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Above: Jesus on O’Connell Street, Dublin. The Parnell Monument is right of center.
Opposite: The Lia Fail stone at the center of Tara, County Meath.
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This presentation represents a hypothetical design for a book of photographs (with short explanatory text ) on
Ireland’s sacred places. The spiral binding is only for convenience and is not meant to suggest the ﬁnal product.

t around 4 million people, Ireland is one of the
smallest countries in the European Union. Yet
this island of green is dense with rich
layers of history, legend, folk sagas, heroes
and villains, saints and spirits, colonization,
skirmishes, uprisings, famines, plagues and
wars of independence. Most have left artifacts,
some sort of visual evidence that are the
stories of this land, and they are dotted all
over Ireland.
For this book I have chosen to examine
four distinct layers of sacred places. First are
those of pre-history, the early stone (Mesolithic
and Neolithic) and bronze ages; second
are those of the Christian era, the myriad
ecclesiastical and monastic sites; third are the
many holy wells and places of pilgrimage,
like Croagh Patrick, Station Island, or St.
Brigid’s Well, which embrace both preChristian and Christian sacredness and represent
a vernacular, or folk, approach to the divine; and
fourth, places of great national importance, even
sacredness, to the birth of the Irish Republic, and
the securing of Irish sovereignty.
The earliest artifacts in the landscape are difﬁcult to
date because they were left by people who settled Ireland

well before the Celts, who arrived on this island around
1000-600 BC. Many of these ancient sites are visible beside
roads ﬁlled with speeding BMWs and trucks ﬁlled with
building supplies for another housing estate or a Tesco
shopping center.
Throughout Ireland today there is a real problem
with unfettered growth while at the same time maintaining
and honoring the sacred landscape. A good example of this
dynamic issue is the new Motorway being built on the very
edge of Tara, once the most important place in
all of ancient Ireland. Being one of the crown
jewels of Irish heritage - the royal seat of the
Irish kings - the road construction has been
controversial to say the least.
These sacred places, anointed by
reason of age, mystery, longevity or some
sublime design, seem to be everywhere
in Ireland. This is attested to by a careful
scrutiny of any 1 inch-to-1 kilometer
Discovery Series map. Barrows, raths,
standing stones, holy wells, abbeys,
hermitages, monasteries, famine and battle
sites, notable birthplaces and monuments are
densely arrayed across the land.
I frequently struggle to grasp the profoundness
of this proliﬁc layering of the ancient and the
contemporary that persist right into the wi-ﬁ age of the
21st century. A few years back, while photographing the
dramatic Kilclooney Dolmen in County Donegal, I saw in
the distance a work crew laying ﬁber-optic cable alongside
the small, rural R261 road so that schools, homes and the
local pub could access the internet. This juxtaposition of the
very old and the new is everywhere in Ireland.
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Pre History

T

he Irish embrace mystery. They
always have and even under the rigors
of modern life, they honor mystery
and appreciate the uniqueness of their
inheritance. This reverence goes so far back
into the shadows of time that its resonance
cannot easily be stilled or ignored.
The prehistoric observatories of
Newgrange, Loughcrew or any number of
delicately balanced dolmens, stone circles
and court tombs will endure far beyond our
modern world. They bring with them their
gift of mystery, story and shadow of a highly
intelligent culture that continue to amaze
archeologists and anthropologists with their
remarkable sophistication and knowledge.
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Left: Beltaney Stone Circle, County Donegal
Right: Ardgroom Outer Stone Circle, Beara
Peninsula, West Cork
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Ballykeel Dolmen, South Armagh. The uprights are almost 6 ft. high and the capstone
is balanced on just three points. Archeologists believe this kind of dolmen would have
been buried within a mound of earth. This has all the hallmarks of a holy place.

