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Introduction



Take the Holyhead ferry on a fine, summer morning, and you may be in for a surprise. Dublin or Naples? What are these calm blue waters, enclosed by the brown arms of two Italianate promontories, and that volcanic prong, sweeping up in two concave arcs two thousand feet from the bay?


Then you recognize it from its picture. The volcano is the Sugar Loaf, not Vesuvius, and the brown arms, freckled with white villas, are the arms of Killiney and Howth. Bay and mountain, they both belong to Dublin as Baiae and Vesuvius belong to Naples. How theatrical the setting, and how perfectly suited to the style of the city, even if Dublin turns out to have chosen the cool, north Italian stage-sets of Palladio, and shrunk from the exotic scenery of southern Baroque.


Soon the calm Palladian façades vanish in a fickle Celtic squall. That calmness is astonishing. Violence, as everyone knows, runs through Dublin’s history like a jagged red seam in a carpet. How to reconcile the smooth eighteenth-century surface with the passions behind the brickwork – the passions bred by the invasions, rebellions, revolutions and counter-revolutions that have made the city what it is?


It was the narrow harbour, made secure by the generous bay and the sweep of the mountains that from the first attracted invaders. In the ninth century came Norse-speaking raiders from Norway, the Vikings. Theirs were the first long ships to come ‘sniffing up the Liffey’ (as a modern Irish poet puts it), ten days’ hard sailing from bases in Bergen or Oslo. Apparently these Vikings found some kind of earlier settlements of wooden huts built by the Irish along the estuary: one at a Hurdle Ford (Ath Cliath) and the other at the Black Pool (Linn Dubh). Strung out on the coast either side of the Liffey were early Christian churches and monasteries, built and rebuilt in the previous three centuries, in the intervals between the fighting among local Irish chieftains. Their graveyards were punctuated with the high crosses and round towers that were a Celtic speciality. The Norwegians’ speciality was a long ship and a battle-axe. For half a century they behaved like pirates, harrying the coastal plain from their lair beside the Liffey, looting for slaves and cattle, hunting for Irish souvenirs before burning the churches.


We know almost nothing about their pirate lair, the first Viking Dublin, except that they erected a great stone above the Black Pool, a stone about fourteen feet high, planted like a colonial standard. As the Steyne, it survived until the seventeenth century. Then in the early years of the tenth century, the Irish chieftains stopped fighting each other for long enough to make a successful counter-attack, and the Norwegian long ships sailed home with the survivors.


When the long ships returned they were manned by Danes, and this time the Viking toehold became a city. The Battle of Dublin gave them a permanent trading colony. It was a decisive battle fought in the harshness of midwinter, on 17 December 919. The Gaelic poet lamented:




Fierce and hard was the Wednesday


In which posts were strewn under the feet of the shields;


It shall be called until Judgement Day


The destructive memory of Ath Cliath.





If we took too seriously the laments of the medieval Irish scribes, we would think the whole of the next century was a Danish reign of terror. Brutal, ferocious, furious, untamed hordes: that is how the invaders were described. The invaders did not bother to leave their own version of events. Fortunately there is a mine of new archaeological evidence about Danish Dublin, and it is sober stuff. Day-to-day life in Dublin in the tenth century was doubtless brutish and short. It was also often dull. Commerce was the main preoccupation. There was more trading than raiding.


The most important archaeological discoveries were made from 1978 till 1980 and precipitated an unholy row. All the City corporation wanted to excavate was a hole for the foundations of a long-delayed new City Hall. This was to be a fashionable office complex in the shape of two eighty-foot-high pill boxes. They chose the best site in the heart of old Dublin, between Christ Church Cathedral and the Liffey, and stumbled on the core of the lost city of the Vikings. The row centred on whether the corporation should be allowed to destroy this core and go on with the pill boxes, or be told to look for a new site. They won the argument, unfortunately for posterity. But before the Viking city was lost again under the concrete (while the air was thick with missiles from the High Court) scholars had excavated thousands of artefacts, and added enormously to their knowledge of the way Viking Dublin and its successor – medieval Dublin – actually worked.


It turned out that the Vikings had built their walled city astride the ridge on the south bank of the Liffey. It was about a mile long and rather less than half a mile wide. The walls were built of stone about five feet thick and ten feet high. (One beautiful chunk was excavated along the line of the old river bank. Inside the masonry looked as fresh as when it was plastered.) Inside these imposing defences were hundreds of single-storey houses constructed of mud and wattle, with oak-framed doors and plastered walls. Even the floors were often made of plastered wickerwork. When the houses became insanitary, which they did very soon, they were levelled and replaced with new houses. It was a homely style of architecture, rather like the architecture of an African village today. There were no chimneys or windows. And it lasted in its essentials for several hundred years after the Danes had gone.


