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This is a thought-provoking book – not least because it is the work of an 

English scholar pursuing long-established interests in English history by 

examining analogous evidence from Ireland.  In the modern world, Irish 

academics are encouraged to publish internationally which, for most 

historians, means publishing in England and establishing networks with 

English scholars. Reading this book underlines the fact that there are no 

such built-in incentives to encourage engagement in the opposite 

direction. The prevailing pattern is that those medievalists who do so tend 

to live and work in the western half of Britain in areas traditionally 

impacted by Irish migration. To have the perspective of someone who self-

identifies as East Anglian (on his Twitter account) and is primarily 

interested in Irish evidence for an East Anglian saint is both rare and 

valuable. Given the long-term impact of eastern England on its 

neighbouring island throughout Ireland’s documented history, that rarity 

is deeply unfortunate. On a fundamental level, therefore, this book 

challenges Irish historians to consider ways in which they might remedy 

an ongoing lack of Irish involvement with the regional history of England. 

The preface introduces the book as ‘an institutional history of 

Athassel priory’ (p.9) and the research context in which the study began 

was the historical investigation for a book entitled Edmund: in search of 

England’s lost king (London 2018) and a desire to remedy the lack of 

scholarship on the Irish cult of St Edmund.  It is divided into five chapters 

together with introduction and conclusions and its structure and content 

is laid out clearly on pages 23-4. Chapter 1 looks at other English saints 

in Ireland to set the cult of Edmund in its religious and socio-political 

context; chapter 2 looks at the development of the cult in Dublin and the 
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Pale, arguing that it served to help safeguard English identity in later 

medieval Ireland. Chapters 3-5 are concerned with the history of Athassel 

from its foundation by William de Burgh c. AD 1200 to its final dissolution 

in 1552 and its post-medieval legacy.  There are also two appendices 

including a list of Athassel priors and texts and translations of five 

surviving documents relating to Athassel priory between 1291 and 1336 

held at Kew which are published or translated here for the first time.    

The focus of the book is clearly on the later Middle Ages where the 

author would appear to feel most comfortable. This may, in part, be due 

to the author’s extensive use of the recent Cambridge History of Ireland 

Volume I which, as both Professors Art Cosgrove and Seán Duffy have 

pointed out, devotes less than a third of its content to the pre-Norman 

period and only three articles to the early colony. Despite this, it remains 

somewhat surprising that in a chapter entitled “saints and identity in 

Anglo-Norman Ireland” the focus is so clearly on the fourteenth century 

and later and that important historians of the Norman period such as Billy 

Colfer, Adrian Empey, George Cunningham and (from a historical 

geographical standpoint) Mark Hennessey, play no part in the literature 

overview. (The minimal engagement with the work of the three latter is 

particularly egregious given their importance to research on Anglo-Norman 

Tipperary).   

The rationale given is that the descendants of the medieval settlers, 

derived though they were from multiple ethnic groups who settled between 

the twelfth and fourteenth centuries, chose to see themselves as the 

English of Ireland and, in the author’s view: ‘the veneration of distinctively 

English saints was a marker of Englishness’ (p.47).  Although this idea is 

reiterated at intervals throughout the book, the suggestion remains 

unsubstantiated by any specific investigation of the Englishness or 

otherwise of settler families in any particular era and ultimately is 

undermined by the author’s own words: ‘the most significant promoter of 
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the cult of St Edmund in medieval Ireland was a hitherto-minor Anglo-

Norman nobleman from Norfolk, William de Burgh’ (p.153). William was 

the founder both of Athassel and of the only other medieval Irish church 

dedicated to Edmund that we know of, in Ardoyne in Co. Carlow.  

It was in and around William’s lifetime also, if we can take an early 

fourteenth-century account of the foundation of Christ Church cathedral, 

that the chapel of St Edmund, king and martyr was added to the choir 

there. According to the Christ Church annals, these chapels were 

completed in the 1170s, but the author believes, following Stuart Kinsella, 

that in reality they were built between 1181 and 1212 by Archbishop John 

Cumin (p.59). A thirteenth-century martyrology of Christ Church also 

includes a reference to St Edmund, king and martyr as a coda to what is 

primarily a list of late Antique and Early Christian saints.  

