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Fig. 7. 2 View down the avenue in c. 440 BC at sunrise.  The horizontal and vertical 
grid lines represent Azimuth° and Altitude°.  The diagonal grid lines 
represent Right Ascension HMS  (RA) and Declination° (Dec or δ).   

 

The sun would have risen within the avenue limits for a period of about 10 days (see 

Section 7.2 for date ranges).  Sunrise at the equinoxes would have been about 6° to 

the right of the avenue centreline.  This is the equivalent of about 12 solar diameters 

or equivalently in time, about 12 days.   

 

Interestingly, there is complimentary evidence at other Iron Age and Neolithic 

enclosures of avenues being aligned toward sunrise but few if any recorded examples 

of a specific link with the equinoxes.  The prevailing evidence is more indicative of a 

preference for an alignment of the axis on sunrise anywhere within its annual azimuth 

range / limit as defined at the solstices (Hartwell 2002, p. 526).    
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The sector of sky framed by the avenue entrance was also astronomically examined 

for evidence of alignment on significant celestial objects in the night sky such as the 

major planets or obvious clusters of stars.  Given the large number of potential 

candidate targets, there is always the possibility that any alignment will fortuitously 

provide a ‘hit’ on such a target.  Only a limited number emerge as meaningful 

however, either because of their significant brightness, their perceived innate shape 

when seen as a group, and their predictable constant positions in the sky.  The 

brightest star Sirius (magnitude -1.6) or the striking linearity and brightness of the 

three stars in the belt of the Orion constellation viz. ξ (1.8), ε (1.7) and δ (2.2) are 

the most obvious examples.  The star cluster now known as the Pleiades, is arguably 

the brightest star ‘cluster’ in the sky and one that has cultural significance amongst 

prehistoric cultures across all continents.  It has been described as “visually prominent 

and possessing a unique shape with excellent natural modelling or analogical 

possibilities”  (Roe 1993, p. 296).    

 

Recreations of the night sky at Lismullin were generated with CyberSkyTM v.4.0.2. 

for the known date (440 BC) and place (latitude).  The sector of sky examined lay 

within the azimuth limits of the avenue as defined by the terminal avenue posts when 

viewed from the centre posthole F4078 (azimuth range 82°.8 - 87°.7 and a FoV of 

4°.9).  Each month of the year was tested from sunset to midnight – that being a 

pragmatic time interval for likely observance of the sky by prehistoric users of the 

complex.  The results indicate that the only likely candidate was the Pleiades star 

cluster and the model is shown in Figure 7.3.      
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Fig. 7. 3 View down the avenue in c. 440 BC with the Pleiades framed by the entrance 
avenue posts.  The horizontal & vertical grid lines represent Azimuth° and 
Altitude°.  The diagonal grid lines represent  

Right Ascension HMS (RA) and Declination° (Dec or δ). 

 
 

In about 440 BC, the Pleiades would have visible each night at about midnight from 

the end of summer within the azimuth limits of the avenue entrance and at altitude of 

The 
Pleiades
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c. 12°.5.  Due to the difference between solar and sidereal time and the orbit of the 

earth around the sun however, all stars progressively rise earlier each night by 3min 

56sec .  Accordingly, and by about the end of October, the cluster would have still 

remained visible within the azimuth and altitude limits previously stated but 

becoming closer to the time of sunset.  It would then have gradually disappeared from 

view in an increasingly brightening sky until its eventual but predictable return in the 

following autumn.   Significantly, the appearance of the Pleiades above the avenue 

would have coincided with the period that marked the end of summer and harvest and 

remained visible until the onset of winter.  For the field of view of the avenue, the 

Pleiades would have been aligned between and above the entrance posts for a period 

of about 20 minutes, until the rotation of the earth moved the star cluster out of 

alignment.  

 

References to an apparent link between European timber circles and the Pleiades 

cluster include that by Gibson (2005, pp. 87-8) and Zotti (Zotti & Groller 2005, pp. 9-

16).  Gibson cites a computer generated scene by W. Neubauer showing the rising 

Pleiades similarly framed by the reconstructed avenue and entrance at a timber circle 

site in Immendorf, Austria.  Both examples indicate the star cluster on the horizon in 

order to fit the alignment of the avenue.  These claims may be problematical because 

of the diminished visibility caused by the light absorbing effect of the atmosphere on 

moderately bright stars.  The brightest star in the Pleiades is Merope with a brightness 

magnitude26 of 4.1; the faintest star that can be seen by the unaided human eye has a 

magnitude of about 6.  In the opinion of the author, the Pleiades would need to be at 

least 5° above the horizon in order to be ‘seen’ - a view corroborated by Kelley & 

Milone (2005, p. 23).     

 

 

 

 

                                                 
26 An object’s brightness measured using a logarithmic scale on which a larger number indicates a 
fainter object. 
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Summary 

The alignment of the avenue was not linked to the equinoxes.  It is proposed that the 

easterly alignment of the avenue is probably more consistent with either a specific 

cultural interest in the event of sunrise, or sunrise at a specific date or period of time 

but unconnected with the equinoxes.  An additional and alternative hypothesis is that 

the avenue is aligned on the rising Pleiades star cluster and remains visible in that 

specific sector of the sky from the end of harvest to the onset of winter.   

 
 

7.2 PIT-PAIRS AND ASTRONOMICAL ALIGNMENT 
The eight pit-pairs are radially distributed from the northern direction clockwise to the 

south-east (Figures 2.2 and 7.4). 

 

Fig. 7. 4 Pit-pairs 1-8 (clockwise from north) and the centre-post. 

 

By adopting the centre posthole (F4078) and each consecutive pit-pair (1-8) as the 

alignment, the astronomical declinations were computed and are given in Table 7.2.  

 

F4078 

1 2
3

4

5

6

7
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TABLE 7. 2  Indicated astronomical declinations for the pit-pairs. 

 

Alignment 
from 

Alignment 
to 

 
Alignment 

no. 
Horizon 

Alt°.  Azimuth° 
 δ° Sun 

UL 
 δ° Sun 

LL  δ° Moon 
F4078 F3636 1 2 359.72 37.83 38.37 39.05 
F4078 F3514 2 2 7.85 37.43 37.97 38.64 
F4078 F3406 3 2 26.63 33.39 33.91 34.55 
F4078 F4917 4 0 46.21 25.51 25.99 26.58 
F4078 F4958 5 2 60.28 18.31 18.77 19.34 
F4078 F4955 6 2 70.92 12.35 12.80 13.35 
F4078 F4436 7 2 106.44 -8.50 -8.06 -7.50 
F4078 F4430 8 2 121.12 -16.65 -16.19 -15.62 

 

As discussed in Section 7.1, we would expect to obtain values of solar astronomical 

declinations (δ) equal or close to + or - 23°.8 for alignments associated with the solar 

solstices and values close to zero degrees for an alignment on the equinoxes.  A lunar 

maximum declination would be indicated by an expected value equal or close to 28°.  

The results indicate that the eight alignments defined by pit-pairs (1-8) in conjunction 

with F4078 do not yield astronomically significant solar or lunar declinations.  The 

azimuths indicated by alignments (1-4) are also beyond the range of the rising sun and 

could not have been used to determine the passage of time using the sun.  

