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Over the last decade, a great deal of innovative work has been 

undertaken on medieval Ireland. Archaeologists, art historians, 

historians, literary scholars and archivists have been working diligently 

to shed light on a period of history and geographical place often glossed 

over in more general discussions of the European Middle Ages. 

Occupying as it does the margins of the European map, Ireland is 

frequently relegated to the status of colonial hinterland, overshadowed by 

research on England. The Medieval Dublin collection, edited by Seán 

Duffy fills an important gap in medieval scholarship, joining works on 

localized subjects like the excellent Medieval Lough Cé, edited by Thomas 

Finan, that redress the inattention given to Ireland over the years. 

The tenth in a long-running series about Dublin in the medieval 

period, ranging from the Viking settlement until after the Norman 

Conquest, this volume covers a wide variety of material concerning the 

city and county of Dublin and the surrounding area. Drawn from papers 

presented at the Friends of Medieval Dublin Symposium in 2008, it 

traces the physical evidence yielded up by excavations within and 

immediately without the city boundaries, examines literary and historical 

documents, and reevaluates conclusions about figures within the 

religious community. 

 The twelve articles are clear, concise and detailed, providing visual 

support for the analyses and conclusions in maps, diagrams, tables, 

charts and photos. Most of the essays tie into one another, offering 

vignettes of daily life in medieval Dublin and its environs, and many 

provide useful bibliographies for further research and investigation, 

though not all of them follow a consistent style. This collection furthers 
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research, illuminates new findings, challenges old assumptions and asks 

probing questions about the nature of society in medieval Ireland. 

 Clare Crowley begins with a comparative analysis of the curvilinear 

aspect of nine ecclesiastical sites in Ireland, Wales and France. She 

examines evidence of the plan-form at Clondalkin, Co. Dublin and 

challenges the conclusions of previous scholars who argue that this 

curvilinear form evolved uniquely in Ireland. Crowley outlines her 

methodology and site selection, examining Clondalkin’s ecclesiastical 

history in a wider European context as well as the symbolism inherent in 

the circular form, and how that may have contributed to the adoption of 

this planning style. She concludes that the curvilinear ecclesiastical 

enclosure was the product of cross-cultural interaction between 

monastic communities that shared ideas of asylum, sanctuary and the 

symbolism of the circle. She further argues that church sites, in addition 

to the format of Roman towns, influenced the development of medieval 

urban settlements, and that this evolution in Ireland was part of a ‘pan-

European movement’  (46). 

 Medieval Dublin X, dedicated to the memory of archaeologist Simon 

Dick, places a particular emphasis on the archaeology of Viking-Age 

sites. Linzi Simpson’s contribution focuses on pre-Viking and early 

Viking-Age Dublin by asking a series of research questions that, she 

argues, should inform future excavations and interpretations of the 

evidence. Simpson sets up a total of thirty-three questions for further 

research based on excavations that have already been conducted, and 

challenges certain accepted ‘facts’ regarding the origins of the settlement 

of Dublin that pre-date current archaeological finds. She poses questions 

like: ‘Is the monastic enclosure preserved in the oval street pattern south 

of Dublin Castle?’ (56), analysing the extant information and urging 

further inquiry and investigation. She interrogates the evidence of 

monastic activity at sites like Golden Lane, Chancery Lane and the 
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church of St Michael le Pole, and asks whether there is evidence of 

Anglo-Saxon settlement at Dublin before the Vikings. She ultimately 

concludes that there are more questions than answers, that a great deal 

has been discovered but a lot more remains to be unearthed; though 

some answers to her questions may be found in recent studies like that 

by Mary Valante in The Vikings in Ireland: Settlement, trade and 

urbanization (2008) and Paul MacCotter’s Medieval Ireland: Territorial, 

Political and Economic Divisions (2008). 

