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some ongoing activity, but there is little detail available. Late
medieval sources describe penitential visits to the cave
prescribed by the Church. 

Large parts of the platform were later covered in deep
deposits of charcoal. Henry initially interpreted these as
collapsed/burnt buildings, but recent work has demonstrated that
the seventeenth century saw the development of a substantial
charcoal production industry at Glendalough. The flat platforms
at Temple-na-Skellig appear to have been repurposed for this
industry (see Heritage Guide 92).

Overview
Even if they are hard to visit, Temple-na-Skellig and St Kevin’s Bed
contribute significantly to our understanding of the Glendalough
landscape. 

St Kevin’s Bed is a highly unusual retreat site, with an
interesting story of myth, legend and tourism. 

Temple-na-Skellig offers some of the most detailed information
we have about one of the churches in the valley (Fig. 13). The
radiocarbon date from House B and the decoration on a stone cross
suggest some activity prior to c. 1000. A high-status stick-pin,
probably worn by a powerful cleric, shows the importance of the
site c. 1000–1125, and a fragment of Mediterranean tile indicates
missionary activity in the eleventh century—with Glendalough
presumably acting as a centre from which to seek conversions. This
was prior to construction of the stone church around 1100 and its
later alteration. Next to the church, on elaborately constructed
terraces, houses were occupied, perhaps by clerics, pilgrims or
penitents, from at least the eleventh century to the fourteenth
century: these are the first tangible evidence of medieval housing
at Glendalough. Artefacts from the excavations and these buildings
give us some of our most dramatic glimpses of day-to-day life in
monastic Glendalough.

Opposite page:

Top left: Fig. 9—Stone cross with incised
Latin cross, dating from the ninth/tenth
century (© Discovery Programme).

Bottom left: Fig. 10—Overview of main
occupation terrace, looking west (©
Henry archive, UCD School of Archaeology).

Top right: Fig. 11—House C during
excavation, looking west; post-holes
indicated by bamboo rods (© Henry
archive, UCD School of Archaeology).

Bottom right: Fig. 12—Spatulate disc-
headed pin and porphyry tile fragment
(photos: Rob Sands; drawings: Ursula
Mattenberger; SEM image: Brendan O’Neill;
UCD School of Archaeology).

This page:

Left: Fig. 13—Medieval Temple-na-Skellig,
c. 1200–1300: reconstruction drawing (©
Aoife Patterson for Glendalough Heritage
Forum).

Cover image: Temple-na-Skellig church
and window, with steps to the
settlement across from the church door
(© Conor McDermott).
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between them; it is 85–115cm wide, 130–50cm high and 170cm
in length (Fig. 4). Opposite the entrance is a carefully carved
recess with a ‘frame’ cut into the natural stone (Figs 4 and 5). The
cave is too small to stand up in, and to lie down one would have
to place one’s head in the recess, which seems unlikely. The Bed
was probably for seated retreat and meditation, with the recess,
and especially the carefully demarcated area at the back,
potentially holding relics. 

Despite the difficulty of access, visits were made to the cave
for many different reasons. St Laurence O’Toole, Abbot of
Glendalough and Archbishop of Dublin in the mid-twelfth
century, is supposed to have followed St Kevin’s example and
spent 40 days and nights in retreat here each Lent whilst

archbishop. In the eighteenth century, women would lie in St
Kevin’s Bed to avert death in childbirth. As tourism grew in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, visiting the Bed became
part of the visitor experience, with guides rowing visitors across
the lake and assisting with the climb. There is a rich record of
historical graffiti on the walls of the Bed from this period.  

Temple-na-Skellig
Temple-na-Skellig (‘Church of the Rock’) and its associated
features are c. 150m west of St Kevin’s Bed (SMR No. WI023-020;
Fig. 6), but you cannot walk from one to the other. The complex
lies on a set of small, artificially levelled terraces, accessed from
schist steps rising from the lake. Behind the site the slope rises
steeply. There is no historical record of a church at Temple-na-
Skellig before the thirteenth century but there are references to
‘the rock’ and archaeological evidence confirms earlier activity
here, although any earlier timber structure would have left little
expression visible today.

