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Can Humpty Dumpty be put back together 
again? The Kilkenny Archaeological Project  
Cóilín Ó Drisceoil, John Bradley, Richard Jennings, Leah McCullough and John Healy 

 

Introduction  

Kilkenny is well-known throughout Ireland for its archaeological heritage and today its castle, 

cathedral, abbeys, churches, townhouses, streets and slips form the only example of an Irish 

medieval city to remain largely intact (Figure 1). Modern development in the  historic core has, thus 

far, left the main streets relatively unscathed though unfortunately the same cannot be said of 

elsewhere in the city (Figures 2, 3).  Below ground-level the impact of the now dimly remembered 

ôCeltic Tigerõ has also been felt: about half the cityõs buried archaeology has been removed over the 

past fifteen years. Not surprisingly this process has generated a vast amount of new information on 

Kilkennyõs past, but most of what has been found remains something of a mystery even to those 

actively working in the field. Now that economic matters are at the centre of public discourse 

perhaps the question needs to be asked ôwhat exactly is there to show for the estimated û15 million 

that has been spent on ôpreserving by recordõ the cityõs archaeology over recent years?õ. Kilkennyõs 

poor rate of archaeological publication and the continued absence of a designated county museum 

makes this a question not easily answered. 

 

In an effort to deal with the issue the Kilkenny Archaeological Project was instituted between 

Kilkenny Archaeology (archaeological consultants), the National University of Ireland Maynooth 

(John Bradley) and Kilkenny Borough Council. March 2008 saw the project receive Irish National 

Strategic Archaeological Research (INSTAR) programme funding for its first phase of work and in 

the following eight months the entire archaeological record for the city was collated, assessed and a 

strategy produced and costed for its public dissemination. This article provides a brief overview of 

the projectõs results to date.  
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Figure 1: The early twelfth century round-tower at St. Caniceõs Cathedral is Kilkennyõs oldest standing building 
 [photo: Luke Murphy].  

 

 

Figure 2: Aerial photograph of Kilkenny in 1967 with St. Caniceõs Cathedral in the foreground and Kilkenny Castle 

at the top (CUCAP 1967). In the classic continental manner, the cathedral and the castle were linked by one long 

street, which later became the High Street and Parliament Street. Most subsequent development occurred in the 

characteristically long, medieval burgage plots that can be seen behind the houses.  
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Figure 3 Aerial photograph 2005 of Kilkenny, with Kilkenny castle at the bottom and St. Caniceõs Cathedral at the 

top (courtesy Kilkenny Local Authorities). The impact of modern development on the burgage plots of the city is stark 

and today only one plot- at Rothe House ð survives intact. 

 

The Kilkenny Urban Archaeology Database  

The first major undertaking was the collation onto a specifically designed database - The Kilkenny 

Urban Archaeology Database - of each archaeological recording episode that occurred in the city 

between the seventeenth century and 2006. To date 429 individual entries have been included, 212 

of which relate to archaeological investigations that took place between 1968-2006. The remainder 
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are historically recorded findspots, listed buildings and Urban Archaeological Survey data. 

Information on the corpus of c.37,000 artefacts, 1,300 human skeletons and the excavated 

palaeobotanical material is also included. The database now provides easy access to original 

documentary material such as site reports, photographs, journal publications and a host of relevant 

records, all of which have been scanned into the database as PDF files.  The location of each 

database entry has also been plotted in a Geographical Information System and there now exists 

comprehensive mapping of the cityõs archaeology, to the level of each cutting that has been opened 

(Figure 4).  

 

 

Figure 4: An example of the GIS mapping produced for the Kilkenny Urban Archaeological Database. 
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Graph depicting the annual rate of archaeological investigations in Kilkenny city. 

 

 

 

Bar chart showing the total number of archaeological licences issued for selected towns and cities in Ireland between 

1968-2006. Whilst the remarkably high rate of licences for Kilkenny is undoubtedly a reflection of the pro-active 

approach to archaeology that has historically been taken for Kilkenny by the regulatory authorities, it may also echo to 

a certain extent the many smaller-scale developments that have taken place within the city, each of which required the 

issuing of a licence.  
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Assessing the archaeology of the city 

Thirty-eight years of archaeological excavation in Kilkenny has amassed a large amount of 

archaeological evidence and our understanding of all periods of the cityõs history has been greatly 

enhanced by these discoveries. The following gives a flavour of some of the key discoveries that 

have been made. 

 

Prehistoric  

Prehistoric activity has been recorded on five occasions in the city, indicating intermittent settlement 

in the area in the Mesolithic and Bronze Age. Microliths, polished-stone axes and an Early Bronze 

Age bowl-cremation have been recorded but the most spectacular discovery was undoubtedly the 

Late Bronze Age fishtrap excavated by Ian Doyle underneath St. Johnõs bridge (Archaeology Ireland 

2003 17(1)).   

 

Early Christian (c.400-1169 AD) 

The archaeology of Kilkennyõs Early Christian past has been largely unknown, despite Cill Chainnigh 

having been a major monastic centre from at least the eighth century. However, seven recent 

investigations have now brought to light new evidence, including what appears to have been an 

inner vallum of the ecclesiastical precinct of Cill Chainnigh excavated separately by Andrew Gittens 

and Cóilín Ó Drisceoil in the ôDeanery Orchardõ beside St. Caniceõs Cathedral. The site also 

produced evidence for antler working and a twelfth century corn-drying kiln.  

 

Medieval (1169-c.1550 AD) 

There have been 88 important investigations of medieval material carried out in Kilkenny since 

1968. New evidence relating to the domestic realm within the medieval city, its ecclesiastical sites, 

industries, trades and crafts, its town wall and its castle has all been produced, along with some 

25,000 artefacts. 
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Figure 5: Kilkenny castle was the scene for an important series of archaeological investigations by Ben Murtagh 

between 1990 and 1999 [photo: C O Drisceoil, Kilkenny Archaeology]. 
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Figure 6: Over half of the medieval town of Kilkenny was constructed on ground that was reclaimed in the thirteenth 
century from the floodplains of the rivers Nore and Breagagh. This map was produced by plotting the occurrences of 
alluvial material in archaeological and geotechnical investigations throughout the city and relating them to its contours. 
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Figure 7: Excavations underway at Talbotõs Bastion, a watch-tower in the south-west corner of the town wall of the 

Hightown [photo: Gavin Duffy, Airshots Ltd. for Kilkenny Archaeology].  

 

 

 