The narrow streets were full of workshops for craftsmen: bronze-smiths, tanners, weavers and blacksmiths. One possession that was most prized was a comb made from animal bone or antlers. Hundreds have been excavated, over two hundred in Wine Tavern Street alone. They were used for barter as well as for taming unruly Viking hair. Bronze working was also a speciality, and reached a very high technical standard. In the High Street area several hundred decorated bronze pins were excavated. Jewellery seems to have been common: bronze gilt brooches, gold armlets, gold and silver rings and so on. And the most striking evidence of the success of Dublin as a trading centre is the absence of weapons. Among all the tens of thousands of artefacts excavated, no arrows and only a few dozen weapons have been found.


By the eleventh century the local Danes had become half assimilated into the Gaelic world, and their power as an independent colony had ebbed away. (A similar fate overtook the Danish colonies at York, in Germany and elsewhere.) Increasing unity of religion – and a religion of one god – strengthened the bonds forged by the increasing diversity of trade. Norsemen took Irish wives. Gradually the terrifying Northern gods – Odin and Thor and Loki – lost their grip on Dublin’s imagination, as Christianity came to dominate the whole of Europe. Squat wooden church spires rose on the southern bank of the Liffey, dedicated to both Irish and Danish saints. North of the river was built an outpost of the city, with a parish church dedicated to Danish Saint Michan, which was to be the only parish church north of the river for six hundred years. Two famous Danish kings of Dublin, Olaf Cuaran and Sitric Silkenbeard, retired to finish their days as holy men on the island of Iona.


One sympathizes with them. Odin or Thor or Jesus Christ: nothing seemed to alter the local appetite for fighting. Dublin was caught up in the three-way tug-of-war between Mael Sechnaill of Leinster, Brian Boru of the Midlands, and Ui Neill of the North. Brian claimed the high kingship but his armies were too weak to deliver it. The wars rumbled on, with Dublin periodically being captured and sacked. The contest reached its climax in 1014 when the combined forces of Leinster and the Danes were defeated by Brian Boru in the spectacularly bloody battle of Clontarf just outside the walls of Dublin. But it was a Pyrrhic victory for Brian. In Dublin it was soon business as usual. International trade had its ups and downs, and so did the city, sacked, rebuilt and sacked again with monotonous frequency.


When the Normans came in 1170, they came as a result of a local squabble, invited by a king of Leinster who had fled to England. Within a few years they had tidied up the confusion of centuries. Norman architecture and Norman institutions were imposed on Dublin and the Pale – the territory within about thirty miles. Two great stone cathedrals, Christ Church within the walls and St Patrick’s just beyond, soon towered over the wooden houses of the city. Both were built in an uncompromising Anglo-Norman style, apt symbol that Dublin was and would be for the next seven hundred years a British garrison town in Ireland.


It is here that our Dublin tour should begin: on the dramatic ridge beside Christ Church Cathedral, averting our eyes from those concrete pill boxes now sitting on the site of the lost Viking city below us.


Picture this great colonial city in its heyday, the thirteenth century. The river has shrunk as the city has grown fat. Below us, at Cook Street, the medieval walls enclose new land reclaimed as the river has gradually silted up. The ships are moored further east. Streets have been laid out to assist trade, each with its own speciality: Fishamble Street for the fishmongers, and Wine Tavern Street for the wine merchants. Half a dozen stone churches have been built or rebuilt: St Audoen’s, St Werburgh’s, St Martin’s, St Nicholas’s and so on. Outside the walls there are ten abbeys or friaries, rich in tenant farms conferred on them by royal favour. But everything is dominated by these two cathedrals, and the great Castle commissioned by King John in 1204. Decorated with the heads of rebels, this must have been an awe-inspiring place, rather like an Irish Tower of London. There was a tower at each corner and a portcullis at the centre of the North Gate. In fact it was part fortress, part prison, part governor’s palace, with a magnificent new hall modelled on Canterbury, and a fresco of the king and his barons, and other luxuries unheard of in Ireland, like piped water.


To get the colonial feeling of medieval Dublin, go to the north or south transept of Christ Church Cathedral. There, built in white stone imported from Dimdry in Somerset and worked by the rough hands of English craftsmen, is Romanesque architecture as the English knew it. There are four arches and the ghost of a Gothic arch in the triforium (for this is the age of transition). The walls bare their teeth at you: those dogs’ teeth – chevrons – loved by the Normans. Outside the south transept is an elegant doorway with more dogs’ teeth and a pious portrait of some ruler thrown in. It is all very orderly and conventional. Then you descend to the crypt. Here the wild Celtic spirit has reasserted itself. The plan is a strange muddle, and the chapels are lying abreast instead of being separated behind the aisles.


By comparison, St Patrick’s Cathedral has been scraped clean of all medieval feeling. It is rich with associations of many other periods. In fact, some would regard it as the principal national shrine (though the prize of the Protestant minority). Yet so zealous were the nineteenth-century restorers, that you can search in vain for a single medieval stone today.


