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Images of the Holy Trinity - 
Two New Examples

Ellen Prendergast

Representations of the Trinity were a frequent feature o f medi
eval Christianity in Europe and in Ireland quite a number have 
survived, despite the Reformation and the Dissolution of the 
Monasteries in 1540. In our area perhaps the best known represen
tation of the Trinity is the precious alabaster carving in the 
Dominican Priory of the Holy and Undivided Trinity, in Kilkenny 
City, popularly called the Black Abbey. Its history and significance 
was published by Helen M. Roe in the Old Kilkenny Review  for 
1972, to be followed in 1979 in the Journal o f  the Royal Society o f  
Antiquaries o f  Ireland by her comprehensive study “Illustrations of 
the Holy Trinity in Ireland 13th to 17th centuries.” We are greatly 
indebted to her for these pioneering and monumental works which 
contribute so much to our understanding of the subject: this record 
o f two recently discovered examples pays tribute to her scholarship 
and zeal. Both of them conform to the ingenious formula for 
depicting the Trinity in a single unified composition: the Throne of 
Grace setting as in the Black Abbey alabaster.

The first to be considered comes from St. Rock's Cemetery in 
Upper Walkin St. Some few years ago, in 1989 - '90, when the local 
parishioners were cleaning up at St. Rock's they recovered a stone 
carving, worn and damaged but still recognisable as resembling 
the Trinity Statue in the Black Abbey (see Fig. 1). Together with 
some of the tombstones it had been all but submerged under the 
surface in this rather neglected Cemetery, the fault lies with the 
marshy nature of the terrain. An early pre-12th century church 
had been sited here, it had been destroyed in 1175 and never rebuilt 
according to the historians. John Hogan in 1859 & 1884 states “this 
cemetery was the site o f one o f the four parish churches of Kilkenny 
at the period of the Anglo-Norman invasion. The ancient church 
belonging to it having been demolished in the destruction o f the 
City by Donald O'Brien o f Limerick in 1175 ... as far as can be 
ascertained was never rebuilt.”1 Later historians have nothing to 
add to Hogan as to the siting o f the Church. St Rock's Cemetery was 
enclosed by a stout wall and a carved stone plaque on one entrance
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pier is inscribed: “St. Rock's 1828 Built by Public Subscription.” 
Referring to this event John Hogan continues “St. Rioc's Church
yard in Walkin's Green earlier extended under the line o f the 
present road” and “extended under the lough (Walkins) towards 
the centre of the Green ... the bed o f the lough was in a valley ... 
there was a spring well meandering to the bottom ... within the 
shelter o f this secluded vale St. Rioc (variously spelled) built his cell 
... here he died and is buried and over his grave his followers erected 
a church” ... This would have been as far back as the 6th century.

However, it is unlikely that the present Trinity was associated 
with this church: all is known is that it was recovered from the old 
Cemetery in recent years. One can only speculate on the date o f its 
execution from its workmanship, on its artistic parallels and on the
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religious climate which might have been conductive to its creation. 
The damages it suffered might indicate a Reformation association, 
the natural weathering helps to obliterate the actual damage but 
affords no estimate of its age. This Trinity is shaped from a single 
block of blue-grey limestone with fine quartz veining: the same 
type of stone may be seen in the entrance piers indicating perhaps 
a local source. Only the base seems to outline the original plaque 
and the back seems to be flattened as it was originally shaped. Both 
o f the upright edges are damaged and the top in very severely 
damaged. It was undoubtedly intended as a wall plaque and is 
competently and delicately carved, in almost rounded relief.

It represents a Trinity according to the Throne of Grace formula. 
God the Father is seated though there is no other evidence o f the 
throne; his broad shoulders are draped as are his lower limbs. He 
supports the crucified Son on a substantial cross between his knees 
and with his left hand only. His garments are beautifully draped 
and folded in two tiers exposing the five toes of both feet. His head 
is completely missing - his shoulders are draped in three broad 
folds of a shoulder cape and a straight inner line may indicate the 
side of his beard or the neck o f an undergarment. His right hand is 
raised in blessing and a descending dove, representing the Holy 
Spirit, is visible between the Father's chin and the top of the Son's 
head.