Interestingly, the first alignment F4078 – F3636 accurately defines true north (to 

within 0°.3).  This may be significant as it lies symmetrically between the direction of 

sunrise and sunset at the solstices (assuming that the horizon is of equal altitude in 

both of these directions).   

 

A calculation of the dates of sunrise for alignments (5-8) in Figure 7.4 in the modern 

Gregorian calendar yields May 12th / July 30th , April 22nd / August 20th, February 

27th / October 15th, and February 3rd / November 8th respectively.  In this preliminary 

investigation of the site data, no significance can be attached to these dates.  The 

corresponding day intervals are 20, 55 and 24 and this does not suggest a time-

keeping function based on the use of equal intervals for these features.  It is 

conceivable that these alignments may have been used as preparatory date indicators 

for the regulation and timing of specific ceremonial or ritual activities conducted at 

the site.  The dates of sunrise indicated by the alignment of the avenue are April 1st 

and September 10th in the modern Gregorian calendar.  Interestingly, the number of 

days between sunrise on alignments 5 and 6, and between alignment 6  and the centre 
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of the avenue are equal (21 days) and this could have cultural significance.  One 

interpretation is that alignments 5 and 6 could have been used as temporal precursors 

in May / July and April / August of a more auspicious ceremonial date of April 1 /  

September 10 when the sun rose on the axis of the avenue. This hypothesis is entirely 

speculative and lacking in any statistical backing, however.  

 

7.3 INTERNAL ARCS AND ASTRONOMICAL ALIGMENT  
The arrays of postholes discovered within the inner enclosure are located as follows: a 

single posthole in the north-west, four postholes in the north-east, none in the south-

east, and eight in the south-west (Figure 7.5; also see Figure 2.2). 

  

 

Fig. 7. 5 Internal arcs and centre posthole. 

 

One interpretation is that the postholes may be the surviving sample of a more 

complete inner circular feature that was inset by c.1 m from the perimeter of 

enclosure 1.  The alternative possibility is that they are the legacy of a construct that 

had a specific role or function in how the complex was used.  Because of their mid-

F4123
F4142 

F4074 

F4078 -
centre 
posthole 
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quadrant distribution, an astronomical purpose was considered as one of a possible 

range of functions and an appropriate analysis was undertaken. 

 

For the astronomical analysis, azimuths from the centre posthole F4078 to every 

posthole in the above array were computed.  Astronomical declinations were then 

determined to identify any likely significant astronomical targets and the results are 

given in Table 7.3.  The obliquity of the ecliptic27 (ε) was computed as 23°.8 for 440 

BC and this defines the limiting value of declination at the solstices i.e.  ε = δ.   If 

any alignment was intentionally targeting the setting or rising sun at the solstices, we 

would expect to find a declination close to either + or – 23°.8 for the summer or 

winter solstice respectively.  The associated azimuth value helps to decide whether 

the alignment was toward sunrise or sunset.  The alignments in Table 7.3 are ordered 

clockwise from the north-west and the same interpretive comments as given for 

Tables 7.1 and 7.2 are applicable here.   

 

TABLE 7. 3 Indicated azimuths, astronomical declinations and potential solstitial28 
targets for the inner arcs of postholes. 

Alignment 
from Alignment to Azimuth 

 δ°  Sun 
UL 

 δ°  Sun 
LL δ°  Moon  

Astronomical 
Target 

F4078 F4142 NW 305.0 22.9 23.4 24.0 SSSS 
F4078 F4123 NE1 47.4 24.9 25.4 26.0 SSSR 
F4078 F4114 NE2 54.4 21.4 21.9 22.5 - 
F4078 F4130 NE3 60.2 18.4 18.8 19.4 - 
F4078 F4106 NE4 65.0 15.7 16.2 16.7 - 
F4078 F4066 SW1 204.1 -31.4 -30.9 -30.3 S Maj MS 
F4078 F4067 SW2 207.4 -30.5 -29.9 -29.3 S Maj MS 
F4078 F4069 SW3 215.0 -27.8 -27.3 -26.6 - 
F4078 F4071 SW4 218.9 -26.2 -25.7 -25.1 - 
F4078 F4065 SW5 221.7 -24.0 -23.6 -22.9 WSSS 
F4078 F4072 SW6 225.0 -24.5 -24.0 -23.4 WSSS 
F4078 F4073 SW7 226.7 -24.8 -24.3 -23.7 WSSS 
F4078 F4074 SW8 229.4 -23.4 -23.0 -22.4 WSSS 

 

The computed astronomical declinations indicate the following: 

 

                                                 
27 The obliquity of the ecliptic is the angle between the planes of the equator and the ecliptic.  
Precession is the conical motion of the rotational axis of the earth around the mean pole of the ecliptic 
(Astronomical Applications Dept. 1998). 
28 SSSS = summer solstice sunset: SSSR = summer solstice sunrise; WSSS = winter solstice sunset; S 
Maj. MS = southern major limit of the setting moon.  
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 The location of posthole F4142 in the north-west is consistent with a possible 

alignment on the setting sun at the summer solstice; 

 The location of posthole F4123 in the north-east is consistent with a possible 

alignment on the rising sun at the summer solstice; 

 There is no evidence of an alignment on the rising sun at the winter solstice due to 

lack of evidence of a  posthole in the south-east sector;   

 The first two postholes F4066 & F4067 in the south-west arc are aligned in the 

direction of the major extreme of the setting moon. 

 The last four postholes (F4065, F4072, F4073 and F4074) in the south-west sector are 

consistent with a possible alignment on the setting sun at the winter solstice.  

 

A computer generated model of sunset at winter solstice using the known chronology 

and location of the site is illustrated in Figure 7.6.     

 

 
 

Fig. 7. 6  Winter solstice sunset (ε = δ = 23°.76).  The model was generated by 
CyberSkyTM v.4.0.2. The horizontal & vertical grid lines represent Azimuth° 
and Altitude°.  The diagonal grid lines represent Right Ascension HMS (RA) 
and Declination° (Dec or δ). 

 

Similar graphical models were generated for summer solstice sunset and sunrise so as 

to verify the alignment data in Table 7.3 and these give additional support to the 

astronomical hypothesis for the site.  There is no evidence of a posthole in the south-

east sector that would have marked the direction of winter solstice sunrise.  That one 

may have existed in the past is considered likely because of indicative evidence for a 

similar alignment at other prehistoric sites in Ireland (Ray 1989) and elsewhere. 



Lismullin 1         M3 Motorway Scheme 

 53

 

The astronomical alignments described above are illustrated in plan in Figure 7.7.  

When taken as a group, they offer convincing evidence for the hypothesis that the 

centre post was used in conjunction with the terminal posts of the internal arcs to 

astronomically mark the turning or standstill points of the sun in its annual apparent 

motion along the horizon.  This recurring seasonal phenomenon lasts for several days 

i.e. at the solstices, the diurnal rate of change of the rising or setting positions of the 

sun gradually diminishes and effectively comes to a standstill on the horizon (the 

meaning of the term ‘solstice’).   

 

 

Fig. 7. 7 Potential solstitial alignments within enclosure 1. 

