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2019 Higher Level Question 3  

Irish stone crosses from the 12th century were different in several ways from the earlier 

scriptural works. Discuss this statement with reference to the cross at Dysert O’Dea which 

is illustrated on the accompanying sheet. Refer in your answer to form, function, treatment 

of the human figure and stone working techniques. AND Name, briefly describe and 

discuss one other artefact from the same period. Illustrate your answer.  

In the 12th century, crosses were erected to confirm the authority of Rome rather than to spread 

the word of Christ and were very different in appearance from earlier crosses. The wheel head 

was gone in most crosses, and it did not depict scenes from the Bible in panels, instead they  

illustrated Christ together with a local Saint or Bishop. They also differ greatly from the earlier 

scriptural works. The crosses did not focus on intricate ribbon interlace and tried to develop more 

realistic representations of religious figures. Earlier scriptural works focused largely on symbolism 

and depicted human figures with large oval heads, almond-shaped eyes, small noses and simple, 

straight mouths.  

Dysert O’Dea Cross 

The Dysert O’Dea cross, also known as St Tola’s Cross or the White Cross of Tola, is a fine 

example of the development of High Crosses and the European influence. This limestone cross 

stands 3.27m high, 121cm from Kilfenora in Co. Clare. It is on the site of an early Christian 

monastery, founded by St Tola. The name of the cross is explained on the base by an inscription 

that relates to how it was repaired and re-erected by Conor O’Dea in 1683. The cross is made up 

of 4 blocks: the capstone, head, shaft, and a pyramidal base. 
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The east side of the cross is dominated by a figure of Christ, dressed in a long robe down to his 

ankles and stretching his arms out triumphantly at the intersection of the cross. There is great 

detail in clothing; seen in his arms where a line indicates the body underneath his robe. Attention 

was also paid to the flared cloth that hangs around his waist, and the anatomy of his hand, which 

indicates fingers in proportion and a thumb muscle. However, there is still a lack of realism in the 
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carvings. O’Dea cross is carved in a more blocky style and lacks roundness to the figures. Christ 

is also carved in much more relief than the previous crosses which may be an influence from the 

European Style. The cross features a bishop below the Christ rather than the traditional scenes 

from the Bible on classical crosses. The figure is long and narrow and is wearing a mitre and 

holding a crozier, a spiral headed pastoral staff. A strange hole can be seen on the bishop’s arm. 

This may have been his other arm protruding, possibly holding a relic. At the base lies circular 

interlace, a part of it has been cut away to allow an inscription.  

The west face is entirely covered by abstract geometric designs. The head is taken up by a 

decoration of 5 lozenges in the form of a St Brigid’s cross, carved in high relief. They also 

represent the wounds of Christ. The shaft is divided into a series of sections. The top shows a 

number of raised squares, the middle 4 forming a cross shape. Below this are 2 separate panels, 

one square and the other narrow, filled with intricate animal-head interlace. The largest panel has 

a set of diagonals low on the shaft, the space between these is occupied by diamond shapes, 

which outline tiny crosses. Below this is a narrow band of animal interlace. The designs on the 

cross are similar to those found in manuscripts dating from this time.  
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The function of the cross was to remind the people of the Pope's power. The Pope was said to be 

God’s representative on Earth. These crosses moved away from the previous designs of Bible 

scenes and instead glorified their individual power.   

Muirdeach’s Cross  
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The high cross at Monasterboice is one of the best examples of a sandstone cross in the country. 

The place gets its name from the monastery of Buite, a saint reputed to have prophesied the 

greatness of St Columbia who is said to have been born on the day Buite died.   

The first sight a visitor gets on entering an old monastic site from the road is the monumental 

Muiredach’s cross. It stands at 5.2m high. Some speculate that the cross was made in Italy as the 

carving on the cross is very advanced and realistic. The cross has a large ring and broad shaft. It 

is a powerfully sculptural piece and is remarkable for its proportions as well as its artistic and 

technical skill displaying the competence of the workers.  
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The cross was carved in the 10th century when there seems to have been a lull in Viking raids, 

called the 40-year ream. The carvings are well preserved and appear very 3d and rounded, 

although this may just be due to the harder type of sandstone that was used for the cross. All four 

sides show scenes 6  the Old and New Testaments. The carvings depict realistic interpretations of 

scenes with a great sense of movement and good observation of anatomy, a vast improvement 

from the previous crosses.   

The cross was sculpted using drills, mallets and chisels, the creators leaving the detail in high 

relief. Impressive detail can be seen on the west face of the cross at the centre of the wheel head. 

The scene depicts the Crucifixion of Jesus.   

Further detail can be viewed in the panels particularly in the scene of The Mocking of Christ, on 

the west face of the cross. Christ is depicted facing forward with a soldier on each side. They walk 

towards him but look out at the viewer. The soldiers are depicted with long hair and beards, 

possibly a reference to the terrorizing Vikings at the time. There is great detail in the armour they 

both wear and an effective sense of movement is seen in their pose. Attention is given to the 

anatomy, seen in the shape of their calves and detail on the hand gripping the swords. The human 

figure is also depicted with accurate proportions. In the middle, is Christ, who holds a staff in one 

hand and his other wrist is held by a Roman soldier. His head is lowered in defeat or acceptance 

of his fate. This shows particular skill in depicting emotions or feelings. Christ is covered in pattern 

robes with a brooch similar to the Tara Brooch. His hairstyle is similar to the Irish monks of the 

time and the patterns on the cloth also suggest Irish influence. The panel is bordered by rope 

carving. At the base sit two realistically carved cats eating birds/mice in front of an inscription 

telling us to pray for Muiredach. The animals are quite realistic and contain proper proportions.  



 

7 
Early Christian Ireland - Stonework 2019 HL Q3 | Sample answer 

 

The panel on the north face, underneath (not as eroded) the arm of the cross also contains 

intricate carvings. A hand, symbolizing the power of God is superimposed over a circular motif, like 

a halo, possibly symbolizing heaven or a cloud. The hand emerges out of a carving of two crakes 

embossing 3 (trinity) heads. This is bordered by a row of rope moulding on each side and a further 

long panel of geometric interlace on each side. The heads may symbolize the Holy Trinity, Father, 

Son, Holy Spirit and the snakes may resemble evil or rebirth. The intertwining could also 

symbolize the fight between Good and Evil, though we can’t be sure for certain. There are 5 great 

details present in this panel, the fingers of the hand, the intricate halo surrounding it, the detail on 

the snakeheads and their scales. 
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