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Editors Foreword 
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Welcome to Volume XIII of Trowel. We are delighted to feature in this 

edition eleven articles from postgraduate scholars from a wide ranging 

interest area within archaeology. We would like to thank the authors for 

their valuable contributions. Trowel is delighted to include in this volume 

the proceedings from AYIA 2011 Conference. This volume also features 

book reviews with texts kindly donated from Four Courts Press and a 

wonderful reflection from the eminent urban archaeologist Rebecca Yamin. 

We would like to thank everybody who helped with and contributed to 

Trowel, your hard work and dedication is very much appreciated. 

We would also like to extend our gratitude to the UCD School of 

Archaeology for its continued support throughout Trowels lifetimes. A 

special thank you also needs to be extended to the OPW and Fionnuala 

Parnell for their generous donation. We also wish to thank the IAI and Four 

Courts Press.  

There are many, many people who have helped this edition of Trowel and 

many other previous editions over the years. We would like to extend our 

warmest thanks to everybody, however big or small the help, who made and 

continues to make the publication of Trowel a possibility. 

 

Karen, Laura, Niamh, Susan & Gary 

March 2012.  

  



  vi 
 

AYIA  

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Editors Note 

We would like to thank everyone who spoke at AYIA 2011, especially the 

courageous ones for whom this was their first conference paper. 

Unfortunately not all papers could be included in this volume but we hope 

to see these absent presenters‟ work in the future, under either Trowel or 

AYIA headings. The conference was made successful by the capability of 

our speakers and the wonderful variety their papers brought to the audience 

as can be seen in the following pages.  

To our sponsors, Brian Lacey and LGS Landscape and Geophysical 

Services, thank you for your much appreciated financial contribution. We 

would also like to thank Dr. Brian Jackson and the staff at the Clinton 

Auditorium for providing us with a wonderful venue. Thanks to Dr. Conor 

Brady, Dr. Stephen Harrison and Ms. Fionnuala Parnell for their 

contribution in making the conference a success. We would also like to 

thank Conor McDermott in particular for advice and assistance in sorting 

out the numerous details which organizing a conference entails.  

 

AYIA 2011. 
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Blackthorn’s Secrets: An Archaeological Investigation of 

Dranagh Mountain, Co. Carlow 

Séamus O Mhurchú 

 

Abstract 

Locked in the Irish upland zones are relict landscapes often 

untouched by modern agricultural and industrial practices. 

Economic, social and religious activities in the past have left their 

mark on these regions. Today, these inform us of people‟s use of 

space, social structure, religious beliefs and even their daily lives 

at various times in the past. This article is a summary of the results 

found during the completion of a thesis submitted in August 2011 

which took Dranagh Mountain, a west facing spur on the southern 

spine of the Blackstairs Mountains in County Carlow, as a case 

study. A period of intense burning on the mountain in the summer 

of 2010 offered a window of opportunity in the summer of 2011 in 

which to identify, record, map and interpret the archaeological 

features on this mountain before dense vegetation took hold again. 

The archaeological evidence in the surrounding landscape was 

also examined to provide a context for the features on the 

mountain. Standing stones, hut sites, field walls and cairns 

overlook a breathtaking landscape which includes the Blackstairs 

ridgeline, Brandon Hill and the River Barrow, Ireland‟s second 

longest river. Archaeology was also combined with folklore and 

oral accounts from the area to build up a picture of how the 

mountain was viewed and used in the past. 

Introduction 

Archaeological knowledge of Ireland‟s uplands falls drastically short in 

comparison to the knowledge of similar areas in Britain. The last number of 
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years has seen an increased appreciation of the value of Ireland‟s upland 

areas in respect of archaeological investigation and thus an upsurge in the 

number of ongoing and recently completed investigations into these 

landscapes  (O‟Brien 2009, 2). Ireland‟s uplands are predominantly 

characterised by deep peat, dense forestry and thick heather often resulting 

in poor archaeological visibility. These soil covers have also lead to the 

uplands being agriculturally marginalised in the last century or two and thus 

the remains of past human intervention are often mouth-wateringly 

preserved. Field-walking and aerial photography can be used to identify 

many of these sites. More features can also become exposed for the first 

time in hundreds or thousands of years after periods of burning. In the 

summer of 2010 a fire swept across a mountain which had become 

completely overgrown in heather, fir bushes and blackthorn. So intense was 

this fire that it burned for weeks, stripping the vegetation and peeling back 

the peat cover in many areas, exposing the bare bedrock underneath in 

addition to a multitude of previously unrecorded archaeological sites. As 

part of an MA thesis, these sites were identified and recorded in the summer 

of 2011 causing the number of known sites on this unassuming mountain to 

soar.  

Site Location  

Dranagh Mountain is located on the south-western slopes of the Blackstairs 

Mountains in the townlands of Dranagh („abounding with Blackthorns‟) and 

Ballycrinnigan („O‟Cronigan‟s Townland‟) (Conry 2005, 41) which form 

part of the Barony of St. Mullins Lower (Fig. 1). The mountain is a westerly 

facing, terraced spur on the southern spine of the Blackstairs Mountains, 

between 200m OD and 350m OD. The mountain is surrounded by Brandon 

Hill and its associated ridgeline which forms the opposite side of the 

Barrow Valley 7km to the West, the rolling lowlands of Co. Carlow to the 

North, the ridgeline of Carrigvahanagh to the South and White Mountain to 

the East. At the summit of the Dranagh/Ballycrinnigan ridgeline, is the 

Carlow/Wexford border. To the Northeast are Ballycrinnigan Rock and the 

Blackstairs Mountains ridgeline. The River Nore joins the river Barrow to 

the southwest of the site; however this confluence is blocked from view by 

Carrigvahanagh. Tory Hill in County Kilkenny stands as a prominent 
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landmark to the west where it rises out over the relatively flat landscape of 

Counties Kilkenny and Tipperary. On a clear day the Saltee Islands can be 

seen to the south from the summit of Dranagh while the Castlecomer 

Plateau is visible to the northwest and the Galtee Mountains can be seen to 

the west. The Aughananagh River begins in Bantry Commons in Wexford 

and flows in a southwesterly direction forming the townland boundary 

between Dranagh and Ballynalour (town of the lepers) (Conry 2005, 41) 

where it meets the Pollymounty River in Ballynalour and drains into the 

River Barrow in the townland of Ballyknockcrumpin. 

 

Fig. 1: Site Location.  

The dominant geology of Dranagh Mountain is granite. The bedrock is 

currently visible in most places on the mountain‟s surface with a thin layer 

of peat throughout. The northern slopes of Dranagh Mountain are covered 

in glacial deposits rendering most of this side of the mountain unsuitable for 

occupation or farming. The rocky and leached nature of the Blackstairs soils 

means that they are only suitable for sheep grazing (Conry 2006, 66). The 
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Blackstairs Mountains - including Dranagh Mountain - were once covered 

in peat. Oral tales account for the removal of this peat through burning and 

turf cutting. This has left the granite bedrock exposed on the surface in 

many places. Upland peat began to form in Ireland before 2500BC and 

climatic deterioration combined with human agricultural activity 

accelerated this process during the Early Bronze Age. This peat growth and 

soil degradation allowed for the preservation of many prehistoric sites in the 

uplands (Cooney and Grogan 1999, 99). Peat cover along with low-intensity 

farming in later periods, namely sheep and cattle grazing, has allowed for 

the excellent preservation of archaeological remains (Hogan 2009, 69).  

Previous Research 

Before the completion of this survey, little archaeological research had been 

carried out on this mountain. This was in part due to the dense vegetation 

which characterised the mountain for so many decades. The 6” and 25” 

maps do not assist in the identification of any features on this mountain. The 

maps show the mountain as bare and devoid of any man-made features 

except for the townland boundary between Dranagh and Ballycrinnigan 

which runs up the centre of the mountain.  The Archaeological Survey of 

Ireland visited the area in 1987 and noted a number of sites on the mountain 

including cairns, one hut structure, a possible standing stone, and a field 

wall boundary. However, none of these sites were located or identified by 

the Survey as the site was inaccessible at the time of their visit. The 

recorded sites were all reported through local knowledge. The number of 

reported sites increased over the years and the current SMR reports 16 sites 

on the mountain including nine cairns, a cairnfield, a possible structure, 

rock art and a possible standing stone in the townland of Dranagh and a 

field boundary in the townland of Ballycrinnigan (National Mounuments). 

Further downslope outside the survey area, archaeological sites included 

rock art, a ringfort, standing stones and a number of enclosures. On the 

mountain‟s southern slopes is a large Coillte conifer plantation. A number 

of field walls are visible within the forested area suggesting that there are 

further unrecorded sites in that area. A major firebreak splits the open 

commonage from this forest. At the time of its construction the Forest 

Manager noted the sites marked on the SMR and aimed deliberately to 
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avoid them (Declan Doyle pers. comm.) thus protecting the recorded and 

unrecorded features. 

The Survey 

In March 2011 the site was visited with the then primary research interest, 

namely the pre-bog field walls which were marked on the mountain. It 

subsequently came to light through speaking with locals that the mountain 

had caught fire the previous summer and was now accessible for the first 

time in decades. While locating the field walls, three hut sites were noted. 

This did not match with the SMR which recorded only one structure. The 

primary objective of the project quickly changed to recording all of the 

features on the mountain. The previously reported sites were located and 

recorded. Further to this a multitude of new features were identified. Each 

feature was individually recorded and then mapped using a GPS survey. In 

total 70 new sites were identified (Fig. 2). 

 

Fig. 2: Known sites on Dranagh Mountain. 
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The Archaeology of Dranagh Mountain 

The archaeological sites on Dranagh Mountain include hut sites, standing 

stones, field walls, cairns and a number of more enigmatic features. Some 

of these appear to pre-date the onset of peat formation while others post-

date the onset of peat formation in the Blackstairs Mountains. Combined, 

they indicate a predominance of agricultural activity as well as potential 

ritual activity. Some features may be prehistoric while others are more 

recent. In the absence of excavation and scientific dating it is impossible to 

accurately date the features and build up a site chronology. 

Hut Sites 

A total of 15 hut sites (Fig. 3) or possible hut sites were recorded within the 

primary survey area. These occur in two small clusters as well as some 

scattered isolated examples. The first group is found on the north-eastern 

slopes in the townland of Ballycrinnigan where four huts occur on the lower 

slopes including one unusual example discussed below while a further two 

occur higher up on the mountain. The second cluster of five huts may be 

associated with a field wall and occur near the summit of the mountain. The 

remaining six are scattered across the mountain. All of the aforementioned 

hut sites are circular or sub-rectangular in form. The entrances face in a 

variety of directions with no prevailing orientation. The huts are in various 

states of preservation. Some have clear high walls up to a height of 1metre 

while others occur as low circular rings of stone protruding from the peat. 

Those with high walls are constructed vertically using a drystone walling 

technique. Some of the huts may in fact be natural features. These are 

features where only a ring of scattered stones now exists. The sites also vary 

in size from large huts with internal diameters of up to 6metres to smaller 

examples with internal diameters of a mere 2metres. With the exception of 

two examples, all of the hut sites are to be found near a wall system and 

thus may be associated with transhumance. One exception to the above sites 

occurs in the form of a rectangular building (Fig. 4) with a circular annex on 

its south side on the north side of the mountain, in the same complex as the 

first cluster of huts mentioned. According to firsthand accounts, sheep were 

grazed on the mountain up until recent times. Despite this, there is no local 

tradition or oral tales of people living in the mountains with the flocks. 
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Cattle were never kept on the mountain (Peter Kealy and Michael Byrne, 

pers. comm.). Although based on memory, it would be tempting to 

speculate from these accounts that the huts predate the nineteenth century at 

least.  

 

Fig. 3: Example of a hut site. 

