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ABSTRACT 

 

Wooden devotional sculptures have been at the center of ardent popular devotions 

in Ireland for many centuries. Like their continental counterparts, these wooden figures 

act as lesser mirrors of the immaterial archetypes of the saints which they depict; 

however in Ireland, an increased numinosity is imparted to many of the surviving statues, 

resulting from their turbulent histories, miraculous survival, and the folk traditions which 

surround them. Although the earliest extant figures appear to date to the thirteenth 

century, the sculptures are rooted in pre-Christian figurative traditions which stretch back 

several thousand years.  

This dissertation consists of a catalogue raisonne of all known wooden devotional 

sculpture in Ireland, including first-hand visual descriptions and reconstructions of the 

individual figuresô histories. The opening chapters explore the means by which Christian 

wooden devotional sculpture may have been introduced to Ireland, the figuresô 

indigenous and continental contexts, implications for Irish spirituality, a discussion of the 

function, stylistic developments and geographical distribution of known sculptures as 

well as the continued use and importation of wooden devotional sculpture throughout the 

Suppression era and beyond. 

Twenty-five pre-Dissolution wooden devotional sculptures are currently known to 

survive in Ireland with a wide geographic distribution across most of the island. When 

surviving figures from the Suppression era are included, the number of extant wooden 

devotional sculptures in Ireland rises to forty-three. If one also includes lost wooden 

devotional sculptures for which we have textual evidence, the total documented wooden 
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devotional figures in Ireland rises to seventy-five. It is likely that there were once many 

more.  

Many of the wooden devotional sculptures in Ireland were believed to be 

miraculous. At the Dissolution, these objects were seen as analogous to pagan idols and 

were targeted for destruction. This not only speaks of the genreôs power within Irish 

society, but may have inadvertently increased that power by making the surviving figures 

seem more precious and their endurance miraculous. Figures continued to be imported 

and commissioned though out the entire Suppression era. They illustrate both the 

internationalism of the medieval and early modern eras, as well as the continuity of 

localized devotion and folk-practices.
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INTRODUCTION 

Outline of Project 

This dissertation spans the late medieval and early modern periods in Ireland and 

includes a study of both native and imported wooden devotional figures in Ireland. It 

emphasizes the continuity of devotion, use, and importation throughout the period and 

addresses the migration of ideas, crossing of cultures, and the impact of both localized 

folk traditions and the internationalism of the late medieval and early modern eras as 

illustrated by wooden devotional sculpture in Ireland from 1100-1800.  

I have compiled a thorough and up to date catalogue raisonne of wooden 

devotional sculpture in Ireland, detailing the current physical conditions of the sculptures 

and reconstructing the individual histories of each of the known extant wooden figures. 

Both native and imported figures are included. I have also undertaken several chapters of 

analysis in order to answer certain fundamental questions about the genre as a whole. 

Chapter 1 looks at distribution patterns of both the extant and non-extant sculptures, what 

saints were depicted, and at the evidence for how many figures may have been in Ireland 

during the late medieval period. Technical aspects about how the figures were made, how 

they might have appeared with their original polychromy and adornments, as well as the 

impact of subsequent conservation and restoration attempts is also discussed. This 

chapter also seeks to highlight significant historical events which impacted the 

commissioning, importation, destruction, and survival of wooden devotional sculpture in 

Ireland. It discusses stylistic parallels amongst the surviving figures, organized by 

century, in order to draw attention to evidence of the genreôs stylistic development 

throughout the entire period surveyed. A chronological approach is taken in order to 
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group a larger number of figures together for comparison than would examining the 

sculptures by either region or subject matter. This also allows for an examination of 

stylistic development and historical impact, the effects of which frequently cross both 

regional and thematic boundaries. 

Chapter 2 examines whether wooden devotional sculpture existed in Ireland prior 

to the Anglo-Norman invasion. It explores avenues by which the genre could have been 

introduced to Ireland in the century preceding the invasion and the overall 

internationalism of the period. In Chapter 3, I discuss the origins, use, and meaning of 

wooden devotional sculpture in Ireland and Europe at large. An emphasis is placed on the 

interconnectedness of the materiality and spirituality in these sculptures through 

examinations of  the relationships between relics and images, the place of wooden figures 

in liturgical dramas and local religious patterns, as well as the sacredness of wood in an 

Irish context. It is also proposed that indigenous holy well traditions made Ireland 

especially receptive to the adoption of continental-style wooden devotional sculptures. 

Chapter 4 seeks to highlight themes of destruction and survival throughout the 

Suppression era and into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Evidence for iconoclastic 

movements which specifically targeted devotional sculptures is discussed, as is evidence 

for the increased numinosity of the genre in the face of its destruction. The effects of the 

seventeenth century revival on wooden devotional sculpture are discussed, as are patterns 

of importation and the over-all internationalism of Ireland during the Suppression era. 

The gradual recovery of the eighteenth century is explored as well as the destruction of 

figures following the emancipation of the Catholic Church in Ireland during the 

nineteenth century.   
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Problem 

Throughout the late medieval and early modern periods, wooden religious figures 

inspired passionate devotion across every level of Irish society. Due to the thoroughness 

of the iconoclastic sweeps of the island in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the 

ultramontanism of the nineteenth century, and the ravages of time and weather, this 

visual tradition has been irrevocably ruptured at several points. Yet a handful of the 

medieval and early modern figures, as well as the oral histories and religious traditions 

associated with them, have managed to survive.  

For at least seven hundred years, these statues have been intimately integrated 

into the religious lives of the Irish people. They serve as conduits to the godhead and as 

the focal points of prayer and devotion. As a genre, they are inimitable illustrators of the 

changes that have occurred in Irish Christianity over the past millennium. The traditions 

surrounding these sculptures have roots in pre-Christian religious beliefs, and maintain a 

link to the medieval, early Christian, and even pre-Christian past. Due to the perilous 

physical state of many of these figures, they are now extremely threatened. Eleven 

figures documented as recently as the 1940s are now missing; this represents a loss of  

more than twenty percent of the genre which had survived until that time. The previously 

unpublished Hodkinson St. James (Fig. 37) survived a major fire in December 2010, just 

a few months after I documented it for this catalogue and the figure known as Our Lady 

of Limerick (Fig. 38) also suffered significant, though thankfully, not irreparable, damage 

when the statue was attacked by a vandal and broken into pieces in February 2011 (Fig. 

39).
1
  

                                                 
1
 Nick Rabbits, ñShock and disgust after statue is smashed by vandals at Limerick church,ò 

Limerick Leader, 
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The many oral and folk traditions surrounding the sculptures are also in danger of 

perishing. Some figures, such as St. Gobnait (Fig. 40) from Ballyvourney, Co. Cork, have 

remained more or less continuous use, but the traditions surrounding other figures 

documented by MacLeod in the 1940s have already perished, and no memory remains of 

them in the local population. Unless the religious traditions and oral histories of these 

figures are documented, they will be irrevocably lost to the increasing secularization and 

urbanization of Irish culture.  

Prior to beginning this project, very little was known about the current 

whereabouts and condition of surviving wooden devotional sculpture in Ireland. Exact 

numbers of extant figures were not known. No catalogue raisonne had ever been 

compiled detailing the current conditions or individual histories of the surviving figures.
2
 

Wooden devotional sculpture in Ireland had not been significantly re-evaluated since the 

1940s and an updated attempt to place the figures within their greater Irish and European 

contexts was needed. Through a detailed and comprehensive survey of both extant and 

non-extant wooden devotional figures in Ireland, this study seeks to address these issues. 

Evidence 

This was a genre of art that must have once comprised hundreds of figures. A 

statute from the Synod of Cashel, held at Limerick in 1453, states that every church 

should have at least a statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary, a cross, and a statue of the 

                                                                                                                                                 
http://www.limerickleader.ie/news/local/shock_and_disgust_after_statue_is_smashed_by_vandals_at_limer

ick_church_1_2415701 (accessed May 11, 2012). 

 
2
 Although Catriona MacLeod included many of the figures, she did not endeavor to be 

comprehensive, particularly in regards to Suppression era figures. The length of her descriptions and rigor 

in reconstructing the histories of each of the individual varies a great deal. 
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Patron of the Church.
3
 The annals make frequent reference to wooden devotional figures 

and the miracles wrought by them. Reformation-era records, explored in Chapter 4, 

suggest that these figures were specifically targeted by the iconoclasts because of the 

óidolatryô they inspired. There are accounts of several of the lost figuresô ability to work 

miracles, and similar beliefs persist today about many of the surviving sculptures. A few 

figures have remained in more or less continuous use in annual feast day celebrations or 

are brought to the beds of the sick for their curative powers. Surviving figures represent a 

variety of Irish saints, popular pan-European saints, many figures of the Madonna and 

Child, Christ, and the Trinity. By and large, the wooden figures depict the same saints 

that are frequently found in the other genres of religious art in Ireland and on the 

continent. They are the remainders of what was once an important and widespread 

tradition across Britain and Ireland, making it imperative that the figures are preserved, 

catalogued, and studied. 

It has commonly been supposed that the Dissolution of the Monasteries in the 

1530s ushered in a period of destruction and decline from which wooden devotional 

sculpture in Ireland never recovered.
4
 However evidence indicates that at the same time 

older figures were being hidden to save them from the iconoclastic sweeps conducted by 

the Dissolution commissioners and later by the parliamentarian soldiers, many new 

                                                 
3
 This statute states,  ñQuod in singulis ecclesiis ad minus habeantur tres imagines, sanctae beatae 

Mariae virginis, sanctae cruces, et patroni loci, in cujus honerem ecclesia dedicator; necnon et vas 

honestum consecratum pro corpore Christi.ò The legislations made at this synod only applied to Munster, 

but similar holdings were likely found all across the island, given the distribution of known figures. John 

Begley, The Diocese of Limerick Ancient and Medieval (Dublin: Browne & Nolan, Ltd., 1906), 431.  

 
4
 Most notably by Catriona MacLeod , who states, ñBeing widely distributed and fragmentary [the 

surviving wooden figures] are insufficient to give evidence of continuous development. They indicate, 

however, that such an art was practiced in Ireland until its arrest in the sixteenth century.ò Catriona 

MacLeod, ñMedieval Wooden Figure Sculpture in Ireland: Medieval Madonnas in the West,ò Journal of 

the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 105 (1945), 169. 
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figures were being imported or commissioned to replace those that were lost and 

damaged. This caused the High Commission for Ecclesiastical Causes to order in 1593 

that all ships coming from abroad be searched and that all ñcopes, vestments, chalices, 

idols, crosses and other superstitious relicsò be seized.
5
 When figures of foreign 

manufacture and those from the Suppression period are taken into account, the number of 

surviving figures nearly doubles. The geographic distribution of the sculptures also 

becomes much broader than was previously evident.
6
 Prior research indicated that figures 

survived only in rare individual instances or in small ñhoardsò of sculpture,
7
 but these 

isolated pockets did not give a clear indication of how prevalent the genre of wooden 

devotional sculpture in Ireland once was.  

Despite their apparent significance, most studies of Irish art history either exclude 

the figures entirely, or make pejorative assumptions about the quality of the works that do 

survive. Other authors acknowledge the significance of the genre, but neglect to integrate 

the figures into their studies, perhaps owing to a lack of modern scholarship on the topic. 

As recently as 2007, the Knight of Glin and James Peill dismissed the figures as ña few 

                                                 
 

5
 Charles McNeill, ñHarris Collectanea,ò Analecta Hibernica 6 (1934), 427. 

 
6
 See distribution maps in Chapter 1, pp. 22-25. 

  
7
 According to MacLeod, ñSo far Irish medieval statuary in wood has been neglected, owing 

largely to the scarcity of existing specimensé unlike the sculpture in stone, which is most plentiful in the 

Anglo-Norman cities, the wooden figures survive mainly in such remote and poor districts as 

Ballyvourney, Inishmurray, and East Galway, where no doubt inaccessibility and the devotion of the people 

saved them from destruction. Being widely distributed and fragmentary they are insufficient to give 

evidence of continuous development.ò MacLeod is only partially correct in this statement. Many of the 

figures have been preserved by their remote locations and the ardent devotions of local people. However 

many others have survived in urban and even distinctively Anglo-Norman cities and locals. Additionally a 

much broader and complicated picture emerges when all of the figures are looked at and survivals from the 

Suppression era are taken into account. MacLeod, ñMedieval Madonnas in the West,ò 169.   
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undistinguished painted wooden effigies.ò
8
 Such dismissals make it clear that a re-

evaluation of the genre is warranted. 

Historiography: Primary Sources
9
 

The earliest accounts of wooden devotional sculptures in Ireland appear in the 

extant ecclesiastical annals, and generally document either miracles wrought by figures, 

or the destruction of particularly well-known wooden figures. For example, both the Four 

Masters and the Annals of Ulster record that in the year 1381, the image of the Madonna 

at Kilmore miraculously spoke.
10

 In 1397 the Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland recorded 

that Hugh Mac Mahon regained his sight after fasting at the shrine of Our Lady of Trim.
11

 

According to the Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland and the Annals of Connacht, an image 

of the Trinity at the monastery on Trinity Island in Lough Key was accidentally burned 

by a candle carried by the canonôs wife in 1466.
12

 

                                                 
 
8
 The Knight of Glin and James Peill, Irish Furniture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 

8. 

9
 Ireland has suffered great losses in regards to primary source material. Not only were many 

ecclesiastical records destroyed during the Dissolution of the Monasteries and the subsequent centuries of 

suppression, a significant amount of Irelandôs civil records were also lost during the Irish War for 

Independence. Both the Custom House in Dublin and the Public Records office were burnt in 1921 and 

1922 respectively, taking with them many valuable records of Irelandôs past. Thankfully, some of the now 

missing records were quoted or published during the great antiquarian movement of the nineteenth
 
century. 

  
10

 John OôDonovan, ed. Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland from the Earliest Times to the Year 

1616 IV (Dublin: Hodges, Smith and Co., 1856; 3
rd
 ed. Dublin: De Búrca Rare Books 1990), 681; B. 

MacCarthy, ed. The Annals of Ulster, otherwise the Annals of Senat III  (Dublin: Stationary Office, 1895), 

9. 

 
11

 OôDonovan,  Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland, IV , 1447 

 
12

 OôDonovan, Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland IV , 1045; Pádraig Bambury, ed., Annála 

Connacht, CELT: Corpus of Electronic Texts: a project of University College Cork, 2008, 

http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T100011/index.html (accessed on March 29, 2012), 1466.29. 
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Occasionally references to wooden devotional sculpture can be found in other 

contemporary documents. In 1462, King Edward IV (reigned: 1461-1470, 1471-1483) 

made a grant to the abbot and convent of Our Blessed Lady of Trim, 

éto establish a wax light to burn perpetually before the image in 

the church; and four wax lights to burn before same during the 

Mass and Anthem of Our Lady, in honor of God and said Lady, for 

the good estate of Edward, his mother, Cecilia, and his children 

and for the souls of their progenitors and ancestors.
13

  

 

 Throughout the Suppression era, calls for the destruction of certain famous 

wooden figures and pejorative descriptions of native practices surrounding wooden 

devotional sculpture abound in the literature and official correspondences of the 

Protestant ascendency. Describing Our Lady of Trim to Thomas Cromwell (c. 1485-

1540), Dissolution Commissioner Thomas Alen wrote in 1537,  

Seche papistes, ypocrites, and wurshippers of idolles, that they 

were not indited; whereat my Lord of Dublin, Mr. Tresorer, and 

the Maister of Rolles were veray angrie. Howbeit they could not 

remedie it. They threw wold not come in the chapel, where the 

Idoll of Trym stode, to thintent they wold not occasion the people; 

not withstanding, my Lord Deputie, veray devoutely kneleng befor 

Hir, hard thre or fower masses.
14

  

 

 In 1717, Richardson described the figure of St. Gobnait (Fig. 101) from 

Ballyvourney, Co. Cork as a ñrank idol,ò and in 1834 an anonymous author described a 

                                                 
13

 This documented is quoted by both Hardiman and in a footnote in MacCarthyôs version of the 

Annals of Ulster. I have not been able to locate the original and presume that it was destroyed by the fire at 

the Public Record Office in 1922. James Hardiman, ed., A Statute of the Fortieth Year of King Edward III, 

enacted in a Parliament held in Kilkenny, AD 1367 Before Lionel Duke of Clarence (Dublin: Irish 

Archaeological Society, 1843), 50-51; MacCarthy, The Annals of Ulster, 62-63. 

 
14

 State Papers of Henry VIII 3 (London: The Library of Doctors Commons, 1834), 103. 
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worshiper at St. Molaiseôs shrine (Fig. 88) on Inishmurray as ñtruly a pagan, as if the 

image before which she prostrated herself were denominated Mars or Bacchus.ò
15

  

Catholic accounts from this same period understandably focus on the miracles 

wrought by the sculptures and the retribution dealt out by God and the saints in return for 

damage done to their images. In 1538, the Annals of Ulster state that ñthrough the 

miracles of God and Catherineò an English captain was killed for burning the monastery 

and relics of Down and stealing a figure of St. Catherine.
16

 In 1621, OôSullivan Beare 

wrote that after attacking the Catholic Church in Castle Ellis, Co. Wexford and 

despoiling the shrines of two figures, Hugh Allen (the Protestant bishop) was seized with 

such terrible pain that he beat himself against the stone floor of the church until he died.
17

   

Historiography: Secondary Sources 

Apart from Du Noyerôs short ñNote on St. Gobnatôs Effigy, Ballyvourney,ò dated 

to 1855,
18

 and Cantwellôs equally brief ñNotes on the Fethard Carvingsò published in 

1874,
19

 no accounts devoted solely to wooden devotional sculptures were published in 

the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and none at all which attempted to address 

the entire genre. In almost all cases, short accounts of surviving wooden figures from the 

                                                 
15

 John Richardson, The Great Folly of Pilgrimages in Ireland; Especially of that of St. Patrickôs 

Purgatory. Together with an Account of the Loss of the Publick sustainth thereby, truly and impartially 

Represented (Dublin: J. Hyde, 1717), 70-71; ñA Visit to Inismurray,ò Protestant Penny Magazine I, No. V, 

(Saturday, October 25, 1834), 65-69. 

 
16

 MacCarthy, The Annals of Ulster, 625. 

 
17

 Philip OôSullivan-Beare, Historae Catholicae Iberniae (Dublin: John OôDaly, 1850), 139.  

 
18

 G.V. Du Noyer, ñNote on St. Gobnatôs Effigy, Ballyvourney,ò in ñProceedings at the Meetings 

of the Archaeological Institute, December 1, 1854,ò The Archaeological Journal (London: Archaeological 

Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, 1855), 85-86.   

 
19

 J.W Cantwell, ñProceedings: Annual Report for 1873: Notes on the Fethard Carvings,ò Journal 

of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 3 (1874), 18-20. 
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late medieval and early modern periods are contained within larger antiquarian studies, 

including Thomas Lacyôs Sights and Scenes in our Fatherland (1863) which contained a 

detailed account of the pattern surrounding a non-extant figure of St. Maolrúán (Fig. 

412),
20

 and William Carriganôs The Histories and Antiquities of the Diocese of Ossory 

(1905) who wrote about the now destroyed Thomastown Madonna (Fig. 415) and the still 

extant figure of St. Molua (Fig. 113).
21

 Generally speaking these antiquarian accounts 

provide extremely valuable descriptions of folk traditions and practices surrounding the 

figures, many of which have now ceased, but they do not contain detailed explanations of 

the figuresô appearances or conditions. 

Between 1945 and 1947, Catriona MacLeod wrote the most extensive 

documentation of surviving wooden devotional sculpture to date, publishing the results of 

her masterôs thesis research in the Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of 

Ireland.
22

 MacLeodôs series of six J.R.S.A.I. articles grouped the surviving wooden 

                                                 
20

  Thomas Lacy, Sights and Scenes in our Fatherland (London: Simpkin, Marshall & Co. 1863), 

457-458. 

 
21

  For information on the detailed histories of each of these figures, see: Figures from the 

Lordship Period, St. Molua, section 6, p.255; Appendix C, St. Maolrúán, p.672; and Appendix C, 

Thomastown Madonna, p.679. 

