
Óenach: FMRSI Reviews 7.1 (2015) 20 
 
 

Luke McInerney, Clerical and Learned Lineages of Medieval Co. Clare. 
Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2014. 324pp. €49.50. ISBN 978-1-84682-
391-6 
 
 
This book is subtitled ‘A survey of the fifteenth-century papal registers’, a 

title which gives an essential description of this welcome volume, 

although the time period covered in fact ranges from the eleventh century 

to the seventeenth. Although the papal registers are the main source of 

the study, the papal annates and some of the available registra 

supplicationum are also used. The registers were published in twenty 

volumes during the period 1893 to 2005, and cover the time-period 1170 

to 1521. The papal registers of supplications on the other hand are 

available to the Irish-based scholar solely on microfilm, covering only the 

period 1417 to 1420. It is a sad fact that these registers in fact contain 

significantly more material of relevance to the author’s theme than do the 

papal registers, and it was certainly a major mistake for the editors of the 

state papers back in the 1890s to begin their task of calendaring Irish-

related papal records with the papal registers and not the much more 

fulsome registra supplicationum. This is in contrast to Scotland, where 

many of these registers have been calendared (1418 to 1471) and thus 

made generally available. The papal registers largely concern themselves 

with papal correspondence concerning clerical appointments to 

benefices, monasteries and senior diocesan offices in those parts of 

Ireland outside of the Pale, and are our main source of information for 

such activities.  

 This book uses its sources as a foundation from which to develop a 

comprehensive picture of matters clerical in Clare through the addition of 

many other source types. Using as his empirical base these various and 

largely fifteenth-century clerical records, Luke McInerney extends his 

time-scale to cover the full period mentioned above, and he provides 

much valuable detail on ‘the interlocking themes of church, society and 
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kinship’ (p.?). A clerical taxonomy is adopted which defines various 

categories of often hereditary clerics, such as coarb and erenagh 

kindreds, hereditary clerical kindreds, clerics drawn from secular learned 

(bardic, brehon, medical) kindreds, clerics drawn from wealthy secular 

lineages, and so on. The complex relationship of clerical families to 

termon and monastic lands is dealt with and a number of important 

questions are addressed, as follows: 

• The origins of coarb and erenagh kindreds; 

• Robin Flower’s assertion that members of learned kindreds were 

naturally drawn to monastic orders; 

• Linkages between the pre Anglo-Norman period clerical 

establishments, and those of the Anglo-Norman period and later; 

• The relationship of late medieval learned families to clerical office; 

• Definitions of clerical families. 

• The relationship of ruling lineages to possession of clerical office. 

• Hereditary transmission of benefices by clerical kindreds; 

• The relationship between clerical families and Continental 

monasteries. 

In addition this work features various geographical and cartographical 

surveys, representing themes such as identifying termon lands, corobies 

and erenachies, lands of the chief secular kindreds, and the relationship 

between kindreds and benefices. An attractive feature is the use of drawn 

linear pedigrees of many of the kindreds under discussion. 

 A number of conclusions are reached, all based on the solid 

evidence adduced. Many of the clerical families in possession of termon 

lands are shown to descend from lines dating back to before the arrival of 

the Normans.. A detailed history of the decline of coarbial and erenagh 

families over the period covered by the volume is of interest. The 

foundation of Continental monasteries in Clare is discussed as is its 

impact on native learning. At a later period these monasteries are shown 
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to have been ‘infiltrated’ or converted into hereditary holdings by scions 

of the older clerical kindreds. The main clerical group as defined by the 

author is that of the clerical kindred, many of whom are shown to 

descend from older coarb and erenagh families, while others were 

founded as offshoots of powerful secular families, sometimes those who 

donated the lands in question. In general, however, the author 

demonstrates that possession of clerical benefices by the major ruling 

lineages was not a prominent feature of ecclesiastical history throughout 

all of the period examined of this volume, although becoming more 

marked in the later period. Turning to the secular learned kindreds, their 

landholding pattern suggests that at least some of these descend from 

older clerical kindreds. A more recent development was the important 

relationship between the secular kindreds and the observantine 

mendicant orders, the study of which the author continues into the post-

Reformation period. 

 An especially interesting survey here is the demonstrated number 

of hereditable benefices show to exist in late medieval Clare. At least 

twenty three such ‘family possessions’ are shown, but the actual number 

is likely to have been much higher, given the fact that the papal registers 

provide only intermittent coverage of events and do not represent a 

complete listing of the holders of clerical benefices. The evidence in fact 

goes a long way to illustrating that what was essentially a form of 

marriage was widespread among clerics and monks in Clare at this time. 

This finding confirms that of surveys conducted elsewhere in late 

medieval Ireland, and reminds us that the movement in favour of 

marriage among the clergy has ancient roots and represents a highly 

respected tradition that only saw retreat in the face of the Hildebrandine 

and later so-called ‘Reforms’ of the early twelfth century, a scenario that 

in fact reflects the triumph of one view over another in a long debate that 

had gone on since the third century. The evidence suggests that in 
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Ireland the clerical marriage camp was similarly routed during the 

twelfth century in the face of the strong forces in favour of celibacy, but 

continued in practise to exist ‘under the radar’ just as it did 

contemporaneously in many parts of Europe, from Spain to Hungary. 

