dialectic 

relationship between the Mullah Omar and Bin Laden, it is plausible to 

suggest that each group exploited the highly symbolic message of this 

demolition to address it to different audiences and for different purposes. 

Considering the fact that the Taliban were in the process of affirming their 

control over a wide portion of the Afghan territory, it is necessary to point 

out that the Bamiyan Valley held for them a strong symbolic value. The 

newly conquered area was home of the Hazara, a distinct ethnic group, that 

fought strenuously to push back the Taliban‟s offensives (Bernbeck 2010; 

Rashid 2001; Marsden 1998). The antagonism between the two groups was 

not based exclusively on territorial claims but also on religious grounds, and 

once the Taliban finally managed to gain control over this opposing Shiite 

Muslim faction they needed to state their superiority, performing what 

Meskell called a „provocative affirmation of sovereignty‟ (2002, 562). 

Certainly, internal disputes originating from ideological, political, religious 



  80 
 

and ethnic tensions were often underestimated (Meskell 2002a; Meskell 

2002b). However, when the news started spreading at international level, 

the Afghan leadership realised that they had the chance of opening a global 

channel of communication that could be exploited to convey its message to 

a far wider audience.  

Locally, the Taliban needed to state their ethnic hegemony and their 

political and religious control over the Afghan territory; internationally they 

wanted to achieve official recognition and this might have seemed like the 

right moment to be opening a channel of communication. As a matter of 

fact, by 2001 the Talban controlled almost 95% of the territory, the newly 

born, Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan was diplomatically ostracised by the 

international community. Until September 2001, Pakistan, United Arab 

Emirates and Saudi Arabia were the only three countries, which formally 

recognized the Taliban (Harrison 2010; Milligan 2008; Robertson 2001; 

Goodson 2001), and the UN seat was still occupied by the former Afghan 

president, Burhanuddin Rabbani (United States Institute for Peace 1998). In 

addition to that, the county was under the grip of UN sanctions adopted to 

discipline the Afghan government held responsible for hosting terrorists 

training camps (Centlivres 2008). These sanctions led to extreme conditions 

of poverty and lack of humanitarian aid, which when combined together, 

urged the Afghan leadership to conceive and display for the media such a 

defiant act of destruction, to shake the entire international community 

(Francioni and Lenzerini 2006, 28). Indeed, their call for attention was 

acknowledged. Nonetheless, the global condemnatory attitude that it 

generated was extremely counterproductive to the Taliban‟s aspirations of 

obtaining recognition and legitimacy from the international community.  

Conversely, some suggest that the mastermind behind this destruction as an 

„act of communication‟ (Gamboni 1997, 22) was Bin Laden (Saheb Ettaba 

2001), who wisely exploited the power of the Western media and the 

Taliban‟s lack of international experience for his own goals (van Linschoten 

and Kuehn 2011). If this is the case, the real exploiters of the „CNN effect‟ 

were more likely to have been the members of al-Qaeda who were calling 

the West to war. Paradoxically, engaged in their fight against Western 

hegemony they had to draw on images to send an iconoclastic message. As 
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Freedberg points out „iconoclasts no less than iconophiles engage with the 

power of the image‟ (Freedberg 1989, 418).  

As Centlivres proclaims „the victory is won only if there are witnesses‟ 

(Centlivres 2002, 75); and, in this game/war, journalists are often more than 

just pawns. It is true that they become necessary to guarantee permanent 

public visibility; but, it is also true that a multiplicity of actors were 

involved in the construction of this specific polysemic act and were engaged 

in the development and construction of both common and contrasting 

identities. Pashtu versus Hazara, Sunni versus Shia, Islam versus Non-

Islam, East versus West; in this war of opposites, the mass media are not 

simply reporting from a neutral standing point, they are actively part of the 

picture. All sides used the media, exploiting the visual impact of the 

destruction, which was manipulated to convey contrasting messages and to 

support divergent visions of the world. On one side, the West wanted to 

preserve heritage, attributing universal value to its own cultural framework 

and used the destruction to „amplify the criminal reputation of the Taliban‟ 

(Bernbeck 2010, 50). When the propaganda machine for military 

intervention was set in gear, this became one of the many arguments used to 

find support and legitimisation (Pollock 2005). On the other side, the 

Taliban and al Qaeda applied their own value system, emphasizing that they 

still had a margin of authority and independence. Western powers could 

keep applying their rhetoric strategies to demonise the enemy (ibid. 91); but 

they had no real control over or understanding of the cultural and symbolic 

messages conceived for a non-western audience. The Taliban used the same 

weapon to picture the West as controlled by selfish and superficial interests. 

To give an example, when offered money to save the statues, the enraged 

Taliban envoy replied that the West cared more abut stones than starving 

children (Meskell 2002a; Romey 2001). 

What is argued here is that, the destruction of the statues both as an action 

and as a media narration was conceived and subsequently manipulated by 

all the actors and for a variety of purposes. Once again, this demonstrates, 

the deep entanglement between heritage and global politics (Harrison 2010, 

155), and the predominant role that mass media can play in this new era of 

unconventional conflicts. Certainly, it was 9/11 that determined the 
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intervention of the US in Afghanistan. But, in light of these considerations, 

it is reasonable to affirm that the campaign of deliberate demolition of pre-

Islamic art that took place in the first months of 2001, and the resulting 

media crusade, has given space to a series of propagandistic assumptions. 

Therefore, all the emotional negativity associated with the twin towers 

attack is often reconducted and associated with what happened afterwards 

and can be defined as globally witnessed history. Today, the emptied niches 

in the Bamiyan Valley have acquired a new iconic value; even deprived of 

their material essence, their absence became a crucial part of the cultural 

biography of the monument. However, global recognition did not come with 

the destruction itself, but with the „advertisement‟ of the destruction. It 

might appear like an absurdity to state that destruction was the best thing 

that could have happened to the Buddhas (Freund 2002); but it seems that 

notoriety is necessary to receive acknowledgement of value and only mass 

media can guarantee notoriety. 
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Fig. 1: Atrocious as it was, 9/11 is now part of the global collective memory for 

many reasons, but definitely not for having been the worst massacre of our times. 

Possibly, the fact that the attack was dramatically staged and broadcast ito the entire 

world allowed it to sink in the memory of every person on the planet that owned a 

television set. This image itself is an alternative example of memorialisation. 

Someone felt the need to use a red ink pen to insert that date on the borrowing 

docket of this book, a symbolic gesture partially acknowledging the power of mass 

media.
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Abstract 

The central aim of this paper is to draw attention to the role played 

by transhumance, or booleying, in 19th and 20th century Irish 

farming. Transhumance involves the seasonal movement of people 

and their livestock from one grazing ground to another and has 

been practised across the world ever since food-producing animals 

were first domesticated (Hole 1996). It is a system which varies 

greatly from region to region, but in Ireland it is usually 

characterised by the movement of dairy cows from lowland to 

upland for the summer months. The remains of the summer 

dwellings, or booley huts, of the cattle herders survive in large 

numbers on Irish mountain-sides but they have been largely 

neglected by Irish archaeologists to date bar two brief periods of 

interest in the 1940s and 1980s. Thankfully however, a good deal of 

folk information on the system was collected in the first half of the 

20th century, before it died out completely. This paper examines 

what these sources can tell us and presents the results of recent 

archaeological fieldwork in the Galtee Mountains. Furthermore, 

indirect evidence is used to support views that 19th and 20th 

century transhumance is a survival of a practice which was much 

more widespread and important to Irish agriculture in previous 

centuries. 

Introduction 

Transhumance was a practice in decline by at least the 19th century in 

Ireland. Yet it remained both viable and useful in certain counties until the 

early 20th century. That this fascinating, though ultimately doomed, system 

persisted as long as it did is a pressing issue. 
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The principal reason for transhumance is that it frees up land around the 

homestead by keeping livestock elsewhere for the summer. This allows 

more grass to grow, which can be harvested as hay or left as winterage 

(standing fodder). If livestock are kept at home, the same amount of hay 

cannot be saved, or winterage provided, since the cattle would need the land 

for grazing. Extra hay or winterage allowed more livestock to be over-

wintered on the home farm, or sold on. 

Some of the freed-up land could also have been used for tillage, especially 

oats which was used for horse-feed (Frape 2010, 102). From 1815 to 1846, 

tariffs placed on corn imported into Britain and Ireland (the Corn Laws) 

promoted tillage farming (Ó Moghráin 1943, 163). This in turn made the 

availability of hill-grazing something worth exploiting, allowing farmers to 

maximise their grain crop (ibid.). However, tillage farming was dealt a blow 

by the repeal of the Corn Laws, which left more of the lowlands available 

for grazing allowing dairy cows to be kept at home all year-round. Early 

19th century protectionism may, then, have helped prolong transhumance in 

Ireland. 

The hillside-herders naturally needed shelter and the structures which were 

built to provide this have become known as „booley huts‟. „Booley‟, derived 

from buaile, originally meant „milking-place‟ (Lucas 1989, 63). „Hut‟ is not 

an ideal term as it gives the impression that they are poorly-built, make-shift 

structures, when in fact some were quite substantial. Their layout varies 

considerably; oval, circular and rectangular with rounded-corners have been 

observed by Evans (1957, 36-7), while rectangular plans are seen in 

examples in the Galtee Mountains (see below). Most booley huts tend to be 

located near the headwaters of mountain streams, or in sheltered hollows 

close by, so as to allow easy access to drinking water (Evans 1957, 36, 38). 

Surprisingly, relatively few booley huts have been properly surveyed, let 

alone excavated. Remarkably few are officially recorded; 48 in the SMR for 

the Republic, 46 in Northern Ireland. Four major concentrations emerge: the 

Comeraghs, Co. Waterford; the Wicklow Mountains; the Dartry Mountains, 

north Leitrim/Sligo; and 38 in Co. Antrim. None are listed in the 

archaeological inventories for counties Limerick, Galway, Mayo or Donegal 

even though these are central to the present discussion. The work of 
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folklorists, and geographers and placename evidence has been drawn upon 

to fill these gaps, along with fieldwork in the Galtee Mountains by the 

author.  

Organisation 

Booleying endured longest in Galway, Donegal, Mayo and in the Galtee 

Mountains on the Limerick/Tipperary border, “areas which provided the 

best physical conditions for booleying” (Graham 1954, 212). In the 

transhumance system which survived on Achill, Co. Mayo, in the 1940s, 

cattle were sent to the settlement of Slievemore for two periods of five 

weeks between May and September, but a much stronger system seems to 

have existed in pre-Famine times when Slievemore was itself the permanent 

settlement and smaller settlements such as Sruthán Bun Abhna were used 

temporarily (Ó Moghráin 1943, 164; McDonald 1998). 

For south-west Donegal, folk information gathered from elderly people in 

the 1930s gives us an insight into the territorial organisation of 19th century 

transhumance (Morris, Ó Duilearga and Ó Cearbhaill 1939, 296). Each 

lowland townland, it seems, had the use of another uninhabited townland in 

the uplands. For example, those in Druim in Gleann Choluim could graze 

their cattle at Coillte Feannaid and Port (ibid.). This system came under 

increasing pressure in the lead up to the Famine as upland areas were 

colonized (ibid.). According to Séamus Ó Híghne (aged c. 60 in 1936), his 

grandfather was the first to settle the former transhumant grounds in Mín na 

Suileach permanently (ibid. 297). 

The timing and nature of the annual transhumance is clearer in Cloch 

Cheannfhaola in north-west Donegal where transhumance was practiced up 

to the 1850s (Ó hEochaidh 1943, 133). According to Niall Ó Dubhthaigh (Ó 

hEochaidh 1943, 136), the men from home would head up to the summer 

pastures around St. Patrick‟s Day to make the booley houses ready for the 

herders, who would not come down from the mountains until Halloween 

(ibid. 132). On the grazing ground of Ard na Seamar – to which Ó 

Dubhthaigh's ancestors in Ardaí Móra took their cattle – three households 

had the use of one booley house (ibid. 150). All of the families co-operated 

and “no part of the hills was marked out for any particular townland or 
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district” (ibid. 152). It is presumed here that each family based their 

livestock and their herders in roughly the same spot each year (as the people 

of Ardaí Móra did). 

 

Fig. 1: Distribution map of places and areas mentioned in text. 

However, in certain areas where openfield (or rundale) farming operated, 

periodic re-allotment by the casting of lots is known to have place (Evans 



  92 
 

1957, 33); this practice may have resulted in the rotation of booley huts and 

grazing areas.  

On the southern slopes of the Co. Limerick part of the Galtee Mountains, a 

more limited system of transhumance operated in the townlands of 

Knocknascrow and possibly also Carrigeen Mountain, north of Kilbeheny, 

until c.1875. Here, dairy cows were kept on the mountains every year from 

the middle of April to the start of November (Ó Danachair 1945, 250). It is 

not clear from the account given in 1940, by the 80-year-old Michael 

Cunningham (ibid.) - a participant in the system as a child - whether grazing 

on the commonage was limited to farmers in that townland or whether 

others also had access. Given, however, that there are only three known 

extant booley houses in Knocknascrow, and that each was used by one 

household only (John Cunningham, grandson of Michael, pers. comm.), it is 

likely that it was limited to Knocknascrow farmers. Young people of both 

genders generally looked after the cattle, but the elderly filled in whenever 

the young and fit were needed at home (Ó Danachair 1945, 250). 

In Connemara, Co Galway, it seems that cattle were not kept on the hill 

pastures for as long; one herd was taken up in May (Ó Cathasaigh 1943, 

159) or July (Ó Duilearga 1939, 35), and another in August (ibid.) - neither 

appears to have stayed more than a month (Ó Duilearga 1939, 35). This 

system of two spells in the uplands echoes the last transhumance practised 

in North Achill in the 1940s (see above). 

Habitation 

Booley huts do not conform to any one design, except that they are 

relatively small and simple. Those which are best-preserved today are of 

dry-stone construction, but less durable sod-built sites may have been just as 

common. Although most of those described below are stone-built, many 

booley huts in the pre-Famine period are said to have been constructed with 

“sods and wattles” (Wilde 1849, 89). In 1835 in Bovevagh parish, Co. 

Derry, a cluster of abandoned huts in a place known as „Bolies‟ is 

described, the walls of which “are built of mud and sods” (Lucas 1989, 61, 

quoting 1st ed. Ordnance Survey Letters). In both Connemara and north-

west Donegal, sod-built booley huts are described, but anywhere stones 
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were plentiful they were preferred (Ó hEochaidh 1943, 134; Ó Cathasaigh 

1943, 159). As for the roof, sods of peat could also be used, as in 

Connemara and north-west Donegal, where sods were laid on a timber 

framework and sealed with heather thatch (ibid.). 

A cluster of stone-built oval examples (known as bráca) averaging 5.5m x 

3.6m are found at Sruthán Bun Abhna, north Achill (Ó Moghráin 1943, 

169). The sod-built bothógaí of north-west Donegal were rectangular, 

measuring 5.5m x 3.0m; since they were cut into the hillside, however, only 

three walls had to be constructed. They had just one door, and a window in 

the south side (Ó hEochaidh 1943, 134). 

In the Mourne Mountains of Co. Down, transhumance does not appear to 

have survived into the 19th century. Nevertheless, the partial excavation of 

a booley hut at the Deers‟ Meadow (Evans and Proudfoot 1958) could well 

be relevant to the post-medieval period, in light of a reference in 1744 to the 

poor who grazed their cattle here for at least two months of the summer and 

erected huts (Harris 1744, 125). No dating evidence was found but the 

excavation did reveal the layout of the structure. Measuring roughly 3.7m x 

3.7m, the hut formed a rough square with rounded corners. The walls were 

constructed of layers of sods and gravely soil (Evans and Proudfoot 1958, 

129).  

In the Dingle Peninsula, local tradition suggests the existence of pre-Famine 

transhumance; Aalen (1964) has argued convincingly that clocháin above 

the line-of-cultivation were used as transhumant dwellings. Often referred 

to as beehive huts, clocháin are a characteristic monument of West Kerry. 

They are of dry-stone corbelled construction and are generally circular and 

one-roomed. Clusters of them are found however in upland areas with 

conspicuous placenames, e.g. Macha an Áirí ('Cattle-yard of the milking 

place'), Macha na Bláthaí ('Cattle-yard of the butter-milk') and Buaile an 

Mhanaig ('The monk's cattle-enclosure') (1964, 41). In the Garfinny valley, 

over 80 clocháin occur in 16 clusters and many of these, like booley hut 

sites elsewhere, are marked-out by green patches of lush vegetation – the 

result of either naturally good soil or the build-up of domestic and animal 

waste (Evans 1957, 36). Two main sizes of clochán have been identified 

(1.2m-1.8m, and 3m-4.6m diameters) (Aalen 1964). Souterrains were found 
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in association with two of the larger examples - these may have been used 

to store butter. Interestingly, the folk account from north-west Donegal 

makes reference to the use of similar subterranean-stores by herders there 

(Ó hEochaidh 1943, 139; see also Williams‟ summary 1983). 

