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Excavations at the extension to the Abbey Lane Theatre in the centre of Armagh city in 2010 
uncovered a series of early medieval pits and gullies revealing episodes of occupation and industry 

dating from perhaps as early as the 6th century to the 10th or 11th century AD.

INTRODUCTION
The Centre for Archaeological Fieldwork at 
Queen’s University was asked by the then 
Northern Ireland Environment Agency (now the 
Historic Environment Division of the Department 
for Communities) to carry out an archaeological 
evaluation of a proposed extension to the Armagh 
Theatre Group theatre, the ‘Abbey Theatre’, 
at Abbey Lane, Armagh in 2010 (Figs 1, 2). 
Initially two evaluation trenches were excavated 
by the author with the assistance of a mechanical 
excavator. These evaluation trenches revealed that, 
beneath a significant amount of modern overburden, 

there were surviving archaeological deposits and it 
was decided that further excavation was justified. 
The evaluation trenches were expanded to become 
a single excavation trench measuring 5m north/
south and 4m east/west situated inside the footprint 
of the theatre extension. The excavation and post-
excavation was funded by the NIEA (now HED) 
and carried out under licence from NIEA (licence 
no AE/09/202).

Three distinct phases of early medieval 
archaeological activity were uncovered. The 
earliest was represented by two gullies, 206 and 
208, which radiocarbon dates suggest dated to the 

Fig 1 Map of Armagh city 
showing location of the 
excavation (black rectangle) and 
the numbered locations (1–9) of 
previous important excavations 
referred to in the text.
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on a plateau extending west from Cathedral Hill. 
The proposed extension was to the east of the 
existing building and measured 8m by 6m. 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
The site is located on the plateau to the south-east 
of Cathedral Hill. In the early medieval period this 
would have been just outside the eastern extremity 
of the Trian Masan, one of the three trians into 
which medieval Armagh was subdivided, and to the 
west of Tempul na Ferta, by tradition the earliest 
ecclesiastical foundation in Armagh (McCullough 
& Crawford 2007, 2). Bartlett’s map of 1601 shows 
the ruinous remains of the medieval town. It depicts 
to the south and east remains of land subdivisions 
and clusters of stone which could be interpreted as 
the rubble remains of collapsed housing. Dependent 
on whether the ruined church to the south-east 
of St Patrick’s cathedral is Tempul na Ferta, the 
site at Abbey Lane may be within this area. The 
site does not appear to have been subjected to 
redevelopment during the post-medieval period 
and is depicted on 18th-century maps as being 
free from buildings (ibid, maps 5, 6). In a survey 
carried out by Livingstone, at the behest of the 
archbishop of Armagh in 1766, the boundaries of 
plots of land and their owners were recorded (ibid, 
map 5). This showed that the land upon which the 
site is located was in the ownership of Thomas 
Ogle, who also owned a house and offices close by 
(ibid). Ogle had proposed that a new street should 
be constructed in Armagh to allow better flow of 
traffic through the town. Thomas Street and Ogle 
Street were constructed and named after him, and 
in John Rocque’s map of 1790 both streets are 
represented. There was still at this stage, however, 
no evidence of buildings to the area east of Thomas 
Street and south of Scotch Street. The land at the 

later 6th or 7th centuries AD. Animal bone found 
in these gullies evidenced butchery of cattle, pigs 
and horses.

Cutting this earliest phase of use at the site 
was a probable cesspit 221. The preserved organic 
material from this cesspit also provided some 
very interesting information on both the wild and 
cultivated edible plants being exploited in early 
medieval Armagh, with evidence found for use 
of cereals, but more interestingly perhaps, carrot, 
nettle, brambles, plum/damson, sloe and hazelnut. 
Radiocarbon analysis showed that this pit probably 
began to be used by the mid-8th century. The 
presence of this pit likely indicates that there was 
human occupation in this part of Armagh at this 
point in time. 

After a time the pit 221 began to infill, 
accumulating material which contained waste from 
industrial processes, especially amber working, 
but with smaller amounts of evidence for lignite 
working and bone working too. This was evidence 
of a phase of industrial activity at, or near, the site, 
which has been truncated elsewhere, but evidenced 
by the material which had fallen into the open 
cesspit. These upper fills may have begun building 
up between the later 8th and mid-9th centuries and 
perhaps continued to accumulate until as late as the 
later 10th or even early 11th century.

This excavation, though small, was very 
successful. It has given us a sequence of urban 
development at Abbey Lane, from an area with 
gullies filled with butchery waste, to evidence for 
occupation, and then craft activities taking place at 
or close to the site.

The Abbey Theatre is located in the centre 
of Armagh just off Abbey Lane, at an OD of 
approximately 70m (IGR H87621 45009). The site 
is approximately 200m west of St Patrick’s cathedral 

Fig 2 Detailed location map showing position 
of theatre extension (black rectangle).

site of the excavation was divided into small 
plots in this period, with a map symbol, a small 
plant, probably indicating vegetable gardens, 
differentiating these plots from nearby plots 
with rows of trees which seem likely to have 
been orchards (ibid, map 6). By 1810 in a 
painting by James Black, now in Armagh 
County Museum, the area of the site still 
appears to have been free from buildings (ibid, 
pl 1). Construction of Dobbin Street seems to 
have begun in 1811 and at Linenhall Street a 
flax and linen market, later the butter market, 
was constructed by 1820 (ibid, fig 3). At this 
time the population of Armagh was expanding 
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southerly well silted slowly over centuries, having 
begun to silt in the later part of the early medieval 
era and not completely filling up until the 16th 
century (ibid). Artefacts found within it included a 
12th-century copper-alloy stick pin, Mediterranean 
porphyry, medieval masonry, occasional human 
remains, and from the uppermost fill a 16th-century 
coin (ibid). 

Excavations at English Street by Chris Lynn 
and Norman Crothers revealed late medieval and 
early medieval features and artefacts (Fig 1: 7) 
(ARM 012:092) (Lynn 1989; 1990; Crothers 1991). 
A large ditch was found containing early medieval 
artefacts, although the excavator concluded that the 
artefacts were redeposited, making dating of the 
ditch difficult (Crothers 1991). 

Excavations at Abbey Street (Fig 1: 8) (ARM 
012:090) revealed early medieval gullies and a 
ditch as well as later 18th- and 19th-century ditches, 
garden features and drains (Hurl 2003). The ditch 
was dated from a piece of unidentified charcoal to 
between the 7th and 10th centuries AD; however, 
the apparent absence of souterrain ware from the 
range of artefacts found might indicate that the 
actual date is closer to the earlier portion of the 
potential date range, predating the later 8th century. 

Excavations at Market Street Armagh in 1998 
(Fig 1: 9) (ARM 012:138) directed by Stephen 
Gilmore (Gilmore 2001) discovered two medieval 
ditches. One ditch was possibly a trian boundary 
running north/south and dating to the 11th to 12th 
century. A second curving ditch running around 
Cathedral Hill dated to the 7th to 10th century, and 
might relate to the ditches uncovered by Gaskell 
Brown and Harper (1984) and the ditch found by 
Chris Lynn and Norman Crothers (Lynn 1989; 
1990; Crothers 1991).

Trial trenching at Castle Street/Thomas Street 
by Chris Lynn in 1976 (Fig 1: 9) (ARM 012: 
091) revealed limited evidence for early medieval 
occupation and suggested that this area had been 
left as an open paddock in the late medieval period. 