 
22

 Catriona MacLeod, Wooden figure sculpture in Ireland until the seventeenth century, (Masterôs 

thesis, University College Dublin, 1944); Catriona MacLeod, ñMedieval Wooden Figure Sculpture in 

Ireland: Medieval Madonnas in the West,ò Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 105 

(1945), 167 ï 182; Catriona MacLeod ñMedieval Wood Figure Sculptures in Ireland: The Kilcorban St. 

Catherine and Calvary Figures,ò Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 105 (1945), 195 ï

203; Catriona MacLeod,  ñMedieval Wooden Figure Sculpture in Ireland: Statues in the Holy Ghost 

Hospital, Waterford,ò Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 106 (1946) 89 ï 100; Catriona 

MacLeod, ñSome Medieval Wooden Figure Sculptures in Ireland: Statues of Irish Saints,ò Journal of the 

Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 106 (1946), 155 ï170; Catriona MacLeod ñSome Late Medieval 

Wood Sculptures in Ireland,ò Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 77 (1947), 53-62; 

Catriona MacLeod,  ñMedieval Statues from the 17
th
 Century,ò Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries 

of Ireland 77 (1947), 121-133. In 1968 an encyclopedia entry was written by MacLeod on the wooden 

devotional figures, but this entry does little more than re-hash information from her J.R.S.A.I. articles from 
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devotional figures works by both region and subject matter. The first to be published, 

ñMedieval Madonnas in the West,ò prefaces her discussion of wooden devotional 

sculpture by calling attention to representations of the human form in pre-Invasion Irish 

art. MacLeod can be seen to be searching for the hand of the native craftsman in the 

medieval wooden devotional sculpture, while still acknowledging the ñNorman and 

therefore Continental modelsò for the figures. Failing to find a distinctively Irish 

character in most of the surviving wooden figures, MacLeod acknowledges such an 

approach in Irish stone sculpture of the same period and makes some successful stylistic 

comparisons between the surviving stone and wood carvings.
23

 MacLeod largely ignores 

comparisons with other extant genres of art and avoids any attempt to place the figures in 

their greater European contexts. Her writing is sensitive and nuanced, although it tends to 

carry a nationalistic undertone ï seeking to justify the study of a neglected genre of art 

from a largely ignored period of Irish history. This type of approach was de rigueur for 

the mid-twentieth century in order to justify the study of practically anything from the 

Lordship period, which was inextricably linked in popular imagination to the rule of the 

foreign invaders. Irish art historians in the first few decades after the establishment of the 

Irish Free State were preoccupied with a desire to discover what it was to be Irish. This 

frequently meant rediscovering the arts and culture of the period before the Anglo-

Norman invasion to the preclusion of anything that came after.  

MacLeodôs description of the physical condition, histories, and traditions of the 

individual sculptures vary greatly in terms of their length and detail. Even so, sixty years 

                                                                                                                                                 
twenty years prior. Catriona MacLeod, ñReligious Wood Sculpture,ò Encyclopedia of Ireland, Victor 

Meally, ed. (Dublin: Allen Figgis, 1968), 318-319. 

 
23

 MacLeod, ñMedieval Madonnas in the West,ò 168. 
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later many of the stories documented by MacLeod seem to have disappeared from the 

local memory and an alarming number of sculptures that she documented have been lost 

or destroyed. Without MacLeodôs studies, our knowledge of these bygone traditions may 

have been completely lost, yet it is regrettable that each of the figures which survived in 

her time was not treated with equal care. MacLeodôs examinations of figures from the 

Suppression era (contained in her 1947 articles ñSome Late Medieval Wood Sculptures in 

Ireland,ò and ñMedieval Statues from the 17
th
 Century,ò) are very brief. In a few cases, 

MacLeod seems not to have examined the figures in person. This is especially notable in 

her description of the Adare Madonna and Child (Fig. 344), which she describes as 

ñalmost life-sizedò and compares with a shipôs figurehead. Additionally she misidentifies 

the wood of which the  Adare St. Joseph is carved as Scots pine.
24

 In actuality the Adare 

Madonna and Child, at only 97 centimetres high (excluding the base), is much smaller 

than life-sized, and only St. Josephôs repaired right arm (not pictured in MacLeodôs 

illustration) is visibly carved of pine. Additionally, MacLeodôs notes indicate that she 

only ñinvestigated by correspondence and photographsò the figures of St. Molaise (Fig. 

85), and the now missing figures: the Hone Christ / St. John the Baptist (Fig. 419) and the 

Thomastown Madonna (Fig. 415).
25

 Owing to the significant changes made to the figure 

of St. Molaise since its acquisition by the National Museum (Fig. 81), and to the fact that 

both the figure owned by Evie Hone and the Thomastown Madonna are now missing, it is 

especially regrettable that MacLeodôs published descriptions were not recorded first 

hand.  

                                                 
24

 MacLeod, ñMedieval Statues from the 17
th
 Century,ò 130-131. 

 
25

 Catriona MacLeod, Unpublished papers, Box 50, National Museum of Ireland Art and Industry 

Archives, Dublin, Ireland. 
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MacLeod published twice more on wooden devotional sculptures, centering on 

individual works that were discovered after her initial series of articles. Appendix V of 

Butlerôs The Friars of Fethard (1975) was written by Catriona MacLeod, in which she 

described the Fethard Madonna and Child (Fig. 363).
26

 Twelve years later, MacLeod 

published her final article on wooden devotional sculpture, focusing on the Askeaton 

Madonna (Fig. 145) from Co. Limerick, in the edited volume, Studies on Figurative Art 

in Ancient Ireland.
27

 This final study contains an especially sensitive and nuanced 

description and analysis of a singular wooden devotional sculpture, representing the 

culmination of a lifeôs work. 

Several other authors provided accounts of individual figures in the decades 

following the 1940s, but their writings are largely derivative of MacLeodôs work. Canice 

Mooney gives brief descriptions of a few figures which are associated with Franciscan 

foundations in his series of articles, ñFranciscan Architecture in Pre-Reformation 

Ireland,ò published between 1955 and 1957.
28

 Mooney appears to have personally 

observed the sculptures that he discusses, but does not provide detailed descriptions or 

analyses. Patrick Egan, also writing in the 1950s, compiled a catalog of the Clonfert 

Diocesan Museumôs collection, including entries for the wooden figures in that 

                                                 
26

 Catriona MacLeod, ñAppendix V: The Fethard Madonna and Child,ò inThomas C. Butler, The 

Friars of Fethard 1305-1975, (Ballyboden, Co. Dublin: Good Council Press, 1975), 44.  

 
27

 Catriona MacLeod, ñA Carved Oak Nursing Madonna from Askeaton, Co. Limerick,ò Figures 

from the Past: Studies on Figurative Art in Christian Ireland, ed. Etienne Rynne (Dublin: Glendale Press 

for The Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland, 1987), 249 ï 257.  

 
28

 Canice Mooney, ñFranciscan Architecture in Pre-Reformation Ireland: Part I,ò Journal of the 

Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland. 85 (1955), 133-173; Canice Mooney, ñFranciscan Architecture in 

Pre-Reformation Ireland: Part II,ò Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland. 86 (1956), 125-

169; Canice Mooney, ñFranciscan Architecture in Pre-Reformation Ireland: Part III,ò Journal of the Royal 

Society of Antiquaries of Ireland. 87 (1957), 1-38; Canice Mooney, ñFranciscan Architecture in Pre-

Reformation Ireland: Part IV,ò Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland. 87 (1957), 103-124. 
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collection, in which Egan virtually repeats MacLeod.
29

 Duignan and Killanin mention the 

locations of several wooden devotional figures in the 1967 Shell Guide to Ireland, but as 

this was intended to be a tour book and not a work of scholarly analysis, understandably 

little time is devoted to documenting and describing them.
30

 Bradley mentions several 

wooden devotional figures briefly in comparison to the Ballyhale Madonna.
31

 The most 

valuable published works since MacLeod include Peter Harbisonôs analysis of a small 

figure owned by his mother of the Infant Christ (Fig. 258),
32

 Mary Deevyôs discussion of 

the costume and ring-pin worn by the Kilcorban St. Catherine (Fig. 155),
33

 and Helen M. 

Roeôs catalogue of depictions of the Trinity in Ireland.
34

 This last is especially useful in 

its contextualization of the Fethard Trinity (Fig. 265), enabling comparisons to be made 

with many divergent art forms and artworks across the island. Several locally produced 

booklets and pamphlets have been amongst the most valuable documentation of current 

and past traditions surrounding individual wooden devotional sculptures. Amongst the 

most informative of these are Eil²s U² Dh§ilighôs Saint Gobnait of Ballyvourney,
35

 Fr. 

                                                 
29

 Patrick K. Egan, ñClonfert Museum and Its Collections,ò Journal of the Galway Archaeolocical 

and Historical Society 27 (1956-57), 33-76. 

30
 Michael Duignan and Lord Killanin, The Shell Guide to Ireland (London: Ebury Press, 1967). 

 
31

 John Bradley, ñThe Ballyhale Madonna and Its Iconography,ò Figures from the Past: Studies on 

Figurative Art in Christian Ireland, ed. Etienne Rynne (Dublin: Glendale Press for The Royal Society of 

Antiquaries of Ireland, 1987) 258 ï 277.  

 
32

 Peter Harbison, ñA 16
th
 Century Spanish Wooden Statue from Co. Clare,ò North Munster 

Antiquities Journal 12 (1969), 35-40. 
 

33
 Mary B. Deevy, Medieval Ring Brooches in Ireland: A study of jewelry, dress and society 

(Bray: Wordwell Ltd., 1998). 

 
34

 Helen M. Roe, ñIllustrations of the Holy Trinity in Ireland: 13
th
 to 17

th
 centuries,ò Journal of the 

Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 109 (1979), 101-150. 

  
35

 Eilís Uí Dháiligh, Saint Gobnait of Ballyvourney (Locally published pamphlet, no date or 

publisher given). 

  



 

15 

 

Eust§s č H®ide§inôs The Dominicans in Galway 1241-1991,
36

 and Sr. Rose OôNeillôs A 

Rich Inheritance: Galway Dominican Nuns, 1644-1994.
37

  

The staggering scope of Colum Hourihaneôs 1984 doctoral dissertation, The 

Iconography of Religious Art in Ireland 1250-1550, and a Catalogue of Architectural 

Sculpture, Metalwork, Wooden Sculpture, Seals, Alabasters, Mural Paintings and 

Miscellanea,
38

 precluded any kind of detailed analysis of wooden devotional figures. In 

many cases he seems not to have viewed the sculptures in person, relying heavily on 

MacLeodôs earlier work. Even so, Hourihaneôs dissertation provides a valuable list of 

extant wooden sculptures and their whereabouts at the time of his writing, persuasive 

arguments for the re-dating of certain sculptures, and adds a few statues to the corpus of 

known extant wooden figures. Hourihaneôs most significant contribution to the study of 

wooden devotional figures in Ireland is the beginning of the genreôs contextualization 

amongst other fields of Irish art via their inclusion in the catalogue. 

Wooden devotional sculptures in Ireland have been in urgent need of scholarly 

attention. This is important not only for the preservation of a whole genus of art objects, 

but also because they provide an essential link in the comparative study of continental-

insular artistic exchange in late medieval Europe. Far from being an isolated society, 

Ireland in the medieval and early modern periods was deeply intertwined politically, 

economically, and religiously with the rest of Europe. These figures are unique 

                                                 
36

 Eustás Ó Héideáin, The Dominicans in Galway 1241-1991 (Galway: The Dominican Priory, 

1991). 

 
37

 Rose OôNeill, A Rich Inheritance: Galway Dominican Nuns, 1644-1994, (Galway: Dominican 

Sisters, 1994). 

 
38

 Colm Houihane,  The Iconography of Religious Art in Ireland 1250-1550, and a Catalogue of 

Architectural Sculpture, Metalwork, Wooden Sculpture, Seals, Alabasters, Mural Paintings and 

Miscellanea (Ph.D. thesis, Courtauld Institute of Art, University of London, 1984).  

 



 

16 

 

illustrators of issues of internationalism and religious ritual in Ireland throughout much of 

the eight hundred years of British colonial rule. More than this, however, these devotional 

figures form a crucial part of the larger interdisciplinary fabric of folklore, history, art and 

devotion that marked European religion in the period. 
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CHAPTER 1. EXTANT WOODEN SCULPTURES IN IRELAND 

Introduction 

 Before the commencement of this investigation, wooden devotional sculptures in 

Ireland had not been the subject of a serious and comprehensive study for sixty years, and 

because many figures had been in private ownership at the time of their last publication, 

it was not known what figures still survived, where, or in what condition. In order to 

answer fundamental questions regarding the use, meaning, and initial ingress of this type 

of sculpture, the scope and prevalence of the genre has to first be addressed. So too do 

certain technical questions regarding how the statues were made, what they originally 

looked like, and whether stylistic developments and commonalities amongst the 

traditions and mythologies could be observed throughout the genre. Whereas the 

catalogue raissonne  found at the end of this volume answers many of these questions as 

they pertain to individual sculptures, generalizations about the the genre as a whole are 

made here in order to root the arguments laid out in subsequent chapters in the objects 

themselves.  

Survivals 

Twenty-five wooden devotional sculptures survive in Ireland which date to the 

Lordship period, from approximately 1169 to 1536.
39

 Of these twenty-five figures, eleven 

represent the Madonna (nine figures of the Madonna and Child, two of which are nursing 

                                                 
 

39
 The Lordship of Ireland was granted to Henry II of England (r: 1154-1189) under the auspices 

of Church reform in 1155, by a papal bull now known as the Laudibiliter, however it would be ten years 

before Henry would act on it. For the purposes of this study, the period beginning with the Anglo-Norman 

invasion in 1169 will be seen as the start of the Lordship period and the Dissolution of the Monasteries by 

Henry VIII in 1536, and its accompanying waves of persecution and iconoclasm, will be seen as its end. It 

was also at about this same time that Henry VIII (r: 1509-1547) declared Ireland a full kingdom under the 

British crown.  
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Madonnas, and two Pietàs); three figures depict indigenous Irish saints; six international 

saints; three sculptures of Christ represented independently of the Madonna; and two 

unidentified figures. These twenty-five extant figures have a wide geographic distribution 

across most of the island (Table 2), with significant clusters of figures in Waterford
40

 and 

in the very center of island, where the counties of Galway, Roscommon, Offaly and 

Westmeath meet. No figures are currently known to be extant from Ulster.
41

  

Figures continued to be imported and commissioned throughout the Suppression era, and 

by the end of the sixteenth century the smuggling of ecclesiastical objects into Ireland  

                                                 
40

 The cluster of surviving figures in Waterford mainly come from the collection of the Holy 

Ghost Hospital, located at the Franciscan Grey Friars Abbey in Waterford. Although the friary was 

officially dissolved in 1540, it passed into the possession of the wealthy merchant, Henry Walsh, in 1542. 

In 1544, King Henry VIII granted Walsh a charter for the establishment of an alms-house within the old 

abbey. This charter stipulated that it be called the Hospital of the Holy Ghost, that Walsh and his successors 

were to be its masters, and most importantly for the preservation of this wooden figure, that Walsh and his 

successors had the power to nominate Catholic priests to celebrate masses there. This charter enabled the 

friary to remain inhabited throughout the successive waves of persecution, giving its religious objects the 

opportunity to survive. McEneaney, ñPolitics and devotion in late fifteenth-century Waterford,ò 46;  

MacLeod, ñStatues in the Holy Ghost Hospital, Waterford,ò 99-100. 

 
41

 The Lettershendoney Madonna from Co. Londonderry was discovered in the late 1980s, but has 

gone missing since its publication in 1993 and is now considered lost. I am hopeful that this figure will be 

relocated in the future. 
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Table 1: Wooden Devotional Sculpture in Ireland

 



CHAPTER 1. AVENUES OF INTRODUCTION AND FERTILE GROUND 
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ωFethard Madonna and Child 

ωFranciscan Madonna and Child, Waterford 

ωKnocktopher St. Brendan 
Recently Found Figures 

ω Louvain St. Clare 

ω Louvain  St. Francis 

ωSt. Assicus 

ωZurich Madonna 

ωChrist After the Scourge 

ωSmall Madonna and Child 

ωSt. Christopher 

ωFrench Madonna and Child 

ωMourning Figure from a Crucifixion 

ωSt. Catherine 

ωImmaculate Conception 

ωSpanish Madonna 

ωFour Evangelists 

ωUnidentified Bishop 

ωSt. Barbara 

ωThe Hunt Madonna 

ωMadonna, CG 001 

ωMadonna and Child, CG 003 

ωCrucified Christ, BM 007 

ωBust of a Female Saint, HCM 002 

ωBalthazar, HCM 010 

ωSt. Anne, the Virgin and the Christ Child, 
MG 039 

ωSt. John the Evangelist, MG 041 

ωChrist emerging from a Chalice, MG 042 

ωImmaculate Conception, HM 2002.097 

ωBunratty St. George and the Dragon 

ωBunratty St. Martin of Tours 

ωBunratty St. Anne, the Virgin and Christ 
Child 

ωBunratty St. Catherine 

ωBunratty Crucified Christ 

ωBunratty Unidentified Figure 

Acquisitions of Figures 
from 1100-1800 in the 
Post-Suppression Era 
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ωLettershendoney Madonna 

ωSt. Maolrúán 

ωSt. Mo Cheallóg / St. Martin  

ωSt. Natalis / St. Nadan 

ωMullagh Crucifix 

ωThomastown Madonna 

ωLoughrea Madonna 

ωSt. Clare, Poor Clare's, Galway 

ωInfant Jesus, Poor Clare's Galway 

ωHone Christ / St. John the Baptist 

ωMaynooth Penal  Madonna 

ωBruff Madonna 

ωSt. Patrick, Kilkenny 

ωSt. Peter 

ωSt. Paul 

ωInisglora St. Brendan 

ωInistiogue St. Columba 

ωClare Island St. Brendan 

ωSt. Carroll 

ωSt. Ibar 

ωHoly Cross Madonna 

ωOur Lady of Trim 

ωLough Derg St. Patrick 

ωSt. Avioge 

ωSt. Volusius 

ωSt. Sineach Mac Dara 

ωCork St. Dominic 

ωBallyboggan Crucifix 

ωKilgobinet St. Gobnat 

ωLough Key Trinity 

ωLough Ree Unidentified Wood 
Figure 

ωColeraine Madonna 

Lost Figures 

 

ωSt. Ita 

ωStation Island Madonna and Child 

ωCastle Ellis St. John the Baptist 

ωCastle Ellis Madonna 

ωNavan Madonna 

ωKilmore Madonna 

ωRaphoe Crucifix 

ωDownpatrick St. Catherine 

ωAthenry Crucifixion Group 

ωAthenry St. Dominic 

ωSt. Martin, St. Werburgh's Church, 
Dublin 

ωMadonna, St. Werburgh's Church, 
Dublin 

ωSt. Werburgh's Crucifixion Group 

ωChrist Church St. Catherine 

ωDublin St. John the Baptist 

ωMuckross Madonna 

ωClonmel St. Francis 

Lost Figures of 
Indeterminate Material 
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Table 2: Distribution map of extant, provenanced Pre-Dissolution Irish wooden 

devotional sculpture 

 

had reached such proportions that the High Commission for Ecclesiastical Causes 

ordered that all ships coming from abroad be searched and all ñcopes, vestments, 

chalices, idols, crosses and other superstitious relicsò should be seized.
42

 When surviving 

figures from the Suppression era (1536 ï 1800
43

), and known lost figures believed to  

 

                                                 
42

 Charles McNeill, ñHarris Collectanea de Rubis Hibernicisò, Analecta Hibernica 6 (1934), 427. 

 
43

 The era of suppression of the Catholic Church technically lasted in Ireland until 1829 when the 

Church was officially emancipated by the Catholic Relief Act; however a new era of Catholic tolerance 

began with the passage of Act of Union by parliaments in both Britain and Ireland  in the year 1800.   
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Table 3: Distribution map of all extant, provenanced Irish wooden devotional sculpture 

from 1100-1800 

 

have been carved of wood are incorporated into the statistics, an increasingly complex 

picture emerges.  In total forty-three wooden devotional sculptures from the period from 

1100-1800 are extant in Ireland.
44

 This number includes the twenty-five Pre-Dissolution 

figures previously mentioned, plus an additional fifteen figures which survive from the 

Suppression era (Table 2), and three which are believed to date to the medieval or early 

                                                 
 
44

 This number excludes the figures of indeterminate date or importation. 
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modern eras which were not viewed. If lost wooden devotional sculptures from 1100-

1800, for which we have textual evidence, are added to the number, the total documented 

wooden devotional figures in Ireland rises to seventy-five (Table 3). There are also an 

additional seventeen lost images without documentation of their material (but which may 

have been wood) of which I am currently aware, and another nine figures for which either 

their date of commissioning or importation could not be determined. Therefore, at its 

most narrowly defined, there is evidence for the existence of seventy-five wooden 

devotional figures from the period spanning the years 1100 -1800. At its most broadly 

defined, there is evidence for as many as one-hundred-and-one, although it is likely that 

there were once many more.  