Answers given to a questionnaire circulated by UCD in the late 1950s attest 

to memories of transhumance in North Leitrim and west Co. Waterford (Ó 

Danachair 1983-4, 37). As concentrations of SMR-listed booley huts are 

indeed found on the Sligo/Leitrim border and in Co. Waterford, these 

booleys very possibly saw use into recent centuries. The Co. Waterford 

group is located on the foothills of the Comeragh and Monavullagh 

Mountains. There are 16 recorded (SMR) in total and they are all of dry-

stone construction. Unlike those in the Dingle Peninsula and many in 

Achill, however, these booley huts are all - bar one - of rectangular shape. 

They average 5m-8m x 3m in size (Moore 1999, 234-237).  

Eleven booley huts are found upon the Dartry Mountains south-facing 

slopes which straddle the Sligo/Leitrim border. The ruins of two lie in 

Gortnagran townland, Co. Leitrim (SMR: LE003-036). As in Waterford, 

these are rectangular and stone-built, albeit slightly smaller. 

Fieldwork results 

On the southern slopes of the Co. Limerick side of the Galtee Mountains are 

the neighbouring townlands of Knocknascrow and Carrigeen Mountain. 

Knocknascrow contains the ruins of at least three booley huts, Carrigeen 

Mountain at least one. Ó Danachair drew attention to the legacy of 

transhumance in this part of the Galtees as long ago as 1945 and yet these 

sites are still not on the SMR.  

Knocknascrow 1 is of dry-stone construction and is rectangular in shape, as 

are the other three, (Fig. 2). It measures 6.7m x 4.78m and 5.1m. 
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Fig. 2: Knocknascrow 1 from SW, note reconstruction in foreground. 

Knocknascrow 2 (Fig. 3) lies 1.1km to the east on the other side of a ridge. 

Slightly larger than Knocknascrow 1 at 7.4m x 5m and 7.7m x 5.2m, there 

is a badly ruined annexe at its eastern end which is unconnected with the 

interior of the main structure. It is possible that this was used as a store for 

dairy produce.  

Knocknascrow 3 (Fig. 4) is located approximately 900m to the north of 

Knocknascrow 1, in what is known as „Pigeon Rock Glen‟. It differs 

substantially from Sites 1 and 2, however. Its better preserved eastern 

rectangular structure measures 5.2m x 2.6m, with no doorway apparent. The 

adjoining western enclosure is 4.9m x 5.2m, of which only the foundation 

stones survive. 
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 Fig. 3: Knocknascrow 2 from NE. 

Approximately 900m to the east, on the opposite side of Pigeon Rock Glen 

lies the fourth booley in Carrigeen Mountain townland. Though in ruins the 

remaining spread of stones, 4-4.5m x 7.5-8.5m, is similar in scale to 

Knocknascrow 1 and 2. Interestingly, this site is enclosed on the north and 

west by a stone-faced bank (1m in height), and on the south and (partially) 

the east by an earthen bank. At 16m x 18.5m, this enclosure would have 

provided ample room for cows. Cultivation ridges run downslope for almost 

50m. 

The account of local Michael Cunningham (Ó Danachair 1945) informs us 

that it was potatoes which were cultivated at booley sites such as 

Knocknascrow 3 and Carrigeen Mountain. The stalks of these „black 

potatoes‟ were fed to the cattle on the mountain, while the tubers 

themselves were often not all harvested until the end of October (ibid.). 
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Fig. 4: Better preserved eastern part of Knocknascrow 3 from north. 

It is important to emphasise the isolation of each of these sites relative to 

each other. They are not clustered as at Achill or the Garfinny Valley, 

Dingle, and they are not inter-visible. They were each connected with one 

farmstead at the foothills of the Galtees and were not shared by a number of 

families (John Cunningham, pers. comm.). This contrasts with the 

arrangement in Cloch Cheannfhaola, north-west Donegal, where three 

households had the use of one booley hut (Ó hEochaidh 1943, 150). The 

increased co-operation evident in north-west Donegal and North Achill may 

be the result of a rundale system in operation there (see Yager 2002), which 

Evans (1957) sees as inextricably linked to transhumance. In the Galtees, 

however, the latter operated without such a system, because in the 

surrounding lowlands farmsteads were independent of one another. It 

remains for future research to demonstrate how long such a situation had 

prevailed. 
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Fig. 5: Carrigeen Mountain site from south-east. 

 

Daily activities on the summer pastures 

The growing of potatoes for sustenance at booley sites has been mentioned 

above but other daily activities on the hillsides are also of relevance. The 

most important was milking the cows, mornings and evenings. The large 

quantities of milk produced greatly surpassed the needs of the herders so the 

milk was churned into butter on the hillside itself in most regions. If the 

distances to the low-lying homestead were too long to make daily, the butter 

could be stored in an annexe to the booley hut - as in Knocknascrow 2 and 

Glenmakeeran, Co. Antrim (Evans and Proudfoot 1958) - or in some form 

of souterrain - as in north-west Donegal and Garfinny valley (see above). 

Another, older way of preserving the butter was to store it in wicker baskets 

in boggy ground before collecting it at the end of the season (Ó hEochaidh 

1943, 140). This „bog butter‟, uncovered through peat harvesting, 

occasionally dates as far back as the Iron Age, e.g., Rosberry, Co. Kildare 

(Earwood 1997, 27). When bog butter is encountered in upland situations 
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where there is no evidence of permanent settlement, then transhumance 

ought to be considered a possible factor in its deposition (but see Kelly 

2006 for a discussion of ritual deposition in bogs). 

Earlier Transhumance 

There are several references by early modern writers to transhumance or 

“booleying” in Ireland (O‟Flaherty and Hardiman 1846, 16-7; Spenser 

1596, 363). Medieval Irish sources, both early and later, mention the words 

áirí and buaile. Their meanings vary but usually they are associated with 

cattle enclosures and milking-places and, depending on context, may also 

indicate summer grazing grounds (Ó Moghráin 1944; Lucas 1989). Buaile 

and áirí may also form part of modern placenames. In addition, a few 

excavated upland sites which may have been used seasonally have produced 

radiocarbon dates from Co. Antrim, including Ballyutoag (early medieval), 

(Williams 1984), Tildarg (13th century) (Brannon 1984), and Glenmakeeran 

(early modern), (Williams and Robinson 1983). 

One consideration which ought to be fundamental to any investigation of 

the importance of transhumance in medieval Ireland is the availability of 

winter fodder for cattle, principally hay – this is a line of research which has 

hitherto received little attention (Kelly 1997; Lucas 1989; Kerr, Swindles 

and Plunkett 2009). As one of the fundamental foundations of transhumance 

seems to have been to save hay from the ungrazed low-lying grass for 

winter-feeding, a salient question to ask is how long the practice of 

haymaking existed in Ireland? The answer is far from clear. Certainly, there 

is a paucity of words relating to the practice in the Irish language. Hay itself 

is simply known as féar („grass‟), while coca and píce féir - „cock‟ and 

„hayfork‟ - were borrowed from Middle English (MacBain 1911, 92; Gove 

1971, 435) and Anglo-Norman French respectively (McCone 1994, 442). 

Haymaking was certainly practised prior to the 18th century, but its relative 

importance is difficult to gauge. The earliest (direct) reference to 

haymaking is probably the mowing of meadows recorded in the Irish Pipe 

Role of John in 1211-12 near Carrickfergus, Co. Antrim and in Oriel (mid- 

and south-Ulster, plus Co. Louth) (Lucas 1989, 37). According to the Pipe 

Roll of Cloyne (1363-76), it was an obligation of betagii to cut and rick hay 

for the lord (ibid.). However, as late as the 19th century haymaking 
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remained sporadic e.g., in 1837 in the Welsh mountains, Co. Kilkenny, 

“grass is kept for the cattle into which they are turned in the winter without 

hay, straw, or shelter” (Lewis 1837). Unfortunately, it is impossible to tell 

from these scattered references if haymaking was practised widely and 

continuously throughout the period. Moreover, they all come from Anglo-

Norman Ireland - should we assume that haymaking was not practised in 

Gaelic areas? 

The evidence from the early medieval period may bear some influence on 

this. Haymaking is traditionally thought to have been absent from pre-

Norman Ireland. It is not mentioned in the Old Irish law tracts (Kelly 1997, 

47) and Gerald of Wales notes that “the meadows are not cut for fodder” 

(O‟Meara 1982, 14). It would be foolish to rule it out completely, though. 

The law tracts, after all, are thought to date to the 8th and 9th centuries, and 

the main annalists were based in the north and west of the country (e.g. Four 

Masters, Ulster, Inisfallen, Loch Cé), so it is possible that haymaking was 

introduced „under the radar‟ into the south-east in the 10th to 12th centuries. 

Nonetheless, the lack of scythe blades in the archaeological record (Kelly 

1997, 47) may well accurately reflect the reality of early medieval and post-

1169 Gaelic Ireland. At this point, we may assume that haymaking was 

absent from early medieval Ireland and remained far from universal in 

subsequent centuries.  

Conclusion 

This paper has explored transhumance in Ireland, a practice which played 

an important, if decreasing role in many farming communities in the 19th 

and early 20th centuries. Cows were kept and milked on hillsides for most 

of the summer, tended to by the young or elderly, who lived in booley huts. 

These do not conform to any one design, but seem to be one-roomed and 

sometimes contain an external annexe. Further research may reveal a 

chronology of booley huts for different regions. 

Transhumance was in decline from at least the start of the 19th century and 

probably the end of the 17th, as an increasing population forced the 

colonisation of the uplands. Though haymaking was not universally 

practised, the increasing availability of winter fodder made the movement 
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of cattle away from the homestead for the summer less of a necessity. It is 

proposed herein that haymaking practices deserve greater study in the 

context of medieval transhumance.  

Co-operation between families in the use of booley areas, which is 

particularly evident in north-west Donegal and North Achill, is perhaps a 

reflection of the rundale system in these areas, while in the Galtee 

Mountains the independence of permanent settlements dictated that co-

operation was not essential. Why this was so remains an open question. 

Thus, it is important that we utilise all available sources of information, 

from excavation to documentary, to identify the fuller extent of 

transhumance sites and practices – as of yet we have barely scratched the 

surface of an aspect of Irish farming hitherto gravely underestimated. 
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Three Cases of Trauma to the Shoulder From Early Christian County  

Louth 

Arlene Matthews & Clíodhna Ní Mhurchú 

 

Abstract 

Pathological indicators of trauma to the human skeleton can be 

found on archaeological human remains during the course of 

osteological analysis. The most publicised of these are usually 

related to violent interpersonal conflict frequently resulting in 

fractures from blunt or sharp force injury. It is less publicised that 

a wide range of traumatic injuries also occurred due to potentially 

less dramatic occupational or accidental activities. Habitual 

activities related to the normal employment of daily chores can 

cause low-grade trauma on the skeleton. In some cases, the 

manifestation of this on the bones is visible as relatively minor 

pathological changes, often related to arthritic degeneration of the 

joints. More severe injuries are sometimes seen also and these can 

be attributed to possible accidents, albeit of unknown cause. This 

article describes two cases of os acromiale and one case of 

shoulder dislocation from the preliminary findings of analysis of a 

skeletal assemblage from an Early Christian site at Faughart 

Lower, County Louth. Although we can only speculate as to the 

exact causes of these pathological changes, they are interesting 

nonetheless as they give a small insight into the daily hardships 

endured by some of the members of this medieval community.  

Introduction to the Site 

Site 116 is located in the townland of Faughart Lower, County Louth. It was 

uncovered during the monitoring phase of the A1/N1 road scheme, a 

14.2km stretch of carriageway between Newry and Dundalk. The 

excavation of this site was undertaken by ADS Ltd. from June 2005 to April 

2006 under the direction of Peter Bowen and Giles Dawkes. This 



  106 
 

multiphased site of archaeological occupation focuses on a ringfort which 

appears to undergo several phases of occupation including ditch recutting, 

the construction of a stone-faced bank, two souterrains and the reuse of the 

site as an Early Christian cemetery in which approximately 772 individuals 

were interred. Preliminary radiocarbon dates from skeletal material suggest 

the burials occurred from 390-1000 AD, and this may suggest that burial 

and habitation of the site may have coincided (Bowen and Dawkes 2007).    

The Human Remains 

Osteological analysis of the skeletal remains from this site took place at the 

ADS post-excavation facility in Kells, County Meath from 2008 to 

2010.The vast majority of the individuals buried here were adults and the 

condition of the bone was generally quite poor (Buckley 2006). 

Nonetheless, the assemblage revealed an array of interesting pathological 

conditions from the earliest stages of the analysis. In this article, three cases 

of possible accidental and occupational trauma to the shoulder will be 

discussed.    

Non-Confrontational Trauma  

In a large skeletal assemblage such as this one, it would be expected that a 

number of individuals would show signs of having suffered trauma to their 

bones, which in some cases may have contributed to their deaths. Although 

traumatic indicators on the skeleton are frequently thought of as being 

associated with interpersonal violence, blunt or sharp force fractures caused 

by weapon wounds or bare-knuckle fighting – it should be noted that a wide 

range of injuries are also inflicted by accidental or occupational causes. 

Accidents can inflict quite serious injuries that people did not have the 

facilities to repair and therefore often continued to live with for the 

remainder of their lives. Low-impact trauma, on the other hand, can be 

caused by long-term habitual activities, such as would have been carried out 

on a daily basis in a rural medieval community like this one. The 

pathological impact of these types of activities on the skeleton often 

manifest as arthritic changes in the vertebrae and on other joint surfaces, but 

other more unusual anomalies are also occasionally seen. 
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Some abnormalities to the shoulder joint are discussed below. One of these 

cases is a shoulder dislocation and two are skeletons with os acromiale, a 

particular trait that has been associated with low-grade, habitual trauma to 

the neck, upper back and shoulder regions.  

Os Acromiale 

Pathology 

Os acromiale or „bipartite acromion‟ is a bone defect that affects the scapula 

(shoulder blade) and results in non-fusion of the acromion process – the 

upper part of that bone that forms a joint with the clavicle (collar bone) – at 

the shoulder. This bone usually fuses in late adolescence or young 

adulthood (Scheuer and Black 2000, 268). The condition, which is more 

prevalent in males, is usually asymptomatic and can occur in either one or 

both shoulders. Some studies have found evidence in support of a genetic 

predisposition for this condition. Prevention of bone union in the acromion 

has also been associated with fibrous union of a fracture or repeated, 

occupation-related trauma (Miles 2005; Case, Burnett and Nielson 2005; 

Scheuer and Black 2000, 268). It has been associated with elevated 

incidence of injury to the rotator cuff muscles (the muscles of the shoulder) 

due to continued and heavy loading of the arm (Scheuer and Black 2000, 

268; Pacciani 2006). Archaeologically, the condition has been linked to 

longbow archers in the late medieval period (Stirland 1984; Stirland 2000) 

and has also been found to occur in workers who routinely carry heavy 

loads on their shoulders (Wienker and Wood 1988). In clinical studies, os 

acromiale is often associated with certain sporting activities such as baseball 

pitching due to the excessive muscular activity in the shoulders.  Os 

acromiale, whether a developmental defect or caused by a fracture or long-

term minor occupation-related trauma is not a debilitating condition and 

may have only caused some minor shoulder pain to the two individuals 

described below during their lives.  
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Paleopathology 

Case Study 1 

One individual exhibiting this trait was Skeleton 1090A, a probable male 

aged 40-49 years. Although analysis of these remains was unfortunately 

restricted by their incomplete and highly fragmented state, it was noted 

during examination that there was some ambiguity in the skeletal features 

normally used for diagnosis of sex, with most of the traits present 

displaying ambiguous or inconclusive results. The pelvic traits that were 

present were more typically male than female but measurements taken from 

the arm and leg bones revealed that this individual was generally not 

particularly well built for a male. Evidence from the skull, however, 

contradicted the limb bones. The back of the cranium displayed a very 

pronounced „external occipital protuberance‟, which is an attachment point 

for the neck muscles and ligaments and is more prominent in robust, 

muscular males. That this feature was contrary to the otherwise fairly 

ambiguous diagnostic traits and was more prominent than those of many 

other males from this site suggested that this particular individual was 

involved in some form of habitual activity that caused development or strain 

to the muscles of the neck. 