Temple-na-Skellig was the site of excavations from 1956 to
1960 directed by Françoise Henry, then of the UCD Department
of Archaeology. It was unusual for a woman to direct excavations
at that time and Henry’s contribution is substantial. In keeping
with practices of the period, she worked with local men and boys
engaged under the Relief of Unemployment Scheme (Fig. 7).
Recent reanalysis of her archive has enabled final publication. 

The site has two main areas: the church and associated
graveslabs, and a terrace with settlement evidence (Fig. 8).

The church and graveslabs
The church is constructed of schist, with granite used for
architectural details such as corners, windows and the doorway
(cover image). It is a rectangular building, 7.7m long and 4.3m
wide. The window at the eastern end is a double light with
rounded heads. The church was probably constructed around
1100, with the windows possibly inserted a century later. The
building, including the window, was substantially reconstructed

Introduction
Glendalough in the Wicklow Mountains is famous for its
cultural and natural heritage. The former is dominated by the
Glendalough monastery, founded in the sixth century by St
Kevin and at the height of its influence in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries, but the valley contains rich archaeological
remains from many different periods. Key features around the
Upper Lake are reviewed in Glendalough: the Upper Lake
(Heritage Guide No. 92) and Glendalough and its Churches
(Heritage Guide No. 72).

Glendalough sees almost a million visitors each year and
many of the key archaeological sites are heavily visited, but two
important locations are very difficult to access. These are the
artificial cave of ‘St Kevin’s Bed’ and the church and settlement
evidence at Temple-na-Skellig (Fig. 1), found in a remote
location on the south of the Upper Lake, surrounded by steep
cliffs (Fig. 2). 

St Kevin’s Bed and Temple-na-Skellig are dangerous to
access without specialist mountaineering skills and equipment.
Visitors should not attempt to visit these sites unless competent
to do so. 

St Kevin’s Bed
St Kevin’s Bed is an artificial cave cut into schist cliffs c. 9.5m
above the lake (SMR No. WI023-020; Fig. 3). It is accessed by a
difficult short climb from the west, including irregular artificial
stairs. The ‘Bed’ was reputedly a retreat for Kevin, with the Irish
Betha Caimgin (Life of St Kevin) recording that ‘He would cross
the lake without any boat to the rock to say Mass every day, and
remained without fear or dread above the lake’ (Life I, 122).

Thirteenth-century texts suggest that St Kevin dug the Bed out
with his bare hands. Whilst this cannot be confirmed, the Bed is
wholly artificial. A small entrance allows access to a main
‘chamber’ with straight walls, ceiling and floors and curved angles

Above: Fig. 1—Key archaeological sites at Glendalough (©
Discovery Programme).

Right: Fig. 2—Overview of the Upper Lake, looking east, with
Temple-na-Skellig on the right (© Discovery Programme).

Top: Fig. 6—St Kevin’s Bed and Temple-na-Skellig: oblique-view
digital elevation model, looking south (© Discovery Programme).

Above right: Fig. 7—Local members of the excavation team (© Henry
archive, UCD School of Archaeology).

Right: Fig. 8—Digital elevation model overview of Temple-na-Skellig;
church on right, main terrace on left (© Discovery Programme).

in the 1870s. Prior to this it was covered in hillslope rubble and
collapse. 

Immediately east of the church, three recumbent graveslabs
and two stone crosses indicate a small cemetery. One of the
crosses bears an incised Latin cross (Fig. 9). This may date from
the period 800–1000, before the present stone church was built.  

Settlement area
West of the church, and accessed by more schist slab steps, are
artificial terraces, which were the focus of Henry’s excavations.
The terraces were cut into the hillslope, and the largest (c. 24m
by 15m) is revetted by a stone wall at the front (Cover and Fig.
10). Buildings, often c. 6m in maximum dimension and defined
by post-holes, were constructed on these terraces. They had
central hearths and were probably houses (e.g. Fig. 11).
Radiocarbon dates from the hearths of three houses fall into three
periods: c. 720–900, 1050–1200 and 1300–1400 AD. Finds from
the houses include burnt animal bone, local and imported French
and English pottery, a stone gaming board, a copper-alloy ring-
brooch and a spatulate disc-headed pin.  