Recent Losses 

Eleven figures documented by Catriona MacLeod in the 1940s have been lost or 

destroyed. Two figures, St. Mo Cheallóg / St. Martin (Fig. 413) and St. Natalis / St. 

Nadan, were misplaced during the dispersal of the St. Kieranôs College collection in 

Kilkenny in the early 1980s. A figure of St. Maolrúán (Fig. 412) was stolen from the 

home of its owner in the early 1990s and several others (Mullagh Crucifix, [Fig. 414]; 

Thomastown Madonna, [Fig. 415]; Loughrea Madonna, [Fig. 416]; the figure of St. 

Clare, [Fig. 417] and the figure of the Infant Christ, [Fig. 418]; both formerly belonging 

to the Poor Clare's in Galway) have been lost from the churches or convents where they 

were formerly kept. The figure of Christ or St. John the Baptist owned by artist Evie 

Hone (Fig. 419) has been missing since her death in 1955 (although much of her 

belongings ended up in the collection of the Hunt Museum, this particular statue did not).  
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Table 4: Distribution map of all known, provenanced Irish wooden devotional sculpture 

from 1100-1800, including lost wooden figures  

 

The Maynooth Penal Madonna (Fig. 420), formerly in the collection of the National 

Science Museum at St. Patrickôs College, Maynooth, was unable to be located on two 

different visits to the museum in 2010 and 2011.
45

 Like the figure of St. Maolrúán, the 

Bruff Madonna (Fig. 421) was also in private ownership when MacLeod wrote about the 

sculpture in 1947.
46

 It belonged to the Healy family in Bruff, Co. Limerick. Neither the 

                                                 
45

 It seems not to be on display or in the museumôs vault (although I was unable to personally 

verify whether it was amongst the items in the vault). 
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figure nor the Healy family is currently known in that area. Although there is some hope 

that at least a few of these figures will resurface, there is a greater probability that many 

of them are permanently lost. Several of the lost figures were carved in a provincial 

manner, making it more likely that some of them may have been thrown away when their 

ages and former significance were forgotten. 

Conservation and Restoration 

 
Several surviving figures were conserved and restored by Catriona MacLeod and 

others in the decades following her publications.
47

 According to museum labels at the 

Loughrea Diocesan Museum, both the Kilcorban Madonna and the Kilcorban St. 

Catherine were restored by MacLeod during the 1940s / 1950s. This is corroborated by 

photographic evidence in the National Museumôs records.
48

 The waxy appearance of the 

Athlone Madonna, when compared with photographs found in MacLeodôs papers (Fig. 
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 MacLeod, ñSome Late Medieval Wood Sculptures in Ireland,ò 57. 
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 Conservation records are missing for the large majority of surviving figures, many of which 

appear to have been restored in some way since their last publication. The lack of documentation regarding 

this work has been a great hindrance in their study. Prior to the foundation of the conservation department 

in the 1990s, individual curators at the National Museum undertook conservation measures as they saw fit, 

and may or may not have documented those actions. Several records kept by the National Museum which 

are marked as conservation files only contain photos of the figures before, during and after the 

conservation, but lack all other documentation.  The National Museum has tracked down proper 

conservation records for only three of the figures, the Fethard Christ, the Fethard St. John the Baptist, and 

the Fethard Holy Trinity, with complete analysis having been recorded only for the Fethard Christ. These 

are apparently the only wooden figures which have been conserved since the advent of the National 

Museum of Irelandôs conservation department.  

Often I relied upon photographic evidence, corroborated by correspondence between the National 

Museum of Ireland and various individuals, to determine what conservation and restoration work might 
have been carried out. In several cases it seems that the most recent restorations, conducted in the mid- 

twentieth century, involved the removal of modern layers of paint to reveal the older polychrome 

underneath.  Where repaints were carried out, they rarely cover the entire figure and are largely 

sympathetic to the carving and to the extant medieval polychrome.  The National Museumôs 

correspondence also documents that the restorations often involved treatment and conservation of the 

wood. It is certain that this was much needed at the time that it was done, and for several figures it is 

needed again.  
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 Catriona MacLeod, Unpublished papers, Box 51, National Museum of Ireland Art and Industry 

Archives, Dublin, Ireland. 
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74), seems to be the product of the removal of several layers of paint and consolidation of 

the wood.
49

  The Clonfert Madonna has had at least several layers of modern paint 

removed, and possibly some reconstruction of the face.
50

 After the National Museum 

acquired the wooden sculpture of St. Molaise in 1949, the figure was extensively 

reconstructed by sculptor Gabriel Hayes.
51

 The three Fethard figures have been conserved 

multiple times since they first came to the National Museum in 1932. Similar evidence 

exists for many of the extant figures chronicled by MacLeod. 

Regrettably, several of the figures have been over-restored. St. Molaiseôs face is 

almost entirely a modern creation, as is that of the Kilcorban Child. Indeed, the faces of 

many of the figures conserved by MacLeod are overly smooth and completely covered in 

modern paint, replete with cartoonish painted features.  The focus on facial reconstruction 

in many of the surviving wooden figures is understandable, not only in relation to the 

general trend towards over-restoration in the mid-twentieth century, but also in the 

context of the figuresô continuing use as devotional objects. The profound psychological 

effect of having a complete face through which one could direct his or her devotions 

perhaps justifies the facesô over-restoration, especially of those figures which remain in 

an ecclesiastical context. They are primarily objects of use, privileged above their 

function as artworks. If the eyes are the windows to the soul, then the painted eyes and 

restored visages allow the devotee a window towards that which he or she worships. 

                                                 
 

49
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50

 See: Catalogue, Figures from the Lordship Period, Clonfert Madonna, p. 236.  
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The penchant for restoration in the mid-twentieth century may seem lamentable 

today, but the conservation that was undertaken at that time was undoubtedly needed. 

Many figures were treated for insect infestation, wood was consolidated, and old layers 

of paint were stabilized. MacLeodôs removal of modern layers of polychrome in an 

appropriate manner led to the conservation and display of the much older layers 

underneath modern paints which coated many of the figures. Sculptures restored by less 

professional methods, including Our Lady of Dublin (Fig. 193) and the Waterford 

Nursing Madonna (Fig. 121), lost their original layers of polychrome which came away 

when thick over-paints of white emulsion were removed.
52

  

In many instances, conservation and technical analysis of the figures is 

desperately needed again. Some of the figures appear never to have been conserved.
 
This 

is certainly the case for the unusually large collection of wooden devotional figures at the 

Waterford Museum of Treasures. All of these appear to be completely covered by 

modern house paint. Some have large, crude plaster reconstructions replacing missing 

limbs. Others are beginning to flake and crumble in their cases, making evident their 

imminent need for reconsolidation and other conservative measures. Still other figures, 

which may have been conserved in the past, are in desperate need of these measures 

again. Nearly all of the wooden devotional figures in the care of the Clonfert Diocesan 

Museum show evidence of active dry-rot and wood worm. Their conservation is not only 

vital to the survival of some of the oldest and most significant extant wooden devotional 

figures, but also to the continued survival of the collection of early modern liturgical 
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vestments, which is displayed in the same cases, and is likewise in contact with the 

deteriorating, and possibly insect-infested, figures.      

Technical analysis of the wood and pigment of surviving figures ought to be 

carried out in all cases. This is especially desirable for the figures within the National 

Museum of Irelandôs collection, as that institution now has a permanent conservation 

department. Only one of the surviving figures, the Fethard St. John the Baptist, has 

undergone modern technical analysis.
53

 Two other figures, the Fethard Christ and the 

Fethard Holy Trinity have had pigment analysis conducted by University College 

London in 1997, but the records regarding that work are incomplete.
54

 We must also 

consider the likelihood that MacLeodôs statements as to wood-types may in some 

instances prove inaccurate. Our Lady of Limerick was found to be carved of pine during 

repair work conducted in 2011, rather than oak as MacLeod had originally published.
55

 

The Adare St. Joseph was published as Scots pine,
56

 but only the replaced arm is visibly 

carved of that wood. Museum file records of other figures are frequently at odds with 

each other over the wood-types of specific figures. Only microscopic analysis can clear 
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 Alex Durranni, ñSt. John the Baptist (Fethard), Reg. No. DF: 1.1506.2,ò Conservation 

Treatment Record, National Museum of Ireland, 17 November 2009.  
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 Nieves Fern§ndez, ñHoly Trinity (Fethard), Reg. No: L1506C ,ò Conservation Treatment 

Record, National Museum of Ireland, 5 October, 2009; Nieves Fernández,  ñMan of Sorrows (Fethard), 
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 E-mail from Randel Hodkinson, Church Decorator and Restorer, J. Hodkinson and Sons Church 

Decorators and Restorers, Limerick, Co. Limerick, dated January 22, 2012. According to Mr. Hodkinson, 

ñThe most interesting thing we learned was that the statue was made of pine, not oak as had been believed 
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with which the entire statue is covered, prior to repainting.ò 
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up these ambiguities. Finally, the stylistic dating of several figures has varied widely 

amongst scholars. In order to establish a firmer timeline of stylistic development, 

scientific dating of the sculptures ought to also be carried out for as many of the figures 

as possible.  

Construction of wooden devotional sculpture in Ireland 

The earliest extant wooden devotional figures, the Kilcorban Madonna (Fig. 46), 

the Holy Ghost Madonna (Fig. 65), and the Athlone Madonna (Fig. 71) all have backs 

that are flat and hollowed. This trait is retained by most wooden devotional sculpture in 

Ireland until about the fifteenth century. This was done to reduce drying and cracking as 

the heartwood and sapwood expand and contract at different rates. The inner rings of the 

tree make up the heartwood, whereas the outer rings of the tree comprise the sapwood. 

The sapwood generally holds more moisture, and therefore expands and contracts at a 

greater rate, because it had live storage cells to carry water at the time that the tree was 

felled. The inner heartwood does not expand and contract nearly as much because the 

storage cells were dead and clogged with resins at the time that the tree was cut down.
57
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 Michael Baxandall, The Limewood Sculptors of Renaissance Germany, (New Haven: Yale 
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Fig. 1: Diagram showing radial cracking and differential shrinkage. 

 

Through drying and seasoning, the expansion and contraction of the outer sapwood can 

be reduced by removing the water from the outer cells, however these cells will now be 

hollow, rather than filled with gums and resins, like the heartwood. These hollow cells 

will still expand and contract at a greater rate with changes in temperature and humidity, 

than will the heartwood, which will hardly change at all.
58

 Oak, the most common wood 

utilized in the extant Irish figures, is a dense and strong material, however the heartwood 

and sapwood will still expand and contract at different rates. The difference in these 

expansion and contraction rates will cause radial cracking if the heartwood is not 

removed (Fig. 1). Removing the heartwood, leaving only the outer layers of seasoned 

sapwood, allows the layers of carved wood to expand and contract at a more even rate 

and reduces the likelihood that radial cracks will develop in the finished sculpture.
59
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The construction of later, larger scale devotional sculpture became considerably 

more complicated than the compact carving of many of the earlier figures. Figures like 

Our Lady Limerick (Fig. 275), Holy Ghost St. Patrick / St. Bonaventure (Fig. 263), and 

the two Rosary Madonnas from Galway (Fig. 301 - Fig. 311) are made of many smaller 

pieces, joined together in such a way as to appear almost seamless. These figures likely 

have a hollow, box-like core comprised of several boards. This can be seen in 

photographs of Our Lady of Limerick when the figure was being repaired in 2011 (Fig. 

2). Projecting details, like the draperies, feet, arms, hands, and the putti are then attached 

to the hollow core via nails or wood dowels. Many of these figures may be made of 

cheaper softwoods as has been observed in the figure of Our Lady of Limerick, which is 

carved of scots pine overlaid with a thick gesso under its polychrome.  

 

Fig. 2: Our Lady of Limerick, photo of damage showing interior box-like structure. 
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The predominant use of oak in the construction of most of the surviving medieval 

figures is in many ways expected. Oak is a very common material for continental figures 

in the medieval period, so it stands to reason that imported figures dating to the period 

before the Suppression would be carved of oak.
60

 There is also ample evidence for the 

availability of oak in Ireland down to about the year 1600.
61

  

Another material that is used in the construction of some of the earliest surviving 

Irish figures is bog oak. The Athlone Madonna (Fig. 71), St. Gobnait (Fig. 101), and the 

Waterford Nursing Madonna (Fig. 117) are all possibly made of bog oak. The term óbog 

oakô does not necessarily connote that the wood itself is oak. Bog oak is a term used to 

describe any wood removed from a bog which has been semi-fossilized after being 

submerged in a bog for hundreds or thousands of years; it is generally very dark and 

heavy. According to the Irish Peatland Conservation Council, the most common types of 

wood found preserved in Irish bogs are Scots pine, oak and yew.62
 There is some very 

intriguing evidence that Irish bog oak was sometimes exported as a raw material for 

continental wooden devotional sculptures and other objects for ecclesiastical use. 

In 1935, Adolf Mahr reprinted in English a short note that had originally been 

published in the Bulletin de la Société Nationale des Antiquaires de France in 1933 by 

Louis Demaison:  
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 In northern Germany, France, Burgundy and the Netherlands, oak and sometimes walnut were 

used. Limewood and pear were frequently used, in addition to oak, in other areas of Germany. Baxandall, 

27.    

 
61

Aalen,163, 233. For a discussion of the availability and types of wood available in Ireland during 

the medieval and early modern eras, see: Chapter 3: p. 103.  
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In documents of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance period 

mention is frequently made of the ñwood from Irelandò (ñbois 

dôIrlandò). Victor Gay, in his Glossaire archéologique (Vol. I, p. 

165), gives the following definition (translation): --  

ñResinous wood of conifers, the name of which appears to be 

applied indiscriminately to fir, larch, cypress or even cedar timber. Its 

main substances were held to be indestructibleé Wood of this kind was in 

frequent use in the period we are dealing with. The most rare species were 

devoted to precious purposes, e.g., frames for portable altars, &c., but the 

basins and other similar receptacles to be mentioned later were certainly 

made of fir wood.ò  

This definition is, in the writerôs opinion, absolutely inaccurate. 

The numerous texts reproduced in the Glossaire all prove that the ñwood 

from Irelandò was very much sought for and that it was employed 

principally for articles of luxuryé This kind of timber served for the 

construction of furniture, cradles, statues, altar frames, paneled work, 

doors and windows of mansions and castles. At the commencement of the 

sixteenth century ñwood from Irelandò was procured from Abbeville and 

Saint Valery for the construction of the stalls of Amiens Cathedral.  

No one of the cases quoted appears to admit the use of fir. In any 

case, one would not have used for work of such a class one of the 

commonest kinds of timber, which, moreover, is anything but 

indestructibleé it is significant that ñwood from Irelandò and oak wood 

are frequently referred to together in the documents. It appears that there is 

a certain connection between themé 

V. Gay realizes himself that the Statutes of Abbeville of 1508 

make a clear distinction between the holy images made of oak wood and 

those of ñIrish woodò and that fir is ruled out as it is to all intents and 

purposes unfit for such kind of wood-carvingé Actually the ñwood from 

Irelandò was a sub-fossil wood, compact, very hard and of dark colour, 

supplied by the oak trees which became embedded during the past in the 

Irish peat bogs... which rendered it practically insect-proof and very 

resistant against other destructive agencies, resulted in its being very much 

in demand. It was, therefore, a very important article of exporté  

The use of ñIrish woodò was so widespread during several centuries that 

there ought to be preserved today a good many relics made of ité
63

 

 

Since much bog oak began as scots pine, it is possible that both M. Demaison and M. 

Gay are correct in their assessments of the type of wood intended by the phrase óbois 

dôIrlandô. 
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Polychromy and Adornments 

Wooden devotional figures in Ireland, as on continental Europe, were enhanced 

with vibrant polychrome and gold leaf. In many cases over-paints of modern colors or 

thick layers of white wash and emulsion cover over the original polychrome. In other 

cases, the original polychrome is only visible the crevices of the carving, the rest having 

been worn away in the intervening years. In several cases, including Our Lady of Dublin 

and the Waterford Nursing Madonna,  layers of emulsion were improperly removed in 

the nineteenth or twentieth centuries, causing the layers of medieval and early modern 

polychrome underneath to be destroyed. Our Lady of Dublin is now covered with dark 

wood-stain, more in keeping with a nineteenth / early twentieth century aesthetic than the 

white-washed features that it had when discovered, or the brightly painted sixteenth 

century visage that it once presented.    

The gesso is likely comprised of various chalks, including gypsum or calcium 

carbonate, suspended in animal sizing. Theophilus, a monk writing in the first half of the 

twelfth century, gives instructions for making gesso composed of these elements, and 

recommends painting wood with two or three layers, and then sanding it smooth, using 

rough rushes (called shave-grass) and then allowing the gesso covered wood to 

thoroughly dry in the sun.
64

 On some of the earlier surviving Irish figures, a layer of 

either red lead priming, or perhaps bole (a reddish clay usually applied before water 

gilding), can be seen underneath the polychrome. Remnants of gold leaf can be seen on 

the hair, veil and crowns of the earliest figures, including the Athlone and Kilcorban 

Madonnas, as well as on the belts and throne of the Athlone Madonna and the V-shaped 

                                                 
64
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metalwork, trans. John G. Hawthorne and Cyril Stanley Smith (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1979), 

26-27.  



 

36 

 

collar of the Kilcorban Madonnaôs dress. In both cases, the Childôs gown is painted 

white, with remnants of red polychrome clinging to the V-shaped collar on the Kilcorban 

Childôs garment. Both Madonnas wear garments painted in red and blue. These colors 

were likely made by suspending cinnabar (for the red), 
65

 folium (a pigment obtained 

from the plant turnsole, which depending on the level of acidity that it was exposed to, 

could appear red, purple or blue), or ceruse (a white color made from lead),
66

 in linseed 

oil and gum resin.
67

 Flesh colored paint was more complicated. The base color was 

produced by mixing ceruse burnt to a yellowish-tan color, mixed with white ceruse and 

cinnabar. Over this, shadows were painted using prasinus (burnt ochre) mixed in with the 

lighter flesh color, already used as the base. Finally, a small amount of cinnabar would be 

mixed with the flesh base color to blush the cheeks, mouth, chin, and other areas. 

Highlights could be applied to certain areas by mixing more ceruse in with the flesh base-

tone.
68

 Theophilus recommended that all layers of polychrome be applied three times.
69

  

Only one medieval Irish treatise on painting survives, and it provides very little 

information. This fourteenth century account is found within the Ó Cianáin Miscellany, 

NLI MS. G2 and NLI MS. G3, in the collection of the National Library of Ireland. The 

manuscripts contain a collection of poetry and prose copied from other sources. The short 

passage, written in Irish, relating to polychromy (folios 20r ï 22r), gives guidelines for 
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the colors to be used on images of Christ and the apostles. Carney interprets this section 

as pertaining to the painting of manuscripts and murals.
70

 However, there is no evidence 

in the text itself to suggest that these same image choices could not also apply to wooden 

devotional sculpture. In translation, this text reads: 

 Christ: dark brown hair and a long curly, forked beard. 

 Peter: completely grey and a very small beard. 

 Paul: bald in front, black. 

 Andrew: wavy black hair and a long beard. 

 James, son of Zebedee: long black hair and a long beard. 

 John: wavy black hair and no beard whatsoever. 

 Philip: completely red having a beard. 

 Bartholomew: long curly black hair and a long beard 

 Thomas, moreover, with long dark hair and a long beard 

 Matthew: dark curly hair and no beard whatsoever. 

 James son of Alpheus: long black hair and a long beard. 

