
Medieval Floor Tiles from the Bective Abbey Excavations 2009-2011 
An Interim Report 
 
In their corpus of Irish medieval tiles, Eames and Fanning list eight designs then 
known from Bective, three of the line-impressed type (though one is an uncertain 
record) and five with relief decoration (1988, 72). Line-impressed tiles were produced 
from the early-14th century extending into the 15th century; relief tiles are generally 
dated to the late-15th and 16th centuries (ibid 57). No examples of two-colour tiles, 
datable to the 13th-14th centuries, have so far been recorded from Bective. 
 
There are 127 fragments of medieval floor tile in the assemblage from the three 
seasons of excavation at Bective Abbey in 2009 (15 fragments), 2010 (33 fragments) 
and 2011 (79 fragments). An additional crude tile found in 2009 is possibly from the 
structure of a kiln. Three natural stones and two amorphous pieces of fired clay were 
discounted. 
 
The tile fragments range in size from small unglazed and undecorated chips to three 
tiles which are almost complete, each missing just one corner. Fourteen designs have 
been recognised, six line-impressed and eight relief, of which only four, all relief, 
concur with Eames and Fanning’s list. There are two plain tiles made in the same 
fabric as the line-impressed tiles. 
 
Tile type No. fragments MNT Weight 
Line-impressed 72 15 5475g 
Plain 2 2 603g 
Relief 53 12 3044g 
Total 127 29 9122g 
 
Table 1: Number of tile fragments, minimum number of tiles (MNT) and weight. 
 
The nomenclature used below is that established by Eames and Fanning with ‘L’ 
indicating line-impressed and ‘R’ indicating relief, followed by the design number. 
New designs within each group are designated ‘LN’ and ‘RN’ along the lines 
suggested by Hayden (2004, 194). 



Line-impressed tiles 
 
Eames and Fanning list three line-impressed tile designs from Bective Abbey, L71, 
L73 and L79, with L71 being an uncertain record. Curiously none of these three 
designs are present among the 72 line-impressed fragments in the assemblage. Of the 
six designs represented, only one (L68) has been previously recorded from any site, 
two are close variants of known designs L72 and L73 and three are previously 
unrecorded designs and apparently are unique to Bective. The variant forms are 
described here as ‘L72 variant’ and ‘L73 variant’; the unrecorded designs are 
recorded here as ‘LN1’-‘LN3’. 
 
Although the corner motif of trefoil enclosed in a quarter circle occurs on tiles of 
designs L65-L68 the best match for the larger fragment from Bective (020:5) is with 
L68 where the trefoil reaches the edge of the tile. The distribution of designs L65-L68 
is limited to Dublin, Slane, Mellifont, Drogheda and Trim, with R68 previously 
known only from Trim. 
 
Designs L72 has been recorded from St. Mary’s Abbey, St. Saviour’s Friary and St. 
Audoen’s Church, Dublin (Eames and Fanning 1988, 90; McMahon 2006, 63). The 
tiles found in the Bective excavations are a variant form whereby one line is missing 
from the quarter circles. It is possible that the wooden stamp for L72 was altered by 
the time it was used to make the Bective tiles or it could be a completely new stamp. 
 
Like L72, design L73 is recorded from St. Mary’s, St. Saviour’s and St. Audoen’s 
Church in Dublin, with the addition of St. Patrick’s Cathedral (Eames and Fanning 
1988, 91). While design L73 is recorded as being found at Bective, the recent finds 
are of a variant and plainer design with fewer lines and merits a different design 
number. In this report it is designated L73 variant. 
 
The three previously unrecorded designs have no direct parallels in the Irish tile 
corpus. Design LN1 features a griffin which does not occur on any other line-
impressed tile in Ireland. The griffin in a circle on two-colour tile T67 from Mellifont 
Abbey is a much more accomplished design and is likely to be earlier in date (Eames 
and Fanning 1988, 29). The griffin on a line-impressed tile found on sites in Wales 
and dated to the first half of the 14th century is of a quite different design (Lewis 
1999, 88-9, 194, no. 725). Designs LN2 and LN3 also feature animal forms but 
unfortunately are incomplete. 
 
All the line-impressed designs are in the same oxidised fabric, light reddish-brown in 
colour, with frequent dark red inclusions. There are two plain tiles in this same fabric. 
Three almost complete tiles and two others with one complete edge give the size 
range at 109mm-124mm square; thickness range is 24mm-30mm with most falling 
within the 24-27mm bracket. 
 
Although the surfaces of most of the tiles are quite worn, the glaze is generally a light 
brown usually with a green speckle or tinge. A small number are glazed dark green, 
enough to suggest that the tiles were laid in a chequer pattern of light and dark tiles. 
Light and dark glazes occur on tiles of the same design e.g. LN1, L68. There are two 
examples of half-tiles (designs LN1 and LN2) and one quarter-tile (design LN1). 
These tiles were scored diagonally before firing for easy breaking into triangular tiles 



during the laying of the floor. They indicate that the tiles were laid diagonal to the 
walls of the building where they were laid, most likely the church. 
 