 

 

Fig. 4: Rectangular hut.  
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Standing Stones 

Three standing stones occur on the open mountain while a fourth is located 

in the townland of Dranagh. Of the three on the open mountain, two were 

discovered through this project. All three are aligned on mountain tops on 

the far side of the River Barrow but vary in size and orientation. The 

smallest example is aligned on the cairn which is visible on the summit of 

an unnamed mountain on the ridgeline to the South of Brandon Hill in the 

townland of Brandonhill, County Kilkenny. The previously recorded 

standing stone (Fig. 5) is aligned on the top of Brandonhill. The final 

example (Fig. 6) lies much further upslope and is also aligned with 

Brandonhill.  

 

Fig. 5: Standing stone.  
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Fig. 6: Double standing stone. 

This is an unusual example as it consists of two stones resting against one 

another. They stand in an area of large granite boulders and are the only 

upright stones in this area. Given their size, it is assumed that their 

positioning is related to human activity.The previously recorded standing 

stone was maintained in place by locals according to local man Michael 

Byrne, as it provided “a great scratching post for sheep in the years before 

the dip was good” (Michael Byrne pers. Comm.). The origins of this stone 

predate all local knowledge. Again it would be interesting to speculate from 

this that the standing stone is medieval or prehistoric in date. The alignment 

of these stones on Brandon Hill may indicate a routeway through the 

mountain. The mountain is often covered in mist and these standing stones 

may have provided safe passage for travellers across the mountain. 

Cairns 

The Dranagh Mountain cairns are predominantly grouped in cairnfields 

with a few isolated examples. They vary greatly in height and diameter with 

the largest of all the examples (Fig. 7) occurring on the largest terrace 

before the final ascent to the summit of Dranagh. This is sited on more or 

less the same terrace as another large example which is outside the survey 

area just over the modern county boundary line with Wexford in the 
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townland of Bantry Commons. It is interesting to note that Brandonhill and 

Tory Hill are visible from all of the cairns on the mountain.  

The cairnfields also vary in size. The first occurs on the first terrace of the 

mountain after it has been ascended from the lowlands of Dranagh and 

Ballycrinnigan. This is a large cairnfield made up of seventeen cairns which 

is split into two groups. The first group contains five cairns while the 

second group contains twelve cairns. There is one visible alignment, 

running north-south, in the latter group within this cairnfield. The second 

cairnfield occurs on the last terrace of the mountain before the final ascent 

to the top of the mountain. Here there are seven cairns grouped in threes 

with one outlying example. There does not appear to be any attempt here at 

an alignment or routeway. Of the cairns which do not occur in a cairnfield, 

only three are completely isolated from other cairns. These cairns do not 

appear to be clearance cairns as the mountain is still extremely stony despite 

the clearance. The cairnfields have striking parallels to the cairnfield at 

Piperstown, Co. Dublin (Rice 2006, 47).  

 

Fig. 7: Cairn.  

Of the cairns which do not occur in a cairn field, one cairn occurs on a field 

wall. This is located at the intersection of two walls within a field wall 
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system. What is extremely interesting is that the joining of the two walls is 

not visible. The main artery of the field wall system runs up the mountain; 

however the wall which meets it at a right angle disappears into the peat 

before it reaches the main artery. This is aligned on the cairn on the field 

wall. This is relatively easy to trace through probing. Part of the abutting 

wall has either been removed or eroded sometime in the past. This may 

have implications for the understanding of cairns which appear to occur 

randomly or piled up against field walls in other upland areas such as 

Piperstown. Here no abutting walls were visible off the field wall on which 

cairns were built up (Rice 2006, 14). Abutting walls may originally have 

occurred at these cairns but have since been removed. 

Field Walls 

There are three field wall systems on Dranagh Mountain within the primary 

survey area which vary in length and complexity. Even within the field wall 

systems there is variation in the preservation of the walls at different points. 

Two of these field systems run along the townland boundary between 

Dranagh and Ballycrinnigan (Peter Kealy & Michael Byrne pers. comm.). 

They appear as a line of granite stones protruding from the peat. The two 

systems are not joined and are separated by a large gap which is covered 

with scattered stones. The alignment of these two field walls would suggest 

that they may have been conjoined in the past. These run across the 

contours, with the first beginning at the base of the mountain as part of a 

currently used lowland field system. This runs up the mountain where it 

stops abruptly near the upper terrace on which the large cairn occurs. The 

second section begins at the base of the final ascent towards the top of the 

mountain and runs across the contours to the summit of the mountain where 

it runs into dense forestry. 

The upper section (Fig. 8) appears to be pre-bog and it has a number of 

annexes which do not appear to form regular field boundaries. The lower 

section also appears to be pre-bog for most of its course. This also has a 

number of offshoots which again do not form complete fields. Due to the 

stony nature of the mountain‟s surface and the thin nature of the soil due to 

burning, it is difficult to probe or trace for evidence of any field systems. 

Near the terminal end of the lower field wall section, the wall rises suddenly 
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and sharply (Fig. 9) to the same height as the currently used lowland field 

system which it joins. This includes two annexes of the same height. It 

would appear that possible 19
th

 Century land enclosure and improvement 

began to use an already existing and earlier line but later gave up.  

 

Fig. 8: Upper field wall section.  

The final field wall system consists of a short snaking bank of earth and 

stone running north-west to south-east on the lower slopes of the mountain 

in the townland of Ballycrinnigan, in the same complex of sites as a number 

of huts and stone rings. There are no side walls off this wall and it starts and 

stops abruptly. This wall could be interpreted as a mound wall. 
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Fig. 9: 19
th

 Century reconstruction. 

 

Unclassified Monuments 

A variety of features make up the list of unclassified monuments on 

Dranagh Mountain. Some of these are similar to one another while others 

have no other parallels on the mountain. The features are scattered across 

the mountain with some next to other features while others stand alone. 

These include: a narrow rectangular footing built into a field wall; three 

stone rings 1m in maximum diameter, each of which were tightly 

constructed and have no gaps or entrances; three cases of stand-alone 

drystone walling with no surrounding features; and circular stone scatters 

which may be either collapsed cairns or huts.  

Conclusion 

The purpose of this paper was to introduce the reader to the results of an 

intense two month survey conducted on a mountain in County Carlow. The 

results indicate the need to conduct further archaeological research into 

Ireland‟s uplands. The sharp rise in the number of known archaeological 

features illustrated in Fig. 3 is testament to this. The nature of the features, 

huts, cairns, standing stones and field walls indicate a mix between 

domestic and ritual activity on the mountain, either at one time or at 

different occasions in the past. This paper highlights the fact that mountains 
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and upland areas were not the liminal places we see today, but that they 

were an important part of everyday and seasonal life. It is hoped that the 

readers of this article see the Irish uplands in a new light based on this case 

study and recognise their merit and potential for further research. 
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„Cill Cáscan and De Controversia Paschali’: 

Echoes of Early Medieval Ecclesiastical Controversy in the Irish  

Landscape 

Terry O’Hagan 

 

Abstract 

Due to the „technical limitations‟ of the traditional paper format, 

the present journal article is an abridged version focusing on 

several Cill Cáscan examples in Munster. An expanded electronic 

version, written in conjunction, is available at www.trowelucd.com. 

In presenting a parallel online version, I hope to demonstrate a 

greater ease and accessibility in utilising, referencing and 

hyperlinking multiple layers of online mapping and databases 

within traditional „bodies of text‟.      

Introduction 

During the seventh century AD, the Irish Church was involved in a long 

running ecclesiastical debate concerning Insular (Irish & British) and 

Roman (Continental European) liturgical practices. This manifested itself in 

the external performance of Christianity such as differing styles of 

ecclesiastical tonsure and a disagreement on the 'correct' way of calculating 

the annual date of Easter (Charles-Edwards 2000, 400; O'Crónín 1994, 150; 

Venclova 2002, 466-469; McCarthy 2003, 163-164). At stake was a 

conservative insular reluctance to implement changes to what they 

considered authentic ancient precedence. Early medieval sources that 

survive suggest that an underlying facet to the debate was a question of 

ecclesiastical identity and authority. Commonly known as 'The Easter 

Controversy', or 'The Paschal Question', it polarised elements of the Insular 

Irish Church (Edwards, 2000, 391; De Paor 1993, 151). Throughout the 

seventh century there seems to have been a gradual acceptance of the new 

methods and fashions as promoted by Rome. Southern Irish churches are 
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thought to have adopted the Roman method by the 640s AD, with Northern 

Irish Churches and Iona following by the start of 700s AD (Charles-

Edwards 2000, 391-496; O' Crónín 1995, 203). 

The controversy itself has long fascinated historians of early medieval 

Ireland. Archaeological attention to the controversy has, understandably to 

date, remained lacking; there being precious little physical evidence that can 

be securely dated to the historical event. Despite such problems, the 

controversy provides us with a relatively short chronological period, during 

which certain Insular Irish churches professed and celebrated Easter at 

alternative times and dates. Establishing potential locations for such 

churches would certainly provide an avenue for future research, as well as 

offering a rare opportunity of integrating and dating early Irish ecclesiastical 

sites within a defined historical context. This article will suggest that 

previously unrecognised onomastic evidence for the Easter controversy 

survives within the modern Irish landscape. It will argue that the original 

meaning of a particular Irish place-name, Kilcaskan (Cell Cáscan) has been 

overlooked by previous scholarship due to subsequent etymological 

corruption and that the distribution and multiple attestation of the 

placename, viewed in conjunction with surviving ecclesiastical archaeology 

within those locations, may in fact be linked with the controversy. In 

presenting the evidence, I also hope to demonstrate the extent and potential 

of digital resources which, in the last few years, have revolutionised 

archaeological desktop survey of the early medieval landscape.  

Kilcaskan Study Group 

The Irish placename Kilcaskan (Cell Cáscan) is attested several times in 

modern day Munster and Leinster with minor variations in spelling (See 

Fig.1 and Table 1 below). With the exception of one example, all have 

previously been translated and understood to mean, 'The Church of Cáscan'. 

To the best of the author‟s knowledge, no historical, religious or apocryphal 

trace of any such insular figure or saint‟s cult survives. Indeed, the personal 

name Cáscan is not attested in surviving medieval Irish literature. In light of 

this, it is perhaps appropriate to question the basis of the accepted meaning 

of the placename element 'Cáscan' and to offer an alternative that may help 

explain an early medieval derivation.   
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Caiscín – modern Irish etymology 

The Irish word Cáiscín is translated as meaning 'wholemeal or whole wheat 

bread, meal or grain' (Dineen 1904, 105). However, it is a relatively modern 

Irish word. The earliest documented dictionary inclusion of 'Caiscín' was 

that of the above in 1904. It does not appear in the RIA Dictionary of the 

Irish Language based mainly on Old and Middle Irish materials (eDIL). It 

makes no appearance as a placename element in Hogan‟s Onomasticon 

Goedelicum (OG). Furthermore, at no stage during the initial collection of 

placenames by the Ordnance Survey in the 1830's/1840's, did the modern 

meaning enter into discussion of the suspected etymology of the same; 

despite many of the Cell Cáscan placenames being the subject of 

uncertainty and confusion. Indeed, several of the relevant Ordnance Survey 

(OS) Namebooks note that „the meaning of the word is unclear within the 

locality‟ and that „it perhaps represents a personal name‟ (Archival Notes: 

Placenames Database of Ireland). It is therefore highly likely that the 

modern word has no connection to the placenames under discussion and 

that the original medieval meaning has been corrupted, obscured and 

anglicised over subsequent centuries. 

Etymology of early medieval Irish 'Easter' 

Many Irish words of an ecclesiastical nature are derived from Latin loan 

words which illustrate their original providence and introduction in an early 

medieval context (McManus 1983; Flanagan 1984). The modern Irish term 

for 'Easter', is Cáisc which is derived from the Old Irish Cásc, (g. Cásca) 

which itself was derived from Latin Pascha (g. pascae), meaning 'Easter,' 

'Passover,' or indeed 'Paschal' (eDIL).In terms of documented Old Irish 

usage, there are various examples in medieval sources, dating back to the 

seventh and eighth centuries (see eDIL entries: caiscc, chásg, cásga). 

