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The Early Start programmes ðwhich are 

unique to University College Cork ðare 

designed to give Visiting  Students a pre-

session introduction to Ireland and Irish 

Studies. The longest-established 

programme is that in Irish Archaeology. 

Students take a four week course through 

late August and September before joining 

standard classes with their Irish 

counterparts. The course incorporates 

several field trips and is worth ten UCC 

credits. 

Who is the course aimed at? 

The Early Start in Irish Archaeology provides 

students with a wonderful introduction to Irelandôs 

culture, history and landscapes. 

It offers students of Anthropology and Archaeology a 

unique insight into Archaeology as practiced in 

Europe; they find the material and the approach taken 

to its interpretation engaging and challenging. The 

programme makes them eligible for virtually all of 

the other Archaeology modules offered at UCC.

The programme is equally suited to students with no 

previous academic experience of Archaeology or 

Anthropology. It gives them a chance to study this 

exciting subject in a country with an outstanding 

archaeological heritage. They learn how people in the 

past, and indeed the present, use material culture 

(monuments and artefacts) to express social status, 

ideology, identity and gender. 

When term begins some students choose to build 

upon what they have learned by choosing one or more 

of the additional modules in Irish Studies offered by, 

for example, History, Irish, English, Folklore and 

Music as well as Archaeology.



Irish Archaeology 

Modern Ireland cannot be understood without reference to 

the past. Through the study of artefacts, monuments, 

landscapes and texts, the Early Start in Irish Archaeology 

provides students with an understanding of the broad 

sweep of Irelandôs history from the initial settlement of the 

island in the aftermath of the last Ice Age around 8,000 BC 

to the 17th century AD when Ireland was incorporated into 

the wider world of the British Empire, which by that time 

also included colonies in North America. 

The wide chronological scope of the course is one of its 

particular strengths. It allows students to recognise long 

term processes and to appreciate the similarities and 

differences between the various societies that developed in 

Ireland over the millennia. There is a particular emphasis 

on periods and themes that continue to play an important 

role in the formation of Irish identities. We will see that 

there is often a wide gulf between the popular view of the 

past and the archaeological evidence. Round tower, Timahoe



Invaders of Ireland: 

Celts, Vikings and Normans

A case in point is the issue of the Celticisation of 

Ireland. What do we mean when we say the Irish are a 

Celtic people? According to the conventional model the 

Celtic ancestors of the modern population came in their 

thousands during the Early Iron Age (500-0 BC). But to 

what extent is this myth-making by 19th-century 

nationalists in search of a neat racial origin for the Irish 

nation? Increasingly archaeologists are of the view that, 

while the indigenous population became culturally 

Celticised through links with other parts of Europe, 

relatively few new people arrived in Ireland during this 

time. This debate about the origins of the Irish is 

ongoing among academics. By engaging with it in class 

students gain a sophisticated understanding of how 

modern Irish identities are constructed. 

As we shall see, 19th-century myth-making has also 

obscured our understanding of later invaders: the 

Vikings (9th & 10th century AD) and the Anglo-

Normans (12th & 13th century AD).



Irish Art and Architecture

Within the time-frame covered by the course there 

are two periods when art of world significance was 

produced in Ireland. 

The great passage tombs of the Neolithic period 

(c.4000-2,800 BC) are decorated with a remarkable 

variety of abstract art. In class and in the field we will 

debate the various theories about the significance of 

this art for these early farming populations. 

In the Early Medieval period (400-1169 AD) local 

Celtic art was fused with new influences from Anglo-

Saxon England and mainland Europe to produce 

works of astonishing beauty, including the Book of 

Kells and the Tara Brooch. As we shall see, it is with 

some justification that this period is often considered

the Golden Age of Irish Art. 

We will also study the impact of later art styles in 

Ireland including Romanesque, Gothic and the 

belated arrival of a Renaissance aesthetic in the 

17th century. 

The Book of Kells

Newgrange



Reading the Irish Landscape 

Another theme of the course is the way in which the 

Irish landscape we see today has been shaped by 

thousands of years of human intervention. By the 

end of the course participants are able to read the 

Irish landscape for themselves: to understand the 

significance of the monuments they encounter while 

travelling through Ireland, and to appreciate the 

impact of those who built them on the wider 

environment. 



Field Trips

Archaeology is a subject that cannot be 

confined to the classroom. In this course 

about half the contact time is in the field. 

The field trips have been carefully 

designed to give students as diverse an 

experience of Ireland as possible, from 

the Dublin region, which was Anglicised 

at a relatively early date, to the remote 

Aran Islands where Gaelic is still widely 

spoken. 

As well as some non-archaeological sites, 

such as the Cliffs of Moher, the field trips 

take in a wide range of monuments from 

neglected but fascinating local ruins to 

outstanding complexes of international 

importance. For example, we visit several 

sites in the environs of Cork city 

including the world-famous Rock of 

Cashel. 
Drombeg Stone Circle, Co. Cork

Glanworth Castle, Co. Cork



The Rock of Cashel, Co. Tipperary



Mitchelstown Caves, Co. Cork           



Dublin & Meath

The first overnight trip is to counties 

Dublin and Meath, a region that boasts 

some of Irelandôs most impressive 

monuments, including its largest castle at 

Trim; its finest high crosses at 

Monasterboice; and the World Heritage 

Site of Newgrange and the Bend of the 

Boyne whose decorated passage tombs 

are among the oldest surviving buildings 

in the world. We also visit Dublin city 

itself to study its Viking origins as well as 

the stunning artefacts housed in the 

National Museum of Ireland.

Aran Islands 

& the Burren 

ÅCork

Dublin & Meath

Overnight Trips

ÅGalway ÅDublin



Christ Church Cathedral and Viking Dublin 


