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Editorial

Emania

The focus of this Emania is on the mythic landscape, especially the association of early
Irish or wider Celtic myths with places on the Irish landscape.

We begin this issue with John Waddell’s investigation of the cult of the horse within
the broad context of archaeology and Celtic myth, a subject on which he has recently
published a major monograph (Archaeology and Celtic Myth, 2014). He begins with the
Irish goddess Macha and her equine associations and then surveys the evidence for the
ritual use of the horse in both burials and deposits across Ireland, Britain and on to the
Continent.

At the end of one of most entertaining tales of the Ulster cycle, the Scéla Mucce meic
DáThó, the king and queen of Connacht are pursued homewards by Ailbe, the wondrous
hound of Mac Dathó. Ron Hicks examines this tale from the perspective of its landscape,
from the identification of the hall of Mac Dathó and the places recorded in the tale and
he assesses why they may have been mythologically important.

The ultimate destination of the Connacht royals was, of course, Crúachu, the le-
gendary capital of Connacht, and a frequent topic of this journal. Here we publish an
overview and update of the most recent examination of this remarkable site by Joe Fen-
wick who was part of the team that undertook the remote sensing investigation of the
site and is one of the authors of the splendid Rathcroghan: Archaeological and geophysical
survey in a ritual landscape, 2009. He not only provides an extremely welcome compari-
son of the Connacht capital with the other ‘royal’ sites but also offers a stimulating
discussion of the later place of these sites in the Early Christian period.

The area around Crúachu is further highlighted in the next article by Mike McCarthy
and Daniel Curley who are employed at the Rathcroghan Visitor Centre. Here they
concentrate on the landscape associations concerning the hero Fráoch mac Fidach who
had a short and illustrious career before becoming another victim of CúChulainn during
the Táin.

Richard Warner then takes us to the County Down coast with his identification of
the site of Winderis, indicated in Ptolemy’s gazetteer of Ireland, and its association with
a sea monster in the tale of Fergus mac Léite.

Thirty years ago we published Aidan Walsh’s account of his excavation of a segment
of the Black Pig’s Dyke in CountyMonaghan (Emania 3, 1997). Archaeological dating has
moved on considerably since that time and thanks to Cóilín ÓDrisceoil and AidanWalsh
suitable samples were obtained for AMS dating which have not only better secured
the earlier Iron Age date of this important monument but also presented evidence that
its southern bank (and ditch) may have been constructed a millennium earlier than its
northern line.

The investigation of potential hillforts has always been part of the remit of this
journal and in 1991 we published an account of “Hillforts in Sligo and Leitrim” by Tom
Condit, Michael Gibbons and Martin Timoney. Here they introduced the discovery of
a number of new sites, the most prominent of which was Knocknashee which they
described as “the most dramatic and arguably the most exciting hillfort discovery in
recent times”. So we are delighted to publish the results of a survey of the enormous
hilltop enclosure on Knocknashee, Co. Sligo, by Dirk Brandherm, Cormac McSparron,
Thorsten Kahlert and James Bonsall. We also publish Anthony Wilkinson’s article on
the place of the site in the context of local folklore. Knocknashee is, of course, merely an
Anglicization for Cnoc na sidhe ‘Hill of the Fairies’ and this makes our final contribution
even more appropriate. Here Patrick McCafferty attempts to take the widespread fear of
these abandoned ‘Fairy’ forts and ground it in the real world of early mediaeval plague.

JPM
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The Late Prehistoric ‘Royal Site’ of
Rathcroghan, Co. Roscommon:

An Enduring Paradigm of Enclosed Sacred Space
Joe Fenwick

Department of Archaeology, NUI Galway
Abstract

Rathcroghan (Crúachu), like the other late prehistoric ‘royal sites’ of Tara (Temair), Co. Meath, Navan
Fort (Emain Macha), Co. Armagh, and Knockaulin (Dún Ailinne), Co. Kildare, features prominently in the
literary imagination of early medieval Ireland. These places are presented as royal strongholds, distinguished
cemeteries and the loci of great assemblies, a fading memory of an heroic pagan past eclipsed, it would
seem, by the truth and light of Christianity. Recent archaeological field research and excavation, however,
indicates that these places served not as great royal residences but instead as regional cult centres whose
political and symbolic significance persisted long after their supposed demise. This article examines the
archaeological evidence from Rathcroghan against a backdrop of comparative evidence from Tara, Navan
Fort and Knockaulin. Despite superficial differences, these great royal sites share much in common, which
seems to indicate a general accord in terms of ritual, ceremony and religious belief across much of the island
of Ireland throughout late prehistory.The article further proposes that these centres of cult and kingship might
have had a surviving archaeological influence above and beyond the literary landscapes in which they figure
so prominently. Perhaps the unique form and layout of early Christian settlement in Ireland, which developed
largely during the conversion period, might owe as much to the influence of these pre-existing royal sites and

centuries-old vernacular tradition as it does to canonical law and Biblical allusion.

Introduction

The Martyrology of Óengus (Félire Oengusso), written around
the turn of the 8th to 9th centuries AD, shines a particularly
illuminating light on the clash of culture, tradition and belief
at a time when Christianity was beginning, at last, to assert its
influence over long-established pagan practices and the con-
ceptual, political and ideological roles of kingship, whichwere
once at the heart of Ireland’s great ‘royal sites’ (Bhreathnach
2014: 48–56; Doherty 2005).

The first complete translation of this text by the renowned
Celticist, Whitley Stokes’ (1905: 24–26) captures something of
the triumphalism of its Christian author, Óengus mac Óen-
gobann, but it also gives a sense of his unease in alluding to
what had been, at this stage, a centuries-old struggle to gain
the hearts, minds and souls of a populace deeply engrained
in pagan tradition and superstition. In some selected excerpts
below, Óengus confidently asserts that:

Tara’s mighty burgh perished at the death of her
princes: with a multitude of venerable champions of the
great Height of Machae (Armagh) abides.
Rathcroghan, it has vanished with Ailill offspring of
victory: fair the sovranty [sic] over princes that there
is in the monastery of Clonmachoise.
Aillenn’s proud burgh has perished with its warlike
host: great is victorious Brigit: fair is her multitudinous
cemetery.
Emain’s burgh it hath vanished, save that its stones re-
main: the cemetery of the west of the world is multi-
tudinous Glendalough.

Perhaps, however, Oengus’ effusiveness discloses something
of an underlying insecurity in his exultations. In reality the is-
land of Ireland might have been somewhat slower to embrace
the newer cult of Christ and more suspicious of the driving
forces behind its writtenwords, ritual paraphernalia, and alien
architecture than this scribe is willing to truthfully acknow-
ledge.

John Waddell, in his insightful paper entitled ‘Continuity,
cult and contest’ (2011), addresses some examples of the pre-
existing pagan culture that persisted through early centuries
of the nascent Church in Ireland, many of which were mod-
ified or reinvented to become compatible with Christian or-
thodoxy. The evidence is many and varied. The ultimate La
Tène art style, for example, replete with what had once been
pagan motifs and solar symbolism, is a late survival of its type.
It was purposefully reinvested with renewed sacred meaning
to become an integral part of the lexicon of Christian icon-
ography used to decorate the most lavish examples of litur-
gical metalwork, monumental sculpture and manuscripts of
early medieval Ireland (see for example: Newman & Burke
2013; Waddell 2009; Warner 1987). Holy wells (Ray 2014) and
sacred trees (Cusack 2011; Lucas 1963) too, the religious sig-
nificance of which, in some instances, can be traced to dis-
tant prehistory, were endowed with renewed sacred mean-
ing in early medieval times, a tradition that persists to the
present day. It is also a remarkable fact that the major re-
gional royal sites, along with their heroic pagan protagon-
ists, feature so prominently in Ireland’s wealth of early lit-
erature and legend, albeit refracted through the birefringent
windowpane of the contemporary Christian world in which
they were written (see for example: Bhreathnach 2014: 1–8;
Ní Bhrolcháin 2009; Waddell 2014). Burial rites too seem to
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Fig. 1 Photogrammetrically-generated topographical image of Rathcroghan mound and the area encircled by the 360m enclosure.The 360m
enclosure can be observed as a low-relief depression sweeping across the fields to the south and west of the mound. Very faint traces of a
smaller, possibly concentric enclosure of c. 160m in diameter, can be discerned encircling the great mound, which is placed eccentrically,
a little to the southeast of centre relative to both enclosures (image reproduced by permission of Gary Dempsey and Paul Naessens