 

The discovery of potentially significant solstitial solar alignments within the inner 

enclosure at Lismullin is therefore indicative of possible ritual practice timed to 

coincide with the events of sunrise and sunset at these periods of the year.   
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If we assume that all four solstice events were originally targeted, the builders have 

additionally modelled symmetry into the design.  That of course is fortuitous and as a 

result of the naturally occurring directions of the sun at the solstices.  Because of the 

short length of baselines (sightlines), any positioning errors in the postholes could 

have a significant effect on the accuracy of the derived azimuths and the goodness of 

fit to the model.  The high quality of the excavation evidence and the precise survey 

data makes this outcome unlikely however.     

 

Postholes F4078 - F4066 and F4078 - F4067 (see Table 3) are considered to be 

unconvincing as evidence of an intentional alignment on the setting moon at its major 

extreme.  That event only re-occurs every 18.6 years, and this alignment is considered 

fortuitous.  In contrast with the solar alignment evidence, only a single lunar extreme 

was detected in the data.     

 

A difficulty with the solar solstice theory relates to the incomplete nature of the 

internal arc of postholes.  Within the inner enclosure, F4142 is the only surviving 

posthole in the north-west sector and none was found in the south-east.  In 

comparison with the array of postholes found in the north-east and south-west sectors, 

this is anomalous and potentially weakens the argument for an astronomical 

hypothesis.  It is also curious that the diagonal alignment indicating the diametrically 

opposing directions of summer solstice sunrise and winter solstice sunset, 

incorporates the end postholes of both arrays (see F4123 - F4078 – F4074 in Figure 

7.5).  In the north-east sector, such an arrangement could be interpreted as providing a 

diurnal visual reference for the approaching sunrise at the mid-summer solstice.  In 

contrast, the array of postholes in the south-west sector is largely beyond or south of 

the limit of sunset at the winter solstice, and no such visual reference would have been 

possible.  This anomaly could reflect either missing data in the archaeological record 

or the fact that the surviving number of postholes is representative of the original 

design.   

 

Overall, the evidence from the analysis of the relative positions of the internal arcs 

and centre posthole is more in favour of an alignment hypothesis on the solar 

solstices, currently falling around June 22nd and December 21st in the Gregorian 

calendar.  This is consistent with the complex being ceremoniously used at these 
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ritually significant periods in the prehistoric calendar.  The additional evidence of an 

alignment of the avenue on the Pleiades star cluster may be indicative of an extended 

period of ceremonial use at night, seasonally coincident with the period from late 

summer to the onset of winter. That may have symbolic meaning and context for the 

ritual interpretation of the site and its relationship with agricultural and harvest 

activities for example. 

 

 

8. Summary Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

The findings of this study are in part, reliant on the geo-spatial data acquired by the 

excavation archaeologists.  Their expertise has played a critical role in facilitating the 

methodological approaches, analysis and outcomes.   

 

These are now summarised as follows: 

 the complex was in all probability carefully conceived and planned according 

to a template design involving a coordinated team; 

 all of the component parts were precisely set out so as to achieve a desired 

aesthetic that may be reflective of a communal need for assembly and 

ceremony at auspicious times;   

 the analysis has allowed a probable sequence of construction of the 

components of the complex to be estimated; 

 there is strong evidence of overall geometric regularity and radial alignment of 

the postholes in the two outer enclosures; 

 the three enclosures are circular and concentric; 

 there is an apparent spatial differentiation between the centre posthole and the 

geometric centre of the complex; 

 the avenue was precisely constructed of parallel sides; 

 there is convincing evidence that the radius of the inner enclosure was adopted 

as a standard unit of measurement; 
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 this unit was positively and negatively scaled either by subdivision or 

multiplication in order to proportion the remaining components of the 

complex; 

 the whole complex was probably scaled so as to optimally fit the available 

topography as defined by the surrounding natural ridge; 

 the pit-pairs do not have any apparent calendrical function; 

 the alignment of the avenue is not towards sunrise at the equinoxes but is 

instead directed towards sunrise at a date that is about 10-14 days before/after 

that event;     

 the avenue is aligned towards the direction of the Pleiades star cluster, when 

its position in the night sky would have coincided with the period from the end 

of summer to the onset of winter;  

 the centre posthole and the postholes of internal arcs are probably linked in a 

constructional sense and could have been used to indicate the period of the 

solstices, and more specifically, the events of sunrise and sunset at those 

times.  

 

The foregoing interpretations and conclusions are based on the analysis of the data 

relating to just one post-enclosure site and suggest as many key research questions as 

there are findings.  The outcomes raise numerous issues and considerations in relation 

to life and ritual practice in Ireland during the Iron Age.  The Lismullin complex is 

the physical realisation by a society or group of a concept that has deep cultural 

resonances.  This ‘project’ embodies and encapsulates our philosophical concerns 

regarding consciousness, the self, belief systems, cosmology, spirituality, ritual, 

power and hierarchy.  Was the design a purely local indigenous example or does it 

reflect wider cultural contact or diffusion of knowledge?  These and other questions 

will necessitate a comparative analysis of the Lismullin enclosure with similar sites 

found elsewhere in Ireland and beyond, and seed further research by the author in due 

course.        
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Appendix 17 The Beads 
by Cecily Cropper 

 
The assemblage comprised a total of 34 beads from 12 individual sites. Thirty of these are 
glass, 2 are of faience and one each is of bone and stone.  A final object is a possible bead 
fragment of amber.   
 
Classification  
Within the glass, both monochrome and polychrome beads are represented including annular, 
globular, barrel, segmented, cable and dumb-bell beads.  This report has drawn upon various 
classifications including those proposed by Beck (1927), Guido (1978) and Hirst (2000).  In 
the bead inventory within this report, dimensions include L = Length, D = Diameter, PD = 
Perforation Diameter. The amber bead includes W = Width and Dp = Depth. 
 
Manufacture  
This report does not go into great detail on individual bead manufacture, as much is already 
written on methods of manufacture on beads from archaeological contexts, such as Guido 
(1978) and Küçükerman (1988).  Further invaluable reference can also be taken from 
modern-day bead makers such as Adams (2005).      
All perforated beads, unless otherwise stated, have been wound, that is manufactured by 
winding molten glass around a thin metal rod (or mandrel) which is then heated to fuse and 
soften joins and irregularities within the bead.   
The glass for the dumb-bell beads has been gathered, where a gob of molten glass has been 
picked up on the end of a rod.  Whilst hot, the molten glass has then been cinched in the 
middle to form the two lobes.  In the case of the blue toggle from Roestown 2, the cracking-
off point at the end of one lobe is still visible, where it has been knocked off from the rod in 
order to cool.  
 