This hypothesis was supported by the discovery on the right scapula 

(shoulder blade) of a bipartite acromion. As is typical for this condition, this 

resulted in a quadrangular piece of separate bone that articulated with the 

acromial base. It was not clear in this case whether the condition was also 

present in the left acromion as it was broken. It would be expected that the 

presence of os acromiale would indicate related changes to other 

surrounding bones, for example the clavicles. However, in the case of 

Skeleton 1090A the adjoining bones were too fragmented to analyse for 

such changes. 
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Case Study 2 

A second, better preserved example of this condition occurred in the 

relatively complete Skeleton 1022A, a 26-35 year old male. Similarly to the 

individual above, the left anterior acromial ossification centre in this 

individual has failed to fuse to the acromial process resulting in a separate 

ossicle (Fig. 1), with only fibrous attachments to the main scapular bone. In 

Skeleton 1022A, the humeri (upper arm bones) both had evidence of stress 

at the attachment points of the subscapularis muscle, a rotator cuff muscle 

responsible for the medial (forward) rotation of the arm. This muscle helps 

to stabilise the shoulder joint, preventing its dislocation. In this case, the left 

bone was more affected than the right, implying that subscapularis was 

under particular strain on the left side. The bipartite acromion may have 

contributed to this muscular stress.  

 

Fig. 1: Left scapula (shoulder blade) of Sk. 1022A, showing bipartite 

acromion process. 

In Skeleton 1022A, the condition seems to have resulted in a marked 

asymmetry of the upper body. In this individual, the collar bones and arm 

bones were affected. Although both sides are robust and have strong muscle 

attachments, the bones of the left side were notably shorter than the right. 

This is contrary to the evidence from the individuals affected with os 

acromiale on the King Henry VIII‟s flagship, the Mary Rose (Stirland 1984; 
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Stirland 2000). Their activity resulted in symmetry of the upper limbs due 

to the tremendous strength needed in both arms to operate a medieval 

longbow. Therefore, this condition is unlikely to have resulted from an 

activity such as archery in individual 1022A.  

Shoulder Dislocation: Osteological Description 

The second trauma has been caused by a sudden direct or indirect force to 

the shoulder. The individual involved, Skeleton 1106A, was a female, aged 

in the 26-35 year age range. The pathology has affected the left 

glenohumeral (shoulder) joint and involves the scapula, clavicle, and 

humerus. In an unaffected joint the scapular articulation has a „teardrop‟ 

appearance and articulates with the humerus laterally (at the side). 

However, in this individual the dislocation of the humerus has resulted in 

the bone being pushed out of its socket and forwards causing the original 

joint contour to become distorted into a „crescent‟ shape. Instead of 

articulating at the side of the body the humerus has formed a new joint 

(pseudoarthrosis) at the front of the scapula (Fig. 2).   

 

Fig. 2: Left scapula of Sk. 1106A, showing dislocation.   
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Normal left scapula of another individual shown at right. In the original 

joint the bones of the humerus and scapula are prevented from coming into 

direct contact by a layer of cartilage, this is essentially a cushioning system 

to protect the bones from the general wear and tear of continuous 

movement. In a dislocation the bones are directly in contact and if the injury 

is not reduced (set back into its original position) the bones begin to rub 

against one another causing the outer (cortical) layer of the bone to wear 

away and become porous. The rounded „ball‟ appearance of the top of the 

humerus becomes distorted and flattened with continued contact with the 

front of the scapula. Finally, if this direct osseous contact persists, both 

affected bones develop „eburnation‟, which is essentially a „polishing‟ of 

the bone surface that can be detected on dry bone as it shines and glints in 

the light. The individual in question has the eburnation, porosity and bone 

contour change described above, suggesting strongly that this was a long-

standing condition and that it was probably never reduced. 

Common Causes 

The shoulder is the most commonly affected joint for dislocation (Seade 

2006). It is less stable than the hip for example, but this compromise has to 

be made to enjoy the range of movement the human shoulder and its 

multifunctional capabilities (Ortner 2003, 160). In clinical studies this 

injury is often associated with sports (Seade 2006), particularly rugby and 

martial arts and is seen most often in young males and older females 

(generally from falls). The arm is usually in a vulnerable position when 

dislocated, often abducted and extended (outwards and angled back; for 

example, the position of throwing a baseball or rugby ball or in the case of a 

fall, putting an arm behind to break the fall), and in the case of a frontal 

dislocation the force is exerted from the back. Therefore, to sustain this 

injury the individual probably fell backwards or received a direct force to 

the back of the shoulder while the arm was abducted to sustain this injury.   

Effect on Living Individual 

A dislocation of this nature would cause pain in the living person as the soft 

tissue (muscle and ligaments) would be damaged or torn (Aufderheide & 

Rodríguez-Martín 1998, 25). The muscle and ligament damage alone could 
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cause a „frozen shoulder‟ where the movement in the shoulder would be 

restricted and painful. Secondary to this initial injury the new joint formed 

and the resultant eburnation indicate that this individual suffered from 

osteoarthritis.  The left humerus does not show any loss of bone density and 

has strong muscle attachments; this suggests that while this person did 

suffer as a result of this painful injury, the arm was still in use if only 

partially. The positioning of the secondary/new joint forwards in the body 

and the poor muscle attachment of the clavicle suggest that the range of 

movement of the shoulder was probably permanently impaired, particularly 

the deltoid muscle which is responsible for the abduction of the shoulder. A 

further injury to the shaft of the second rib may have occurred in the same 

episode as the dislocation, the rib has been fractured, possibly due to the 

force of the dislocated humerus being pushed forwards towards the chest.  

Conclusion 

These three examples of pathological changes to the bones of the shoulder 

illustrate the variety of causes and manifestations of trauma on the human 

skeletal system. Although this article is based on specific case studies rather 

than a population study per se, it nevertheless gives us some insight into the 

daily lives of certain members of this Early Christian community. 

Pathologies visible on these individuals suggest that trauma in the past was 

not solely caused by interpersonal violence but also could occur as a result 

of an accident or due to the stress and strain their bodies endured through 

physical labour in the fields, for example. Further osteological investigation 

of the human remains from this site, in conjunction with a multi-disciplinary 

approach to their analysis, will hopefully contribute to our knowledge and 

understanding of rural early medieval Ireland in the future. 

 

 

 

 



  113 
 

Bibliography 

Aufderheide, A.C., and Rodriguez-Martín, C. 1998. The Cambridge 

Encyclopedia of Human Paleopathology. Cambridge, Cambridge University 

Press.  

Bowen, P. and Dawkes, G., 2007. Stratigraphic Report of Phase 2 

Excavations, A1/N1 Newry-Dundalk Link Road, Area 15, Site 116. 

Unpublished report. ADS Ireland Ltd. 

Buckley, Laureen., 2006. A1/N1 Site 116, Faughart Lower, Co. Louth. 

Human Remains Assessment Report. Unpublished report. ADS Ireland Ltd. 

Case, D.T. Burnett S.E. and Nielson, T., 2005. Os acromiale: Population 

differences and their etiological significance. Journal of Comparative 

Human Biology, 57)1), pages 1-18.   

Miles, A.D.W., 1994. Non-union of the epiphysis of the acromion in the 

skeletal remains of a Scottish population of ca. 1700. International Journal 

of Osteoarchaeology. Volume 4, Issue 2, pages 149-163. 

Ortner, D. J., 2003. Identification of Pathological Conditions in Human 

Skeletal Remains. 2nd edn. London. Academic Press. 

Pacciani, E., 2006. Anthropological description of skeletons from graves no. 

4, 62, 63, 65, 66, 67 and 68 at Skriðuklaustur Monastery. [online] available 

at: http://hi.is/~sjk/EPHUM_2006.pdf. [Accessed 15 Febuary 2008]. 

Scheuer, L. and Black, S., 2000. Developmental Juvenile Osteology. 

London and San Diego. Elsevier Academic Press.   

Seade, L. E., 2006. Emedecine. [online] available at: 

http://www.emedicine.com/sports/TOPIC152.HTM. [Accessed 03 January 

2008]. 

 



  114 
 

Stirland A., 1984. Possible correlation between os acromiale and 

occupation in the burials from the Mary Rose. Paper presented to the 5th 

meeting of Paleopathology Association, Siena, Italy. 

Stirland A., 2000. Raising the dead: the skeleton crew of King Henry VIII‟s 

great ship, the Mary Rose. Chichester: Wiley and Sons.   

Wienker C.W. and Wood J.E., 1988. Osteological individuality indicative 

of migrant citrus laboring. Journal of Forensic Sciences 33, pp. 562-567. 



  115 
 

Did Gadara have a macellum?

Karolina Pawlik 

 

Abstract 

Ancient Gadara was one of the Decapolis cities. Its ruins are 

currently located in the village of Umm Qais in north-western 

Jordan where the remains of an octagonal building were found 

(Wagner-Lux and Vriezen 1980, 157). The excavators interpreted 

this building as an octagonal Byzantine church (Wagner-Lux and 

Vriezen 1980, 158-159). However other opinions have been put 

forward, stating the possibility that this structure is a Roman 

market place, a macellum (Segal 1996, 62). This paper will 

examine the archaeological evidence and attempt to determine the 

nature of this building.  

Introduction 

The modern village of Umm Qeis in north-western Jordan treasures the 

ruins of Gadara (Fig. 1). This ancient city was listed as one of the Decapolis 

cities by Pliny the Elder (Pliny the Elder Natural History XVI). The 

Decapolis was a group or as some believe a loose confederation of about 10 

cities in Transjordan and Syria. The cities were united through their culture, 

language and location. In the Roman period Gadara could have been called 

the cultural “capital” of the Decapolis. Many Late Roman philosophers and 

writers were natives of the city (Browning 1982, 45-46). Archaeological 

research began in 1974, when the German team under Ute Wagner-Lux and 

Karel Vrienzen started recording and mapping the ruins north of the western 

theatre (Wagner-Lux et al. 1979, 31). The results produced during the 

subsequent campaigns illustrate the stratigraphy of the site. In the following 

years teams from other countries, e.g. the Dutch started their projects, but 

for the purpose of this paper to a large extent, only the German results will 

be presented and analysed.  
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Fig. 1: Location of Gadara (Umm Qais) within the boundaries of modern Jordan. 

The first campaign of 1974 recorded a large terrace with the remains of 

several columns (Wagner-Lux et al. 1979, 31). A major discovery was 

made during the working seasons 1976-1978, when an octagonal structure 

was unearthed (Wagner-Lux and Vrienzen 1980a, 160-161). The excavators 

identified these remains as a church, probably from the Byzantine period 

(Wagner-Lux and Vrienzen 1980b, 160-161). There have been other 

hypotheses regarding the function of this structure. An interesting 

assumption has been made by Arthur Segal. He debates whether this 

octagonal structure could be the Roman macellum (Segal 1996, 62). In this 

paper the author attempts to investigation this hypothesis by analysing the 

work of the German team and by examining the well-defined Roman 

macella. 
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What is a macellum? 

The macellum was a food permanent market, where products were sold on 

daily basis (de Ruyt 2007, 135). It is important to envisage this structure as 

a building with stalls or tabernea, which can also be called shops, opening 

on to a courtyard (Frayn 1993, 106). These stalls were usually small rooms 

with a broad entrance and a large counter. The courtyard can have a 

circular, octagonal or rectangular shape and the number and allocation of 

tabernea can also vary. This diversity resulted from the limited space 

available in cities, thus architects had to adjust the size and shape of the 

macellum to the already existing urban layout (Frayn 1993, 103).  

According to most scholars the origins of a macellum can be derived from 

the Greek Ἀγορά (agora) (Uscatescu and Martín-Bueno 1997, 84). Initially, 

the agora had a meeting purpose and political function (Uscatescu and 

Martín-Bueno 1997, 84). Progressively it acquired another role, place of 

commerce. However one has to bear in mind that the primary and the 

acquired purposes were taking place in two separate open areas (Uscatescu 

and Martín-Bueno 1997, 84). In the Hellenistic period the mercantile agora 

was a permanent building of cities that considered themselves πόλεις 

(poleis). The Roman macellum is for the first time recorded in Rome in the 

3rd century B.C. (de Ruyt 2007, 135). Macella usually are a feature of cities 

in the western part of the empire, are uncommon in the East, due to the fact 

that commercial agoras from the Hellenistic period were still in function 

(Uscatescu and Martín-Bueno 1997, 85). The examples de Ruyt mentions in 

the East are: Pergamon (modern Turkey) and Dura Europos (modern Syria), 

from the mid 2nd century A.D. and 3rd century A.D. (de Ruyt 1983, 133 & 

70). 

Finally, de Ruyt gives some clues as to what one should look for when 

trying to identify a market building (de Ruyt 2007, 135). The most obvious 

method of dating and ascertaining the function of a building is when 

epigraphical evidenece is associated with it e.g. Jerash (modern Jerash), 

ancient Gerasa (Uscatescu and Martín-Bueno 1997, 70). If such 

epigraphical evidence does not exist, one has to look for archaeological 

remains. De Ruyt argues that macella were used for selling fish and meat. 

Thus presence of mensae (or tables) and basins, were the food could be 
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processed, might indicate the function (de Ruyt 2007, 135). In some cases 

the central courtyard features a fountain, like in Gerasa. The fountain might 

be one way of honouring Neptune as different forms of dedication are a 

common trait in macella. As a concluding remark one has to point out that 

according to de Ruyt this building is an important indication of 

Romanization (de Ruyt 1983, 269, 279). Thus by examining the structure in 

Gadara, perhaps more could be said about the social and identity aspects of 

the local community. 

Evidence for a macellum in Gadara 

Attempting to trace the origins of suggestions that Gadara could have a 

macellum are complicated. It seems that one of the first people to propose 

such an idea was A. Segal in his book From Function to Monument. Urban 

Landscapes of Roman Palestine, Syria and Province Arabia (1996, 62). His 

fundamental argument that the structure excavated in the centre of the 

terrace in Gadara was a permanent market is its resemblance to the 

macellum of Gerasa (Uscatescu and Martín-Bueno 1997, 69). Segal‟s 

suggestion has become a precedent and several other scholars are now 

referring to this building as a market place (e.g. Bührig 2008, 108). It is true 

that both structures are similar and have a peristyle flanked by columns (the 

ones in Gadara were reconstructed). Likewise both structures have 

semicircular exedras; however the ones in Gadara are much smaller.  

In the final report from the excavations in Gadara one can read that the 

structure is very similar to the one in Gerasa and it could be interpreted as a 

market, but its size is too small (Zu‟bi and Tawalbah 2004, 55). As Frayn 

demonstrated through the examination of provincial, Italian macella (e.g. 

Saepinum) the size cannot be regarded as an absolute criterion for a 

macellum (Frayn 1993, 102). In this report it has been stated that the 

octagonal structure had a Roman phase of occupation. However no artefacts 

or references are present to elaborate on this statement (Zu‟bi and Tawalbah 

2004, 57). Overall, it seems that the comparative material confirming this 

hypothesis is at best meagre. In the following sections of this paper I will 

attempt to indicate why this assumption is false.  
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Evidence against a permanent market in Gadara 

The excavators of the terrace have interpreted the octagonal structure as a 

church of the central-building type (Wagner-Lux et al. 1980, 160). To 

support their interpretation they present a series of churches in the area, for 

example the church of St. John in Gerasa (6th century) or the church of St. 

George in Zor‟a in Syria (early 6th century). They based their suggestion on 

the excavated material. The structure is characterized by a square-shaped 

interior on the outside and an octagonal interior (Holm-Nielson et al. 1989, 

600). The floor from the Byzantine phase was characterised by stones tiles 

composed of hues in different colours. Beneath that was a limestone floor 

consisting of larger slabs, which covered the entire area of the terrace. In the 

report from 1993 this limestone phase was dated to the Roman period 

(Wagner-Lux et al. 1993, 391). Other evidence suggesting that this structure 

is a church includes an apse on the eastern side, the presence of a hexagonal 

basalt column and an ossuary in the apse (Holm-Nielson et al. 1989, 600-

601). One can argue why this structure is dated to the Byzantine period. The 

comparative evidence of other churches suggests a Byzantine dating. 

Furthermore Byzantine pottery was found in this area (Zu‟bi and Tawalbah 

2004, 57). This is the summary of the initial evidence composed by the 

excavators.  

However, some scholars still believe that a macellum could have existed 

there (Uscatescu and Martín-Bueno 1997, 85). The main obstacle to qualify 

this building as a market is the lack of space for stalls or tabernae. In most 

cases the stalls were located around the circular, octagonal or even 

rectangular courtyard (e.g. Pompeii, Gerasa, Thugga, Saepinum) (Fig. 2). 

This is quite common despite the diversity of sizes and shapes. However, in 

Lepcis Magna (modern Libya) the mensae were located between the 

columns of the outer peristyle. This would be evidence suggesting that 

despite the lack of space to built shops around, a macellum could have still 

existed. Nevertheless this argument or even an attempt to compare the 

octagonal building with other markets in the Mediterranean area was never 

debated. 
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Fig. 2: Other macella of different size and shape in Roman Italy (Frayn 1993, 102). 