© Rathcroghan Field System Project).

display little uniformity during the first few centuries of the
Early Historic period (see for example: O’Brien 2009; Corlett&
Potterton 2010). Familial cemeteries of vernacular type, with
cremated or crouched inhumed remains, sometimes placed in
boundary ferta, continued as before. In addition, introduced
funerary rites from the Roman world, typically extended in-
humations in unprotected or stone-lined cists are evident. In-
fluences from Anglo-Saxon Britain too, where the remains
were customarily placed in a long cist typically accompanied

with an iron knife at the centre of a penannular enclosure, are
also representative of burial traditions in Ireland between the
5th and 8th centuries AD. Indeed, ecclesiastical legislation to-
wards the establishment of exclusively Christian cemeteries
was not imposed in Ireland until as late as the latter part of
the 7th and earlier 8th centuries AD, with the result that it is all
but impossible to distinguish pagan from Christian individu-
als in the earlier archaeological record (O’Brien 2009: 149).The
story of St Patrick’s conversion of King Loíguire’s daughters,
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Eithne and Fidelma, at the spring of Clébach, which lay to the
east of Crúachu – possibly the well of Tobercroghoor near the
church site of Templemoyle, Kilnanooan, Rathcroghan – and
their subsequent burial in ‘a round ditch after the manner of
a fertae for so did the Scotic folk and the heathens’, serves to
illustrate this incongruity well (Doherty 2005: 7–8; Waddell
1983: 22; Waddell et al. 2009: 210, 241). Indeed, excavations
at Kiltullagh Hill, Co. Roscommon, have revealed just such
a transitional cemetery where a standing stone, ring-barrow
and cremation pits were found in association with three ex-
tended inhumations, the latter of which seem to accord more
closely with Christian tradition (McCormick et al. 1995: 89–98;
Robinson et al. 2000: 65–73).

The examples above demonstrate a degree of unbroken con-
tinuity across the Late Iron Age/early medieval divide, but
might the same hold true for some aspects of the great pre-
historic ‘royal sites’ of Tara (Temair), Co. Meath, Navan Fort
(Emain Macha), Co. Armagh, Knockaulin (Dún Ailinne), Co.
Kildare and Rathcroghan (Ráith Crúachan), Co. Roscommon?
These four sites in particular, figure prominently in early Irish
literature as royal strongholds, royal cemeteries and regional
places of assembly, and so the term ‘royal site’ seems entirely
appropriate in this context. The archaeological record indic-
ates, however, that these places served as regional cult centres,
the foci of pagan ritual and ceremony at a time long before the
written word and the coming of Christianity (Waddell 2010:
339).

This article will examine the archaeological evidence from
Rathcroghan in the light of recent and on-going research and
against a backdrop of comparative archaeological evidence
from the other major royal centres of Tara, Navan Fort and
Knockaulin (Waddell et al. 2009; Newman 1997; Waterman
1997; Johnston & Wailes 2007). Despite the picture of desol-
ation painted in the Martyrology of Oengus, a key question
remains. Could these great centres of cult and kingship have
had a surviving physical influence on the monumental land-
scapes of earlymedieval Ireland above and beyond the literary
landscapes in which they figure so prominantly?

Rathcroghan past and present.

It was from Crúachu, according to the legendry tale Táin Bó
Cuailnge (Cattle raid of Cooley), that queen Medb conspired
with her husband Ailill to lead a raiding party into Ulster in a
quest to seize by force the prized brown bull of Cooley. This
story, of course, like so many of the Ulster Cycle of tales, is
based on real places, if not verifiably real individuals or his-
torical events (Waddell et al. 2009: 27–32; Gosling 2015). The
Crúachu of early Irish literature, however, has long since been
equated with Rathcroghan (Ráith Crúachan) in modern-day
county Roscommon. This place was described with little ex-
aggeration by the celebrated antiquarian Sir William Wilde
(1852: 121) as ‘the Tara of the west’, a title that with the un-
folding archaeological discoveries of recent years has since
proven to be particularly apt. Today the impressive concen-
tration and unusual nature of the various ritual monuments
that populate this remarkable landscape – including burial
mounds, ceremonial earthworks and enclosures – comprise

Fig. 2 Aerial view from the east of Rathcroghan Mound and its
landscape context (photo: Joe Fenwick).

the visible remains of this once thriving royal site and pre-
Christian cult centre (Waddell et al. 2009: 237–248). It was a
place set aside as sacred ground, royal cemetery and symbolic
political powerbase. Similar ritual landscapes have been iden-
tified at the other major royal sites of Tara (Newman 2005;
Dowling 2015), Navan Fort (Lynn et al. 1997: 1–4; Lynn 2003:
51–79; Warner 1994: 39–44) and Knockaulin (Clancy 2005).

The preliminary field research conducted by the Archaeo-
Geophysical Imaging Project, NUI Galway, was quick to
identify Rathcroghan mound and a cluster of surrounding fea-
tures and earthworks as the ritual and ceremonial focus of
this extensive complex (Waddell & Barton 1995; Fenwick et al.
1999; Barton & Fenwick 2005; Fenwick et al. 2006). A more ex-
pansive programme of geophysical and topographical survey
has since demonstrated that this mound, in addition to nearby
pillar stones, barrows and low-relief earthworks, were once
subsumed within a large circular enclosure measuring some
360m in diameter (Waddell et al. 2009: 146–148). Similarly, the
apparently featureless nature of this large flat-topped, grass
covered mound belies a monument of considerable internal
complexity. A summary of the principal features in and on
Rathcroghan mound and the surrounding features contained
within the great enclosure, along with a comparison to correl-
ate archaeological features identified at the other major royal
sites are detailed below.

The ceremonial mound

The ridge-top location of Rathcroghan Mound and the un-
dulating topography of the surrounding fields reveal some-
thing of the glacial history of this landscape. A sinuous series
of gravel ridges, aligned north-northwest/south-southeast are
the remains of moraine material that was deposited here dur-
ing the retreat of the ice sheets at the close of the last Ice Age
(Delaney 2009: 233–236). Rathcroghan Mound, in the town-
land of Toberrory, appears to have been deliberately posi-
tioned on the summit of a prominent ridge in order to exploit
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Fig. 3 Stacked electrical resistivity tomography (ERT - left) and ground penetrating radar (GPR - right) images of the concentric ‘walls’ at
incremental depths through the central core of Rathcroghan mound.

this naturally elevated and dominant position in the landscape
(Fig. 1). It is a broad, steep-sided, mound, averaging 88m in
basal diameter and rising to a height of about 7m above the
surrounding fields (Fig. 2). It has two distinct ramps set into
its eastern and western flanks which allow access to its flat, if
very gently domed summit.

Both electrical resistivity tomography (ERT) and ground
penetrating radar (GPR) have confirmed that the mound is
substantially of artificial construction (Waddell et al. 2009:
177–191). More extraordinary still, however, is the fact that
both of these surveys independently identified the presence
of two distinct concentric rings of hard, electrically resistive
material lying deep within the core of the mound, perhaps
the remains of buried internal walls (Fig. 3). These average
22m and 34m in diameter respectively and appear to extend
through the depth of the mound, from close to the surface,
where the inner wall displays some topographic expression,
to a depth of c. 2.5m below. These internal features, therefore,
might originally have been built on the crest of the natural
glacial ridge before being subsumed beneath the mantle of the
artificial mound. It is also interesting to note that evidence
of what might be a partially rock-cut fosse, 75m to 80m in
diameter, buried beneath slippage around the flanks of the
mound was also revealed in the magnetometer survey (Fig. 4).
This feature may be related to one of the earlier phases of the
mound construction, perhaps a composite element of the peri-
meter revetment, or alternatively it might be contemporary
with the construction of the buried concentric walls. If the
latter is the case, it would suggest that the mound was built

over a multivallate or multi-ringedmonument of considerable
size. The mound, of course, could also cover any number of
other smaller features, such as pits, posts or voids, or other
hidden internal complexities which remain beyond the scope
and limitations of the current suite of geophysical techniques.