Monochrome Translucent Blue 
Blue beads came predominantly from both Castlefarm 1 and Roestown 2 with one also from 
Ardsallagh 2, ranging in tone from pale blue-tinted to appearing opaque in reflected light.   
Blue annular and globular beads are renowned for being ubiquitous and long-lived, certainly 
from the Iron Age onwards, and thus not a great deal of help for dating. This infamy is caused 
no doubt in part, by the fact that blue glass, in most cases coloured by cobalt, is the easiest 
glass to make (Küçükerman, 1988, 81).  It is likely however, that a proportion of the beads 
from the M3 excavations are of an Iron Age date, notably the one from Ardsallagh 2 and 
perhaps the darker blue examples from both Castlefarm 1 and Roestown 2.  Guido (2000, 
175) recognised that whilst this type of bead is not closely datable overall, a more significant 
number of Irish examples tend to come from sites or contexts dating from the 7th to the 10th 
centuries AD.  This latter statement is well supported by finds of similar cobalt blue beads 
from a long list of sites including but certainly not limited to:  Lough Gur, Co. Limerick (O 
Riordain, 1949), Lough Faughan Crannog, Co. Down (Collins, 1955), Garryduff, Co Cork 
(O’Kelly, 1963) and Feltrim Hill, Co. Dublin (Hartnett & Eogan, 1964).   
The two barrel beads from Roestown 2 are both distinctive having the same paler grey-blue 
colour with a lot of small internal bubbles and a high gloss on the external surface.  One 
(492:01) has the faint impression of a spiral pattern on opposing sides, as if a coloured glass 
had been applied there but perhaps not fused, possibly due to non-compatible coefficients of 
expansion.  The pattern and general barrel shape is similar to a bead from Garryduff I, Co. 
Cork (O’Kelly, 1963, p.69, Fig.13, no.282) that is light blue with applied opaque white 
spirals on opposing sides and with an early medieval date.   Both these beads from Roestown 
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2 have some residue on the perforation surface, most likely remnants of a ceramic-based bead 
release or former used to facilitate removal of a bead from the metal rod.    
Blue segmented glass beads are also relatively common on early medieval sites in Ireland, 
even those comprising four units that have been recovered along with two and three 
segmented beads also, including Lough Gur (O Riordain, 1949, p.90, Fig.19, no.91), Lagore 
Crannog (Hencken, 1950, p.141; Fig.67, nos.51, 680, p.139), Garryduff (O’Kelly, 1963, p.69, 
Fig.13, nos. 484,485; p.76) and Deer Parks Farm, Co. Antrim (Hamlin & Lynn, 1988, p.47, 
Fig.56).   
 
Castlefarm 1  
1 A017/001:562:01  Translucent green-blue tinted, globular. L 5.5-7 mm; D 9 mm; PD 3.5-4 mm 
2 A017/001:319:01  Translucent dark blue, annular.  L 4.5-5.5 mm; D 7.5 mm; PD 3.5 
3 A017/001:208:11  Translucent mid-blue, globular.  l 4-6 mm; D 7.5 mm; PD 4-4.5 mm 
4 A017/001:208:12  Translucent mid-blue annular.  L 3.5-4 mm; D 7 mm; PD 4.5 mm 
Ardsallagh 2 
5 A008/034:4:01  Translucent dark blue, globular.  l 5.5-6.5 mm; D 7.5 mm; PD 3.5-4 mm. 
Roestown 2 
6 A008/002:400:70  Translucent dark blue, globular.  l 3.5-4 mm; D 6.5 mm; PD 3.75 mm. 
7 A008/002:1081:01 Translucent dark blue, globular.   L 5-5.5 mm; D 9 mm; PD 4-4.5 mm. 
8 A008/002:492:01  Translucent light grey-blue, barrel.  Faint spiral pattern on two sides. L 9 
mm; D 8 mm; PD 4 mm. 
9 A008/002:1182:01 Translucent light grey-blue, barrel.  Reddish-brown residue on perforation 
surface.  L 9 mm; D 9.5 mm; PD 6 mm. 
10 A008/002:400:10  Translucent mid-blue, segmented. Comprising four segments. L 14 mm; D 9 
mm; PD 4.5-5 mm. 
 
Monochrome Opaque Yellow  
The two opaque yellow beads both come from Roestown 2.  The partial but diagnostic bead 
is an example of Guido’s Class 8 (1978, 73-6), the main characteristics being the flattened 
perforation surfaces, and also the ‘dull egg-yellow colour’.  In Ireland, examples from a 
burial at Loughey, Donaghadee, Co. Down were found in association with a Meare Lake 
spiral bead dating from the 3rd to 2nd centuries BC and a fibula dating to the mid-1st century 
BC (ibid., 74-5).  Other examples however, concentrating in Somerset and Moray in Scotland 
give a broader general date range for this bead type of the 3rd to 2nd centuries BC until about 
AD 50 (ibid., 76).  The second opaque yellow (A008/002:566:03) is not illustrated and is too 
fragmentary to be diagnostic.  However, it is more likely to be globular bead rather than an 
annular. 
11  A008/002:400:69 Partial opaque yellow annular bead, flattened perforation sides. L 2.5 mm; D 8 mm; 
PD 3 mm. 
A008/002:566:03  Partial opaque yellow bead.   Not illustrated 
 
Cable (both monochrome and polychrome) 
There are 5 beads made with one, two and three twisted and flattened cables.  Three of these 
come from Roestown 2, and one each from Castlefarm 1 and Baronstown 1.  Two further 
more conventionally-shaped cable beads come from Ardsallagh 5 and Dowdstown 2. 
The tightly twisted rilled bead (491:03) from Roestown  can be compared to a similar 
example from the Viking burial assemblage from Kilmainham, Co. Dublin.  This is labelled 
‘g’ in Armstrong’s illustration (Armstrong, 1921, p.72, Fig.1), a ‘D’-shaped bead that Guido, 
in a more recent analysis of this particular assemblage, likens to contemporary metal 
examples, particularly from Scandinavia, but also copied from examples such as the bronze 
sword mounting from Lisnacrogher, Co. Antrim of a probable 9th century date (1985, 101). 
491:05 is a roughly twisted single cable that is pretty much a flattened version of 491:03, 
though not as finely twisted.  The join is still visible where the ends have fused, often the case 
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with these types of folded beads (Guido, 1978, 8).   It is worth noting that both of these 
beads, 491:03 and 491:05, were found immediately adjacent to each other and may possibly 
then have been closely associated with each other prior to deposition.   
The three remaining beads (Roestown 2, Castlefarm 1 and Baronstown 1) consist of multiple 
cables fused together and also have in common the remnants of an opaque yellow vitreous 
glass or paste present all around the cables and in between twists.    The Baronstown cable 
has been further fused rather unevenly onto a solid flattened core of translucent blue glass.  
This compares particularly with Nos.11 and 109 from Cush (O Riordain, 1940, p.147, 
Fig.35), but particularly No.11 that has also been fused onto a blue core.  There is also an 
example (No. 35) from Garryduff (O’Kelly, 1963, p.69, Fig.13; p.76) that Beck classified as 
Saxon and from Feltrim Hill, Co. Dublin (Hartnett & Eogan, 1964, p.31, Fig.15, No.535).  
The bead from Ardsallagh 5 is of 2 polychrome cables wound to form herringbone pattern 
comparable to one (no. 239) from Lough Gur (O Riordain, 1949, p.90, Fig.19) dating to 
approximately the 8th to 11th centuries.   An example (no. 1289, unillustrated) from Lagore 
Crannog Period II is of similar colours, yellow and green glass fused onto a blue core 
(Hencken, 1950, 139) as is one from White Fort, Co. Down (Waterman, 1956, p.86, Fig.10, 
No.1).  More complex herringbone beads came also from Lagore (Hencken, 1950, p.138-9, 
Fig.66-7, nos.283, 984), Garryduff I (O’Kelly, 1963, p.69, Fig.13, no.346) and Seacash, Co. 
Antrim (Lynn, 1978, p.66, Fig.9, no.1), the latter being dated to the 9th to 10th centuries AD. 
What is interesting to note that technically the Ardsallagh 5 herringbone bead could be 
interpreted as being the finished stage of manufacture of the cable bead from Baronstown 1 
that has the same colouration.  Does this mean that the roughly twisted and crudely fused 
cable beads are perhaps unfinished?  And if this were the case, it is then interesting to note 
the presence of these very similar beads at the three sites of Roestown, Baronstown and 
Castlefarm.  
The annular from Dowdstown 2 has most likely been manufactured by winding a single 
reticella cable around a mandrel.  Comparative beads, with this fine reticella cabling, can be 
seen in beads dating to the 6th-8th centuries AD from County Antrim, that Brugmann 
describes as having ‘applied twisted trails’ (2004, Fig.134). 
 