 John the Baptist: black curly hair, and a long beard 

 Thaddeus: a red beard and grey tresses 

 Simon: lapidatus 

 Stephen: lapidatus. 

 Marcus: dormivit. 

 Luke: crucifixus.
71

  

 

Amongst professionally produced wooden devotional sculpture, the figures were 

likely polychromed by professional painters, and not the sculptors.
72

 We know this to be 

true amongst the later figures produced on the continent.
73
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Not everyone who can hew a block of wood is able to carve an 

image; nor is everyone who can carve it able to outline and polish 

it; nor is he that can polish it able to paint it; nor can he that is able 

to paint it complete it with the final touches. Each one of these in 

working upon an image, can do no more than that with which he 

himself is familiar, and, if he tries to do more, he will only ruin his 

work.
74

 

 

None of the surviving wooden devotional sculptures in Ireland have reliquary 

receptacles, nor do the extant figures carry any indication of having once been covered by 

repoussé, as can be seen on some of the earliest surviving continental figures. In 

Ballyvourney, Co. Cork I was told by the parish priest that their fourteenth century 

wooden figure of St. Gobnait (Fig. 101) is locally believed to be a replica of an original 

ñmade entirely of gold.ò This seems unlikely; perhaps the story is indicative of a vague 

memory of this, or an earlier figure, once having been covered with gilding or repoussé. 

Catriona MacLeod reported that ñthe gold and jewels were taken from the shrineò 

belonging to a figure known as Our Lady of Trim (attacked first in the sixteenth century 

and preserved until the seventeenth century), but I know of no prior source that supports 

this statement. It is therefore only with extreme reservation that we should picture the 

Irish figures as more than gilded and brightly polychromed, although in one seventeenth 

century account, an Anglican bishop is recorded as having ñstolen the ornamentsò of two 
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figures from Castle Ellis.
75

 There is no firm evidence to suggest that they were ever 

bejeweled.  

Stylistic Development by Century: 13th Century 

Although Catriona MacLeod did not believe that it was possible to trace the 

development of wooden devotional sculptures in Ireland,
76

 if one organizes the surviving 

figures chronologically, some broad stylistic conclusions can be drawn. The figuresô 

historical contexts can also help to explain and support these conclusions. Three figures 

survive in Ireland which can be dated stylistically to the thirteenth century, the Athlone 

Madonna (Fig. 71), the Holy Ghost Madonna (Fig. 65), and the Kilcorban Madonna (Fig. 

46).
77

 All three figures are hieratic depictions of the enthroned Madonna and Child, 

typical of the sedes sapientiae type common in Europe at this time. All three are 

associated with Anglo-Norman mendicant establishments, suggesting that the friars may 

have brought figures with them, although it is not yet possible to determine definitively 

whether they were imported or locally-carved.  

Following the conquest of Ireland, Henry II (r: 1154-1189) and later his son John 

(Lord of Ireland: 1189-1216) gradually divided Ireland into feudal fiefs run by Anglo-

Norman nobles, who brought with them their own culture and artistic tastes. It was 

largely due to the Anglo-Norman conquest that the Gothic style was introduced to 

Ireland,
78

 and it may have been partially through their influence that the genre of wooden 
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devotional sculpture also spread through Ireland.
79

 By 1230, ten Irish sees were held by 

Anglo-Norman bishops, at least six of whom began major construction projects.
80

 Dublin 

became a major center of English architecture. The current nave of Christ Church 

Cathedral (dedicated to the Holy Trinity) was built between 1216 and 1234,
81

 and St. 

Patrickôs Cathedral was under construction at the same time.
82

 The hall of the royal castle 

in Dublin was built between 1243-1245.
83

 Veritable armies of craftsmen trained in 

English methods of architecture, sculpture and design were needed to execute such 

projects. As Stalley points out, ñBetween 1200 and 1250 there must have been an almost 

constant flow of experienced masons making the voyage across the Irish Sea and by the 

middle of the century the Early English style was de rigueur throughout the island, from 

New Ross in the south-east to Ardfert in the west.ò
84

 It is not difficult to imagine, 

therefore, that English fashion in church furnishings could also have become popular, and 

due to the influx of craftsmen, readily available. Wooden devotional sculpture carved in 

an English mode, possibly like the Holy Ghost Madonna, may have been included in 

those English imported, or English influenced, church furnishings. 

Unfortunately, it is difficult to draw many conclusions about the genre as a whole 

in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries from so few surviving figures. It is certainly very 
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interesting to note that all three of these figures are associated with Anglo-Norman 

mendicant establishments. There is also a fairly wide geographic distribution between the 

Holy Ghost Madonna from Waterford and the Kilcorban and Athlone Madonnas, both 

from the center of the island. That all three come from Anglo-Norman areas does not 

necessarily suggest that all wooden devotional figures from the late twelfth and early 

thirteenth centuries are likely have come from Anglo-Norman churches. These figures, 

like many later sculptures, seem to survive because of their association with the powerful 

families at the time of the Dissolution, many of which had Anglo-Norman roots.
85

 

Because these extant late thirteenth century figures had powerful protectors during the 

initial onslaught of the dissolution, they survived. Others, which may have been 

preserved in less protected establishments were presumably less fortunate, although 

without textual evidence or further proof, we will never know. 

Stylistic Development by Century: 14th Century 

Seven figures survive in Ireland which are dated to the fourteenth century. These 

figures include two standing figures of the Madonna and Child, one of which is an image 

of the Madonna Lactans, one depiction of an international saint, three Irish saints, and 

one unidentified female saint. The larger number of surviving figures dated to this 

century may indicate an increased popularity of the genre, or an increase in the level of 

wealth amongst the middle classes, who might have commissioned these objects. The 

earliest surviving written references to wooden devotional sculpture in Ireland also dates 

to the fourteenth century. According to the Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland, Hugh Mac 
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Mahon regained his sight in 1397 after fasting at the shrine of Our Lady of Trim.
86

 That 

Our Lady of Trim was a wooden figure is made evident by one tale of her destruction, in 

which the sculpture was chopped up to make a fire in 1641.
87

 Another figure, called the 

Madonna at Kilmore, miraculously spoke in 1381, according to both the Annals of the 

Kingdom of Ireland and the Annals of Ulster,
88

 although it cannot be stated with certainty 

that this figure was carved out of wood. An image of St. Catherine from the Cathedral of 

the Holy Trinity in Dublin was despoiled by a clerk in 1310,
89

 although the material of 

this figure, too, is in doubt.  

In the fourteenth century, the footprint of surviving wooden devotional figure 

spreads, with significant clusters beginning to form around the city of Waterford and in 

the center of the country, at the juncture of the counties of Galway, Roscommon, Offaly, 

and Westmeath. Figures also survive singly in counties Kilkenny, west Cork and 

Inishmurray, an island off the coast of Co. Sligo. The earliest surviving wooden 

devotional sculptures of Irish saints date to the fourteenth century, and include depictions 

of St. Gobnait (Fig. 101), St. Molaise (Fig. 81), and St. Molua (Fig. 113).
90

 The 

attributions of these three statues are based on tradition rather than iconography, since 

none of them hold any kind of identifying object. All three sculptures of indigenous 

saints come from rural parishes, and little about their early history is known.  
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The commissioning of figures of Irish saints indicates that wooden devotional 

figures in the fourteenth century were also being widely utilized by the Gaelic 

community, or that the Anglo-Irish community had begun adopting the use of Irish saints. 

The fourteenth century saw an increased intermingling of the two communities, a 

resurgence in the power of the native Irish, and a shrinking of the English demesne.
91

 

Amongst other matters, the Irish parliament of 1297 legislated that the English residing in 

Ireland not adopt Irish manners of dress, customs, or language.
92

 The maintenance of the 

lordship depended on the English of Ireland preserving their Englishness and their sense 

of being separate from the indigenous people that surrounded them.  

By the mid-fourteenth century intermarriage seems to have been common, and 

resulted in a diluted or hybrid identity amongst their progeny. In 1346, the Irish 

government requested that Edward III (r: 1327-1377) outlaw marriages between the two 

peoples without special license, and in 1366 the Statutes of Kilkenny were passed. These 

statutes, which forbade intermarriage, fosterage, adoption of Irish children by the 

English, required those of English descent to speak English and to dress in English 

fashion, were largely ineffectual.
93

 As Duffy points out, people raised within an Irish 

milieu could not be made more English via legislation, even if they did, to some degree, 

retain an English identity.
94

 The degree of intermingling between the native Irish and the 

Anglo-Irish that these records record facilitated the transmission of artistic fashions, 

                                                 
91

 Edmund Curtis and Robert B. McDowell, eds., Irish Historical Documents (Dublin: Irish 

Manuscripts Commission, 1943), 32-38; Seán Duffy, Ireland in the Middle Ages (Dublin: Gill & 

MacMillan Ltd, 1997), 141-142, 144-145. 

 
92

 Curtis and McDowell, 32-38.  

 
93

 See: Hardiman, A Statute of the Fortieth Year of King Edward III, enacted in a Parliament held 

in Kilkenny, AD 1367 Before Lionel Duke of Clarence (Dublin: Irish Archaeological Society, 1843). 

 
94

 Duffy, 148.  



 

44 

 

modes of depiction, subject matter, and genres of art between these two populations,
95

 

making it nearly impossible to look at most wooden figures and identify them as having 

come from an indigenous or Anglo-Irish establishment.  

Many of the extant wooden devotional sculptures from the fourteenth century are 

long, narrow carvings, and unlike the earliest surviving figures, the heights of the 

fourteenth century figures vary from seventy-six centimeters high to as much as one 

hundred and fifty two centimeters.
96

 All depict standing figures, and many have torsos 

which are so thinly carved that they appear almost plank-like. This is the case for the 

Clonfert Madonna (Fig. 97),
 97

 and the figures of St. Molaise and St. Molua. Although not 

quite so plank-like, the figure of St. Gobnait has a flat and deeply hollowed back. The 

back of the Waterford Nursing Madonna (Fig. 117) 
98

 is flattened and uncarved, but not 

hollowed out. This was likely because of the choice of bog oak for the material which is a 

partially petrified wood that does not expand and contract in the way that even seasoned 

hardwoods will.
 99

 Only the Holy Ghost Angel (Fig. 127) seems to have been carved fully 

in the round, although the figure is much damaged by decay. As discussed in that figureôs 

                                                 
 

95
 Many Anglo-Irish lords patronized Gaelic bards and poets. The third earl of Desmond (b. 1335-

d. 1398)  is said to have been one of the finest poets in Irish of his generation (although as Duffy points out, 

the only verses which survive by him are written in French). Architecture influenced by that of England 

(and the continent) was executed in the fourteenth century, yet retained certain Irish features, particularly in 

the relative plainness and deliberate simplicity of the structures and the incorporation of particular 

indigenous features, like the dumbbell pier. T.E. McNeill, ñChurch building in 14
th
 Century Ireland and the 

óGaelic Revival,ôò The Journal of Irish Archaeology 3 (1985/86), 62;  James Lydon, The Lordship of 

Ireland in the Middle Ages (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan Ltd., 1972), 184-185; Duffy, 147-148; ;  Gearóid 

Mac Niocaill, ñDuanaire Ghear·id Iarlaô, Studia Hibernica 3 (1963), 7-59.      

 
96

 Discounting the Kilconnell Female Head, because the majority of the figure has been lost. 

 
97

 See: Catalogue, Figures from the Lordship Period, Clonfert Madonna, p. 236.  

 
98

 See: Catalogue, Figures from the Lordship Period, Waterford Nursing Madonna, p. 265. 

  
99

 See: Chapter 1, p. 33.  



 

45 

 

catalogue entry, the Holy Ghost Angel is believed to be an imported Italian figure, 

possibly a depiction of the Angel Gabriel from an Annunciation scene.
100

 

 Three extant figures dated to the fourteenth century, St. Molaise (Fig. 85), St. 

Molua (Fig. 116), and the Kilconnell Female Head (Fig. 135) have been constructed in a 

head-on-pike design in which the head is carved on a long, pike-like neck that is set into 

the collar of the figureôs torso. This construction can also be seen in the drawings and 

photograph of the lost St. Brendan (Fig. 86 and Fig. 87).
101

 A late fourteenth century 

figure, St. Procopius (Fig. 95), currently on display at the St. Agnes of Bohemia Convent 

in Prague, displays what may be a similar mode of construction.  

The two extant standing Madonnas from the fourteenth century, the Clonfert 

Madonna (Fig. 98) and the Waterford Nursing Madonna (Fig. 119), share several 

similarities, particularly in the treatment of the Christ-Child in both figures. The Children 

both gesture towards their mothers with affection while the Madonnasô engagement 

remains completely with the viewer. Both Madonnas remain proportionately long and 

narrow as seems to be typical of other surviving fourteenth century in Ireland. 

Stylistic Development by Century: 15th Century 

Eight figures survive in Ireland which are datable to the fifteenth century. These 

are the Fethard St. John the Baptist (Fig. 138), the Askeaton Madonna (Fig. 145), the 

Kilcorban St. Catherine (Fig. 155), the Holy Ghost St. Stephen (Fig. 167), the Holy Ghost 

St. John the Baptist (Fig. 183), the Holy Ghost Risen Christ (Fig. 172), the 
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unprovenanced Museum Standing Madonna (Fig. 149), and the Museum Pietà (Fig. 

178).
102

 Three of the eight figures come from the collection of the Holy Ghost Hospital in 

Waterford, as did the Holy Ghost Madonna and the Holy Ghost Angel previously 

discussed. 

The fifteenth century in general seems to be a time of increased ecclesiastical 

growth and prosperity in Ireland.
103

 The Observant movement was reviving the 

mendicant foundations, and more than ninety new houses were founded in the fifteenth 

century.
104

 The Franciscan Friary at Askeaton was founded in either the late fourteenth 

century or early fifteenth century
105

 and significant ruins dating mostly to the fifteenth 

century survive to this day. The beauty and tenderness with which the Askeaton Nursing 

Madonna was carved reflects the significance of this foundation. The chapel at 

Kilcorban, from which the Kilcorban St. Catherine comes, was taken over by the 

Dominicans in 1446.
106

 It was likely from the early period of this Dominican foundation 

that the sculpture dates, having been either brought with them from their mother house at 
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Athenry, or commissioned/donated within the first few decades after their arrival at 

Kilcorban.  

Most of the surviving fifteenth century wooden devotional sculptures in Ireland 

are between fifty and one hundred centimeters high. The only exceptions are the Holy 

Ghost Risen Christ, approximately 162 centimeters high, and the Fethard St. John the 

Baptist, which measures 164 centimeters high. The quality of the carvings varies a great 

deal. The Holy Ghost Risen Christ has survived in a highly damaged state. Both arms are 

crudely carved replacements that have been inserted into large, awkwardly placed plaster 

sections. The feet and base, also replacements, are attached to the broken stumps of the 

legs of the original sculpture. There is a gap between the replacement feet and the break 

in the original sculpture. What remains of the original sculpture is carved in a provincial 

nature. The Askeaton Madonna also has been damaged; the polychrome and many 

portions of the wood are missing or significantly decayed. However in contrast to the 

Holy Ghost Risen Christ, what does survived evidences a sophisticated carving. The 

draperies on the Madonnaôs full skirts and cape are deeply undercut. The faces are 

beautifully and sensitively rendered, and small details, including the lacing of the 

Madonnaôs bodice and the areola of her exposed breast, are delicately and naturalistically 

rendered.  

Stylistic Development by Century: 16th Century 

  There are nine extant sixteenth century wooden devotional sculptures in Ireland, 

seven of which are thought to come from the period prior to the Dissolution and two that 

are believed to come after. The seven pre-Dissolution sixteenth century figures extant in 

Ireland show a lot of contact with continental styles and influences, perhaps mediated 
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through England. Our Lady of Dublin (Fig. 186) and the Killoran figures (Fig. 203 and 

Fig. 205)
107

 appear to be imported works. The Englishness of Dublin in the beginning of 

the sixteenth century is particularly reflected by Our Lady of Dublin and the Killoran 

figures have been compared with early sixteenth century French sculpture.
108

 The 

Maynooth Christ on the Cold Stone (Fig. 226) appears to date from the early sixteenth 

century. The modelling of the chest is reminiscent of a figure from the southern 

Netherlands from c. 1480-1500 (Fig. 230) and the pose, hairstyle and delicateness of the 

figure is similar to another example found in the church of St.-Nizier, in Troyes, France 

(Fig. 223), dated to about the same time. The Kilcormac Pietà (Fig. 231)
109

 appears to be 

an Irish work, which, like the Fethard Christ shows a keen awareness of continental 

artistic trends. The Glendalough Saint (Fig. 208) is very similar to several extant Irish 

stone figures (mainly from tombs) from the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.  

 Although the seven early sixteenth century figures likely represent a mix of 

imported and native work, the two figures which come from the post-dissolution period 

in the sixteenth century appear to be imported.
110

 Both are also associated with stories 

which make clear their foreign origins. The foreign attributions of these figures help to 

make evident the dependency of the Irish Catholic Church on foreign trade and 

connections in the wake of the Dissolution for the maintenance of the their religious 

material culture ï connections, which must of necessity have circumnavigated Protestant 
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Britain. Throughout the entirety of the Suppression, these figures evidence continued 

independent contact and trade with the Netherlands, Spain, Belgium, France and Italy. 

Stylistic Development by Century: 17th Century 

Like the sixteenth century, the seventeenth century was also a period of 

considerable turmoil and included a period of relaxed restrictions against practicing 

Catholics in Ireland, known as the Catholic Revival (1603-1641), the formation and 

destruction of the Confederation of Kilkenny (1642-1649), and Cromwellôs violent re-

conquest of the island (1649-1653). 

Six wooden devotional sculptures survive in Ireland from the first half of the 

seventeenth century. These figures of the Madonna as Star of the Sea (Fig. 240), the Holy 

Ghost St. Patrick / St. Bonaventure (Fig. 263), the Fethard Holy Trinity (Fig. 265), the 

Kilkenny St. Dominic (Fig. 288), the figure of St. Patrick / St. Berchán (Fig. 284) from 

Clonsast, Co. Offaly, and Our Lady of Limerick (Fig. 275), range greatly in scale.
111

 The 

two largest figures, the Holy Ghost St. Patrick / St. Bonaventure and the Fethard Holy 

Trinity, are both life-sized and Our Lady of Limerick is nearly life-sized, whereas the 

figures of the Madonna as Star of the Sea, St. Dominic and St. Patrick / St. Berchán are 

much smaller. The figure of St. Patrick / St. Berchán is approximately 45 centimetres 

high and the figure of St. Dominic is about 105 centimetres high. The size of some of the 

larger figures gives some indication of the comparative stability of the seventeenth 

century Catholic Church in Ireland. The artists and patrons of such large scale artworks 

must have intended a permanent location for them, from which the sculptures were not 

expected to be often moved.  All of the indigenous wooden devotional sculpture which 
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survives from the seventeenth century lacks the fluttering, expressive drapery folds 

typically seen in earlier figures, and all of the figures have a certain stiffness of 

expression and small erratic drapery folds. Our Lady of Limerick and the Madonna as 

Star of the Sea are the only extant seventeenth century figures that seem to have been 

imported.  

It is unclear if any of the extant figures in Ireland date to the latter half of the 

seventeenth century, although the figure of St. Patrick / St. Berchán is a possibility.
112

 

Many of the religious fled Ireland during Cromwellôs time, and if they returned, fled 

again at the edict of expulsion in 1698. These were not circumstances which encouraged 

the commissioning or importation of new sculpture. Despite the absolute horrors and 

atrocities of the parliamentarian conquest of Ireland, the massive numbers of deaths and 

accompanying destruction of material culture, many wooden devotional figures survived, 

and the commissioning and importation of figures resumed by the early eighteenth 

century. 

Stylistic Development by Century: 18th Century 

Figures in Ireland from the eighteenth century demonstrate an awareness of 

continental artistic trends, and may often be imported works themselves. Images of St. 

Anne teaching the Virgin Child became popular in the eighteenth century, partially 

because of the familiar and intimate dimension between the two figures as depicted in 

these works, but also because of their relationship to the enlightenment ideals of the age. 