Closely associated Irish terms for 'pascal lamb' (cáscda, cáscamail) also 

illustrate the conceptual and literal links between such words and their Latin 

etymological derivations (eDIL). 
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Early Modern 'Easter' Placenames 

The Irish word Cáisc/Cásca, denoting „Easter‟ is well documented in 

anglicised form in many Irish townland names throughout the country. 

Some examples have recorded attestations as far back as the sixteenth 

century; however these, for the most part, should be generally viewed as 

placenames derived from or associated with post reformation religious 

activity during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; or alternatively, 

traditional Easter folk ceremonies of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

(many of which were noted by John O'Donovan in the Ordnance Survey 

Namebooks (Archival Notes: Individual townlands - Placenames Database 

of Ireland).  

Such Easter ceremonies may have been in existence for several centuries 

previously, particularly given the outdoor nature of Irish Catholicism during 

earlier penal times. These declining traditions and their influence on 

placenames were noted by Joyce in the late nineteenth century (1922, 467-

468); and accounts of various outdoor Easter customs are also known from 

the same period (Mooney 1889, 388-389; Ó Duḃda 1941, 126). Such 

customs suggest the tail end of a secularised folk tradition associated with 

Eastertime festivals, but not ultimately centred on the specific religious 

celebration of the day. What is most pertinent to the discussion at hand is 

the preservation of past traditions and activities associated with Easter 

within early modern Irish placenames. Of particular interest, is the 

widespread distribution and variation of examples which preserve an 

anglicised 'cask/caska/cosker' element in their modern placenames, 

illustrating a partial etymological corruption that has occurred over 

relatively recent centuries (e.g. Cornacask (Easterfield) Co. Galway; 

Drumcask (Easter ridge) Co. Cavan; Knocknacaska (Hill of Easter) Co. 

Kerry.) 

Cill Cáscan or Cill Cásca? 'The Pachal/Easter Church' 

In the case of the Cill Cáscan placenames, it seems plausible to suggest that 

we are perhaps dealing with an etymological corruption of the original 

medieval meaning (Cásca, „Easter‟) alongside the retention of similar 

linguistic sound patterns which have survived early modern anglicisation. 
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Given the similarities in spelling and pronunciation; (e.g. cásca /ˈk as.kʰa/ 

and cáscan /ˈk as.kʰan/) it is easy to imagine how such a shift may have 

occurred. It is important to differentiate between those early modern 

anglicised placenames that preserve 'Easter' elements and those which are 

associated with the early medieval Irish word cill (one of the most common 

Irish placename elements) based on latin Cella, meaning 'church'. The 

dating of such cill names is generally assigned to the early medieval period; 

before the advent of later alternative Irish words for „church‟, such as 

'teampall', 'eaglais' or „séipéal‟.  

Many of the Kilcaskan/Cell Cáscan placenames have documented historical 

attestations of the name from at least the late medieval period, i.e. several 

centuries before the Irish Reformation. This provides us with a rough but 

convenient chronological terminus ante quem for those particular 

placenames. Any Easter association involved in their naming is that of a 

medieval conceptual understanding or enshrining of the name; and not those 

of penal times and later, which may have involved the occasional re-use of 

old, ruined ecclesiastical sites out of necessity or political concerns. Their 

naming in a medieval context therefore, represents not only a direct linking 

of the concepts of 'church' and 'Easter' at a time when there was no apparent 

danger or obstacle to public celebration; but also an overt religious aspect to 

the same which involved the ecclesiastical celebration of Easter within, or 

around, a specific church site. As Easter was, and is, the primary liturgical 

festival of the Christian calendar (celebrated in all medieval churches) it 

would appear somewhat strange to emphasize, link and name individual 

church sites with an enshrined social memory of such a central tenant of 

faith. However, if the naming of such sites dates from the seventh century 

AD, to the period in question surrounding the Easter controversy; then such 

paradoxical aspects are easily understood. Such sites may have acquired 

their placename identifications at a time when alternate dates of Easter, and 

therefore the requisite church celebrations, were a contemporary reality or 

recent memory.  

The concept of an early medieval church being so designated as an 'Easter‟ 

or „Paschal Church' (Cell Cásca) does not insinuate any one particular 

fashion; such churches could have been following either Roman or Insular 
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Irish Easter traditions. It was perhaps their very difference to whatever was 

considered orthodox which marked them out for such identification and 

commemoration. In order to explore such a theory, a brief desktop survey of 

four Cill Cáscan placename locations is offered below (all ten examples are 

discussed in the expanded online version of this article); focusing on traces 

of early ecclesiastical archaeology, as well as historical, traditional or 

etymological traces of memory, commemoration or association with 

'Easter'. By placing historical and etymological considerations within an 

archaeological landscape framework; it is hoped that an early medieval 

ecclesiastical origin and derivation for Cill Cáscan placenames will not only 

become apparent; but also that such names may in fact reflect residual folk 

memories of ecclesiastical sites which were contemporary with the 

ecclesiastical controversy.    
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Fig.1: Distribution Map of Irish Placenames with 'Cell' and 'Casca' 

etymological elements.   



 

 

 

Table 1: List of Modern Placenames with 'Cell' and 'Casca' associations: With multiple examples of the same name within close proximity to each 

other, I have given each example a designation, i.e. K (Number). I trust this will provide easier identification and clarification.

Label Placename County Geo Unit Barony Civil Parish 

K1 Kilcaskin  Limerick Townland Smallcounty Fedamore 

K2 Kilcaskan  Kerry Civil Parish Glanarought Kilcaskan 

K3 Kilcaskin Cork Civil Parish  - Kilcaskan 

K4 Kilcaskan Cork Townland Adrigole Bear 

K5 Kilcaskan Cork Townland Carbary East Balleymoney 

K6 Kilcaskan (North & South) Cork Townland Duhallow Clonmeen 

K7 Kilnacask (Lower & Upper) Tipperary Townland Clanwilliam Relickmurry 

K8 Kilkeaskin Kildare Townland Carbury Kilpatrick 

K9 Kilocasken (Now defunct) Meath - - Laracor 

K10 Kilcoskan Dublin Townland Nethercross Kilsallaghan 
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(K2) Kilcaskan, Co. Kerry 

The parish name can be traced back to 1655 and an inclusion on the Down 

Survey Boundary Maps, however, it is clear from the OS notes that the 

present Kerry portion of the parish is a result of later county subdivisions of 

the larger adjacent parish of the same name in Co. Cork. (Parish archival 

notes: Placenames Database). Of particular interest is the inclusion of the 

site of Temple Feaghna (Garranes townland) within this smaller parish 

division. The thirteenth century Taxation Roll of Pope Nicholas lists two 

church sites together, an Ecca de Kylkascan and Drumfegna; a later 

fourteenth century taxation roll lists a Drumwethia and Kilgaskan also 

apparently in conjunction, while the Bishop Dive Downes MSS. (Brady 

1864) written in 1700 AD cites ecclesiastical lands at Bonane or 

Dromfaughnagh (Webster 1932, 266-267; 286). O'Donovan recorded an 

anglicised 'Droumfeaghnne, o gneeves' (Droim Feaghna of the Saints) and a 

'Drom (nó Cill) Fhiachna' ('Drum', or 'Church of Fiachna') in the Garranes 

townland name book during the first Ordnance survey.   

This early medieval ecclesiastical site (SMR: KE102-038001) contains 

church remains, a graveyard, a holy well and two bullaun stones; centred in 

and around a curvilinear ecclesiastical enclosure, partly enshrined by the 

modern road which has remained unchanged since it was recorded on the 

first edition 6 inch OS map. Multiple bullaun depressions in a boulder at the 

site are considered one of the best examples of their type and have long 

documented pilgrim traditions associated with them (Bigger 1898, 320-321; 

Price 1959, 167). Most significant is the antiquarian recording of the 

traditional date of the local pattern or visitation at Tempal Feaghna as 

having been on Good Friday, Saturday and Easter Sunday (Bigger 1898, 

321); a date which is at odds with the Irish martyrologies designated feast 

day for the saint on August 14th (Webster 1932, 258). Tempall Feaghna, or 

Drum Feaghna therefore exhibits several archaeological indications of 

having originally been an early medieval foundation. The linking of 

Tempall Feaghna, (just over the county border, within the parish of 

Kilcaskan, Co. Kerry) and the nearby church site & townland of Kilcaskan, 

in Co. Cork (see below) during the late medieval period is particularly 
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significant especially given its traditional local pattern centred firmly on the 

days of Easter celebrations. 

(K4) Kilcaskan, Co. Cork 

The name comes from the church site of Kilcaskan (SMR: CO103-003002) 

within the townland of the same name. Like Tempall Feaghna, it exhibits 

many archaeological indications of an early medieval foundation such as 

medieval church remains, a graveyard, a holy well, a bullaun stone and a 

curvilinear ecclesiastical enclosure partially enshrined in the modern road 

adjacent. A particularly interesting early feature is the presence of an ogam 

stone (SMR: CO103-003003) beside the church. Ogam stones are 

increasingly seen as early (400-700AD) examples of potential indicators of 

Christian identity due to a strong affinity with Romano-British Latin 

inscriptions, their occasional inscribed crosses and their frequent association 

with early medieval church sites and graveyards (McManus 1991, 27-31, 

40-41; 54-55; Swift 1997, 126-128).  

According to a placename study of the area, there were examples of a 

particular family name, Cáisci, to be found in the parish around the turn of 

the nineteenth/twentieth century (Mac Cárthaigh 1980, 241). Known locally 

as „N. na Cáscann‟ and „N. na Cásca‟, they are alleged to have subsequently 

adopted an English surname; but the name was thought to have had some 

traditional connection to the Kilcaskan placename source. The local 

rendering of the name above is intriguing and provides us with a tangible, 

albeit late, etymological example of a connection between Cásca (Easter) 

and a Cáscann „name‟ with an elongated „n‟ ending. Mac Cárthaigh sought 

to explain the name and its Easter associations within the context of known 

late medieval references to royal „Easter Houses‟ in the annals. Such 

references describe temporary dwellings (probably tents) erected by secular 

elites in order to host feasts (Byrne, 2001, 57); and although erroneous in 

this case, demonstrates the author‟s recognition of a residual connection 

between folk memory, local tradition and some form of an Easter concept, 

however corrupted it may have been.        
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(K6) Kilcaskan (North & South), Co. Cork  

The townland name, here treated as one unit, is attested throughout the 

sixteenth to nineteenth centuries. The earliest example, in 1585, is 

interestingly rendered as 'Kilcaska', which possibly represents an original 

'Cill Cásca' etymology, before subsequent corruption (Archival records: 

Placename Database). The modern placename meaning was stated as 

representing the Irish word Ceasda ('crucified') by a local antiquarian 

around 1900 AD (Grove White 1905, vol. 2, 259). The modern Irish word 

for crucified is Céasta, from Old Irish Césad which has documented usages 

denoting „suffering‟ and „torture‟ associated with the Easter passion and 

crucifixion (eDIL). The similarity of the word with old Irish cáscda 

('Paschal') is also particularly interesting and likely represents an enshrined 

memory and association with Easter, despite its subsequent corruption. The 

site of a curvilinear enclosure within Kilcaskan South, depicted on the first 

edition 6 inch OS map only, shows no surface traces today and has long 

been destroyed. However, antiquarian description suggests that it was a 

church site. The original OS survey recorded 'an old Danish fort, in which 

persons were formerly buried but not since about 1778 except unbaptized 

children' (Grove White 1905, vol. 2, 224). The rath itself was known locally 

as 'Kill' (cill, „church‟) and the site, marked by mounds, remained 

unploughed by locals at the start of the twentieth century (Grove White 

1905, 260).  