Roestown 2 
12 A008/002:491:03  Translucent colourless blue-green tinted rilled bead comprised of a single 
finely twisted rod, the ends overlapping where fused together. L 2.25 mm; D 9 mm; PD 5.5 mm. 
13 A008/002:491:05  Translucent colourless blue-green tinted bead comprised of a single twisted 
rod.  L 5 mm; D 9 mm; PD 5 mm. 
14 A008/002:491:02  Opaque light yellow-green bead of two twisted rods, with remnants of an 
opaque yellow glass/paste trailed between both rods and individual twists. L 8 mm; D 8.5 mm; PD 5 mm.  
Castlefarm 1 
15  A017/01:34:01 Partial bead comprised of three twisted cables (aligned in the same direction) of 
opaque yellow-green glass fused together with the remains of opaque yellow vitreous paste between each cable 
and within some of the twists.  Remnants of the same opaque yellow and some opaque red on the perforation 
surface, the latter possibly left over from a clay core used as a former.  L 7.5 mm; D 10 mm; PD 5 mm. 
Baronstown 1 
16 A008/017:5012:01 Partial bead comprised of three twisted cables of gree-blue tinted glass fused onto a 
core of translucent blue glass.  Remnants of opaque vitrous paste/glass between the two types of glasses, and 
between the cables and twists of the blue-green glass.  L 6.5; D c.11 mm; PD c.7 mm.  
Ardsallagh 5 
17 A008/038:38:1 Opaque blue annular bead with an opaque yellow/translucent light green cable 
composed of two separate twisted rods forming a herringbone pattern. L 4.5-6.5 mm; D 9 mm; PD 4mm.  
Dowdstown 2 
18  A008/033:101:132 Translucent globular reticella bead comprising three twists of blue with very fine 
opaque white cables, creating a zig-zag pattern. L 5 mm; D 7 mm; PD 3.5 mm. 
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Polychrome Annular 
Although this type of bead and decoration are relatively common bead throughout the Iron 
Age and early medieval periods the blue-green tinted bead itself is possibly re-used Roman 
glass.  The red opaque applied glass forming the decorative but irregular wave pattern has 
weathered considerably.   
19   Lismullin 1 A008/021:753:01 Translucent light green-blue globular bead with applied, opaque red trail.  L 
7 mm; D 14 mm; PD 4 mm. 
 
Dumb-bells (both monochrome and polychrome) 
There are 3 solid double-segmented objects that are known as ‘dumb-bell’ beads due to their 
shape and lack of perforation (Beck, 1927, 40).  Two are from Roestown 2 and the third from 
Castlefarm 1, the latter being decorated with circular blobs of possibly opaque yellow or 
discoloured white glass.   Dumb-bell beads are well represented in Ireland, mostly known 
from a number of crannog sites including Ballinderry Crannog 2, Co. Offaly (Hencken, 1942, 
51; Fig.21, no.251, 57), Moylarg Crannog, Co. Antrim (Buick, 1893, 33, 35-6), Lagore 
Crannog, Co. Meath (Hencken, 1950, p.139, Fig.67, no.1471) all of an early medieval date.  
However, very similar Iron Age examples also come from the Isle of Man, including a pair 
from the fort at Scarlett on the southern coast (Gelling, 1958, p.94, Fig.4, nos.5-6), and a trio 
from a settlement site at Braust (Isle of Man Government, 2008). 
Wilde described this type as a ‘medieval double bead’ and part of a composite object, being 
attached by wire around the central indent to a metal pin (1857, 163-4, Fig.118, No.42).  
Hencken (1942, 51) places them as buttons or toggles rather than beads.   
 
Castlefarm 1 
20 A017/001:795:3 Translucent light green bead.  Each lobe has three applied dots of creamy white 
opaque glass approximately 3 mm in diameter.  The smaller lobe has a large internal bubble.  L 13 mm; D 9.5 
mm. 
Roestown 2 
21 A008/002:400:44 Translucent cobalt blue bead.  Cracked off pontil mark present (diameter 2 mm).  L 
11 mm; D 6 mm. 
22 A008/002:552:01 Translucent green-blue tinted bead.  Chipped on one lobe.  Vestigial pontil on intact 
lobe (diameter 2.5 mm).  L 11 mm; D 6.5 mm. 
 
Post-Medieval  
The following beads are most likely post-medieval in date, with some exhibiting weathering 
consistent with that period. The two faceted beads are both from Rath Hill 1 and have been 
made in the same fashion.  The facets have been produced by pressing the bead onto a flat 
surface or marver, rather than cutting.  They are not particularly well made.   Although the 
site of Boyerstown 1 is of  12th-14th century date, the black bead would appear to be post-
medieval, perhaps even 20th century. 
 
Philpotstown 1 
23 A008/024:32:01 Partial translucent blue globular bead, iridescent weathering. L 8.5 mm; D c.10.5 
mm; PD 3.5 mm. 
Philpotstown 4 
24 A008/083:10:01-03 Three translucent pale lemon yellow globular beads, opalescent weathering.  L 7.5 
mm; D 7.5 mm; PD 2.5 mm.  
Boyerstown 1 
25 A023/013:4:4320 Opaque black globular bead, high gloss. L 7.5 mm; D 10 mm; PD 2.5 mm. 
Rath Hill 1 
26 A017/018:89:02 Translucent blue-green faceted bead.  L 10.5 mm; PD 3 mm. 
27 A017/018:132:03 Translucent blue faceted bead, opalescent weathering.  L 13 mm; PD 3 mm. 
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Faience 
Faience melon beads are not found in pre-Roman contexts and the example from Lismullin 1 
is likely to be of a c. mid 2nd century AD manufacture (Dr. Alison Sheridan29, pers.comm.).   
Interestingly, good comparisons to the melon bead can be found from Garranes, Co. Cork (O 
Riordain, 1942) that have not been distinguished as being faience although their descriptions 
imply a glazed surface rather than an entirely glass bead.  A further example of what is 
certainly faience (again, a note of a blue glazed surface only) comes from Ballinderry 
Crannog 2 (Hencken, 1942, 51; Fig.21, no.12, 52) dated as Roman but from an early 
medieval context.   Faience is well evidenced in Britain and Ireland during the Bronze Age 
period, from the early 2nd millennium BC to approximately 1500BC and in Britain it is most 
well known from sites concentrated around Stonehenge, attributed to the Wessex culture, and 
Scotland (Sheridan 2005, 218).  Blue segmented faience beads are the most common type in 
the Bronze Age (Williams et al, 1991, 55) so it is possible that the small bead from 
Calliaghstown is indeed of this period. 
 