The two Rosary Madonnas in Galway (Fig. 301 and Fig. 311) date either to the late 
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seventeenth or early eighteenth centuries and their dramatic presentations, swirling 

draperies and dynamic poses are indicative of the baroque style. The two wooden figures 

seem most likely to have been imported and may be of Italian or Spainish origin. Nothing 

is known about the early history of the Marino Nursing Madonna (Fig. 319), which was 

purchased from an antiques dealer on Aungier Street in Dublin sometime before 1928. 

Like the Galway Rosary Madonnas and Our Lady of Limerick, the theatrical presentation 

of the Marino Nursing Madonna is typical of the late baroque style.
113

 The figure may 

have been carved in Ireland, or perhaps imported during the eighteenth or nineteenth 

century.  

By the end of the eighteenth century, there seems to be little attempt at subterfuge 

in the commissioning of wooden devotional sculpture in Ireland, as is made evident by 

the commissioning and subsequent exhibition of the Navan Crucifix (Fig. 327). This 

beautiful life-sized figure of the crucified Christ was carved by sculptor Edward Smyth in 

1792. It is the only surviving wooden devotional sculpture in Ireland for whom the artist 

is known. A public notice regarding the commissioning and public display of this figure 

was published on the 9
th
 of August, 1792 in the Dublin Evening Post.

 114
 In this 

newspaper notice we have not only a valuable record of the public reception of the Navan 

Crucifix, but also evidence for changing attitudes towards Catholicism and its material 

culture at the end of the Penal era.  
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Traditions, myths, and miracles 

Many of the figures, both before and after the Dissolution, were believed to be 

miraculous. Both the Annals of the Four Masters and the Annals of Ulster record that in 

the year 1381 the image of the Madonna at Kilmore spoke.
115

 An Act of Parliament from 

Drogheda in 1460 talks of a miracle performed by the figure of the Madonna at Navan in 

which both sight and speech were returned to a man after he had been mutilated by his 

enemies.
116

 For some of the non-extant figures, the belief that they were miracle-working 

may have made them particular targets for the iconoclastsô swords. Evidence for 

iconoclastic measures and accounts of post-Dissolution miracles is discussed in detail in 

Chapter 4. 

Certainly, many more figures were destroyed than survive. By the fifteenth 

century, the prevalence of wooden devotional sculpture in Ireland is made evident by an 

edict from the Synod of Cashel, held at Limerick in 1453, which states that every church 

should have at least one statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary, a cross, and a statue of the 

Patron of the Church.
117

 Although this synod legislated only for the southern area of the 

island known as Munster, one has to imagine, especially given the distribution patterns of 

the extant figures, that churches all across the island would have similar holdings. 

Assuming that each church in Ireland by the fifteenth century had on average three 

figures (supposing that larger establishments may have owned more and small 
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establishments may have owned less), the pre-Dissolution genre of wooden devotional 

sculpture must once have comprised many hundreds of figures. 

Many of the figures are associated with semi-miraculous discovery myths. Most 

are implausible and definite dates or identities of persons involved are rarely given. In 

1929, a series of letters between T. Shea and Adolf Mahr, then Keeper of Antiquities at 

the National Museum, state that the Kilcorban St. Catherine (Fig. 155) was said to have 

been discovered alongside the Kilcorban Madonna and Child (Fig. 46) in the hollow of a 

tree, sometime years prior.
118

 Yet Ambrose Coleman (who did not mention the figure of 

St. Catherine) wrote about the Kilcorban Madonna in 1902 without discussing this story, 

suggesting that he was either not aware of the story, or perhaps had some reason to 

discount it.
119

  

The three Fethard figures, all near life-size, are said to have been buried in order 

to preserve them through the Suppression,
120

 yet they do not show the amount of decay 

one would expect to find in figures long buried. If the story about the Fethard figures is 

true, then they could have been buried for only a very short amount of time. In a similar 

vein, the sculpture known as Our Lady of Dublin (Fig. 186) is said to have been 

preserved, half burned and hollowed out for use as a hog trough.
 121

  However, there is no 

evidence of burning on the wood, and relatively little decay ï certainly much less than 

                                                 
 

118
 T. Shea to a Mr. Mahr, 12 September 1929, National Museum of Ireland, Art and Industry 

Archives, Box 51, Collinôs Barrackôs, Dublin.  

 
119

 It is also possible that the myth of their discovery did not come into being until after the time of 

Fr. Colemanôs publication. 

 
120

 Cantwell, 18-20.  

 
121

 George Petrie (signed ñP.ò), ñFine Arts: Historic Sketch of the past and present state of the Fine 

Arts in Ireland,ò 308. 

 



 

54 

 

one would expect to see on a piece of timber that had been kept in the conditions 

described. Instead, this story, originally told to the antiquarian George Petrie by unknown 

persons, was probably an attempt to explain the figureôs flat and hollowed back. In an era 

where it had been forgotten that most medieval wooden statues were flat-backed and 

hollowed to lessen their weight and prevent radial cracking, an explanation was likely 

desired for why the figures of the Madonna and Child were thus carved. 

Conclusion 

 Wooden devotional sculpture in Ireland were once a popular and widespread 

genre of art found across the entire island of Ireland. The majority of surviving figures 

from the late medieval period have flat and hollowed backs to accommodate for the 

expansion and shrinking of wood and to prevent radial cracking. Suppression era 

carvings frequently evidence more sophisticated construction techniques involving the 

use of multiple pieces of wood doweled together under thick layers of gesso paste. Most 

figures were brightly and elaborately gilded and polychromed, but little evidence exists to 

support the notion that they were once covered in gems or gold repoussé. When the 

figures are grouped chronologically, some indications of stylistic and thematic 

development can be seen amongst the surviving artworks and in many cases these 

changes can be linked to significant historical events concurrent with the commissioning 

of these sculptures.    
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CHAPTER 2. AVENUES OF INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction 

Whether or not continental-style, Christian wooden devotional sculptures existed 

in Ireland prior to the Anglo-Norman invasion is still a matter of some debate. In The 

History and Topography of Ireland, written in 1187, Gerald of Wales states that a 

crucifix in the Cathedral of the Holy Trinity opened its mouth and spoke in the years 

before the Anglo-Norman invasion. When Richard de Clareôs (b: 1130-1176) army came 

to Dublin, the citizens of the city tried to flee with the cross but it became impossible to 

move, so that it could not be taken from the church.
122

 In another instance, Gerald refers 

to images of St. Ciarán of Glendalough which depict the saint with a blackbird in his 

hand
123

 but the medium of both the Dublin crucifix and the images of St. Ciarán are 

unstated.
 124

 Compellingly enough, Gerald does refer to ñother relics in wood of the 

saintsò
125

 within a discussion of crozier staffs preserved as relics, but the specific objects 

to which Gerald refers is left to the readerôs imagination.  

Despite romantic ideas to the contrary, Ireland was not an isolated culture prior to 

the beginning of the Anglo-Norman invasion. Dublin was a major center of foreign trade 

and the Ostmen who lived there maintained close contact with Scandinavia and Britain. 
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Pilgrims both left and came to Ireland on pilgrimage.
126

 The Irish Church, much like the 

Church elsewhere in Europe, was swept by the Gregorian Reform movement in the 

twelfth century. In general, it can be said that the Irish both before and after the invasion 

were aware of, and participated in, many of the cultural and artistic movements that 

swept the continent. Although they will be considered singly in this chapter, as Arthur 

Champneys suggested,
127

 it was likely through a variety of avenues that the transmission 

of images occurred, rather than via a single channel. In the following sections, several 

possible modes of introduction for the continental-style Christian wooden figures will be 

explored.  

Pilgrimage as a Means of Artistic Transmission 

 Pilgrimage could be one effective communicator of ideas between Ireland, 

England and the continent. Pilgrims had most likely been leaving Ireland to go on 

continental pilgrimages since the dawn of Irish Christianity. The most popular early 

pilgrimages were to Rome and Jerusalem. Dicuili (active c. 825), an Irish monk and 

geographer at the Carolingian court, relates in his De mensura Orbis terrae, that the Irish 

monk, Fidelis, told him the story of a pilgrimage to Jerusalem by himself and a group of 

Irish laymen and clerics. During this pilgrimage, they also visited Egypt and saw the 

ñseven barns that Joseph built,ò (the pyramids).
128

 This trip, according to Harbison, was 

likely to have occurred before 767.
129

 In 1080, the Annals of Inisfallen record that Ua 
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Cinn Fhaelad, ñking of the D®isi,ò went to Jerusalem, presumably on pilgrimage.
130

 The 

earliest documented Roman pilgrimages in the Irish Annals date to the tenth century, 

although evidence in the early Christian Lives suggests that the Irish may have been 

going on the Roman pilgrimage for several centuries prior. 

 The popularity of the Roman pilgrimage is evident from a countercurrent against 

it found in the Irish hagiographies. St. Samthan taught that God could be found in Ireland 

as well as Rome. St. Finnian desired to see Rome, but an angel convinved him that the 

same rewards could be found in Ireland. Seven trips to the fair of Coemgen could 

substitute for one trip to Rome.
131

 Although these Lives all center on early Christian 

saints, they were compiled from the ninth ï fourteenth centuries and may say more about 

the popularity of the Roman pilgrimage in the time that they were written than in the 

times to which they refer. The emphasis found in these stories on staying in Ireland, 

rather than traveling to Rome indicates the popularity of the Roman pilgrimage. Ten 

eleventh century pilgrimages from Ireland to Rome are recorded in the annals, as are two 

twelfth century Roman pilgrimages. There were likely many more pilgrimages made 

during this era than were documented; the annals tend to only record pilgrimages which 

resulted in the travelerôs death.
132
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 As in the rest of Europe, Irish pilgrims also traveled to Santiago de Compostela. 

By the end of the twelfth century, many pilgrims bound for Santiago would book passage 

on the wine merchant ships bound for Bordeaux that frequently left the ports of 

Waterford and Limerick.
133

 As early as 1216, a hospice for travelers was founded in 

Dublin to provide accommodation while pilgrims waited for their ships to sail. Although 

in later periods it became more profitable for ship owners to take pilgrims from Ireland 

and England the entire way to Corunna by sea; in the twelfth century it seems that most 

Irish pilgrims were still taking the overland route from Bordeaux, through southwestern 

France and northern Spain.
134

 While walking this route, they were likely to have passed 

through Belin, St. Sever, Ostabat and St. Jean Pied de Port. From there, Irish pilgrims 

would have continued along the Camino Francès and stopped at Pamplona, Burgos, and 

León amongst others in northern Spain.
135

 Surely, in many of these churches pilgrims 

encountered venerated maestae and sedes sapientiae, which may have influenced the 

commissioning and importation of wooden devotional figures in Ireland. 
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That Irish art was being influenced by the Roman pilgrimage has been well 

established by several scholars.
136

 Many have compared the carvings of figural high 

crosses to those on early Christian sarcophagi and have viewed them as the harbingers of 

the Romanesque style elsewhere in Europe.
137

 Six of the ten scenes which appear on the 

sarcophagus of Junius Bassus (Fig. 3) also appear on Muiredachôs cross (Fig. 4 - Fig. 5). 

The architectural elements of the crosses and the sarcophagi, including angle moldings, 

engaged shafts, and arches are also similar.
138

 The dramatic shift seen in these high 

crosses from non-figural ornament to didactic figurative programs occurred during the 

ninth and tenth centuries, at the same time as the rise in popularity of the Rome 

pilgrimage documented in the Lives.
139

 According to Verkerk,  
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The primary objective of the Irish pilgrim, indeed, of almost all 

pilgrims, was to venerate the relics of the apostles and martyrs in 

Rome. Sarcophagi played a prominent role in the display of those 

relics; often it was not the bodies of the saints themselves that were 

viewed, but the sarcophagi that contained the bodies. One of the 

pilgrimôs primary experiences of the churches in Rome was seeing 

the sarcophagi that lined the walls of the basilicas and mausolea. 

Early Christian sarcophagi were often reused, eventually 

containing much later burials, especially those of important 

figureséWith the relics themselves hidden from view, the 

defining visual imprints of these Roman relics would have been the 

sarcophagi that housed them.
140

 

 

 

Fig. 3: Sarcophagus of Junius Bassus 
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Fig. 4: West face of Muiredach's Cross 
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Fig. 5: East face of Muirdach's Cross 
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Several scholars have speculated that the transmission of these sculptural 

elements arrived via the Irelandôs connections with the Carolingian court through a 

number of objects, particularly ivories, which may have entered Ireland in the ninth 

century. However, not a single Carolingian ivory has been found in Ireland, the fashion 

for ivory bookcovers was never copied in Ireland, nor is there any other evidence tht 

suggests Irish monasteries were in possession of Carolingian ivories.
141

 Stalley contends 

that these images may have been transmitted via inported Roman panel paintings,
142

 

whereas McNab suggests that drawings of Roman sarcophagi may have been used as 

memory aids in constructing the Irish crosses.
143

  

The iconographic and stylistic similarities between figural high crosses and early 

Christian sarcophagi allow the crosses to act as substitutions for the Roman pilgrimage. 

That the Irish high crosses could function in this manner is made evident in the Life of St. 

Berach. According to this Life, Berach made the sign of the cross over his disciple 

Colm§nôs eyes after which they and their companion, Ciar§n M§el, experienced a vision 

of Rome. Rather than continuing on to Rome as Colmán had intended, he, Berach, and 

Ciarán Máel erect a church and two crosses on the site, dedicated to Sts. Peter and Paul. 

Significantly, the Life goes on to say that for the pilgrim, visiting these crosses is the 

same as traveling an equal distance along the road to Rome.
144
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The artistic response to the Roman pilgrimage evident in the Irish high crosses 

occurs within a distinctly Irish idiom. Non-figural crosses had already been in use for 

several centuries and have also been linked with pilgrimage.
145

They are not merely 

copying the sarcophagi, but adapting the imagery to suit their own purposes within their 

own cultural context. Similarly in the late medieval period, wooden devotional sculptures 

were adapted from their original uses on the continent via their incorporation into 

existing local patterns and holy well traditions in Ireland.
146

 These pre-existing devotional 

practices provided a fertile ground for the reception of wooden devotional sculpture in 

Ireland.  

The Twelfth Century High Crosses 

 A major change in high cross imagery may be linked to the twelfth century 

reception of wooden devotional sculpture in Ireland. Many high crosses in the twelfth 

century appear very different from their predecessors. Rather than displaying complex 

iconographic programs like those associated with the Roman pilgrimage discussed above, 

several twelfth century examples have only one or two large figures carved in high relief 

on each face of the cross, with one, or perhaps two, didactic scenes below and Urnes-

style, Scandinavian-influenced interlace in abstract or zoomorphic patterns in the 

marginal areas similar to that seen on reliquaries of the time.  
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 This type of imagery can be seen on High crosses at Downpatrick, Dysert OôDea 

(Fig. 6 - Fig. 7), Tuam, Roscrea (Fig. 8 - Fig. 9), Kilfenora, Mona Incha, and Cashel.
147

 

Most include a figure of Christ clothed in a long robe in the center of the cross-head on 

one face, and a large carving of an ecclesiastic on the obverse.
148

 The Doorty Cross (Fig. 

10 - Fig. 11) is somewhat different from the other examples in that the faces of the cross 

on both sides are exclusively carved in large scale, high relief figure sculpture. On the 

western face a Crucified Christ / Christ in Majesty can be seen in the cross head, with a 

horse and rider depicted below. On the east face, an ecclesiastic wearing a miter and 

holding a crosier occupies the cross-head with two didactic scenes below: one which 

shows two figural busts being attacked by a bird and the other a pair of hooded figures 

holding crosiers. The sides of the cross are predominantly decorated with animal 

interlace.  

The figures in the cross-heads seem to be more closely related to free standing 

devotional sculpture than to the figures in didactic programs seen on earlier crosses. 

These twelfth century carvings are at the point of almost breaking free of the crosses 

entirely, necessitating that some elements be carved from separate blocks and then 

attached via mortise-and-tenon joints. This can be seen on the Dysert OôDea cross, on 

which the right arm of the ecclesiastic appears to have been separately carved. Leask 

suggested that mortise holes found on the top of the surviving arm of the high cross at 

Cashel may have also held small figures,
149

 whereas Harbison speculates that an arm-
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shaped reliquary or vessel for holy water or blessed oil might have been inserted, from 

which pilgrims could bless themselves.
150
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Fig. 6: East face of the Dysert OôDea Cross 
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Fig. 7: West face of the Dysert OóDea cross 
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Fig. 8: West face of the High Cross at Roscrea 
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Fig. 9: East face of the High Cross at Roscrea 
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Fig. 10: East face of the Doorty Cross 
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Fig. 11: West face of the Doorty Cross 
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The similarities between wooden devotional sculptures and these stone carvings 

may be found more in their formal characteristics than in their utilization. High crosses of 

this style seem to be largely confined to sites that have been linked to the Gregorian 

reform. In relation to the Doorty cross at Kilfenora, Harbison suggests, 

The uppermost ecclesiastic is perhaps best interpreted not as the 

specific local saint or bishop, whose crozier was of the drop-

headed variety, as we know from a thirteenth century incised slab 

in chancel of Kilfenora cathedral, but as the embodiment of a 

newly instituted episcopacy. The latest Continental style of the 

figureôs crozier and the gesture of pointing down towards two 

ecclesiastics with more traditional croziers may symbolize 

Kilfenoraôs elevation to diocesan status and its confirmation of the 

authority of the Church of Rome over the old Irish monastery, 

which we can presume to have existed on the site before the 

creation of the bishopric.
151

  

 

Yet, there is something almost intangibly devotional in these solitary, large-scale, 

high-relief figures, with their static poses and eternal staring eyes. Fergus OôFarrell has 

suggested that these images of ecclesiastics may depict St. Malachy of Armagh,
152

 which 

in light of the present study of wooden devotional sculpture in Ireland is an attractive 

hypothesis. Indeed, the relationship between indigenous saints and the earlier crosses is 

well-established. The site where St. Finnian was born was marked with a cross called 

ñFinnianôs Cross.ò
153

 Crosses mark the sites of saintsô miracles and other places 

associated with them.
154

 Crosses were also frequently named for Irish saints, including 

Coemgal, Colum Cille, Brigit, Sechnall and Eogan, all in Armagh, and at Kells the cross 
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is inscribed with the names of St. Patrick and St. Colum Cille. Rather than being depicted 

on the earlier crosses, the Irish saints may have been linked to the biblical deeds and 

precursors which are pictured on the High crosses, as Verkerk states, ñlocal typological 

manifestations of biblical and apostolic heroes.ò
155

  

In light of this interpretation, the figures on the twelfth century crosses could be 

more readily viewed as depictions of Irish saints, rather than anthropomorphic 

representations of ecclesiastical authority, as Harbison suggests. This is also reinforced 

by the link between the twelfth century high crosses and reliquaries. In the marginal areas 

of the high crosses, engraved patterns of interlace resemble that of finely wrought 

metalwork, seen in the marginal areas of the Breac Maedhóg shrine (Fig. 12) and the St. 

Manchanôs shrine (Fig. 13), both dated to the mid-twelfth century.
156

 The crosses 

resemble large-scale reliquaries, which also include devotional images. Fergus OôFarrell 

has suggested that the western-most high cross at Kilfenora may have had the 

sarcophagus of a saint placed against its shaft (Fig. 14), evidenced today only in the 

remnants of a gable at the bottom of the cross. Harbison seems to agree with this 

assessment.
157

  

In much the same way that pilgrims from Ireland and all over Europe left their 

homes and traveled the world to visit the shrines and relics of the saints at Santiago de 

Compostella, Rome and elsewhere, pilgrims also traveled Ireland to visit indigenous 
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pilgrimage sites, including the high crosses. In their large-scale, high-relief, and solitary 

presentation the figures on twelfth century high crosses appear similar to the wooden 

devotional sculpture that we know to come from early in the following century. The 

association of the twelfth century high crosses with relics and reliquaries reinforces this 

view of the stone high cross figures as primarily devotional, and therefore relates them 

much more closely with wooden devotional sculptures than with architectural or didactic 

figural stone carvings in other contexts. 