(K7) Kilnacask (Lower & Upper), Co. Tipperary 

There are no historical references to a church site in the townland and no 

obvious archaeological indications for same. Several potential early 

medieval church remains with sub-circular graveyards are situated in 

adjacent townlands. By far the most interesting example is that of Toureen 

Peakaun, lying approximately 2km south of the townland. The location is a 

renowned early medieval church site with considerable archaeological 

remains which include the earliest dated insular High Cross (seventh 

century) and the largest insular collections of seventh and eighth century 

inscribed slabs (Ó Carragáin, Insular Monasticism). The site name 'Peakaun' 

is an anglicised rendering of Becóc/Beccán, identified as the founding saint 

associated with the site, also known as Cluain Aird Mo-Becóc. This 
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historical figure is attested in seventh century sources as the author of 

several poems; but in particular, he has been plausibly identified as the 

same Beccán solitaries who was 'one of the select group to whom Cummian 

addressed his famous letter advocating adherence to the Roman Easter' (Ó 

Carragáin, Insular Monasticism; see also: Ó Cróinín 1982, 405; 1995, 203; 

T. Charles-Edwards 2000, 285-6; G. Charles-Edwards 2002, 115; Walsh &  

Ó Cróinín 1988, 7-9,15; De Paor 1993, 151; Kelly 1975,74). The presence 

of a 'Kilnacask' placename so near that of a seventh century ecclesiastical 

site associated with a documented person involved in the seventh century 

Easter controversy is a compelling example and provides a most intriguing 

connection between the modern placename and the early medieval 

ecclesiastical controversy.  

Conclusion 

The range of Cell Cáscan examples exhibit differing levels of 

archaeological, etymological and historical ecclesiastical preservation; 

however, the majority contain enshrined social memories of past 

ecclesiastical activity, alongside those containing documented placename 

attestations from the late medieval onwards. Where traces of later medieval 

archaeological remains survive there are indications of earlier medieval 

monastic activities, features or enclosures. Religious traditions, pilgrimage 

and placename lore recorded during the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries include several etymological or chronological associations with 

Easter. The presence of a Cell Cáscan placename adjacent to a site 

containing seventh century ecclesiastical archaeology and long associated 

with one of the leading historical figures of the controversy itself is 

particularly noteworthy. But it is perhaps the overall southern distribution of 

the examples which is most interesting when viewed against the backdrop 

of the historical seventh century acceptance of the new Roman practices by 

the southern Irish churches.  

Taken altogether, the available evidence certainly suggests an early 

medieval ecclesiastical origin for such placenames. Given the nature of 

etymological corruption and anglicisation of early modern Easter placename 

elements, it seems entirely plausible that such medieval examples have 

undergone similar linguistic processes. If so, then a reinterpretation of the 
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Cell Cáscan placename as originally representing Cell Cásca, or „The 

Easter/Paschal Church‟ is not only compatible with the surviving 

archaeology; but also helps to explain the subsequent confusion surrounding 

its original meaning. Framed in an archaeological and ecclesiastical 

landscape setting, the examples may well reflect residual traces of a 

contemporary insular engagement with the Controversia Paschali. At the 

very least, they provide tantalising prospects of potential seventh century 

foundations; the locations of which may well provide suitable and 

rewarding targets for future archaeological research.     
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Abstract 

This paper explores the metaphorical meaning of iron and the 

possible role of the smith in the funerary rite in early medieval 

Ireland. Based on the evidence from three case study sites in 

County Meath, a study of the depositional practices involved 

indicate that the presence of slag/iron objects in pits, ditches and 

grave-fills is not accidental. The depositional practices on these 

sites coupled with the evidence of the presence of the smith can tell 

a new narrative. The smith may have had a pivotal role in the 

funerary rite. Drawing on analogies from literary sources and 

ethnographic studies, concepts of transformation will be explored. 

A deeper understanding of the metaphorical meaning of iron in the 

past can considerably benefit future interpretations of the 

archaeological material. A key objective in presenting this paper is 

to persuade archaeologists to consider iron slag an artefact. 

Introduction 

This article explores the concept that the smith may have had a magico-

religious role in the funerary rite in Ireland in the first few centuries of the 

early medieval period. The archaeological evidence, fragmented as it is, 

indicates the presence of the smith at burial grounds, particularly those with 

an enclosing element such as a ditch. It is the evidence of slag in particular 

contexts that is the key to interpreting the role of the smith. Due to the 

nature of the evidence it is necessary to develop a theoretical framework 

based on ethnographic analogies and literary sources. Fundamentally, to 

appreciate the archaeological evidence, one must be open to the concept that 
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ironworking slag - the residue from smelting or smithing - had a 

metaphorical meaning in the past. That meaning may be related to the 

concept of transformation (in the sense of birth/rebirth or regeneration); or 

to the concept that iron slag had apotropaic qualities, i.e. protective qualities 

to ward off evil/danger. International scholars have explored these concepts 

in relation to ironworking (e.g. Giles 2007, Hingley 1997). However, in 

Ireland most archaeologists adopt a basic functionalist interpretation to the 

deposition of slag, considering it just 'waste' dumped in pits, ditches or 

grave fills. This article attempts a new narrative for the archaeological 

evidence. 

Development-led archaeological projects in the last fifteen years have 

uncovered a large number of enclosed burial cemeteries that had previously 

not been identified in the landscape. These enclosed burial grounds are large 

in size (60-80m), surrounded by a least one enclosure ditch and associated 

with water; be it marshland, river or lake. Currently these sites are referred 

to as 'settlement cemeteries' due to the nature of the activities identified 

within and outside of the burial enclosure. The dating indicates a 

commencement during the fourth century AD, with most continuing in use 

until the eighth/ninth century AD. The burials are in discrete areas within 

the enclosure and consist mainly of extended inhumations, heads to the 

west. But these are not the quiet, reverent burial grounds that we are used to 

today. A lot of activity was going on including grain drying, animal 

processing, and above all ironworking. To date, research has identified 

thirty three of these sites with ironworking evidence (Williams 2010b, 13) 

which indicate that the smith(s) were working in close association with the 

burials. The evidence varied as to the location of furnaces or smithing 

hearths; some were located within the enclosure, in the enclosing ditch 

itself, or just outside the enclosure.   

This article will examine three sites as case studies to review the 

archaeological evidence of ironworking. All are in county Meath, as this is 

the county with the most detailed excavation reports, namely Johnstown 1, 

Castlefarm and Collierstown. 
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Case Study One: Johnstown 1, Co. Meath 

This case study is confined to the archaeological evidence dating from the 

fifth to the tenth century AD that was uncovered at this site. Five smelting 

furnaces were located on this site during this period; some in the ditches and 

within the enclosure but not intrusive on the burial area itself (Fig.1). It is 

important to note that the fills of the Phase II inner enclosure contained slag 

in all grids (Clarke 2004, 10) including areas that were not associated with 

the ironworking areas. A number of pits were also revealed, located within 

the central area and within the surrounding ditch. These pits contained slag 

and animal bone. Oval pit F30, west of the burial mound, contained 31 

fragments of slag (6.15kg) with animal bone (Clarke 2004, 119 & Fig. 1). 

Pit F30 was not near an ironworking area, therefore suggesting deliberate 

deposition. Pit F333 (Fig. 1), dug into the Phase I inner enclosure ditch 

contained animal bone and 25 fragments of slag (ibid. 121). As the ditch 

already contained slag and animal bone, there was therefore a particular 

motive in digging this pit. Pit F858, co-joined to a bowl furnace (ibid. 287 

& Fig. 1) contained 2.5kg slag and an iron knife blade. This furnace and pit 

were within a metre of the ditch, which as stated, contained slag and iron 

knives, again raising the possibility of deliberate deposition in a pit.  

The above pits are classified by the archaeologists as „refuse pits‟ (Clarke 

2004, 118). Two questions need to be asked: if slag is perceived as 

„dumped‟ in ditches - which is the interpretation made by the excavators - 

then why dig a pit especially for slag and animal bone, or for that matter 

why dig a pit within the ditch itself? Secondly, the quantity of slag can be 

large, and it was noted that there were „high percentages of iron in the waste 

product‟ (Photos-Jones 2003, 193); slag has the potential for recycling 

(Carlin et al. 2008, 109), so why deposit it in a pit? Conversely, pit F178, in 

the centre of the enclosure near burial 84, contained only two fragments of 

slag (0.05kg) (ibid. 120). Potential answers to these questions will be 

addressed below. But it is worth noting that „slag may have had a particular 

relevance as a powerful material in various ritual practices‟ (Hingley 1997, 

15). 
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Fig. 1: Plan of Johnstown 1, Co. Meath featuring ironworking areas and pits 

with slag (Adapted from Illus. 4.2 Clarke and Carlin 2008, 57). 

 

Deposition of slag at Johnstown 1 is even more interesting when viewed 

within the context of the burials. The cemetery contained 398 burials in 

total, but the number dating categorically to the pre-10th century is not 

confirmed. Nineteen of the burials had slag in the grave fill (Fig. 2). Six of 

these burials are within a mound which contained the earliest burials; two 

with slag were dated to the fourth - seventh century AD (Clarke 2004, 51). 

Only three of the six can be identified; all three are an older age group (two 

males and one female). Those burials outside the mound with slag are 

predominantly very young children, seven in total. For example, burial 274 

is a child under the age of three; the grave fill contained 3kg of slag in 
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addition to animal bone, yet the surrounding burials did not contain slag 

(Williams 2010b, 20). The quantity of slag in this grave was quite high; 

most graves with slag contained just a small piece, about 5g. The remaining 

burials with slag are older females, 36-45 years old; two could not be 

definitely sexed.  

 

 

Fig. 2: Johnstown 1, Co. Meath, spatial distribution of burials with slag 

(identified by number e.g. B001, B002). (Adapted from Illus. 4.4a Clarke 

and Carlin 2008, 61). 
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Case Study Two: Castlefarm, Co. Meath 

Castlefarm is very different to Johnstown 1 in that whereas the latter is 

mainly associated with smelting, the former is associated with smithing. 

Also, all twelve burials excavated at this site were located outside the inner 

enclosure (seven) and in the inner and outer enclosure ditches (five) 

(O'Connell and Clarke 2009, 22). Six smithing hearths were discovered: two 

within the inner enclosure; three between the inner and outer enclosures; 

and one within a figure of eight cereal drying kiln in the southern outer 

ditch (Fig. 3). The inner enclosure ditch at Castlefarm had slag throughout 

at primary fill level and subsequent re-cut levels; smithing hearths are 

nearby but large sections of the ditch are not near a smithing hearth (ibid.). 

Similar to Johnstown 1 the inner enclosure ditch was being demarcated with 

slag; suggestions of bounding the inner enclosure come to mind. 

Four pits (F302, F306, F467 and F411) within the inner enclosure ditch - all 

in the northern section and spatially diverse (Fig. 3) - contained slag/iron, 

unknown cremated bone and animal bone (O'Connell and Clark 2009, 25, 

35, 64). F411 contained cremated pig bone (ASUD 2009, 72) and F302 

contained domestic fowl (Hamilton-Dyer 2009, 4). Two further pits (F705 

and F590) between the enclosure ditches in the northern section contained 

slag, cremated bone, animal bone and one nail (O'Connell and Clarke 2009, 

61, 68). Pit F302 mentioned above also contained the well preserved bones 

of a female from the waist down (Foster 2009, 15). She is the only burial 

with slag (six pieces) (Wallace 2009, 21). In addition, the pit contained 

worked antler bone, similar to that found in a burial at Knowth (Riddler and 

Trzaski-Nartowski 2009, appendix 13, 9) and iron objects including an iron 

knife and one iron nail. This burial is not included in the main excavators‟ 

report; probably because the detail is in the faunal report (Foster 2009, 15).  