Given William de Burgh’s family connections, it is presumably 

significant that, ‘the first circle of Edmund’s cult, beyond Bury St 

Edmund’s itself, was his East Anglian cult in the counties of Suffolk and 

Norfolk’ (p.21) and that ‘the cult of St Edmund was more popular in 

medieval Norfolk than anywhere else (with the exception of Bury itself) and 

the county boasted the largest number of churches dedicated to Edmund 

as well as pilgrimage shrines at Lyng, Old Hunstanton and Norwich and a 

popular procession in honour of the saint at Snettisham’ (p.85). John 

Cumin, in contrast, came from a Somerset family but prior to being 

appointed Archbishop of Dublin in 1181, his career had been in royal 

administration where, in the years 1179-81, he worked closely with the 

chamberlain as the official in charge of transportation of the royal 

treasure.  

Hubert de Burgh, William’s brother, was also a royal clerical 

administrator and was chamberlain from 1199 during a nine-year period 

when Cumin had been exiled from his Irish diocese and was once more 

following the royal court in an attempt to regain his temporalities. Between 
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1206 and 1212 when Archbishop Cumin had returned to Dublin, Hubert 

de Burgh was an important royal baron and, according to a 1213 

inquisition, one who held more than 50 knights’ fees in East Anglia. Under 

King John, he became an even more major figure, serving as royal justiciar 

between 1215 and his fall from office in 1232.   Hubert clearly patronised 

the activities of his brother William and subsequently his nephews Richard 

and Hubert where they were leaders amongst the settler élite (William, for 

example, was the royal appointee in charge of Munster in 1201). It appears 

very likely, therefore, that the decision to dedicate the Christ Church 

chapel to Edmund may have also reflected de Burgh political influence 

rather than some ill-defined sense of “Englishness” at a time when many 

of the lords involved in the Irish conquests held lands in France and Wales 

as well as in England.  

Admittedly, the small corpus of early Irish references to Edmund 

also includes commemoration of Éadmund léir cen lochta – Edmund 

zealous and without faults – from the late twelfth-century Martryology of 

Gormán which was composed before 1181 but the author attributes this 

to Edmund’s recent canonisation in 1122 (p. 54) rather than to any 

particular Irish interest in the English origins of specific saints.  Indeed, 

what strikes this reader about the figures cited in is how relatively short 

the list of English saints provided is in the early years of the colony:  a late 

twelfth-century chapel of St George whom the author states only ‘became 

an English saint by adoption in the late Middle Ages’ (p. 39) and  which 

was rebuilt outside Dublin’s east gate  in 1213; a royal abbey dedicated to 

St Thomas á Becket in Dublin founded in 1177 as part of Henry II’s 

penance for his involvement in Thomas’ murder;  a potentially  tenth-

century church of St Werburgh’s in Dublin; a collection of references to 

obscure Worcester saints in a calendar of St Thomas c. AD 1300 and 

another group of Winchester saints in an early thirteenth-century calendar 

possibly originating in Waterford. Given the importance of the links 
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between Dublin and Bristol in this period, it would seem that these urban 

colonists did not, in fact, see Anglo-Saxon saints as particularly important 

to their social and political status in the era in which Athassel (and 

Ardoyne) were being dedicated.  

As indicated by the footnotes, the account of Athassel in chapters 

three to five relies heavily on a conservation plan drawn up by the firm of 

Margaret Quinlan Architects for the Irish Office of Public Works in 2008.  

In the volume under review here, an opportunity appears to have been lost 

to supplement the list of historical events on pages 16-21 in Quinlan’s 

work with more specific bibliographic references and to contextualise in 

more detail the - often brief - references to Athassel, so as to create a more 

nuanced account of the role of the priory in Irish history.  

Two particular instances serve to illustrate this point. On page 77, 

the tithes held by Athassel are said to have ‘largely overlapped with the 

extent of the de Burgh lordship in the province.’ The citation given is to a 

recent article by Adrian Empey in Households of God (Dublin, 2019). That 

article simply repeats this statement, citing an earlier article, also by 

Empey, published in 1981 on the settlement of the kingdom of Limerick. 

Available online, it is this which gives the relevant primary source 

references. The first of these are to the Fiants of Edward VI and to the 

leasing of the Athassel lands by Bartholomew Cusack and Richard Lawless 

in 1551. The second citation is to the Ormond Deeds and is to an 

Elizabethan grant of Athassel lands dated to 1567 and to a regrant of the 

same lands in 1582. 