Some indication of the internal complexity of the mound,
however, is reflected in the subtle topography of its gently-
domed summit (Fig. 5). A series of low-relief radiating depres-
sions noted in the detailed topographical survey around its
periphery appear to sub-divide the surface into an irregular,
wedge-shaped or segmental pattern, like the spokes of a great
wheel. This may have been done simply to consolidate the
mound or improve drainage but there is compelling compar-
ative evidence from Waterman’s (1997) excavations of Navan
Fort Site B to suggest an alternative explanation.

Site B is a substantial dome-profiled mound, 50m diameter,
situated on the drumlin summit encircled by Navan Fort’s
great earthwork enclosure. It became evident that the internal
matrix of this extraordinary monument had been segmentally
subdivided for symbolic purposes during the Early Iron Age,
as an integral part of a predetermined and closely-consecutive
series of ritual activities (Phase 4) at this already ancient site
(Lynn 1997a: 35–47). This involved the erection of a substan-
tial multi-ring timber structure, 40m diameter, within whose
interior a segmentally partitioned, flat-topped, cairn of stones
(Phase 5) radiating from the hub of a large centrally-placed
post was carefully constructed (Lynn 1997b: 49–59). The pre-
served remains of the stub of this post have been dated by
dendrochronology to 95/94BC (Baillie 1988: 39). This partly
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Fig. 4 Magnetometer survey of Rathcroghan mound and surround-
ing area encircled by the 360m enclosure.

cairn-enveloped timber structure was subsequently burned
to the ground and shortly afterwards its remains, along with
the cairn, deliberately sealed beneath several layers of clay,
gravel and turves derived from various environments to form
a mound (Phase 5). The possibility of additional structures
built on the summit of the resulting mound cannot be entirely
ruled out but all traces of these, if ever existed, would have
long since been removed by cultivation, erosion and weather-
ing over the centuries (Lynn 1992: 33; Lynn 1997b: 59).Though
dome-profiled today, there is evidence that a perimeter re-
vetment of stacked turf originally delimited the edge of the
mound (Lynn 1997b: 57–59).

It is likely too that the perimeter of Rathcroghan mound
was originally defined by a more steeply-inclined revetment
of dry-stone walling, some of which can be seen exposed in
places, reinforced by a timber-laced or palisaded retaining
wall. It is probable therefore, that this composite mound may
originally have presented a rather squat, drum-like profile in
contrast to the shelving perimeter that it presents today (Wad-
dell et al. 2009: 173–174) (Fig. 6). Perhaps then, a sequence
of predetermined ritual events, similar to those revealed at
Navan Fort Site B, might also account for the burial of the con-
centric walls during the course of the ceremonial fabrication
of Rathcroghan mound.

The conjoined earthwork of An Forrad and Tech Cormaic
dominates the summit of the Hill of Tara. An Forrad, at whose
centre lies a substantial flat-topped earthen mound measur-
ing 36m in basal diameter, might yet prove to be the archae-
ological equivalent of Rathcroghan Mound and Navan Fort
Site B (Newman 1997: 77–83; Bhreathnach 2014: 56). Despite
substantial disturbance, the magnetometer survey tentatively

Fig. 5 Surface shaded topographical model of Rathcroghan mound.

identified some traces of a potential annular feature circum-
scribing part of the flat summit surface of this mound (Fen-
wick & Newman 2002: 13–15).

It is curious that Knockaulin does not appear to have
a prominent mound equivalent to those identified at Rath-
croghan, Navan Fort and Tara, though a relatively featureless
low-relief earthen mound evidently sealed some features of
the Mauve phase structure at a time when parts of its large-
scale timber circle were still up-standing (Wailes 1990: 10;
Johnston&Wailes 2007: 19, 22).Wailes (2007a: 1; 1990: 15) also
noted the presence of an arc shaped embankment some 40m
long, demonstrably post-dating the Iron Age phases, with two
large granite boulders nearby. These features are the same as
those described and illustrated by O’Donovan (1930: 47) who
recorded the presence of “another fort, nowmuch effaced, but
from the segment of its circle remaining, I could calculate it
to have been 100 feet in diameter” in a letter dated Decem-
ber 1837. Within this ‘fort’ he also recorded the remains of
a square structure of very small dimensions with the two
boulders placed on its western side.

Occupying the central summit of Rathcroghan Mound is
a sizable low-relief circular platform, the shelving edge of
which coincides with the innermost buried concentric wall.
This platform constitutes the central part of what appears to
be a poorly-preserved, almost levelled, ring-ditch, composed
of a central low-relief earthen mound encircled by traces of
a fosse and external bank. It appears that this feature was
deliberately positioned with respect to the inner wall buried
deep within the mound and is likely, therefore, to be among
the first of many phases of construction that were to occur on
the ‘flat’ summit of the mound after its completion (Waddell et
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Fig. 6 A conjectural reconstruction of the ceremonial centre of Rathcroghan, by artist J.G. O’Donoghue in collaboration with Joe Fenwick,
as it may have looked during a significant ceremonial event in the Late Iron Age. Rathcroghan mound, the northern enclosure, the eastern-
facing funnel-shaped avenues, and the encircling 360m enclosure are depicted from an elevated vantage point to the northeast (reproduced

by permission of J.G. O’Donoghue / Roscommon County Council / Rathcroghan Visitor Centre ©).

al. 2009: 158–78). It may also explain why this surface feature
is so poorly preserved.

Various electrical resistance and magnetometer surveys
conducted over the summit of Rathcroghan mound suggest
that the central ring-ditch is associated with a complexity of
near-surface concentric, conjoined and overlapping arcuate
and annular features, likely to represent numerous overlap-
ping sediment-filled, slot-trenches and post-pits (Figs 7 & 8).
On the basis of geophysical survey alone, however, the re-
lationship between the ring-ditch and the various under- or
overlying features on the mound summit cannot be determ-
ined definitively. Moreover, attempting to disentangle the re-
lationship between these various features is made all the more
difficult by the fact that the edge of the central area mark-
ing the ring-ditch, or perhaps the underlying inner concentric
wall, displays a particularly strong magnetic response, which
all but overwhelms the lesser magnetic features in its vicinity.
The apparent concentricity of some features on the mound
summit, however, strongly suggests that a number of these
are related or broadly contemporaneous.

In addition to those of the mound summit, magnetometer
survey has revealed the clear sub-surface signature of another
large circular feature, c. 26m in diameter, situated on the el-

evated spur of ground flanking the north-eastern shoulder of
the mound (Waddell et al. 2009: 154–156). This ‘northern en-
closure’ appears to be composed of an outer penannular ring
with enlarged terminals marking an eastern-facing entrance,
which encircles a least one other internal circle of c. 17m
in diameter (Fig. 9). More intriguing still are the sub-surface
remains of a pair of elongated, double-palisade trenches ad-
joining to the southeast and northwest quadrants of the 26m
circle to form an eastern-facing, funnel-shaped approach av-
enue, aligned directly on the entrance to the northern enclo-
sure.The axial symmetry and formalmonumentality of this re-
markable composite structure is readily apparent in the mag-
netometer image (Fig. 4).

The series of features identified on the summit of Rath-
croghan mound and those of its ‘northern enclosure’ bear
close comparison to the excavated slot-trench, figure-of-eight
and post-built timber structures identified at the other ma-
jor royal sites of Navan Fort, Knockaulin and Tara. There
are some compelling similarities with the pre-mound struc-
tures unearthed at Navan Fort Site B, for instance. Here, dur-
ing Phase 3, a circular ditch and a ring of pits were dug,
within which a complex sequence of conjoined, figure-of-
eight, timber structures were later erected. This, in turn, was
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followed by the construction of the multi-ring timber struc-
ture (Phase 4) mentioned above. The summit features on Rath-
croghan mound and its ‘northern enclosure’ also bear a close
resemblance to those features internal to the large ring ditch
comprising Navan Fort Site A, which are composed of a series
of concentric annular, slot-trench building foundations (Lynn
1997c: 127–146), in addition to the multiple concentric slot-
trenches that constitute Navan Fort Site C (Kvamme 1996: 65–
88; Lynn 2000: 5–16; Lynn 2002: 5–18).