THE EXCAVATION
Initially two evaluation trenches, Trench 1 and Trench 
2, measuring 5m by 2m and 7m by 2m respectively, 
had been excavated, using mechanical assistance 
(Fig 3). These two trenches demonstrated that under 
a very considerable depth of overburden, up to 1.5m 
in depth in places, there were strata of archaeological 
interest. Consequently a more substantial excavation 
was planned across the footprint of the proposed 
theatre extension site. This trench, subsequently 
called the Main Trench, measured approximately 
5m by 4m and was orientated with its long axis 
approximately east/west. 

rapidly. In 1770 a census of Armagh calculated the 
population at 1,948 people in 499 dwellings, and by 
1831 a similar census calculated that Armagh had a 
population of 9,470 in 1,570 houses (ibid, 7). The 
first edition Ordnance Survey map indicates a build-
up of housing in this area and shows the excavation 
site to be located in garden plots to the rear of 
houses in Abbey Lane and Dobbin Street.

EARLIER ARCHAEOLOGICAL 
RESEARCH IN ARMAGH
There have been a number of significant excavations 
in Armagh since the 1960s. At 39–41 Scotch Street 
(Fig 1: 1), Chris Lynn found a late Neolithic 
circular ditch, 12m in diameter, 0.8m wide and 
1.1m deep (Lynn 1988a), from which large amounts 
of Neolithic pottery, flint and animal bone were 
recovered. Two radiocarbon dates centring around 
2800 BC were obtained from the charcoal-rich 
fills of the ditch. The excavator, while not ruling 
out a domestic origin for the site, believed a ritual 
explanation more likely (ibid, 10). 

The earliest medieval remains at Armagh were 
uncovered during excavations by Chris Lynn and 
Jackie McDowell at 48 Scotch Street (Fig 1: 2) 
(Lynn 1988b; Lynn & McDowell 1988) (ARM 
012:097). There they found a small charcoal- and 
ash-filled pit which produced a 5th-century AD 
radiocarbon date. The pit was cut by a burial which 
was part of a cemetery, burials from which were also 
detected during excavations at 43 Scotch Street (Fig 
1: 3), 39–41 Scotch Street (ARM 012:095) (Fig 1: 
1), 46–56 Scotch Street (Fig 1: 2) (ARM 012:097) 
and sporadically at 16 Scotch Street (Fig 1: 4) (ibid, 
59) (ARM012:093). 

Excavations at Cathedral Hill (Fig 1: 5) (ARM 
012:066) produced evidence for a large ditch, 
apparently encircling the hill (Gaskell Brown & 
Harper 1984). Radiocarbon dates from the base 
of the ditch suggested construction between the 
3rd and the 6th century AD. A short time after the 
ditch was dug it was backfilled using the material 
from its bank and was covered by an early medieval 
industrial horizon, with artefacts including 
metalworking waste, moulds, slag and crucibles and 
E ware pottery. Later, possibly 8th- to 9th-century 
clay moulds and trial pieces were also found. 

Significant evidence for industrial activity was 
also uncovered during the excavations at 50–56 
Scotch Street (Fig 1: 2). These excavations revealed 
waste from glass and lignite production, sawn 
antler and antler combs and hundreds of amber 
fragments. This activity was dated to around the 
10th century (Lynn & McDowell 1988, 60). Two 
rectangular stone- lined wells were also found at 16 
Scotch Street (Fig 1: 6) (ARM 012:059). The more 
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the north end. This layer was partially waterlogged 
and when a box section was excavated to the bottom 
of this layer it filled with water over a number of 
hours. When first encountered many finds including 
brownware, blackware and creamware were found 
in the upper 0.10m of this layer. However, as the 
layer was excavated the number of finds rapidly 
diminished. It seems as if the finds in the upper part 
of this layer may have been rubbish thrown into 
partially waterlogged waste land at the back of the 
19th-century houses located along Dobbin Street 
and Linenhall Street. There were two irregular 
depressions, 210 and 219, both located in the west 
of the trench, filled with mid- to late 19th-century 
rubbish, stones and rotting wood pressed into the 
archaeological strata below. The smaller depression 
210 measured approximately 0.60m north/south 
and 0.70m east/west and was cut into the upper fill 
227 of the pit 221. It was filled with the organic 
silty loam 218, which contained late 18th- to 19th-
century transfer-printed pottery. The slightly larger 
pit 219 measured 0.8m east/west by 0.6m north/
south and cut the upper fill 231 of the curving gully 
230. It was filled by a dark organic silty loam 220, 
which contained 19th-century pottery. 

Beneath the 19th-century depression 210, 
to the north-east of the site, was a large sub-
rectangular, waterlogged pit 221, which measured 
approximately 1.2m north/south, 1.3m east/west 
and 0.5m deep. It was filled by a number of distinct 
fills. The basal fill of the pit was a very organic dark 
brown loam 232, which was 20cm deep which may 
have been cess. It was beneath a layer of what was 
initially believed to be wood, but which was in fact 
shown on excavation to be compressed vegetable 
matter set within a very dark brown organic loam 
222, similar to the underlying 232. To the south 
side of the pit there was a deposit of orange sandy 
clay 223 immediately above 222, which may have 
been redeposited subsoil. Directly above this sand 
layer and extending across the pit was a mid- brown 
silty loam 224. A small lens of orange clay loam 
226 separated the brown silty loam 224, which 
contained one fragment of amber, from the light 
brown silty clay loam 227, the upper fill of 221 
which contained several fragments of amber and 
some very small abraded sherds of coarse pottery, 
probably souterrain ware. Very small fragments 
of amber were also found during soil sample 
processing of the other upper fills of the pit 224, 
226 and 227.

Stratified immediately below 220, the other 
19th-century depression, was a curving cut 230 
found in the extreme south of the site. It was filled 
by a light grey brown clay 233 at its base, which was 
below a mid grey/brown silty loam upper fill 231 

Excavation of the Main Trench (Figs 4–5)
The Main Trench was not completely regular 
and did not extend across the entirety of the 
extension footprint, which measured 8m by 3.5m. 
This was because to have dug the entire footprint 
of the proposed theatre extension would have 
undermined the existing north wall of the theatre, 
and the walls of the adjoining garage and car 
park. Also the archaeological strata were covered 
by approximately 1.5m of topsoil and rubble and 
there was a significant risk of trench wall collapse. 
To manage this risk the overburden was removed 
mechanically and the mechanical excavator was 
used to bevel the edges of the trench to an angle 
of approximately 60 degrees, avoiding any danger 
of trench wall collapse, unavoidably reducing the 
size of trench it was possible to safely excavate. 
It also, unfortunately, made the sides of the trench 
somewhat irregular, more irregular than it was 
possible to straighten manually. The context 
numbering system for the strata in this trench 
continued the context sequence used for the earlier 
evaluation trench, Trench 2. 

Most of the overburden removed mechanically 
from the Main Trench consisted of a mix of building 
rubble and garden soil 201. In the north-west of the 
trench it sat above a layer of rough cobbling 202 
associated with mid- to late 19th-century finds. In 
the rest of the trench it was located immediately 
above a dark grey, organic rich, silty loam 203. The 
cobbling 202 was also located immediately above 
this silty loam 203. Loam 203 covered the entire 
trench at this level and was up to 0.3m thick at the 
south of the trench but only about 0.15m thick at 

Fig 3 Plan showing location 
of excavation trenches.
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layer was a remnant of metalworking activity. The 
gully 206 cut into a grey brown loam relic topsoil 
layer 204. A second waterlogged cut 208, running 
between the west and north sections in the extreme 
north-west of the trench, also cut through this relic 
topsoil. It was at least 2.0m long, in excess of 1.0m 
wide and at least 0.5m deep. It had two fills, a light 
brown compact clay loam fill 212 which contained 
one fragment of an early medieval bone comb and a 
mid- to dark brown clay loam 209 which contained 
both burnt and unburnt bone. The relic topsoil 204, 
which was cut by gullies 206 and 208, was extant 
between the gullies in most of the central and 
southern area of the trench. It was above the blue/
green firm clay subsoil 205.