After Dublin’s emergence in the thirteenth century as an Early English colonial capital – a Gothic HQ for the governor of Britain’s first colony – Dublin’s later medieval history forms something of an anti-climax. There was no monumental building at this period. Not that trade failed to increase. The wooden cranes of Merchants Quay and Wood Quay creaked and rasped as they unloaded the bales of fine English wool and in return loaded Bristol ships with Irish hides and barrels of Irish butter. But Dublin was becoming increasingly isolated from the rest of the country, as Anglo-Norman immigrants elsewhere had become progressively Gaelicized – ipsis Hibernis Hiberniores. Only a few miles south of the city, in the foothills of the Dublin mountains, lived the wild Irish, O’Tooles and O’Byrnes, waiting to prey on the fat of the colony. Indeed the pattern of the Viking age was beginning to repeat itself. Making money demands different talents from making war. Dublin’s businessmen were better at buying off enemies than fighting them.


When an unexpected crisis loomed early in the fourteenth century, they proved almost helpless. It took the form of the invasion of Robert Bruce with six thousand Scottish knights. Bruce landed at Carrickfergus in 1315 and fought his way south, looting the country as he went. By 1317 the campfires of his army at Castleknock were visible from the tower of St Audoen’s church. Desperate efforts were made to rebuild the city walls. Gaps along the quayside were hurriedly repaired. Down came the only bridge across the Liffey, the one linking the old Danish city on the north bank with the main city to the south. The mayor of Dublin, Robert le Nottingham, lost his head and tried a policy of scorched earth. He set fire to part of the suburbs. The fire quickly spread across the walls and burnt part of Christ Church itself. Fortunately for the English, Bruce had forgotten to bring a siege train. Dublin was saved, surrounded by the blackened ruins of the suburbs.


Bruce’s raid set off the decline of the political power of the colony. The next crisis nearly wiped it out. This was the series of famines, plagues and cattle moraines culminating in the Black Death of the mid-fourteenth century. Of course famine was endemic. (At one time people were only saved from starvation by the stranding of a school of whales at Clontarf.) How the Black Death reached Dublin is not known. Perhaps it came, like other invaders, from Bristol, or perhaps it came direct from France. At any rate the Black Death bacillus travelled by flea, carried in turn on the fur of a black rat. It proved so devastating that people thought the world was coming to an end. According to the estimate of an Irish friar, John Clyn, four thousand people died in Dublin between August and December 1348. No doubt John Clyn, who died too, exaggerated the numbers. But Dublin, like all close-packed medieval communities, was especially vulnerable to disease. From England’s point of view the plague had one good result. Dublin, wasted to a shadow, was more loyal than ever, more dependent on her powerful but over-burdened patron across the water.


Dublin’s loyalty was not seriously tested till the end of the Middle Ages. It was then in 1534 that ‘Silken Thomas’ Fitz-Gerald (actually, the hot-headed), son of the Earl of Kildare, raised the standard of revolt in Dublin. His father, the king’s deputy and the head of the Anglo-Norman aristocracy in Ireland, had been summoned to London to answer charges of maladministration, but Silken Thomas heard a story that he had been executed. He stormed in to the meeting of the Council, being held at St Mary’s Abbey across the river, and renounced his allegiance to the Crown. Understandably confusion resulted. There was a Geraldine faction, eager to follow Silken Thomas. There was also plague within the walls and the O’Tooles were lurking outside them. So the authorities played for time. The rebels were allowed within the walls, provided they agreed not to harm the townspeople. And loyal officials were allowed to withdraw to the Castle, well stocked with food and the city’s supply of gunpowder. It was a daft bargain for Silken Thomas. The castle proved impregnable. In due course a new deputy arrived from England and made mincemeat of the Geraldines. Silken Thomas was dragged off in chains to England, where he and five of his uncles came to a gruesome end at Tyburn.


Dublin businessmen had proved their loyalty in a fashion. In fact, they sensibly tried to keep out of politics whenever they could. This was no longer an option in the Reformation which followed within a few years. Suddenly the city found itself in the front line of a major war. Inside the walls the symbols of Popery were broken or burnt. A great bonfire was lit outside Christ Church to dispose of holy statues and other dangerous images. (One pre-Reformation treasure, a sixteenth-century wooden statue of Our Lady, survives today in the Carmelites’ church in Whitefriars Street. A priest rescued it from a junk shop in 1824.) The monasteries, nunneries and friaries outside the walls were demolished, their gold plate melted down, their farmland taken by the Crown or handed over to the king’s men. The townspeople of Dublin accepted this orgy of destruction without protest. There were dutiful celebrations to honour Henry VIII as head of the Church, and little enthusiasm either when the pendulum swung back to Catholicism in Mary’s reign or when the Reformation was resumed in all its vigour by Elizabeth.
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