Lismullin 1 
A008/021:160:06  Partial melon bead with light turquoise blue glaze on external and internal surfaces.  
L 10 mm; D c.15 mm; PD 8.5 mm. 
Calliaghstown 1 
A030/002:118:01  Partial segmented ?bead.  Light turquoise blue glaze on external surface.  L 5 mm; D 
4-4.5 mm; PD 2 mm.    
 
Bone 
There is little further to say about this; identification of animal source is impossible without 
thin section analysis.   
Boyerstown 1 
A023/013:4:388  Globular bead, polished external surface.  Remains of tool marks on one perforation 
side.  L 6 mm; D 6 mm; PD 2.5-3 mm. 
 
Stone 
Calliaghstown 1 
A030/002:212:01  Partial opaque ivory-white annular bead.  External surface highly polished.  Possibly 
of a fine-grained impure marble.  L 3.5 mm; D c.6 mm; PD c.4 mm. 
 
Amber 
The single find of amber has possibly been worked and if so is a fragment only of a larger 
object.   It is a common material on Early Christian sites and is not out of place at Roestown 
2. 
Roestown 2 
A008/002:570:02  Small irregular fragment of weathered orange amber, in two pieces.  L 10 mm; W 8 
mm; Dp 5 mm.   
 
Discussion 
The assemblage points towards imports, possibly from as early as the Bronze Age in the form 
of a small segmented bead of faience recovered from the ring-fort of Calliaghstown 1.  
Recent analysis has indicated significantly different chemical compositions between Bronze 
Age faience from Egypt and the Mediterranean and that occurring within Britain, Scotland 
and Ireland, enough to suggest discrete manufacturing centres in the south of England and 
Scotland, rather than long distance trade (Sheridan, 2005, 224).   Faience also occurs as a 2nd 
century Roman import at the Iron Age site of Lismullin 1, not an isolated occurrence as 
                                                 
29 Head of Early Prehistory, Archaeology Department, National Museums Scotland  
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others have been located from the long-lived sites of Garranes (also yielding Roman pottery) 
and Ballinderry Crannog 2.    A bead of possibly re-used Roman glass also comes from 
Lismullin 1. 
The assemblage also points towards continuity.  Dumb-bell beads show a Celtic origin, not 
just from Ireland but interestingly a significant number also coming specifically from Iron 
Age sites on the Isle of Man.  The dumb-bell beads also show a continuity of bead type, 
whether through continued manufacture or just through heirloom status, from the Iron Age 
and throughout the early medieval period as evidenced through the two from Roestown 2 and 
the third from Castlefarm 1.  This continuity from Iron Age to early medieval is also seen in 
the Iron Age type of opaque yellow annular, also from Roestown 2. 
As well as external trade the assemblage also points towards internal interaction, at least.  All 
the cable beads are typically early medieval, and can be readily and easily compared to others 
from significant early medieval sites dating from the 6th to the 10th centuries such as Lagore 
Crannog, Garranes, Garryduff, Cush and Lough Gur, amongst others throughout Ireland.  The 
similarity between the cable beads from Roestown 2, Castlefarm 1 and Baronstown 1 
certainly indicates local interaction and on a wider scale, trade, though perhaps not 
necessarily in high-quality finished products.   
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Appendix 18 Metal finds: Orla Scully 
 

 

Introduction 

The metal assemblage studied was recovered from  Lismullin, Co. Meath, a ritual enclosure 

dating to the Late Bronze Age/Early Iron Age. The site has been ‘heavily truncated by past 

centuries of ploughing, with the result that the sample of surviving features investigated…are 

very shallow.  The topography of the valley is characterised by glacial features including 

eskers and gravel ridges’30. This type of subsoil does not lend itself to good metal 

preservation, as the free draining gravels provide both oxygen and water leading to rapid 

corrosion, if not complete loss, of early metal.  

The site underwent metal detection and all artefacts retrieved were retained. These numbered 

838, and were all examined by the author. Ninety nine were selected for further study. What 

was omitted from this report were the later, patently modern items such as barbed wire, 

modern nails and wire, modern horseshoes and those small pieces which were corroded to 

such a severe degree that the original object no longer survived to any recognizable degree.  

Most were iron. Of the objects selected for this report, eighty three are iron; eight copper 

alloy; seven lead and one silver- a coin. All but four of the artefacts selected for inclusion in 

this report are from context 2.  

The results of the examination are given in the accompanying catalogue. The finds are listed 

according to their National Museum of Ireland registration no. The next listing is the site 

name, followed by the feature from which the artefact was recovered; the finds no; what the 

object is, what metal type it is; its description; the dimensions and under what category it 

functioned as.  

The measurements are all given as millimetres. The format of measurement is the maximum 

length by breadth by width. In the case of circular objects, the letter ‘d’ preceding a 

measurement indicates a diameter. When giving measurements of nails, the first 

measurement gives length, followed by the max width of the head, followed by the max 

width of the shaft. If an object is fragmented, the dimensions of the largest piece are given, 

with the prefix ‘max’.  

The objects are assigned a function to facilitate discussion. The details of each artefact are 

given in the catalogue which follows the discussion. The finds from the site are varied and 

interesting. They fall under the functional categories of coinage; domestic; dress; horse 
                                                 
30 A.C.S. ‘M3 Clonee to Kells Motorway’ . 
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equipment, keys and locks, knives, miscellaneous, personal; structural, tools and weaponry. 

Where possible, a type and date range for an artefact is given. Where comparative dated 

material from other sites can be found it is also given, with full bibliographical references.  

 

Coinage 

A copper alloy coin (A008/021: 2:447) is dated to 1602, close to the end of the reign of 

Queen Elizabeth 1st (1533-1603). It has a harp on the obverse. The symbol was first used on 

Irish coins in the reign of Elizabeth’s father, Henry VIII. Copper pennies and halfpennies 

were minted in England in 1601 and 1602. They were made for circulation in Ireland and did 

not have wide circulation in England. The coin is a copper half penny, from the third issue of 

Elizabethan coinage.   

The second coin in the assemblage is silver (A008/021:2 :440).  and dates to the 15th century.  

It is a groat – four pence - from the first reign of Henry VI of England. The obverse has a 

crowned bust of Henry VI facing within a double tressure of nine arches, seven of which 

have lis at the intersection of the arches. The reverse has a long cross dividing the legend 

which is in two circles. The long cross was used as a devise to prevent the practice of 

clipping of coins. In the centre of the reverse there are three pellets in each quarter, two of 

which have an annulet (open circle) central to the group of pellets. The obverse has two 

annulets on either side of the Kings neck, indication it is from the Calais mint, which would 

narrow the date to between 1422 – 731. The danger of dating a context from a single coin 

notwithstanding that the coin is not as such from a stratified context, given that the site was 

deeply ploughed and the context a general subsoil provenance.  