This burial pit was adjacent to the smithing hearth F304. This burial is very 

intriguing; if the surviving bones are in good condition and relatively 

complete (Foster 2009, 15), then the upper torso must have been removed 

either before or after burial. 
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Fig. 3: Castlefarm, Co. Meath highlighting slag in pits, inner enclosure  

ditch and in smithing hearths. (Adapted from Fig. 63, O‟Connell and Clarke 

2009)                                                                   
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Case Study Three: Collierstown, Co. Meath 

Smithing also took place at Collierstown, Co. Meath. Two possible 

smithing hearths were present (F371 and F356), one in the inner enclosing 

ditch and a second within the outer enclosing ditch in the southern section 

(Wallace 2008, Figs. 2 & 4). A small quantity of slag was present in the 

segmented ditch surrounding the burials (O'Hara 2009, 6). Pit F439, twenty 

meters from either smithing hearth, contained slag, animal bone and wood 

(Fig. 4). Is this deliberate deposition? The quantity of slag on this site is 

relatively small, however a number of iron objects were identified both in 

the ditches and grave fills. The iron objects are in discrete areas and appear 

to be marking out the ditches (Fig. 4). In addition, iron was present in three 

burials; interestingly these were two females and an infant. This female and 

child bias is also reflected in Johnstown 1 in relation to slag deposition in 

the grave fill. 

Interpreting the Archaeological Evidence 

These three case studies raise very interesting questions in relation to the 

nature of the presence of the smith(s) at these burial grounds and the 

possible metaphorical meaning of slag/iron objects. Are the ditches being 

marked out in some way? The notion of imbuing and marking out space can 

be tied into the evidence in the case studies. 

The location of the smithing hearth to the pit burial of a female at 

Castlefarm has possible parallels at Mine Howe, Orkney. There was an 

incredible rare discovery of a smithy dated to 100BC-100AD dug into a 

natural mound (Card et al. 2005, 325). The „body of a young woman had 

been buried below the floor of the smithy during its use‟ (ibid. 326). She 

had a copper alloy toe ring on each foot and on her chest was the root of a 

deer antler, drilled with six holes (ibid.). Other extensive evidence for 

metalworking surrounded the mound, and included artefacts from the third 

to fifth centuries AD (ibid. 324). The authors consider Mine Howe a ritual 

site, which is further strengthened by the presence of „metalworking, the 

symbolic significance of the processes involved and the human burial in the 

smithy‟ (ibid. 327). A rethink of Castlefarm as the residence of a kin group 

(O'Connell 2009, 50), or 'lords' (Kinsella 2008, 101) is possibly required. 
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To support further interpretation, as suggested in the introduction, one needs 

to looks at literary sources and ethnographical analogies.  

 

 

Fig. 4: Collierstown, Co. Meath. Location of slag and iron objects in burial 

ground. (Adapted from Illus. 5.3 O‟Hara 2009, 86). 
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Mythology 

In Irish mythology Niall and his four stepbrothers are sent to Sithchenn the 

smith, „who is also a magician and seer‟ (Rees & Rees 1961, 252) as part of 

an initiation rite. The boys are sent into the forge which is set on fire; they 

emerge from the forge unharmed, thus the initiation is successful and they 

go forward to prove their prowess, thus symbolically reborn (ibid.). This 

can be interpreted as a rite of passage from boyhood to manhood. This 

concept of „reborn‟, transformed, giving new life is also expressed in the 

Triads of Ireland;  

“..the three renovators of the world:  

the womb of a woman,  

the udder of a cow,  

the moulding block of a blacksmith..” 

(Kelly 1988, 62) 

This Triad suggests that metaphorically the process of ironworking is 

associated with giving birth; concepts of fertility, rite of passage (being 

born), and transformation are closely linked. The smith can also be 

perceived as an initiator, involved in a rite of passage as indicated in the 

mythological story of Sithchenn the smith. In the context of the burial 

grounds outlined above, the hypothesis can be made that the smith was 

involved in a rite of passage, in this case passage to another world. Material 

culture related to the smith, such as iron slag, may also have held 

metaphorical meaning; deposition in pits and grave fills may have been 

deliberate and therefore not dumped waste or accidental inclusion as most 

archaeologists assume.   

Very interestingly, Kelly (1988) explored the supernatural powers that the 

blacksmith was sometimes thought to possess, connected to the fact that he 

forged the weapons of death. An author of an eighth century AD hymn 

asked God for protection from the spells of blacksmiths (ibid. 62). This 

indicates that the smith was perceived as having supernatural powers. In the 

context of death and burial, these powers may have been appropriate in 

dealing as mediator between this world and the otherworld. 
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Ethnographic Analogies 

To appreciate the ethnographic studies it is necessary to understand the 

ironworking process. The smelting process involves smelting the iron ore in 

a furnace which produces what is called an iron 'bloom' - a spongy mass of 

iron and slag that needs primary smithing to eliminate the slag, and then 

secondary smithing (blacksmithing) which is forging to make iron objects 

such as weapons (spearheads, swords, arrowheads) or agricultural objects 

(ploughs, axes, scythes, hoes etc). This is a significant transformational 

process with visual impact and it is understandable that metaphors may 

have developed. A considerable amount of ethnographic studies provide 

accounts of the symbolism of iron and its production both from 

anthropological studies and ethnoarchaeology (e.g. Barndon 2004, Haaland 

2004, Herbert 1993, Schmidt 2009).  

In some areas of sub-Saharan Africa furnaces were gynecomorphic, 

anthropomorphized as female (e.g. female breasts); in other areas the bloom 

was referred to as 'the son of the woman' (Herbert 1993, 34); the slag was 

given a name which meant „placenta' (ibid. 35); the iron was described as 

being born; the furnace could be called 'the breasted one' although no 

breasts were visible (ibid.); in other areas smiths dressed up as female mid-

wives. Giving birth to a child and giving birth to iron were conjoined. 

Importantly, in the rituals surrounding iron production, invocation of 

ancestors was a common trait; sacrifices and use of medicines to protect the 

site were also ritualized. Therefore the presence of the smith at burial 

grounds in Ireland may not be accidental. If non-traditional societies give a 

metaphorical meaning to slag, then it is possible that this was also the case 

in early medieval Ireland. Whatever the meaning, there is something 

significant in the fact that slag bounded the enclosures and had a particular 

meaning especially in relation to females and children when included in the 

grave fill.  

Lahiri related current Indian local tradition that iron slag from an ancient 

mound in a village named Sihi, near Delhi is perceived to have 'miraculous 

healing properties' (Lahiri 1995, 129). Buyers of the slag include doctors 

who use it as an antidote to poisons (ibid. 129). Again demonstrating that 
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particular societies at particular times have the ability to give metaphorical 

meaning to slag.  

Conclusion 

It would appear that in the Roman Empire the church 'had a fairly laissez-

faire attitude to burial' (Petts 2003, 146). In Ireland, the situation seems to 

have been similar. Burial in church cemeteries was reserved for clerics, 

patrons and high-ranking individuals up to the end of the seventh or early 

eighth century, whilst the laity were buried in secular cemeteries or 

prehistoric sites (O'Brien 2009, 148, 149). It is only from the eighth century 

onwards that the Irish 'church started to legislate regarding acceptable burial 

practices' (ibid. 149). It is also from this period onwards that it became the 

norm to be buried in church cemeteries (O'Brien 2009, 135). This scenario 

raises the question as to who was the master of ceremonies in relation to the 

burial rite pre the eighth century?  

My view is that the evidence is pointing to an involvement of some sort by 

the smith in the funerary rite. Ethnographic studies in Africa show the smith 

involved in many rites which include the funerary rite.  

Budd and Taylor suggested that in addition to having craft skills, a smith (in 

this case a silversmith) may also have had other skills such as midwifery, 

dance, singing or had a special ritual or religious role (Budd and Taylor 

1995, 139). They noted that in non-literate societies, complex procedures 

are commited to memory as a formulaic spell; giving examples such as 

Wayland the Smith (swordsmith and lord of the elves) they maintained that 

metal-making and magic making can easily go together (ibid.). This ties in 

with the mythological story of Sithchenn, a blacksmith, a magican and a 

seer involved in an initiation rite.  

In Herbert's studies, the role and social status of the smith is very variable 

and diverse (Herbert 1993, 12). He can be just an artisan, or have additional 

roles for example circumciser, burier of the dead, diviner, musician, maker 

of charms, peacemaker and counselor of kings (ibid.). This supports Budd 

and Taylor‟s assertion that metal making and magic making can go together 

(Budd and Taylor 1995, 139). This is also the case in relation to Sithchenn 
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the smith, also 'a magician and a seer' involved in the initiation rite of boys 

to manhood (Rees and Rees 1961, 253). Whereas the law tracts in Ireland 

give the impression of a strict hierarchical society (Kelly 1988, 63); the 

situation in reality may have been very fluid and complex. The ethnographic 

studies allow us to explore a broader spectrum of possibilities in the data. 

Hingley made the argument that there is an association between 

ironworking and regeneration and in turn 'slag may have had a particular 

relevance as a powerful material in various ritual practices' (Hingley 1997, 

15). 

The power of the smith to transform iron ore into a physical object and the 

magic associated with this gave metaphorical meaning to iron objects 

themselves including slag. People in the past used iron to express their 

beliefs - in death this may have symbolised a rebirth, a transformation of the 

body. Further research is required to build on this hypothesis that the smith 

had a magico-religious role in the early medieval period in Ireland. 
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Abstract 

The Irish early medieval archaeological record for the 5
th

 to 12
th

 

centuries contains many burials that do not conform to what is 

considered the „Christian standard‟ of west/east orientated supine 

inhumations with no grave goods. These burials are usually 

interpreted as representing a continuation of pagan practices or as 

intrusive burials, with little in-depth investigation into alternative 

explanations. This is despite evidence of unusual treatment of the 

dead in the form of prone burials, burials in unusual places, 

decapitations or other mutilations, and burials with stone 

inclusions. Similar burials in Britain have been interpreted as 

belonging to deviants; people who may have broken social 

conventions, either in the way they lived their lives or in the 

manner of their death. This paper will discuss the evidence for 

deviant burials in the Ireland. 

Introduction 

Anthropological and ethnographical investigations have highlighted that 

socially deviant or diseased individuals may be treated differently to others 

at death (Tsaliki 2008, Aspöck 2008, Ucko 1969). Those classified as 

deviant would vary from community to community but might include 

witches, criminals, suicides, those with disabilities, those who died of 

disease, or those who had unusual or violent deaths (Parker Pearson 1993, 

206-207, Ucko 1969, 271). Why would these people be buried differently? 
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Parker Pearson (1993) suggests that those whose actions have threatened the 

social order are placed in opposition to those whose lives or deaths 

symbolise central social values. The burial may be perceived as a final 

punishment or as a means of shaming the dead, while the manipulation of 

the body after death is frequently seen as a practical measure to prevent the 

dead from returning to torment the living (Aspöck 2008, 21).   

Who a person was, or how they died might influence not only how they 

were buried, but also where they were buried (Tsaliki 2008, 3). For 

instance, in Ireland the nature of a person‟s death could mean that they were 

excluded from burial in consecrated ground. Unbaptised children, mothers 

who died in childbirth, murderers and their victims, strangers and suicides 

were all excluded from burial in consecrated ground (Hamlin & Foley 1983, 

43). 

Burials that do not conform to what is considered the „norm‟ for the period 

are usually interpreted as representative of a continuation of pagan practices 

or as intrusive burials with little in-depth investigation into alternative 

explanations (though some excavators acknowledge alternative explanations 

for unusual burials i.e. Baker 2007, Wallace 2007, McMahon et al. 2002). 

Yet what we see in the Irish archaeological record are mortuary practices 

that may have been complicated, not only by religious beliefs or non-native 

burials, but by society‟s reaction to certain events or individuals.  

