
Carved Stone H ead From  C ounty  
Kilkenny

BY ELLEN  PREN D ERG AST M.A.

For many years Mr. Nicholas Nolan and his family at 
Knock, Glenbower near Piltown have had in their possession a 
carved stone head which had been given into their care by a 
form er owner of the property, M rs. Read. All that is now 
known of its history is that it is believed to have come form the 
old church at Kilmanahin, about seven miles from the Nolan 
home. This old church has long since been obliterated but the 
site on which it stood is known and it is marked on the Ordnance 
Survey map (Co. Kilkenny 6” sheet number 39; 14.1 cm from 
left margin and 8.1 cm from top margin). The townland of K il
manahin is in the parish of Fiddown and the barony of Iverk.

Last August the Nolan family decided to present the 
treasured sculpture to the Kilkenny Archaeological Society for 
exhibition in the projected museum at Rothe House, thus en
suring its continued preservation while making it available to 
all who value local history and antiquities. The Society are 
greatly indebted to them for their enlightened and generous 
action.

This interesting piece of sculpture is carved from a single 
boulder of limestone with a granular texture (kindly examined 
by Professor J. C. Brindley, Department of Geology, University 
College, Dublin, and identified as oolitic limestone of Lower 
Carboniferous formation possibly a drift boulder from the Central 
Plain or its periphery). It appears to be complete as it stands. 
There is a little damage at the base of the nose and perhaps 
also at the base of the chin. The head is rather roughly shaped 
and may be slightly trimmed all over; only the face is care
fully carved. The neck is more a pedestal than a neck as 
such, its length suggests that it may have fitted into a socket. 
In general it resembles a giant decanter stopper.

It is just under 30 centim etres in height (about a foot) and 
measures 13 cm in thickness from the back of the skull to the 
tip of the nose. Its greatest width is 25 cm. The face is rather
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flat, with oval outline, and the features are engraved simply 
and with economy of line. The oval pupils of the eyes are set 
close together in their sockets but the eyebrows, as such, are 
not marked. The long, straight nose is expanded a little towards 
the base and, though damaged, it is obvious that nostrils are not 
carved. The broad, moulded lips are curved upwards and give 
the wide mouth a smiling expression. The chin is well re
cessed but the hairline and the ears are not delineated. The 
general impression is of a benign and benevolent patriarch, with 
high cheek bones and downcast, if not dim-sighted eyes.

W hen was this object carved and what was its purpose and 
significance ? —  these are the tantalising problems posed by 
this relic of the past. Some sculptures of a similar nature have
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Stone head at Glenbower (front view)
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Stone head at Glenbower (side view)

survived in other parts of the country and beyond, and the 
studies made by such scholars as Dr Francoise Henry and Dr. 
Anne Ross help us to fit the piece into its historical and cultural 
setting. The ancestry of such a figure is probably to be found 
in the representations of deities which feature so prominently in 
the Celtic world, on the Continent and in these islands. In 
Ireland from the C eltic Iron Age before the Christian Era, is 
the three-faced stone idol from Corleck, Co. Cavan, now to be 
seen in the National Museum, undoubtedly the earliest and 
the finest example. This, like the present figure under dis
cussion, is a carving in the round, and there are not many com
parable figures in the round. Carvings in relief, like those from 
the Lough Erne area, seem to span the years between the old 
pagan world and the Early Christian period. The practice of 
using carved heads and faces as an archictural em bellishment 
flourished in the Romanesque period up to the 12th century and 
occasionally occurs on later medieval buildings. F or a de
lightful glance at these carvings through the centuries see the 
well illustrated article “Faces in Stone’’ by Helen M. R oe in 
Ireland of the Welcomes, July-August, 1963. On the Continent, 
such stone heads may be found in C eltic sanctuaries but in
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Ireland they, or their heirs, are frequently associated with early 
Christian church sites, as at W hite Island and Boa Island in 
Lough Erne, at Term oncronan, Iniscealtra and at Seir Kieran. 
The present example is believed to have come from the old 
church in Kilmanahin and, although this is not conclusive 
evidence for any Christian significance, it may well be accept
ed in good faith as having religious associations.