Key finds
One of the most important finds is a spatulate disc-headed pin
(Fig. 12) with a hexafoil on one side and a cross covered by silver
foil on the other. Raghnall Ó Floinn has emphasised the
exceptional quality of workmanship and the size of this object,
which sets it apart from most Irish stick-pins. Such exceptional
pins are only found on ecclesiastical sites, and Ó Floinn
compares it to objects used to fasten the pallium, a vestment worn
by high-ranking bishops. The pin dates from 1000–1125 and
indicates the presence of a high-status ecclesiastic. Given the
stories of the Archbishop of Dublin spending each Lent in retreat
in St Kevin’s Bed in the twelfth century this should not be a
surprise. 

A small fragment of polished green porphyry was recovered
from a collapsed revetment wall around House C (Fig. 11). This

distinctive object is a fragment of a tile, polished on one side. It
has been identified as porfido verde antico, a porphyry mined at
Krokea in southern Greece. It is likely to be a fragment of a tile
from a Mediterranean Late Antique building and is one of c. 30
fragments from medieval Ireland. These tiles—best understood as
being fragments of Rome—are found throughout the Atlantic
coasts of northern Europe in the eleventh century. Ó Floinn
argues that they were set in simple wooden altars and formed part
of a missionary’s travelling equipment. 

Later use
Glendalough is considered to have gone into decline after the
dioceses of Glendalough and Dublin were united in 1215.
Occasional finds from the Temple-na-Skellig excavations indicate

Above left: Fig. 3—St Kevin’s Bed, viewed from the lake; the Bed is to
the left of the figure in blue and is approached by steps from the
bottom right (© Discovery Programme).

Below left: Fig. 4—Cross-sections and plan view of interior of St
Kevin’s Bed, based on terrestrial laser scanning modelled by the
Discovery Programme; human figure 1.7m (© Discovery Programme).

Below right: Fig. 5—Detail model of the interior of St Kevin’s Bed
showing the ‘frame’ and graffiti (© Discovery Programme).
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lies on a set of small, artificially levelled terraces, accessed from
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Skellig before the thirteenth century but there are references to
‘the rock’ and archaeological evidence confirms earlier activity
here, although any earlier timber structure would have left little
expression visible today.
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1960 directed by Françoise Henry, then of the UCD Department
of Archaeology. It was unusual for a woman to direct excavations
at that time and Henry’s contribution is substantial. In keeping
with practices of the period, she worked with local men and boys
engaged under the Relief of Unemployment Scheme (Fig. 7).
Recent reanalysis of her archive has enabled final publication. 

The site has two main areas: the church and associated
graveslabs, and a terrace with settlement evidence (Fig. 8).

The church and graveslabs
The church is constructed of schist, with granite used for
architectural details such as corners, windows and the doorway
(cover image). It is a rectangular building, 7.7m long and 4.3m
wide. The window at the eastern end is a double light with
rounded heads. The church was probably constructed around
1100, with the windows possibly inserted a century later. The
building, including the window, was substantially reconstructed
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Glendalough in the Wicklow Mountains is famous for its
cultural and natural heritage. The former is dominated by the
Glendalough monastery, founded in the sixth century by St
Kevin and at the height of its influence in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries, but the valley contains rich archaeological
remains from many different periods. Key features around the
Upper Lake are reviewed in Glendalough: the Upper Lake
(Heritage Guide No. 92) and Glendalough and its Churches
(Heritage Guide No. 72).

Glendalough sees almost a million visitors each year and
many of the key archaeological sites are heavily visited, but two
important locations are very difficult to access. These are the
artificial cave of ‘St Kevin’s Bed’ and the church and settlement
evidence at Temple-na-Skellig (Fig. 1), found in a remote
location on the south of the Upper Lake, surrounded by steep
cliffs (Fig. 2). 

St Kevin’s Bed and Temple-na-Skellig are dangerous to
access without specialist mountaineering skills and equipment.
Visitors should not attempt to visit these sites unless competent
to do so. 

St Kevin’s Bed
St Kevin’s Bed is an artificial cave cut into schist cliffs c. 9.5m
above the lake (SMR No. WI023-020; Fig. 3). It is accessed by a
difficult short climb from the west, including irregular artificial
stairs. The ‘Bed’ was reputedly a retreat for Kevin, with the Irish
Betha Caimgin (Life of St Kevin) recording that ‘He would cross
the lake without any boat to the rock to say Mass every day, and
remained without fear or dread above the lake’ (Life I, 122).

