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The Dublin Region in the Middle Ages is the first major publication of the 

Discovery Programme’s Medieval Rural Settlement Project. The area of study 

encompasses not only the modern day county of Dublin but also large parts 

of Kildare, Meath and Wicklow, the region that supplied and was 

economically dependent on Ireland’s largest urban centre. This volume, a 

joint Discovery Programme/Four Courts Press publication, is visually 

sumptuous, lavishly filled with colour photographs, maps and diagrams. 

The big question, however, is: does the content of this book live up to its 

presentation? In this reviewer’s opinion the answer is a most definite yes.

 The subtitle of the volume indicates that it is of particular relevance to 

historical geographers, economic historians and archaeologists; it has, 

however, much to offer social and political historians as well. Though a great 

deal has been written about Medieval Dublin, most of the focus is on the city 

with relatively little attention being accorded Dublin as a region, particularly 

from an economic perspective. And therefore this volume is a welcome and 

valuable addition to the field. While it does not replace the county histories 

written by Dalton in the nineteenth century and Ball a century ago — since 

these were primarily social histories rather than settlement studies — it 

does serve as a useful companion to these volumes and will undoubtedly 

become an indispensable reference tool.  The decision to deal with Dublin at 

a regional level rather than just focus on the modern county was an 

eminently sensible one; communities and affinities, economic ties and 

interests did not, after all, stop at the county border. Hopefully this method 

will be utilised by historians writing about the hinterland of the city in 

future.          

 This book is substantial, amounting to almost 600 pages. One 

envisages it as a volume to be dipped into, rather than read from cover to 

cover. It is divided broadly into three sections, aside from the introduction 
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and conclusion, as follows: settlement and society, with an emphasis on 

settlement; exploitation of resources; and processing and distribution. It 

would be impossible to give a full critique of the book within this review and 

so this reviewer has decided to focus on those aspects which are relevant to 

her own research. The case study of the royal manor of Saggart, for 

example, was of particular interest because the topic of her doctoral thesis 

was the royal manors of county Dublin. This would have been of 

tremendous use at an earlier stage of research and one can imagine the 

potential of this volume for those at the beginning of their postgraduate 

studies, as well as undergraduate students. Not only does it inform the 

reader of work already done, it can also help them to locate gaps within this 

research. The case study identified and highlighted some of the same trends 

the reviewer discovered during the course of her own research. For example 

the propensity for merchants, like William Douce, to acquire land on this 

manor is highlighted by the authors, as is the tendency for important 

individuals working within the Dublin administration to receive lands and 

revenues from this and other royal manors as a reward for services to the 

king. The important point is made that the decline in the fortunes of Saggart 

during the course of the fourteenth century had as much to do with the 

general decline affecting most of Western Europe, caused by famine and 

disease, as it had with the sporadic attacks by the Irish of the mountains —  

an excuse for decline that has perhaps been overstated in the past. Manors 

even in the most peaceful and settled areas of England were contracting in 

size during this most tumultuous of centuries; and so it is fair to say that 

the Irish were not entirely to blame for all of Saggart’s woes.  

 The case study is part of a larger section on landholding which 

provides a broad overview of how the land around Dublin was divided up in 

the aftermath of the English invasion — and it is important to note that, 

though there is some coverage of Dublin in the period before 1169, the focus 

is from the English invasion up to the sixteenth century. The two major 

landowners in Dublin throughout the Late Middle Ages were the Crown and 

the Church, though the major lay landholders are also investigated. Many 
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prominent Dublin families like the Oweyns and Russells of Crumlin are 

neglected, however, because though they held several parcels of lands most 

of these properties were small and scattered, or were located on royal or 

ecclesiastical manors. Nonetheless, this volume will undoubtedly serve as a 

useful starting point for those who wish to investigate landholding on a 

smaller, more local level. Even plotting and mapping out the landholdings of 

prominent laypeople is a worthwhile endeavour and one that has not really 

been attempted before. By seeing the extent of their landholdings on a map 

one gets a better sense of their importance within their community. 

 The section on the institution of the manor is exceptionally valuable 

because, while much has been written about individual examples, very little 

has been published on the manor in Ireland more generally. The writers 

acknowledge this; yet with the use of the evidence available they succeed in 

at least partially reconstructing a typical manor, though there is much 

contention and debate as to exactly how ‘typical’ in form this institution 

actually was, at least in England. Hopefully this book will motivate those in 

Ireland with an interest in the manor to engage in the kind of debate that is 

going on across the Irish Sea. The text is enriched with the use of aerial 

photographs, diagrams, maps and line drawings, giving us a visual sense of 

what a medieval manor may have looked like. While this section provides an 

excellent study on manorial tenants, it has little information on those who 

administered the manors, namely the reeves and provosts, who were usually 

drawn from the ranks of the tenantry. Incidentally, administrators on a 

county level are also neglected. In the authors defence it is hardly surprising 

that the office of sheriff — as well as those of his subordinates —  has not 

been explored to any great degree in this volume since hardly any research 

has been conducted, or at least published, on this topic.   