 

In the final report from Gadara, it was stated that the material used to 

construct the church was reused from the Roman period (Zu‟bi and 

Tawalbah 2004, 55). In another, the excavators have outlined a detailed 

timeline of site occupation from the Roman and Byzantine periods (Vriezen 

et al. 2001, 537-546). It seems that in the Roman period the terrace had a 

monumental entrance from the north and it could have functioned as a lower 

terrace of the acropolis or as a basilica (Vriezen et al. 2001, 540-541). A 

Roman basilica was a roofed, rectangular hall, where legal, business and 

partially mercantile activities took place. There is no indication that a 

macellum was erected in the Roman period. In the Byzantine period there 

are two subphases. 
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It could be argued that in the second Byzantine subphase the rooms to the 

east of the colonnaded courtyard could have functioned as mensae of a 

market. To the south of the church was found another twin church with the 

apse featuring in the East direction. There was no indication of shops 

(Vriezen et al. 2001, 540-542). However from de Ruyt‟s investigation it 

seems that the latest macella were constructed in the 3rd century A.D. (de 

Ruyt 1983, 70). Hence this statement rules out the possibility of a market. It 

could be possible that these rooms functioned as shops but there is not 

enough evidence to support or deny this claim. Moreover the basilica of the 

Roman period (if it was a basilica or just a monumental terrace) would 

partially fulfill the commercial purpose. It seems therefore rather 

unnecessary to have two buildings which had a similar function. As Frayn 

pointed out only centres with developed, wide mercantile connections 

would need a macellum (Frayn 1993, 44). Gadara most certainly was not 

such a centre; it was more famous for its cultural merits hosting a wealth of 

well known writers. 

Conclusion 

To date there is no clear evidence that a macellum existed in Gadara. There 

may have been a basilica and shops. Basing the presence of a market in 

Gadara on few similarities e.g. the macellum from Gerasa simply is not a 

convincing argument. Finally, does the lack of a macellum undermine the 

level of Romanisation of Gadara‟s population? Certainly not, as there is 

evidence of a Roman basilica on the terraces north of the west theatre. Most 

likely the construction of the terrace occurred after the mid 2nd century 

A.D. when there was an interest to promote Roman urbanization in the East 

(Bührig 2008: 98). Finally, it could or even should be pointed out that the 

analysis of artefacts could shed more light into the purpose of other 

structures and the extent of Romanisation.  
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The Manx Keeill and pagan iconography: Christian and pagan 

responses to ideological turmoil in the Isle of Man 

during the tenth-century. 

Dr R H Moore 

 

Abstract 

The small, simple Christian chapels, known locally as keeills, 

which litter the landscape of the Isle of Man have become a 

defining feature of Manx archaeological discourse. Initial research 

by local antiquarians during the early twentieth century identified 

some 170 sites, surveyed surface remains and „excavated‟ a 

considerable number. The quality of these investigations can at best 

be described as variable and the methodology formulaic; its focus 

being the search for artefactual dating evidence that would push 

the establishment of the keeill, and therefore the foundation of 

Manx Christianity, back to the arrival of Christianity in Britain. 

More recent analyses, however, suggest that the period of keeill 

construction began in the late ninth or early tenth century AD; with 

a terminus ad quem in the late thirteenth century when an 

ecclesiastical system centred on the parish church was established. 

This re-dating of the keeill phenomena places its foundation close 

to, indeed, probably within the period of Scandinavian settlement 

(c.900AD). Christocentric perspectives have, and continue, to 

influence conceptions of this relationship with an intrinsic 

perception of pagan belief systems as weak and ineffectual, with the 

movement towards conversion seen as inevitable. It is the intention 

of this paper to propose that the keeill phenomena can be regarded 

as the response of an extant native Christian tradition to the 

ideological turmoil brought by an influx of pagan settlers, of 

Scandinavian heritage, to the Isle of Man. It will highlight that the 

response to this collision of dogmas was not prejudiced to 
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Christianity, but was manifest in overt expressions of paganism 

also seen in the burial traditions of settlers. 

Introduction 

The early Christian chapels, or keeills, which litter the Manx countryside, 

have become the defining feature of local archaeology (over 180 in total). 

The morphology of the keeill is simple comprising a small, rectangular, dry-

stone and/or earthen structure, often situated within an enclosure bordered 

by wall, bank and/or ditch, known locally as a rhullick (or graveyard) 

(Johnson 2006) (Fig. 1). Despite the „excavation‟ of a significant number of 

these sites, particularly in the early twentieth-century (Kermode 1968; 

Bruce 1968), understanding remains woefully inadequate due to a dearth of 

dating evidence. The significance of the keeill for local scholarship during 

the nineteenth and twentieth-century lay in its perceived association with 

the advent of early Christianity in the island; an integral element in 

fledgling Manx identities (Belchem 2000; Maddrell 2006; Moore 2009). As 

one local antiquarian contended: 

“…These edifices are chiefly interesting as being, in the absence of 

all historic record, the only indices in existence of the state of 

Christianity in the Isle of Man in the primitive ages. They carry us 

back to periods that have bequeathed no written explanation of 

their origin, though they show us how gradually, but completely, 

the influences of Christianity had spread over this island…” 

 (Oliver 1868, 268) 

It is the intention of this paper to present a brief review of the keeill 

evidence in light of more recent re-dating of the phenomena. It will assess 

the innate ideological, cultural and social conflicts that the keeills, and the 

contemporaneous Viking memorial stones, represent; and postulate that 

each can be regarded as a response to these tensions. A central theme in this 

paper is the intrinsic evidence that conversion was neither a simple or 

indeed inevitable response of contact with Christianity. 
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Fig. 1: A typical keeill at Maughold Churchyard, Maughold. 

 

The dating problem 

The principle concern for these early scholars had been the search for 

definitive dating evidence that could chronologically situate the keeill. A 

lack of documentary evidence and a poorly understood dedicatory record 

led scholars to examine the physical remains in order to provide the 

necessary dating evidence to push the origin of Manx Church to the very 

foundation of Christianity in Britain.  

Discussions concerning the keeill have often celebrated the work of local 

antiquarian PMC Kermode, and the aborted Manx Archaeological Survey 

enacted under his purview (Kermode 1968; Bruce 1968), but this work 

represented the culmination of over a century‟s worth of research (Radcliffe 

1826; Oswald 1860; Oliver 1866; Oliver 1868). Aware of the increasing 

threats that modern agricultural methods posed to local archaeology, 

Kermode conducted “a careful and systematic examination” of the island‟s 

archaeological remains (Kermode 1968, 3). The programme identified and 

surveyed some 119 keeills, with the excavation of another 40 or so; 
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however, any understanding was hampered by a dearth of diagnostic 

artefactual evidence, leading Kermode to conclude that “their ruinous 

condition, and the absolute simplicity… make it impossible, in the present 

state of our knowledge, to give their age with certainty” (Kermode 1915, 

585 - my emphasis). Despite this pessimism some dating was provided by 

the stone crosses, recovered at a number of sites, which had earlier been 

organised into a rudimentary, but relative, chronology (Kermode 1907). 

This allowed Kermode to support the established theory that dated the keeill 

to the fifth or sixth centuries  

Recent analyses have begun to question the validity of these earlier 

assumptions. This reinterpretation of the chronology has been influenced by 

a re-dating of the pre-Viking cross corpus (Trench-Jellicoe 1985, 2002), a 

reassessment of keeill dedications (Bowen 1969), along with a more 

thorough understanding of early Christianity in other areas (Blair 2005). 

Scholars have consequentially been more conservative in dating the keeill; 

the more pragmatic outlook, has concluded that: 

“…there is no proof known to us that any of the existing 

buildings… are older than the Viking settlement…. One has a 

strong impression that most, if not all, the „keeills‟ we see to-day 

were erected after Irish or Scottish monks had converted the Norse 

colonists…” 

(Megaw and Megaw 1950, 154-155; Megaw 1978, Lowe 1988) 

Comparative material from elsewhere in Britain has led Wilson to conclude 

that “[w]hile some of the keeills may belong to the pre-Viking era”, the vast 

majority “are generally of a tenth-century or later date” (2008, 18). This 

reassessment certainly places the keeill in a well attested chronological and 

geographical framework (see Edwards 1996; Barrettt 2003; Blair 2005; 

Turner 2006; Abrams 2007). This need not preclude earlier Christian 

activity, indeed a monastic presence is certainly attested at Maughold and, 

arguably, St Patrick‟s Isle (Megaw 1950; Freke 2002). Archaeological 

evidence from a number of keeill sites similarly evidences earlier activity 

suggests that in some instances the construction of the keeill was intended 

to reaffirm connections with an existing Christian infrastructure (Bruce 
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1968; Kermode 1968). This impact of the „new dating‟ of the keeill has 

ramifications for the development of the Early Medieval and Viking periods 

of the Isle of Man, which have yet to be fully explored. Certainly as Basil 

and Eleanor Megaw have proposed the keeill now seems “no less an 

integral part of Manx-Viking culture than were the „Celtic‟ cross-slabs with 

runes and the Norse mythological figures” (1950, 155).  

Viking settlement and pagan iconography 

The arrival of the Viking during the “final years of the ninth-century” was 

marked by significant political, social and religious upheaval amongst the 

extant communities of the Isle of Man (Wilson 2008, 52). The earliest 

evidence for the arrival of Vikings are a series of pagan burials which take a 

variety of forms from boat burials (e.g. Balladoole, Arbory), to wooden 

chamber burials (e.g. Ballateare, Jurby) and lintel graves with 

accompanying grave goods (e.g. St Patrick‟s Isle, German) (Fig. 2). The 

distribution suggests that this settlement was widespread, but which also 

attests to distinctive cultural and religious beliefs systems within these 

settler groups (see Bersu and Wilson 1966; Wilson 1974, 2008 for a full 

appraisal). The creation of the barrow, much like the erection of the keeill, 

represented an opportunity for communities to establish control over the 

landscape and establish social and cultural power structures (Reilly 1988, 

Moore 1999). That these burial traditions were short-lived, probably lasting 

no later than the 940s (Wilson 2008), seems to fit with paganism‟s declining 

political capital in other Viking strongholds, namely Dublin and York. But 

as Crawford cautions this cessation only tells us “that pagan beliefs were 

changing… not how, when and why the Christian religion was adopted” 

(1987, 163). The Manx burials would have acted as both ritual and social 

foci amongst settler communities providing stability and solidarity (Moore 

2009); consequently to suggest that within a single generation people felt 

secure enough to abandon these traditions seems questionable. 
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Fig. 2: Map showing keeill distribution and sites discussed in the text. 
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While these burials attest to an initial pagan activity this presence is quickly 

obscured within the archaeological record, which some scholars have 

regarded as evidence of conversion to Christianity. Accounts of the 

conversion of Vikings in the Isle of Man to Christianity have failed to 

recognise that conversion was often a protracted process, rather than a 

singular event (Cusack 1998; Muldoon 1997). Many consider it an 

inevitable consequence of contact with Christian theology and ignore the 

complexities of its often nonlinear progression. Wilson, for example, 

contends that: 

“…[t]he grave-finds and the sculpture, then, provide a reasonable 

chronological horizon for the earliest Norse settlement of Man in 

the period at the very end of the ninth century; and for the 

conversion of the incomers to Christianity within the succeeding 

generation…” 

(2008, 86) 

Yet accounts of conversion in other areas suggest that it was much more 

complex. The forced conversion of Iceland, for example, presented as a 

distinct act within the literary record was in reality much more prolonged 

(Vésteinsson 2000; Pálsson and Edwards 2006). Understanding of the 

conversion process has often been impeded by an inflexible dyadic 

terminology which has focused on the intrinsic dialectic between pagan and 

Christian, when, in reality, as Hutton observes, medieval Christianity 

“matched paganism in so many structural respects that it provided an 

entirely satisfactory substitute for it” (2011, 241). Any differences between 

these ideologies were “mediated through forms that made it seem more 

familiar and acceptable in practice” (Hutton 2011, 241). Such similarities 

contributed to an “interpenetration of paganism and Christianity” (Fletcher 

1999, 371), and it seems likely that pagan Viking tradition and ideology had 

equal impact upon established Christian practice. Simply because Christian 

doctrine came to dominate, it need not necessary mean that paganism was 

somehow weaker or less relevant at the outset. 

With this in mind it is worth reconsidering the mixed iconography found on 

the Manx memorial stones that scholars have considered as evidence for 
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conversion amongst Viking settlers (Wilson 2008), but which may equally 

reflect the influence of Scandinavian culture, and arguably pagan religion, 

upon an existing Christian population. The morphology of the iconography 

and motifs utilised on the memorials stones certainly attest to a complex 

interaction between Christian ideology and Scandinavian culture. In some 

instances this relationship is manifest on the single memorial stone; the 

portrayal of Odin at Ragnarǫk on „Thorwald‟s Cross‟ (Andreas 128), for 

example, can be contrasted with a Christian cleric (carrying a cross and 

holding a book aloft) surrounded by stylised serpents on the reverse (Fig. 3). 

Others, such as the „Crucifixion Cross‟ (Michael 129) seem more overtly 

Christian; showing Christ on the cross with a cockerel (the symbol of 

resurrection) and a seraph above. Some seem purely Scandinavian in 

influence, the „Sigurd Cross‟ (Andreas 121), for example, shows Sigurð 

Fáfnisbani and other scenes from Völsungasaga. On many stones pagan and 

Christian iconographies mingle; undermining the „traditional‟ dualist 

conception of pagan and Christian ideologies, and the debate over the origin 

of the iconography (cf. Kermode 1904; Margeson 1983).  

 

Fig. 3: „Thorwald‟s Cross‟ (Andreas 128), Andreas Parish Church. On the 

left a Christian cleric, and on the right Odin at Ragnarö.
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The use of pagan iconography has led many to suppose that the erection of 

these stones was a purely Viking activity, but this need not be the case. 

Certainly „Gautr‟s Cross‟ (Michael 101), one of the earliest crosses in the 

corpus, was raised by a Gaelic named son (Mailbrikti) to his similarly 

named father (Aþakán). That these individuals were almost certainly 

Christian is reinforced in the terminology employed; Mailbrikti „raised this 

cross for his soul‟ (Page 1992, 142), two concepts central to Christian 

doctrine. More fundamentally these memorials also reveal little within their 

iconography that can be regarded as expressly pagan; the portrayal of 

scenes from Ragnarök or Sigurd cycle may well attest to the pervasiveness 

of Scandinavian culture amongst extant Christian communities during the 

tenth-century, as to the religious belief of the individuals or communities 

raising them. Although chronologically and geographically divorced from 

the memorials, evidence from skaldic verse, eddic poetry and the sagas (e.g. 

Íslendinga sögur) attest to the complexities of this relationship (Abram 

2011); as Lönnroth observes that the “world picture of the sagas usually 

appears to modern readers as 'pagan' or at least as distinctly different from 

that of Christianity”, when in reality such a conceptualisation is problematic 

(2008, 309). It seems plausible, therefore, to regard the iconography of the 

memorial stones in much the same way. It must also be remembered that the 

inherent strength of Christian doctrine at this time lay in an intrinsic 

flexibility that allowed it to be adapted and manipulated to fit a situation 

(Hutton 2011). 

The above discussion has questioned the validity of the use of both the 

iconographic and inscriptional evidence found on Manx memorial stones as 

evidence for conversion. It has established that contemporary conception of 

these ideologies is grounded in a rather simplistic Cartesian duality that fails 

to acknowledge the inherent complexity of both the iconography and 

inscriptional evidence. It has shown that both pagan AND Christian were 

erecting memorials with complex iconographies that drew on both traditions 

highlighting a multifarious cultural and ideological coalescence. An 

appreciation of this multifaceted relationship has scarcely been 

acknowledged in the established literature consequently a thorough 

reappraisal of the Manx monumental evidence is required before an 
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understanding can be reached. As a result the keeill phenomenon currently 

offers the most potential in understanding the conversion process. 

The Keeill: a Christian reaction 

The re-dating of the keeill phenomenon and placing it close too, indeed 

probably within, the period of Viking settlement has significant ramification 

for the understanding of the conversion process. The widespread 

phenomena of constructing churches in the period from the ninth-century 

onward, as Blair has observed: 

“….represent[s] one way in which „undeveloped‟ cult sites could 

be adopted into a more demarcated, hierarchical, and explicitly 

Christian landscape. A place of popular cult could not easily be 

suppressed, but by building a church over it it could be 

controlled… [bringing the site] within a framework of local 

parochial observance….” 