The author agrees with Empey’s belief that the churches cited in 

these sixteenth-century sources form a close approximation to the original 

lordship of William de Burgh. As Empey himself pointed out recently, a 

debate on this would be well worth having as scholars (including myself) 

have used his maps of the early Anglo-Norman conquest of north Munster 

produced by this method without question for forty years. If it was indeed 
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the tithe income from these (putatively) de Burgh lands which formed the 

economic basis underpinning the canons’ lifestyle and which paid for the 

surviving complex of buildings at Athassel, this would seem an important 

point in an institutional history of the priory and worth discussing in more 

detail.   

The second example involves the considerably more obscure Black 

Book of Limerick.  On page 79, a case is mentioned which was investigated 

at Cloyne in 1252 by three papal judges. This involved a dispute between 

Robert of Emly, bishop of Limerick and Athassel’s Prior Matthew. It 

concerned control of benefices within the diocese of Limerick, some of 

which dated back to the foundation of Athassel. Although the text covers 

8 full pages (and indeed is referenced in other parts of the Black Book not 

cited here), discussion of this incident is limited to a single paragraph and 

concludes:  

‘The case ended with Athassel’s resignation of some, but not all of 

its benefices in the diocese of Limerick. An unusually full account of 

the proceedings against Athassel survives in the Black Book of 

Limerick.’  

In the absence of much documentary detail on thirteenth-century 

Athassel, this event surely merited rather more investigation. The bishop 

of Limerick prior to Robert of Emly was Hubert de Burgh, son of William, 

a man who had been prior of Athassel before his elevation while an earlier 

bishop, in charge of Limerick from 1215 if not earlier, was bishop Edmund. 

In his online prosopography of medieval Limerick, Brian Hodkinson has 

drawn attention to the fifteenth-century tradition of the Priory of Holy 

Trinity, Aldgate, in north London which identifies Edmund as a canon of 

their house but it is noteworthy that the first prior of Athassel, said to have 

flourished between 1204-5, was also Edmund (p.156). Another text in the 

Black Book indicates William de Burgh’s involvement in cataloguing 

diocesan possessions of Limerick as early as 1201. All of this suggests that 
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Athassel’s claims to Limerick benefices was an important element in its 

foundation story and requires further study.  

Given the relative absence of much evidence for St Edmund within 

an Irish context at any period in the Middle Ages, the author is surely right 

to draw attention to the fact that the English name Edmund and its Irish 

derivation Éamonn became a common one from the mid fourteenth 

century in Ireland, not just among the English of Ireland but also among 

the Gaelic Irish (p.149). Not, perhaps, surprisingly, his quarrying of the 

Annals of the Four Masters in search of these names suggests it was most 

popular with the Burkes (descendants of de Burghs), followed by the 

Butlers and the O’Kennedys, all of which were well-established families in 

Tipperary.  Checking for instances of Éamonn in the index of Dubhaltach 

Mac Fhirbhisigh’s Leabhar Mór na nGenealach or Great Book of 

Genealogies indicates that the name also spread in the Burke-dominated 

areas of Connacht, again within both English and Irish families. The 

author sums up his discussion of this saying ‘little can be concluded about 

the Irish cult of St Edmund from the popularity of the saint’s name in 

Ireland although the popularity of the name among the Burkes must 

surely have been related to the significance of Athassel and therefore to 

the cult of St Edmund there’ (p.150).  

One last and rather remarkable instance of what the author himself 

concludes was the indirect legacy of St Edmund in Ireland (p.152) can be 

noted. On page 67, he writes that thirteenth-century English heralds 

assigned St Edmund a retrospective coat of arms (azure, three crowns or, 

two and one). These arms were granted by the king (surrounded by a white 

border) to Robert de Vere, Earl of Oxford and marquess of Dublin in 1386 

to be used, apparently, in his capacity as lord of Ireland. (Richard II is said 

to have been exceptionally devoted to St Edmund and wore slippers 

identified as relics of the saint at his coronation.)  Despite de Vere’s fall in 

1388, these arms continued to be used on Irish coinage in the reign of 
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Edward IV (1471-83) and the three crowns continued to appear on the 

great seal of Ireland as late as 1536 (p.70). According to J.B. Barry in 1962 

these arms (azure, three antique crowns or) were used in the mid 

seventeenth-century as the arms of Munster and the modern Munster 

Rugby team continues to use them as its crest (though crediting the three 

crowns to the Irish lordships of Desmond, Thomond and Ormond rather 

than St Edmund).  One could find no better example of what the author 

describes as ‘a polyvalent multicultural Irishness that consistently proved 

more tenacious than any attempts to impose alternative identities on the 

Irish people’ (p.155) and which clearly continues to flourish up to the 

present day.  
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