THE FINDS
Topsoil layers/modern overburden
The artefacts from the topsoil layers 201, 202 and 
203 at Abbey Lane all probably dated to the late 
17th/18th and 19th centuries, with one exception, 

which contained quite a lot of animal bone. The pit 
221 and the curving cut 230 both cut a waterlogged 
gully 206. This gully ran north-west to south-east 
and was 4.20m long, up to 1.0m wide and 0.55m 
deep at its deepest. It appeared to get shallower 
towards its north-western end and may have been 
terminating, although it is difficult to be certain 
because of the disturbance of the later pit 221. This 
gully had two fills, a light to mid-brown compact 
loam basal fill 211 and a darker silty loam upper 
fill 207, which contained a lot of charcoal. There 
were a number of patches of burnt clay 228 sitting 
on 207, especially at the southern end of the gully, 
these may have been the remnants of later burning 
which had contributed to the high charcoal content 
of this layer. There were a number of fragments of 
amber from both 207 and 228. They were few in 
number and very small and it is possible that they 
were pressed into these layers from activity above. 
There was also a fragment of possible hearth lining 
from 228, which could indicate that this burnt 

Fig 4 Excavation plan 
of Main Trench.
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AD and is broadly consistent with the finding of 
amber fragments in a 10th-century horizon by 
Chris Lynn and Jackie McDowell at 50–56 Scotch 
Street (Lynn & McDowell 1988). It seems unlikely, 
however, that the pit would have gradually filled up 
over 200 years, and equally unlikely that it would 
have remained open, but unused, for an extended 
period before backfilling. It seems more likely that 
it filled rapidly after its period of initial use, and 
that it was probably totally infilled by the middle 
of the 9th century, which is also consistent with the 
radiocarbon evidence.

A small amount of amber was also found in 
contexts 207, a fill of the linear gully 206, and 
228, a deposit of burnt earth sitting above 207. The 
radiocarbon dates for 207, late 6th to 7th century, 
are earlier than the dates for the amber-bearing 
layers in the pit; however, the radiocarbon date for 
the amber in context 228 — 8th to 10th century — 
is comparable to the dates from the pit. It is likely 
that the amber in 207 is intrusive and probably is 
derived from context 228, which was in direct 
contact with 207.

Stone 
A possible piece of pumice, with flattened worn 
sides, was found in 220, the fill of an otherwise 
unimportant 19th-century cut in the north-east of 
the site. A quartzite pebble was found in 227, the 
upper fill of the cesspit 221. It measures 65mm by 
55mm by 35mm and has one face showing evidence 
of wear and flattening and the opposite end having a 
fracture consistent with percussion. A single blade, 
45 by 25 by 10mm, made of light grey flint, with a 
broken tip was also found in the upper pit fill 227. 
A single fragment of a lignite bracelet was found in 

a Neolithic tranchet arrowhead. The other finds 
were typical of post-medieval finds from any Ulster 
town. Blackwares were common, with a few sherds 
of brownware, one fragment of mottled ware and 
various undecorated stonewares. Creamware/
whitewares were also found, mostly quite plain but 
with a couple of underglaze painted examples. There 
were also fragments of bottle glass, dark green, light 
green and clear, with varying degrees of patination. 
A few iron nails and a few pieces of animal bone 
were found also in these upper layers. In general the 
artefacts in the topsoil and rubble layers at Abbey 
Lane are consistent with the dumping of rubbish 
from the early 18th century into the 19th century. 

Early medieval deposits
Pottery
Two very small pieces of coarse pottery were found 
during the excavation of the medieval deposits, both 
from 227, the upper fill of the cesspit 221. Although 
their small size precludes a positive identification 
these are probably fragments of souterrain ware. 
During soil sample processing several other very 
tiny fragments of pottery were found from 223, a 
middle fill of the cesspit 221.

Amber
Five fragments of amber were found in contexts 224 
and 227, upper fills of pit 221, during the excavation 
and a number of very small fragments of amber 
were also found during soil sample processing of 
context 226, also an upper fill of 221. As discussed 
below in the section on the radiocarbon dating 
of the site, the most likely date range for these 
deposits runs from the later 8th to later 10th century 

Fig 5 Section drawing of Main Trench.
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THE ANIMAL BONES
A small assemblage of animal bones (7.4kg) was 
recovered, the majority from early medieval 
contexts. The assemblage comprises a total NISP 
of 85 with the bulk of this material (89%) deriving 
from early medieval contexts — the two gullies 206 
and 208 and a pit 221, with the latter post-dating the 
former two (Table 1). Small quantities of countable 
bones were also recovered from the ‘old topsoil’ 
horizon (NISP 2; one each of pig and cattle) and 
post-medieval contexts (NISP 6; also all of cattle x 
5 and pig x 1). 

The range of species represented in the early 
medieval assemblage (NISP 76) was cattle (70%), 
sheep/goat (13%), pig (13%) and horse (3%). 
No goat remains were positively identified. Five 

227, the fill of the pit 221. A broken fragment of a 
stone mortar was found sitting on the compressed 
fibrous layer 222 within the pit 221. It is tempting 
to think that it was placed on the fibrous layer 222 
to weigh it down, possibly in an attempt to help cap 
the probable cess layer 232 directly beneath, in an 
attempt to seal off the resulting unpleasant odours.

Bone 
Linear cut 208 contained a single fragment of a 
medieval bone comb in its fill 212. This comb 
fragment is small and in poor condition, consisting 
of two plates of bone with dot-and-circle decoration 
held together by an iron rivet. Four teeth remain 
but are very eroded with only the stumps surviving. 
This comb appears to be an example of Dunlevy’s 
Type B, which may appear in Ireland as early as the 
3rd century AD but which was manufactured for an 
extended period of time, possibly as late as the 10th 
century (Dunlevy 1988, 253–56). 

Metal objects and objects 
associated with metalworking
Although a number of apparently metal objects were 
found during the excavation, upon examination, 
however, most were revealed to be non-metallic in 
origin. One, from the fill 207 of the 6th to 7th century 
AD gully 206, is a fragment of corroded Iron. A 
possible fragment of hearth lining was also identified 
from the burnt spread 228, covering the fill 207 of the 
pit 221, possibly indicating industrial actvity.

Phase Context Feature NISP % NISP
    by Phase
Old topsoil 204  2 2
Early Med 207 gully C206 7 
Early Med 209 gully C208 7 
Early Med 211 gully C206 25 
Early Med 212 gully C208 10 
Early Med 222 pit C221 6 
Early Med 224 pit C221 2 
Early Med 227 pit C221 20 
 TOTAL  7791
Post-Med 203  4 
Post-Med 218  1 
Post-Med 220  1 
 TOTAL  6 7 

 Total NISP  85 
Table 1 Frequency of countable specimens (NISP) 

by context and phase.

