
Introduction 

A number of monastic ruins bear 

witness to Christianity having been 

established on the Howth Peninsula 

as early as the 6th Century. The 

renowned St. Columba, founder of 

the monastery of Iona in Scotland 

often wrote about the time he had 

spent in Howth. The 9th Century 

illuminated Celtic manuscript of the 

Gospels of St. Matthew and St. Mark known as the 

‘Garland of Howth’ that can be seen in the library of 

Trinity College Dublin, was probably transcribed in the 

monastery on the nearby island known as “Ireland’s Eye” 

and later transferred to the now ruined St. Mary’s Abbey 

Collegiate School in Howth.  

The present church was built in the year 1899 on a site 

donated by the St. Lawrence Family. This Family, previ-

ously the Lords of Howth, still live in the nearby Castle 

which has been their home since the 12th Century. A 

Celtic cross (east side) commemorates the dedication of 

the church, the gift of the site and marks the grave of a 

former Parish Priest, Canon Liam Thackaberry. 

The church 

The church was designed in the Hiberno-Romanesque 

style by the Architect William H. Byrne. Its rounded 

arches contrast with the more common neo Gothic style 

of the late 19th Century. The stone masonry was under-

taken by the builder William Lacy whose descendants still 

live in the parish.  

It comprises a north south nave, transepts, sanctuary, 

porches, sacristy and a belfry. The building is clad with 

cut stone throughout. A feature of the belfry are four 

gargoyles, which spout rainwater away from the walls. 

The interior walls are rendered with plaster. There is a 
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fine wooden barrel vaulted ceiling 

supported by stone corbels each 

carved as the bust of an angel with an 

inscription. Collectively they form the 

verse from Psalm 91:11 ‘He hath given 

his angels charge over thee to guard you in 

all thy ways.’ The corbels above the 

choir are however dedicated to the 

Archangels Michael and Raphael. 

Four polished granite columns sup-

port the roof above the transept. Their capitals are in the Co-

rinthian style with finely carved Archantus leaves and scrolls.  

Windows 

The apse features three stained glass win-

dows dedicated to the Virgin Mary. That 

to the left depicts the Angel Gabriel an-

nouncing to Mary that she was to con-

ceive and bear a son (Luke 1.31-32).  

The central window depicts the Assump-

tion of Mary into heaven. Freed as it were 

from earthly bonds and renewed in the 

beauty of her prime, her feet standing on 

a crescent moon (Revelation 12: 1-20) 

Mary is raised body and soul up to heaven 

in a radiant light. Below a young disciple 

peers into an empty coffin while St John 

and another Apostle gaze upwards in 

wonder. Note St John’s hand pointing to 

a red flower that according to tradition 

sprouted from Mary’s empty coffin.  

The right hand window displays Jesus 

gently placing the crown of Queen of 

Heaven on the head of his blessed Moth-

er’s while she gazes down on us with a 

gentle love. Above her angels keep watch 

from a heavenly sky full of stars. The 

artist has depicted Jesus and Mary as be-

ing of similar age as though to say that in 

Heaven, time has no meaning.  

The window above the right transept shows the birth of Jesus 
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the Greek ‘Iesous Christos Theou houios soter (stauros)’ meaning 

‘Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour (Cross)'.  

The left side altar is dedicated to the Virgin Mary. Her stat-

ue under a Byzantine canopy depicts her standing on a sick-

le moon as in Revelation: 12:1-2.– a likeness traditionally 

associated with her Assumption into Heaven. On the altar 

is a monogram with the letter M and I intertwined which is 

an abbreviation of Maria Immaculata in recognition of the 

doctrine of the Immaculate Conception of the one who was 

to become the Mother of God. The reredos panel has four 

small circular base relief panels. The outermost panels dis-

play the Greek letters Ά (Alpha) and Ω (Omega) indicating 

that God is the beginning and end of all things. The inner 

panels display nails and a hammer - the implements of cru-

cifixion.  

The right side altar is dedicated to the Sacred Heart of Jesus 

whose statue stands on a shelf to right. The reredos panel 

includes a circular base relief panel showing a bright star 

over a rolling wave. This commemorates the beloved Mari-

an Hymn ‘Hail Queen of Heaven, The Ocean Star (Ave Maris 

Stella)’ composed by the renowned 19th Century Catholic 

priest and historian, the Rev. John Lingard of Hornby in 

Lancashire, England.  

Stations of the Cross 

The fourteen Stations of the Cross show the journey of 

Jesus from being sentenced by Pontius Pilate to his cruci-

fixion and burial. Also produced by Franz Mayer & Co in 

Munich, they are particularly fine examples of moulded and 

painted plaster on wood. They were beautifully restored by 

an artist from the parish in 2006. 

The restoration has brought the 

finely detailed figures to life. 

Notice the expressions on the 

faces of the participants – pain, 

anguish, callousness, shock and 

indifference. Notice too, the 

ready acceptance by Jesus of 

what was happening to him and 

his compassion for others (like 

ourselves) whom he encounters 

on his journey of suffering. Look out also for small details 

such as the crowned head on the Centurion’s greave (leg 

in the stable at Bethlehem. 

There is a closeness between 

Mary and Joseph as they gaze 

with tenderness and wonder on 

the infant Jesus in the manger. 

The window above the left 

transept shows Mary seated on 

a throne and holding the child 

Jesus. Her royal robes of red 

and blue and the throne sym-

bolise her role as Queen of 

Heaven. The composition re-

calls the Byzantine icon of the 

‘Hodegetria’, in which the Vir-

gin Mary points to Jesus as being the way to God the Fa-

ther. 

These south facing windows were made by the famous 

designers and manufacturers of stain glass windows Franz 

Mayer & Co. in Munich. Founded in 1847 they continue 

in operation today.  

At the Northern end of the nave 

is the rose window. Its centre 

panel is a moving depiction of 

Christ’s death on the Cross. 

Eight satellite panels depict 

events of his Passion from the 

Garden of Gethsemane to his 

death on Calvary and include 

some of those that he encoun-

tered on his journey of pain and 

sorrow .The window is the work 

of Irish artist Margaret Peart 

and was installed in 1980. 

Altars 

Embossed on the front of the high altar is the IHS mono-

gram. This is a Latin-Greek symbol from the Middle Ages 

for the name of Jesus Christ. The tabernacle in which the 

Holy Eucharist is reserved, stands in the centre of the 

apse. On its door is the mystical Ichthys (Greek for fish) 

symbol for Jesus Christ. This is probably an acrostic for 

protector) in Station XII. 

Statues 

A fine three quarter life size crucifix hangs to the right of 

the high altar. Around the Church are a number of devo-

tional statues. Clockwise from the left transept they are: the 

Virgin Mary as a child being taught by her mother St. Anne; 

the Franciscan St. Anthony of Lisbon and of Padua with the 

child Jesus; The Carmelite St. Thérèse Martin of Lisieux 

(proclaimed a Doctor of the Church by Pope St. John Paul 

II, she is patron of AIDS sufferers, pilots, florists, mission-

aries and the sick) and a shrine that depicts the Virgin Mary 

appearing to St. Bernadette Soubirous at Lourdes. Statues in 

monochrome plaster of St Patrick (Patron of Ireland) and 

St. Joseph (Patron of the Universal Church) are located in 

the left and right porches.  

Organ 

The choir loft has a 13 pipe organ with manual key board.  

Conclusion  

We hope that you have enjoyed your visit to Howth and 

especially to our parish church. Come, visit us again. 
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