Browne’s Hll Dolmen, County Carlow. It is believed to be the largest capstone in Europe.
Overleaf- p. 8-9: Rock art on barrow stones, Carnebane East, Cairn T, Loughcrew, Meath
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o the left is Carrowmore, the megalithic site
near Sligo Town. There are signs here of human
activity as far back as 8000 to 4000 BC, but
what can be seen today is largely from Neolithic times, 4000
to 2000 BC. This is also true of the crown jewel of prehistoric
sites, Newgrange, Knowth and Dowth, all part of the Brú na
Bóinne complex in County Meath. As in all human habitations
worldwide, they are made up of layers of many consecutive
centuries of occupation and activity.
What sets Newgrange, as well as many other sites,
apart from some of the more primitive sites is that they are
carefully constructed observatories, both lunar and solar, that
aided the early peoples with knowledge of the exact time of the
year, the equinoxes and solstices and phases of the moon. The
lunar observatories, like those at Loughcrew or Carrowkeel,
show that these early people knew about the 18.6-year lunar
processional cycle.
There is also a plethora of stone-inscribed glyphs all
over Ireland. Particularly in the eastern counties, the same or
similar image appears in multiple places, as if they comprise
a very early form of hieroglyphics. Martin Brennan in his The
Stars and the Stones details these language icons and speculates
that the same person, or persons, could have carved many of
them in different locations.
Notable about the dolmen to the left (Site 7 at
Carrowmore) is its completeness, with 32 surrounding stones,
large central dolmen with a ﬂag-stoned inner chamber, built
on a raised earthen mound. Immediately above the dolmen at
the top of the photograph, is Queen Maeve’s Cairn sitting atop
the prominent 900 ft. hill of Knocknarea. The cairn is roughly
33 ft. high and 192 ft. wide and is believed to be comprised
of 40,000 tons of stones encapsulating an unexcavated inner
chamber: the tomb of the legendary Queen Maeve, the warrior
queen of early Celtic legend.

Below is a standing stone rising, with no signage
or footpath, from the wet grass of a steep hillside above
Ballinskelligs in County Kerry. What caught my eye was how
it mirrored the slopes of the Skellig Islands, 8 miles out in the
Atlantic, a place of great and unusual monastic importance.
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The Christian Era

T

Above: Boats from Portmagee Harbor near Skellig Michael. The monastic settlement of clocháns (stone beehive huts) is visible to the left
of the summit of the 700 ft. high island.
Opposite: One of the precarious stone stairways not open to the public.
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Pages 14-15: The monastic site near the top of the east summit. In the foreground are stone crosses marking monks’
graves. The large clochan on the left is the oratory, or chapel.
The others are dwellings.

here is no better place to begin examining the
Christian era than Skellig Michael. Called by
one historian the Ankgor Wat of early Irish
monasticism, this curious monastery is perched on a small
stone terrace near the top of a
pointed rock island rising sharply,
and in some places, vertically,
from the Atlantic, eight miles
off the west coast of County
Kerry. Historians believe it was
the furthest, most remote Irish
monastic outpost, active for about
500 years, begun in the 8th century
and ﬁnally abandoned in the 13th
century after many destructive
Viking raids.
Skellig Michael (St.
Michael’s Rock) is not easy to access. I tried three times
before and because of dreadful weather and huge seas,
boats stayed in port. On the fourth try I found warm sunny
weather and calm seas, so the 90-minute cruise out to the
Skelligs was impressive and exhilarating.
All this makes one mindful of what the monks
went through in order to live a basic subsistence life.
How they lived on Skellig Michael has been a subject
of study for many years. It is clear the monks were
dedicated to survival and consequently built an artful stone
encampment of clochans and oratories, a monastery of

corbelled stone igloos or beehive huts. They also terraced
the small amount of land available, built precipitous stone
steps down hundreds of feet to several of the island’s
shadowy coves, carved crosses and worked stone for walls
and pathways.
Standing among them, I looked out to a sea that
would have represented to the early monks both the outer
edge of the known ﬂat world and the beginning of the great
unknown where monsters dwelled. It is inconceivable how
they managed to ﬁnd and carve out such a place, reached
only by small boats and over 600
wide stone steps. Moreover, one
cannot help but feel the majesty of
the setting and awe of the bravery
and determination of those early
monks.
Like the plentiful prehistoric
sites, Christian era sites abound.
From the much-visited Christ
Church Cathedral, dating from 1172
AD, in the middle of Dublin, and
the 6th century monastic community
of Glendalough just to the south, to
the most remote monastic outpost of Skellig Michael, one
can ﬁnd hundreds of abbeys, monasteries, round towers,
high crosses, plain or elaborate churches with remarkable
doorways, arched windows and animated stonework.
It is clear that the early church, those following St.
Patrick who started it all, were well aware of the indigenous
megalithic past and tried to codify or capture that numinous
spiritual quality whenever possible. There are notable
examples of megalithic stones and holy wells that were
inscribed with crosses and other Christian iconography, thus
Christianizing them.
Cont. p. 18
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he church established important centers of learning
and worship that soon became the wealthiest
communities and important repositories of libraries
and scholarship. Then towards the end of the 8th century,
the Vikings arrived. The contributions of Irish monks
in saving civilization from them cannot be overstated.
Through their efforts the Book of Kells, Darrow and
Armagh, as well as many others like the Annals of the
Four Masters, a gigantic compendium of world history,
were saved from the ransacking Vikings. Irish monks
took this stupendous body of learning with them as they
traveled across Europe.
After years of Viking raids, monasteries began
producing something that the marauders could not steal:
enormous stone High Crosses. These were, in a way,
three-dimensional versions of the earlier illuminated
manuscripts. The High Crosses were also a form of totem,
displaying Celtic and Christian symbols as well as graphic
depictions of Bible stories.
Between the 9th and 12th centuries, monastic
centers began building round towers, which provided some
level of protection for their libraries. From 60 to over 130
ft. in height, these delicate soaring structures, unique to
Ireland, functioned as bell towers or minarets. Today there
are over 70 ﬁne examples to be seen in Ireland. Some, like
the towers at Ardmore, Kilmacdough or Timahoe, are so
well preserved that they appear to be recently built.
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Holy Island at Gouganne Barra in West Cork. This tiny island is the site of St. Finbarre’s hermitage and oratory, as well as a holy well and
slanan, a healing stream. St. Finbarre was considered the St. Patrick of Munster and the founder and ﬁrst bishop of Cork City.

