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Timetable 
 

10.00am   Arrival/Registration 
 
10.15am  Dr Frank Lawrence, UCD School of Music 
   Litanacht Herenn - chanting the liturgy: Holy   
   Week at Lismore 
 
11.00am  Tea/Coffee  
 
11.30am  Professor Marie Therese Flanagan, Queens University Belfast 
   The synod of Ráith Bressail: new directions? 
 
12.15pm  Lunchtime recital  
   Exhibition, UCD Archives, James Joyce Library 
 
2.30pm  Dr Tomás Ó Carragáin, University College Cork  
   Architecture, ritual and reform at the time of Ráith Bressail 
 
3.15pm  Tea/Coffee 
 
3.45pm  Dr Griffin Murray, Kerry County Museum 
   After Ráith Bressail: Toirdelbach Ua Conchobair &  
   ecclesiastical politics in Ireland  
   
4.30pm  Round Table Discussion 
 
5.00pm  Reception in Common Room 
 
 
Speakers   
 
Prof. Marie Therese Flanagan is Professor of Medieval History, QUB. Her research 
interests are focused on twelfth-century Ireland and span the conventional 
historiographical division between the Gaelic and Anglo-Norman periods. She has 
published extensively and is the author of Irish society, Anglo-Norman settlers, 



Angevin kingship: interactions in Ireland in the late twelfth century (Oxford, 1989), 
Irish royal charters: texts and contexts (Oxford, 2005) and The transformation of the 
Irish church in the twelfth century (Woodbridge, 2010). 
 
Dr Frank Lawrence, UCD UCD is Lecturer in Early Music History at the UCD 
School of Music. His principal research is on manuscript sources of the medieval 
chant traditions of the British Isles and north-western Europe. His doctoral 
dissertation was a musicological, liturgical and palaeographical study of the mid-
twelfth century Lismore Gradual, the oldest extant notated musical source from 
Ireland. He is currently preparing the dissertation for publication and it will 
accompany a facsimile of the source. He is a contributor and advisory editor to the 
Encyclopaedia of Music in Ireland (EMIR). 
  
Dr Griffin Murray completed his PhD in Archaeology at UCC in 2007. His thesis 
was on the Cross of Cong and church metalwork in Ireland c.1050-1150. Since then 
he has worked in the museum sector and has published widely on early medieval Irish 
metalwork. His forthcoming monograph on the Cross of Cong is to be published by 
the National Museum of Ireland.   
 
Dr Tomás Ó Carragáin is lecturer in Archaeology at UCC. His research interests 
include early medieval architecture and sculpture, early ecclesiastical territories and 
organization, and archaeological approaches to ritual practice including 
pilgrimage. He is co-author of Inishmurray: Monks and pilgrims in an Atlantic 
landscape (Collins Press, 2008), author of Churches in early medieval Ireland. 
Architecture, ritual and memory (Yale University Press, 2010), and Principal 
Investigator of the Making Christian Landscapes INSTAR Project. 
 
 
 
The Synod of Ráith Bressail 1111 
 
The Synod of Ráith Bressail was a milestone in the restructuring of the church in 
Ireland which took place during the twelfth century. From the late eleventh century 
Ireland was drawn into the momentum of the ecclesiastical reform movement 
throughout Europe which sought to reorganize episcopal jurisdiction, monastic life, 
canon law and church liturgy. Reforming Irish kings and clerics who were in close 
contact with developments in Britain and on the Continent introduced new ideas into 
Ireland which were reflected in the decrees of synods, the introduction of reformed 
religious orders, in art and architecture and in liturgical practices. Among the most 
influential kings were Muirchertach Ua Briain, king of Munster (d.1119), Domnall 
Mac Lochainn. king of Cenél nÉogain (d. 1120), Diarmait Mac Murchada, king of 
Leinster (d. 1171) and Toirdelbach Ua Conchobair, king of Connacht (d. 1156). The 
leading clerics were Máel Muire Ua Dúnáin, bishop of Meath (d. 1117), Máel Ísu Ua 
hAinmire, bishop of Waterford and archbishop of Cashel (d. 1135), Cellach mac 
Áeda, bishop of Armagh (d. 1129), Gillebertus, bishop of Limerick (d. 1140), St 
Malachy (d. 1148) and Lorcán Ua Tuathail, archbishop of Dublin (d.1180). 
 
The Synod of Ráith Bressail was convened in 1111 to establish clearly defined 
dioceses throughout Ireland and to restructure episcopal jurisdiction. It was presided 
over by Bishop Gillebertus of Limerick in his capacity as Papal Legate. Gillebertus 



was the author of De Statu Ecclesiae, a manual on church organisation and the 
function of various ecclesiastical grades (bishops, priests and abbots) in its hierarchy. 
The synod was attended by Cellach of Armagh, Máel Ísu Ua hAinmire of Cashel and 
other bishops. Muirchertach Ua Briain seems to have been the main secular patron of 
the proceedings. The Synod of Ráith Bressail established a diocesan structure which 
in essence survives to the present. It codified a previously existing episcopal structure 
that had developed in Ireland prior to the twelfth-century reform. Armagh was 
recognised as the primatial see. Ireland was divided between the two metropolitan 
sees of Armagh and Cashel. The archbishop of Armagh extended his jurisdiction over 
Cenél Conaill/Cenél nÉogain/Ulaid (Clogher, Ardstraw, Derry, Connor, 
Downpatrick), Mide (Duleek, Clonard) and Connacht (Tuam, Clonfert, Cong, Killala, 
Ardagh/Ardcarn). The archbishop of Cashel extended his jurisdiction over Munster 
(Lismore/Waterford, Cork, Ratass, Limerick, Kilaloe, Emly), Leinster (Kilkenny, 
Leighlin, Kildare, Glendalough, Ferns/Wexford). The Hiberno-Norse see of Dublin 
appears to have been excluded from the structure. In the later Synod of Kells (1152), 
however, Dublin was elevated along with Tuam to metropolitan status. 
 
Our knowledge of the decrees enacted at the Synod of Ráith Bressail almost wholly 
depends on the seventeenth-century historical narrative history of Ireland Foras Feasa 
ar Éirinn written by Geoffrey Keating. In his description Keating concentrates on the 
delineation of the various dioceses and although he states that there were ‘many other 
good decrees of this holy synod’ he provides little information about them.  
 
This conference will consider what may have been discussed at Ráith Bressail and the 
synod’s importance in the context of the history of the Irish church.  
 
 


