The Marshal Gatehouse at Kilkenny Castle Revealed

Fig. 1. Top: Kilkenny Castle viewed towards the northwest from the castle park. The gatehouse would have
been centred between the near ends of the two side wings. Lower left: Ground floor plan of the castle today.
Lower right: the medieval castle plan c. 1400 as reconstructed by Dan Tietzsch-Tyler for the 2007commissioned reconstruction drawing project.

The Marshal Gatehouse at Kilkenny Castle
Revealed: A note on the 2019 excavation
Dan Tietzsch-Tyler and Cóilín Ó Drisceoil
Kilkenny Castle is one of the foremost
monuments of the Middle Ages in Ireland.
Significant demolition and alteration of the
surviving masonry in post-medieval times have
resulted in its medieval appearance being
largely lost or obscured (Figs. 1, 2). In 2019 in
response to plans for landscaping of the castle
yard, the location of the former gatehouse of
the castle was partially excavated under the
direction of Cóilín Ó Drisceoil of Kilkenny
Archaeology. This note presents preliminary
findings of that excavation, findings that

fundamentally alter our perceptions of the
medieval castle (Ó Drisceoil 2020).
It is widely accepted that the masonry castle at
Kilkenny that we see today was substantially
built by the elder William Marshal during his
sojourn in Ireland between 1207 and 1213, and
probably begun in 1208. During this period the
Marshal was in exile from King John’s court
having angered the king by swearing temporary
allegiance to the French king, Philippe Auguste,
for the lands lost to him by John in 1204.
The most impressive remains of the medieval
castle are three cylindrical towers: the North
Tower, the West Tower, the smallest of the
three, and the South Tower (later White’s
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Fig. 2. Aerial view of Kilkenny Castle from the east that places the 2019 excavation in context. Note the curtain
abutting the top left of the excavated right-hand gatehouse tower. The other curtain was only just exposed
in 2019 but is known from previous investigations to extend to the wall scar just right of the down pipe of the
large South Tower in the lower left of the photograph.

Tower), which is by far the largest of the three.
The three towers are connected by two
stretches of curtain wall, southwest and northwest, which define the western perimeter of
the castle’s inner ward. The South Tower is a
dominant tower with a diameter equalling that
of the Marshal’s great tower at Pembroke
Castle, begun a few years before Kilkenny. Only
the lowermost storey of each tower survives in
its medieval form, the upper storeys having
been significantly modified since the seventeenth century. Mostly this involved complete
refenestration, but the inner face of the South
Tower above the lowest storey was also
removed in the late seventeenth century to
increase floor space.
Much of the lowest level of the southwest curtain
survives, including at the south end a mural
garderobe, plunging arrow loops and steps
leading down through the thickness of the wall

to a sallyport at the base of the stone-lined ditch
outside. The wall is however punctuated in the
centre by a late seventeenth-century section
containing the grand classical gateway of that
date that now forms the main entrance into the
castle. The northwest curtain survives only in
foundation, where two more flights of steps
extend down into the ditch. This curtain was
demolished over time to accommodate the
successive rebuilding phases of the main postmedieval residential block of the castle,
beginning in the late sixteenth century.
A very short length of the northeast curtain
survives against the North Tower where it was
incorporated into a c. 1400 trapezoidal extension on the tower’s southeast face, giving the
tower a keyhole-shaped plan. As part of late
sixteenth century renovations, a great gallery
was built along the same line as this short
length of curtain, its outer face overlooking the
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Fig. 3. Plan of Kilkenny Castle showing the location of the 2019 excavation trench in relation to previous
archaeological excavations (after Murtagh 2017, Fig. 5.40; Neary 2010; with amendments and additions
arising from 2019 excavations).

River Nore. Largely rebuilt in the nineteenth
century, it has come to be accepted that this
line reflects the missing northeast curtain,
extending to a long-vanished East Tower. The
putative East Tower was believed to be connected to the South Tower by a fourth, southeast stretch of curtain that had at its centre a
twin-towered gatehouse similar to that still

standing at the Marshal’s Chepstow Castle,
with a gate passage flanked by two round-faced
towers. The gatehouse survived well into the
eighteenth century, as seen in Francis Place’s
1698 drawing (Fig. 5) of the castle and on two
maps dating to the mid-eighteenth century.
The curtain on either side of the gatehouse had
gone by then, that to the southwest replaced
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Fig. 4. Top: Vertical aerial photograph of the excavated 2019 trench exposing the twin-towered Kilkenny
Castle gatehouse. Bottom: Plan of the excavation to the same scale. Note that the medieval structures are
in tones of grey.