(2005, 382-383) 

The construction of the keeill may therefore be considered an attempt to 

strengthen and reassert control over earlier Christian sites. At Sulbrick 

(Santon), for example, the discovery of lintel graves beneath the keeill 

structure suggests that it was constructed within a pre-existing, 

„undeveloped‟ burial ground. At the same time the reorganisation of older, 

prehistoric cult sites also seems to have been common. At Corrody 

(Lezayre), for example, the keeill was constructed within the kerb stones of 

an earlier Bronze Age barrow; whilst the recovery of prehistoric artifactual 

evidence is fairly common. This Christianisation of the landscape also 

involved the reconstitution of „natural‟ places. Associations with wells and 

springs are common; Keeill Chiggyrt (Maughold), for example, has been 

constructed close to a spring known as „Chibbyr y Woirrey‟ (the well of St 

Mary). The place-name evidence provides tantalising testimony of other 

„natural‟ places whose significance has been lost; the significance of a tree 

is preserved in the name Keeill Unjun (Malew) meaning „Church of the 

Ash‟ (Fig. 2). As Blair notes this process, often called the “feudal 

revolution”, was widespread throughout Western Europe and reflected the 
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development of wider social, political and religious changes (Blair 2005; Ó 

Carragáin 2010). Almost certainly similar influences stimulated keeill 

construction in the Isle of Man, but the scale of that construction, potentially 

150+ chapels in two or three hundred years, is significant. While keeill 

foundation was probably well underway before the Vikings arrived, it is 

tempting to connect this influx with a renewed zeal for construction brought 

about by the wider social and cultural changes brought on by the new 

arrivals, perhaps most significantly the religious tensions between these 

ideologies. That these tensions were „real‟ is best observed at Balladoole 

(Arbory) where a pagan boat-burial was raised over an existing, and 

actively used, Christian burial ground (cf. Bersu and Wilson 1966). This site 

also evidences an example of the Christian response to this pagan 

appropriation, with the reiteration of its ideology through the construction 

of a keeill (Keeill Vael, Arbory), and the creation of a clearly demarcated 

rhullick (burial ground) (Madden 1999; Moore 2009). These ideological 

conflicts are also implied at other sites, certainly the discovery of Viking 

swords and weaponry at a number of the parish churches suggests that these 

sites were appropriated by both pagan and Christian (Wilson 1974). 

Although the use of dedicatory evidence is “very uncertain ground on which 

to draw firm conclusions”, the Manx evidence seems to support those 

observations made in western Scotland that contend they are the result of 

“an era of post-conversion church-building by the Norse” (Crawford 1987, 

167; Abrams 2007). The distribution of sites dedicated to St. Patrick along 

the western coast of the Isle of Man attest to the endurance of this cult, and 

is certainly consistent with the twelfth-century revival seen throughout 

western and northern Britain (Bowen 1969). The continued significance of 

the cult of St. Patrick into the thirteenth-century is evident from Chronicles 

of the Kings of Man and the Isles who attribute the conversion of the Manx 

to the saint (Broderick 1996). 

The group of pagan burials that extends for 6km from Ballateare (Jurby) to 

Cronk Breck (Jurby) along the coastal cliffs have come to be regarded as 

evidence of a discrete Viking group in that area (Megaw 1978; Reilly 1988 

and Moore 2009, see map); a notion supported by burial evidence which 

suggests a cohesive identity amongst this community (Bersu and Wilson 
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1966). Significantly, however, while this area boasts a concentration of 

seven pagan burials (Megaw 1978; cf. Reilly 1988 who proposes up to 

thirteen) there is also an apparent dearth of keeills. The Manx 

Archaeological Survey report three, two of which situated at Ballaconley 

and Ballacurry are almost certainly undeveloped cemeteries, whilst the third 

at West Nappin is a later fourteenth-century structure, and perhaps earlier 

parish church (Kermode 1968). This lack of keeills, particularly when they 

are so ubiquitous elsewhere, may tentatively be put forward as evidence of a 

lingering pagan presence in that area. Unfortunately, there is little definitive 

evidence to support this thesis, so it must remain speculative. Significantly 

the highest concentrations of memorial stones are found in the areas that 

border this proposed pagan enclave (the parishes of Andreas and Michael); 

these stones are geographically and ideologically positioned at the „front 

line‟ of Christian/pagan belief systems in much the same way as the pagan 

burials are. While Megaw and Megaw felt able to conclude that “[p]agan 

customs evidently soon lost their hold on the newcomers” (1950, 146; see 

also Wilson 1974, 2008); there seems to be distinct evidence, or more 

accurately lack of it, to suggest that pagan traditions continued to be play a 

significant role into the late tenth-century and perhaps even later. 

Conclusion 

The evidence from the keeills and memorial stones certainly suggest that 

religious interactions during the tenth-century were complex. The mixed 

motifs and iconographies of the memorial stones certainly suggest that 

interactions were not unidirectional; they highlight an intrinsic flexibility, 

liberalism, and arguably a „creolization‟ of Christian beliefs during that 

time. The memorials suggest a landscape of tolerance. This is particularly 

evident in Jurby, where a pagan, Viking community seems to have lingered 

for a considerable time after settlement, with little evidence of an aggressive 

policy of conversion. At Balladoole (Arbory), the tensions between world 

views are unmistakeable. The construction of the keeill can be regarded as 

an attempt to reinforce and reaffirm control over existing Christian sites, 

and reconstitute natural or prehistoric sites of significance into a Christian 

form. Its primary concern does not seem to have been conversion of the 

pagan per se. This evidence seems inherently contradictory, but serves to 
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highlight that conversion was neither simple nor singular; it was a long and 

often complex process. This process affected individuals and communities 

in very different ways. 
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Abstract 

This paper seeks to analyse secondary burial practices in 

Prepalatial Crete to ask what they can tell us about Minoan 

conceptions of death and the body. It also questions if our current 

understanding of the term as something enacted exclusively in a 

funerary context is suitable. Examples of secondary burial 

practices are drawn from 'house tombs' at the site of Phourni, 

Archanes and the tholos tombs of the Mesara region. 

Introduction 

The study of secondary burial through the human remains has often been 

neglected with these sites, both because of earlier scholars' emphasis on 

architecture and the poor preservation of many looted tombs. Yet a study of 

the human remains involved in such practices has much merit in creating an 

archaeology of embodiment for Minoan Crete. Comparative material from 

other times and places reveals the variety of ways in which the body can be 

thought of and how this can be perceived in the archaeological record. 

There are examples of definite postmortem choice, selection and 

manipulation of bones and their study may lead us to a clearer idea of 

Minoan ideas about the body. 

Aspects of such manipulation imply continuous ritual practice, involving 

these human remains in later ritual. The idea of a possible Minoan „ancestor 

cult‟ or „cult of the dead‟ has been discussed before and study of the human 

remains involved in secondary burial may be of use in examining the 

concept. 
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Introduction to the Prepalatial material 

The term 'house tomb' refers to a form of rectilinear burial structure 

consisting of multiple stone-built chambers (two sub-forms, rectangular and 

square: the former on average 5m by 8m, the latter around 3m by 3m) found 

predominantly in the north and east of Crete. It is a term whose coining is 

tied to secondary burial: Harriet Boyd Hawes, during the excavation of the 

settlement of Gournia between 1901 and 1904, defined this as being a 

building “full of bones and skulls in disorder” (Soles 1992, 8), reflecting 

early excavators' conception of the Minoans' treatment of human remains. 

The cemetery of Phourni is located in north-central Crete (Fig. 1), near the 

settlement of Archanes and to the east of the area's dominant geographical 

feature, Mt. Iuktas. The cemetery was in use for a remarkably long period, 

with pottery finds from the Early Minoan IIA to the Late Minoan IIIC (ca. 

2500 – 1100 BC) but is of particular interest for its wide variety of funerary 

architecture and burial practices within the same space and, during the 

Middle Minoan IA period chronological horizon.  

Throughout the Early Minoan III (ca. 2100 – 2000 BC), a period 

characterised by abandonment of many Minoan sites, we find that Phourni 

remains small, with only a single tomb in use (Soles 1992, 131). At the 

beginning of the Middle Minoan IA period (ca. 2000 – 1900 BC), however, 

the cemetery grows substantially to include tholos tombs, more house tombs 

and various other buildings associated with the burial process (McEnroe 

2010, 32). The process seems to have increased in elaboration also, as 

conical cups abound as finds, and pithoi (large ceramic container vessels) 

and larnakes (clay coffins) become ubiquitous as internment vessels (Soles 

1992, 246). It is difficult to concretely attribute this to any ethnic shift in the 

population however (Maggidis 1998, 98) but it may indicate that attention 

was being paid to the kinship-based identity of the deceased, as I will 

discuss. 

Tholos tombs (above ground circular tombs) are the second major form of 

burial structure of the Prepalatial (ca. 3500 – 2000 BC) and are 

predominantly found in relatively close proximity to the settlements of the 

Mesara Plain in south-central Crete. There are about 40 cemeteries 

containing tholos tombs in the Mesara, with some tombs clustered together, 
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as at Koumasa. These cemeteries exhibit impressive continuity of use over 

millennia, with some, such as Lebena, dating from the late Neolithic and 

others remaining in use until the Postpalatial period, such as Kamilari 

(Branigan 1970, 126). Only a handful of sites appear to be abandoned 

during the Early Minoan III period (Soles 1992, 155) and the architectural 

form remained broadly consistent over time. The main structure of a tholos 

tomb is a circular central chamber, ranging in diameter between sites from 

3.5m to 12m, but they typically have an antechamber of between 1.16m² 

and 8.05m² at the entrance. Most have attached rectilinear 'annexes' or outer 

rooms. These were often present from the tombs' initial construction and 

where they were not, they were added during the Middle Minoan IA period, 

as at Lebena (McEnroe 2010, 32). These annexes vary greatly in number, 

size, arrangement and probably use from site to site, though the common 

presence of human remains from their later periods of use can obscure their 

variety (Branigan 1970, 96). Many tholoi also have paved areas and 

boundary walls outside them, as at Koumasa and Kamilari (ibid. 132), 

which may suggest gatherings and cult activity. It is now broadly accepted 

that most tholoi roofs were vaulted in stone (Watrous 1994, 711). 

Admittedly, in comparing the forms of house tomb and tholos tomb there is 

a risk of blurring two broadly separate regional traditions of funerary 

buildings, as not even each individual tomb need have had the same burial 

process, being used by small kin groups with varying societal organizations 

and trajectories of development (Legarra Herrero 2009, 49). Nor should we 

presume a static tradition through time, despite the long working lifespan of 

the tombs. Yet similarities in the evidence for specific funerary practices 

exist, including secondary burial, burial vessel form and broad tomb layout. 

These appear both within regional traditions (Branigan 1970, 104) and 

between them (Soles 1992, 250), and as such have been widely taken to 

suggest a set of “similar underlying ideas about death” (Goodison 1989, 

43), at least for the final phase of the Prepalatial period. 

Another issue with studying burial practices in the Prepalatial is the often 

poor state of preservation and publication of sites and human remains. 

Many of the Mesara tombs were looted extensively in antiquity and 

Xanthoudides, the original excavator of Koumasa, notes “… the state of the 
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bones was such that no single skeleton could be recognised as complete in 

situ; and where bones were found not entirely rotten they were not found in 

their original positions, but had obviously been disturbed and mixed up ...” 

(Xanthoudides 1924, 7). His dismay applies elsewhere; direct association of 

grave goods with individual burials, primary or secondary, is hindered by 

the lack of undisturbed deposits. The unfortunate effect of this upon study 

of this field is compounded by many earlier researchers‟ focus on 

architecture. Systematic osteological study of bones in terms of sex and age 

is very rare and, where carried out, has been focused on much later periods 

(Sakellarakis and Sapouna-Sakellaraki 1997, 258-60) or is still awaiting 

publication (Alexious and Warren 2004, 9). 

Burial as a process 

Though it is impossible to presume one static set of burial rituals for every 

Prepalatial tomb throughout the entirety of their use, certain elements 

appear to have been consistent in light of the limited amount of people who 

could enter a tomb at any one time; tholoi have small doors and low 

passages, and house tombs also tend to be constrictive (Maggidis 1998, 96). 

These elements are distinguishable in the archaeological record and we can 

produce a loose model in which bodies undergo a minimum of six stages of 

treatment:  

i. prosthesis, or laying out of the deceased, in an annex or 

antechamber; 

ii. a primary internment in the central chamber; 

iii. decomposition; 

iv. removal of the disaggregated body; 

v. retention of the skull; 

vi. relocation and placement of that skull in a different part of the 

tomb. 
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Fig. 1: Distribution map of Prepalatial tombs in Crete; lower plan is Mesara 

Plain. Significantly documented sites are underlined. 
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Articulated remains have been found at Phourni and the tholos tombs at 

Vorou and Agia Triada. As the bones, though burnt, were not cremated, we 

can presume traces of burning represent fumigation, which would have been 

periodically necessitated by the decomposition of the corpse (Branigan 

1970, 108). Based on surviving grave good distributions these primary 

burials appear to have taken place in the central chambers (ibid. 88). Soles 

suggests that larnakes may have been used for repeated primary 

internments, the bones sans decomposed flesh being cleaned later, removed 

and placed elsewhere in the tomb (Soles 1992, 246). He cites the Agia 

Triada sarcophagus as a possible example, with some skulls being 

associated with a nearby unpainted larnax. Though it is dated to the Late 

Minoan IIIA and is thus over a millenium younger than the larnakes of the 

Prepalatial, it highlights the various potential uses of such containers. The 

use of the annex rooms is also interesting and there appears to be quite a 

distinction between those used to hold skulls and other bones, and those 

containing conical cups and other vessels. These latter annexes remained 

free of human remains despite their neighbours filling up (Branigan 1993, 

98). The annexes may also have been used for prosthesis or other 

preparatory rituals for burial. 

In certain cases, such as at Phourni, it seems that different elements of this 

hypothesized process took place in various structures (Sakellarakis and 

Sapouna-Sakellaraki 1997, 202). Throughout the Mesara tholos tombs, as in 

the tombs at Phourni, we see the relocation and deliberate placement of 

certain skulls that had been retained after decomposition. This kind of 

practise, as carried out between structures, can be seen as denoting a 

movement or circulation of human remains (Thomas 2000, 662). It seems 

clear that this relocation was undertaken in a deliberate and ritual manner; it 

was not a trivial or „mechanical‟ act. This relocation may have occured at a 

prescribed, fixed point in time from the initial internment, in line with the 

soft tissue's decomposition. 

Thinking about the Prepalatial Minoan body 

In studies of burial in the British Neolithic (Shanks and Tilley 1982; 1987), 

a specific link between bodies disaggregated during secondary treatment 

and communal tombs has been brought up as the possibility of an  
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“...ideological imperative by which the individual is denied and the 

collective asserted..”  

(Parker Pearson 2003, 52) 

where the body is a metaphor of society. Though this may be true in some 

cases of disaggregated Minoan bodies – and we must remember that tholos 

and house tombs were used by relatively small units of society, where 

issues of kinship and lineage were paramount (Branigan 1998) – it seems to 

lack nuance when applied broadly to Prepalatial contexts of secondary 

burial. When discussing the Egyptian and Mayan material, Lynn Meskell 

and Rosemary Joyce start from the observation that these societies existed 

prior to and untouched by the specific Western tradition of thinking about 

the body historically born of Plato and Descartes, just as with Minoan Crete 

(Meskell and Joyce 2003, 17). Julian Thomas, in his work upon Neolithic 

Britain, notes that this tradition ultimately underlies modern archaeology: 

“Archaeology, as a practice of modernity, materializes ancient 

bodies through a medico-scientific mode of understanding….”  

(Thomas 2000, 658) 

Even seemingly value-free concepts as the idea of a clear division between 

the soul and the physical body is an interpretation grounded in a modern 

Western phenomenology (Meskell and Joyce 2003, 67). That the 

disaggregation of the body should be interpreted in terms of dissolution or 

destruction is not a given; this is an interpretation drawing on a Western 

conception of the body. 

This paradigm of thinking is pervasive to the point of seeming intuitive and 

has influenced much of the older interpretations - the opinion generally held 

by scholars of the tombs is that the treatment of the bodies after their 

primary burial was curt, „mechanical' and consisted of cleaning the chamber 

with minimal regard for the state of the remains when enacting the 

secondary burial: the bones were brushed away as part of the “sweeping up 

and disposal” of the tomb's contents (Soles 1992, 249) or “jammed into the 

small cells or trenches around the tholos” (Goodison 1989, 25) and similar 
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statements (Branigan 1970, 107; Marinatos 1993, 27). This perceived lack 

of interest in the unity of an individual's corpse by the Minoans was taken to 

imply 

“... that there was no concern for the physical body of the dead, 

once it had decomposed and become a skeleton...”  