Right: The west doorway of Clontuskert Augustinian Priory, established in the 12th century in County Galway. Most notable are the
ﬁnely carved ﬁgures and symbols that surround the arched door.
Across the top are four characters. Left to right, they are the Archangel Michael holding a set of scales, John the Baptist, St. Catherine of
Alexandria and St. Augustine with his foot on a serpent.

Left: High Cross at Castledermot, County Kildare, dating
from the 10th century.
Right: The South Cross (10th century) and round tower
(built in 1124 AD) at Clonmacnoise, County Offaly. This
is a reproduction. The original is a few feet away in the
museum, completley protected from the elements.
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One of Ireland’s ﬁnest round towers at Ardmore, County Waterford. At 95 ft. tall, this light colored tower is believed to have been built near
the end of the 12th century. The three visible stone courses correspond to timber interior ﬂoors. It overlooks the town of Ardmore, the azure
coast and a beautiful beach.

The main entrance to Clonfert Cathedral, founded by St. Brendan the Navigator, in County Galway. Part of the doorway is
12th century with additions made in the 15th century. Notable
are the many animal head capitals and 15 stylized faces arrayed in the upper triangle.

The ﬁsh house at Cong Abbey in County Mayo. Monks
hung ﬁshing nets below the house. This place has its own
special feel, one of swift-moving water, wondrous peace,
and quietude.
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Holy Wells & The Pilgrim

two plumbers who after praying at the outdoor altar, napped in
their truck. At St. Gobnait’s Well at Ballyvourney, County Cork,
I noticed a strikingly beautiful woman who accompanied her
mother and ﬁlled 7-Up bottles with water to take home. Up the
hill from the well at St. Gobnait’s Shrine, older couples slowly
o much of Irish culture and history intersect at holy
walked the prescribed rounds at the statue
wells and places of pilgrimage. It is
of the saint, the female patron saint of bees,
believed that major pilgrimage sites like
who stands on a stone beehive surrounded by
Croagh Patrick, the 2500 ft. coastal mountain
decorative and vivaious carved bees.
in County Mayo, or Station Island in County
St. Flannan’s Well near Inagh, County
Donegal’s Lough Derg, were venerated long
Clare, was difﬁcult to ﬁnd, requiring stops at
before St. Patrick. A megalithic structure was
three separate rural houses, two farms with old
found near the wind-swept summit of Croagh
farmers in wellies and tweed caps. Aditionally,
Patrick, and Lough Derg ﬁgures in early Celtic
I asked directions of 8 other people at various
mythology. Some legends have it that St.
points along the way, and eventually I found
Patrick battled with Corra, one of the Celtic
the well in a forest setting. It was evident
goddesses, in the lake itself.
that this ancient well is cared for, with fresh
Some estimates put the number
bouquets of magenta foxgloves placed next
of healing, or holy wells, at over 3000.
to the enclosed basin of clear spring water.
Although many are thought to have been
Everything there was “home made.” Religious
used since prehistoric times, most have been
ﬁgures and small icons were placed in former
Christianized with names like St. Mary’s well,
microwave oven cabinets or half-cutaway blue
St. Brigid’s or St. Joseph’s.
plastic kerosene cans. This sort of creativity
Wells seem to be a vernacular, or folk,
and recycling is most impressive and creates
approach to the divine, whether for healing,
an atmosphere of welcome and care.
cleansing or petitioning a higher power. The
The ascent of the mountain,Croagh
different kinds of wells found across Ireland
St. Brigid’s Wayside Well, Kildare
Patrick, is probably the most popular and
are enormous. Some are tidy and simple,
arduous form of pilgrimage, with thousands making the
others are rustic or ﬂamboyant. Some clearly exhibit presteep climb to the little summit church. This type of difﬁcult
Christian elements with magical egg stones that clearly date
pilgrimage is an example of the devotion the Irish feel for their
from times long past. Others are quite church-like and orderly.
religion and saints, particularly St. Patrick. Legend has it that
All sorts of people frequent wells and pilgrimage
Patrick spent 40 days and nights here and, among other things,
sites. For example, while visiting Tobarnalt Well, an exquisite
banished snakes from Ireland. The mountain is a dramatic
wooded park-like grove south of Sligo Town, I noticed dozens
presence on the south coast of Clew Bay and affords panoramic
of people passing through. There were young eastern Europeans
views of Mayo, Sligo to the north and Galway to the south.
speaking Polish or Romanian, numerous Irish of every age,