   Several of the subsequent papers in the volume go some way 

towards addressing the research concerns raised by Simpson. Clare 

Downham adroitly investigates the chronicle evidence in historical 

records relating to ninth-century Viking camps in Ireland, including the 

Annals of Ulster, the Chronicum Scotorum, the ‘Fragmentary annals of 

Ireland’, and Cogadh Gaedhel re Gallaibh. She identifies the Viking bases 

or longphort and analyses their locations, uncovering opportunities for 

comparative research of Viking settlement in Europe. She also points out 

that by the late tenth century the Irish term longphuirt ‘could refer to 

both Viking and Irish bases’ (97). Downham suggests that Irish 

chronicles provide insight into Viking strategies, and looks at the effect of 

Viking and Gaelic interaction on these sites. She concludes that the 

identification of several longphort sites around Ireland offers a great deal 

of potential for further investigation, and reveals a possible influence of 

settlement patterns in urban areas like Dublin. She further asserts that 

part of this cross-cultural interaction produced a distinct Gaelic-

Scandinavian identity that resulted from interaction between cultures 

rather than the imposition of one upon another. 

 This interaction between ethnic groups is the focus of Stephen 

Harrison’s piece on the Viking burial discovered on Bride Street in the 

nineteenth century. In a deft summation of the grave-sites, which are 

Viking-age furnished burials, Harrison reassesses the evidence of ‘Viking’ 



Óenach: FMRSI Reviews 3.2 (2011) 39 

 

 

graves and reconsiders the physical evidence of the grave goods. His 

article presents a case study from the Irish Viking Graves Project which 

has been working on these sites since 1999, and analyses a single grave, 

its artefacts and archaeological details, offering a new interpretation of 

these finds, and explaining how the process of identification transforms 

the interpretation of the graves. Harrison also examines the ritual 

bending of several of the grave goods, like the halberd and the shield 

boss — an extremely rare practice in Insular funerary rites. Through his 

analysis, Harrison locates this grave in time and in historical context, 

contending that the burial is later than has been suggested and that 

these graves represent a local as well as Scandinavian identity where the 

Viking population integrated into the Irish cultural landscape. According 

to Harrison’s conclusions, these are not the burials of passing raiders 

but of a settled people who sought to integrate into, and interact with, 

the native population. 

 While several of the essays deal with the integration and 

assimilation of other ethnic groups (Vikings and Normans) with the 

native Gaelic population, Edel Bhreathnach’s piece on Middle Irish 

Leinster dynastic poetry suggests a specific Gaelic identity enshrined in 

literature that evolved over almost five hundred years simultaneously 

with the people whose history it records. Bhreathnach provides a detailed 

and nuanced analysis of the twelfth-century manuscript, Rawlinson 

B502, Laídshenchas Laigen, that functioned as a poetic record of the 

people of Leinster from the seventh to the twelfth centuries. Of particular 

interest is how Dublin, a city populated by Vikings and Normans as well 

as native Irish, figures in, or rather, is largely absent from this record. 

Bhreathnach contends that the Norse in Dublin made little impact on the 

literature of Leinster and offers a number of suggestions for this 

apparent absence, addressing the occasions when the Norse are 

mentioned and when Dublin does feature in various texts, as in the 
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Laídshenchas poem, Lecht Cormaic meic Cuilennáin, where the poet 

boasts about the fame Dublin adds to the province of Leinster. 

 The Hiberno-Norse relationship is further investigated in the 

archaeological studies by Sinéad Phelan and Giles Dawkes. Taken 

together, the two essays provide a clearer picture of the economic and 

structural development of a very specific plot of land on the north side of 

the River Liffey. Phelan investigates the site at Church Street and 

Hammond Lane where the first evidence of Hiberno-Norse settlement 

north of the river has been uncovered. She gives a detailed site report of 

the finds, the excavation, and the conclusions, supported with extensive 

charts, diagrams and photos. These finds change the view of Hiberno-

Norse settlement beyond the city walls and suggest that there was 

considerable activity in this area before the Normans arrived.  

Phelan constructs a vivid portrait of a bustling, industrious life 

upon which Dawkes builds for his assessment of the site surrounding St 

Michan’s Church that may at one time have been connected to the 

enclosure evident at the Church Street site. Dawkes reports on the 

preliminary results of the ongoing excavations of St Michan’s early 

enclosure and late medieval timber-framed buildings. He summarizes the 

findings and the possible uses and chronology of each aspect of the site, 

suggesting a possible sequence for the development of the area and 

contributing further to the picture provided in Phelan’s analysis. 