 Cattle Sheep/ Pig Horse Red Total
  Goat   Deer
horncore 2 — — — x 2
skull 3 — 1 — — 4
mandible 1 — — — — 1
LMT — 1 1 — — 2
LXT 5 — 4 — — 9
atlas/axis — — — — — 0
scapula 3 2 — — — 5
humerus 4 1 — — — 5
radius 2 1 — 1 — 4
ulna 3 1 1 — — 5
metacarpal 5 — — — — 5
c3/scu 1 — — — — 1
pelvis 2 — 3 — — 5
femur 3 2 — 1 — 6
patella 1 — — — — 1
tibia 2 — — — — 2
metatarsal 4 — — — — 4
calcaneus 5 — — — — 5
astragalus 2 1 — — — 3
phalange 1 3 — — — — 3
phalange 2 1 1 — — — 2
phalange 3 2 — — — — 2

Total 54 10 10 2 x 76

% 70 13 13 3
Table 2 Frequency of countable specimens by 
elements and species for the early medieval 

assemblage. LXT = loose maxillary molar; LMT = 
loose mandibular molar.
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Cattle Early Medieval Age in No.  No. Total
  months fused unfused
Early fusing humerus d., radius p. 12–18 2 1 
 phalanx 1 & 2 p. 18–24 4 0 
 TOTAL  6 1 7
Middle fusing tibia d., metapodium d. 24–36 7 1 
 calcaneus p. 36–42 3 1 
 TOTAL  10 2 12 
  
Late fusing humerus p., radius d., ulna p., 42–48 2 5 7
 femur p., femur d., tibia p.

Table 3 Frequency of fused and unfused cattle bones from the early medieval 
assemblage. Ages of fusion are after Silver 1969. P = proximal; d = distal.

instances of carnivore gnawing were noted, all 
on bones recovered from the two gullies 212, 212 
and 207. This was probably caused by dogs, and 
possibly cats, providing indirect evidence for one 
or both animals. There was no evidence for any 
rodents, either rodent bones or gnawing. Overall 
the assemblage was poorly preserved. The surfaces 
of many of the bones were corroded and broken 
edges of bones were often smoothened and eroded, 
possibly suggesting waterlogging and /or the 
movement of water (eg bones from 211, 212, 224 
and 227). Just one burnt bone, a calcined lateral pig 
metapodial (non-countable) was recovered from the 
site, from context 224. This bone may either have 
been discarded into the fire, or the shin bone may 
have been left on a leg of pork which was roasted 
on a spit, a common means of cooking joints in the 
early medieval period (Kelly 1997, 338). As there is 
little flesh covering the lower leg these bones would 
therefore have become burnt.

Also present was a short length (69mm) of an 
antler tine-tip (non-countable) recovered from the 
upper fill 227 of pit 221 with chop marks across its 
base. This fill also produced fragments of amber 
and lignite and may represent refuse from industrial 
activity similar to that uncovered on excavations at 
50–56 Scotch Street. The presence of cut antler is 
consistent with this interpretation. 

The cattle bone assemblage was represented by 
cranial and postcranial elements (Table 2) indicating 
the presence of both primary butchery and food 
waste. The limited fusion data for cattle (Table 3) 
suggested the exploitation of mostly adult animals 
slaughtered before their fourth year. Of note was 
the occurrence of several instances in which both 
the unfused metaphysis and epiphysis were both 
present and these comprised two proximal humeri 
(from 222 and 227), a distal radius (from 227) 
and a proximal radius (from 209). It is likely that 

these elements would have become separated if the 
material had been moved once the soft tissues had 
decayed. This would suggest that the contexts from 
which these were recovered, ie the fill of pit 221 and 
gully 208, have not been disturbed or compromised 
since their deposition. Tooth wear data were limited 
to two loose mandibular molars, one each of cattle 
(Grant stage ‘g’) and sheep/goat (Payne stage 
‘9g’). Metrical data (Table 5) were also limited 
but included one complete cattle horncore (length 
160mm) from a short-horned breed. Just one lesion 
was noted — a cattle mandible (from 212) with 
a flattened condyle (medial side, caudal aspect) a 
lesion which Baker and Brothwell (1980, 112–14) 
suggest is probably non-pathological. 

Signs of butchery, chop and cut marks, were 
noted on cattle, sheep/goat and horse bones. 
The latter was represented by a femur with chop 
marks indicating dismemberment and the probable 
exploitation of horse flesh (Table 4). The butchered 
cattle bone assemblage included two metapodials, 
both from 227, which had been chopped through 
horizontally just above their epiphyses. This might 
suggest that the bone shafts, which are straight 
and robust, were removed for bone working. This 
was also the same context that produced the antler 
fragment.

THE PLANT MACROFOSSILS
Soil samples collected during the 2010 excavation 
were processed for archaeobotanical remains at 
Queen’s University Belfast. Extracted charred 
and non-charred plant remains were submitted 
for identification in January 2019. The remains 
were examined using a low-powered binocular 
microscope at x10 magnification, and were identified 
with the aid of the plant macrofossil reference 
collection at Queen’s. Results are described below 
and tabulated by context (Table 6). 
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Context 222
This context comprises a lower fill of a possible 
cesspit. Four samples yielded abundant non-
charred archaeobotanical remains, with only 
individual charred grains of Avena sp. (oats) in 
each of samples 4 and 5, and a charred seed of 
Lapsana communis (nipplewort) in Sample 7. 
Archaeobotanical remains from Sample 4 weighed 
a total of 1.483 g. The sample was split into quarters 
using a riffle box, and all remains from one quarter 
were recorded. Sample 5 contained fewer remains 
and was counted in its entirety. Samples 6 and 7 
had already had their larger seeds/nuts separated 
out; these were recorded fully. The smaller seeds 
in Sample 6 weighed 1.8707 g, a quarter of which 
was examined. The smaller remains in Sample 7 
was strongly dominated by Rubus sp. The sample 
was sorted to select other remains, leaving Rubus 
spp. seeds which were found to weigh 2.9503 g. 
One eighth of these Rubus spp. seeds were counted 
(n=378), and the total number was scaled up (x8) 
to give an approximation of the total proportion of 
Rubus spp. to other remains. It was evident from 
the samples that they had contained a range of 
moss leaves and branches, as well as other plant 
tissues, indicating that they had been preserved 
in a waterlogged condition. The soil samples had 
been processed by drying, however, leading to a 
deterioration in the condition of the softer tissues, 

Phase Context Sp Element Butchery

Early Med 212 B CA P
Early Med 227 B FE P
Early Med 211 B HC P
Early Med 211 B MC1 P
Early Med 227 B MC1 P
Early Med 227 B MC1 P
Early Med 227 B MT1 P
Early Med 211 B PE P
Early Med 211 B PE P
Early Med 227 B SC T
Early Med 207 EQ FE P
Early Med 211 O FE T
Early Med 227 O SC T

Post-Med 220 B HU P
Post-Med 203 B HU T

Table 4 Frequency of butchery marks by phase, 
context, species (Sp) and element. P = chop; T = cut