(Branigan 1970, 109) 

and that such practices 

“...are unlikely to be the actions of a society who held to the 

concept of a physical after-life...”  

(ibid. 117) 

Implicit here is the assumption of a dichotomy between the decomposing 

physical body and the intangible 'soul', and that this unimportance is tied to 

the corpse‟s disaggregation, that the corpse is rendered unimportant by 

being partible. Even critics of such earlier interpretations themselves 

continue to work within this „blinkered‟ view: Marinatos, though rejecting 

Branigan‟s interpretation, comments that after a certain period of time the 

soul may have been seen as having left the body, rendering the physical 

corpse unimportant; the corpse could then be swept aside to the recesses of 

the tombs (Marinatos 1993, 27). Again we see a Cartesian dichotomy in 

place and the presumption that the partibility of the corpse implies 

disregard. 

Yet this model of personhood is recognised as being difficult to apply to 

secondary burial in Prepalatial Crete and to reconcile with the earlier stages 

of the burial process - Goodison describes the issue in both the Mesaran 

tholos tombs and the house tombs of the east as: 
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“…one of the major contradictions in the burial practices of this 

period: the contradiction between the care apparently taken on the 

occasion of burial, and the subsequent extreme disregard shown for 

the bones of the deceased…”  

(Goodison 1989, 25). 

I would contest the view that Prepalatial secondary burial practices 

displayed a lack of care for the remains of the deceased. Large 

concentrations of skulls have been found gathered in specific rooms of 

Mesara tombs like Platanos, Koumasa and Agia Triada (Branigan 1970, 

107-8), as well as Phourni‟s house tombs (Soles 1992, 138-48), suggesting 

their systematic retention. Though Branigan (1970, 107) takes this as a by-

product of the tombs' cleaning, it seems clear that selection of certain body 

parts for retention qualifies as a form of attention being paid to the physical 

remains. However, this kind of postmortem manipulation need not imply a 

belief in a 'soul' having left the corpse. The assumption that distinct 

divisions between „body‟ and „soul‟ are a universally applicable way to 

conceive of personhood is not necessarily useful when considering how 

ancient, pre-Cartesian cultures may have conceived of the self. It can 

obscure other views of personhood that, while no less historically-situated 

and culturally-constructed, may be more appropriate in light of what we can 

glean from the archaeological record (Thomas 2002, 34; Meskell and Joyce 

2003, 66). One alternate model for understanding personhood is that of the 

body as a corporate entity (Meskell and Joyce 2003, 66-70). The Egyptian 

body was made up of various elements described in textual sources: one's 

heart, name, shadow and 'personal magic' in addition to one's non-physical 

ba (loosely glossed as 'character' or 'individual identity') and ka 

('doppelganger' or 'vitality'); these components had varied but tangible 

“trajectory after death” (ibid. 68). None of these elements correspond 

closely to either the modern Western idea of the soul, or to the dualism 

inherent in Cartesian mindset. 

In terms of physical remains, at Phourni the predominance of skulls over 

other bones is notable. A particular aspect of Minoan personhood may have 

been made manifest in the skull, as may be suggested by the association of 

specific types of high status artefacts such as sealstones with skulls 
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(Maggidis 1998, 93). Interestingly, the skulls of particular individuals over 

others were placed in larnakes or pithoi following the Middle Minoan IA 

phase (ca. 2000 – 1900 BC). We may also note prominent placement of 

certain skulls within chambers, such as in Burial Buildings 5 and 6 at 

Phourni, where they were positioned on and around stone slabs in 

association with conical cups and other vessels. This placement in a 

seemingly significant part of the tomb - many of Phourni's burial buildings 

having changed use from annexes to tombs over the site's lifespan - again 

appears to indicate prioritisation of skulls over other parts of the body. 

Transformation, Ancestorhood and Embodiment 

The presence of such varied forms of burial within a single context and 

chronological horizon may be an indicator of social status, gender, 

membership of exogamous or endogamous kin groups or other qualifiers. In 

his work on Phourni‟s Burial Building 19, Maggidis lays out a set of eight 

variables that could be taken to indicate social ranking (ibid. 90-1). Of 

these, three (differential postmortem treatment; prominent position of 

burials; demographic evidence from osteoarchaeological material) are 

connected to the treatment of the corpse. Assuming a correlation between 

social stratification and controlled differentiation in burial practices and that 

this is visible through grave-goods (ibid. 98), Maggidis discusses the social 

ranking of individual bodies and distinct family, kin or ethnic groups. This 

approach is problematic for the purposes of secondary burial however: 

association of grave goods with individuals is difficult when studying 

disarticulated remains. Frequently it is still in question whether the 

communal or individual is being stressed (Sakellarakis and Sapouna-

Sakellaraki 1997, 248). Although many conical cups (Soles 1992, 248) and 

sealstones (Maggidis 1998, 93) can be associated with skulls separated from 

other remains in secondary treatment, there is rarely enough remaining – 

particularly in those tholos tombs that have been looted - to conclusively 

indicate an individual's status or indeed grave-goods rather than traces of 

the funerary rites. 

Rather, viewing the process of secondary burial, including the 

disaggregation of the corpse, as a transformation or transubstantiation from 

one state to another, a transformation involving different parts of a 



  151 
 

corporate body, seems a more rounded, revealing method (Marinatos 1993, 

26-7; Goodison 1989, 25; Meskell and Joyce 2003, 128-9); we need not 

project the modern conception of death being 'the end' on a biological basis 

into Minoan beliefs. Thus, in a Prepalatial context, it is worth considering 

the metaphorical aspects of two common forms of interment: larnax and 

pithos burials, which often contain multiple skulls (Goodison 1989, 42-8). 

Ceramic vessels are themselves involved in two clear forms of 

transformation: that of raw to cooked food, and that of soft clay to hard 

pottery (ibid. 43). Goodison suggests the possibility of these vessels being 

viewed symbolically as wombs, literal bearers of seed when used for storing 

grain, on the basis of the 'foetal' contracted position of primary internments 

(Soles 1992, 244) and the frequent occurrence of anthropomorphic libation 

vessels at Phourni and in the Mesara (Branigan 1970, 80). She proposes that 

the Minoans thought about death in terms of regeneration and a shift-in-

state using this metaphor (Goodison 1989, 43). 

Another form of transformation suggested by Prepalatial secondary burial 

practices is that into an ancestor. Ancestors and the attention paid to them 

are a feature of many cultures, and tend to be especially important in 

kinship-based societies as a form of authority (Parker Pearson 2003, 130; 

Soles 1992, 256). Just as there exist various conceptions of the body, so too 

does there exist various conceptions of being an ancestor. These different 

forms are perhaps easier to imagine when we consider the possibility of a 

partible Minoan body consisting of non-physical elements (see above). The 

movement of the body through the tomb and the selection of the skull 

following disaggregation may indicate a form of transubstantiation. The 

individual now existed as a different arrangement of the „elements‟ than 

they consisted of while alive, visible as a skull. 

We can see various kinds of post-decomposition treatment of skulls in 

house- and tholos tombs in which the proposed application of the 

„transformative paradigm‟ may bear fruit, with varying degrees of 

significance:  

(i) Relocation among dozens of other skulls, perceived by scholars as a 

dissolution into a homogenous 'ancestor-mass' (Platanos A, Koumasa B, 

Agia Triada A, Mochlos I and Burial Building 9 at Phourni). Here skulls 
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were stacked on top of others over a lengthy period of time, from EM II to 

MM, often simply characterised as 'sweeping aside' (Branigan 1970, 112-6; 

Soles 1992, 49). However, as these skulls were placed in the same chamber 

as further primary internments, such fresh interments would have been 

literally surrounded by their ancestors - this may have affected thought 

about the process of decomposition and transformation into a disaggregated 

corpse. 

(ii) Relocation to a place separate from primary internment (Kamilari 1, 

Burial Buildings 5, 6 and 19 at Phourni; all Middle Minoan IA, ca. 2000 – 

1900 BC). These rooms had a clear function and importance, being kept 

free of other artefacts or uses. Again there is the possibility of the 

dissolution of individual identity into the broader collective of ancestors; 

these skulls are grouped together in specific spots and not differentiated 

spatially. However, one particular skull in Burial Building 5 had an inverted 

conical cup placed next to it in a similar fashion to those found next to 

primary burials only a few rooms away, as well as in Burial Building 7 and 

8 (Soles 1992, 248). This may have formed a part of primary internment 

ritual, with each cup being found with an individual corpse, and here may 

show an awareness of this individual as separate from the other skulls in the 

room. We may also note that relatively personal grave-goods, including 

scrapers and sealstones – particularly significant markers of individual 

identity (Maggidis 1998, 95) - were found in association with various skulls 

in this room. 

(iii) Relocation to within a container or vessel, a very obvious form of 

spatial separation for certain internments (see above). Could there be 

significance in the skull of the deceased being added not just to a communal 

tomb of their ancestors but to a specifically bounded subset of those 

ancestors? 

(iv) Relocation to a space in association with an altar or other cult 

paraphernalia. Maggidis suggests Phourni's Burial Building 19, where five 

skulls sit atop a large flagstone/altar with inverted conical cups, may 

indicate the remains of the founder of a lineage: an altar dedicated to 

him/her, surrounded by descendants (ibid. 96). A more startling practice 

may be visible in room 89 in Myrtos, the 'Room of the Hearth and Skull', 
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where a man's skull was found placed next to the tripartite shrine structure 

and central hearth, deliberately so in the opinion of the excavator for some 

function in the rites (Warren 1972, 83). That this was a non-funerary 

context only accentuates the agency and influence the deceased ancestors 

were thought to exert in the world of the living. 

Conclusion 

Marinatos comments that “[t]he dead are remembered only by the 

generation who buried them. Emotions wear away with time.” (Marinatos 

1993, 27). I believe this underestimates the significance of the role and 

memory of ancestors, that some of the identity of the deceased was retained 

even after secondary burial. The skull in particular is the embodied 

manifestation of a deceased person, be it a metonym for the person as a 

whole or the seat of a specific aspect of a partible body (Maggidis 1998, 93; 

Soles 1992, 256). This lends it certain 'immediacy', the “extension of bodily 

connections into the future” (Meskell and Joyce 2003, 142). Indeed, the 

significance of the particular deceased participating in these rituals may 

have been drawn from their identities while alive, identities more specific 

than simply that of 'ancestor'. If we accept that these rituals were carried out 

by kin, possibly removed by several generations, then further meaning may 

have been added by having a particular 'named' ancestor or founder of a 

lineage take part. This may account for the lengthy usage of the tombs of 

Phourni and the Mesara. 

Whilst the corpus of human remains, tombs and other material variously 

survives poorly and is published poorly, we can nevertheless see that many 

of the practices involved in secondary burial and connected rites at these 

tombs do not fit the conceptions of death, of personhood and of the body 

that exist in modern Western culture. In light of this, the differential 

treatment of certain body parts and of our reconstruction of a multi-stage 

burial process, the „transformative paradigm‟ is an avenue worth pursuing 

to explain some of these practices. Though I do not believe we can create a 

comprehensive schema of Prepalatial Minoan thought about these topics, 

what we can gather from this evidence is of worth and aids our 

understanding of Minoan religious life and development into the Palatial 

periods. 
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Abstract 

This paper discusses the excessive level of fragmentation that 

characterises every sector of Irish archaeology. At a time when a 

severe financial crisis is having an increasingly heavy impact on 

Irish archaeology, identifying areas of potential improvement 

within its organisational and funding frameworks is essential to 

face the challenges posed by these unprecedented circumstances. 

Elements of fragmentation within the State, university and 

commercial sectors of Irish archaeology are reviewed and 

analysed, particularly in order to detect their possible causes and 

most direct consequences in terms of funding and organisational 

inefficiencies. The complex patterns through which archaeological 

research is funded are also called into question. The paper 

concludes with a series of proposals to address the issues 

highlighted. These proposals entail a far-reaching reform of the 

archaeological State services, stronger co-operation across the 

university sector of archaeology, as well as the reorganisation and 

reorientation of commercial archaeology. 

The author‟s 2010 MA thesis, Archaeology Funding in the Republic of 

Ireland (Ciuchini 2010a), examined archaeological funding at a national 

level. Among other results, this analysis highlighted that the way in which 

Irish archaeology is managed and funded is affected by a series of issues 

that largely pre-date the current economic crisis. This paper will discuss one 

of the most far-reaching of these issues, namely the high level of 

fragmentation that characterises every sector of Irish archaeology. On a 

sector-by-sector basis it will review the elements of fragmentation present 
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within the State, university and commercial sectors of Irish archaeology. 

The issue of unionisation, which in many respects can also be considered as 

an issue of fragmentation of the archaeological labour force, will not be 

addressed in this paper. In doing so, it will highlight the possible causes of 

the current situation, as well as the more significant consequences in terms 

of funding and management. To conclude, this paper presents a series of 

proposals that, by aiming to reduce fragmentation and its negative effects, 

could contribute to putting Irish archaeology on a more sustainable footing. 

 

Fig. 1: Irish Government Departments and public bodies with primary 

archaeological responsibilities. 

The issue of fragmentation is most evident in the State sector (Fig. 1). Until 

2002 all of the responsibilities for the protection and management of the 

country's archaeological heritage rested with a single department: the 

Department of Arts, Heritage, the Gaeltacht and the Islands (DoAHGI). The 

Department exerted its powers on such matters through Dúchas – The 

Heritage Service - which was an executive agency in charge of national 

monuments, historic properties, national parks and wildlife, and partly 

through the National Museum of Ireland (NMI). The efficiency of this 

centralised system of heritage management was praised by heritage 
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operators and large sectors of public opinion. Nevertheless, the DoAHGI 

was split during a cabinet reshuffle in the spring of 2002, and its functions 

in relation to the areas of arts and culture were transferred to the 

Department of Tourism, Sport and Recreation (DoTSR) (See Arts and 

Culture (Transfer of Departmental Administration and Ministerial 

Functions) Order 2002 (S.I. No. 302/2002)). Dúchas itself, which 

significantly had never been put on a statutory basis, was abolished by the 

Irish Government in the spring of 2003, again for essentially political 

reasons. Indeed, the immediate cause of this move was the mobilization of 

large groups of Irish landowners against restrictions on farming within 

Special Protection Areas (SPAs) and Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) 

that Dúchas was at that time designating in accordance with the 1979 EC 

Birds Directive (CEC 1979) and the 1992 EC Habitats Directive (CEC 

1992) respectively. It is important to stress the fact that by abolishing 

Dúchas and therefore weakening statutory heritage protection, the 

Government pandered to the country‟s landowners, but also, as was 

suggested at the time, to the then-rising lobby of constructors and 

developers (IAI 2003). As a consequence of these retrograde moves, 

responsibilities for archaeological heritage have since been divided between 

three different bodies that are the aforementioned NMI, the National 

Monuments Service (NMS) and the Office of Public Works (OPW). 

Moreover, from 2003 to the beginning of 2011 these three bodies fell under 

the remit of three different departments: the Department of Environment, 

Heritage and Local Government (DoEHLG); Department of Tourism, 

Culture and Sport (DoTCS); and the Department of Finance (DoF) 

respectively. A particularly striking aspect of the reforms of 2002 and 2003 

is the fact that they occurred at a time when many other European countries 

were moving in exactly the opposite direction by setting up new 

archaeological and heritage bodies or by strengthening existing ones. To a 

significant extent this was driven by the need to cope with an increasing 

volume of development-led archaeological activity. The Irish overhaul, by 

contrast, led to an overall reduction of the system's efficiency and to a 

confusion of responsibilities (Cooney et al. 2006, 24). By fragmenting the 

financial and human resources of the State services, it has limited their 

ability to fulfil their functions appropriately in relation to licensing and 

monitoring of archaeological activities. The different bodies now 
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responsible for the country‟s national heritage are often bound to seek 

permissions and advice from each other, therefore producing unnecessary 

bureaucratic work and delays in decision-making processes. Drawbacks and 

delays in interdepartmental communication are liable to be compounded by 

the progressive implementation of the Decentralisation Programme 

launched by the Government with the 2004 Budget 2004 (DoF 2003). The 

fact that State bodies with heritage responsibilities do not depend on a 

single Government department hinders the formulation and implementation 

of consistent strategies for archaeology and for the heritage sector as a 

whole. The Heads of Bill in relation to a new piece of legislation, that is 

expected to replace the 1930 National Monuments Act and subsequent 

amendments, were approved in April 2010 (Maxwell 2010; McDonald 

2010). The Bill, principally concerned with streamlining and optimizing the 

archaeological processes in relation to all types of public or private 

development, is intended to provide answers to some of the problems which 

emerged during the construction boom of the 'Tiger Years' (NMS 2009). 