Thirteenth-century texts suggest that St Kevin dug the Bed out
with his bare hands. Whilst this cannot be confirmed, the Bed is
wholly artificial. A small entrance allows access to a main
‘chamber’ with straight walls, ceiling and floors and curved angles

Above: Fig. 1—Key archaeological sites at Glendalough (©
Discovery Programme).

Right: Fig. 2—Overview of the Upper Lake, looking east, with
Temple-na-Skellig on the right (© Discovery Programme).

Top: Fig. 6—St Kevin’s Bed and Temple-na-Skellig: oblique-view
digital elevation model, looking south (© Discovery Programme).

Above right: Fig. 7—Local members of the excavation team (© Henry
archive, UCD School of Archaeology).

Right: Fig. 8—Digital elevation model overview of Temple-na-Skellig;
church on right, main terrace on left (© Discovery Programme).

in the 1870s. Prior to this it was covered in hillslope rubble and
collapse. 

Immediately east of the church, three recumbent graveslabs
and two stone crosses indicate a small cemetery. One of the
crosses bears an incised Latin cross (Fig. 9). This may date from
the period 800–1000, before the present stone church was built.  

Settlement area
West of the church, and accessed by more schist slab steps, are
artificial terraces, which were the focus of Henry’s excavations.
The terraces were cut into the hillslope, and the largest (c. 24m
by 15m) is revetted by a stone wall at the front (Cover and Fig.
10). Buildings, often c. 6m in maximum dimension and defined
by post-holes, were constructed on these terraces. They had
central hearths and were probably houses (e.g. Fig. 11).
Radiocarbon dates from the hearths of three houses fall into three
periods: c. 720–900, 1050–1200 and 1300–1400 AD. Finds from
the houses include burnt animal bone, local and imported French
and English pottery, a stone gaming board, a copper-alloy ring-
brooch and a spatulate disc-headed pin.  

Key finds
One of the most important finds is a spatulate disc-headed pin
(Fig. 12) with a hexafoil on one side and a cross covered by silver
foil on the other. Raghnall Ó Floinn has emphasised the
exceptional quality of workmanship and the size of this object,
which sets it apart from most Irish stick-pins. Such exceptional
pins are only found on ecclesiastical sites, and Ó Floinn
compares it to objects used to fasten the pallium, a vestment worn
by high-ranking bishops. The pin dates from 1000–1125 and
indicates the presence of a high-status ecclesiastic. Given the
stories of the Archbishop of Dublin spending each Lent in retreat
in St Kevin’s Bed in the twelfth century this should not be a
surprise. 

A small fragment of polished green porphyry was recovered
from a collapsed revetment wall around House C (Fig. 11). This

distinctive object is a fragment of a tile, polished on one side. It
has been identified as porfido verde antico, a porphyry mined at
Krokea in southern Greece. It is likely to be a fragment of a tile
from a Mediterranean Late Antique building and is one of c. 30
fragments from medieval Ireland. These tiles—best understood as
being fragments of Rome—are found throughout the Atlantic
coasts of northern Europe in the eleventh century. Ó Floinn
argues that they were set in simple wooden altars and formed part
of a missionary’s travelling equipment. 

Later use
Glendalough is considered to have gone into decline after the
dioceses of Glendalough and Dublin were united in 1215.
Occasional finds from the Temple-na-Skellig excavations indicate

Above left: Fig. 3—St Kevin’s Bed, viewed from the lake; the Bed is to
the left of the figure in blue and is approached by steps from the
bottom right (© Discovery Programme).

Below left: Fig. 4—Cross-sections and plan view of interior of St
Kevin’s Bed, based on terrestrial laser scanning modelled by the
Discovery Programme; human figure 1.7m (© Discovery Programme).

Below right: Fig. 5—Detail model of the interior of St Kevin’s Bed
showing the ‘frame’ and graffiti (© Discovery Programme).
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cliffs (Fig. 2). 
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Above: Fig. 1—Key archaeological sites at Glendalough (©
Discovery Programme).