There are also striking similarities with the series of suc-
cessive figure-of-eight and circular structures built on the
summit of Knockaulin, most especially the White, Rose and
Mauve phases of activity (Johnston & Wailes 2007: 9–25). At
Tara the various slot-trenches unearthed near the basal layers
of the Rath of the Synods (Phase 2) also broadly correlate in
terms of form and scale with those on Rathcroghan mound,
though the archaeological parallels that have been proposed
for some of these features are open to reinterpretation (Fen-
wick 2011; Grogan 2008: 17–26).

Among the various near-surface features revealed in the
magnetometer survey of Rathcroghan, it is the largest circle,
comprised of a double-ring of equi-spaced, discrete magnetic
anomalies, which stands out as being of especial significance
(Fenwick 2010). The rings measure 32m and 28m in diameter
respectively, with both circuits composed of what appear to
be upwards of 42 radially-opposed post-pits set approximately
2m apart centre-to-centre (Fig. 7). There are also hints of at
least one other smaller internal concentric circle within the
double-ring of paired post-pits identified in themagnetometry
and the electrical resistance survey results (Figs 7 & 8). This
raises the possibility of a composite, multiple-ringed structure
of considerable sophistication and complexity. It is also not-
able that this double-ring of post-pits breaks the pattern of
concentricity with respect to the underlying buried walls and
ring-ditch features of the mound described above. One can
infer, therefore, that the 32m diameter pit-structure probably
belongs to a later episode of building on the mound’s cent-
ral summit. Again the archaeological comparisons are com-
pelling. In terms of ground plan, it accords well with certain
aspects of the Navan Fort Site B multi-ring timber structure
(Phase 4) and also with the Knockaulin Mauve Phase struc-
ture.

Navan Fort’s multi-ring timber structure, at 40m in dia-
meter, is considerably larger than its equivalent at Rath-
croghan. True to its name, it is composed of a series of 4 con-
centric rings of upright oak posts averaging 3m apart, which
are confined within a perimeter of an additional 34 paired
posts set in large pits 3.5m apart (Lynn 1997a: 35–47; Lynn
2003: 28–30). Though the magnetometer survey conducted
over the summit of Rathcroghan mound is remarkably clear
by geophysical standards, it cannot compare to the clarity of
detail and unambiguous stratigraphical relationships between
features revealed during Waterman’s meticulous excavation
of Navan Fort Site B. Moreover, the limitations of the geo-
physical survey resolution in addition to the background noise
produced by the succession of building and rebuilding on the
summit of Rathcroghan mound might preclude any realistic
possibility of detecting smaller internal features such as post-
pits of a scale unearthed at Site B, for instance. Neither, for
these same reasons, can the original entrance to Rathcroghan

mound’s 32m pit-structure be positively identified, but on the
balance of probability it seems likely to have faced the ramp
and broad, funnel-shaped approach avenue to the east. At
Navan Fort, the circular arrangement of posts in the multi-
ring timber structure gives way to four parallel rows of posts
forming an aisled ‘ambulatory’ which led, in this instance,
from thewestern side of the structure towards the central post
(Lynn 1997a: 37).

The Mauve phase of activity at Knockaulin, like that of
Site B Phase 4, also occurred towards the end of a series of
successive structural phases which occupied the same spot
on the crest of the enclosed hilltop throughout the course
of the Iron Age. In this instance, a large timber structure,
43m in maximum diameter, was erected on the hilltop. It may
originally have been composed of three concentric elements,
a set of double palisade trenches with entrance to the east-
northeast, inside of which was a 20m circle of free-standing
posts, which in turn encircled a buttressed circular structure,
6m in diameter, at its centre (Wailes 2007b: 9–25; Wailes 1990:
14, fig. 4).

The suggestion of at least one internal concentric circle
within the 32m pit-structure on Rathcroghan mound raises
the intriguing possibility that it had internal structural ele-
ments. If this proves to be the case, then in theory, these might
have supported a superstructure or possibly a low-pitched
temporary roof, as has been proposed in the case of the multi-
ring timber structure at Navan Fort (Lynn 1997d: 224–225).
Roofed or unroofed, there is no question that Rathcroghan’s
great timber structure was intended to be an imposing and
spectacular monument, conspicuously placed on its artificial
platform to command attention from all vantage points in its
immediate and wider surroundings (Figs 2 and 6). Its function
too must have had an elevated and central significance to the
ritual and ceremonial activities of Rathcroghan. It comes as
little surprise then, to find that the great mound and the sur-
rounding concentration of nearby archaeological features was
originally encircled within the perimeter of a great ritual sanc-
tuary, 360m in diameter.

The ritual sanctuary

The broad low-relief arcuate depression to the south of Rath-
croghan Mound hinted at the existence of a large encirc-
ling enclosure, but all surface traces of it elsewhere had long
since disappeared (Waddell 1988: 6, fig. 2,7, pl. 1, 18, no. 50).
The magnetometer survey, however, confirmed that the ritual
complex was contained within a large circular enclosure, with
the great mound placed a little to the south-southeast of its
centre (Waddell et al. 2009: 146–148) (Fig. 4). It measures ap-
proximately 360m in diameter, over 1 km in circumference
and some 10 hectares in area. This enclosure, defined as a
broad band of negative-positive-negative magnetic gradient,
correlates with a sediment-filled, ostensibly rock-cut fosse
of approximately 5m in width. No traces of an internal or
external bank have thus far been detected in either the topo-
graphical or geophysical surveys. It is probable, however, that
this fosse was originally bounded by an external bank, com-
parable to the equivalent ‘reversed’ earthwork enclosures of
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Fig. 7 Detailed magnetometer survey confined to a 40m x 40m
square on the summit of Rathcroghan against a surface shaded

topographical backdrop.

Navan Fort, Tara and Knockaulin. Navan Fort’s earthwork en-
closure, like Rathcroghan, is also circular in plan with an over-
all diameter of 286m, which encloses a dome-profiled internal
area of 4.23 hectares (Aitchison 1994: 132; Lynn et al. 1997:
1). Tara’s great enclosure, Ráith na Ríg, covers an oval area
measuring 318m north/south by 264m east/west, reflecting
the north/south alignment of the hilltop ridge (Newman 1997:
53–68). Its internal area measures approximately 5.5 hectares.
Knockaulin’s oval hilltop enclosure is particularlymassive, ex-
tending 470m north/south by 385m east/west, which bounds
the entire dome-crested hilltop to encompass an area of some
13 hectares (see: Dun Ailinne).

The construction of these great ritual sanctuaries seems to
have occurred during the latter centuries of the first millen-
nium BC. Oak timbers preserved near the base of the Navan
Fort ditch, dated through dendrochronology, indicate that this
cutting was exposed after 95 BC and suggests that the digging
of this ditch and the erection of the Site B multi-ring timber
structure were part of a ‘single horizon’ of construction (Mal-
lory et al. 1999). Radiocarbon determinations from wood and
bone samples within the basal layers of the rock-cut ditch and
sealed beneath the bank of Ráith na Ríg would also suggest
that this feature was dug around the same time or a little
earlier than its equivalent at Navan Fort, sometime towards
the end of the 2nd century or beginning of the 1st century BC
(Roche 2002: 57, table 1, 74). At Knockaulin, a single radiocar-
bon sample taken from the ancient sod layer that had been
sealed beneath the earthen bank was dated to around the 5th
century BC (Wailes 2007b: 29).