 



 

76 

 

 

Fig. 12: Breac Maedhóg shrine, mid-twelfth century 

 

 

Fig. 13: St. Manchanôs shrine, mid-twelfth century 
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Fig. 14: High Cross in a field west of Kilfenora and a drawing by Fergus OôFarrell with 

hypothesized sarcophagus attached to the base. 
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The Gregorian Reform Movement in Ireland 

Continental-style wooden devotional sculptures may have also been introduced to 

Ireland via the Gregorian reform movement, with which the twelfth century high crosses 

were also linked. The late eleventh and early twelfth century in Ireland, as in the rest of 

Europe, was a time of cultural, religious, political and economic renewal. The Gregorian 

Reform movement sought to resolve the Investiture Controversy and eradicate various 

abuses. Many of the issues in need of reform in Ireland were the same as those on the 

continent, namely simony, lay investiture and clerical celibacy. St. Bernard in his Vita 

Malachiae describes the Irish Church thus, 

  But the thoroughly evil custom had arisen through the diabolical  

ambitions of certain powerful men that the holy see [of Armagh] 

was held by hereditary succession. They allowed none to be 

consecrated bishop except those that were of their own tribe and 

family. Nor did this abominable succession merely endure for a 

short time, but this wickedness persisted for fifteen generations! 

An evil and adulterous generation had entrenched itself by this 

depraved customé Before Celsus there had been eight married 

men who were never ordained, but they were at least literate. This 

is why there existed those circumstances of which we spoke above 

and they held for all of Ireland: a total breakdown of ecclesiastical 

discipline, a relaxation of censure, a weakening of the whole 

religious structure. Hence cruel barbarity was substituted for 

Christian meekness; as a matter of fact paganism was brought in 

under the label of Christianity. For a thing unheard of from the 

very beginning of Christianity occurred: bishops were changed 

without order or reason and they were multiplied at the whim of 

the metropolitan until one Episcopal see was not satisfied with one 

bishop, but almost every single church had its own bishop.
158

    

 

Similar condemnations of the Irish Church arise out of the letters of Lanfranc, 

Archbishop of Canterbury from 1070 to 1089,
159

 and Anselm, Archbishop of Canterbury 
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from 1093 to 1109.
160

 Addressed to the kings of Munster, Turlough (d. 1085) and his son 

Murtagh (ruled 1086-1116) and their clergy, these letters spoke of the need for the 

elimination of simony, reformation of marriage law, proper administration of the 

sacraments and that bishops should only be consecrated to a fixed see.
161

 In addition to 

these ills, the organization of the Irish church was also seen as being in need of reform. It 

was wholly unlike that of the continent. Rather than consisting of a system of sees and 

dioceses, great monasteries with a lay-chief administrator controlled church property and 

jurisdiction. Called a comarba (meaning óheirô), this abbot-like position was often held 

by hereditary right from the tenth century.
162

   

 In response to this situation, the Gregorian Reform movement can be said to have 

formally spread to Ireland in the year 1101 with the assignment of the countryôs first 

papal legate, Máel Muire Ua Dúnáin. This also opened a new era of papal-Hiberno 

relations and marked the beginnings of a much closer relationship between the Church on 

the continent and the Church in Ireland. Also in 1101, the first Gregorian reform synod in 

Ireland was called at Cashel. Amongst the issues addressed at this and subsequent 

Gregorian Reform synods at Rath Bresail in 1111 and the Kells-Mellifont synod of 1152, 

were general moralizing strictures against simony, lay investiture, regulating usury and 

tithe, and concerning marriage law, comparable to those on the continent, as well as the 
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gradual diocesan organization of the island into a system of four episcopal sees made up 

of multiple dioceses under the primacy of Armagh.
163

 

 The link between the introduction of the Gregorian Reform movement to Ireland 

and the introduction of the Romanesque style of architecture has been well established by 

Tadgh OôKeefe and others.
164

 The earliest surviving Romanesque structure in Ireland is 

the west façade portal of Ardfert Cathedral, in Co. Kerry (Fig. 15), built circa 1120. 

Ardfert had recently been granted diocesan status after having been denied it in 1111.
165

 

The decision to construct a five-bay portal in the Romanesque mode at this time was 

likely not coincidental. The façade acted as a very visible symbol of both Ardfertôs new 

diocesan status as well as their participation in the on-going reform movement. Cormacôs 

Chapel (Fig. 16 - Fig. 17), constructed in 1127-1134 at the seat of the Gregorian Reform 

movement in County Tipperary, acted as a kind of epicenter of this new architectural 

idiom, a óbig bangô that was imitated shortly afterwards in several other Irish churches 

                                                 
 

163
 Ibid., 29.  

 
164

 The Romanesque style seems to have been introduced to Ireland at around the same time as the 

Synod of Rath Breasail and came into particular prevalence coinciding with the synod of Kells-Mellifont. 

In addition to these temporal coincidences, there are also geographical coincidences. The seat of the 

reformation movement in Ireland was at Cashel, Co. Tipperary on a piece of land donated unconditionally 

to the church by the King of Munster, Murtagh Ua Briain in 1101, on which was built the seminal piece of 

Hiberno-Romanesque architecture, Cormacôs Chapel, in 1127 - 1134. Several authors have suggested that 

coincidence of the introduction of Romanesque architecture with the floret of Gregorian Reform in Ireland 

both temporally and geographically is illustrative of a ñconscious articulation of the spirit of reform.ò 

Tadhg OôKeefe, ñRomanesque as metaphor: architecture and reform in early twelfth-century Ireland,ò 

Seanchas: Studies in Early and Medieval Irish Archaeology, History and Literature in Honour of Francis 
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constructed mid-century. Although the chapelôs small scale and steeply pitched roof are 

reminiscent of the indigenous ecclesiastical architectural tradition,
166

  its stone 

construction, elaborate portal, towers, barrel vaulting and various sculptural details look 

to England and the continent for their inspiration.
167

 As OôKeefe comments, ñThe 

buildingôs interior is wholly alien to Irish architectural tradition, and visitors to it must 

have experienced its non-Irish character even more profoundly than we do today.ò
168

   

 It seems possible that wooden devotional sculptures could have been introduced 

at the same time as Romanesque architecture, especially when considered in conjunction 

with the large scale figures found on twelfth century high crosses already discussed. Free-

standing wooden devotional sculpture also became immensely popular on the continent 

during the twelfth century.
169

 There are fewer than ten continental examples extant that 

can be firmly dated before this time, but hundreds which survive from the twelfth century 

alone in Europe.
170

 The early twelfth century arrival of the Gregorian reform movement 

in Ireland therefore also coincides with the flowering of wooden devotional sculpture in 

continental Europe.  
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That stone sculptors working in Ireland were looking toward the continent for 

inspiration is evident in other surviving twelfth century architectural stone sculpture. At 

Ardmore Cathedral in Co. Waterford several stone relief figures survive ( 

Fig. 18).
171

 During the Gregorian reorganization of the Irish Church, Ardmore 

claimed episcopal status in 1152 at the Council of Kells. However, when the list of 

bishoprics was named at this council, Ardmoreôs status was listed as doubtful. This may 

have provided a programmatic reason for the inclusion of overtly Romanesque elements 

in the building of the church in order to assert their status and association with the reform 

movement. Figural sculptures in a twelfth century architectural context were extremely 

rare in Ireland.
172

 Most twelfth-century Irish churches were decorated with foliate or 

geometric designs. According to McNab, the few historiated capitals to be found in 

Ireland are associated with Cistercian foundations whose architecture always remained 

distinct from indigenous Irish construction and looked towards the continent for its 

models.
173

 The proximity of Ardmore to Lismore may also be significant. Malachy of 

Armagh, who was closely allied with the reform, settled at Lismore in 1127 and caused a 

large number of churches to be built there, none of which survive.
174
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Fig. 15: Five bay Romanesque portal, Ardfert Cathedral 
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Fig. 16: Cormacôs Chapel 
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Fig. 17: Cormacôs Chapel interior 

 

 Ardmore Cathedral, a stone construction which includes other Romanesque 

architectural elements, is believed to have been completed in 1203, likely placing its 

major dates of construction between 1152 and 1203. This indicates that Ardmore 

Cathedral was influenced by either the pre-Norman Gregorian reform movement, or by 

the Anglo-Norman invaders, who quickly penetrated this area of County Waterford. 

Either way, the surviving stone sculptures show indications of continental Romanesque 

influence.
175
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 The inclusion of figural sculpture, the contrapposto stances depicted, clothing and drapery 

styles, and programmatic interrelations are all very continental in influence. For a much more thorough 
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       Especially intriguing for the purposes of our current study are the carvings in the 

southern lunette (Fig. 19). The Judgment of Solomon can be seen in the upper register. 

Solomon is shown on the left in profile, enthroned, and holding out a sword. Two women 

approach him, wearing long, pleated garments and plain outer cloaks. The woman closest 

to Solomon holds out a baby towards him, while the woman behind extends her arms 

imploringly. King David can be seen seated on the right, playing his harp.
176

 In the lower 

register, the Adoration of the Magi has been carved. The Madonna and Child have been 

carved on the left. The Madonna is seated frontally, with the Child supported on her right 

knee. To their right, slightly elevated, is a four-legged animal, carved in profile, which 

may be a cow. The three figures of the magi process towards the Madonna and Child 

from the right. All three are carved in a similar manner, in long robes with triangular 

skirts where faint pleating can still be seen. They each carry their gift in their left hand, 

and hold another object, which appears almost plant-like, in their right hand. Behind 

these three figures is another, smaller carved figure, which is much damaged. McNab 

believes that it may depict Joseph.
177
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Fig. 18: Relief sculptures at Ardmore Cathedral 

 

 
Fig. 19: Southern Lunette with the Judgment of Solomon and the Adoration of the Magi  
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The depiction of the Madonna and Child at Ardmore Cathedral, although much 

worn, shares some similar features with the earliest surviving sedes sapientiae wooden 

devotional sculptures in Ireland. Like the Kilcorban Madonna (Fig. 46), the Athlone 

Madonna (Fig. 71) and the Holy Ghost Madonna (Fig. 65), the Ardmore Madonna is 

shown enthroned, seated frontally with the Child on her knee. She wears a veil and 

crown, and the remnants of pleating can still be made out on the skirt of her gown. A 

shoe peeks out from her skirts at the very bottom, as can be seen on the surviving wooden 

figures.  

Ilene Forsyth has written extensively regarding the artistic and textual evidence 

for the incorporation of wooden devotional sedes sapientiae images into the Officium 

Stellae liturgical dramas on the continent. In doing so, she compared wooden maestae 

with stone sculptures similar to the representation of the Adoration of the Magi at 

Ardmore. On the lintel of the south portal of Notre-Dame-du-Port in Clermont-Ferrand, 

an Adoration of the Magi is carved in which the depiction of the Madonna and Child is 

almost identical to an extant wooden maesta, known as Notre-Dame-la-Brune, originally 

from nearby Saint-Pourçain-Sur-Sioule, in Allier (Fig. 20 - Fig. 21). Another pair of 

stone / wood maestae can be found in northern France at Pompierre in Vosges and Mont-

devant-Sassey in Meuse (Fig. 22 - Fig. 23). According to Forsyth, this tympanum appears 

to be a depiction of a liturgical drama in which actors portraying the Magi offer their gifts 

to a wooden sculpture, rather than to a living mother and child.
178

 

 

                                                 
 

178
 Forsyth, ñMagi and Majesty,ò 219.  



 

89 

 

One wonders if a similar comparison could have been made between the stone 

Madonna and Child depicted at Ardmore and a no longer extant wooden figure.
179

 This 

may also account for the difference in scale between the much larger Magi and the 

smaller Madonna and Child. The programmatic link between the Adoration of the Magi 

and the Judgment of Solomon may also help to reinforce the view of this Madonna and 

Child as a stone rendering of a wooden sedes sapientiae figure. The Madonna in these 

types of images acted as the Throne of Soloman, the seat of wisdom, upon which Christ 

sat. By juxtaposing these two scenes, this meaning is reinforced and Soloman can be see 

to be looking forward to Christ, as the eternal wisdom. Likewise, the Madonna was 

understood to be descended from the house of David and Soloman.
180
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Fig. 20: Adoration of the Magi , lintel of the south portal of Notre-Dame-du-Port, 

Clermont-Ferrand, France  

 

Fig. 21: Notre-Dame-la-Brune, originally Saint-Pourçain-Sur-Sioule, Allier, France 
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Fig. 22: Adoration of the Magi, Pompierre, Vosges, France 

 

Fig. 23: Maiesta, Mont-devant-Sassey, Meuse, France. 
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Regardless of whether the wooden depictions of the Madonna and Child were 

ever used in continental-style liturgical dramas in Ireland, the stone depiction of a 

Madonna and Child at Ardmore seems similar to extant wood carvings of the same 

subject.
181

 The dates of the construction of Ardmore Cathedral make it difficult to 

determine whether the stone relief sculptures pre- or post-date the Anglo-Norman 

invasion. McNab outlines three main phases of construction of the cathedral, the first of 

which comprised the earliest structure which can be seen in the lower portions of the 

walls extending from the chancel arch, east. The second phase included the first nave 

extension, which finished just east of the present north doorway. The third and final 

phase expanded the church westwards to its present size.
182

 OôKeefe makes a convincing 

argument that this third phase of building was not a third phase at all, but rather a much 

later reconstruction, above foundation level, which he speculatively dates to the 

seventeenth century. OôKeefe still dates the figures to the twelfth century, however, 

suggesting that they were reset during the seventeenth century reconstruction.
183

 McNab 

also contends that the sculptural groups were moved from their original location, but still 

assigns their date to her final phase of building. OôKeefe and previous authors
184

 have 

                                                 
 

181
 No textual evidence has yet come to light of enactments of the Officium Stellae in twelfth 

century Ireland. However owing to the huge losses in the written record, it is not precluded from 

possibility. For the most complete compilation of sources for both secular and liturgical drama in Ireland, 

see: Alan J. Fletcher, Drama and the Performing arts in Pre-Cromwellian Ireland, a repertory of sources 

and documents from the earliest times until c. 1642 (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2001).  

 
182

 McNab, ñThe Romanesque Sculptures of Ardmore Cathedral,ò 53.  

 
183

 OôKeefe bases this assessment on the evidence of a stone set into a buttress which is inscribed 

with the number 16. He believes that the rest of the date has been obscured. OôKeefe, Romanesque Ireland, 

223.  

 
184

 Harold Leask, Irish Churches and Monastic Buildings II (Dundalk: Dundalgan Press,1960), 39; 

Champneys, 153-154; J.T Smith, ñArdmore Cathedral,ò Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of 

Ireland 102, No. 1 (1972), 10. 



 

93 

 

placed the completion of construction of the cathedral and the carving of the stone figures 

to the end of the twelfth century, whereas McNab argues that the end of construction may 

date to the early portion of the thirteenth century, placing it firmly within the Lordship 

period, after the coming of the Anglo-Normans.
185

 

The Ostmen 

 Another possible avenue of introduction for the wooden devotional sculptures to 

Ireland is via the connections of the Scandinavian Ostmen. The Vikings made their first 

documented landfall in Ireland in 795, just off the coast of Antrim, in the northeast of the 

country.
186

 By 841, the Vikings were no longer merely making landfall, raiding, 

plundering, burning, and leaving, but had become a major presence and colonizer who 

made Dublin their main center. The Ostmen (or ñeast menò), as they called themselves, 

established their own towns, mainly along coastal areas of the island. In some cities, 

including Dublin and Cork, a small native population was already residing in the area in 

the years preceding the Vikingsô arrival. In other places, like Waterford and Wexford, the 

Vikings founded completely new cities.
187

 

 Norse Dublin was a market town, supported by commerce and trade. 

Manufactured goods, raw materials, and slaves were exported by the Ostmen through 

Dublinôs harbour. In exchange, luxury items including amber, jet, pottery, tin, and wine 

were imported. The inhabitants of Dublin also traded with their Irish neighbours, forming 

an economic web of activity including the trade of goods and materials between Norse 
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Dublin, other Scandinavian towns in Ireland, continental Europe and farther afield, and 

the Irish themselves. Norse traders attended Irish fairs, and evidence suggests that some 

Irish came to the markets held in Norse towns.
188

 These dynamic trade-ties in the period 

before the Anglo-Norman invasion make the Scandinavian Ostmen a possible importer of 

wooden devotional sculpture in the twelfth century. 

 Indeed, we already know that this type of importation was happening in other 

Scandinavian areas along the same trade routes. Sweden and Norway both preserve an 

unusual amount of medieval wooden devotional sculpture, long held to have been 

directly influenced by English devotional sculpture.
189

 Andersson suggests that English 

sculptors may have been living in Norway and training Norwegian artists.
190

 In the 

twelfth century, the Cistercian monasteries Lyse Kloster in Bergen and Hovedöya Kloster 

in Oslo were founded with motherhouses in York and Lincoln, respectively. Norway was 

culturally connected with Ireland and Britain from about the year 800 via the trade routes 
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which carried merchants, goods and adventurers between Norway, the Orkneys, western 

Scotland, and Ireland, as well as further south to the French coasts for the wine trade. In 

1223, a formal trade agreement was made between the English King Henry III (r: 1216-

1272) and the Norwegian King Håkon Håkonsson (r: 1217-1263), which Blindheim 

states was one of the first between independent countries.
191

 The English Rolls also 

record a number of embassy ships sailing to and from England and Norway.
192

  Two 

counties in the Sm¬land region of Sweden paid tribute to St. Thomas ¨ Becketôs shrine in 

Canturbury in 1271, and Andersson suggests that Scandinavian pilgrimage to the shrine 

was probably frequent.
193

 In Sweden, Andersson points to the number of English bishops 

appointed to Swedish sees from the twelfth-fourteenth centuries,
194

 and suggests that they 

may have also imported English craftsmen for the artistic workshops which were attached 

to cathedrals in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, although he sees the English 

influence on Swedish art as having been largely mediated through Norway.
195

  

Twelfth century Scandinavian art echoes that of Ireland in other ways; its wooden 

churches were being replaced by stone churches built on the European Romanesque 

model, there was intensive building activity and increased commissioning of church 

furniture. Also, like Ireland, no wooden devotional sculptures are known from an earlier 
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period.  The earliest surviving sculptures of this type date to the mid-twelfth century and 

the earliest figures significantly pre-date any textual references.
196

   

Evidence suggests that the Scandinavians in Ireland were also looking towards 

Britain. In the eleventh century, a merchant colony was founded from Dublin at 

Anglesey, in order to conduct more direct trade with England.
197

 The trading ports of 

Bristol and Chester also traded directly with Ireland. In the eleventh century, Dublinôs 

king, Sitruic, maintained a close relationship with the Danish king, Cnut. This 

relationship was likely founded on the benefits of trade, Cnutôs occasional need for 

additional soldiers and ships, and Sitruicôs need for a powerful ally.
198

 The Norwegian 

diocese of Sodor extended as far south as the Isle of Man. The church of St. Bride 

(Brigit) just outside of the western walls of London, is believed to have served an Irish 

mercantile community living there in the eleventh century.
199

  

The Ostmen in Ireland maintained their own bishoprics, closely allied with 

Canterbury.
200

 When Ireland was organized into a system of sees and dioceses at the 

Synod of Rath Breasail in 1111, only the Hiberno-Scandinavian see of Dublin refused to 

recognize the primacy of Armagh. This was likely due to the close relationship between 

Dublin and Canterbury. Dublin was pointedly ignored at Rath Breasail, and its area was 

subsumed into the diocese of Glendalough ï a particularly remarkable fact in light of 
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Dublin having been a diocesan center for fifty years. 
201

 A letter survives from 1121, ten 

years after the Synod of Rath Breasail, allegedly from all the townspeople and clergy of 

Dublin, to Archbishop Ralph dôEscures, bishop of Canterbury, which makes the close ties 

of Dublin and Canterbury evident and the animosity between Dublin and Armagh 

explicit. It states that, ñthe bishops of Ireland are very jealous of us, because we are 

unwilling to be subject to them but wish to be always under your rule.ò
202

 Indeed, one 

theory as to why Laudabiliter, the papal grant of 1155 giving the lordship of Ireland to 

the English crown, was issued involves Canterburyôs jealously of the loss of primacy 

over Dublin, following the Kells-Mellifont synod in 1152.
203

  

From 1074 until 1152, Dublin was subject to Canterbury, and each of its bishops 

was consecrated by the archbishop of Canterbury. At their consecration, an oath of 

allegiance was also taken. The first of these Dublin bishops, Patrick, recited the following 

oath in 1074, 

Whoever rules over others must not think it beneath him if he 

himself is subordinate to others; but rather let him humbly show to 

those who are appointed over him, in all things and for the love of 

God, that obedience which he wishes to receive from his own 

subjects. Wherefore I, Patrick, who have been chosen to rule 

Dublin, the capital city of Ireland, do hand to thee, my reverend 

father Lanfranc, primate of Britain and archbishop of the holy 

church of Canterbury, this charter of my profession; and I promise 

that I shall obey thee and thy successors in all things which pertain 

to the Christian religion.
204
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According to Watt, Dublin received help from Canterbury in the form of consecrations, 

advice, instructions, and the gifts of books and church ornaments. Although the specific 

gifts were not recorded, Canterbury Archbishop Anselm (d.1109) admonished Dublinôs 

bishop, Samuel, for disposing of books, vestments, and other church ornaments that were 

not his own property.
205

 One wonders if some of those church ornaments could have been 

wooden devotional sculptures.  

