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Of all the English incursions 
into Ireland, amongst the least known 
is one which took place in the latter half 
of the 19th century. In 1850, there were 
less than 40 stained glass windows to 
be found in Anglican churches across 
the island of Ireland; by 1900 there were 
nearly 1,400, thanks in large part to the 
Gothic revival championed by the English 
architect Pugin and the English firms which 
furnished the bulk of the stained glass 
installed in so many churches on both 
sides of the Irish Sea during this period. 

It is of, of course, little wonder 
that this stained glass was populated 
by stories from the life of Christ, but the 
Victorians’ unbridled passion for their Bible 
ensured that figures from the Hebrew Bible 
(Old Testament) also featured prominently, 
including well-known characters like David 
and Moses and also more obscure figures 
ones like Ahimelek, Miriam, Samuel and 
Melchizedek. While this inheritance of 
ancient Judaism is being increasingly 
forgotten by contemporary worshipping 
communities, the vivid illustration of these 
stories in stained glass offers an impor-
tant opportunity for re-engagement both 
with the glass and the ancient stories 
they interpret.

From typology to tragedy — Thanks to a 
grant from the Irish Research Council, I am 
currently exploring how the Hebrew Bible 
has been interpreted in the stained glass of 

selected churches in the United Dioceses 
of Dublin and Glendalough (Church of 
Ireland). In essence, my research asks how 
the images of the Old Testament found 
in these windows reflect those found in 
earlier biblical paintings, how they relate 
to other stained glass found in the same 
building and how these images have been 
influenced by those who made them and 
those for whom they were made. 

Initial research has con-
firmed the significance of ‘typology’, in 
which events and people found in the 
Hebrew Bible/Old Testament (such as 
Abraham’s near sacrifice of his son Isaac) 
are depicted in the stained glass win-
dows as ‘types’ which prefigure events and 
people described in the New Testament 
(e.g. the ‘sacrifice’ of Christ on the cross). 
While some stained glass windows are 
‘conventional’ in their interpretation of 
the Old Testament, others have come 
to light which are profoundly personal. 

In one parish church (Leeson 
Park) near the centre of Dublin, a set of 
three adjacent windows from the late 
nineteenth century depicts Samuel the 
prophet, Miriam, the sister of Moses, and 
Jacob from Genesis. As in other windows 
of the time, Miriam is depicted as a young 
woman; however Samuel, often pictured as 
a very young child, appears here uniquely 
in late adolescence, while Jacob, who 
appears in other windows as a grey-
bearded patriarch, is also pictured as a 

young man. What inspired this grouping of 
Old Testament characters in adolescence 
- a grouping found in no other church in 
Ireland? The tragic answer is to be found 
in their dedication to three siblings from 
one family, all struck down in their youth: 
Maurice Nelligan, age 22, Helen, age 17 
and Matthew, just 15 - confirmation that 
here, as elsewhere, the Old Testament 
stories which appeared in the stained 
glass were bound up with the stories of 
the parishioners themselves.

The fruit of this project will be 
seen not only in the research published 
in peer-reviewed journals, but also in the 
equipping of local communities with the 
education and tools they need to nurture 
a deeper appreciation of the interpretive 
resources to be found in the fabric of their 
own physical environment.
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≥  In 1850, there were less  
than 40 stained glass windows 
to be found in Anglican churches 
across the island of Ireland; by 
1900 there were nearly 1,400...

BACKGROUND – Stained glass window depicting Miriam  
from the Old Testament in Lesson Park Church © Reproduced  
with the permission of the Representative Church Body  
of the Church of Ireland; photograph by David Lawrence
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