 
Line-impressed designs 
 
Design L68 
4-foil within 4 quarter circles. 
One corner fragments with quarter circle enclosing a trefoil, glazed dark green, and 
another smaller fragment probably the same design, glazed brown. This most closely 
resembles design R68, previously recorded as an incomplete design from Newtown 
Trim and a complete design from Trim Castle (Hayden 2011, 377, fig. 22.29.1). 
(Find nos. 010:26; 020:5) 
 
Design L72 variant 
Double outlined 4-foil within 4 quarter-circles. 
Seven fragments ranging in size from a small surface chip to one almost complete tile. 
The design differs from L72 in having a single line enclosing the corner motifs 
instead of a double line as illustrated by Eames and Fanning. 
(Find nos. 001.37; 001.6.1; 001.21; 005.3.1; H02.6.4; H02.29.3; J01.1.1). 
 
Design L73 variant 
4-foil within 4 quarter circles. 
Three fragments including an almost complete tile. Differs from L73 in that there are 
two rather than three lines enclosing the quarter circles. Also, there are no straight 
lines dividing the petals of the 4-foil. 
(Find nos. 009:162; H03.3; J01.8.2). 
 
Design LN1 
Griffin passant. 
Fifteen fragments, none entirely complete, allow a full reconstruction of this design. 
The tiles are glazed either dark green or light green or brown. There is one half-tile 
(H02.6.1) and one quarter-tile (H01.9.1), both scored diagonally for breaking. 
(Finds nos. 002:57; 011:11; 028:1; 005:3.2; H01.9.1; H02.2.1; H02.6.1-3; H02.22; 
H02.29.1-2; J01.8.1; J01.20; K03.6). 
 
Design LN2 
Lion rampant? 
A single fragment, part of a half-tile, has sparse decoration of the forelegs of an 
animal, probably a lion. The wavy edges of the legs also appear on the lion on the 
very common design L4. 
Find no. H01.9.2) 
 
Design LN3 
4-tile circular band enclosing foliage with bird or animal. 
Five fragments very likely from the same elaborate but incomplete design. A 
fragment from the right edge (H02.33) has a five-toed claw or foot. However, the 
decoration at the centre of the tile does not survive on any of the fragments. The five-
leaf corner motif has some similarity to designs L19 and L20, common finds in 
Dublin but also found at Trim Castle (L19) and Drogheda (L20). 



(Find nos. 021:21+22; 301.8.1; H01.9.3; H02.2.2; H02.33) 
 
Plain tiles 
Two fragments of plain tile are made in the same fabric as the line-impressed tiles. 
Both are glazed light brown. 
(Find nos. H02.12; H02.29.8) 
 
 
Design No. No. fragments MNT 
L68 2 1 
L72 var 7 2 
L73 var 3 2 
LN1 15 6 
LN2 1 1 
LN3 5 3 
Unidentifiable 39 - 
Total 72 15 
 
Table 2: Line-impressed tile designs, number of fragments and minimum number of 
tiles (MNT) 



Relief tiles 
 
Before the current excavations, five relief designs had been recorded from Bective 
Abbey (Eames and fanning 1988, 72). Fragments from four of these designs, R51, 
R52, R56 and R58, are present in the assemblage but no fragments attributable to R29 
can be identified. In addition, there is one fragment from design R57, not previously 
known from Bective, and fragments from a further two, possibly three, previously 
unrecorded designs. In the absence of design numbers, the new designs are here 
designated ‘RN’ followed by numbers 1-3. 
 
There are 53 fragments of relief-decorated floor tile in the assemblage of which 20 
can be assigned to the eight different designs noted above. A further eight fragments 
with indistinct decoration are unidentifiable while the remaining 25 fragments are 
lacking the decorated top surface and have been identified as relief tile on the basis of 
the fabric. 
 
Fragments of the similar designs R51 and R52, both featuring a circular band with 
Geraldine motto enclosing the Geraldine arms, can be differentiated by minor 
variations in the designs if these are present on the fragments. Twenty two fragments, 
with no surviving decoration or from the underside of the tile, were identified to type 
on the basis of fabric. There are no complete tiles but all appear to be from tiles c. 
140mm square, based on one intact side, with slightly bevelled edges. One fragment 
(E4028:2:131) is scored diagonally and is from a triangular half-tile. The majority of 
the fragments are small, in the 20-80mm size range. The two largest fragments, both 
of design RN1, each comprise about half of a tile, one of which has an almost 
complete side measuring 140mm. Thickness of the tiles, measurable on 17 fragments, 
ranges from 20mm to 33mm; most falling in the 23-30mm range. 
 