Phase Cxt Sp Elem GL GLl GLm Bp BfP Bd BT HTC B@F GLP SLC Wmin Wmax Circ L

Early Med 212 B AS 0 60.6 54.1 0 0 37.7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Early Med 211 B CA 116.8 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Early Med 207 B CA 125 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Early Med 211 B HC 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 31.7 40.7 120 0
Early Med 211 B HC 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 34.3 46.6 135 160
Early Med 211 B HU 0 0 0 0 0 0 67.4 30.4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Early Med 211 B MC1 0 0 0 0 0 62 0 0 55.1 0 0 0 0 0 0
Early Med 227 B MC1 0 0 0 47.2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Early Med 211 B MT1 0 0 0 43.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Early Med 207 B MT1 0 0 0 0 0 47.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Early Med 211 EQ RA 0 0 0 79.7 73.5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Early Med 211 O FE 0 0 0 42 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Early Med 227 O SC 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 31.7 19.8 0 0 0 0
Early Med 209 O SC 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 33.8 22.4 0 0 0 0

Post-Med 203 B HU 0 0 0 0 0 0 56.3 27.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Post-Med 220 B HU 0 0 0 0 0 0 64.1 30.6 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Table 5 Animal bone measurements by species (sp), element (elem) and context (cxt), 
in millimetres (after von den Driesch 1976)
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Context C222 C222 C222 C222 C223 C224 C226 C227 C233 C207 C228

Sample 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 18 1 12
Sample weight (kg) nr nr nr nr 9.39 7.684 2.336 9.174 nr 5.006 5.09
Sample vol. (L) nr nr nr nr 3.5 4 1 4 nr 2 2
CHARRED CEREALS           
Cerealia indet. — — — — — — — 1 — — —
Hordeum sp. — — — — — — 1 — — — —
Hordeum var nudum, lat — — — — — — — — — 1 —
Hordeum vulgare, lat — — — — — — — — — — 1
Triticum sp. — — — — — — — — 1 — —
Avena spp. 1 1 — — 1 5 1 2 3 3 —
TOTAL CEREALS 1 1 0 0 1 5 2 3 4 4 1

CHARRED SEEDS/FRUITS           
Brassica sp. — — — — — — — — 1 — —
Silene sp. — — — — — — — — 1 — —
Lapsana communis — — — 1 — — — — — — —
TOTAL CHARRED 
SEEDS/FRUITS 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 2 0 0

UNCHARRED REMAINS           
Avena sp. — — 1 — — — — — — — —
Sambucus nigra 1 30 3 3 14 83 9 3 1 7 1
Corylus shell fragment — — 1 1 — — — — — — —
Brassica nigra 1 — — — — — — — — — —
Chenopodium cf. album 1 — — 2 — — — — — — —
Cirsium vulgare — — — 1 — — — — 3 — —
Crepis spp. 11 — 4 1 — — — — — — —
Senecio cf. viscosus — — — — — — — — 1 — —
Sonchus cf. asper 2 — — — — — — — — — —
Carex spp. 3 4 1 — — — — — — — —
Juncus 2 — — — — — — — — — —
Labiatae — — — — — — — — — — 1
Galeopsis sp. — — — 1 — — — — — — —
Stachys spp. 2 — — — — — — — — — —
Persicaria maculosa — — 3 20 — — — — 2 — —
Rumex spp. 1 — — — — — — — 1 — —
Ranunculus cf. repens — — — 3 — — — — 8 1 1
Rosaceae thorns — — — — — — — — 4 — —
Prunus domestica — — 4 1 — — — — — — —
Prunus spinosa — — 1 — — — — — — — —
Rubus spp. 469 429 508 3024 14 1134 2 31 73 186 25
Daucus carota — — — — — — — — 63 — —
Urtica dioica 2 1 1 1 — — — — 1570 — —
Unidentifiable 3 — — — — — — — — — —
TOTAL UNCHARRED 
SEEDS/FRUITS 498 464 527 3058 28 1217 11 34 1726 194 28

Table 6 Charred cereal remains (nr indicates sample size not recorded; italics indicates number scaled up from 
counting of a fraction).
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sp.), and a small assemblage of non-charred remains 
including Sambucus nigra and Rubus spp. 

Context 227
This context comprises the top fill of the cesspit. 
Like context 226, Hordeum sp. and Avena spp. are 
represented by a low incidence of charred grain, and 
non-charred remains are limited to Rubus spp. and 
Sambucus nigra.

Context 233
This context is described as a clay at the base of 
a curving cut 230. The sample contained a limited 
charred assemblage of grain, including Avena 
spp. and Triticum sp. (wheats), as well as charred 
seeds of Brassica sp. (mustards) and Silene sp. 
(campions). It also yielded a diverse range of non-
charred remains, similar to the material found in 
context 222. Notably, however, it included a very 
large number of Urtica dioica seeds, as well as 
Daucus carota (carrot) and thorns from a member 
of the Rosaceae (rose family). The Urtica seeds 
weighed 0.0602 g, of which 14.5% were counted 
(n=227). While the concentration of Urtica dioica 
seeds may reflect the local abundance of nettle 
growing in a damp, nitrogen-rich environment, 
Daucus carota is more typically associated with 
well-drained soils. It is not clear if these seeds 
relate to the wild or cultivated carrot, but both are 
edible, and the seeds can be used as a flavouring. In 
view of the contrasting environmental requirements 
of Urtica and Daucus, it is conceivable that one 
or both were introduced to the site. Urtica dioica 
leaves are edible, but usually when they are young 
and tender before seeds are produced, although the 
seeds are edible. Urtica is also used as a dye-plant.

Context 207
This context comprised the upper fill of a gully 
206. The sample included incidental charred cereal 
grains (Avena spp. and Hordeum sp. of the naked 
variety) and a moderate assemblage of non-charred 
material that was dominated by Rubus spp.

Context 228
The context is described as patches of burnt 
clay sitting upon context 207. Despite the burnt 
appearance, the sample contained only a single 
charred grain of Hordeum vulgare. The remaining 
material comprised a small assemblage of non-
charred material dominated by Rubus spp.

Despite the very limited number of charred plant 
remains recovered from the soil samples from the 
Armagh Theatre excavations, a range of cereal 
crops are represented, most commonly oats, but 

rendering them unsuitable for identification. 
All four samples were strongly dominated 

by Rubus spp. (brambles), the seeds of which are 
estimated to total approximately 7,500. A single 
non-charred grain of Avena sp. was recovered in 
Sample 6. Other potential food sources include 
Sambucus nigra (elder), which was particularly 
abundant in Sample 5, Prunus domestica (plum or 
damson) in Samples 6 and 7, P. spinosa (sloe) in 
Sample 6, and Corylus (hazelnut) in Samples 6 and 
7. Brassica nigra (black mustard), Chenopodium 
cf. album (likely fat-hen) and Persicaria maculosa 
(redshank) may also have been consumed (both 
leaves and seeds are edible), but alternatively may 
have been ingested as weed crops. The rarity of 
non-charred cereals from these samples suggests, 
however, that cereals were not generally consumed 
in wholegrain form, and it would therefore be 
expected that any accompanying weeds would 
escape notice (for example, ground with grain to 
form flour). Other seeds derive from plants that 
are more likely to represent local weeds, including 
Crepis spp. (hawksbeard), Cirsium vulgare (spear 
thistle), Sonchus cf. asper (likely prickly sow 
thistle) and Urtica dioica (stinging nettle); although 
parts of these plants can be consumed, it is doubtful 
that their seeds were intentionally eaten. Carex 
sp. (sedges) and Juncus sp. (reeds), and perhaps 
Ranunculus cf. repens (likely creeping buttercup), 
quite probably derive from material collected from 
a wetland environment, along with the mosses 
observed in the samples, for use at the cesspit. 