S

Bronze doors of St. Brigid’s Church in Kildare. Brigid’s hands are the door handles. Designed by the Dublin sculptor Imogen Stuart (b. 1927)
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St. Mary’s Well on the Portmagee-to-Ballinskelligs
road. The structure is like a half clochan, with St. Mary
inside and the pool of spring water directly in front.
To the right is a small ﬂat stone where many inscribe a
cross with a small stone.
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Within a smaller structure to the front left of St. Mary is
a kneeling St. Brigid praying to her. In the lower left is
the well itself. This is a carefully tended well with even
a solar-powered streetlight opposite for evening visitors.

St. Mary’s Well faces a tiny road that rises sharply uphill from Portmagee harbor.
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Left: Part of the main interior chamber of St. Brigid’s
Well in Liscannor, County Clare. It is ﬁlled with tokens,
amulets, personal items and little treasures left by people
who clearly honor the sacred. Being close to the Cliffs of
Moher, this is a popular and much-visited well. Located
in a park-like setting, it has a life-size statue of the Saint,
and Murphy’s Pub next door.
Right: The small interior well house of St. Flannan’s
Well near Inagh, County Clare. One must stoop to enter
the small alcove to access the clear spring water and light
candles lined up over the well.
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St. Kieran’s Well near Killybegs, County Donegal. This folk-art
ﬁgure had been recently painted.

Tobar na Molt /Well of the Wethers, near Ardfert, County Kerry.
St. Brendan-the-Navigator was baptised here in 484 AD. This
cerebral place is ringed by trees and beyond, pasture land.

Foohah Well on the Clare coast, south of Kilkee. About the size
of a phone booth, Foohah stands in a remarkable, isolated setting
devoid of trees and within a stone’s throw of dramatic sea cliffs.

The popular pilgrimage site of St. Gobnait’s Shrine in County
Cork. Patron saint of bees, St. Gobnait is also associated with
caring for the sick and establishing a religious community for
women, symbolized by white deer.
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Looking east towards the town of Westport from the base of the summit cone
of Croagh Patrick, Murrisk, County Mayo. Treeless and open on all sides to the
wind, climbing this mountain can be a dramatic experience.
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The Sacred Patriots

S

Glasnevin Cemetery, Dublin. The 1916 monument and sculpture by Dora Sigerson Shorter entitled “The Sacred Fire.” This is an Irish Republican Pieta,
with a dying freedom ﬁghter in the arms of a woman symbolising Irish Freedom and Independence from English colonial rule.
Opposite: Patrick Pearse’s cottage in Rosmuc, County Galway. Pearse was the principal author of the 1916 Irish Proclamation.
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overeignty. The Irish waited almost 800 years for this
one thing. And in the waiting, the idea of it attained
sacred proportions to the extent that both men and
women would gladly die for its cause. Sovereignty and
freedom to be who they really were: Irish.
Few true Irish can become
good, proper Englishmen, which is
what the colonizers wanted above
everything else. But that was not
to be, no matter how the Irish were
bullied, cajoled, tortured, paid
off, bought for land, peerage or
membership in a club.
Several times each century,
a hopeful group, sometimes just an
individual or two, would rise up
and say no, we want our country
back. They were crushed by some
informer’s slip of the tongue or else by the might of the
Empire. But in 1916 so many long sought after ideas and
good people coalesced enough to rise up and get the world’s
attention for about six days.
Patrick Pearse read the Irish Proclamation from the steps
of the General Post Ofﬁce, the GPO, to a sparse audience of
startled passersby. Copies of the Proclamation were put up
all over the city to be read by citizens who suspected it was
folly or else were simply disinterested or afraid.
Pearse and many others were also crushed. They, the