The crucified Christ hangs on the cross but his head and face are 
so damaged that it is impossible to recognise his features other 
than an elongated outline, and perhaps a few faint strokes of a 
beard. There may have been a halo. The arms are extended across 
the transom, a little awkwardly and with disproportionately large 
hands each showing thumb and four fingers and each pierced by a 
nail in the centre o f the palm. On the right arm the area of the wrist 
has flaked away indicating the delicacy of the carving. It is not clear 
i f  a couple of faint lines on the torso may indicate ribs or body lines 
or may be the natural graining o f the stone. The loin cloth is 
wrapped around the body in neat folds. The legs are flexed at the 
knees, to the right and the right foot overlies the left - a single nail 
transfixes the feet. (See drawing)

Measurements:
Height (overall): 42cm Width (max) 32cm.
Thickness from back to front (max) 11cm.
The crucifix in the sculpture measures 29cm across the width of
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the transom; 29cm high from its base, and both beams average 3cm 
wide.

At the conclusion of the recent clean-up this statue, together with 
many of the tombstones in the Cemetery, was mounted on a 
separate concrete base in an effort to prevent a recurrence of the 
sinking. It has remained stable so far.

Guided by Miss Roe's study this image resembles closely the 
alabaster figure in the Black Abbey which she dates to the turn of 
the 14th-15th centuries or the 1st quarter o f the 15th. (It should be 
remembered that the figures 1264 incised on the front of the 
alabaster do not stand for the date). A closer parallel is the stone 
altar-piece from St. Mary's Parish Church in Callan now preserved 
in the modern parish church. Here God the Father's right hand is 
raised in blessing and the dove is in a similar position to this new 
one. The rest of the carving is closely related and in size it is not 
much bigger. She dates Callan to about 1535-41. In fact the 
resemblances are so great that one is inclined to accept her 
conclusion for Callan as applicable also for the St. Rock's Trinity, 
viz. “the analogies in details áre so close to those of many known 
carvings from the O'Tunny (sic) workshops that I for one have no 
hesitation in attributing it to the hand of Rory O'Tunney him self'.2 
This possibility makes this new Trinity very special indeed.

O'Tunney was a local master sculptor in the Kilkenny area where 
he and members of his family operated a workshop at Callan all 
through the 16th century (1501-1608). Many fine examples of their 
work are preserved in St. Canice's Cathedral in the City.3

The second example of a Trinity group, brought to notice recently 
is indeed a rarity, as far as our knowledge goes. It is on a small 
household holy water font, a type of object so familiar throughout 
the countryside in the passing generation (see Fig. 2). These little 
ceramic vessels usually hung on the wall in the entrance hall or at 
the end of the stairs, containing holy water with which the passer
by blessed oneself coming and going. It is a Catholic practice and 
lingers longest in traditional areas.

On the background above the bowl there is usually some religious 
scene, a crucifixion, the Virgin or some holy person. Until I looked 
intently at the font hanging in my sister's house (the Corcoran 
family, Ballybromhill, Co. Carlow) earlier this year I didn't realise 
there was more than a crucifixion there; in fact there was an exact 
reproduction o f the Throne of Grace Trinity there, God the Father,
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complete with Tiara, in a sitting position, supports the crucified 
Christ between his out-stretched arms and in front of his knees. 
The third person is represented by the Dove with out-stretched 
wings, facing upwards and placed over the loincloth of the Saviour. 
Only the transom of the Crucifix is shown, Christ's head is bowed 
to the right, the loincloth wraps the body neatly, the right foot is 
crossed over the left, the fingers and the toes are delicately 
indicated .Both Father and Son have a halo. Other than the seated 
posture there is no evidence of the Throne. The voluminous gar
ments worn by the Father are in pale blue, providing a background 
against which the whole scene is projected. It is contained within
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an elliptical cartouch with semi-circular decorations on the frame. 
(See drawing).

