
Forbairt na hEaglaise
Evolution of the Church

De bharr gur thug luath-mhisinéirí an Chríostaíocht go 
hÉirinn sa 5ú haois, agus Naomh Pádraig ar an duine 
ab aitheanta díobh, as sin tógadh na céadta aireagal 
agus séipéal.
Ba ghearr go raibh siad ina lonnaíochtaí móra mainistreach, arbh fhéidir iad a chur i 
gcomparáid i roinnt cásanna le bailte luatha, agus bhí roinnt eile acu fós ina n-ionaid 
bheaga adhartha.

Ba mhinic gur tógadh na chéad séipéil ó phlainc darach, a ndearnadh cur síos orthu 
mar dairtheach (tithe darach) sa luath-litríocht, agus tagraíodh do na séipéil chloiche 
a tháinig ina ndiaidh sa 9ú agus 10ú haois mar damliac ón Laidin domus (foirgneamh) 
agus ón nGaeilge liac (cloch). Bhí an díon déanta as leaca slinne, tuí nó cloiche - ag 
brath ar cad a bhí le fáil go háitiúil. D’fhéadfadh na séipéil chloiche sin a bheith beag 
bídeach, cosúil le Teampall Mhic Dara amach ó Charna i gConamara, nach bhfuil 
ach 4.47m ar fad taobh istigh, nó i bhfad níos mó cosúil leis na séipéil mhóra atá 
mar chuid de na hard-eaglaisí ag Cluain Fearta (oirthear na Gaillimhe) agus Cill Mhic 
Dhuach (deisceart na Gaillimhe) atá beagnach 12m ar fad taobh istigh. 

Gné de na luath-theampaill chloiche seo is ea an bealach a ngobann na taobh-
bhallaí thar na beanna, cosúil le dearadh na séipéal adhmaid. Tá doirse ar leith 
freisin ag go leor acu a chlaonann isteach ag an mbarr, agus bearna eatarthu ag 
lindéar mór cloiche a bhí greanta le cros go minic. Shroich an maisiú leibhéal eile ar 
fad sa 12ú haois de réir mar a bhí tóir ag daoine ar stíl nua ailtireachta. Tugadh an 
stíl ‘Rómhánúil’ air sin mar gheall ar an gcaoi ar úsáid sé an áirse Rómhánach mar a 
phríomh-fhoirm ailtireachta. Tosaíodh ag maisiú go leor de na séipéil chloiche níos 
sine sa stíl nua seo, agus cuireadh doirse nua drámata isteach, agus maisíodh go 
hiontach iad uaireanta. 

The introduction of Christianity to Ireland by early 
missionaries in the 5th century, the best-known of whom 
is St Patrick, led to the construction of hundreds of 
oratories and churches. 
Some of these became large monastic settlements, comparable in some cases to 
early towns, while others remained small centres of worship.

The first churches were often built from oak planks, described as dairthech (oak 
house) in the early literature, while the stone churches that succeeded them in the 
9th and 10th centuries were referred to as damliac from the Latin domus (building) 
and the Irish liac (stone). Roofs were of shingle, thatch or stone-slabs depending on 
local resources. These stone churches could be tiny, like St Mac Dara’s off Carna in 
Connemara, which is only 4.47m long inside, or much bigger like the barn-churches 
forming the core of the cathedrals at Clonfert (east-Galway) and Kilmacduagh (south-
Galway) which is nearly 12m long inside. 

A feature of these early stone churches is the way the sidewalls project beyond the 
gables, imitating the design of the wooden churches. Many also have distinctive 
doorways that slope in at the top, bridged by a large stone lintel often inscribed 
with a cross. The 12th century saw decoration taken to another level entirely as a 
new architectural style began to grow in popularity. This was called ‘Romanesque’ 
because of how it used the Roman arch as its principal architectural form. Many of 
the older stone churches began to be embellished in this new style, with dramatic 
new doorways inserted, sometimes astonishingly decorated. 

Séipéal Mhic Dara
Luathshampla ‘iontaisithe’ den chruth a bheadh ar luath-shéipéal adhmaid ach 
chomh maith leis sin an chaoi ar aistríodh an fhoirm sin go dtí an chloch (méid, 
cruth, póirse ag gobadh amach, ceannchríocha os cionn na mbeann, díon slinne).
Le Caoinchead ©An Chartlann Grianghrafadóireachta, Seirbhís na Séadchomharthaí 
Náisiúnta, Rialtas na hÉireann

St MacDara’s Church
An early ‘fossilised’ example of what an early wooden church would have looked 
like but also how that form was transferred to stone (size, shape, projecting antae, 
finials above the gables, shingle roof).
Courtesy of ©Photographic Archive,
National Monuments Service, Government of Ireland

Dairtheach 
Gabhann an séipéal adhmaid seo ag Haltdalen san Iorua siar go dtí thart ar 
1170 ach tugann sé léargas maith ar an gcuma a bhí ar na séipéil adhmaid 
i bhfad níos túisce in Éirinn. Tabhair faoi deara an díon ard claonta agus an 
bealach a ngobann cuaillí an chúinne amach – na gnéithe go léir a bhí le 
feiceáil i séipéil chloiche anseo níos déanaí. 
Le Caoinchead Ian Bottle

Dairthech (oak house) 
This timber church at Haltdalen in Norway dates from around 1170 but gives a 
good impression of what one of the much earlier wooden churches in Ireland 
must have looked like. Note the high pitched roof and the way the corner posts 
project – all features that appear in later stone churches here.
Courtesy of Ian Bottle

Doras Chluain Fearta
Is féidir ceann de na samplaí is fearr den stíl nua ailtireachta seo a 
fheiceáil ag Ard-Eaglais Chluain Fearta. Meastar gur léiriú é an doras 
galánta Rómhánúil seo den Teampall agus d’Iarúsailéim Naofa. 
Le Caoinchead Ivan Vdovin

Clonfert doorway
One of the best examples of this new architectural style can be 
seen at Clonfert Cathedral. The magnificent Romanesque doorway 
has been interpreted as a representation of the Temple and the 
Heavenly Jerusalem. 
Courtesy of Ivan Vdovin