 That the Hiberno-Scandinavian church was looking eastward is evident in other 

ways as well. Two partially surviving structures, St. Peterôs in Waterford and the crypt-

level of the Cathedral of the Holy Trinity (Christ-Church) in Dublin look outside of 

Ireland for their models. St. Peterôs church has a tripartite plan with an English 

Romanesque style apse (Fig. 24), which OôKeefe compares to that of Kilpeck, in 

Herefordshire, England (Fig. 25) and St. Maryôs church, on Tanner Street in Winchester, 

England, where Bishop Malchus of Waterford (consecrated 1096) was trained. OôKeefe 

suggests that St. Peterôs, Waterford dates to the first quarter of the twelfth century.
206

   

 OôKeefe compares the layout of the crypt-level of Christ Church Cathedral, 

Dublin, to eleventh century Lotharingian crypts, such as can be seen in several churches 

around Cologne (Fig. 26 - Fig. 27) and suggests that it likely dates to the early-to-mid 

eleventh century.
207

 In these churches, as in Christ Church, the apses are very short 

compensated by the length of the western arms of the crypts, unlike those of English and 
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Norman Romanesque crypts.
208

 The site of Christ Church Cathedral was first consecrated 

c. 1030 at the behest of Sitruic, king of Dublin from 989 ï 1042, for Bishop Donatus, 

who was later buried to the right of the high altar in church. Descriptions of Donatusô 

burial place and the layout of the crypt level of the church coincide enough to suggest 

that the crypt level of the current cathedral is the original one, and imposts used on piers 

which support the groin vaults of Christ Churchôs crypt level compare well to other pre-

Norman churches near Dublin ï that of Kilkenny and Palmerstown. OôKeefe and Stalley 

both suggest that Sitruic would have seen stone churches on the continent while on 

pilgrimage to Rome in about 1028.
209

 Due to the accordance between Lotharingian crypts 

and that of Christ Church, OóKeefe queries whether Sitruic may have passed through that 

area on his way home from Rome.
210

 and is believed to have obtained a martyrology from 

Cologne while traveling there. 

 All of this evidence when taken together argues that the Hiberno-Scandinavian 

church of the eleventh and twelfth centuries was looking outside of itself and out of 

Ireland, both to England and the continent. With strongly established external and 

internal trade ties and known production of devotional figures in Scandinavia, Britain, 

and the continent, the Ostmen are good candidates for having imported and disseminated 

wooden devotional sculpture to Ireland in its earliest period.   
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Fig. 24: St. Peterôs, Waterford. Numbers indicate phases of construction, as explained by 

OôKeefe. 

 

 

Fig. 25: Kilpeck Church, clearly showing tripartite construction (plan unavailable) 
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Fig. 26: Floor plan of the crypt level of Christ Church Cathedral, Dublin 

 

Fig. 27: Floor plan of the crypt level of St. Maria im Kapitol, Cologne. This church and 

Christ Church above both have square transepts within the outer walls of the crypt, and 

polygonal apses which begin immediately west of the transepts.  

 

Conclusion 

It is not known precisely when, or by whom, wooden devotional sculptures were 

first introduced to Ireland. It was likely through a variety of means and sources that the 

figures were first brought to that island, not confined only to the few possibilities 

discussed here. People, ideas and goods were highly mobile in the twelfth century and, as 
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will be discussed in the following chapter, indigenous traditions provided fertile ground 

for the reception of such images. Both the Augustinian canons and the Cistercians 

established monasteries in Ireland during the twelfth century with motherhouses on the 

continent;
211

 they may have brought devotional sculptures with them. Gerald of Wales 

makes a few allusions in his Topographia Hibernica that cause the reader to wonder if he 

were referring to wooden devotional sculpture in pre-Norman Ireland.
212

 No pre-Norman 

sources have yet been found that explicitly discuss wooden devotional sculptures in 

Ireland; the earliest reference in the annals to wooden devotional figures does not occur 

until the fourteenth century.
213

 This however, does not mean that the figures could not 

have been introduced in the decades preceding the invasion. Or, the earliest figures which 

survive may indeed be the earliest figures that were carved and commissioned in Ireland. 

Wooden devotional sculptures could have been introduced by the Anglo-Norman 

invaders, who settled across the island and must have brought their own culture, 

devotional practices and objects with them. What is known for certain is that wooden 

devotional figures survive in Ireland which date to first few decades following the Anglo-

Norman invasion.
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CHAPTER 3. IN THE PRESENCE OF THE SAINTS, MATERIALITY 

AND SPIRITUALITY 

 

Introduction 

Like the Roman-influenced Irish high crosses discussed in the previous chapter, 

wooden devotional sculptures in Ireland were a transliteration of a mainland visual 

tradition into an Irish context. Continental-style wooden devotional sculptures were 

commissioned or imported to Ireland from at least the thirteenth century. In order to 

better understand the function and significance of these figures, this chapter will begin by 

exploring pre-Norman traditions in wood, followed by a brief study of the origins and 

uses of wooden devotional figures on the continent. We will then transition into a 

discussion of wooden devotional sculptures in Ireland. Special emphasis will be placed 

on the interrelatedness of the sculpturesô materiality and spirituality. Although the formal 

aspects of the Irish carvings are similar to continental examples, the use of wooden 

devotional sculpture in Ireland was quickly adapted to suit local tastes and folk practices. 

This resulted in a hybridization of the tradition that was uniquely Irish, regardless of 

whether native-carved or imported figures were utilized. 

Pre-Norman Traditions in Wood 

Looking at the modern Irish landscape today, one would not suppose that as 

recently as a few centuries ago the island was heavily wooded.
214

 In 1600, approximately 

an eighth of the island was still covered by woodland.
215

 In essence, the modern-day 

pastoral landscape is a human artefact. The landscape alteration began in the prehistoric 
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period by farmers via felling, burning and animal grazing,
216

 and was continued into the 

historical period through continuing tillage and pastoralism, clearance by the British to 

facilitate safe communication between settlements and as military protection from the 

Irish rebels or ñwood-kernesò.
217

  There is evidence during the Lordship period for 

woodmanship, in effect the ñcroppingò of wild trees and regulating deforestation 

particularly in the area around Dublin.
218

 This practice illustrates that wood was regarded 

as a valuable commodity. Irish wood was exported all across Europe. In the seventeenth 

century a drastic clearance of Irelandôs forests for the timber trade occurred, in order to 

provide fuel for numerous small-scale iron smelting furnaces, particularly in England and 

Scotland.
219

  The result was an Ireland nearly totally denuded of her woodlands by the 

beginning of the eighteenth century.
220

 

 In Ireland, less than one percent of one percent of all surviving artefacts from the 

first millennium C.E. are made of wood,
221

 yet wood seems likely to have been the 

primary material used by people in this era because it was abundant and easily worked. 

Documentary sources from the writings of Bede, Cogitosus, and Adomnán provide 
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evidence for a strong pre-Norman woodworking tradition in Ireland.
222

 The material itself 

was considered sacred in the pre-Christian era, an association which seems to have 

continued well into the medieval period. There is evidence for carpentry techniques in the 

construction of some of the stone high crosses
223

 and in the architecture of some of the 

surviving stone churches of this and later periods.
224

 The most important evidence is 
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provided by the surviving wooden artefacts themselves. The Wood Quay excavation in 

Dublin yielded about one hundred and fifty carved and decorated wooden objects from 

the Viking era. Many of these objects retain insular characteristics while incorporating 

elements reminiscent of Viking taste from the western Scandinavian colonies. Many also 

echo styles current in southern England. They range greatly both in terms of purpose and 

intricacy of carving. Many are utilitarian objects with simple incised decoration, but 

others are elaborately carved and seem to be the products of a long and sophisticated 

woodworking tradition.  Still many other even earlier objects have been found preserved 

in bogs and crannogs across Ireland.
225

 James Lang stated that Viking-era wooden objects 

excavated from Wood Quay in Dublin demonstrate both a continuing native tradition, 

and a ñreceptive eye to compatible, neighbouring art.ò
226

 This same receptive eye can 

also be seen operating in the adoption and adaptation of continental-style wooden 

devotional sculptures two centuries later.  
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Origins and Functions of Continental Figures  

The earliest wooden devotional sculptures on continental Europe date to the late 

ninth century, and originate in southwestern France. They seem to have been originally 

designed to be reliquaries and their construction consists of a carved wooden core 

overlaid with repoussé metal work and sometimes elaborately encrusted with jewels and 

filigree. Often referred to as ñmajestiesò in contemporary literature, the oldest surviving 

sculpture of this type is the very famous figure of St. Foy of Conques (Fig. 29). The 

general appearance of the figure that we have today largely conforms to Bernard of 

Angersô description, written in the eleventh century, 

It is made of the finest gold and becomingly adorned with gems 

delicately and carefully inserted on portions of the garmentsé the 

band about the statueôs head also displays gems and gold. She 

wears golden bracelets on golden arms and a low golden stool 

supports her golden feet. Her throne is made in such a way that 

only precious stones and the best gold are to be seen there. Also, 

above the tops of the supports that project upward at the front, two 

doves made of gems and gold adorn the beauty of the whole 

throne.
227
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Fig. 29: Majesty of St. Foy 

 

Free-standing wooden devotional sculpture began to flourish in continental 

Europe after the year 1100. According to Ilene Forsyth, fewer than ten extant sculptures 

of this type can be dated with any certainty before that time, but hundreds of figures from 
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the twelfth century survive.
228

 Even allowing for the caprices of time and weather, these 

numbers indicate a significant blossoming of the genre in the 1100s.  

Although many different saints were depicted, by far the most prolific type of 

wooden devotional sculpture on continental Europe in the twelfth century portrays an 

enthroned, front-facing Madonna with the Christ Child seated on her lap (Fig. 30). This 

type of image represents the Madonna as the sedes sapientiae, or seat of wisdom. 

Although compositionally simple, the underlying iconography is rich and complex. The 

Madonna and Child are depicted in a sort of double-enthronement in which the Madonna 

is seated and the Child is enthroned in the lap of his mother. The Madonna was 

continuously compared to both the throne of Solomon (literally the seat of wisdom) and 

thus sits as a representation of the Old Testament holding the incarnation of the New 

Testament in her lap as well as the throne spoken of by Isaiah in Isaiah, 6:1 where he 

states that in a vision he saw ñthe Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up.ò
229

 The 

Madonna symbolically represented the Church, and Christ shows himself here enthroned 

as head of the Church. The Madonna and Child were also meant to be viewed as the 

Logos and Theotokos (the Word and the God-bearer), emphasizing the divine nature of 

both.
230
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Fig. 30: French Sedes Sapientiae from the latter half of the twelfth century, Glencairn 

Museum, Bryn Athyn, Pennsylvania. 

 

In Western Europe, images of the Madonna and Child as the sedes sapientiae and 

other statues of saints were almost always made of wood, carved in the round, and most 

were about a meter in height. They seem designed to be portable. Contemporary texts 

state explicitly that the figures were carried in processions. Bernard of Angers, writing in 

the early eleventh century, describes such an event, in which the figure of St. Foy was 

carried through the streets of Conques, 



 

111 

 

Once in a famine (I donôt know what caused it), the revered image 

in which the holy martyrôs head is preserved was carried out-of-

doors in a huge procession. It happened by chance that a man 

coming toward the procession passed by very near to the statue. 

When he saw the effigy radiant with glowing reddish gold and 

blazing gems, he was blinded by a cloud of greed and said, ñOh, if 

only that image would slip from the shoulders of the bearers and 

fall to the groundé
231

  

 

Another text, dating to the early twelfth century, mentions a day which was designated 

for processing through Utrecht with a figure of the Madonna
232

 and a twelfth century 

pilgrimage badge from Chartres seems to show such a figure being borne on a litter, as if 

in a procession (Fig. 31).
233

  

 

Fig. 31: Chartres badge 

 

Textual sources help us determine where these sorts of images were kept and how 

they were displayed within the church. Hugh of Poitiers described a series of events in 
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the early 1160s relating to a wooden sedes sapientiae after the fire at the church of the 

Madeleine in Vézelay, France, 

For in the crypt which rises above the tomb of the blessed beloved 

Mary Magdalene, by chance such a fire broke out that even the tie-

rodsé burned. The wood-statue, however, of the blessed Mary, 

Mother of God suffered nothing at all of the fire, but was 

somewhat blackened. Moreover, the silken phylactery which hung 

around the neck of the image of the Child Jesus contracted no 

odour of smoke nor did it change in colour in lesser or greater 

degreeé [they] placed the statue with the aforesaid relics of the 

saints upon the main altaré and then when afterwards they 

attempted to return the statue to the crypt of the sepulchre of the 

Beloved of God, such a crowd of people gathered, wishing to kiss 

it, or even touch it, that they were scarcely able to replace it in its 

original place in the presence of all.
234

  

 

From this account, we can determine that the figure was kept on an altar, first in the 

crypt, and later on the main altar of the church. We can also witness a cult-like devotion 

to the image, no doubt that this was in large part inspired by the many relics found within 

the figure following the fire, but also in the manner which the Child was before dressed 

with a silken phylactery. The figureôs imperviousness to fire is by no means unique on 

the continent or in Ireland. During a fire at Châtillon-sur-Loire around the year 1030, 

burning embers fell on an altar but did not harm a figure of the Madonna displayed there. 

Similarly, in Ireland, the Athlone Madonna (Fig. 71) was believed to be miraculously 

preserved when the Poor Clares convent in Galway was burned several centuries later in 

1641 by Cromwellôs soldiers: 
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Devouring all the provisions of ye poor sisters and making their 

sport and laughter of the alters, pictures, ornaments and sacred 

things which were thereiné they lastly set fire to the convent and 

burnt it with all that was therein, onely [sic.] that God preserved 

miraculously the tabernacle in which the most Blessed Sacrament 

was when they prayed before ité and likewise an old image of 

Our Lady, both made of wood.
235

 

 

  As Forsyth points out, the devotion shown to these sculptures ï including the 

conviction in their miraculous preservation from fire ï ñseems based on a belief in the 

statues as being more than mere simulacra fashioned to serve a didactic or 

commemorative purpose. It recalls the relationship between image and prototype 

assumed in the Eastern icon.ò
236

    

 In fact, evidence for this type of reading of devotional images was used to justify 

the existence of religious imagery from the eighth century, when in the aftermath of a ban 

on religious imagery in 726 by the Byzantine Emperor Leo III and the ensuing 

iconoclasm that resulted in the East,
237

 St. John Damascene wrote the Fountain of 

Wisdom, the third book of which contained a chapter on the defense of images, 

But since some find fault with us for worshipping and honouring 

the image of our Saviour and that of our Lady, and those, too, of 

the rest of the saints and servants of Christ, let them remember that 

in the beginning God created man after His own image. On what 

grounds, then, do we shew reverence to each other unless because 

we are made after God's image? For as Basil, that much-versed 

expounder of divine things, says, the honour given to the image 

passes over to the prototype. Now a prototype is that which is 

imaged, from which the derivative is obtainedé Often, doubtless, 

when we have not the Lord's passion in mind and see the image of 

Christ's crucifixion, His saving passion is brought back to 
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remembrance, and we fall down and worship not the material but 

that which is imaged: just as we do not worship the material of 

which the Gospels are made, nor the material of the Cross, but that 

which these typify. For wherein does the cross, that typifies the 

Lord, differ from a cross that does not do so? It is just the same 

also in the case of the Mother of the Lord. For the honour which 

we give to her is referred to Him Who was made of her incarnate. 

And similarly also the brave acts of holy men stir us up to be brave 

and to emulate and imitate their valour and to glorify God. For as 

we said, the honour that is given to the best of fellow-servants is a 

proof of good-will towards our common Lady, and the honour 

rendered to the image passes over to the prototypeé
238

 

The belief in the effect of this translation of devotion from image to saint or 

godhead would have been strengthened by the incorporation of relics into the devotional 

carving, as we know was commonly done with the earliest figures, designed as 

reliquaries. Bernard of Angers, in writing about the majesty of St. Foy, makes this point 

in the eleventh century, 

Since reverence to her honors God on high, it was despicable of 

me to compare her statue to statues of Venus or Dianaé no room 

was left for argument as to whether the shaped image of Sainte Foy 

ought to be held worthy of veneration, because it was manifestly 

clear that he who criticized the statue was punished as if he had 

shown disrespect to the holy martyr herself. Nor did any doubt 

linger as to whether the image was a foul idol where an 

abominable rite of sacrifice or of consulting oracles was practiced. 

The image represents the pious memory of the holy virgin before 

which, quite properly and with abundant remorse, the faithful 

implore her intercession for their sins. Or, the statue is to be 

understood most intelligently in this way: it is a repository of holy 

relics, fashioned into a specific form only because the artist wished 

it. It has long been distinguished by a more precious treasure than 

the ark of the Covenant once held, since it encloses the completely 

intact head of a great martyr, who is without doubt one of the 

outstanding pearls of the heavenly Jerusalem.
239
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The incorporation of relics into an image designed to look like a saint or godhead 

could easily lead to a conflation of depicted body (wooden devotional figure) and actual 

body (as reflected by a relic). Both wooden figures and relics act as lesser mirrors of the 

immaterial archetypes of the saints which they depict. Relics simply sit on a higher rung 

of this ladder, as they participate more directly in the saintôs being. The association with 

relics changes wooden devotional figures from lifeless carvings into objects that 

participate in the essence of the saints themselves.  

That this meaning is retained by wooden devotional figures which do not 

physically contain relics is made evident by the Gero Crucifix (Fig. 32 - Fig. 33). 

Thietmar of Merseberg, writing at the beginning of the eleventh century states, 

At [Archbishop Geroôs] command, the crucifix which now stands 

above his grave, in the middle of the church, was artfully 

fabricated from wood. When he noted a split in its head, he did not 

presume to heal it himself but rather relied upon the healthy 

remedy of the highest artisan. He took a portion of the body of the 

Lord, our unique comfort in every necessity, and a part of the 

health-bringing cross, and placed them together in the crack. Then 

prostrating himself, he tearfully invoked the name of the Lord. 

When he arose, he found that the damage had been healed through 

his humble benediction.
240

 

 

This passage makes it evident that the contemporary understanding of the Gero 

Crucifix was that its material was comprised not only of polychromed wood, but also the 

sacred elements of the consecrated host and a piece of the True Cross.
241

 Yet, when the 
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Gero Crucifix was undergoing restoration in 1976, scholars were surprised to discover 

that there was no reliquary receptacle in the figure whatsoever ï this despite the fact that 

exact dimensions (15cm x 15cm x 10cm) had been published by Paul Clemen in 1937 

and repeated in many sources thereafter.
242

 This discovery led several scholars to 

conclude that the sculpture currently known as the Gero Crucifix is not the same one 

referred to by Thietmar of Merseberg.
243
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Fig. 32: Gero Crucifix 

 

 

 
Fig. 33: Detail of Gero Crucifix 
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A closer reading, however, makes it evident that the inclusion of a reliquary 

receptacle was never intended. Rather, the relics were miraculously infused into the 

physical form of the sculpture itself.
244

 The depicted body, infused with the body of 

Christ (present via transubstantiation in the host), itself becomes the body of Christ. 

Christôs body and his true cross transform the depiction of the crucifixion into the 

crucifixion itself, occurring perpetually in our physical presence.  Infusing a devotional 

sculpture with a relic-like meaning, even when relics are not present, seems to result from 

a need to explain and excuse popular devotional practices surrounding these figures. 