On the hemispherical bowl there is a central figure o f a winged 
cherub underneath arcading, flanked on either side by the symbol 
of a heart with flames arising and surmounted by a plain latin 
cross. The font stands on a three-tiered, semi-circular pedestal and 
there is a perforation for suspension at the top within a diamond
shaped ornament. The back is flat. The font measures 16.50cm 
high and 7.75cm wide.

This beautiful font is made of white porcelain of parian-type 
hardness. It is heavily glazed all over in white, with the exception 
o f the back. Underneath this glaze the Father's drapery is in pale 
blue and the wings o f the cherub are in pale cream. The highlights 
of the font are emphasised by gilding - on the tiara, the nimbus of 
both Father and Son, the loincloth; there are gilded stars in the 
semi-circular projections on the circumference of the back panel 
and lines o f gilding outline the enclosing ellipse. There are indica
tions o f gilding on the bowl and the pedestal. Only traces of the 
gilding survive anywhere; handling, cleaning, dusting could ac
count for its almost obliterated condition. The gilding would have 
been applied before a final gentle firing after the glazing or even the 
completed glazing. Otherwise the font is in perfect condition with 
water marks inside the bowl indicating its constant use. There is 
no mark whatsoever to indicate the source of manufacture.

Clues as to the precise dating of the font are minimal. Miss Roe 
would class it as a ‘reminiscent' portrayal o f the Trinity, relegated 
to the 18th or 19th centuries. The cherub motif occurs frequently 
enough in stone, in the 15th-17th centuries but may only be 
deemed ‘reminiscent' in the present instance. However, in conjunc
tion with, a Throne of Grace Trinity in which the Father's right 
hand is raised in blessing, is a cherub and a heart symbol, both used 
on a Book Plate in the Cathedral of the Trinity, Dublin. This Miss 
Roe regards as a re-working o f a pre-Reformation model and 
assigns a queried 18th century date to it. The heart symbol 
indicates devotion to the Sacred Heart which was initiated by the 
Revelations to Margaret Mary Alacoque (1673-75) at Paray-le- 
Monial in France and the feast of the Sacred Heart was authorised 
by the Catholic Church in 1765.4 “The devotion has been fostered 
particularly by the Carthusians and the Jesuits” according to our 
source The Catholic Encyclopedia, 1991, and there is little doubt
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that one of the hidden benefits of the Penal Laws in Ireland was the 
spread of that devotion through the exiled clerics who were obliged 
to go to France and Spain for their education. Devotion to the Heart 
o f Jesus is not an exclusively Catholic one (Encyclopedia 857). 
Incidentally neither is the veneration of the Trinity - three aspects 
o f one God - exclusively Christian. This still only provides an upper 
limit for the dating of the font.

Enquiries have failed to resurrect another instance of a font with 
a Trinity scene; though this was a mass-produced product, others 
from the same source must have been in existence. It is quite 
unlikely that only one of its kind found its way to Ireland.

The consensus o f opinion is that the font may have been of French 
or certainly European origin, possibly imported into Ireland in the 
18th century. It may even have been assembled and finished in 
Ireland though I have not found any account of such a depot here. 
Its distribution throughout the country could be due to the Mis
sions or Retreats which were accompanied by stalls well stocked 
with religious souvenirs of exotic origin5 or perhaps to pious 
pilgrims.