The tiles are made in a broadly similar sandy fabric with occasional angular stone 
inclusions reduced to a grey core with reddish-brown margins. Although fragmentary 
and few in number, the tiles of designs R51, R56, R57 and R58 appear to have a 
better finish, with a smooth glossy green glaze, smooth bases and are possibly in a 
finer fabric than the ‘new’ designs RN1-3. The surfaces of the ‘RN’ tiles have a rough 
sandpaper-like feel derived from the underlying fabric and have distinctive sanded 
bases. One small fragment of tile (002:131) with an unclear design, was scored for 
breaking into a half-tile or quarter tile. 
 
The tiles belong to a group datable to the late fifteenth- / early sixteenth-century on 
the basis of the motto and heraldic arms of the Kildare branch of the Geraldines (ibid, 
46). The Geraldine motto SI DIEV PLET CROM ABO appears in the circular band on 
designs R51 and R52. The initials G and E on design R51 are thought to refer to the 
marriage of Garret More Fitzgerald and Elizabeth St John and should date to 
sometime before his death in 1513. Designs R56-58 are four-tile patterns composed of 
decorated bands, foliage and Renaissance motifs. New designs RN1-2, although 
incomplete, are also four-tile patterns, both with circular bands enclosing birds. The 
band on RN1 is decorated with roses, albeit with four petals instead of the usual five, 
which links it to other tiles in this group, R52 and R57, with roses or rosettes. The 
tiles in this group have a limited distribution and, in addition to Bective, are found 
only at St. Patrick’s and Christchurch Cathedrals in Dublin, Dublin Castle, Howth 
Church, Great Connell Priory, Co. Kildare and an uncertain record (R56) at Mellifont 



Abbey. The crane-like bird on RN1 has a parallel on two designs (R12, R13) found at 
Mellifont Abbey, four sites in Drogheda and at St. Mary’s Church, Duleek (Eames 
and Fanning 1988, 93, 128). 
 
There is some slight but inconclusive evidence to suggest there may have been a tile 
kiln on the site in the form of one definite relief tile waster (001.6.8) and a tile 
fragment possibly from the structure of a kiln (E4028:010:30). The tile waster is a 
normal tile except that the surface is uneven, partially glazed and has small tile chips 
adhering to the surface. A fragment of crudely-made tile resembles the structural tiles 
from floor tile kilns found at two sites in Drogheda, the line-impressed tile kiln at the 
Dominican Friary and the relief tile kiln waste at the Priory and Hospital of St. Mary 
d’Urso (Campbell 1985, 51-2, fig. 2; Campbell 1996, 494).  
 
 
Relief Designs 
 
Design R51 
Circular band inscribed with Geraldine motto enclosing Geraldine arms and initials G 
and E. 
One tile fragment (E4028:002:3), unusually thick at 33mm, bears the word ‘CROM’ 
from the Geraldine motto, with a stop before the ‘C’. A second fragment (J02.12.3), 
with ‘SI’ of the motto, has very similar glaze and fabric and is probably also of this 
design. 
 
Design 52 
As R51 but with rosettes instead of the initials G and E. 
One small fragment (001:13.2) with letters ‘BO’ is identified as R52 rather than 
R51on the basis of the finer line used in the corner motif. 
 
Design R51/R52 
One edge fragment (001:36.3) has part of circular band as seen on R51 and R52. 
 
Design R56 
4-tile circular band with strapwork and foliage.  
Three fragments feature three different corners of this design and are probably from 
separate tiles (H02.6.5; H02.29.5; J02.2.2). Glaze ranges from rough and unfused to 
glossy green on different tiles. 
 
Design R57 
4-tile band with Renaissance ornament enclosing Tudor rose.  
A single small fragment (E4028:001:9) is the only record of this design from Bective. 
 
Design R58 
4-tile hexagonal frame enclosing foliage. 
One fragment (001.1.1) with part of frame and foliage. 
 



Design RN1 
4-tile circular band with roses and foliage enclosing bird and foliage. 
There are nine fragments of this previously-unrecorded design, two of which join 
together (005.3.1; 013.4.1; H01.9.8; H02.29. 6; J02.2.5 + H02.29.7; J02.12.2; 
J02.12.2; K02.10.1). A further two fragments (E4028:002:117; J01.8.5) have similar 
motifs in high relief and are possibly from another part of this design. The pieces 
range in size from 28mm to the two largest relief tile fragments recovered each 
comprising approximately half a tile.  
 
Design RN2 
4-tile circular band, with foliage(?), enclosing a bird. 
One fragment (H02.29.4), comprising approximately quarter of a tile. 
 
Design RN3 
A corner fragment with foliage (205.14.1) is from an unidentified design. 
 
 
Design No. No. fragments MNT 
R51 2 1 
R52 1 1 
R51/R52 1 - 
R56 3 3 
R57 1 1 
R58 1 1 
RN1 9 3 
RN2 1 1 
RN3 1 1 
Unidentifiable 33 - 
Total 53 12 
 
Table 3: Relief tile designs, number of fragments and minimum number of tiles (MNT) 
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