signers of the Proclamation, as well as eight other leaders,
were taken into an enclosed yard at Kilmainham jail at
dawn and shot. The rank and ﬁle of the rest of the Patriots
were shipped off to grim prisons in Wales. When the public
became aware of the summary executions of the leaders
and saw for themselves the destruction of Sackville Street
(now O’Connell Street) caused by British canons, they had
a signiﬁcant change of heart.
Citizens soon became aware that the leaders knew
they were a blood sacriﬁce, that in their martyrdom, a
powerful movement would arise and with it, another set
of patriot heroes. Michael Collins,
Constance Markievicz and Eamon
deValera, among others, would
step into the shoes left by the 1916
Easter Rising leaders.
It is no surprise that these
early 20th century leaders would
become part of a sacred story, that
of the ﬁnal surge towards Irish
Freedom. Consequently, places
like Pearse’s cottage in the remote
Connemara village of Rosmuc or
his school for boys, St. Enda’s, in
Rathfarnham, would become places of patriotic pilgrimage.
Numerous sites in Dublin are connected to the rising but
none more so that the GPO, the columns of which still show
bullet holes and shrapnel damage.
An original framed copy of the Irish Proclamation,
a broadside printed on cheap paper under difﬁcult
circumstances in 1916, hangs in the main lobby today.
Moreover, in 2008, An Post, the Irish postal system, printed
a limited edition facsimile of the original Proclamation that
is in their possession.
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O’Connel Street, Dublin. Jim Larkin was a famous trade
union leader and social activist in the years prior to the
Easter Rising of 1916. The Larkin Monument stands near
the General Post Ofﬁce which was headquarters for the
Easter Rising. Much of O’Connnell St. was destroyed then,
but the GPO survived and is now a symbol of Irish Freedom.
So is the 394 ft. high Spire of Dublin, erected in 2003 on
the former site of the British Horatio Nelson Pillar. It was
destroyed by the IRA on the 50th anniversary of the Easter
Rising, March 8, 1966.

On August 22, 1922, Michael Collins, the brilliant and colorful early 20th century Irish freedom ﬁghter,
was ambushed and killed here at Beal na mBlath (Mouth of Flowers) in County Cork. His convoy was
stopped about where the car is in this photograph. Fresh ﬂowers can be found at this memorial every
day of the year. And on August 22nd, there is a well-attended service held around this special memorial.
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Gable mural in Belfast’s Short Strand neighborhood. A Celtic helmeted woman, perhaps a modern rendition of
the legendary Queen Maeve, sybolizes Ireland, surrounded by faces of those who were assasinated or died as
guests of the British or in the hunger strikes at Long Kesh Prison in the 1970s and 80s. The inscription along
the rooﬂine says, “May their names be among the heroes of Ireland”. On the far right is Bobby Sand’s statement: “Our revenge will be the laughter of our children.” He died in 1981 after 66 days without food.

The Irish Proclamation in both Irish, on the left, and English, carved in Wicklow granite at Arbor Hill, the mass grave of the seven signers of the
Proclamation who faced a British ﬁring squad: Patrick Pearse, James Connolly, Thomas Clarke, Thomas MacDonagh, Sean MacDermott, Joseph
Plunkett and Eamonn Ceannt. For Irish nationalists, this is Holy Ground.
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Erected in 1880, the Daniel O’Connell Monument by
sculptor John Henry Foley, occupies a prominent place
on O’Connell Street. A major landmark referred to by
many writers, including James Joyce. O’Connell (17751847) was known as the Great Liberator because he
fought tirelessly for repeal of the Penal Codes, the antiCatholic system of laws forced on Ireland by the Britih in
the late 17th century.

Doors to Drumcliff Church, County Sligo. Nearby is
W.B. Yeats’ grave. The swans are signiﬁcant because
they reference the Irish legend of the Children of Lir,
who were turned into swans for 900 years. They also
relate to Yeats’ poems that use the imagery of swans in
one way or another, as in “The Wild Swans at Coole.”

Memorial to Patrick Kavanagh (1906-67), one of
Ireland’s best-known poets. A farmer from County
Monaghan, he adopted Dublin when he decided to write
full time. In his poem “Canal Bank Walk” he wrote,
Leafy-with-love banks and the green waters of the canal /
Pouring redemption for me, that I do / The will of God...
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Above Left and Right: Clontuskert Priory, County Galway / Center: Murrisk Friary, County Mayo
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