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Treasures

Stained Glass
The majority of the win-
dows were of simple pat-
terned-coloured glass.  
There were a number of 
important stained glass 
windows, including two 
by The Harry Clarke 
Stained Glass Studio lo-
cated in the transepts, on 
either side of the sanctu-
ary.  These windows, con-
structed of stained glass in 
deep, rich colours, repre-

sented the Blessed Virgin 
and the Sacred Heart, sur-
rounded by hosts of an-
gels and smaller narrative 
panels.  As the windows 
date to the 1930s, it would 
appear that they may not 
have been by Harry Clarke 
himself, who died in 1931, 
but his infl uence is strong 
in the design and the win-
dows display the excellent 
craftsmanship which the 
Studio was famous for.  

Despite being damaged 
in the fi re, thankfully it 
is likely that these can be 
fully repaired and returned 
to the Cathedral in the fu-
ture.  

Altars and Statues
St. Mel’s Cathedral had a 
fi ne collection of beautiful 
statuary.  All of the indi-
vidual plaster statues were 
made by renowned Paris-
ian sculptors, Froc-Rob-

ert, in the 1880s. Remark-
ably, two statues survived; 
ironically these were the 
fi gures of St. Mel and the 
Blessed Virgin Mary.  The 
marble altars were carved 
by other equally skilled 
craftsmen.  The original 
high altar was by local 
sculptor Joseph Farrell, 
whose father, Terence, 
carved for the beautiful 
angels that adorn the walls 
of the Cathedral.  Another 

noteworthy altar is the 
magnifi cent Pieta altar, by 
George Smyth. 

Museum
St. Mel’s Cathedral was 
the home of the Diocesan 
Museum which housed 
the majority of the pre-
cious historical artefacts 
owned by the Diocese.  
The majority of these 
artefacts were religious 
objects, but there were 

many other curiosities in 
the museum including 
objects from around the 
world, sent back by mis-
sionaries and others for 
the benefi t of the diocese.  
Many of these items were 
destroyed by the fi re, but 
others managed to survive 
and are currently being 
conserved and restored 
through the National Mu-
seum. 
 The most important 

artefacts in the collection 
was St. Mel’s Crozier, 
the Bell of Fenagh, the 
reliquary of St. Cailin of 
Fenagh as well as the later 
medieval Crozier from 
Limoges, France.  These 
objects rooted in Ireland’s 
Christian heritage are a 
powerful connection to 
our shared past. 
 One of the most eye-
catching items in the mu-
seum was the collection 
of vestments and mitres, 
ceremonial robes and 
headdresses worn by past 
bishops and priests.  These 
vestments were richly dec-
orated with coloured em-
broidery and gold thread 
which would glimmer 
in the candlelight during 
Mass.  Other objects of in-
terest to individual parish-
es throughout the diocese 
included the collection of 
ceremonial trowels.  These 
richly-decorated trowels 
were used during the cer-
emonies held for laying 
the foundation stone of a 
new church, and indeed 
the trowel used during the 
ceremony for St. Mel’s 
in 1840 was still in the 
museum. The museum 
was home to a remark-
able collection of wooden 
Penal crosses.  The Pe-
nal Laws, (17th century 
– 1829), caused the Catho-
lic Church in Ireland to go 
underground.  Penal cross-
es were used by priests in 
their ministry and their 
small size meant that they 
were easily carried around 
and hidden during times of 
extreme religious prosecu-
tion.  Also in the collection 
were 5 altar stones which 
would have served as al-
tars for outdoor Masses. 
 There were a number 
of other, more personal 
items in the collection.   
Everyday objects such 
as wooden milk noggins, 
even pats of “bog butter”; 
butter wrapped and buried 
in the acidic soil of the 
bog to preserve it.  Some 
objects had a wider inter-
est, including the uniform 
for Chevalier Joseph Hig-
gins Sheeran, a Knight 
of the Golden Spur of St. 
Sylvester; a button from 
the uniform of Dr. Hug-
gins from his service in the 
Battle of Waterloo (1815) 
and a delicate Easter 1862 
book-marker, donated by 
the grand-niece of Oliver 
Goldsmith.  These per-
sonal tokens sum up the 
personal affection for the 
Cathedral held by the peo-
ple of the Diocese of Ar-
dagh and Clonmacnoise, 
regardless of religious 
background. 
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