 Several areas of incidental interest emerge from the survey. The 

existence of schools at the Franciscan friaries of Ennis and Quinn as 

early as the fifteenth century is noted. The sources also throw much light 

on Irish marriage customs and on subjects such as Irish nomenclature 

and orthography, and the granting of papal indulgences and of personal 

dispensations. More specifically, the present study has value for family 

historians, featuring as it does matters relating to the surnames of 

O’Brien, McNamara, McMahon, McInerney, McBrody, McCashin, 

McConsidine, McGrath, McClancy, McLysaght, Gilsenan, O’Cahir, 

O’Daly, O’Dea, O’Davoran, O’Hogan, O’Hurley, O’Hickey, O’Loughlan, 

O’Tierney, and many others. 

 Especially useful are a number of appendices rich in source 

material. These include a table of termon lands and their associated 

clerical lineages, a detailed listing of foundation dates, estates, etc., for 

Augustinian, Cistercian and Franciscan houses in Clare, a list of the 

church lands of Killaloe diocese as recorded in the royal visitation of 

1622, and most impressively, an exhaustive list of all known clerics and 

their benefices from the mid-fourteenth century to the 1520s 

(unfortunately not continued to the beginning of the Counter-

Reformation).  

 Luke McInerney has done well in dealing with this complex and 

difficult subject. The author’s work is very competent when addressing 

his core period, but when dealing with earlier periods he is not on such 

sure ground (although one must admit that much about these earlier 

periods remains in serious dispute between scholars). His use of the term 

‘monastery’ for ecclesiastical foundations of the early period suggests a 
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lack of awareness of current thinking on the nomenclature of churches 

in pre-Norman Ireland and, by implication, on the reality of church 

organization in this period. It may be no coincidence that the standard 

text book on the period, Etchingham’s Church Organization in Ireland, 

does not feature in McInerney’s bibliography.1 Similarly, the author does 

not seem familiar with the martyrologies as a major source for early 

church history, a surprising omission. One notices a number of other 

errors or omissions. The term biatach is misunderstood on page 17 (see 

my Medieval Ireland for a discussion2). McInerney is inconsistent in his 

treatment of kindreds with lands both within and outside of Clare. On 

the one hand the O’Hogan territories in Tipperary are discussed while on 

the other the MacGilsenan (Giltenan, Shannon) holdings in Glin parish 

in Limerick are ignored. This instance is unfortunate in that I have 

identified an original baile estate of this sept in Glin, an identification 

which has implications for the origins of this family, which McInerney 

describes as ‘obscure’.3 The author similarly passes without comment the 

remarkable number of termon estates extended at four quarters which he 

uncovers in his thorough survey of such estates. I would suggest that 

this is an indicator that these four-quarter estates descend from earlier 

bailte with all the implications that carries for their chronology. 

 The origin of the perpetual vicarage is not as simple as is described 

by McInerney, but lies within the subject area of parish formation, too 

complex to go into here. Perhaps wisely, the author skips lightly over the 

vexed question of parish formation itself, which is also rather lightly 

covered in his references. The position in regard to parochial formation 

remains in need of elucidation, but it is certain that a native ‘proto-

parochial’ system with parish-like features was in operation by early in 

                                                
1 Colmán Etchingham, Church Organization in Ireland AD 650 – 1000 (Maynooth, 1999). 
2 Medieval Ireland: territorial, political and economic divisions (Dublin, 2008), 53–6. 
3 See my ‘Gleann Corbraighe before the Normans’ in T. Donovan (ed), The Knights of Glin: seven 
centuries of change (Glin, 2009), 40. 
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the twelfth century, based on the local division, the túath. The author’s 

treatment of the status of clerical kindreds in the seventeenth century 

does not address the relevant question of the contemporary usurpation of 

church lands by both the ‘New English’ administration and Gaelic lords. I 

also find the author’s distinction between kindreds of Dál gCais and Uí 

Bhloid origin hard to understand: genealogically these belonged to the 

same bloodline. One may finally mention that the quality of cartography 

in the volume is not up to the standard which one might have expected. 

 This volume represents a significant piece of scholarship, of 

especial value to students of church and local history interested in the 

period 1300 to 1650, as well as to students of the Irish Church in 

general. The various appendices represent a particularly valuable source 

of reference. The author concludes with suggestions for further 

investigation of the themes covered,. Since its publication I have 

published two studies of relevance to McInerney’s desiderata,4 and I 

might suggest to him that if he is inclined to continue his valuable work 

he might consider performing a similar study for the remainder of the 

diocese of Killaloe, for surely as a partial study of things medieval a 

medieval areal template would have been more appropriate than a 

modern county. This would also bring the benefit of a study of the 

Church in Anglo-Norman territories, for my own researches into the 

diocese of Cloyne and elsewhere suggests that the assumed removal of 

the old clerical lineages from their corobies and erenachies in Anglo-

Norman areas may not be as straightforward as has been presented. 

 
Paul MacCotter 
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4 ‘The church lands of the diocese of Limerick: reconstruction and history’, North Munster Antiquarian 
Journal 53 (2013), 99-121; ‘Diocese of Achonry: church, land and history’ in Peritia 24-25 (2013-14), 
241-65. 
 