A study of deviant burials in Anglo-Saxon England by Andrew Reynolds 

(2009) suggests that there are certain characteristics that could indicate 

deviant burials. Prone burials, decapitations, isolated burials or burials in 

unusual places, amputations, and stones placed on a grave or body, are all 

recognised as a distinctive attitude towards the dead. What follows is a brief 

examination of Irish examples of these types of burials and an exploration 

of the possible rationale behind the unusual treatment of the bodies 

Common Indicators 

Decapitation 

There are several possible reasons why a head might be removed prior to 

burial. Christians believed that a corpse without a head would not rise again 
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on Judgement Day (Fry 1999, 97) or the removal of the head could be 

linked to the Celtic cult of the head that was apparently still being practiced 

in Ireland during the medieval period (ibid.). The head was considered the 

most important part of the body and the heads of warriors were often 

displayed as war trophies in order to shame the enemy (Ó Donnabháin 

1995, 12-15).   

Decapitations may be as a result of judicial execution (Reynolds 2009, 91) 

or may indicate a fear of the dead. There was a widespread belief in 

medieval Europe of the dead coming back to life, which is illustrated by an 

Icelandic tale about a corpse that does just this and wanders around his 

village terrifying the locals. The only way to stop it tormenting the villagers 

was to behead it and rebury it with its head placed between its knees 

(Caciola 1996, 15). 

Several sites have evidence of decapitation. Examples include Owenbristy, 

Co. Galway, which had seven examples of four males, two females and an 

adolescent (Lehane & Delaney 2010). Knoxspark, Co. Sligo, had nine 

burials without skulls, 16 skull-only burials and a decapitated sub adult 

(B34) with the skull included in the grave (Mount 2010, 200-201). B34 was 

in a multiple grave with a female and two sub adults all of whom were 

missing their skulls, while the skull of B34 had been placed on the females 

arm (Mount 1994, 21).  

It was considered appropriate for warriors to be buried together in the 

medieval period (Fry 1999, 150) and there are three examples of 

decapitation in what might be interpreted as „warrior‟ graves. Knoxspark 

had a double burial of two male adults (B4+B75). B75 was missing its 

skull, and a spearhead had been placed near the lower vertebrae of B4 

whose skull was out of position and may have been decapitated (Mount 

1994, 16). A burial in Church Road, Lusk, Co. Dublin contained two 

decapitated males with an iron spearhead protruding from the upper torso of 

one of the individuals (O‟Connell 2009, 54). Augherskea, Co. Meath also 

had a double burial of two males; one (SK165) was missing its head and 

neck, while the other (SK2) showed evidence of weapon trauma consistent 

with execution (Fig. 1) (Baker 2010, 5). 
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Fig. 1: Double male burial, Augherskea, Co Meath. Copyright Christine 

Baker 2010. 

Amputation or mutilation 

Limbs may have been removed prior to death for medical reasons, for 

example, to remove a diseased limb (Reynolds 2009, 93), or alternatively as 

a form of punishment. Adomnán‟s Law, which prohibited the killing of all 

children, women and clerics, stated that those who killed women were to 

suffer a twofold punishment; „his right hand and left foot shall be cut off 

before death and then he shall die,‟ and his family also had to pay a fine 

(Bitel 1996, 104-5). The law also recommends a fine for „making use of 

women in a massacre or a muster or a raid‟. This seems to refer to women 

forced into battle, as there is also a reference to women‟s heads and breasts 

cut off as war trophies prior to the implementation of the law (Ní 

Dhonnchadha 1995, 66).  
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The Irish law tracts refer to the removal of body parts for certain crimes, 

sometimes linking the crime with the punishment, such as the removal of a 

thief‟s hand or castration of rapists (Kelly 1988, 221). Evidence of 

amputation is often hard to identify because of preservation issues, but one 

definite example is of a Viking male from Georges Street, Co. Dublin 

whose arm had been removed and placed on his chest (Simpson 2004). 

Other examples of missing limbs might include an adult from Knoxspark 

(B55) whose leg was „curiously missing‟ (Mount 1994, 23); and a male 

(B269) buried in a ditch in Johnstown, Co. Meath, who was missing both 

feet despite good preservation (Clarke 2004, 267). This burial was also 

orientated north-south. 

Mount Gamble, Co. Dublin had a high instance of burials with weapon 

trauma, including one individual whose ear had been removed (O‟Donovan 

& Geber 2009, 72). Owenbristy also had a high incidence of weapon 

trauma. A particularly extreme example of mutilation was of an adult male 

who had been stabbed more than 100 times and possibly quartered (Fig. 2). 

The head was missing from the grave and cut marks around the pubic area 

suggest his genitals may have been removed. 

Stoned burials 

Stone inclusions in a grave in the form of earmuffs or pillow stones are 

usually explained as a means of propping up the head so that on Judgment 

Day the corpse will face the risen Christ (Daniell 1996, 7).  

However, a passage in the Chronicon Lemovicense indicates that pillow 

stones may be connected with penance. The reference is in relation to the 

death of the eldest son of Henry II, who, as he lay dying, was laid out on 

sackcloth and ashes, had stones placed under his head and feet, and the 

noose of a condemned criminal placed around his neck. Taken together, all 

of these elements add up to a powerful impression of penance (ibid.). 

Another association of stone and penance is suggested by the life of St. 

Adomnán who undertook a fast that consisted of being placed in a stone 

chest „so the worms devoured the root of his tongue, and the slime of his 

head broke forth from his ears‟ (Melia 1983, 38-39).  
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Fig. 2: Owenbristy, Co Galway SK42 quartered male. Copyright John 

Lehane & Finn Delaney 2010. 

There are four examples of adult burials found in stone kilns; in Gneevebeg, 

Co. Westmeath (Wallace 2007, 342-344); in Raystown, Co. Meath, of a 

flexed male orientated north-south (Seaver 2006, 78); a female with Paget‟s 

disease in Corbally, Co. Kildare, who appears to have been buried hurriedly 

(Tobin personal comment and 2003, 37); and a headless male in Colp West, 

Co. Meath (Murphy 2000:0748 Excavations Bulletin). The latter three 

burials also had stones placed on the body. There were also two instances of 

children inserted into flues of corn drying kilns; one in Gneevebeg (Wallace 

2002:1864 Excavations Bulletin; hereafter EB) the other in Port na 

Feodoige, Co. Galway (Gibbons 1999:056 EB). 

The treatment of the bodies, and perhaps the choice of a kiln as a place of 

burial, might indicate a fear of the dead. Alternatively, a kiln may just have 

been a convenient place to hide a body; the Corbally example was reused at 
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a later date with the body in situ (Tobin 2003, 37) suggesting those reusing 

the kiln were unaware of its presence.  

The placing of stones on a grave may be seen as an attempt to render a 

corpse „safe‟ (Reynolds 2009, 93) or, as it is interpreted in a Scandinavian 

context, to lay to rest the ghost of criminals or those who may have a 

grievance against the living (ibid. 82). Mell II, Co. Louth, had two examples 

of stone- lined graves that had extra stones included within the grave; one 

had nearly been filled with stones (Fig. 3) and the other had an extra line of 

stones placed down the middle of the grave, directly over the body (Breen 

2010, 35-36). Female burials with stone inclusions are found in 

Betaghstown, Co. Meath, (Eogan 1998, 503) and on Sk24 in Owenbristy 

(Lehane & Delaney 2010, 90). Both examples had stones placed on the 

abdomen, though the excavators of Owenbristy suggest the stone with Sk24 

may be the remains of a lintel stone. Owenbristy also had an example of a 

male (SK 31) with large flat stones placed on each hand. 

 

Fig. 3: Grave 1E, Mell, Co. Louth. Copyright Thaddeus Breen 2010. 

Quartz stones are occasionally found in early medieval burials and the 

inclusion of smaller stone in burials may be linked to symbolism. The 
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significance of the use of quartz is not certain; it may symbolise the soul of 

the dead or light the way into the next world (Wilkins& Lalonde 2008, 75). 

Alternatively, small stones may have provided amuletic protection. Timothy 

Taylor notes that societies with a strong belief in vampires may employ a 

variety of methods to deal with them, one of which includes placing small 

stones or incense in the orifices of the corpse (Taylor 2002, 243).  

Perhaps the most dramatic example of stone inclusions in a grave comes 

from Kilteasheen, Co Roscommon, where two males, one elderly, the other 

a young adult, each had a large stone placed deliberately within the mouth. 

The males had been buried side-by-side, though not at the same time, and 

one stone had been so violently inserted into the mouth that the jaw was 

nearly dislocated (Chris Read, personal comment). 

Prone 

Prone burials of females were found in Johnstown (B204) and Marlinstown 

(B8). The latter was semi prone in a ditch and may have been decapitated 

(Keeley 1991, 126 EB; Delaney 1991, 8). Another prone example from 

Johnstown was of a male (B128) (Clarke 2004, 55). Prone burials of 

indeterminate sex were found in a number of locations: Bride Street, Co. 

Dublin, of a young adult (F132) that was orientated north-south (McMahon 

et al. 2002); Ardreigh, Co. Kildare (Opie 2002:0856 EB); Gneevebeg 

(Wallace 2002:1864 EB); Ardnagross, Co. Westmeath (Eogan 1995, 266 

EB); and Faughert Lower, Co. Louth (Bowen & Dawkes 2007, 70). Mount 

Offaly, Cabinteely, Co. Dublin had several prone burials (Conway 1998, 

124 EB) and Parknahown 5, Co. Laois had five examples including one that 

was crouched (O‟Neill 2010, 253). Examples of children buried in a prone 

position are found in Carrowkeel, Co. Galway (Wilkins & Lalonde 2009); 

Johnstown and Ninch, Co. Meath; and Faughert Lower. These may belong 

to illegitimate children as Ireland has a folklore tradition relating to the 

death of an illegitimate child, particularly if the father denied paternity. It 

was believed that burying the child face down would prevent the father 

from siring another child (Delaney 2009, 219).  

Prone burials are widely perceived as having negative connotations (Arcini 

2009, Reynolds 2009) and there are several suggestions as to why a corpse 

would be buried in a prone position. It might be connected to the belief that 
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the soul exits the body through the mouth so laying the body face down 

would prevent the soul from leaving or re-entering the body. Alternatively, 

it may have protected the living from the „evil eye‟ (Aspöck 2008, 20), or 

may be a means of preventing a corpse that was likely to return to haunt the 

living from digging its way out of its grave (Simpson 2003, 391). Prone 

burials might be linked to those with disabilities (Arcini 2009, 33). An 

article on Irish folklore by R. Marley Blake, notes that epileptics were 

called „talmáidheach‟ (one prone to the earth), which was a reference to the 

idea that epileptics always fell forward on their face during a fit. According 

to the folklore, the cure for epilepsy was to bring the afflicted to a family 

burial ground, place them in a shallow grave and cover them lightly with 

soil leaving the eyes and mouth free. The position of the grave must be 

orientated north-south „as our pagan forebears did‟ rather than in a Christian 

manner. This suggested to Marley Blake that the cure was of very ancient 

date. He also noted that a similar cure was used for those afflicted by 

insanity and to avert the effects of cursing stones (Blake 1918, 220-222).  

Prone burials may belong to those buried in a hurry. For example, the 

excavators of Faughert Lower, Co. Louth note that the adult prone burial 

appeared to have been placed on the ground then rolled into the grave 

(Bowen & Dawkes 2007, 70). Further suggestions are prone burials might 

belong outcasts (Reynolds 2009, 160), to those with disabilities (Arcini 

2009, 33) or possibly of criminals (Daniell 1997, 117).  

Orientation 

Daniell further proposes that those who had been executed by hanging were 

sometimes buried „backwards‟ with their heads to the east, instead of the 

west-east orientation normally associated with Christian practice (Daniell 

1997, 146). Conversely, it is also suggested that a priest or bishop was laid 

with his head in the east so that 'in death, as in life, he faces his flock‟ 

(Ucko 1969, 272).  

Irish examples of east-west burials include a female in Cloncowan, Co. 