by a later building and the other end left open
for easier access into the yard. The southeast
curtain was originally thought to have been
unidirectional as depicted in a 1989 guidebook
reconstruction drawing (Friel 1989, 2-3). Dan
Tietzsch-Tyler was commissioned in 2007 to
produce a new reconstruction drawing in which
it was suggested that the gatehouse occupied
a very obtuse angle in the curtain (TietzschTyler 2017, 194; Figs. 1 and 6 here). A geophysi-

cal survey of the castle yard and park was
commissioned by the authors in 2009 to test
hypotheses arising from the reconstruction
process (Gimson 2010). The results suggested an
even more acute angle between the curtains on
either side of the gatehouse, giving the castle an
irregular pentagonal geometry (Murtagh 2017,
171). They also clearly identified the two towers
of the gatehouse buried just below the ground
surface, as predicted.
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Fig. 5. View of Kilkenny Castle from the east (Wind Gap Hill) by Francis Place (1698). The twin-towered
gatehouse just overlaps with the conically-capped South Tower on the extreme left of the image. A conical
cap on the West Tower can also be seen behind the right-hand gatehouse tower. The circular structure in the
foreground is a seventeenth-century summer banqueting house. Courtesy of the RISD Museum, Providence,
RI. Anonymous gift. Accession No. 71.153.27

The 2019 excavation exposed fully the lowest
levels of the medieval gatehouse (Fig. 4),
standing to just over one metre above medieval
ground level. Contrary to expectations the
gatehouse is asymmetrical, with two different
shaped towers, but with outer fronts both based
on a circular diameter of 8.85 metres. These are
truncated to provide straight faces on either side
of the 2.18 metres-wide gate passage. Though
the inner end of the gatehouse was not exposed
in the excavation trench, the southern tower
appears to be D-shaped in plan, extending back
into the castle yard on the south side of the gate
passage, while the northern tower is essentially
circular with an integrated 3.75 metres-thick wall
extending back from it along the north side of
the passage. There is some evidence for a mural
stairwell in the southern tower, perhaps spiral.
There may also have been a straight staircase in
the thick wall at the rear of the northern tower.
The curtain wall was found to abut the gatehouse
on either side, indicating that the gatehouse
predates the curtain and must have been, for a
time, freestanding as part of the earth-and-timber castle that preceded the masonry castle. The
southern section of curtain is tied into and thus
contemporaneous with the South Tower at its

other end (Murtagh 1998, 304; Figs. 2, and 3).
This section of curtain is only barely flanked by
the towers at either end, but the northern
section is well flanked by the northern gatehouse
tower. The two sections of curtain between the
gatehouse and the North Tower were found to
form an even smaller obtuse angle than suggested by the geophysics so that the curtain
abutting the gatehouse can be projected to meet
the northeast curtain only five metres from the
extended North Tower. They are shown curving
into each other in Fig. 7, but alternatively they
could have met at an obtuse angle.
From the 2019 excavation we can see that the
Marshal’s gatehouse is asymmetrical and differs
in detail from the gatehouse at Chepstow. As at
Chepstow, two towers with cylindrical cores
extend back into the castle yard, but whether
simply as a narrow extension of the gate
passage or with a chamber forming the rear of
the southern tower must await further
excavation. The northern section of abutting
curtain appears to be one and the same as the
northeast curtain, but with an obtuse angle or
a broad curve close to the north tower. The line
of the curtain here may have followed a former
riverside escarpment which would have negated
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Fig. 6. Dan Tietzsch-Tyler’s 2007 reconstruction of Kilkenny Castle as it might have appeared in 1395 during
King Richard II’s visit. Our understanding of structures external to the inner courtyard walls and towers has
changed significantly following the 2010 geophysical survey. © Dan Tietzsch-Tyler

the need for a ditch on its exterior. Rather than
being pentagonal, Kilkenny Castle was typically
quadrilateral, in the form of an irregular
parallelogram . There also is no reason for there
ever to have been a fourth or East Tower. The
1307 description of the castle as having ‘four
towers’ must refer to the gatehouse as the
fourth tower, and not to an independent fourth
tower as has been assumed.

2021/early 2022 may shed light on this and
other outstanding questions.

Finally, the fact that the gatehouse predates the
curtain walls on either side, which seem
integrated with the rest of the circuit of walls,
begs the question of when it was built. Is it
possible that the gatehouse was conceived
during the Marshal’s short visit to Ireland in
1200, or even as far back as 1192 when there is
some record of construction work on the site
(Murtagh 1993, 1104), or is it just a first phase
of the main building programme of 1207-13?
Further excavations scheduled for late
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