The orientation of the original entrances to these great
ritual enclosures is not always evident but can sometimes be
deduced indirectly. The entrance to Rathcroghan’s 360m en-
closure, for instance, has not been conclusively identified, but
the circuit of the fosse exhibits an unbroken arcuate lineament

Fig. 8 Perspective image of the electrical resistance survey of Rath-
croghan Mound superimposed on topography (vertical exaggera-

tion 300%) as viewed from the south.

of positive magnetic gradient clockwise from the southeast
to the north (Fig. 4). The original entrance to the enclosed
area must therefore lie somewhere to the east or northeast.
It would seem, however, that its true location is further be-
trayed by the eastern-facing funnel-avenues which lead di-
rectly to Rathcroghan mound and its adjacent ‘northern en-
closure’ respectively. Indeed, a programme of recent geophys-
ical investigations to the east of the mound seems to corrob-
orate this inference and suggests that the funnel-avenues and
the 360m enclosure join as one (Schot et al. 2016: 57). Navan
Fort is more problematic. There is no clear evidence to indi-
cate which, if any, of the present gaps in its rampart repre-
sents an original entrance (Lynn et al. 1997: 4–5). Though not
contemporaneous, it is nonetheless interesting to note that
the approach entrance to the Site B northern-ring-slot enclo-
sure was strewn with cobbles and flanked by linear palisade
trenches aligned eastwards. The multi-ring timber structure,
by contrast, appears to have had a westerly orientation, as
noted above. Ráith na Ríg, likewise, presents a number of gaps
in its circuit, to the south, northwest and east, none of which
is entirely convincing as an original entrance (Newman 1997:
58–67). Geophysical evidence, however, tentatively suggests
the presence of splayed palisade trenches or funnel-shaped av-
enue, radiating east-northeastwards from An Forrad (Fenwick
& Newman 2002: 14; Newman 1997: 64) (Fig. 10). If this proves
to be the case than an easterly facing entrance to Ráith na Ríg
seems likely.The original entrance to Knockaulin’s earthwork
enclosure is marked by an east/west aligned road leading to
and from a distinctive causewayed gap in its eastern rampart
and towards the summit (Johnston et al. 2009. 391, 393, fig. 7,
398, 400; Johnston et al. 2014: 5, fig.3). It is also noteworthy
that the funnelled avenue leading to the Mauve phase struc-
ture is also aligned directly eastwards towards this entrance
gap. Taken as a whole, it would seem that a predominantly
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Fig. 9 Detailed magnetometer survey of the northern enclosure (in-
dividual reading of magnetic gradient taken at 0.25m apart).

east/west axis underlines the form and layout of these royal
sites, one which remained a consistent and pervasive influ-
ence throughout successive phases of their development.

The presence of two clearly-defined palisaded, funnel-
shaped avenues leading to Rathcroghanmound and the north-
ern enclosure seems indicative of a formal spatial segregation
within the 360m ritual enclosure (Figs 4, 6 & 9). Again, it is dif-
ficult, on the basis of geophysical evidence alone, to propose a
water-tight chronological phasing to the various overlapping
and intersecting sub-surface features but it is possible to in-
fer some relationships in certain instances. The broad band of
positive magnetic gradient circumscribing the mound, for in-
stance, appears to flatten adjacent to the northern enclosure,
and in so doing acknowledges the pre-existing presence of this
structure (Fig. 4). Likewise, the apparent asymmetry of the pal-
isaded, funnel-shaped avenue attached to the eastern side of
Rathcroghan Mound is skewed somewhat awkwardly south-
wards of east. For this approach to have been truly symmet-
rical the northern arm of the funnel would have had to be re-
aligned significantly to the north. In so doing though, it would
have traversed the southern arm of the funnelled-avenue lead-
ing to the northern enclosure, which it clearly does not. This
seems to indicate, therefore, that the funnelled easterly ap-
proach to Rathcroghan Mound, possibly flanked by a sub-
stantial palisade, was carefully positioned to avoid interfer-
ing with the pre-existing monument to its north (Fig. 4). One
can surmise then, that certain structural phases of the mound
post-date or are broadly cotemporaneous with elements of the
northern enclosure and its funnelled approach avenue. It may
also be significant that the conjoined ring-barrows to the east

Fig. 10Magnetometer Survey of Ráith na Ríg, Hill of Tara, Co. Meath
(reproduced by permission ofThe Discovery Programme / School of

Geography and Archaeology, NUI Galway ©).

of Rathcroghan Mound are neatly framed between the arms
of the skewed funnel. This may have been a deliberate incor-
poration on the part of those constructing these monuments
or alternatively the barrows post-date the avenue as a func-
tioning monument.

There are also some clues that Rathcroghan mound might
once have been enclosed by a number of widely-spaced con-
centric enclosures, indicating perhaps, another level or phase
of spatial segregation within its ritual sanctuary. A broad
sweeping arc, roughly concentric with the 360m enclosure,
can be traced in the magnetometer image for a distance of
some 80m to the north of Rathcroghan mound, where it over-
laps with the northern enclosure (Fig. 4). It can also be traced
as a very shallow topographical depression to the north and
east of the mound and so is likely to represent part of a
sediment-filled fosse (Fig. 1). If projected as a complete circle
it would have a diameter in the order of 160m.

It is also interesting to note that a squat natural limestone
boulder, known as Milleen Meva, and another larger prostrate
pillar stone, named Miosgan Meva, lie 105m to the north-
northwest and 100m to the north-northeast of Rathcroghan
mound respectively (Waddell et al. 2009: 137). These are likely
to have served a ritual purpose, perhaps marking nodal ce-
remonial points or thresholds between internal subdivisions
within the ritual sanctuary. It might also be significant that the
base of two possible pillar stones occur on the upper edge of
Rathcroghan mound’s summit, set diametrically on its north-
ern and southern extremity (Waddell et al. 2009: 156–157).

With the exception of a number of relatively modern field
boundaries, which had subdivided the internal area of Navan
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Fort into three unequal parts, indications of any ancient in-
ternal spatial organisation is not evident, excluding, of course,
the palisaded avenue leading to the Site B phase 3 structure.
This site, however, has been subject to significant episodes
of cultivation in the past which could have removed or sig-
nificantly truncated near-surface features, should any have
existed. The geophysical evidence from Tara and Knockaulin,
however, despite an overprint of cultivation here too, reveals
a remarkable complexity of concentric and overlapping pal-
isaded enclosures, some of which predate the hilltop earth-
works.

The initial geophysical surveys on the hill of Tara (New-
man 1997: 88, 61, fig. 21, 65, fig. 27) had hinted at the existence
of a number of palisaded enclosures within Ráith na Ríg but
it was only with more extensive magnetometer survey of its
interior conducted in 2002 (Fenwick & Newman 2002: 13–15)
and again in 2014 (Schot et al. 2016: 18–21) that the full ex-
tent and complexity of these features was revealed. The exist-
ence of a palisade trench on the internal fosse-edge of Ráith na
Ríg, identified originally during ÓRíordáin’s 1953 excavation,
was demonstrated through geophysical survey to continue
around the full circuit of the hilltop enclosure, though this
structural element may not necessarily be contemporary with
the digging of the earthwork (Newman 1997: 67–68; Roche
2002: 63–69) (Fig. 10). Other large-scale circular and curvilin-
ear sub-surface features also displaying as narrow lineaments
of positive magnetic gradient (like that of the Ráith na Ríg
palisade), are evident within the otherwise topographically
featureless parts of the interior. A number of these appear to
overlap one another while others clearly abut or are overlain
by later monuments (Fig. 10). Collectively, therefore, these in-
ternal features represent multiple phases of building activity.
The largest of these, a broadly circular enclosure approach-
ing 170m in diameter, appears to encircle the conjoined earth-
works of An Forrad and Tech Cormaic. Internal, and concent-
ric with this, is an arcuate feature that appears to join to the
south-western quadrant of An Forrad and the southern sec-
tor of the Tech Cormaic earthwork respectively. Alternatively,
it might be part of another circular enclosure, approaching
100m in diameter, which was partially overlain by the sub-
sequent building of these conjoined earthworks.The faint out-
line of another large elliptical enclosure of similar scale to the
170m enclosure, but evidently overlapping with it, appears
instead to be broadly concentric with the rampart of Ráith na
Ríg. Additional narrow arcuate features within the interior of
Ráith na Ríg reveal the presence of still more large-scale but
partially ploughed-out palisaded trenches, some of which hint
at an underlying widely-spaced concentricity. It might be of
significance too, that the phallic-shaped pillar stone popularly
identified as the Lia Fáil, is said to have originally stoodwithin
the northern interior of Ráith na Ríg, close to the passage tomb
known as Duma na nGiall (Newman 1997: 86).