 According to Niall Brady (in the Preface) documentary sources for 

medieval Ireland have been regarded as ‘patchy and of varied usefulness’ 

and he suggests that the book may be more useful as a comparator with 

non-English places, particularly Scotland and Wales. While this might be 

the case for some parts of Ireland, the sources for medieval Dublin are 



 

Óenach: FMRSI Reviews 3.1 (2011) 34 

plentiful enough to make useful comparisons with England. It is true that 

some material that would be directly helpful to this type of study, like 

demesne accounts and manor court rolls, are lacking in Ireland but it is 

possible to fill in these gaps using other data, and the authors are to be 

commended for taking full advantage of the documents available to them. In 

spite of the relative paucity of certain categories of documents for medieval 

Ireland, at least compared to our neighbouring island, it would be 

impossible to carry out a study like this without making comparisons with 

England. The institutions the authors discuss — like the manor, for example 

— were based on English models, even if they did develop in their own way 

once they were established here. In fact Margaret Murphy’s previous 

experience working on the ‘Feeding the City’ project, which looked at the 

hinterland around medieval London, undoubtedly had a great influence on 

this publication.         

 The documentary evidence is combined with archaeological data, an 

approach that was also used in the London study. Though no fieldwork was 

done for this volume, the virtual explosion of archaeological digs that took 

place in the Dublin hinterland during the heady days of the Celtic Tiger are 

used to great advantage here. While much has already been published from 

excavations conducted around Dublin — particularly in the Medieval Dublin 

series edited by Seán Duffy — the authors focus on the bigger picture and 

what all this accumulated evidence can tell us about settlement and 

economy in the region. To quote Michael Ryan in the Foreword: this is ‘…an 

important exposition of the potential of archaeology to enhance the 

understanding of an historic period’ (5).       

 The potential of archaeology is displayed most tangibly in the chapter 

on defence and fortification. This is almost exclusively a discussion of 

castles built in the Dublin region, from the early earth and timber castles to 

the fortified houses constructed at the end of the medieval period. From an 

archaeological perspective this chapter cannot be faulted but, arguably, 

much more could have been done with the documentary sources, 

particularly the petitions and statutes, which reveal the concern of both the 
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local populace and administration regarding the defence of this area. This is 

not to dismiss the importance of examining the castles and fortifications 

built by local inhabitants because, to slightly misquote Churchill, the 

inhabitants shaped these buildings and thereafter these buildings have 

shaped them; the structures still to be found on the landscape perhaps gives 

us more of a sense of who they were than any petition or statute ever could.

 Though the focus of this study is the hinterland of Dublin, the city is 

not ignored. The relationship between both is explored and it reveals how 

closely the fortunes of the urban and rural Dublin were intertwined through 

the demand of resources and by the control of the rural economy by city 

merchants. The merchants were the economic driving force within the 

hinterland and the commercial needs of the city shaped how land was used 

in a large catchment area. By purchasing land, producing resources, 

constructing tower houses and investing in the construction of parish 

churches these merchants influenced and shaped settlement patterns. The 

benefits flowed in both directions, because as a port town Dublin gave those 

living outside the city access to England and the Continent and it also 

contributed significantly to the commercialisation of its rural surroundings. 

The section on distribution and provisioning is exceptionally valuable 

because very little has been written on the economy of medieval Ireland and 

while, admittedly, the focus is on Dublin this study is important for the 

country at large since it deals with what was its biggest and almost certainly 

its most important consumer and trading centre.     

 It would be easy to pick up on small little inaccuracies or 

generalisations; in such a large, substantial piece of work some errors are 

bound to arise. As the authors have stated themselves, this is a synthesis of 

previous research and therefore they are reliant on information that may or 

may not be accurate. For example, it is stated that the Aylmers held the 

manor of Lyons in county Kildare in 1300 (105). This error comes from Mary 

Ann Lyons’s book, Church and Society in County Kildare c.1470–1547 

(Dublin 2000, p. 164), and she in turn found it in an article by Hans 

Hendrick Aylmer published at the end of the nineteenth century in the 
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Journal of the County Kildare Archaeological and Historical Society, Vol. 4/3 

(January 1903, pp. 174–98). This article was consulted by the reviewer, and 

although Mr Aylmer did provide footnotes, and appears to be factually 

correct on many points, he did not give any evidence for the source of this 

date of 1300. It may be a case of an over-eager antiquarian attempting to 

exaggerate the importance of his own family or push back their prominence 

in the locality to an earlier period. There were Alymers living on the nearby 

manor of Newcastle Lyons at this time and some of them served as minor 

manorial officials, but there is no evidence of them living in Lyons. Works by 

antiquarians are very valuable and sometimes they are all the researcher 

has to rely on. A perusal of the memoranda rolls, however, will confirm that 

Gerald Tyrell, a close associate of John FitzThomas, the first earl of Kildare, 

held this manor in 1300 and it descended down through the male line of 

this family until at least the last quarter of the fourteenth century. Some 

time around 1400 this manor passed into the hands of the Aylmer family 

through a Tyrell heiress.        

 This is not meant as unfair criticism, but rather as a challenge to re-

examine the information presented before us with fresh eyes. Those involved 

in the publication of this comprehensive volume have provided a great 

service. By building on previous historical and archaeological research, it 

will serve as a roadmap for future researchers of medieval Dublin.  
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