 

Domestic  

Several fragments of cast iron vessels were retrieved. One cast iron cauldron foot (A008/021: 

2:264)was extremely robust, and probably from a post medieval boiling pot, such as those 

used up to recently for boiling root crops for feeding to pigs. A possible second leg was 

found, (A008/021:2 :504) wedge shaped with an oblique top, also several body sherds. Iron 

vessels of mid 9th – 11th century date are well known in Scandinavia and continue right 

through to early modern times. ‘The essential continuity of form and function is strikingly 

demonstrated by a series of Irish cooking pots from the round-bottomed Neolithic bowl with 

its suspensions holes to the present-day globular iron pot with its twin lugs and its three 
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stubby legs, a concession to a hard uneven floor. The three-legged pot is the countrywife’s 

maid-of –all-work and it is only slowly giving way to flat-bottomed pans and kettles.32’ 

‘Until the early eighteenth century, the legs tapered downward and then expanded again into 

a bifid or trifid foot. Thereafter, the leg simply tapered until it came to the end and then 

stopped. By the last quarter of the eighteenth century the   legs were often no more than short, 

triangular stumps no deeper that the sag of the base, serving to merely to prevent the vessel 

from rolling over. Such pots were therefore designed only to be hung over the fire and not 

stood in it, though, of course, for centuries suspension had been the principle method of using 

the cauldrons’33.  The handle of a pan (A008/021:2 :518) with some of the body of the pan 

attached was also of cast iron.  

Two incomplete lead cloth seals were among the artefacts recovered (A008/021: 2:040 & 

262). ‘The marking of newly-woven cloths with seals of lead was part of the textile industry’s 

quality control system in medieval and later times throughout Europe. The earliest datable 

lead seal is from the late 14th century seal’34.  The practise of attaching seals to bales of cloth 

was integral in a regulatory system involved in checking that the clothe was of good quality 

and that it conformed with the statutory length, breadth and weight. Without the seal, the 

textile could not legally be sold, (ibid). This system ended in 1724, but seals continued to be 

used as labels on cloths into the 19th century. The seals from Lismullin have the stump of the 

joining of a two-disc tag, but no detail remains on the surfaces. They are probably merchants 

seals, being originally two part seals, dating ‘predominantly from the eighteenth century’35. 

 

Dress 

A single copper alloy pin (A008/021: 2:382) was found in Lismullin. The lower part of the 

shank is all that remained. It probably represents a ring headed pin which coincided with 

fibulae in the Iron Age in Ireland. It could perhaps it is a part of brooch -like those from the 

8th century seat of the provincial kingdom of Brega, Lagore Crannóg.36 These brooches are 

succinctly described as ‘Ring-headed Pins resembling Brooches’ by Hencken37. Without the 

head of the pin, it is impossible to even speculate whether it belongs to a brooch or a pin, or 

even which type of pin. 

                                                 
32 Evans (1957) 76 
33 Noël Hume  (1991) 177 
34 Egan, (1992) 
35 Noël Hume  (1991) 270 
36 Hencken, (1950), 59 
37 Op cit 
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Three small copper alloy buttons, (A008/021:80, 231 & 265 :) with the stubs of wire lugs at 

the rear for attachment are at the earliest 18th century, but most probably are later. ‘Flat 

copper-alloy disks predominated in the second [half of the 18th century], getting larger and 

larger toward the end of the century…Flat of solid white-metal buttons had been cast in sand 

or in tw0-or-three-piece hand moulds (somewhat akin to those used in making bullets) by 

colonial metal workers throughout most of the eighteenth’.38  Two are plain, and one has the 

imprinted logo ‘Standard Colour’ on the reverse.  

Three buckles one incomplete, were retrieved. Little can profitably be said of the incomplete 

example (A008/021:2:406), which is tentatively identified as such. The D-shaped buckle 

(A008/021:2:415), has one straight bar, and the frame splays outward slightly, to form the 

rounded D shape. This is an all-purpose type of buckle, and difficult to assign to a particular 

period or function. D-shaped buckles are the most common shape in the medieval period. The 

third buckle is a post-medieval copper alloy trapezium double buckle, with one flat (reverse) 

side. The front has a design of radiating lines, long horizontal incisions, intersected by short 

central vertical lines. It has certain parallels with late 17th century example from Chelmsford, 

England39.  

 

Horse equipment 

An exquisite example of an inlaid spur was retrieved from context two (A008/021:2 :362). 

The pattern is repeated on both sides of the object, divided into separate motifs. The spur is a 

prick spur, a type which preceded the rowel spur in the evolution of the object. ‘Spurs, when 

used sensibly as aids to ride properly trained horses, do not actually ‘prick’ them and are not 

cruel. Medieval horse owners would have avoided damage to their valuable animals’40. 

Quadrangular goads succeeded the long slim goads of the late Saxon period in the late 11th 

century. Rowel spurs did not appear until the 13th century. ‘Prick spurs became very rare 

during the later Middle Ages. They were to have a brief fashionable revival in England 

during the mid- 17th century when they were sometimes called ‘scotch’ spurs’41. A pair of 

17th century spurs of western European type, albeit rowel spurs, have  a decorated ‘surface of 

finely damascened gold with a foliate scroll and flower head pattern’, not unlike the 

                                                 
38 Noël-Hume (1991) 03 
39 Goodall, A (1985), 42 
40 Ellis, (1995) 127 
41 Op cit. 129 
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Lismullin decoration42. It is probable that the Lismullin spur dates to the 17th century revival 

of the form.  

Seven horseshoes and a eight horseshoe nails represent the later medieval period. Only one 

such shoe is complete (A008/021:2 :363). The inner profile is arched, indicating use on the 

rear hoof. The heels are bent back at right angles forming calkins. The accreted state of the 

fragments of horseshoes makes classification difficult, however, the holes are not 

countersunk and they are likely to be a Type 4 (Later Medieval) or later. The nail holes of 

those shoes ‘have no separate countersunk slot for the nail-head but are square or rectangular, 

and taper inwards in profile.’43  This shoe   appears before the middle of the 14th century. The 

other shoe fragments taper to a rounded point, with no calkins and even outlines. This rules 

out a very early date, as shoes with a wavy outline are normally attributable to the late 11th 

century. During  the 13th century the edges became either smooth or only slightly wavy and 

this type of shoe continued in use throughout the 14th century. The nails all have rectangular 

heads, formed from the same piece as the shaft. The heads are sturdy, representing later 

medieval shoes formed from broader iron.  Two conjoined small links (A008/021: 2:229)  

may have joined the two sides of a curb bit.  

 

Keys and locks 

One item is only is included in this category. It is a rectangular-sectioned bar, with two 

flanges springing from one end, which may be the padlock bolt of a barrel or box padlock key 

(A008/021:2 :592). The identification is speculative, in the absence of the lock casing. A 

barrel padlock key would have squeezed the springs back close to the central bar, allowing 

the hasp to be released. Similar mechanisms were used in Type D locks which had a broad 

date range, and ‘were probably in use before the conquest, and continued in use into the post-

medieval period’44. 

