The Abbey of Annaduff

no mean city
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A recent publication, on the
subject of Grave Memorials, states
that a gravestone may sink into
the soil by as much as two feet
per century. That, in itself, is an
appropriate symbol for the sinking
into oblivion of many one-time
prominent monastic sites. To the
fore, among these, would have
been the ancient Abbey of
Annaduff, on an island on the
marshy edge of the River Shannon.

The Annals state that, in the year
1010, the Abbey of Annaduff was
visited by Ard Ri Brian Boru
together with the deposed Ard Ri
Malachy the Second. They had
sailed up the Shannon with their
fleets and armies and, having
stayed the night, they went on to
successfully invade Ulster and
bring its chiefs to heel.

Annaduff, meaning the Black
Marsh, was in a very unigue and
very important position. It was the
centre of a small diocese of Abbey
lands which lay in between the
three major provinces of Connacht
(across the Shannon), Ulster (from
Drumsna to the North Channel)
and Malachy’'s Meath (from
today’'s Annaduff NS to near
Dublin).
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Annaduff was founded, in 650 AD,
by St Coimin, former Abbot of
lona. At Annaduff, a land route,
along the drumlins, from Co Down
to the royal centre of Cruachan Af
met with the busy “highway” of
the River Shannon. It is clear from
the few references available that
St Ciaran's Clonmacnoise and
Annaduff Abbey had much in
common. Clonmacnoise remained
famous across Europe, but Annaduff
would not have been far behind. A
recent detailed study of the extent
of the Clonmacnoise settlement
shows it was, indeed, the focus of
a city.

At Annaduff, in the year 2015,
Susan Curran, a noted archaeolo-
gist from UCD, did a survey close
to the ruins of the medieval
church which stands on the site of
the original Abbey. She concluded
that Annaduff had all the hall-
marks of a large Christian
monastery. It had the typical three
large, fairly circular, bank
enclolop;/sures. Only the holiest
people were allowed to access the
inner circle. Presumably, Brian
Boru and Malachy, as anointed
kings, were allowed in there when
they visited.



Annaduff too could have gathered
many settlers, in wooden huts,
around it. Like Clonmacnoise, it
had some small churches and
oratories, many hundreds of small
fragile dwellings, a hospital, a
scriptorium, a forge or two, facilities
for boat-building, and a team of
masons who carved high crosses
and various images in stone.

It is the latter | find most intrigu-
ing. A remarkable carving in stone
still remains as part of the medieval
church which, we are told, was
built from the stones of the ancient
Abbey. It would seem that The
Black Death, c 1350, killed off the
Abbey as a going concern and it is
likely that the medieval church was
built about 1400 AD. That medieval
church was in use until the pres-
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ent St Ann’s Church of Ireland was
built in the year 1815. Luckily for
us, Daniel Grose, who died at
Carrick-on-Shannon in May 1838)
was a brilliant painter and
engraver of Antiquities, i.e. of
images of the old buildings and
castles of Ireland, visited
Annaduff, and has, according to
Prof Roger Stalley, TCD, left us two
gems. One is the drawing of the
old medieval church (on the left)
alongside the new St Ann's and
the second is that of a carving in
stone, from within the church,
showing a king and a queen.

The question is who were being
depicted in these royal images?

That ancient Abbey of Annaduff
was sited about half a mile away
from the end of The Doon of

Drumsna. This was a massive
defensive Iron-Age earthworks
thrown up, circa 100 BC, when the
aggressive provinces of Ulster,
under king Conor Mac Nessa,
threatened to invade Connacht
under Queen Maeve. The story of
the Tain was built around that war
and such stories were recorded by
monk historians in the local
monastery of Annaduff. This makes
that particular carving totally
unique.

It is time for the Minister for
Heritage and The Heritage Council
to get to work and assist in the
vital work of unearthing the
distinct and important role once
played by The Abbey of Annaduff
in the period 650-1350.
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