Context 223
This context represents a localised deposit of 
sandy clay above context 222, that may have been 
redeposited subsoil. The sample yielded a single 
charred grain of Avena sp. and a small assemblage 
of non-charred remains, comprised equally of 
Sambucus nigra and Rubus sp. These plant remains 
are unlikely to have been present in the subsoil 
(typically glacial till), but may have percolated 
downwards from the overlying context 224. 

Context 224
This context is described as a silty loam within the 
cesspit, overlying context 223. With the exception 
of five charred grains of Avena spp., the sample 
consisted entirely of Rubus spp. and Sambucus 
nigra, the former amounting to over 1,000 seeds. 

Context 226
This context was stratified above context 224 and 
appears to have a limited extent within the cesspit. 
The relatively small sample produced two charred 
grains (one Hordeum sp. (barleys) and one Avena 
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present, notably brambles, plum/damson and sloe, as 
well as hazelnut. Other potentially edible foods are 
also represented, but whether they were consumed 
or grew as weeds cannot be certainly established. 
Although the relationship between the cesspit, the 

also naked and hulled barley and wheat. The non-
charred remains provide valuable insights into 
other plants that were consumed or grew near the 
site. The feature interpreted as a cesspit was most 
informative, as the seeds of a range of fruits were 

UBA No_ and Context Sample Type 14C Age ± F14C ±

 UBA-39816_C233 Charred hazelnut shell 336 24 0.9590 0.0029

 UBA-39817_C222 Charred hazelnut shell 1359 28 0.8444 0.0029

 UBA-39818_C207 Rubeus seed 1422 27 0,8378 0.0028

 UBA-39819_C222 Rubeus seed 1187 25 0.8626 0.0027

 UBA-39820_C223 Rubeus seed 1201 31 0.8611 0.0033

 UBA-39821_C224 Rubeus seed 1242 26 0.8568 0.0027

 UBA-39822_C227 Rubeus seed 1145 29 0.8672 0.0032

 UBA-39823_C227 Rubeus seed 1331 24 0.8473 0.0026

 UBA-39824_C226 Rubeus seed 1147 26 0.8670 0.0028

 UBA-39825_C228 Rubeus seed 1189 30 0.8624 0.0032

 UBA-40273_C224 Short-lived wood charcoal 1212 21 0.8599 0.0025

 UBA-40274_C232 Twig 1318 24 0.8487 0.0025
Table 7 Radiocarbon dates.

Name Sample Type    Unmodelled (BC/AD) 
  from to % from to %

 UBA-39816_C233 Charred hazelnut shell 1499 1632 68.27 1480 1637 95.4

 UBA-39817_C222 Charred hazelnut shell 646 675 68.27 609 774 95.4

 UBA-39818_C207 Rubeus seed 606 650 68.27 595 659 95.4

 UBA-39819_C222 Rubeus seed 778 886 68.27 772 946 95.4

 UBA-39820_C223 Rubeus seed 783 880 68.27 705 946 95.4

 UBA-39821_C224 Rubeus seed 702 826 68.27 680 878 95.4

 UBA-39822_C227 Rubeus seed 778 975 68.27 774 989 95.4

 UBA-39823_C227 Rubeus seed 656 771 68.27 651 774 95.4

 UBA-39824_C226 Rubeus seed 778 974 68.27 774 986 95.4

 UBA-39825_C228 Rubeus seed 777 887 68.27 709 954 95.4

 UBA-40273_C224 Short-lived 

 wood charcoal 786 875 68.27 709 885 95.4

 UBA-40274_C232 Twig 661 772 68.27 655 775 95.4

Table 8 Calibrated ranges of radiocarbon dates.
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to date the main features uncovered during the 
excavation, samples being selected to date the 
linear gully 206, the curving gully 230 and the fills 
of the pit 221. Because of the excellent stratification 
and preservation of the pit a series of dates was 
submitted to attempt to constrain the date range of 
this interesting feature using Bayesian sequence 
analysis in OxCal 4.4 (Bronk-Ramsey 2020) using 
the IntCal 20 calibration curve (Reimer et al 2020).

The dates were modelled and calibrated with 
OxCal 4.4 (Bronk Ramsey 2020) using the IntCal 
20 calibration curve (Reimer et al 2020). OxCal 
4.4 contains a number of powerful statistical tools 
for analysing radiocarbon dates. It is possible in 
OxCal 4.4 to build models using additional, non 
radiocarbon, information, such as stratigraphy 
from an excavation, a known calendrical date, or a 
supposed sequence of events. OxCal can estimate 
how possible these models are when compared to 
the actual radiocarbon dates available. OxCal 4.4 

curving cut and the gully is not perfectly clear, 
they feature similar archaeobotanical assemblages. 
It is notable that Rubus spp. is recurrent in all 
samples, as is Sambucus nigra. Both plants will 
rapidly colonised abandoned or disturbed areas, 
but their fruits are edible and are used in dyeing. In 
large concentrations, sometimes in the absence of 
other weed species, it seems likely that they were 
deliberately collected. The range of plants recorded 
at Armagh Theatre would therefore appear to derive 
at least in part from the activities represented by the 
features that were excavated on the site.

THE RADIOCARBON DATES
Twelve radiocarbon dates from samples from the 
excavation were dated at the radiocarbon laboratory 
in the Chrono Centre at Queen’s University Belfast 
(Tables 7, 8). The dates were chosen for their sample 
type and their position within the stratigraphic 
sequence. Dates were commissioned to attempt 

Name Unmodelled (BC/AD)   Modelled (BC/AD)   Indices 
             Amodel 1.5 
             Aoverall 4.4
 from to % from to % from to % from to % Acomb A C

Sequence Armagh Theatre               

Boundary Armagh Theatre Start      597 649 68.3 537 659 95.4   98.4

R_Date UBA-39818_C207_Gully fill 

 606 650 68.3 595 659 95.4 628 657 68.3 605 661 95.4  99 99.7

R_Date UBA-40274_C232_Lowest cesspit fill 

 661 772 68.3 655 775 95.4 654 685 68.3 650 763 95.4  97.8 99.7

R_Date UBA-39817_C222 646 675 68.3 609 774 95.4 663 771 68.3 656 775 95.4  43.5 98.7

R_Date UBA-39819_C222 778 886 68.3 772 946 95.4 773 790 68.3 703 814 95.4  88.4 99.1

R_Date UBA-39820_C223 783 880 68.3 705 946 95.4 780 810 68.3 711 827 95.4  102.2 99.1

R_Date UBA-39821_C224 702 826 68.3 680 878 95.4 793 821 68.3 720 840 95.4  113.8 99.2

R_Date UBA-40273_C224 786 875 68.3 709 885 95.4 806 837 68.3 772 852 95.4  107.4 96.8

R_Date UBA-39824_C226 778 974 68.3 774 986 95.4 826 851 68.3 775 864 95.4  46.1 97.4

R_Date UBA-39822_C227 778 975 68.3 774 989 95.4 836 863 68.3 778 875 95.4  45.5 98.2

R_Date UBA-39823_C227 656 771 68.3 651 774 95.4 854 874 68.3 793 880 95.4  0.1 98.7

Boundary Armagh Theatre End      855 911 68.3 799 958 95.4   97

Table 9 The dates from gully fill 207 and the fills of the cesspit 221 sequenced according to their 
stratigraphic position. Note the agreement for the model (Amodel) and for the individual dates, column A.
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cannot prove that a model is correct, and more 
than one possible model can fit the data, but it 
can reject models which are incompatible with 
the radiocarbon evidence. In addition to being 
able to tell which models are compatible with the 
radiocarbon evidence, OxCal 4.4 has a number of 
tools for estimating the start, end or span of defined 
phases. These estimates are informed by the order, 
stratigraphic or calendrical, of information built 
into the model. 