 

Knives 

Eight knives were recovered during the excavations. All were whittle-tanged, the means by 

which all early knives are hafted to the handle. ‘Before c. 1200 all knives had solid handles 

fixed on a spiked ‘whittle’ tang, whereas after c. 1360 over half had composite handle 

consisting of plates riveted to a flat ‘scale’ tang’.45 The best preserved example 

                                                 
42 Sotheby Parke Bernet & Co (1983) 167 
43 Clark, (1995) 88 
44 Goodall, (1990) 1001 
45 Grew, (1987) viii 
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(A008/021:2:079) is a tiny but complete type B- according to Goodall’s typology based on 

British collections. In this type a flat back angles down to the tip, cutting edge is either 

straight or curved. In the Lismullin example the cutting edge is curved. Three of the knives, 

(A008/021:2:075, 281 & 393) approximated to a type C, though only segments of the blades 

survived. The cutting edges and blade backs of the fragments were parallel. This type is 

known from pre-tenth century levels, but also occurs in small numbers in late medieval 

contexts. Three other knives were Type E, (A008/021:2:376, 383 & 405). This type displays 

a curved blade back, and can have variously shaped cutting edges. It has a broad date range 

from the early 10th to the 15th century.46 Finally, one knife fragment (A008/021:2:271), with a 

short whittle tang, has a central bolster. ‘The bolster, a shaped and thickened expansion 

placed between, and forged in one with, the blade and tang, was first introduced during the 

sixteenth century’47. Several examples of similar knives were found in Kells Priory, from 

post-medieval contexts48. 

  

Miscellaneous 

The off cuts of copper alloy (A008/021:2:502 & 506) are similar to pieces of sheet metal 

recovered from a bronze casting workshop dated to the first half of the 13th century in Lund49. 

They may represent patches for repair work which was often carried out with copper alloy.  

 

Personal 

A small lozenge-shaped iron mount (A008/021:2 :411) with two extant small rivets along its 

length terminating in a hook may have been used in keeping a book closed. Book bindings 

sometimes were riveted to leather straps, which terminated in a loop. A hooked attachment 

would have fastened the book. These are usually of copper alloy. An alternative suggestion is 

that the hooked mount may have been part of a fitting for a sword-belt. The hook may have 

joined to a ring on a larger strip, and the rivets on the mount joined to a sling, as described for 

a pair of hooked mounts found in Chelmsford50. 

One almost complete (A008/021:2:692) and one partial piece (A008/021: 2:260) of Jew’s 

Harps were recovered in the excavation. The rods are always diamond-sectioned. No stang 

remains in either one. ‘Their use in Europe appears on present evidence to stretch at least as 

                                                 
46 Goodall (1990b) 838 
47 Op cit 389 
48 Scully, (2007) 
49 Carelli, (2006), 539 
50 Ellis, (1985) 43 
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far back as the Crusades, if not earlier’51. An obvious attraction is the portability. Several 

examples from Kells Priory, Co. Kilkenny, most of which came from contexts dating from 

the second half of the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries52. An example from Trim castle is 

thought to date to the 14th century53. 

 

Structural 

A total of nineteen nails and two rivets in the assemblage were possibly medieval. In 

addition, there was one very large nail, classified as a spike. These measured over 100mm in 

length. They are used in joining heavy timbers together. ‘Spikes are iron nails above 4 inches 

in length, extensively used in fixing timbers together. They require to be hammered in with 

great force.’54  The nails are all similar, having rectangular, (very near square) tapered shafts 

and rounded heads. These differ little from Iron Age examples to medieval finds. Nails from 

the Iron Age site at Freestone Hill in Co. Kilkenny, or the Early Christian levels at Garryduff 

Ringfort; Ballinderry Crannóg to throughout medieval levels in Irish cities are remarkably 

similar. As such, though they are ubiquitous, they are poor indicators of date- past the Iron 

Age.  Such a ubiquitous artefact is not a good dating tool, but do serve to testify to wooden 

construction in the vicinity, but not necessarily at what date. It was not until the late 18th 

century that nails were manufactured by machine, but they continued to be hand wrought, 

particularly in rural area where iron mongering was part of the farming set up. None of the 

complete nails are the same length, testifying to the hand-made origins.  

Two short iron bars, (incomplete) have looped terminals, (A008/021:2:378 & 377). I believe 

these are structural ironwork rather than part of any brooch mechanism. They may be small 

eyed spikes, which were driven into the mortar between masonry and functioned rather like 

looped staples. They ‘may have been used as securing loops for door – or window- hooks’55. 

A shaped piece of lead (A008/021: 2:092) is probably from a section of window lead. Due to 

its malleability, it was used to hold panes of glass together and inserted into the frame. It is 

often re-used. Medieval window lead was cast using a two-piece mould. By the mid sixteenth 

century a lead mill operating like a mangle was in use to produce lead cames. The date of this 

invention is not known, but evidence from Battle abbey (Sussex) suggests that  toothless mill 

may have been in use by the early fifteenth century, toothed rollers being a later introduction 

                                                 
51 Lawson, (1990) 714 
52 Scully, (2007) 375 
53  Buckley, (1983) 36 
54 Mitchell, (1953),271 
55 Goodall, (1990), 329 
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to stop the lead from slipping’. The H-section rods of lead are known as cames, ‘prior to 

being drawn through a vise by the glazier to produce the flexible strips used in the window’ 

thereafter known as ‘turned lead’56. 

 

Tools  

A wedge shaped piece of iron (A008/021:2:589) may have been employed as an aid to 

splitting wood. Similar, though larger, medieval examples like some found in Stretham, E. 

Sussex are ‘used in conjunction with axes for felling trees’57. A possible spoon bit augur, 

(A008/021:2:430) is a woodworkers tool. The rectangular bar has a flattened oval shaped 

terminal. Its’ condition, like other iron objects in the assemblage is somewhat corroded, so it 

is a somewhat speculative identification. Augurs with iron bits set in transverse wooden 

handles were used to drill holes in wood. The tapered bar (A008/021:2:501) may have 

functioned as an awl. Two triangular slightly curved blades represent the tips of scythe 

blades. These are used to harvest hay, in stone free fields preferably, but often lose the tip if 

rock is struck. The long-handled scythe has a longer straighter blade than the sickle, and the 

blades from Lismullin are likely to be post medieval. ‘The business of hay-making was, I 

believe, of little importance until the economic changes of the agrarian revolution and the 

introduction of rotation grass’58.  The saw was in use in medieval times, but the example from 

Lismullin has one very even teeth in the surviving piece, no doubt cut by a machine. A 

circular-sectioned tapered object (A008/021:2:384), which is incomplete at its wider end, 

with one flat side at the narrower end. It may the end of an augur which is inserted into the 

handle. ‘Smaller ones were used [in medieval times] for furniture, panelling, and drilling tool 

handles prior t0 the insertion of tangs’59. The incomplete square sectioned bar 

(A008/021:2:501) with one tapered end may also have been used in woodworking. It is a 

possible awl.  

 

Weaponry 

A small cylinder of lead (A008/021: 2:001), with one flat end and one domed is a modern 

9mm bullet. 

                                                 
56 Noël Hume (1991) 233 
57 Goodall, (1981 ),53 
58 Evans (1957) 151 
59 Goodall, (1981) 53 
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A small curved bar with a shaped finial terminal (A008/021: 2:407) may be the trigger guard 

of a pistol. The identification is tentative, but it compares well with the trigger guard of a 

German wheel lock pistol dated from the early 17th century60.    
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