
Medieval Symposium
The Abbey of  
St Thomas the Martyr
Mainistir Thomáis 
Mairtíreach
1177 – 1539 AD



Recent archaeological and historical research into the 
Abbey of St Thomas the Martyr has greatly contributed to 
our knowledge and understanding of medieval Dublin.  
The Symposium will present the most up-to-date 
research on the abbey from leading scholars and experts. 
It will offer new insights, not only on the abbey’s 12th 
century origins and its pivotal role in the religious and 
political affairs of the city until its ultimate dissolution 
some 360 years later, but also on the abbey’s lasting 
impact on present-day Dublin.

Venue & Date
Saturday 14th Oct 2017
09:30 – 17:00
St Catherine’s Church
Thomas Street,
Dublin 8

Admission
Admission to the conference is free, but please register in 
advance via Eventbrite by following this link:  
https://st-thomas-abbey-conference-dublin-8.eventbrite.ie.



09.30 Registration and opening remarks
Howard Clarke

9.45 The Sacred and the Profane - 
preliminary results of archaeological 
excavations at 30 & 32-36,  
Thomas Street 
Paul Duffy

10.25 Thomas Becket and the Invasion of 
Ireland 
Michael Staunton

11.05 Tea & coffee

11.25 The foundation and early history of 
the Abbey of St Thomas the Martyr
Marie Therese Flanagan

12.05 St Thomas’s Abbey and the 
chronology of Early English Gothic in 
Ireland
Tadhg O’Keeffe

12.45 Interval

14.00 For the Love of God and Neighbour: 
the lifestyle of the Canons of St 
Thomas’s Abbey 
Colmán Ó Clabaigh

14.40 St Thomas’s Abbey and the City of 
Dublin in the late medieval period.
Áine Foley

15.20 Tea & coffee

15. 35 The Augustinians and their 
architecture  
Roger Stalley

16.10 Old and new monastic communities 
in Dublin in the twelfth century
Edel Bhreathnach

16.50 Summation of the day

Conference  
Schedule



Though no physical evidence remains 
of the Abbey of St Thomas the Martyr, 
Dublin, research shows that its grounds 
comprised an area stretching from 
Meath St. to Crane St. fronting along 
Thomas St. with the River Liffey, Christ 
Church and St Patrick’s Cathedral all in 
relative proximity to it.
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St Thomas’s 
Abbey 
conference bios 
and abstracts

Edel Bhreathnach: Old and new 
monastic communities in Dublin in the 
twelfth century

Abstract: Dublin was a hub of 
experimentation in monasticism in 
Ireland during the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries with the arrival of a wave of 

new orders into the town. The current narrative suggests that 
there may have been an earlier ‘monastery’ in situ since the 
seventh century and certainly large ecclesiastical settlements 
lay in Dublin’s greater hinterland. This paper addresses the 
formation of monastic communities in Dublin especially from 
the 1030s to the 1160s. 

Bio: Edel Bhreathnach is CEO of The Discovery Programme: 
Centre for Archaeology and Innovation Ireland. She was a 
Tara Research Fellow for the Discovery Programme from 
1992 to 2000. In 2005. she was appointed Post-Doctoral 
Fellow at the Mícheál Ó Cléirigh Institute for the study of Irish 
History and Civilization, at University College Dublin. In 2013, 
she left her role in the Ó Cléirigh Institute and came back to 
the Discovery Programme. She is currently Co-Investigator 
of the Monastic Ireland Landscape and Settlement project 
(www.monastic.ie). Her publications include Tara: a select 
bibliography (1995) and Ireland in the medieval world AD400-
1000. Landscape, kingship and religion (2014).

Paul Duffy: The Sacred and the 
Profane - preliminary results of 
archaeological excavations at 30 & 
32-36, Thomas Street

Abstract: Recent excavations in 
advance of redevelopment of the site of 
Frawley’s department store on Thomas 

Street have uncovered rich archaeological remains dating 
to the medieval and post-medieval periods. The site was 
found to straddle the boundary of the Abbey of St. Thomas 
the Martyr and excavations have identified the location 
of the northern precinct as well as a portion of the Abbey 
cemetery. This paper discusses the preliminary results of 
these excavations and highlights the widely differing activities 
that were taking place side by side - within and without the 
Abbey walls.

Bio: Paul Duffy is a professional archaeologist working for 
IAC Archaeology. He graduated with a first class BA (Hons) in 
Heritage Studies from GMIT in 2005. He spent several years 
working on large infrastructure projects supervising numerous 
prehistoric and medieval excavations throughout Ireland and 
overseas.

Marie Therese Flanagan: The 
foundation and early history of the 
Abbey of St Thomas the Martyr

Abstract: “This paper will explore the 
foundation and early history of St 
Thomas’s Abbey, founded in 1177 
by King Henry II in reparation for the 

murder of Archbishop Thomas Becket. It was the only English 
royal foundation in medieval Ireland and the earliest charters 
issued by kings of England enable its relationship with the 
English crown to be explored.”