An extensive magnetometer survey was conducted within
the hilltop earthwork of Knockaulin and also included a smal-
ler area immediately outside its eastern entrance (Johnston et
al. 2009: 394–400, fig. 9; Johnston et al. 2014: 5–7, fig. 3). Similar
to the hill of Tara, this royal site has also revealed sub-surface
evidence of a number of large-scale palisaded enclosures that
had once circumscribed the hilltop.The largest of these enclos-
ures, which has been traced as a faint narrow lineament over

much of its circuit, appears to be oval in outline, measuring
approximately 390mwest-southwest/east-northeast by 290m
north-northwest/south-southwest. Its long axis is aligned dif-
ferently to that of the hilltop earthwork, which it clearly pred-
ates, as its north-eastern quadrant is overlain by the bank and
ditch. The most clearly defined enclosure, however, is sub-
circular in plan, and is broadly concentric with the hilltop
earthwork. It measures approximately 240m north/south by
200m east/west with a clearly defined entrance to the east,
aligned on the ‘inner roadway’ leading from the earthwork
entrance. More interesting still, is the fact that this enclosure
is integrated with the funnelled-approach avenue to the Rose
phase structure which occupies the summit of the hill and so
demonstrates that both are contemporaneous and of Iron Age
date. As mentioned above, two large granite boulders were
recorded in association with some denuded earthworks on
the summit. O’Donovan (1930: 47) further suggests that one
of these could be the Ail mentioned in the Dindshenchas, the
stone placed in the mound by the hero Buirech.

In summary, despite variable degrees of preservation, it
would appear the great royal sites exhibit a number of com-
mon defining features:

• a commanding elevated location in the landscape
• a large ritual sanctuary defined by a circular or sub-
circular earthwork with distinctive ‘reversed rampart’
of internal fosse and external bank

• large-scale, and commonly widely-spaced concentric,
palisaded enclosures

• a substantial artificial mound of composite construction
• large figure-of-eight and circular timber structures with
foundations composed of rings of posts and/or concent-
ric slot-trenches

• a preference for an east/west alignment and eastern fa-
cing funnel-shaped avenues leading towards significant
circular timber structures

• ring ditches or similar circular earthwork features
• the presence of standing stones and/or boulders within
the ritual sanctuary

Similarly, each of these royal sites are associated with sizable
ritual landscapes containing a preponderance of ritual or ce-
remonial monuments, predominantly mounds, ring-barrows
and enclosures of unusually large scale or atypical morpho-
logy, in addition to other unusual monument types, including
artificial ponds, caves and enigmatic earthworks.

Kingship, Cosmogony and Christianity

On emerging into the light of history, Ireland’s earliest chron-
iclers make reference to a time when the island was ostensibly
divided into five provincial kingdoms known as the cóiceda,
each with a prehistoric royal capital at its heart (Rees & Rees
1961: 118–139; Bhreathnach 2014: 40). Despite these appar-
ent regional political divisions, the common archaeological
themes beginning to emerge from the major royal sites seem
to indicate a significant degree of accord in terms of ritual
activity and religious belief across much of the island dur-
ing later prehistory. Key to advancing an interpretation of
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the physical evidence and its underlying ideology is an un-
derstanding of the concept of ‘sacral’ kingship, which had a
formative role in the nature of ceremonial activity, ritual lay-
out and architectural expression at these great ritual sanctuar-
ies (Doherty 2005). Chris Lynn has proposed some compelling
hypotheses to explain the extraordinary sequence of predeter-
mined building phases which were part of the construction
and apparent deliberate destruction of the multi-ring timber
structure at Navan Fort Site B, drawing upon descriptions of
otherworld hostels in the early literature, the mythological
and cosmological symbolism of this and other sacred places,
the nature of Celtic religious practices of Britain, Gaul and
beyond, in addition to parallels with ancient Indo-European
concepts of kingship and religion (Lynn 1992; Lynn 1994).
Charles Doherty (2005: 13–16, 31) largely accords with Lynn’s
conclusions and interprets such archaeological complexities
as the “physical expression of a sophisticated philosophical
reflection of the cosmos”, with creationmyths and the concept
of a ‘world king’ as the central driving force and motivation
behind some of the seemingly bizarre ceremonial events that
occur at these exceptional places. Similar reasoningmay be ap-
plied to the series of the ritually-related features unearthed at
Knockaulin and Tara, but more especially to the curious mat-
rix of materials and events that created Rathcroghan Mound
and the series of large-scale timber structures that were erec-
ted on its summit and to the immediate north of the mound.

Sacral kingship combines both human and divine attrib-
utes, melding the functions of worldly political power with
that of otherworldly religious authority, a higher order of
human being or living deity who acts as an intermediary
between his earthly realm and that of the gods (Waddell 2014:
136; Bhreathnach 2014: 49).Themajor royal sites, in turn, func-
tioned as the communicating portal between the tribal ter-
ritory and the otherworld. Each of these sites represented a
sanctuary of sacred space, a potent expression of tribal power
and unity. It is likely that a singular focal point within each
great ritual sanctuary represented the axis mundi, the sym-
bolic centre of the cosmos around which the tribal world re-
volved. The multiple concentricity of posts and the western-
oriented aisled ambulatory of Navan Fort’s multi-ring timber
circle were set-out with ritual precision to focus attention on
its centrally-placed pillar, perhaps a literal representation of
the axis mundi for the people of the Ulaid.

Lynn (1992: 50) has argued cogently that the composite
structure of Site B represented a microcosm of the universe,
heaven and Earth, as its builders perceived it, built and sacri-
ficed in honour of a specific deity. It was an evocation of Celtic
cosmogony written in stone, timber and earth. The multi-ring
timber structure emulated an idealised otherworld hostel, the
stone cairn represented a wheel or radiating solar symbol fa-
cing skywards, and the covering mantle of layered earth was
an embodiment of the tribal territory. He further proposed
that the god in question might have been an insular counter-
part of Taranis ‘the Thunderer’, a Gaulish cosmic deity, the
god of the sky, whose associated symbol, the wheel, was it-
self a representation of the sun (Lynn 1992: 47). Indeed, the
chief deity of the ancient Irish, one affiliated with sovereignty,
appears to have had both cosmic and meteorological attrib-
utes (Lynn 1992: 48–9; Doherty 2005: 15, 20; Waddell 2012:
338). Waddell (2014: 106–109) similarly recognised an under-

lying association between kingship, tribal territory and solar
imagery, but suggests that the construction of Site B might
instead have been a survival of Indo-European wheel and pil-
lar symbolism. It would seem entirely fitting, therefore, that
a skyward-facing sun symbol and its central pillar marking
the axis of the world, might have provided an appropriately
elevated platform for royal ceremony. Might it be the case
then, that the stone, earth and wooden components of Rath-
croghan’s composite mound and the segmental ordering of its
skyward-facing surface might also have reflected a similar set
of cosmogonical beliefs and royal ceremonial events? Might
it be the case too, that the Ulster cycle of tales, the Táin Bó
Fraích (The cattle raid of Fraích), Tochmarc Emire (The wooing
of Emer) and Fled Bricrend (The feast of Bricriu), althoughwrit-
ten from as late as the 8th century AD, preserve some under-
lying sense of the ritual and architectural requisites for such
pagan structures in their formulaic description of otherworld
hostels (Mallory & Baillie 1988; Lynn 1994: 6–7; Waddell et al.
2009: 27–28; Trausmuth 2013)?