Despite representing an important update of existing legislation, it is not 

expected to contain provisions to reduce fragmentation within the State 

archaeology sector. A step in the right direction was, however, taken in the 

context of the formation of the current Government cabinet, which was 

announced by the new Taoiseach Enda Kenny on the 9th of March 2011 

(BreakingNews.ie 2011). While several Government Departments have 

been reconfigured and renamed, the most significant innovation for 

archaeology has been the establishment of a Department of Arts, Heritage 

and the Gaeltacht (DoAHG) (Carroll 2011). Crucially, like its quasi-

homonymous DoAHGI abolished in 2002, the newly-formed DoAHG has 

been put in charge of both the NMS and the NMI. This reform represents a 

partial reversal of the fragmentation that took place in 2002 and has the 

potential to improve co-operation and co-ordination between the two main 

State bodies with archaeological responsibilities. This positive change, 

however, has come about as a by-product of a broad overhaul determined 

by essentially political factors, and as yet there is little indication that it 

might represent an initial step in a new Government strategy aimed at 

reducing fragmentation in the heritage sector. 
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A considerable level of fragmentation in archaeology also affects the 

University, limiting in particular its ability to manage existing resources and 

to obtain research funding. A small group of leading academic 

archaeologists, representing almost all of the island's universities, north and 

south, where the discipline is taught, are members of the Committee for 

Archaeology of the Royal Irish Academy (RIA). This committee plays an 

important role in Irish archaeology; however, its existence does not make up 

for the absence of some form of association, network or forum focused on 

issues concerning university sector archaeology. Over the twenty years 

leading up to the recent financial crisis, archaeology departments underwent 

a remarkable growth in terms of student numbers, research output and, to a 

lesser extent, staffing levels. In addition, archaeology courses were 

tentatively set up in some education institutions where the discipline had 

never been taught before. The ability of academic archaeologists to engage 

with the wider society improved significantly, and archaeological 

researchers gained access to an unprecedented amount of funding from a 

widening range of sources. As demand for archaeologists and research 

funding seemed set to continue to grow, each archaeology department felt it 

legitimate to formulate and follow its own independent strategies. However 

the possibility of discussion to agree common and more cost-effective 

development plans with other archaeology departments was rarely seriously 

considered. These attitudes can also be partly explained by persistent 

divisions between some archaeology departments, based on different views 

on a number of issues, mostly revolving around the relationship between 

academic archaeology and market forces (Cooney et al. 2006, 7-8; Ronayne 

2008; Waddell 2005, 7). If serious efforts are not made to bridge differences 

and develop cooperation, archaeology departments in Ireland will find it 

very difficult to cope with the strained circumstances imposed by the 

current economic downturn. 

The underlying tendency towards fragmentation of Irish archaeology is not 

limited to its State and university sectors and a lack of long-term and 

coordinated strategies also characterises the commercial archaeology sector. 

Many archaeological companies were caught completely unprepared by the 

financial crisis, despite the fact that a fall in demand for archaeological 

services from 2007 onward had been forecast as early as 2002 (CHL 
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Consulting 2002, 30). In most cases, few attempts had been made to 

diversify the services provided, to expand the pool of potential clients and 

to create money-saving synergies with other companies. The impact of the 

downturn on private archaeological contractors has also been compounded 

by the absence of a dedicated forum to discuss managerial and business 

issues and organise lobbying activities. The majority of the company 

directors are members of the Institute of Archaeologists of Ireland (IAI), 

and some companies are registered as corporate members. It should be 

noted, however, that the IAI is an all-Ireland organisation that aims to 

represent archaeologists active in all sectors of the profession, not just the 

commercial sector. Consequently, as was seen with the RIA in relation to 

the university sector, the existence of the IAI does not offset the absence of 

a strong representative body for all archaeological contractors. One 

initiative in this direction was the creation of the Association of 

Archaeological Consultants of Ireland (AACI). This organisation was 

introduced at the 2007 IAI Autumn Conference (Halpin 2007), but has thus 

far proved unable or unwilling to establish a visible public presence or to 

engage in new strategies. The health of the commercial archaeology sector 

in the post-crisis age will depend on the companies' abilities to adopt more 

effective managerial approaches, to strengthen sectoral co-operation and to 

speak with one voice in order to influence decision-making processes.  

The identification of existing problems, while a worthwhile exercise in 

itself, also represents a significant step towards the formulation of proposals 

to address issues identified. The next part of this paper considers some 

possible measures aimed at reducing fragmentation and therefore improving 

the prospects of Irish archaeology, while realistically taking into account the 

limitations imposed by the current economic and political context. 

At State level, considerable improvements could be achieved through the 

unification of responsibilities for archaeological heritage - currently divided 

between the NMS, NMI and OPW - under a single body, which in turn 

should be placed within the remit of a single government department. In 

addition to reversing the negative effects of the reforms of 2002-2003, this 

overhaul should also go a step further, by eliminating the unnecessary 

division of archaeological responsibilities existing between the NMS and 
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the NMI. The resulting body should be put on a statutory footing in order to 

ensure a suitable degree of autonomy and, crucially, to prevent it from being 

dismantled for political expediency as happened to the non-statutory 

Dúchas in 2003. In the context of such a re-organisation, it would be 

appropriate to establish regional archaeological offices, through which the 

State archaeological service could fulfil its licensing and supervisory 

functions in the respective areas. At present, given the current economic 

restraints, the possibility of placing small clusters of State archaeologists 

within existing local offices of other public bodies could also be considered 

as an interim step. Each of the eight decentralised offices, one for each of 

the Republic's Regions, would also act as a direct contact point for Local 

Authority Archaeologists and local museums housing archaeological 

collections. In this scenario, the reform of the State archaeological services 

should ideally be accompanied by the appointment of at least one 

archaeologist by each of the remaining country's County and City Councils 

where one is not currently engaged. This overall reform would increase the 

system's efficiency and avoid confusion, as well as reducing bureaucratic 

work and delays in decision-making. Crucially, it would finally enable the 

State services to monitor in a direct and regular manner all archaeological 

excavations undertaken in the country. Overhauling the State sector would 

cost public money, but it is important to stress that the potential to deal with 

all archaeological matters at a local level, alongside an overall decrease in 

red tape, would in the long run translate into direct and indirect financial 

savings for the State itself, Local Authorities and even the developers. 

The university archaeology sector would benefit significantly from an 

increased level of co-operation between the country's archaeology 

departments, schools and smaller academic clusters. Given the emergence 

of common concerns brought about by the increasing shortage of public 

funding and, less directly, by the sharp decrease in development-led 

archaeological activity, the establishment of a consultative group to discuss 

problems and perspectives specific to academic archaeology in Ireland 

would be particularly timely. This group could be set up along similar lines 

to the Subject Committee for Archaeology (SCFA), which represents the c. 

30 archaeology departments and sections in UK universities. Closer co-

operation between archaeology departments would represent the most 
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effective way to recalibrate the general education they offer and teaching 

programmes, as well as fund-raising and fund-management strategies. 

Crucially, this co-operation would enable departments and schools to better 

exploit complementarities in respective strengths and assets. It would also 

enhance the ability of the university archaeology sector to speak with one 

voice and to lobby against further cuts to archaeological research and 

against the ongoing shift of funding away from the humanities and social 

sciences in favour of research sectors perceived as more likely to produced 

direct and immediate economic returns. Some gains could have been 

achieved, for instance, by making a joint submission to the Strategy Group 

that has recently drafted the National Strategy for Higher Education 

(NSHE) (HESG 2011). Improvements can still be achieved by 

representations to the Higher Education Authority (HEA) on the shared 

concerns of archaeology departments regarding the position of the 

discipline within the Subject Price Groups (SPGs) that underpin the 

authority‟s Recurrent Grant Allocation Model (RGAM) (see also TCD 

2010). Given the increasing shortage of funding for publication, 

archaeology departments should also collaborate to find ways to publish and 

circulate research results by more cost-effective means. This could be 

achieved, for instance, through the creation of an electronic journal 

dedicated to archaeological research in Ireland. One model for such an 

online periodical could be the half-yearly Journal of Archaeology in the 

Low Countries (JALC). The pooling of efforts and resources within the 

archaeological academic community would also translate into an overall 

increased ability to identify and access sources of research funding at a 

European level.  

Heavily hit by the freefall of the country's construction industry, the 

commercial archaeology sector is currently in a significantly worse situation 

than the State and academic sectors. The establishment of an active and 

visible country-wide representative body, along similar lines to the Dutch 

Association of Archaeological Contractors (Vereniging van Ondernemers in 

Archeologie, VoiA) or the British Federation of Archaeological Managers 

and Employers (FAME), would boost the sector's ability to formulate co-

ordinated policies, to create synergies and to conduct lobbying actions. A 

focused effort should be made to reduce the level of reliance of the sector 
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on the construction industry, by widening the range of services provided 

and expanding the pool of potential clients. In particular, the possibility of 

creating partnerships with organisations involved in tourism and education 

should be further explored. In the near future archaeological contractors 

could also play an important role alongside archaeology departments and in 

partnership with the IAI, with the provision of Continuing Professional 

Development (CPD) for the archaeological profession (Cooney et al. 2006, 

53-54; Cooney 2009; IAI 2011; Sullivan 2009), particularly in relation to 

areas of expertise directly connected to fieldwork and archaeological 

practice. Financial support to carry out these activities may be secured 

through the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation (DoJEI), FÁS, 

and possibly also through other bodies such as Enterprise Ireland, the Irish 

Business and Employers Confederation (IBEC), and the Irish Small and 

Medium Enterprises Association (ISME). 
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Acronyms 

AACI Association of Archaeological Consultants of Ireland 

CEC  Council of the European Communities 

CoE  Council of Europe 

CPD   Continuing Professional Development 

DoAHG  Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht 

DoAHGI Department of Arts, Heritage, the Gaeltacht and the 

Islands 

DoEHLG Department of Environment, Heritage and Local 

Government 

DoES  Department of Education and Skills 

DoF  Department of Finance 

DoJEI  Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation 

DoTCS  Department of Tourism, Culture and Sport 

DoTSR  Department of Tourism, Sport and Recreation 

EC  European Community 

EEC  European Economic Community 

FAME  Federation of Archaeological Managers and Employers 

FÁS  Foras Áiseanna Saothair 

HEA  Higher Education Authority 

IAI  Institute of Archaeologists of Ireland 

IBEC  Irish Business and Employers Confederation 

IFJ  Irish Farmers Journal 
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ISME  Irish Small and Medium Enterprises Association 

HESG  Higher Education Strategy Group 

JALC  Journal of Archaeology in the Low Countries 

NMI  National Museum of Ireland 

NMS  National Monuments Service 

NSHE  National Strategy for Higher Education 

OPW  Office of Public Works 

RGAM  Recurrent Grant Allocation Model 

RIA  Royal Irish Academy 

SACs  Special Areas of Conservation 

SCFA  Subject Committee for Archaeology 

SI  Statutory Instrument 

SPAs  Special Protection Areas 

SPGs  Subject Price Groups 

VoiA  Vereniging van Ondernemers in Archeologie  
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Glendalough: City of God edited by Doherty, Charles;  

Doran, Linda and Kelly, Mary. 

Four Courts Press. Hardback. Pp. 448; large format, colour illustrations. 

2011. Price €50. 

 

Reviewed by Brí Greene 

 

Glendalough is a site known to many as a tourist, rambler, religious and 

scholarly destination. The publication, „Glendalough: City of God‟, edited 

by Charles Doherty, Linda Doran and Mary Kelly, is a collection of the 

proceedings given at a conference held by the Royal Society of Antiquities 

of Ireland in 2008. This resulted in the first collaboration of an in-depth 

detailed study on Glendalough.   

The first section of the book introduces the reader to the space and 

organisation of the religious structural model in Ireland. Maddox, who 

specialised on the Anglo-Saxon and Irish ideal of the church ciuitas, 

discusses in chapter one, the civitas of Glendalough‟s status and 

importance, in comparison to the ideals that Rome and Jerusalem embodied 

in religious orders. She explains according to the authors of the Lives of St 

Kevin, that Glendalough was just as important as those religious 

communities as those mentioned in the biblical sources. In chapter two 

Etchingham, a specialist in church history, Vikings civilisations and early 

Irish law and society, discusses the physical and structural episcopal and 

monastic model that operated in Ireland and concludes that the „monastic‟ 

element was just one component in a multi-functional ecclesiastical site 

created within a community. In chapter three Picard, a specialist in Irish 

hagiography, identifies and explains the layout of the administrative 

jurisdictions. He proposes however that the platea was undetermined by 
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size and orientation but was a well-known functional area governed by 

respected laws (Picard, 2011, 63). Ó Carragáin, in chapter Four, discusses 

the site of St Kevin‟s House, a double-vaulted church and highlights the 

possible reliquary function of the church. Also suggested is the possibility 

of the church as a marker for the Saint‟s grave.   

Ó Floinn from the National Museum of Ireland, whose interests include 

reliquaries and the early medieval Irish church, has researched and written 

on what he describes „as the finest and least understood market cross‟ (Ó 

Floinn, 2011, 80, 92). The development of the cross and the figure of the 

crucified Christ was discussed through comparison with other known 

market crosses and pointed out to closely resemble the market cross in 

Tuam. He questions the original location and function of the „market cross‟, 

as some have been sited with association to other buildings. In comparison 

to other crosses in the vicinity, the market cross appears to have had a 

special function due to its elaborate decoration. Photographs and drawings 

of the cross are located in the Visitor Centre and aid the written description. 

Harney, currently a researcher for EMAP in University College Dublin, has 

discussed in chapter six the cross slabs of Glendalough. There are over 120 

recorded examples. However, as pointed out, very few studies have been 

completed on the collection. The crosses slabs are discussed in relation to 

their form, decoration and distribution. From the study carried out by 

Harney, the number of cross slabs located at the Reefert cemetery identifies 

it as a location of high status and importance.   

Much of the information that we have regarding Glendalough is derived 

from the Lives of the saint and is the basis of the following chapters by P Ó 

Riain, Ó Riain-Raedel, Lacey, D Ó Riain. Manuscripts on the saint‟s life are 

found in broader European context. P Ó Riain points out the loss of 

evaluated texts in one volume but highlights the fact that no Irish saints 

have undergone any comprehensive study (2011, 130). This chapter is an 

attempt to inform the reader of the previous study relating to Saint Kevin. Ó 

Riain-Raedel follows upon the work carried out in the previous chapter by 

discussing the manuscript records of the saint‟s lives found on the 

Continent. This paper explores the reasons why St. Kevin was mentioned in 

these collections. Lacey, discusses the lives of the saint through the analysis 
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of one Latin and three Irish versions of manuscript texts dealing with stories 

of the saint and a monster. He notes that as Glendalough developed and 

expanded from the upper lake to the lower lake, as this occurred the stories 

were changed also. At this stage, the water had become part of the 

„economy‟ of Glendalough. It was now views as a cure by those 

undertaking pilgrimage to the site. The research carried out for these 

chapters shows that these manuscripts are an invaluable resource. D. Ó 

Riain discusses the lives of those saints who lived and worked in Irish 

monasteries, who were also resident, for periods of time in continental 

monasteries. One manuscript source shows, a bishop, resident in 

Glendalough who finished out his life in the Irish monastery situated in 

Germany.   

Pozdechova has tried to convey, through images of the monastic site of 

Glendalough, the serenity of the religious site. The images depict the 

monastery that attracted people to live, work and practice their religion in 

this valley. They also show the tranquil location that is still visited by 

tourists and scholars, for their own reasons to this day. 

MacShamhráin discusses the political and religious relationship between the 

Uí Máil dynasty and Glendalough. He explains the expansion of the 

monastery through the alliance of religious and political powers. The 

expansion of the monastery was allowed into the lower lake because of this 

alliance. Etchingham continues the political theme of the area discussing the 

effect the Vikings had on Glendalough. He notes that there was a dramatic 

impact, as the Vikings were influential in the development of trade due to 

alliances made with the political dynasties of the region.   

An interesting chapter by Murphy, discusses the use of numbers and the 

nature of computations (2011, 229). This analysis, using the Drummond 

tract „De ratione paschali‟, explains the development of the calendar. 

Casey, in chapter fifteen, has carried out the study of music in relation to 

Glendalough. This research is also based on the Drummond Missal and 

aims to understand how monks worshipped using chants and liturgies. 

Casey also describes the history, origins and production of the Missal which 

are believed to have connections with the monastic sites of Glendalough 

and Armagh (2011, 244).   



  174 
 

Doherty, in chapter sixteen, explores the idea of Glendalough as a scholarly 

institution. Doherty investigates an individual named „Sulien‟, a member of 

an ecclesiastical family from Wales, to see if he had ever studied in 

Glendalough. This would suggest that Glendalough was an important 

scholarly institution. It appears that it would be possible as there were 

strong connections between Ireland and Wales. He has concluded that 

Sulien existed within a Welsh community and within the elite social circles 

of the region.   