Right: Fig. 2—Overview of the Upper Lake, looking east, with
Temple-na-Skellig on the right (© Discovery Programme).

Top: Fig. 6—St Kevin’s Bed and Temple-na-Skellig: oblique-view
digital elevation model, looking south (© Discovery Programme).

Above right: Fig. 7—Local members of the excavation team (© Henry
archive, UCD School of Archaeology).
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church on right, main terrace on left (© Discovery Programme).
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10). Buildings, often c. 6m in maximum dimension and defined
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indicates the presence of a high-status ecclesiastic. Given the
stories of the Archbishop of Dublin spending each Lent in retreat
in St Kevin’s Bed in the twelfth century this should not be a
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Below left: Fig. 4—Cross-sections and plan view of interior of St
Kevin’s Bed, based on terrestrial laser scanning modelled by the
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some ongoing activity, but there is little detail available. Late
medieval sources describe penitential visits to the cave
prescribed by the Church. 

Large parts of the platform were later covered in deep
deposits of charcoal. Henry initially interpreted these as
collapsed/burnt buildings, but recent work has demonstrated that
the seventeenth century saw the development of a substantial
charcoal production industry at Glendalough. The flat platforms
at Temple-na-Skellig appear to have been repurposed for this
industry (see Heritage Guide 92).

Overview
Even if they are hard to visit, Temple-na-Skellig and St Kevin’s Bed
contribute significantly to our understanding of the Glendalough
landscape. 

St Kevin’s Bed is a highly unusual retreat site, with an
interesting story of myth, legend and tourism. 

Temple-na-Skellig offers some of the most detailed information
we have about one of the churches in the valley (Fig. 13). The
radiocarbon date from House B and the decoration on a stone cross
suggest some activity prior to c. 1000. A high-status stick-pin,
probably worn by a powerful cleric, shows the importance of the
site c. 1000–1125, and a fragment of Mediterranean tile indicates
missionary activity in the eleventh century—with Glendalough
presumably acting as a centre from which to seek conversions. This
was prior to construction of the stone church around 1100 and its
later alteration. Next to the church, on elaborately constructed
terraces, houses were occupied, perhaps by clerics, pilgrims or
penitents, from at least the eleventh century to the fourteenth
century: these are the first tangible evidence of medieval housing
at Glendalough. Artefacts from the excavations and these buildings
give us some of our most dramatic glimpses of day-to-day life in
monastic Glendalough.

Opposite page:

Top left: Fig. 9—Stone cross with incised
Latin cross, dating from the ninth/tenth
century (© Discovery Programme).

Bottom left: Fig. 10—Overview of main
occupation terrace, looking west (©
Henry archive, UCD School of Archaeology).

Top right: Fig. 11—House C during
excavation, looking west; post-holes
indicated by bamboo rods (© Henry
archive, UCD School of Archaeology).

Bottom right: Fig. 12—Spatulate disc-
headed pin and porphyry tile fragment
(photos: Rob Sands; drawings: Ursula
Mattenberger; SEM image: Brendan O’Neill;
UCD School of Archaeology).

This page:

Left: Fig. 13—Medieval Temple-na-Skellig,
c. 1200–1300: reconstruction drawing (©
Aoife Patterson for Glendalough Heritage
Forum).

Cover image: Temple-na-Skellig church
and window, with steps to the
settlement across from the church door
(© Conor McDermott).

Further reading and online resources
Corlett, C.  2017  Glendalough. Coles Lane.
Discovery Programme 3D models:

https://sketchfab.com/discoveryprogramme.
Doherty, C., Doran, L. and Kelly, M. (eds)  2011  Glendalough:

city of God. Four Courts Press, Dublin.
Glendalough Heritage Forum:

https://glendalough.wicklowheritage.org/.
Manning, C.  2016  Glendalough and its churches. Archaeology

Ireland Heritage Guide No. 72. Wordwell, Dublin.
National Museum of Ireland

exhibition of artefacts from
Glendalough:
https://www.museum.ie/en-
IE/Collections-
Research/Collection/
Glendalough-Power,-Prayer-
Pilgrimage.

Seaver, M., McDermott, C. and
Warren, G.M.  2018  A
monastery among the glens.
Archaeology Ireland 32 (2), 19–
23.
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