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In the middle of Connacht in the northwest of Co. Roscommon is a 

picturesque lake surrounded by trees and fed by rivers, its surface 

punctuated by the Rock adorned with a castellated stone structure. 

Lough Cé, which dominates this part of the Irish landscape, has been the 

setting for centuries of settlement, trade, conflict and dynastic contests, 

and yet it has been relatively neglected by historians and archaeologists 

— until now. Medieval Lough Cé is the first step in making recent 

archaeological and historical discoveries available to the wider public, 

shedding light on the significance of this region in the dynamics of 

medieval Irish history. 

 Lough Cé was a vibrant centre for both secular and ecclesiastical 

power, with influential monastic estates like Holy Trinity Abbey and sites 

like Kilteasheen, overseen by the lords of Moylurg from the Rock. For the 

last decade, the Discovery Programme’s Medieval Rural Settlement 

Project has turned its sights on Co. Roscommon, and this volume of 

collected essays detailing the process of excavations, analysing the 

significance of artefacts, and drawing preliminary conclusions about how 

the physical evidence illuminates the historical record is part of that 

endeavour. As Finan points out in his brief introduction, Medieval Lough 

Cé is a call for further study, and showcases the results of new and 

ongoing research that challenges many long-held notions about the 

function and importance of the sites around the lake. Much of the data 

has been gathered directly by the volume’s contributors, many of whom 

have spent years investigating this material. While the style and content 

of the essays vary, the evidence that they meticulously present, and the 
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implications for reconsidering the region in its medieval context, are 

ground-breaking. 

 This collection creates a composite image of life, loyalties and 

lordships around the shores of Lough Cé — on its islands, its Rock, its 

banks and inlet — an image carefully pieced together through insightful 

archaeological, architectural, historical and textual analysis. The 

introduction clarifies the process by which this project was undertaken, 

the research that has been conducted and by whom, and fixes Lough Cé 

clearly in a thirteenth-century context: the medieval Gaelic period that is 

an oft-neglected phase of Irish history. As Finan explains, the focus of 

the volume is the physical landscape of Lough Cé through a variety of 

lenses, including the role it played in both the religious and secular lives 

of the MacDermots, lords of Moylurg, and the O’Conor kings of 

Connacht. Finan returns to the physical evidence in the final essay of the 

collection and uses it in conjunction with the textual evidence of the 

Annals of Lough Cé and the Connacht Chronicle to reconsider the 

O’Conor ‘Grand Strategy’ and reassess the motivations of political players 

in medieval Ireland. Both Finan’s introduction and his essay end rather 

abruptly, perhaps emphasising the need for further study and stressing 

the inconclusiveness of evidence that is constantly shifting in light of new 

discoveries.  

 The essays are not arranged in any clear order, which may lead to 

the impression of disorganisation; however, each adds another piece to 

the fragmentary evidence that has been collected so far and asks another 

question for future investigation. The first focuses on a romantic ruin, 

the castellated folly on the Rock of Lough Cé. Long believed to be a 

medieval-style façade constructed by the local lord for the picnicking 

pleasure of nineteenth-century aristocrats, the Rock of Lough Cé is the 

centrepiece of much of the archaeological research being conducted in 

the area. As such, the article co-authored by Kieran O’Conor, Niall 
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Brady, Anne Connon and Carlos Fidalgo-Romo, is the centrepiece of the 

volume. In it, the authors present the fruits of years of fieldwork carried 

out by O’Conor and by Brady and his team from the Archaeological 

Diving Company Ltd. They conclude that there was an original medieval 

structure on the Rock that was incorporated into the later castellated 

folly, and that the Rock itself is an artificially created crannog, an 

important discovery that challenges many assumptions about the nature 

of medieval fortifications and castles in Ireland.   

Christopher Read’s piece on the Bishop’s Seat at Kilteasheen, a 

‘townland sandwiched between an inlet on Lough Cé’s eastern shore, the 

Boyle River and the tiny village of Knockvicar in the parish of Ardcarne, 

Co. Roscommon’ (41), is a synopsis of the field survey, excavation and 

specialist analysis conducted by Finan, Read and a team of students 

from St Louis University and the Institute of Technology, Sligo during 

2005–2009. Based on Finan’s topographical and geographical surveys 

that led to targeted excavations, the research carried out at Kilteasheen 

provides new evidence that radically changes interpretations of the site 

— the graves, the structures and the purpose of this ecclesiastical 

settlement. Read chronicles these changing interpretations from year to 

year as new material was unearthed and old assumptions undermined, 

concluding that the site has a long prehistoric past and was a major 

high-status religious centre in the high medieval period. While the article 

is repetitive at times, it is clearly and precisely laid out in articulate 

terms appealing to even a non-archaeologist.  

Another interesting site that is often overlooked in larger studies of 

medieval Irish holy places is Holy Trinity Abbey on a small island in 

Lough Cé. In her essay, Miriam Clyne assesses the textual evidence of 

Holy Trinity in the form of a late medieval Latin rental abstract that has 

recently come to light — both the transcription and her translation of the 

text are included in an appendix. Through analysis of this newly-
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discovered manuscript, Clyne ‘recreates the monastic estate at the time 

of Cornelius McGyllohcran’ in the later sixteenth century, as well as 

placing the spiritualities and temporalities of the abbey in their 

‘ecclesiastical and secular territories’ and considering the patrons who 

endowed the monastery (67). Clyne’s article provides painstaking detail of 

the parish histories and of the secular forces at play within the various 

dioceses, concluding that by the time the rental agreement was written, 

Lough Cé was the ‘chief house of the Premonstratensian order in Ireland’ 

(86). These sites around and on Lough Cé were of paramount importance 

to the dynastic concerns of the O’Conors and MacDermots who left their 

mark, along with a number of other prominent families, on the very 

landscape.    