The chapters of Moss, Harbison and Ní Cheallaigh relate to how 

Glendalough is perceived through sculpture and antiquarian drawings. Moss 

identified, that sculpture at Glendalough is of significant artistic creativity 

and found in great abundance. It has survived through periods of cultural 

and political activity which in turn further signify its importance (2011, 

278). These latter elements are discussed in previous chapters of this 

publication. The earliest known images of Glendalough dating from 1775 

and 1777 by Lerberghe and Dawson, respectively are described in detail 

here (2011, 303-305). Also the expeditions to the valley by Col. Burton in 

1779 are also outlined. Beranger, Wheatley, Bigari, Petrie and Wakeman 

did many of the other known drawings of Glendalough. The artists created 

these images when the site was uncovered. Ní Cheallaigh discusses the 

importance of the monastic site after its „discovery‟ in the later eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries bringing visitors once again to the location. 

The monastery was a location the „polite and reading public‟ could visit for 

its scenic beauty. It was appreciated for its natural beauty, views and 

splendour as evident in the antiquarian drawings discussed in the 

publication (2011, 314, 315). These romanticised ruins back up the 

assertions by Edward Ledwich regarding Glendaloughs inevitable decline 

that was discussed by Ní Cheallaigh.   

The role of the Royal Society of Antiquaries in the conservation, 

preservation and examination of the monastic site of Glendalough is 

outlined.  The organisation has been involved in the preservation and 

illustration of antiquities since its inception in Kilkenny in 1849. These aims 

have been broadened to include all ancient monuments. The society‟s 

preservation aim enabled it to conserve and restore endangered buildings.  
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The objectives of the book, presented in a multidisciplinary approach which 

utilise research from various backgrounds, enables the reader to understand 

Glendalough‟s siting, function, history, economy, folklore, pilgrimage and 

much, much more. It therefore enables the reader to understand and 

interpret the monastic site of St. Kevin. The volume is written by a 

multitude of authors from various academic backgrounds in a style that is 

easy to comprehend. As the publication is presented from a 

multidisciplinary approach, it therefore appeals to a wide audience from 

those who have either a passing interest or undertaking a particular interest 

study in the site.   
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Book Review 

Landscapes of Cult and Kingship edited by Schot, Roseanne;  

Newman, Conor and Bhreathnach, Edel. 

Four Courts Press. Pp. 322; Illustrations, colour plates.  2011.  €50. 

 

Reviewed by Claire Kavanagh 

 

Landscapes of Cult and Kingship is the result of an idea formed following a 

conference held in NUIG Galway, June 2009, relating to 'Landscapes of 

Cult and Kingship: archaeology and text'. The result is a collaborative 

collection of thirteen well written, interesting papers discussing various 

evidence relating to royal and ritual landscapes. This volume has a massive 

scope, ranging from prehistory to the medieval period, a time span which 

obviously includes massive shifts within Irish history and the Irish 

landscape including the transition from that of a pre-Christian society and a 

sacral form of kingship to that of a Christianized society in which kingship 

had to itself, adapt for survival. Landscapes discussed include those at the 

four well known Royal sites: Tara, Emain Macha, Rathcroghan and Dun 

Ailinne, then move to the landscape at Uisneach, and from there to Nepal 

where an international dimension is added for a comparative role and on to 

northern sites including Donegal and Fermanagh with reference to many 

other locations. The essays included are not limited to the physical 

landscapes but also examine literature with royal associations.   

The introduction begins by tracing the history of academic comprehension 

of the nature of kingship in Ireland through prehistory and into the Early 

Medieval period. Both Geoffrey Keating, writing in the 1620's or 30's and 

his contemporary Mícheál Ó Cléirigh, one of the chroniclers of the Annals 

of the Four Masters, based their chronologies stretching back into prehistory 

on an idealized version of a centralized kingship of Ireland. This idea 

persisted in antiquarian and historical writings into the twentieth century 



  177 
 

although scholars often questioned its validity. Archaeology was carried out 

with focus on literary known places associated with kingship. Early 

excavations carried out at Tara in the late 1950's and early 60's produced 

spectacular archaeological material but yet the concept of archaeological 

landscapes was not understood: sites and monuments were considered on 

their individual merits. In the 1980's the concept of cultural landscapes 

began to emerge. One example given is the link between Emain Macha at 

Armagh, seat of the Kings of Ulster, and that of nearby Loughnashede 

where votive offerings were made.  Emainia, a journal dedicated to royal 

sites was launched at this time, out of controversy regarding the alteration 

of the landscape at Emain Macha for development purposes. The 1991 

initiated Discovery Programme's 'Tara Project' provided a further evolution 

in the study of landscapes of cult and kingship, highlighting the potential of 

modern surveying techniques for understanding the Tara landscape and 

showing potential for their application at other sites and landscapes.   

In the first paper presented, Marion Deane examines marriage as a 

metaphoric idiom in relation to the representation of the sacred marriage 

between king and realm.  The Comport Conculainn (Birth-Tale of Cú 

Chulainn) is examined under four headings; agriculture, exogamous 

marriage, kingship and client-ship, and origins of society.  King and land 

are shown to be inextricably linked and the tale flows through the seasons. 

It is clear that once the King allows the wasting of his land, his kingship 

also begins to decline. An incestuous relationship between the brothers 

Conchobar and Lug with their sister Deichtre is symbolic of the dependence 

of economic welfare on interaction outside of a kin group.  The end of the 

tale shows that Conchobar proves himself as an able king by giving 

Deichtre in marriage to Súaltain thus ensuring that the land (represented by 

Deichtre) is tended and resulting in a Christian compatible client-ship 

between king and people. The kingship has become a dispersed political 

structure based on reciprocal interaction with his people though the sacred 

nature of kingship remains.   

Three other papers focus on historical literature relevant to cult and 

kingship. In Muireann Ní Bhrolcháin's paper, 'Death-tales of the early kings 

of Tara', she quotes Basso stating, “Placeless events are an impossibility”, 
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illustrating that literature of mythical origin is linked to places within the 

landscape. Though Irish sagas contain vibrant descriptions of the otherworld 

but little of the Irish landscape, they can often be tied to places in the 

landscape through physical features and place-names. Ní Bhrolcháin carries 

out an analysis of the death tales of four iconic kings of Tara showing that 

the events of their deaths occur in opposition to the events of their 

accessions. Some kings die a three-fold death, which is mainly found in a 

Christian context, some through drowning when the liquid that confers them 

turns against them. The connection between king and land again emerges 

and their demise is frequently associated with landscape destruction or 

otherworldly revenge for deeds they have committed. To briefly refer back 

to place-names and features within the landscape, Kay Muhr later presents 

an essay based on this topic. Muhr explains that it was a poet's job to 

remember each place of significance in Ireland and its origin story. She 

examines three locations in Ulster and their associated myths, which can be 

seen to have endured in both their names and local folklore. She also carries 

out a detailed discussion on sites linked with Queen Medb, which are 

frequent through place names in Ulster and a large number of other areas 

and appear to represent the sovereignty goddess.   

Bridgette Slavin's paper is another based on literature and looks at 

'Supernatural arts, the landscape and kingship in early Irish texts'. She sees 

two patterns in these texts, protection of a king from supernatural powers 

along with censure-ship of kings through words of power by poets or 

druids. She sees change occurring within the texts beginning with druids 

acting as intermediaries between supernatural and sacral kings when 

prehistoric and Early Christian periods are referred to within the texts but 

this is modified by the seventh century to include a Christian world view 

where religious individuals such as St. Patrick have the power to install a 

king for as long as he and his descendants remain loyal to the church. To 

jump ahead to the final essay of the book written by Ann Dooley and based 

on a group of bardic poems, 'inauguration odes': rituals associated with the 

inauguration ceremony of a king are identified while she argues that it is 

difficult to state that any poem is an official inauguration ode as such for 

use during the ceremony. She believes that between nine to twelve poems 
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have a relationship with the occasion itself and examines some of these to 

assess their possible use in the actual inauguration ritual itself.   

A number of papers within this volume examine specific landscapes with 

royal association. Conor Newman looks at the nature of the ritual landscape 

at Tara along the route of the Gabhra with Lagore representative of the 

southern boundary. Newman states that sacral landscapes evolve over time 

in a manner similar to the myths and religions from which they arise. He 

supports this with sites of varying periods within the sacral landscape at 

Tara. Roseanne Schot's contribution regarding Uisneach, suggests a 

„landscape‟ evolving from a cult centre to one of a royal site. She points out 

the differences in nature between the major royal associated centers of Tara, 

Emain Macha, Rathcroghan, and Dún Ailinne compared with the early 

medieval royal residences such as Lagore and Cró Inis, then further with 

other royal associated multi phase sites, Uisneach, Tailtiu and Knowth. 

Schot states that there is an incorrect perception that periods of activity at 

the four major royal centres were focused on their prehistoric phases with 

little activity or complete abandonment during the early medieval period 

while evidence shows that the natural and ancestral, ritual and settlement 

characteristics of these landscapes endured. Parallels can be drawn between 

the amazing Nepalese natural fire features discussed in the paper of Marie 

Lecomte-Tilouine's and the curious watery features at Uisneach referred to 

by Schot. She suggests that Uisneach may have initially been associated 

with druids and inextricably linked with an early Irish Kingship sacral in 

nature and that the character of the site later evolved. She provides a 

fantastic international comparison between Uisneach and the sanctuary of 

Apollo at Delphi. This deity site was viewed as the 'naval' of ancient Greece 

while Uisneach is often referred to as the 'naval' of Ireland. She suggests 

Uisneach may have functioned as a central place of neutrality outside 

contemporary socio-political divisions.   

Brian Lacy discusses the location of three royal sites of Ailech, 

Tullaghabegley and Croaghan Hill. This is an important paper within the 

volume as such sites echo the fragmented nature of Irish kingship. As Lacy 

himself points out, discussion of royal sites frequently focuses on the same 

highly visible centers of royal association and yet as there were at least 150 
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tuatha in existence at any one time during the Early Medieval period, the 

three sites presented by him provide a tantalizing glimpse into similar sites 

invariably situated all over the country. A collaborative paper in this book 

(Elizabeth Fitzpatrick, Eileen Murphy, Ronan McHugh, Colm Donnelly and 

Claire Foley) looks at the landscape of Sgiath Gabhra in Ulster, an 

inauguration place of the Méig Uidhir (Maguires) during the sixteenth 

century, which is situated within a concentrated landscape of monuments 

with an extended history. The focal mound of the site is of an unusual 

morphology and size for the area and it has not yet been dated. A suggestion 

that it may be a passage tomb is discounted as unlikely in this paper as there 

are only two passage tombs in this county out of 230 countrywide. Another 

suggestion is that it is an unusually large Bronze Age cairn. However, the 

paper states that only further examination and excavation of this and other 

monuments in the landscape will provide a possible chronology for its 

development. Activity is confined to the Sgiath Gabhra landscape with a 

dearth of monuments in the surrounding area, which places a further 

emphasis on the significance of the presence of these monuments. The horse 

present on the cover of the book is symbolic of a theme running through a 

number of papers. The authors of this paper engage in a very interesting 

discussion regarding the significance of the white mare to inauguration and 

kingship.   

This volume also includes a paper by Edel Bhreathnach examining the 

impact that conversion to Christianity had on major Irish sites and rituals of 

royal association. Bhreathnach analyses the evidence for Christianisation of 

the landscape and states that it was necessary for the Christian church to 

both steer people away from the strongest non-Christian practices, while 

also allying itself to those dynasties with Christian sympathies. Tara and 

Tailtiu are used as an example of possible power transfer with Tara, and its 

king Lóeghaire mac Néill being cursed in patrician literature while Tailtiu 

receives church approval. She believes that attitudes of the new institutions 

to the ancient power centres defined their survival or transformation, but 

also agrees with Schott that complete abandonment of sites not approved of 

by the Church was an impression intended to be created while the reality 

was much more complex. In fact continuity and preservation of links with a 

prehistoric past for political means whether non-Christian or Christian with 
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regard to burial at both of those sites, Tara and Tailtiu, are further 

mentioned in Waddell's paper 'Continuity, cult and contest' with 

Rathcroghan, Roscommon suggested as a further example. He states that 

there is strong evidence that major and minor non-Christian sites were 

centres of activity well into the medieval period. Through the 

archaeological record it is increasingly accepted that conversion to 

Christianity was not the clear-cut event so often depicted in the past. The 

following paper by Ger Dowling explores multivallate monuments in 

Ireland and the possible roots of their origins.  Again Tara and Teltown are 

referred to, as they have the densest occurrences of these monuments. 

Rathcroghan is mentioned as the site of the impressive quadrivallate 

enclosure of Rathra. A large morphology of monuments of domestic and 

ritual nature can be classified as multivallate and Dowling sees two 

configurations, those with internal and those with external ditched banks 

with a discussion on possible Roman influences on the development of 

these sites. 

 It can be argued that at a time when modern geophysical techniques at 

royal associated sites are increasingly in use, providing further evidence and 

expanding histories and chronologies, this book and any further publications 

will be extremely relevant. The combined use of the wealth of Irish 

literature and archaeological evidence to examine the theme of cult and 

kingship is integral to understanding the extent to which ideals of power as 

envisioned by an emerging Christian culture were a reality and the effects 

they had on existing power structures. The INSTAR Mapping Death project 

is already an important element in understanding the critical period from the 

first to the eighth centuries AD, ranging from prehistory through Christian 

conversion and impacts on society and landscape. This volume expands 

comprehension of transitions of ritual aspects occurring within the Irish 

landscape. It also provides a very interesting examination of pre-Christian 

sacral kingship and cult before kingship became inextricably linked with 

Christianity. This book is suitable for students and individuals interested in 

Archaeology, Early Irish history or folklore and while the papers work 

extremely well to complement each other within the book, any of the 

research contained within could, and will most likely in the near future, 

justify a volume in its own right.  
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Reflection 

An Accidental Urban Archaeologist 

Rebecca Yamin 

 

When I was an undergraduate studying Mesoamerican archaeology at the 

University of Pennsylvania I could not have imagined myself digging 

through nightsoil at the bottom of an eighteenth-century privy wearing a 

hard hat. In fact, I didn‟t imagine myself digging at all. Bill Coe, my 

favourite Penn professor, didn‟t appear to do much digging and I assumed I 

wouldn‟t either. All I needed to do was supervise “the workers” and think 

lofty thoughts about Mayan monuments that hadn‟t been translated yet. 

Torn between modern dance and archaeology at graduation, I tried dance 

first and didn‟t get around to the archaeology until I was divorced and the 

mother of two children. Digging there would be, but it had to be close to 

home which was in New Jersey. I worked for Joel Grossman at the Rutgers 

Archaeological Survey Office and ended up getting a dissertation out of a 

project that started with a storm sewer in a blizzard. We were charged with 

finding buried remains of the long forgotten eighteenth/nineteenth century 

river port of Raritan Landing and I have been digging on and off there ever 

since.   

While finishing my Ph.D. at New York University and supporting my 

children by working as a writer/historian for a civil engineering company in 

New York City, I got a call from Anne Yentsch. She needed someone to 

develop a public education program for a landscape archaeology project she 

was heading up at Morven in Princeton, New Jersey. Her backhoe trenches 

were making a mess of the grounds around the house of a Signer of the 

Declaration of Independence and my job was to make it seem okay. I 

learned a lot from Yentsch, who was trained by James Deetz, and carried 

away from the project a commitment to making archaeology “mean” 

something. It‟s a lucky thing because when I found myself in charge of one 

of the most visible, to say nothing of huge, archaeological projects in the 

U.S. in the 1990s, I needed to do it justice.   
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As an employee of John Milner Associates, I took over the analysis of the 

approximately 850,000 artifacts that had been excavated on a block that was 

once part of the infamous Five Points, New York‟s most notorious 

nineteenth-century slum. This was a great project because the picture of the 

neighborhood we could draw from the finds was so different than the 

picture drawn by the yellow journalism of the day or even by Martin 

Scorsese‟s recent movie, The Gangs of New York. I used something I call 

narrative vignettes to bring Five Points residents to life and I took that 

narrative approach back to Philadelphia after the Five Points project ended. 

The National Park Service had just begun a re-make of the Mall in front of 

Independence Hall in Philadelphia and, with John Milner Associates, I got 

to excavate the sites of two major buildings on the Mall. There were many 

privies with lots of artifacts and lots of hours in that hard hat I thought I 

would never wear. There was also the challenge of making the finds “mean” 

something, bringing Philadelphians to life the way we had brought Five 

Pointers to life. Even in the context of contract archaeology it is possible to 

be interpretive. Thank goodness, because otherwise, it would not be worth 

doing. 
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