Bio: Marie Therese Flanagan is an Emeritus Professor from 
Queen’s University, Belfast. She is a graduate of University 
College Dublin and the University of Oxford. She is a former 
Vice-President of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland, 
a former President of the Ulster Society for Irish Historical 
Studies, and a member of the AHRC Peer Review College. 
She is also a research associate of the Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography. Her publications include Irish Society, 
Anglo-Norman Settlers, Angevin Kingship: Interactions in 
Ireland in the Late Twelfth Century. 



Áine Foley: St Thomas’s Abbey and 
the City of Dublin in the late medieval 
period.

Abstract: The relationship between 
St Thomas’s Abbey and the citizens 
of Dublin was often contentious. 
The abbey played a vital role in the 

development of the city’s western suburbs and the city’s 
reliance on the abbey for its supply of water was a source 
of tension. This simmering tension occasionally spilled over 
into violence and this paper will explore this often uneasy 
relationship between city and abbey.

Bio: Áine Foley is a self-employed historical researcher. She 
completed her PhD on the royal manors of county Dublin 
Trinity College Dublin in 2010 and since then has published 
widely in the field of medieval history. Her book The Royal 
Manors of medieval Co. Dublin: Crown & Community was 
published by Four Courts Press in 2013. She is currently 
conducting research on violence in late medieval Ireland.

Colmán Ó Clabaigh: For the Love of 
God and Neighbour: the lifestyle of the 
Canons of St Thomas’s Abbey 

Abstract: This presentation examines 
the context and contents of TCD MS 97, 
a 13th–14th century compendium of 
monastic legislation, theological works 

and courtesy literature from St Thomas’s Abbey. Although 
a seemingly disparate miscellany, closer analysis shows 
that the codex was intended as a handbook on ‘How to be 
a Victorine Canon’. The paper explores what the texts say 
about the lifestyle of the monastic community and how they 
interacted with their contemporaries.

Bio: Colmán Ó Clabaigh is a monk of Glenstal Abbey, Co. 
Limerick and a medievalist specialising in the history of 
monasticism and religion in Late Medieval Ireland. His 
publications include The friars in Ireland, 1224–1540 (2012)

Tadhg O’Keeffe: St Thomas’s Abbey 
and the chronology of Early English 
Gothic in Ireland

Abstract: This paper will look at 
the early architectural history of St 
Thomas’s Abbey, and its place within 
the chronology of the Early English 
Gothic style in Ireland.

Bio: Tadhg O’Keeffe is a Professor in the School of 
Archaeology at University College, Dublin. He is a specialist 
in medieval architecture and has published numerous books 
and essays on the topic. Amongst his publications are Irish 
Historic Towns Atlas, no. 13, Fethard (2003) and Irish Historic 
Towns Atlas, no. 27, Youghal (2015) with David Kelly.

Roger Stalley: The Augustinians and 
their architecture

Abstract: The abbey of St Thomas 
was one of the wealthiest Augustinian 
houses in Ireland where one might 
expect to find architecture of a high 
order. But what did the buildings 

look like and how would they have compared with other 
Augustinian monasteries in Ireland? Augustinian communities 
were so varied that it is hard to find any consistency in their 
buildings. This talk will explore the architectural background 
of the Dublin monastery; it will explore the connections with 
the Augustinian abbey in Bristol (now the cathedral) but will 
argue that the best guide to its original appearance lies closer 
to home.

Bio: Until his retirement in 2010, Roger Stalley was 
Professor of the History of Art at Trinity College, Dublin. 
The author of seven books and over one hundred articles, 
he is a medievalist with a broad range of interests in art 
and architecture. His publications include The Cistercian 
Monasteries of Ireland (1987), Early Medieval Architecture 
(1999) and, as co-author, Irish Gothic Architecture (2014).

Michael Staunton: Thomas Becket 
and the Invasion of Ireland

Abstract: The Abbey of St Thomas 
the Martyr owes its existence to two 
events: the murder of Thomas Becket 
in December 1170, and King Henry 
II’s subsequent incursion into Ireland 

less than a year later. But in what way, if any, were these 
events connected? While a direct connection might seem 
unlikely, that is exactly what a number of twelfth century 
writers alleged: that the main motivation behind the king’s 
visit to Ireland, and his establishment of English rule there, 
was his desire to escape the widespread outrage over the 
murder of his archbishop. These and other writers went 
further, and claimed that English troops in Ireland faced an 
unexpected enemy in the form of the martyred archbishop 
himself, who miraculously struck down those who had dared 
to attack the Irish without cause. In this paper I will show how 
Thomas Becket’s posthumous intervention in Irish affairs was 
presented, and how Henry II’s invasion of Ireland ultimately 
led to his reconciliation with the martyr, and the founding of 
an abbey in his honour in Dublin.

Bio: Michael Staunton, Associate Professor of History at 
University College Dublin, is the author of Thomas Becket and 
His Biographers (Boydell and Brewer, 2006), and The Lives 
of Thomas Becket (Manchester University Press, 2001), a 
selection of translated sources. His most recent book is The 
Historians of Angevin England (Oxford University Press, 2017). 