Only in Mooncoin area did I chance to find another font of the 
same vintage as the Corcoran one. It is approximately the same 
size, o f a hard ivory-coloured biscuit and apparently unglazed. The 
back panel shows a highly decorative latin cross in false relief on 
a raised background o f fronds and tendrils, all on a pale blue 
ground. The IHS monogram is in the centre of the cross and above 
on the frame is a Chi-Rho in pale cream and in false relief. On the 
bowl in raised lettering is the legend IN HOC SIGNO on a pale 
cream ground, the lettering in lighter cream. On the back the 
figures 5851 are impressed but o f course there is no means by which 
this identification mark can now be traced. This font is still in use 
and in perfect condition in the home of the Delahunty family in 
Grange near Mooncoin. It came originally from the thatched 
farmhouse of the Fennelly family o f Tingarrin, Callan and was 
given to Mrs. Ena Delahunty as a memento of the family some 18 
years ago before the house was sold and subsequently demolished. 
This font also exemplifies the type of household font in general 
circulation up to the present generation and the variety of religious 
scene commemorated.

As yet the Corcoran font stands alone among ceramics and in 
having the Trinity as its image; it is unique in the position of the
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Dove. It is not now possible to be sure of its immediate source but 
it came with the Smith family from Callan to Maganey to 
Ballybromhill (near Fenagh) Co. Carlow. The son Joseph Edwin 
Smith born in Callan over 100 yrs. ago - it must have come with him 
when he acquired his holding in Ballybromhill c. 1920 and married 
in 1922 our aunt Johanna Nolan of Clara, Kilkenny. When they 
and their only child died about the 1940's, my sister and her 
husband inherited their effects which included this very special 
holy water font. It is the wish of Patrick and Catherine Corcoran 
that the font should be preserved in the Edmund Ignatius Rice 
Museum, in Westcourt, Callan in memory o f all concerned.

The St. Rock's Cemetery sculpture is still on its concrete pedestal 
there, cherished by the parishioners.

Of the 30 illustrations o f the Trinity assembled by Miss Roe, 7 are 
from Kilkenny City and County. This number has now been 
increased to 9 - a goodly proportion for such a survival. The 
veneration of the Trinity still continues - witness for instance the 
painting on the cupola of the side chapel of the Dominican Church 
in Waterford or that in Kilmacow Parish Church. It is hoped that 
this presented record may result in bringing to our attention other 
instances o f the Holy Trinity illustrations.6
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museum writes that he is not aware o f the existence of a Trinity in the northern counties but 
perhaps the lack is in our knowledge at present.

Postscript

On a casual visit to the Catholic Church in Durrow, Co. Laois, 4th 
November 1993,1 was surprised to find another Trinity of recent 
vintage. It is a limestone panel with a Trinity group carved in high 
relief (about 60cm high). It resembles most closely the Callan 
Trinity and is obviously modelled on it. But there are distinguish
ing differences - God the Father is crowned but lacks the flowing 
locks; his left hand rests on the top of the crucifix transom instead 
of supporting it; the crucified Christ leans to the left and his feet are 
nailed towards the left; there is no trace of the Throne of Grace 
though the composition is based on this formula.

A local parishioner who was in the church at the time told me that 
the carving had been made in the recent past by Father Henry 
Flanagan, a native of Durrow, who became a Dominican priest and 
died at Newbridge College, Co. Kildare some years ago. Later, the 
Rev. Seán O'Doherty, P.P., Durrow, confirmed this information 
and said he intended to feature this Trinity in a shrine within the 
church as a memorial to the sculptor Father Flanagan. The shrine 
will incidentally preserve a large wooden confessional, contempo
rary with the church but now redundant. The church is dedicated 
to the Holy Trinity and was consecrated in 1839. Durrow is in the 
diocese of Ossory.

This particular confessional, together with most of the furniture 
of this church, was constructed by a Durrow master-woodworker 
originally: he was the grandfather of Dr. Martin Kennedy Phelan, 
Harley Street, London, who took us to visit the church. It was while 
he was researching his grandfather's handiwork that the Trinity 
came to my notice. I acknowledge my indebtedness to him, to the 
prayerful parishioner and the Rev. Seán O'Doherty.
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