An initial model, sequencing the radiocarbon 
dates from pit 221 and gully 206 in their stratigraphic 
order was unsuccessful. The result of this sequence 
is shown in Table 9. The Agreement Index for the 
overall model, at 1.5% tells us that this model is 
incompatible with the radiocarbon dates. When we 
look inside the table we can see that the Agreement 
Indices for four of the dates within the straigraphic 
sequence are below the recommended 60%. One of 
these dates, UBA 39823 was from a rubeus seed, a 
tiny seed likely to be mobile through root or worm 
action, and had no overlap whatsoever with the 

other dates from the same or surrounding contexts, 
and was a likely outlier.

This date was removed from the sequence 
and the revised model was analysed in OxCal 4.4 
(Table 10). This model had a much more acceptable 
agreement index of 71.2%, comfortably above the 
60% threshold. All of the individual dates in this 
sequence had agreement indices above 60% bar 
one, UBA 39817, a fragment of charred hazelnut 
shell from the dense organic layer 222, which 
had an agreement index of 41.9%. This date had 
a substantial overlap with the date from strata 
immediately below and in direct physical contact 
with it, but no overlap with the other date from the 
same context, suggesting it may have been disturbed 
from the layer below during the deposition of 222. 
It was noted that there was a gap between the dates 
from contexts in the model beneath context 222 and 
UBA 39871, and the later date UBA 39819 from 
context 222 and subsequent dates. 

A new sequence model was built separating 
the dates from the pit (excluding the outlier UBA 

Name Unmodelled (BC/AD)   Modelled (BC/AD)   Indices 
             Amodel 71.2 
             Aoverall 74.4

 from to % from to % from to % from to % Acomb A C

Sequence Armagh Theatre               

Boundary Armagh Theatre Start      585 647 68.3 498 658 95.4  98.2

R_Date UBA-39818_C207_Gully fill

 606 650 68.3 595 659 95.4 619 655 68.3 601 660 95.4 100.1 99.8

R_Date UBA-40274_C232_Lowest cesspit fill 

 661 772 68.3 655 775 95.4 654 685 68.3 650 763 95.4 97.4 99.9

R_Date UBA-39817_C222 646 675 68.3 609 774 95.4 664 771 68.3 657 775 95.4 41.9 99.8

R_Date UBA-39819_C222 778 886 68.3 772 946 95.4 772 795 68.3 709 844 95.4 93.7 99.8

R_Date UBA-39820_C223 783 880 68.3 705 946 95.4 780 821 68.3 776 859 95.4 109.8 99.9

R_Date UBA-39821_C224 702 826 68.3 680 878 95.4 793 863 68.3 790 870 95.4 91.6 99.9

R_Date UBA-40273_C224 786 875 68.3 709 885 95.4 819 881 68.3 805 885 95.4 101.7 99.8

R_Date UBA-39824_C226 778 974 68.3 774 986 95.4 833 935 68.3 826 948 95.4 95.8 99.7

R_Date UBA-39822_C227 778 975 68.3 774 989 95.4 882 956 68.3 836 980 95.4 109.6 99.4

Boundary Armagh Theatre End      892 990 68.3 840 1069 95.4  96.4
Table 10  The dates from gully fill 207 and the fills of the cesspit 221 sequenced according to their 

stratigraphic position, with the outlying date UBA-39823 removed. Note the agreement for the model 
(Amodel) and for the individual dates, column A which are now above 60%.



30

fill in the 7th or 8th century and is likely to have 
been fully backfilled by the second half of the 10th 
century. The Oxcal 4.4 interval command was used 
to estimate the gap between the lower fills of the 
cesspit and the upper fills. This estimated that there 
was a gap of between 6 and 114 years between the 
upper and lower fills. This might suggest that the 
lower fills were the actual use of the pit, and the 
later fills were gradual backfill after the primary use 
period of the pit had ended.

The model suggests, from the OxCal 4.4 
boundary estimations, that the final activity at the 

39823) into two phases, an earlier phase of pit 
infilling represented by the date UBA-40274 from 
the basal layer 232 and the earlier of the two dates 
from context 222, UBA 39817, and a later phase of 
pit infill with the remaining dates from context 222 
upwards. This model had a high model agreement 
index of 93.1% and all the individual date agreement 
indices were comfortably above the 60% threshold 
(Table 11). 

This model suggests that activity at the Abbey 
Theatre site probably began in the decades either 
side of AD 600. The pit 221 probably starts to 

Name Unmodelled (BC/AD)   Modelled (BC/AD)   Indices 
             Amodel 92.8 
             Aoverall 92.1

 from to % from to % from to % from to % Acomb A C

Sequence Armagh Theatre

Boundary Armagh Theatre Start       

 587 647 68.3 506 657 95.4   98.1

R_Date UBA-39818_C207_Gully fill 

 606 650 68.3 595 659 95.4 619 655 68.3 602 660 95.4 101.7 99.8

Phase lower cesspit Dates               

R_Date UBA-40274_C232_Lowest cesspit fill 

 661 772 68.3 655 775 95.4 659 759 68.3 653 774 95.4 98.5 99.8

R_Date UBA-39817_C222 646 675 68.3 609 774 95.4 650 671 68.3 641 771 95.4 108.2 99.7

Interval gap between lower and upper cesspit fills   6 114 68.3 0 132 95.4  99.9

Phase upper cesspit Dates               

R_Date UBA-39819_C222 778 886 68.3 772 946 95.4 777 883 68.3 772 892 95.4 102.2 99.5

R_Date UBA-39820_C223 783 880 68.3 705 946 95.4 780 872 68.3 706 894 95.4 104 99.6

R_Date UBA-39821_C224 702 826 68.3 680 878 95.4 705 867 68.3 686 879 95.4 95.5 99.6

R_Date UBA-40273_C224 786 875 68.3 709 885 95.4 785 871 68.3 713 885 95.4 100.7 99.7

R_Date UBA-39824_C226 778 974 68.3 774 986 95.4 774 940 68.3 771 970 95.4 84.4 99.1

R_Date UBA-39822_C227 778 975 68.3 774 989 95.4 775 936 68.3 772 971 95.4 83.7 98.9

Boundary Armagh Theatre End      869 977 68.3 822 1064 95.4  96.3
Table 11  The dates from gully fill 207 and the fills of the cesspit 221 sequenced according to their 

stratigraphic position, with the outlying date UBA-39823 removed and the fills of the pit 221 ordered into 
two phases. Note the high agreement for the model (Amodel) and for the individual dates, column A. In 
addition an estimate of the gap between the lower use phase of the cesspit and the upper in-fill phase has 

been made using the OxCal 4.4 interval command.
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this pit, with, in addition, hints of metalworking 
suggested by the discovery of a possible fragment 
of furnace lining from the charred layer 228. The 
radiocarbon dating of these layers indicates that this 
industrial activity cannot predate the 8th century and 
may begin as late as the 10th century. Unfortunately 
evidence for later medieval activity at the Armagh 
Theatre site was truncated in the 19th century. 