Meath (Baker 2007, 73); a possible female in Marlhill, Co. Tipperary 

(Molloy 2007, 34); a decapitated male in Castlefarm, Co. Meath (O‟Connell 

& Clarke 2009, 8); a juvenile in Ardreigh (Opie 2002, 0856 EB) and a 

double male burial in False Bay, Co. Galway, both of whom were orientated 
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east-west (Keeley- Gibbons & Kelly 2003). Several of the prone burials in 

Mount Offaly mentioned earlier were also orientated with the head in the 

east (Conway 1998, 124 EB). It would seem unlikely that these burials 

belonged to priests though there is also an example of a male east-west 

burial in Ballysadare, Co. Sligo, which the excavator suggests may have 

belonged to a priest (Opie 1995, 244 EB).   

Isolated and excluded burials  

The concept of a sacred space separate from the profane did not develop 

within the Church until the 9th to 12th century (Baker 2007, 72-3). After 

this period, the church required Christians to be buried in consecrated 

ground although there was an extensive list of those who could not be 

buried there. Special burial in a „place set apart‟ was accorded to certain 

groups of people such as suicides, murder victims, shipwrecked sailors, 

women who died in childbirth, strangers and the simple-minded (Hamlin & 

Foley 1983, 43). This is illustrated in the Life of St Mochoemog, which 

recounts the reluctance of monks to allow a murdered man to be buried in 

consecrated ground, while his murderer was buried in a distant 

dishonourable grave (ibid.).  

It is often hard to establish whether burials are truly isolated or if they are 

simply on the periphery of a cemetery that has not yet been located, 

although the exclusion of certain people from sacred space seems to be 

supported by the archaeological record. For example, the site of Church 

Road, Lusk, contained the remains of a child and seven adults (including the 

decapitated double male burial mentioned earlier) all of whom were buried 

outside of the monastic precincts (O‟Connell 2009, 54). Further examples of 

excluded burials may include a female (F86) and the previously mentioned 

prone burial (F132) in Bride Street. The awkward burial position of F86 

(left hand twisted behind the back) suggests she had either been buried after 

rigor mortis had set in or she had been placed carelessly in the grave 

(McMahon et al. 2002, 81). Five burials in Golden Lane, Co. Dublin, one 

with Viking goods, were also outside of the main cemetery area 

(O‟Donovan, 2004, 0547 EB). Both Bride Street and Golden Lane may 

have been connected with the church of St Michael le Pole (McMahon et al. 

2002, 67).  
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Ditches 

Evidence of burials in ditches might simply be explained by space 

constraints within an enclosure. This does not seem to be the case in 

Loughbown, Co. Galway (Bower 2009) or Hughes Lot East, Co. Tipperary 

(Fairburn 2003, 1759 EB), as both had single inhumations in the ditch and 

no other burials. Nor is it the case in Carrowkeel, Co. Galway, where one of 

the earliest burials on the site was that of a youth buried in the base of the 

ditch (Wilkins & Lalonde 2009, 142). The burial of the Loughbown youth is 

particularly interesting as it appears to have been interred when the site was 

still in use and the youth‟s presence in the ditch would have seriously 

impeded its drainage. This led the excavator to suggest that the ditch may 

have been more than functional (Bower 2009, 136) as ditch burials may 

have had metaphorical meaning. For instance, the liminal nature of 

boundaries separating the sacred from the profane could be emphasised by 

the incorporation of human remains into boundaries, with the remains used 

to mark or strengthen liminal areas , standing as „a metaphor of social and 

moral transition‟(Dowling 2006, 24).  

Ditch burials could be linked to foundation deposits, where special items, 

including human bone, are deposited as a means of protecting the site and 

its occupants (Hamerow 2006, 1). An illustration of this concept in the Irish 

version of the Historia Britonum of Nennius relates to the British Warlord, 

Vortigern, who is advised by his Druids to build a fortress. However, the 

materials he gathers to do so mysteriously disappear each night. After 

consulting his Druids they advise that in order to ensure the fortress is 

successfully built Vortigern must „seek a son whose father is unknown, kill 

him, and let his blood be sprinkled upon the Dun, for by this means only 

can it be built‟ (Historia Britonum: 18, 95).   

Conclusion 

It is apparent that there are deviant burials in the Irish archaeological record: 

unusual burial positions and places, decapitations and mutilations, and 

burials with stone inclusions all indicate the presence of dangerous or 

deviant „others‟. The early medieval burial record is not just a reflection of 

religious belief; it is an expression of social identity, community and 

personal relationships. There was undoubtedly a complex set of social 
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norms to be negotiated during this period and it would appear from the 

archaeological record that some people were less successful in doing so 

than others. 
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Abstract 

From the late nineties onwards, Afghanistan gradually grew to 

become a western concern. This paper looks at a specific event the 

destruction of the the giant Buddhas that, before March 2001, stood 

in the niches overlooking the Bamiyan valley for fourteen centuries. 

In first instance, this paper will place this event in context, looking 

at the political, theological and ethnical issues that contributed to 

the fate of the Buddhas. Secondly, it will present the events under a 

different light, focusing on the way in which the media treated this 

staged episode of iconoclasm, and how the western world 

interpreted the premeditated and planned use of the media by the 

Taliban. The discussion will place the destruction of the Buddhas 

among the events epitomizing the Taliban‟s intention of conveying 

a strong and manifold political message to the world going beyond 

the purely religious statement. 

Scholars, journalists and commentators have discussed extensively on the 

deliberate destruction of the Buddhas of Bamiyan. Academically speaking, 

this event was analysed from a number of different angles. Some focussed 

on an examination of the destruction within the frame of international and 

Islamic law (see: Francioni and Lenzerini 2006; Francioni and Lenzerini 

2003; Lenzerini 2003; Hladik 2004; UNESCO 2001). Others approached 

the discussion from an institutional perspective, narrating the diplomatic 

efforts that were put in place in order to save the Buddhas (see: Bouchenaki 

2011; Lafrance 2001a; Lafrance 2001b; Manhart 2001). Moving away from 

these pragmatic, analytical approaches it is also possible to find numerous 

studies that looked at this episode under a more theoretical lens, trying to 

shed light on the complexity of cultural and symbolic aspects that could 
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have inspired, influenced and shaped the Taliban‟s decisions (see: Bernbeck 

2010; Meskell 2002a; Elias 2007).  

After such a profusion of publications it might seem redundant to restart the 

discussion. Yet, this paper intends to present things from a slightly different 

perspective. Starting from the consideration that the destruction of the 

Buddhas was generally considered as a global media event, this article will 

focus on the apparently premeditated and planned way in which the Taliban 

used the media to convey their strong message to the outside world. This 

message which was designed to reach different audiences, encompassed 

cultural, religious and, most of all, political implications. What is argued 

here is that the media played an important role in magnifying the 

international echo of this episode and that the Taliban might have 

understood the power of the media when they decided to change the fate of 

the Buddhas. 

As Belknap points out, today‟s foreign policy, diplomacy and conflict seem 

to be happening on a „global stage before a live camera that never blinks‟ 

(2001, 1). The gradual development of globalised communication and the 

broadcasting of news around the clock has led to the emergence of a new 

approach to international relations better known as the „CNN effect‟ theory. 

In his studies, Gilboa discussed widely and critically the emergence of this 

theory and stressed the fact that it is very difficult to identify a 

comprehensive and commonly agreed definition for it (2005a, 326; 2005b, 

28). Without getting in details of the different scientific speculations, it is 

possible to affirm that from the 80‟s onward scholars observed that 

continuous and instantaneous television coverage was having an impact on 

foreign policy and decision makers (see: Gilboa 2002; Livingston 1997). 

Starting from this assumption this paper will try to analyse the relation 

between the Taliban and foreign media, to see if they acted deliberately and 

independently to gain recognition and visibility, or if other external 

elements influenced and exploited their decisions in order to trigger the 

international reaction. 

Following Susan Sontag‟s belief that „public attention is steered by the 

attentions of media‟ (2003, 93), it is possible to affirm that in the case of 

Afghanistan, since the beginning of the civil war in 1989, that the Western 
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media seemed to have lost interest in this remote corner in which the scene 

was dominated by political instability and complex internal strives 

(Marsden 1999, 114). From the late nineties onwards, after the withdrawal 

of the Soviets, Afghanistan was supposedly ignored and the country 

gradually grew more and more of Western concern (Rashid 2001). Only 

when strategic and economic interests began to awaken the Western powers 

from their slumber, instability and insecurity became a hazard and could no 

longer be regarded as mere internal issues (Rashid 2001; United States 

Institute for Peace 1998). Nonetheless, all these complex matters of foreign 

policy were causes of distress mainly for the few involved in foreign affairs 

and interested in trade speculations.  

Conversely, what reached the public was scattered reporting and harsh 

commentaries focussing essentially on brutal human rights abuses, coupled 

with the narration of ruthless episodes of war and violence. In particular, 

some attention was dedicated to the appalling conditions of the Afghan 

women and children. This accumulation of negative news was supported by 

numerous and detailed reports from accredited international organisations 

(Human Rights Watch 1998; Hosssain 1999; Phisicians for Human Rights 

1998). In spite of this, the tragic condition of Afghan women gained the 

merited coverage in Western media only after September 11, when it 

became a „rhetorically useful‟ argument in support of the armed 

intervention (Stabile and Kumar 2005, 771). In this the media did not 

influence agenda setting decisions, but once the agenda was set they started 

supporting it. 

Indeed one might say that, from the moment the Taliban took Kabul in 

September 1996, public opinion became gradually acquainted with the 

name of the Islamic Student Movement and with the extreme political and 

religious dogmatism of its members which, using Malik‟s words, „brought 

to the surface of the West all the fruitful stereotypes about Islam‟ (Malik 

2008, 77). Certainly, stereotypes are easy creatures to feed, and as soon as, 

on Monday the 26th of February 2001, the official propaganda medium of 

the movement, radio Voice of Sharia, started broadcasting the decision 

taken by the supreme leader of the Taliban to „destroy all the idols‟ the rest 

of the world was not blind to the news. In fact, on the same day bbc.com, as 
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well as the AFP (Agence France Presse) reported the news (Colwell-

Chanthaphonh 2003) and almost instantaneously the appalled reaction of 

the international community was vigorously announced in the world press. 

The fatwa issued by the charismatic leader Mullah Omar, generated an 

international outcry. Immediately, Buddhist communities understood that 

all pre-Islamic anthropomorphic art was doomed and their concerns were 

directed primarily to the giant Buddhas in the Bamiyan valley. In the same 

way, non-Buddhist Western countries, immersed in the rhetoric surrounding 

the concept of „world heritage‟, were firstly bewildered and subsequently 

determined to convince the Taliban of the foolishness of their decision. 

Instantly, appeals for the preservation of the legendary statues started 

proliferating all over the world. The United States, France, Germany, 

Thailand, Japan, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Vietnam, Iran, Pakistan, Russia, India, 

Malaysia, the EU and the UN, all united, allied for the same cause (AFP 2 

March 2001). 

Suddenly, Afghanistan was no longer an unfamiliar distant land, by and 

large overlooked by the public opinion and perhaps underestimated by the 

international community. A vast media campaign was set in motion to 

present the rich history of the country and its thriving heritage. Hence, the 

future of the Buddhas became of „universal‟ concern. For instance, 

UNESCO was on the firing line promoting a general mobilisation to stop 

the destruction. An appeal to the Taliban to halt the destruction was 

promptly released by the Director General Koïchiro Matsuura (Bouchenaki 

2011, 3). In addition to this, as the special representative of the Director 

General of UNESCO Pierre Lafrance reports, a number of national and 

international delegations tried to reach Kandahar to negotiate with Mullah 

Mohammad Omar (Lafrance 2001b). Nonetheless, between the 6th and the 

7th of March, while the peak of diplomatic effort was takings place to 

persuade the fundamentalists to spare the statues, the systematic demolition 

of the Buddhas began (ibid.). Only on the 9th of March, the UN General 

Assembly discussed the issue and strongly condemned the „issuance of this 

despicable decree and the subsequent destruction of statues‟, which was 

considered „definitely anti-Islamic, anti-cultural and anti-Afghan‟ (UN 9 

March 2011, 3). 
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This chain of events shows how in a place like Afghanistan, where to a 

certain extent Western media did not penetrate (Marsden 1998, 101), a 

simple announcement on a national radio managed to breach geographical 

boundaries, allowing a local phenomena to surge to a global level. 