The presence of large circular or sub-circular enclosures,
displaying the ritually decreed reversed earthwork rampart,
composed of external bank and internal fosse, is a feature of
the ‘royal sites’ of Tara, Navan Fort and Knockaulin, and is
likely to have been a feature of the 360m enclosure at Rath-
croghan too. In addition to various phases of overlapping en-
closure at these royal sites, in some instances demonstrably
pre-dating the digging of the earthwork enclosures, there is
also a growing corpus of evidence to indicate that the internal
areas of these great ritual sanctuaries were originally sub-
divided into an ordered hierarchy of internal space.These sub-
divisions were largely demarcated by concentric palisaded en-
closures and eastward facing avenues, punctuated by sacred
totems or standing stones marking ritual thresholds and cere-
monial nodal points, with the holiest of holy ground occupy-
ing a centrally elevated space or platform within the sanctu-
ary. This spatial order conceivably mirrors a social hierarchy
within the sanctuary too, with only the most elevated stratum
of society and its religious officials permitted access to the
centrally placed timber structures. During significant events,
the multitudes were perhaps relegated to witnessing the pa-
geantry of ceremonial procession, leading to and from these
most sacred structures, from behind the palisaded arms of the
funnel-shaped avenues (Figs. 4 and 6).

By the early 5th century AD a small but significant Chris-
tian community, one of the many strands of religious belief
left in the wake of a retreating Roman empire, had estab-
lished itself along the eastern margins of Ireland (Edwards
1996: 99; ÓCarragáin 2010: 8–9; Charles-Edwards 2010: 185–
202). By the year 431 such were their number that a Gaulish
deacon, Palladius, was made Bishop and sent at the behest
of Pope Celestine ‘ad Scotus in Christum credented’ (Gleeson
& ÓCarragáin 2016: 81; Charles-Edwards 2010: 182, 202–214).
At this stage, to paraphrase Doherty (1985: 54), the nascent
Christian community remained a small yet buoyant vessel
‘struggling in a sea of paganism’. In reality, it was only as late
as the 7th and 8th centuries AD that the Church truly began to
exert its religious authority over the island. During the inter-
vening centuries much of the social structure, religious tradi-
tion and long-standing centres of political and sacred power
that were associated with the pre-existing pagan order con-
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Fig. 11 Magnetometer survey superimposed on topographical map of Baslick Early Christian church and settlement site, Co. Roscommon
(reproduced by permission of The Discovery Programme ©).

tinued largely as before, but with a steadily advancing Chris-
tian presence (Bhreathnach 2014: 48–60, 130–13; Bhreathnach
2011: 127–128; Gleeson &ÓCarragáin 2016: 100;Waddell et al.
2009: 210–212).

Fundamental to the eventual conversion to Christianity
was the discourse between old and new traditions concern-
ing the institution of kingship, a point all too clearly un-
derstood by Patrick during his missionary perambulations
around the island (Doherty 2005: 6; Charles-Edwards 2010:
214–233; Bhreathnach 2011: 126). It is made clear in his let-
ter to the soldiers of Coroticus, for instance, that he lavished
gifts on petty kings and paid fees to their sons and retinue
who were prepared to follow him during his journeys (Do-
herty 2005: 4; Charles-Edwards 2010: 188–189, 220). In order
to embrace the Christian message fully it was necessary for

his followers to understand that absolute sacred and secular
authority could no longer reside in the same individual. In-
deed, an indirect reference to the Christian abhorrence of sac-
ral kingship can be found among the pages of the Book of
Revelation 17. In essence, it was necessary to dismantle the
long-established traditions of sacral kingship in order to en-
sure that Christianity exerted a religious imprimatur in the
ceremony of kingship making. To this end, from the earliest
times, the Church made concerted efforts to Christianise in-
auguration sites and play a role in inauguration ceremonies,
even if the underlying themes of kingship marriage retained
much of their unvarnished pagan sentiment (Doherty 2005:
11; Waddell et al. 2009: 33).

During the archaic period in particular, there is evidence
that a number of church sites were established at or near
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existing pagan cult sites, some of which became important
Christian settlements in their own right (Doherty 1985: 52)
The church of Armagh (Ard Macha), for instance, which for
many centuries has claimed Christian primacy over the island
of Ireland, was founded on a flourishing pre-existing pagan
shrine, inter-visible with its twin, the great royal site of Navan
Fort (Emain Macha) situated just 2.5 km to its west (Atchison
1994: 183–7). Perhaps a more remarkable example of continu-
ity from pagan to Christian tradition can be found at Kildare,
where both the site of the cult shrine and its deity, Brigid, an
equivalent to the Gaulish goddess Minerva, were wholly ap-
propriated by the Christian church (Doherty 1985: 61). Such
apparent radical theological transformations might have been
made possible by the paradoxical fact that many of the con-
cepts of cosmic symbolism that were a central feature of the
royal sites and related pagan cult centres were broadly com-
patible with Christian scripture and so could be easily grafted,
albeit with renewed Christian meaning, into these newly es-
tablished places of Christian worship.

It is a curious fact, however, that no significant evidence
of an earlier Christian presence is apparent at any of the ma-
jor royal sites. Perhaps this was not so much a reflection of
the church distancing itself from these great pagan centres
during the initial phases of its establishment and more a re-
flection of the fact that this invasive and radically transform-
ative religion may not have been permitted to impose itself
on these great bastions of political power, ritual tradition and
kingship authority. It is notable, for instance, that a number of
significant early church sites encircle Tara’s ritual landscape,
notably Dunshaughlin, Ardbraccan, Trim, Kilmessan and Du-
leek, but do not appear to encroach upon it (Bhreathnach 2014:
59; Bhreathnach 2011: 129–131). Similarly, the early church
site of Kilcullen, though within plain sight, just several hun-
dredmeters distant fromKnockaulin, seems to be almost over-
whelmed by the dominant hilltop location and massive scale
of this great royal site to its southeast (Gleeson & ÓCarragáin
2016: 99). In the case of Rathcroghan, it is notable that a church
site was established at Templemoyle, just 1 km to the east of
Rathcroghan mound (Waddell et al. 2009: 210, 241). The basal
remains of a rectangular stone-built church of indeterminate
date and the lintel of a round-headed window can be found
at this spot today. Perhaps of greater significance, however, is
the site of Baslick, which is situated at an 8 km remove to the
west-southwest of the Rathcroghan complex. This important
church foundation was instrumental in the evangelisation of
Connacht as early as the 5th century AD (Doherty 1984: 309–
310). It had strong associations with the Ciarraige Aí during
the second half of the first millennium AD during which time
it became a bustling settlement and royal cemetery (Shanahan
2012: 83–84) (Fig. 11).

Given the Christo-centric bias of much of the earliest writ-
ten Irish sources, the point at which Rathcroghan ceased to
function in its role as pagan cult centre might ultimately be
resolved only through scientific excavation and securely dated
archaeological contexts. It is telling, however, that in AD 783
the king of Connacht, Tipraite mac Taidg, and the abbot of
Armagh, Dub dá Lethi, are said to have promulgated the Law
of Partick over the Connachta at Crúachan (Charles-Edwards
2010: 473). This must have been a very public and symbolic
affirmation that Christianity had, by this time, rendered the

once flourishing centres of pagan cult and kingship entirely
impotent.

Doherty (1985: 49–52) has identified a number of words
in early medieval written sources and place-names, which ap-
pear to preserve particular meanings and significances which
transcend the pagan/Christian divide.The term forrach, for in-
stance, frequently associated with assembly and ritual, might
also denote a pagan shrine or enclosed sanctuary, some of
which were appropriated by the early Church. The concept
of a ‘bile’ or sacred tree, itself representing the axis mundi,
was commonly associated with places of kingship inaugu-
ration. The bile, however, is also a feature of ecclesiastical
sites, though, in this instance, reinvested with a particular
Christian symbolism (Lucas 1963: 27–34). Similarly the word
forad, denoting an earthen mound or platform, often with a
prehistoric origin and associated with kingship ritual – like
An Forrad on the hill of Tara, for instance – is a term used
for an equivalent earthwork feature in an ecclesiastical con-
text. At a certain level, therefore, there appears to be a de-
gree of survival between some features traditionally associ-
ated with pagan ritual sites and kingship ceremony and equi-
valent features that were apparently grafted into the fabric
of the uniquely Irish form of Christian settlement. Indeed,
Gleeson and ÓCarragáin (2016: 107) contend that a ‘creative
dialogue’ between these two opposing traditions led to a trans-
formation of both, which was expressed in both the literary
and archaeological records of the time. At a most basic level,
the Christian settlements of the conversion period, though dis-
playing some regional variation due largely to environmental
factors, seem to accord with a generally consistent scheme of
features and sacred space defined by a circular, sub-circular,
or a series of widely-spaced concentric enclosures (Doherty
1995: 53; ÓCarragáin 2010: 58–59).