The lower fills of the pit 221 were artefact free, 
but rich in organic remains. Radiocarbon analysis 
suggests that the pit was dug between the early 7th 
century and mid-8th century. It is, perhaps, unlikely 
that a pit like this would have been left unfilled for 
a century or more, and it is more likely that the pit 
predates the later infill by only a short time, perhaps 
suggesting a mid-8th century date for the cesspit, 
and a later 8th- or early 9th-century date for its 
upper infill layers which contained industrial waste 
material. This would also imply that the industrial 
activity at the Abbey Theatre site may date to the 
first half of the 9th century, the extension of the 
calibrated ranges of the dates from contexts 226 
and 227, a result of the flattening of the radiocarbon 
calibration curve at this time.

The excavation has provided a lot of information 
on diet in early medieval Armagh. There were a 
number of types of charred cereal found; oats were 
the most common, but naked and hulled barley and 
wheat were also found. There was also evidence for 
the butchery of cows, sheep/goats and horses. The 
waterlogged deposits in the cesspit also provided 
charred and uncharred preserved seeds, many of 
edible plants. Seeds of brambles, damson/plums, 
sloes, and hazelnut shell were found from the basal 
fill of the pit. The fill 233 of the curving gully 230 
produced uncharred seeds of nettles and carrots. 
These plants, both of which have culinary uses, do 
not commonly grow together in the wild, suggesting 
that they may have been deliberately cultivated at 
this location. A single radiocarbon date from 233 
gives a calibrated range from the 15th to early 17th 
century, the only evidence for any later medieval 
activity at the site, although this date sample may 
be intrusive, given the truncation of the site and the 
presence of modern material in direct contact with 
233. There is evidence for early medieval carrot 
cultivation from a number of sites in Ireland (Peters 
2015).

Stratified beneath the pit 221 is the linear 
gully 206. It is probable that the other linear gully 
208 which the site only just clipped is broadly 
contemporary with 206. It is difficult to make a 
certain interpretation of these gullies. They do not 
seem to have been part of a foundation and do not 
seem to have been for cultivation. They may have 
functioned as drains, and wear patterns consistent 

site is no later than the mid-11th century. This must 
be taken with a pinch of salt, however, because of 
the clear truncation of the site by later activity. 

DISCUSSION
There is evidence for at least three phases of early 
medieval activity at the Armagh Theatre site. 
• The latest surviving phase is a phase of early 

medieval industry, commencing sometime 
between the 8th and 10th century AD, and 
represented by finds of amber, lignite and 
worked bone in the upper fills of the cesspit 221.

• Beneath this industrial phase there is a phase 
of domestic occupation at or close to the site, 
between the 7th and mid-8th century AD. This is 
represented by the organic rich lower fills of the 
probable cesspit 221. These organic rich lower 
fills provided much information about diet and 
cultivated species at or close to the site. This 
phase may date to the early to mid-8th century.

• The lowest phase of activity at the site is 
represented two linear gullies, possibly 
drainage gullies, both of which contain a 
significant amount of butchered cattle, pig 
bone, and the butchered bone of two horses. 
This phase dates from the 7th century. OxCal 
4.4’s Boundary command, which attempts to 
quantify the likelihood — given the span and 
number of dates in the dated sequence — that 
the earliest and latest dates from the sequence 
actually represent the earliest events at the site 
(the known unknown, if you will), suggests that 
actual human activity at this site began between 
the start of the 6th and the mid-7th century AD. 

The excavation site is located close to Scotch 
Street which, it has been established by a series of 
excavations by Chris Lynn and Jackie McDowell, 
was a centre of early medieval activity in Armagh. 
Evidence for an early medieval cemetery, dating to 
the 5th or 6th century was found at Scotch Street 
(Lynn 1988b; Lynn & McDowell 1988, 60). Scotch 
Street became an industrial area, probably in the 
10th century, with evidence for amber and glass 
production, lignite fragments, pieces of crucible 
and sawn antler fragments, and the waste from 
comb manufacture. Evidence for a similar industrial 
horizon has been uncovered at Abbey Lane. Lignite 
and amber was found in the upper fills of pit 221, 
especially 227, the uppermost fill, closely matching 
the artefact types found at 50–56 Scotch Street. 
There was also evidence for the working of animal 
bone. This implies that a range of industrial activities 
was happening at or close to the Abbey Theatre site 
at the time of the deposition of the upper fills of 
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8th century. It provided a wide range of information 
on possible exploitation of wild and cultivated food 
in early medieval Armagh.

While this pit was still open it seems to have 
begun to infill with soil which had evidence of 
industrial activity within it. Soil sample processing 
revealed the presence of small but significant 
amounts of amber from the middle and upper fills 
of the pit. Radiocarbon analysis suggests that upper 
infills may have accumulated between the later 8th 
and the 11th century, but this extended range may 
be an artefact of the relatively flat calibration curve 
in this period and, given that it seems unlikely that 
a small pit would have remained open for many 
centuries after its initial use, it seems more likely 
that the pit was completely infilled, along with the 
evidence for amber and other industrial activity, by 
the mid-9th century AD. 

The great significance of the result of the 
excavation lies in its location at the centre of 
Armagh, close to the heart of the medieval town. 
The earliest phase at the site evidence butchery 
and then a second phase probable occupation. This 
contrasts with the evidence found at the excavations 
at nearby Scotch Street where a single pit of 
approximately 5th-century date was superseded by 
human burials (Lynn & McDowell 1988, 60). The 
third phase of activity, represented by evidence for 
industrial activity at or close to the site, matches an 
industrial horizon found at Scotch Street by Lynn 
and McDowell, although the balance of probability 
seems to suggest that the industrial activity at the 
Abbey Theatre site is of the early to mid-9th century 
AD, as opposed to the 10th-century date proposed 
for Scotch Street. 

The results of this excavation, and the 
chronology that it has been possible to build with 
it, helps fill in another piece of the jigsaw that is the 
zoning of Armagh into areas of differential use at 
different times in the early medieval period. 

with running water and/or waterlogging have been 
found on bones from these gullies (although similar 
wear was observed on bones from the cesspit 221).

These together represent a phase of activity at 
the site pre-dating the occupation implied by the 
presence of the cesspit, and, although the nature 
of these gullies is uncertain, there is evidence of 
butchery in the immediate vicinity at this time. 
Some butchered cattle bone was found in the upper 
fill 212 of gully 208 and pig bone was found in the 
lower fill 209. Butchered horse bone was found, 
along with butchered cattle bone, in the fill 207 of the 
gully 206. The bone comb fragment of a type which 
appeared in Ireland in the later Iron Age (Dunlevy 
1988, 354) and which stayed in production for much 
of the early medieval period was found in this cut. If 
the cut 208 is a gully parallel to and contemporary 
with gully 206 then it seems reasonable to suggest 
that they significantly predate the, now destroyed, 
industrial horizon implied by the waste material in 
the upper fills of pit 221, which itself cuts gully 206. 

CONCLUSIONS 
The excavation at Abbey Lane uncovered several 
phases of early medieval archaeological remains. 
The earliest phase was the linear gully 206 and 
its possible match 208. A single radiocarbon date 
suggests that they date to the later 6th or 7th centuries 
AD. Oxcal sequencing raises the probability that 
use of the site could have begun as early as the early 
6th century, but possibly as late as the mid-7th. The 
only artefact found in either of these features was 
the fragment of bone comb, which has a wide date 
range, similar combs having been manufactured 
in Ireland from possibly as early as the later Iron 
Age through much of the early medieval period 
(Dunlevy 1988, 254). These gullies did contain 
some butchered bone of cattle, and interestingly 
horse, as well as bones of pigs.

Later than these gullies was the probable cesspit 
221, which was perhaps in use by the mid- to late 
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