 Constructing a complex and nuanced account goes beyond the 

physical evidence in Áine Foley’s article on violent crime in medieval Co. 

Dublin. Foley offers a detailed analysis of the Irish judiciary rolls for the 

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, challenging preconceptions about 

the effect the native Irish population had on the colonial English and 

effectively debunking the assumption that English criminals were unduly 

influenced by associations with the native Irish — regarded as products 

of ‘degeneracy’. Her focus is the case of the Tyrel brothers, English gentry 
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who resorted to a life of crime in order to expand their areas of influence 

and exercised considerable control over the border of south Co. Dublin 

and Co. Kildare. Foley convincingly argues that these men were driven to 

criminal activities for their own reasons, mirroring a culture of 

criminality among the gentry back in England, and were not merely 

dupes of their Irish neighbours, corrupted by powerful and disruptive 

families like the O’Tooles. She concludes that the English gentry masked 

their own lawless behaviour in the general disorder of fourteenth century 

Ireland — disorder caused by English colonial rule and the law of 

primogeniture that forced younger sons into outlawry as a means of 

support. The Tyrels, she contends, identified with the Irish locality and 

with their English cultural identity, inhabiting a criminal borderland 

both physical and mental in the jurisdictional boundaries. 

 The volume returns to the physical evidence of archeological 

excavations in Alan R. Hayden’s essay on Augustine Street, in which he 

summarizes the results of a pre-development archaeological survey 

conducted in advance of the construction of a building with an 

underground car park, which uncovered significant deposits. Hayden 

provides a painstaking analysis of the waterlogged site that was in use 

up through the nineteenth century, with accompanying diagrams, maps 

and photos of the twelfth/thirteenth century flood bank, the silt and 

wattle screen, pottery and other artefacts, and the remains of a 

sixteenth/seventeenth century double mill.  

 Colmán Ó Clabaigh shifts focus from the physical structures 

within the city to the spiritual houses of medieval Ireland, with particular 

emphasis on the role of hermits and anchorites in Irish ecclesiastical 

culture, arguing that both were familiar figures in Irish society. His essay 

fills a gap in scholarship that has largely overlooked the sparse 

anchoritic and eremitical evidence in Ireland. He considers the paradoxes 

of these religious figures who survived on the generosity of the society 
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they rejected, but who were held in a certain esteem. Ó Clabaigh 

positions Irish anchorites and hermits within the wider European context 

of monastic reform and asserts that Irish congregations recognized and 

respected these people who were mystical, liminal figures but wielded a 

certain amount of spiritual authority in their communities. 

 All of these essays lead into Sparky Booker’s question of whether 

Dublin was truly an ‘English city’. Tying into the accusation of 

degeneracy raised by Foley, Booker challenges arguments that the 

English of Dublin and the Pale were deemed in danger of ‘disintegrating’ 

into Irish habits and behaviour, a contention supported by medieval anti-

degeneracy legislation that was meant to keep the English from devolving 

into ‘Irishness’. Booker’s article provides compelling evidence that there 

was a vibrant Irish presence and identity in Dublin. Like many of the 

other contributions to this volume, she asserts that Irish customs were 

adopted by foreign settlers, that Irish culture shaped the identity of the 

city as much as did that of the Vikings, Normans and English, and that 

it was a hybrid intermingling of cultures and identities. 

 The volume ends with one of the last original essays by A.J. Otway-

Ruthven, completed before her death in 1989 and prepared for this 

volume by Peter Crooks who provides a note at the end on her findings. 

Otway-Ruthven interrogates the exact nature of a medieval Irish town, 

and in this preliminary study that was sadly never finalised, concludes 

that the native Irish were ‘not town-dwellers’ (299), and furthers her view 

that the development of structured urban centres was an instrument of 

colonisation. It is an eloquent close to an important and informative 

volume. 
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