Certainly, a major role was played by the international organisations like 

UNESCO that repeatedly met with the media and supported the appeal for 

„international mobilisation‟ (Bouchenaki 2011). Yet, another element that 

had a strong amplifying effect was the widespread use of the Internet where 

a number of news, posts, discussion forums and petitions mushroomed 

almost immediately (Colwell-Chanthaphonh 2003). It is very difficult to 

estimate if, and how much, the Taliban were aware of the initial 

international upheaval reported by the media. However, it is hard to believe 

that they had the „media at their command‟ (Konchok 2002) or that the 

destruction was a performance that from the beginning was deliberately 

„designed for the age of the Internet‟ (Flood 2002, 651). It is likely that only 

after the pressing mobilisation of the diplomatic channels, they realised the 

international community was willing to talk and negotiate on this issue. 

Therefore, it is possible to argue that, only when the Taliban leadership 

started realizing how the echo of the edict was being globally amplified, 

they understood, even if still ostracized, they were no longer ignored. 

On the 19th of March the satellite television channel Al-Jazeera showed 

footage of blasts in the niche of the smaller eastern Buddha (Elias 2007). 

The Western world was in shock and disbelief. The event was widely 

covered by newspapers and television stations in an almost unanimous 

condemnatory rant. „Cultural disaster‟, „cultural infamy‟, „cultural 

terrorism‟, „medieval barbarism‟, „iconoclastic hysteria‟, „moral depravity‟, 

these are only a few of the epithets used to describe the destruction of the 

statues. The Taliban were certainly aware of the negative reverberations that 

followed the destruction of the statues. Still, they sized the opportunity to 

magnify its force by taking advantage of the power of the media even if this 

might have gone against them and was certainly going against their beliefs. 

In fact, since 1992, in Afghanistan the press system basically collapsed 

because of the civil war, but with the rise of the Taliban it was given a coup 

de grace. Following their strict interpretation of Islamic law they prohibited 

watching TV (Rawan 2002, 162), and enforced the ban through severe 
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punishments, mainly by smashing televisions sets (Rashid 2001, 29), or 

using them for firing practice (Matinuddin 1999, 35). 

Hence, even if for the low-literate Afghan society, the radio was the only 

permitted mass media, and despite the Taliban‟s open aversion to television 

and images, they considered it admissible to go against their rules and ideals 

to ensure the presence of an al-Jazeera cameraman while the monumental 

statues of the Buddha were being destroyed. Along the same line is the 

episode that occurred only four days earlier, when the leaders of the 

movement believed necessary to reopen the National Museum. In that 

occasion they showed journalists what was left of the statues that, as Nancy 

Hatch Dupree reports, „were smashed to bits with a sledge hammer‟ by the 

Minister of Information and Culture in person (Dupree 2002, 986). To 

complete the picture then, on March 26, the Mullah Omar authorised twenty 

journalists to fly to Bamiyan, to witness with their own eyes the empty 

niches that once sheltered the Buddhas (Salahuddin 2001; Lafrance 2001b). 

All these emblematically scattered fragments were material remains that 

asserted the Taliban‟s newly gained political and religious control. 

Observing in detail the tight sequence of events that took place in the first 

months of 2001, what seems to emerge is that in the lapse of time that 

occurred between the conception and the execution of the edict, its nature 

and semantic sphere gradually evolved. The edict could have been 

conceived as a small-scale, internal theological and ethnical statement of 

superiority; but, admirably piloted and manipulated, probably by foreign 

elements, it became an unfailing opportunity of gaining global visibility. A 

number of elements can be listed in support of the assumption that external 

influence could have put pressure on the Taliban's leadership. First of all, 

this iconoclastic fatwa was issued in complete contradiction with a previous 

one that guaranteed respect and protection to all pre-Islamic art (Centlivres 

2008). The real reasons behind this sudden change are difficult to clarify. 

Yet Flood suggested, that the presence of the Saudi „guests‟, lead by Osama 

Bin Laden, encouraged the diffusion of Wahhabism, a more radical version 

of Islam that might also have encouraged the destruction of all objects of 

„improper veneration‟, like pre-Islamic art (2002, 651). Plausibly, the Arab 

fighters inspired the fatwa from a religious point of view. Furthermore, they 
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might also have played a role in the subsequent exploitation of the 

communicative power of this religious sacrifice for their own political 

reasons.  

As argued by Nancy Dupree, the Saudis were aliens to the Afghan culture 

and their political agenda was certainly not in support of Afghan identity 

(2002, 986). The Taliban leadership has always been concerned with 

domestic issues and did not seek to spread its vision of Islam beyond 

Afghanistan‟s borders (Marsden 1998, 61). On the other end, the media 

savvy members of Al-Qaida had ambitions for a global jihad against the 

entire non-Islamic world, and to achieve it they had to engage from the 

beginning in a „sophisticated public relations and media campaign‟ 

(Blanchard 2005, 1). Afghanistan was their base, and the Taliban were 

taken as an example of an inspiring model of Islamic leadership. In this 

context, the financial and ideological support that Bin Laden assured in 

exchange for the asylum offered his organisation, mutually bound the two 

groups. However, as mentioned before, this relationship was not always an 

easy one, and it was often characterised by reciprocal resentment and 

frictions mainly related to the fact that they were pursuing two distinct 

political agendas (Burke 2004, 182; van Linschoten and Kuehn 2011). If we 

place the destruction of the giant Buddhas in the context of this dialectic 

relationship between the Mullah Omar and Bin Laden, it is plausible to 

suggest that each group exploited the highly symbolic message of this 

demolition to address it to different audiences and for different purposes. 

Considering the fact that the Taliban were in the process of affirming their 

control over a wide portion of the Afghan territory, it is necessary to point 

out that the Bamiyan Valley held for them a strong symbolic value. The 

newly conquered area was home of the Hazara, a distinct ethnic group, that 

fought strenuously to push back the Taliban‟s offensives (Bernbeck 2010; 

Rashid 2001; Marsden 1998). The antagonism between the two groups was 

not based exclusively on territorial claims but also on religious grounds, and 

once the Taliban finally managed to gain control over this opposing Shiite 

Muslim faction they needed to state their superiority, performing what 

Meskell called a „provocative affirmation of sovereignty‟ (2002, 562). 

Certainly, internal disputes originating from ideological, political, religious 
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and ethnic tensions were often underestimated (Meskell 2002a; Meskell 

2002b). However, when the news started spreading at international level, 

the Afghan leadership realised that they had the chance of opening a global 

channel of communication that could be exploited to convey its message to 

a far wider audience.  

Locally, the Taliban needed to state their ethnic hegemony and their 

political and religious control over the Afghan territory; internationally they 

wanted to achieve official recognition and this might have seemed like the 

right moment to be opening a channel of communication. As a matter of 

fact, by 2001 the Talban controlled almost 95% of the territory, the newly 

born, Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan was diplomatically ostracised by the 

international community. Until September 2001, Pakistan, United Arab 

Emirates and Saudi Arabia were the only three countries, which formally 

recognized the Taliban (Harrison 2010; Milligan 2008; Robertson 2001; 

Goodson 2001), and the UN seat was still occupied by the former Afghan 

president, Burhanuddin Rabbani (United States Institute for Peace 1998). In 

addition to that, the county was under the grip of UN sanctions adopted to 

discipline the Afghan government held responsible for hosting terrorists 

training camps (Centlivres 2008). These sanctions led to extreme conditions 

of poverty and lack of humanitarian aid, which when combined together, 

urged the Afghan leadership to conceive and display for the media such a 

defiant act of destruction, to shake the entire international community 

(Francioni and Lenzerini 2006, 28). Indeed, their call for attention was 

acknowledged. Nonetheless, the global condemnatory attitude that it 

generated was extremely counterproductive to the Taliban‟s aspirations of 

obtaining recognition and legitimacy from the international community.  

Conversely, some suggest that the mastermind behind this destruction as an 

„act of communication‟ (Gamboni 1997, 22) was Bin Laden (Saheb Ettaba 

2001), who wisely exploited the power of the Western media and the 

Taliban‟s lack of international experience for his own goals (van Linschoten 

and Kuehn 2011). If this is the case, the real exploiters of the „CNN effect‟ 

were more likely to have been the members of al-Qaeda who were calling 

the West to war. Paradoxically, engaged in their fight against Western 

hegemony they had to draw on images to send an iconoclastic message. As 
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Freedberg points out „iconoclasts no less than iconophiles engage with the 

power of the image‟ (Freedberg 1989, 418).  

As Centlivres proclaims „the victory is won only if there are witnesses‟ 

(Centlivres 2002, 75); and, in this game/war, journalists are often more than 

just pawns. It is true that they become necessary to guarantee permanent 

public visibility; but, it is also true that a multiplicity of actors were 

involved in the construction of this specific polysemic act and were engaged 

in the development and construction of both common and contrasting 

identities. Pashtu versus Hazara, Sunni versus Shia, Islam versus Non-

Islam, East versus West; in this war of opposites, the mass media are not 

simply reporting from a neutral standing point, they are actively part of the 

picture. All sides used the media, exploiting the visual impact of the 

destruction, which was manipulated to convey contrasting messages and to 

support divergent visions of the world. On one side, the West wanted to 

preserve heritage, attributing universal value to its own cultural framework 

and used the destruction to „amplify the criminal reputation of the Taliban‟ 

(Bernbeck 2010, 50). When the propaganda machine for military 

intervention was set in gear, this became one of the many arguments used to 

find support and legitimisation (Pollock 2005). On the other side, the 

Taliban and al Qaeda applied their own value system, emphasizing that they 

still had a margin of authority and independence. Western powers could 

keep applying their rhetoric strategies to demonise the enemy (ibid. 91); but 

they had no real control over or understanding of the cultural and symbolic 

messages conceived for a non-western audience. The Taliban used the same 

weapon to picture the West as controlled by selfish and superficial interests. 

To give an example, when offered money to save the statues, the enraged 

Taliban envoy replied that the West cared more abut stones than starving 

children (Meskell 2002a; Romey 2001). 

What is argued here is that, the destruction of the statues both as an action 

and as a media narration was conceived and subsequently manipulated by 

all the actors and for a variety of purposes. Once again, this demonstrates, 

the deep entanglement between heritage and global politics (Harrison 2010, 

155), and the predominant role that mass media can play in this new era of 

unconventional conflicts. Certainly, it was 9/11 that determined the 
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intervention of the US in Afghanistan. But, in light of these considerations, 

it is reasonable to affirm that the campaign of deliberate demolition of pre-

Islamic art that took place in the first months of 2001, and the resulting 

media crusade, has given space to a series of propagandistic assumptions. 

Therefore, all the emotional negativity associated with the twin towers 

attack is often reconducted and associated with what happened afterwards 

and can be defined as globally witnessed history. Today, the emptied niches 

in the Bamiyan Valley have acquired a new iconic value; even deprived of 

their material essence, their absence became a crucial part of the cultural 

biography of the monument. However, global recognition did not come with 

the destruction itself, but with the „advertisement‟ of the destruction. It 

might appear like an absurdity to state that destruction was the best thing 

that could have happened to the Buddhas (Freund 2002); but it seems that 

notoriety is necessary to receive acknowledgement of value and only mass 

media can guarantee notoriety. 
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Fig. 1: Atrocious as it was, 9/11 is now part of the global collective memory for 

many reasons, but definitely not for having been the worst massacre of our times. 

Possibly, the fact that the attack was dramatically staged and broadcast ito the entire 

world allowed it to sink in the memory of every person on the planet that owned a 

television set. This image itself is an alternative example of memorialisation. 

Someone felt the need to use a red ink pen to insert that date on the borrowing 

docket of this book, a symbolic gesture partially acknowledging the power of mass 

media.
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