Part of the dynastic struggles involved the question of ethnicity, 

whether a family integrated with the Anglo-Norman settlers after 1169 or 

whether they resisted English royal control and maintained a separate 

Gaelic identity. John Soderberg and Jennifer L. Immich examine 

zooarchaeological traces of livestock as a means of interrogating fraught 

relationships between Gaelic and Anglo-Norman families and 

reinterpreting social boundaries. In their erudite analysis, Soderberg and 

Immich offer a ‘prospectus for a research project’ (97) using the evidence 

of animals to examine the fluid concepts of social and ethnic identities in 

late medieval Ireland. Availing of the model of animal archaeology in 

colonial-era North America, they cite the evidence of imported fallow deer 

versus native red deer as a way of finding organic markers. Based on the 

agricultural census in Ireland, they suggest that Co. Roscommon was a 

cultural frontier in the Middle Ages and assert that there needs to be 

further investigation of the borders between different agricultural 

strategies. Thus they make a compelling argument for the inclusion of 

zooarchaeology in investigating the complexities of social and ethnic 

identities and the intersection of human and animal landscapes. 
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Fiona Beglane returns to the question of deer in the archaeological 

record at Kilteasheen later in the volume, but first, Rachel Moss surveys 

the architectural evidence of Romanesque sculpture in the vicinity of 

Lough Cé, including the fragments unearthed at Kilteasheen. Moss 

examines the various styles of church windows and arches from Boyle 

Abbey, Kilronan, and Kilteasheen and compares them with similar 

designs at major houses elsewhere in Ireland, such as Clonmacnois. She 

posits that Boyle was a central location for importing top craftsmen from 

prestigious places like Mellifont, and dubs Boyle an architectural ‘hub’ 

that introduced Cistercian features to several local ecclesiastical sites.  

Lough Cé and environs were home to several religious estates, and 

as Read points out in his article earlier in the volume, Kilteasheen 

appears to have been a site of great significance and status in medieval 

Ireland. Beglane returns the focus of the collection from the architectural 

evidence of Boyle Abbey to the zooarchaeological material of Kilteasheen. 

She examines preliminary evidence from Read and Finan’s excavations, 

specifically red deer antlers found on site. Elaborating on Soderberg and 

Immich’s analysis of animal remains as a means of elucidating cultural 

and ethnic associations, Beglane fully investigates the importation of 

fallow deer into Ireland by the Anglo-Normans, the differences in the 

species, and implications of their integration with indigenous deer. The 

maintenance of deer parks, chases and forests had royal associations as 

the hunting landscape changed after the Norman invasion. Beglane 

explains the operation and political implications of each form of hunting 

landscape and method. As Soderberg and Immich argue, the presence of 

a particular kind of deer in an excavation has an impact on identifying 

the ethnicity and perhaps allegiance of the occupants. Beglane surmises 

that the presence of red deer antler at Kiliteasheen implies active 

sponsorship of a hunt, most likely by the bishop in residence at the time, 

although it is possible that the carcass was gifted to the church. But 
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more importantly, this evidence reinforces that of Read and Moss, and 

suggests that Kilteasheen was in fact a high-status ecclesiastical site 

rather than a simple parish church. 

Finan’s essay on the O’Conor ‘Grand Strategy’ ends the collection 

by reevaluating the idea of a ‘frontier’ in medieval Ireland and pulling 

together the pieces from earlier articles to analyse the political 

implications of the physical evidence. The article is not quite a 

comprehensive conclusion to the volume, but it does weave the threads 

of the other pieces together to form a more complete picture of thirteenth 

century Ireland and the question of Gaelic, Anglo-Norman and hybrid 

identity. Finan argues that what may seem like dynastic struggles 

between various members of the O’Conor family were actually complex 

strategies designed to further the overall aims of the family amid local 

and English political pressures. Part of this complexity is recorded in the 

bardic poetry and chronicles, many of which give internal legitimacy to a 

patron or ruling dynasty. Finan returns the literary evidence to its 

rightful prominence, and through it constructs a fascinating portrait of 

the O’Conors and their strategies for maintaining power.  

The image of medieval Ireland offered in Medieval Lough Cé is 

complex, textured and variable — it is an ever-changing landscape that 

still has much to reveal to the archaeologist, historian, art historian or 

literary scholar who peels back the layers to find what lies beneath. 

There are several excellent maps, diagrams and images included that 

stimulate the visual imagination; however, a map depicting the different 

sites examined in the essays in relation to each other and Lough Cé 

would have been a useful tool for constructing a more cohesive view of 

the physical landscape and how the sites may have affected each other. 

While sources are listed in footnotes, there is no bibliography, which 

would have given more comprehensive references for future study. 
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 Overall, Medieval Lough Cé is an interesting read for any 

medievalist, even those without a background in archaeology who might 

be unfamiliar with the more specialised technical data. The essays create 

a complex and nuanced portrait of Lough Cé and its place in Irish history 

and culture, and in the formation and maintenance of medieval Irish 

identity. It is a preliminary study that lays the foundation for further 

work and is a valuable and authoritative contribution to the growing 

body of research on Gaelic Ireland.  
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