Jenkins (2010: 104, 152, 182) attributes the principal de-
terminants behind the form and spatial layout of Irish early
Church settlement to external rather than native influences,
which ultimately had an underlying scriptural inspiration. He
concedes, however, that some aspects of the vernacular build-
ing tradition provided a framework for the creation of the
standardised form of religious settlement in Ireland. He iden-
tifies, in particular, the Church’s adoption of the circular or
sub-circular form of enclosure which he presupposes to be de-
rived from existing forms of multivallate monument, notably
contemporaneous native enclosed settlements types such as
Cathair Chomáin, Co. Clare, and Garranes, Co. Cork, or pre-
Christian multiple enclosures such as Dún Aonghasa, on Inis
Mór, Co. Galway, and Ráith na Senad, Tara, Co.Meath (Jenkins
2010: 170–172).

ÓCarragáin (2010: 59) is more circumspect with respect to
identifying the genesis for the remarkable consistency in form
of enclosed Christian settlement given the generic nature
of circular and sub-circular enclosure prevalent throughout
Ireland at the time. He suggests that it could have been in-
troduced from abroad but also postulates that the hierarchy
of sacred space evident in the Irish late prehistoric royal sites
could also have been influential. Gleeson (2012: 26) advances
this idea a little further by implying that the curvilinear and
concentric layout of early ecclesiastical sites might plausibly
be related to prehistoric antecedents like the Lismullen Iron
Age ritual enclosure, the concentric timber circles defining of
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Ráith na Senad or the concentric enclosures within the ram-
part of Ráith na Ríg, all of which, by coincidence, constitute
part of the Tara complex of Co. Meath (Fenwick & Newman
2002; Grogan 2008; O’Connell 2013).

In the light of the comparative review of royal sites presen-
ted above, I would contend that the various enclosing and
subdividing elements of these late prehistoric ritual centres,
in addition to the symbolic function of some of their internal
features, provided the underlying paradigm for the form and
layout of their early medieval Christian counterparts. In some
isolated instances there are even examples of reversed ram-
parts enclosing early church foundations, such as that at Lil-
cach, at the eastern end of Lullymore Island in the Bog of
Allen, Co. Kildare, and the outermost enclosing element of
Lusk in Co. Dublin, though whether these represent the re-
use of pre-existing sites is a moot point (O’Connell 2014: 178;
ÓDrisceoil & Leigh 2017: 40).

In addition to circular or sub-circular enclosure, the royal
sites and early Church foundations also share common
themes concerning cosmic symbolism, spatial ordering and
cardinal orientation. Both, in their own way, were a sym-
bolic reflection of the world, an imigo mundi, though per-
ceived from entirely different vantage points. Both had a sac-
red core, a holy of holies, segregated from areas of lesser sanc-
tity. Both contained ritual/sacred buildings aligned, by-and-
large, along an east/west axis; the great circular structures of
oak being effectively superseded by the rectangular ‘house of
oak’ or dairthech (ÓCarragáin 2010: 15–22). The totemic pil-
lar stones and boulders marking ceremonial thresholds and
ritual nodes within the pagan ritual sanctuaries were trans-
posed with cross slabs and high crosses, each with their as-
signed place and symbolic significance. By way of illustration,
the concentric circle motif with annotated crosses on the colo-
phon page at the back of the Book of Mulling, for instance,
might very well represent a schematic plan of an early ec-
clesiastical site (Herity 1995: 42). Eight crosses are arranged
around its periphery. Four dedicated to the evangelists are as-
signed to the cardinal points, with an additional four crosses
named in honour of the prophetsmarking intermediate points.
A further four lie within the inner circle and these are dedic-
ated to the Holy Spirit, Christ and the apostles.

It would appear that the general form and layout of the
early medieval ecclesiastical settlement had already been es-
tablished prior to its theological crystallisation under canon-
ical law during the last few centuries of the first millennium
AD (Hamlin 1985: 298; ÓCarragáin 2010: 58). The Collectio
Canonum Hibernensis, for example, which was compiled dur-
ing the eight century AD, attempts to harmonise this pre-
existing formal scheme through reference to sacred scripture.
Concepts such as sanctuary, likely to have had a secular, po-
tentially pre-Christian basis in law, find theological justific-
ation with reference to the Levitical civitas refugii (city of
refuge) as found in the Old Testament, Book of Numbers 35
(Bhreathnach 2014: 56; Doherty 1985: 57, 71; ÓCarragáin 2010:
59). The Hibernensis – its compilers applying a liberal inter-
pretation of the scriptural text – also advocates a threefold
division of space into gradations of holiness, “primus sanctis-
simus; secundus sanctior; tertius sanctus”, which also conveni-
ently served to segregate a religious and social elite from those
of lower rank (Jenkins 2010: 91–2; Picard 2011: 60). Biblical

descriptions of the Temple of Ezekiel (Book of Ezekiel 40–48),
the Tabernacle (Book of Exodus 26) and the new Jerusalem
or ‘Celestial City’ (Book of Revelation 21), for example, also
provided the church with ample theological precedence to ex-
plain the form and layout of the Irish Christian settlement,
its sacred buildings, cardinal orientation and spatial ordering
and, in turn, apply many of these retrospectively to canonical
law. In truth, however, the Biblical descriptions of holy city,
temple and tabernacle based on specific measured ratios of
square and rectangle bear little if any relationship to the cir-
cular form and organic layout of Irish early medieval church
foundations.

It is evident, therefore, that sacred scripture, rather than
providing an overarching ‘canon of planning’, as Jenkins
(2010: 147) has suggested, might instead have been required
to provide the Church with a retrospective theological vin-
dication for the peculiarly Irish form of ecclesiastical settle-
ment. This form of settlement might owe as much to the pre-
cedence of long-standing vernacular tradition as it does to
scriptural decree. This does not necessarily mean, of course,
that the Irish Church was in any way unorthodox or funda-
mentally out of stepwith Christian teaching during the course
of the conversion period. Like the burial tradition, or the art
and iconography of the early medieval period, the conversion
to Christianity, though radically transformative both socially
and ideologically, did not necessarily have to involve an equi-
valent paradigm shift in cultural tradition. Perhaps then, the
somewhat outmoded term ‘Celtic Church’ might contain a
grain of truth to it after all, as it was here, on a small island im-
bued with centuries-old insular tradition, beyond the crumb-
ling north-western fringes of the once mighty Roman empire,
that Christianity had at last found away to successfully square
the circle.
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Text references should follow the following format:

(Cunliffe & Koch 1990: 145 –150)

Please note:

(a) position of colon,
(b) full page numbers (not 145–50),
(c) avoid the use of ‘ibid’, ‘op cit’, ‘loc cit’.

The bibliography should follow the following formats:

Books
Puhvel, Jaan
1987 Comparative Mythology. Baltimore and London, Johns Hop-

kins Press.

Edited books
Cunliffe, Barry & John T. Koch (eds)
2010 Celtic from the West. Oxford, Oxbow Books.

Article in edited book
ÓhUiginn, Ruairi
1992 The background and development of Táin Bó Cúailnge. In:

Mallory, J.P. (ed.): Aspects of the Táin, 29–67. Belfast, Decem-
ber.

Journal article
Sayers, William
1997 Contracting for combat: Flyting and fighting in Táin Bó

Cúailnge. Emania 16, 49–62.

Please note the list of frequently used abbreviations at the end
of this book.