Bernardôs initial disgust with the ófoul idolô of St. Foy and subsequent apologetic excuse 

for its veneration makes evident this feeling of impropriety.  

The infusion of devotional sculpture with the essence of the saints themselves is 

reinforced by their possible utilization within liturgical dramas. As has already been 

noted, surviving figures from the twelfth century appear designed to be portable. They 

were carried in processions and Ilene Forsyth makes a strong argument that carvings of 

the Madonna and Child were likely placed at the center of the Officium Stellae, reenacted 

on the Feast of the Epiphany.
245

 In this role, the statues accepted offerings and homage in 

the dramatization of Adoration of the Magi.
246

 The inclusion of the devotional sculptures, 

imbued with a relic-like presence, served to place the actual saint at the center of the re-

enactment.  
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One text of the Officium Stellae from eleventh century Nevers, France, is 

sufficiently detailed as to give us a sense as to how the image of the Madonna and Child 

might have been used. The drama was performed after Matins but before the mass on 

Epiphany. The three magi were played by clerics. The play begins with the magi 

appearing before the main altar. They then began to process towards another actor, 

playing Herod, and likely seated near the entrance to the choir. The magi ask Herod about 

the Christ Child and then commence following a star (which Forsyth says is hung on a 

string) towards other clerics, dressed as midwives. The midwives ask who the magi are 

seeking, and they answer that they seek the Christ Child. The directions in the play then 

state that the midwives point the magi towards an image and say, ñBehold, here is the 

Child whom you seek,ò (ñOstendentibus, illis Imaginem dicant: ECCE PUER ADEST 

QUEM QUERITISò).
247

  

 Another text from Rouen, dated to the fourteenth century, makes this even more 

explicit. As in earlier texts, the magi meet in front of the main altar, follow the star 

through the choir, and proceed to the nave, meeting the midwives in front of the Altar of 

the Cross. In reference to this altar, the fourteenth century text refers to, ñthe statue of 

Mary previously placed upon the Altar of the Cross.ò The magi arrive, state the subject of 

their search, and the midwives draw back a curtain, saying, ñBehold, here is the Child, 

whom you seek,ò (ñet Magi, Stellam ostendentes, ad Ymaginem Sancte Marie super 

Altare Crucis prius positam cantantes perganté Tunc duo dalmaticati aperientes 

cortinam dicant: ECCE PUER ADEST QUAM QUAERITISò).
248
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 In these liturgical dramas, the dramatic moment is the revealing of the Madonna 

and Child made manifest by a devotional image. These plays both utilized and reinforced 

the conflation between actual body, depicted body, and spiritual presence inherent in the 

wooden devotional images on the continent. Through the use of wooden devotional 

figures, the Madonna and Child themselves, rather than actors, were placed at the center 

of these liturgical dramas.  

Display and use in Ireland 

Like their continental counter-parts, the relatively small scale of the earliest 

surviving figures in Ireland, most around a meter in height, suggests that they were 

designed to be portable.  From the evidence, we know that wooden figures in Ireland 

were likewise placed on altars, in niches or ledges within the church, at least in the later 

periods. That some of the figures were kept on altars is apparent from textual sources. 

OôSullivan Beare states that figures of St. John the Baptist and the Virgin Mary were 

pulled down from the altar in their church in Castle Ellis in the early seventeenth 

century.
249

 A nineteenth century account of an eighteenth century chapel, built on Fish 

Lane in Limerick City, states that the figure of Our Lady of Limerick was set up in a 

shrine prepared at the epistle-side of the altar.
250

 Unfortunately there is very little proof 

for where the figures were kept in the churches at the earliest periods of production, but 

since continental figures seem to have been kept on altars, as were figures in Ireland 
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during the Suppression, it seems reasonable to suggest that they may also have been kept 

on altars in earlier periods. Figures may also have been kept in specially constructed 

niches within the walls of their churches, much as they are today. Canice Mooney 

describes extant niches which may have been used to hold wooden devotional sculpture 

in churches at Castledermot, Co. Kildare, Multyfarnham, Co. Westmeath and at Adare 

Friary, in Co. Limerick.
251

  

The backs of most of the figures from the entire time period studied are either flat 

and hollowed, in the earliest figures, merely flattened, or fully carved, but in considerably 

less detail than the fronts of the figures. This evidence all combines to suggest that the 

backs of the figures were not meant to be seen with any kind of regularity. In cases where 

the back is completely flat, or flat and hollowed, it seems evident that the carving was 

intended to be placed against a wall. This is further supported by the very shallow profile 

of several of the figures, including that of St. Molua (Fig. 116), St. Molaise (Fig. 82), the 

Fethard St. John the Baptist (Fig. 140), the Fethard Holy Trinity (Fig. 265), and the 

Fethard Christ on the Cold Stone (Fig. 221). 

Unfortunately, little evidence of liturgical drama survives in Ireland. As is the 

case with other ecclesiastical documents, much was likely destroyed during the 

Dissolution and Suppression. The earliest extant evidence is the Dublin Corpus Christi 

list of 1498.
252

 This list lays out the duties of each of the city guilds for the mobile 

Corpus Christi play. There is no clear indication that wooden devotional sculptures were 
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used in the drama. The skinners, house carpenters, tanners and needle-workers were 

responsible ñfor the body of the camel and Our Lady and Her child well costumed with 

Joseph to lead the camel and Moses with the Children of Israel and porters to carry the 

camel.ò The strainers and painters were specifically instructed to ñpaint the head of the 

camelò
253

 leading one to believe that the rest of this grouping was not carved, but 

consisted of tableaux vivants portrayed by actors. A slightly later reference, dating to 

1603, refers to a Corpus Christi play that took place in Kilkenny, but again, no reference 

to wooden devotional sculpture is made.
254

  

Much more evidence exists for wooden devotional sculpture being incorporated into 

into other feast day processions, not dissimilar from that described by Bernard of 

Anger.
255

 In Ireland, these feast day processions become known as patterns or patruns, 

after the ópatronô saint. In most cases, the pattern began with prayers at the church, 

followed by a procession during which a figure would be carried to a nearby holy site, 

most often a holy well
256

 dedicated to that saint. The figure would then be set up by the 

well, and reciting a proscribed set of prayers, the faithful would then walk the holy site in 

a specific pattern, visit stations, and drink from the well.
257

 If a tree or bush is located 

near the well (sometimes called a ócloutie treeô), it is customary to tie a rag to the 

branches or hammer a nail or coin into the tree ( 
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Fig. 34, Fig. 35, and Fig. 36).
258

 In cases where the wooden devotional figure was 

considered to be miracle-working, the devoted might also have pressed their limbs or 

other objects to the sculpture in hopes of receiving a cure or other blessing from the 

saint.259  

It is the utilization of holy wells and cloutie trees which sets Irish practice apart 

from continental. The great majority of these sites are in the countryside, and according 

to Eamonn Kelly, there may be as many as three thousand holy wells in Ireland.
260

 Of the 

five hundred and sixteen wells surveyed by Carroll, three hundred and three were 

dedicated to saints, fifty-five to the Madonna, forty to God or Christ, and one hundred 

and eighteen to individuals or a specific ailment (such as joint well or eye well).
261

 The 

pattern day most often coincides with the saintôs feast day, but may also occur on an 

important Christian festival, such as Easter or Epiphany.
262

 The saintsô wells are most 

often dedicated to indigenous Irish saints, rather than international saints and many may 

have pre-Christian origins. This is likely the case when a pattern coincides with an 

important seasonal festival, particularly harvest time. These patterns have been linked in 
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several instances to the festival of Lugnasad,
263

 including Irelandôs most famous 

pilgrimage, Croagh Patrick. According to both Ó Giolláin and Logan, most of the 

patterns which occur between St. Mary Magdaleneôs day (July 22
nd

) and the feast of the 

Assumption on the 15
th
 August seem to involve Christian attempts to replace 

Lugnasad.
264

 Peter Harbison sites an instance in Co. Limerick of a well dedicated to St. 

Molua (meaning ómy Luaô), where he states that pagan predecessor was Lugaid. Harbison 

states that this example shows a clear occurrence of name transfer from the pre-Christian 

past.
265

    

In fact, one of the surviving wooden devotional figures in Ireland depicts this 

same St. Molua
266

 (Fig. 113), and is still kept within its home parish in rural Co. 

Kilkenny. Nothing is currently known about the pre-Suppression origins of this figure. 

The chapel in Killaloe, Co. Kilkenny where this figure is kept is near the former site of a 

monastery founded by this very saint, which he used to visit on his way to and from 

Limerick. A holy well nearby, Thubbermolooa, was also associated with the saint.
267

 The 

small parish of Killaloe is in fact named for the saint, its Irish name being Cill-da-lua, 
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meaning Church of (saint) Lua. The figure, which during the Suppression was in the 

keeping of the Hayden family -- its airchinnech
268

 -- was brought to the holy well as part 

of a traditional pattern, once a year on the saintôs feast day, where pilgrims were able to 

view it.
269

 This well was destroyed during road repairs in 1760 and the religious pattern 

involving the figure of Molua and the now-destroyed well soon disappeared. 

 

Fig. 34: Cloutie tree near St. Feichinôs well and Fore Abbey, Co. Westmeath 

(photo: author) 
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Fig. 35: St. Gobnaitôs well, Ballyvourney, Co. Cork (photo: author) 

 

Fig. 36: St. Maulrúánôs well, Crossabeg, Co. Wexford (photo: author) 
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Similar relationships between wooden devotional figures and pattern day 

practices have been documented in several instances, including the figures of St. 

Maolrúán from Crossabeg, Co. Wexford, St. Mo Cheallóg / St. Martin from Ballyhale, 

Co. Kilkenny, and St. Natalis / St. Nadan from Kilmanagh, Co. Kilkenny. The Fethard 

figures, depicting John the Baptist (Fig. 138), Christ on the Cold Stone (Fig. 215), and 

the Holy Trinity (Fig. 265) were exhibited to the public on Trinity Sunday every year as 

part of a local pattern in Fethard, Co. Tipperary.
270

 The Waterford Nursing Madonna may 

have been incorporated into a religious pattern dedicated to the Virgin Mary that was still 

being held near the Reisk church in the mid-nineteenth century.
271

 The figure of St. 

Patrick / St. Berchán (Fig. 284) currently at St. Patrickôs Cathedral in Dublin may also 

have been placed at the center of a local pattern in Clonsast, Co. Offaly.
272

  

In a few selected instances, the ancient patterns have survived to the present day. 

In the small parish church of Ballyvourney, Co. Cork a fourteenth-century figure of a 

local saint, Gobnait, is preserved (Fig. 101). The saintôs pattern day
 
is held twice yearly 

on February 11
th
 (Gobnaitôs feast day) and Whitsunday (the feast of the Pentecost). On 

the pattern day, the figure is displayed in the church and the faithful use a cloth tape to 

take what is known as St. Gobnaitôs Measure. People take the fabric and run it around the 

statue in various ways, most frequently folding it into a cross and pressing it to the figure. 
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It is believed that this tape will help to ward off disease in the coming year. Gobnaitôs 

pattern day is extremely popular. Fr. D.P. OôBriain, the parish priest in Ballyvourney, 

related to me that on days when St. Gobnait is displayed he holds three masses, all of 

which are fully attended.
273

 

Following the measure, the religious pattern, called the Turas Ghobnatan,
274

 is 

usually undertaken in an area associated with the saintôs well, grave and the ruins of two 

medieval churches a little outside of the town of Ballyvourney. During this pattern, 

rounds are made during which the devotee walks in a proscribed circular pattern around 

various stations at the site, while reciting a number of Our Fathers and Hail Marys, 

followed by a prayer recited in Irish asking for Gobnaitôs intercession.
275

 The saintôs 

pattern day remains relatively unchanged since it was first documented three hundred 

years ago by John Richardson. 

 In 1717, Richardson gives one of the earliest documented accounts of the figure 

and its religious pattern, he writes,  
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An Image of Wood, about two Foot high, carved and painted like a 

Woman, is kept in the Pariȓh of Ballyvorny, in the Dioceȓe of 

Cloyn, and County of Corke; it is called Gubinet.  The Pilgrims 

reȓort to it twice a Year, viz. on Valentineôs-eve, and on Whitfun-

Thurȓday. It is ȓet up for their Adoration, on the old ruinous Walls 

of the Church. They go round the Image thrice on their Knees, 

ȓaying a certain number of Paters, Aves, and Credos. Then they ȓay 

the following Prayer in Iriȓh, A Gubinet tabhair ȓl§n aon 

Mbliathan ȓhin, agas ȓ§bh§l ȓhin o gach Geine & ȓord Egruas, go 

ȓpecialta on Bholgagh, that is, O Gubinet, keep us ȓafe from all 

kinds and ȓorts of Sickneȓs, eȓpecially from the Small Pox. And 

they conclude with kiȓȓing the Idol, and making an Offering to it 

every one according to their Ability, which generally amounts in 

the whole to Five or Six Pounds. This image is kept by one of the 

Family of the OôHerlehyôs, and when any one is ȓick of the Small 

Pox, they ȓend for it, Sacrifice a Sheep to it, and wrap the Skin 

about the ȓick Perȓon, and the Family eat the Sheep. But this Idol 

hath now much loȓt its Reputation, becauȓe two of the OôHerlehyôs 

died lately of the Small Pox. The Lord Biȓhop of Cloyn, was 

pleaȓed to favour me with the Narrative of this rank of Idolatry, to 

ȓuppreȓs which, he hath taken very proper and effectual Methods.276 

 

This small figure of St. Gobnait is much revered and protected in her home parish, 

where it is treated as if it were a relic of the saint herself.
277

 After several years of 

persuasion, the parish priest permitted me to closely examine the carving. I was told that 

the sculpture is locally thought to be over a thousand years old. The local view of the 

wooden statue as a relic was driven home to me when I was examining it. While looking 

at the figureôs back, I touched a hollowed out portion of the wood. The priest 

immediately chastised me, saying that I ñshould not touch her thereò! In this action ï part 

of a modern, living tradition with roots in medieval Christianity ï a true merging between 

depicted body, relic, and living body of the saint is made evident. The wooden figure, 

like that of St. Foy and the Gero Crucifix on the continent, is not an inanimate object; 
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instead it embodies the physical, living presence of the saint. By placing the wooden 

devotional figure at the center of the pattern, (in much the same way that sedes sapientiae 

images were incorporated into the Officium Stellae on the continent) the saint herself, 

rather than a representational image, is placed at the center of the religious tradition. 

Very little evidence from the medieval era for patterns survives, likely owing to 

the huge losses of ecclesiastical documentation during the Suppression. However, both 

Adamnán
278

 and Gerald of Wales
279

 refer to holy wells, though not specifically to 

patterns.  Archaeological evidence at some well and pattern sites dates back to the first ï 

fifth centuries CE,
280

 although not many of these sites have been excavated for religious 

reasons. The figure of St. Molua, mentioned already, is said to have been discovered in a 

holy well.
281

 Although the forms of the wooden devotional figures in Ireland are similar 

to those elsewhere in Europe, their incorporation into pre-existent religious patterns and 

their association with holy well rituals evidence a hybridization of the tradition, which 

seems to have had its roots in pre-Christian votive practices.  

The sacredness of wood in an Irish context 

Many pre-Christian wooden votive figures have been found at watery sites all 

around the Celtic world. In Ireland, a few anthropomorphic sculptures, dated to about the 

first millennium B.C.E. have been discovered in bogs.
282

 Similar figures have been found 

                                                 
 

278
 Adomnán, Life of St. Columba, trans. Richard Sharpe, II:10, II:11(Londan: Penguin Books, 

1995), 161-163.  

 
279

 Gerald of Wales, The History and Topography of Ireland, trans. John OôMeara (London: 

Penguin books: 1982), 62-63. 

   
280

 Kelly, ñAntiquities from Irish Holy Wells,ò 24-28. 

 
281

 OôDonovan, Ordnance Survey Letters Kilkenny, ref. 51, 108-109. 

 



 

131 

 

in Britain at Ballachulish, Argyllshire, Scotland and in Teigngrace, Devon.
283

 Most 

compellingly, thousands of wooden Gallo-Roman votive figures have been discovered at 

the site of a thermal spring at Source de la Roche in Chamalières, France,
284

 while a few 

hundred statues have been found at Sources de la Seine, most of which are dated to 

between the first century B.C.E. and the first century C.E.
285

 There may be as many as 

three thousand holy wells in Ireland, several of which have been associated with both 

extant and none extant wooden devotional sculptures.
286

 

Tadgh OôKeefe speculates that wood could have carried an iconographical 

meaning in the pre-conquest period.
287

 Evidence for the sacredness of wood, especially 

when used in an ecclesiastical context, can be found in several early medieval sources.  

Indeed, the pre-Christian Celts were animists who worshipped elements of nature. Trees, 

wells, springs, and the sea were all regarded as the dwellings of divinity. The 

Dindshenchas, or ñLore of Placesò preserved traditional stories about nature and places 
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and makes frequent mention of sacred woods and trees.
288

  Regarding the meaning of 

wood during the pre-Christian era, Míceál Ledwith makes an interesting point that could 
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ñThey cast the wealthy generous king into a tedious long disease, full seven 

times fifty nights, as long as the union that brought them to him lasted. Cairpre 

of the troops called for his rhyming [...] druid, Bicne by name, a cheerful man, 

loved of all.He said to this strict druid: óNow shall I never thrive unless thou rid 

me of the bird-flock that holds my strength in thrall.ôóFrom what quarter do they 

call, the fierce birds that beset thee, my fair friend Cairpre? in what wise do they 

assail thee?ôóWestward they assailô, said Cairpre; ófrom the east they approach, 

from the bright sunrise; exceeding fiercely they call.ô óThen let there be brought 

to me this muster, complete: a tree from each well-grown wood, a limb prolific 

for propagation.ô The dauntless druid chanted against them many a spell, as is 

told here at all times, but found no tree to avail. óThe wood of Frosmuine, look 

ye, with its palisade of shrub, hew it down and search it!ô said the druid with his 

rhymes. So they found him a spindle-tree from the fruit-laden brake, without 

long waiting for the worthy man who gets it. The mighty druid, well pleased, 

chanted over it without delay, and straightway healed his trouble and his honour. 

That tree was borne aloft, diffusing patriarchal perfume, and it checked the birds 

and their singing, be sure!óSince every rite hath prevailed,ô said the druid gift-

enriched, ófrom our wonted good day's work comes the name of noble 

£rerus.ôHence shall men utter the riddling appellation (be it seen!) Irarus of the 

onset, from the healing of Cairpre, 'tis certain. To its lord was bequeathed (a 

word that oblivion wastes not) that he should understand clearness of 

judgements when he ate of its fruit. So runs profitably the legend unimpaired, 

from the tale of the tangled thickets: know ye its certainty?ò  

 

Edwyn Gwyn, The Metrical Dindshenchas (pt. IV), Todd Lecture Series (1913), 212-217.  

The Renne Dindshenchas also contains several ómagical accounts of trees and woods,  

Gaible son of Ethadon son of Nuada of the Silver Hand, stole a bundle of twigs which 

Ainge the Dagdaôs daughter had gathered to make a tub thereof. For the tub which the 

Dagda had made (for her) would not cease from dripping while the sea was in flood, but 

not a drop was let out of it during the ebb. He hurled a cast of that bundle from Belach 

Fualascach and (in the place where it alighted) a fair wood grew thereout. Hence it is now 

(called) Fid nGaibli, óGaibleôs woodô.  

 

And elsewhere:  
Crem Marda abducted a daughter of Lugaid king of Leinster. Aillenn was her name and 

Ailbe the name of her lapdog. And Aillenn, being in Cremôs possession, died of shame, 

and through her grave grew an appletree which is called óAillennôs Appletreeô. And after 

her died her lapdog, and up through him a yewtree grew. Of this is said óthe Yewtree 

of Baileô that is Ailbe by transposition of letters, as is said óThe Appletree of lofty 

Aillenn, the Yewtree of Baile ð little profit. Though their lays are uttered rude men 

understand them not.ô 

 Whitley Stokes, óThe Prose Tales in the Rennes Dindshenchas,ô Revue Celtique 15 (1894), 302, 310, 

electron edition, ed. Niall Brady, http://www.ucd.ie/tlh/header/ws.rc.15.001.t.header.html (accessed 23 

August, 2012). 












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































