Prehistoric
Pilgrimage
to Croagh Patrick

Croagh Patrick from the Boheh rock art monument

‘The sublimity of its appearance and its
nearness to a populous plain helped

make it the holiest mountain in Ireland’

THIS WAS SAID OF Croagh Patrick by
Maire MacNeill in her book The Festival of
Lughnasa (1962). Croagh Patrick (764m) rises
gently out of the waters of the southern shore
of Clew Bay, west Mayo. It has a very striking
profile, characterised by its cone-shaped
summit of quartz, known locally as ‘the Reek’.
From the summit there is a commanding view
of the Partry Mountains. the Sheeffry Hills,
Mweelrea, Tully Mountain, Inishbofin,
[nishturk, Caher Island, Clare Island, Achill
Island, the northern shores of Clew Bay,
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CHRIS CORLETT takes

a look at Croagh Patrick
and places it in a new

context where it is seen as

a powerful religious focus

since the Bronze Age.

Nephin Mountain and the rolling plains of east
Mayo.

Even today natural features such as rivers,
lakes, mountains, hills, or even a boulder or
tree in a field are important points of reference
in our landscape. In prehistoric times such
features would have functioned similarly as
topographical points of reference and were
retained in local imagination by a variety of
associated legends and myths. Some of the
most dominant seem to have become central to
religious explanations of the landscape.
Permanent physical features, particularly
mountains, were probably viewed as
supernatural guardians of the mortal world,
and no doubt evoked a sense of ancestry.



the landscape. Here Il 1S argued that Lroagn
Patrick was a sacred mountain to people living
in west Mayo during the early prehistoric
period and that gradually it became of wider
importance and a centre of religious
pilgrimage even before the dawn of
Christianity.

In Christian times Croagh Patrick has been
and continues to be the focus of an extensive
ritual complex. The earliest recorded
pilgrimage here was in AD 1113. However, it
is clear from the very strong associations with
St Patrick that religious significance was
attached to this mountain by earlier Christians.
Maire MacNeill has argued that the religious
importance of Croagh Patrick has its origins in
the Celtic festival of Lughnasa. though the
evidence for this lies primarily in the strong
local tradition of performing the pilgrimage on
Avine Chrom Dubh, the Friday of Crom Dubh.
According to O'Donovan in 1838, stations
were performed on the mountain by locals
primarily on 15 August. Indeed. historical
reference to St Patrick’s conversion of the
mountain deity Crom Dubh to Christianity
suggests that Ireland’s patron saint came to
convert a mountain that was already sacred to
the local people. Archaeological research now
suggests that Croagh Patrick has been a centre
of local worship since at least the Bronze Age

Above: A view of the mountain summit
taken from the south

Below: Standing stone at Killadangan

and that the mountain served as a ritual focus
for an area beyond the immediate locality.

The earliest settlement evidence in west
Mayo dates to the Neolithic, and is provided
primarily by megalithic tombs. Croagh Patrick

€arly 1armers HIposed On WIS nuscape, 1wo
court tombs to the west of the mountain at
Aillemore and Formoyle have excellent views
of Croagh Patrick. Indeed, it can be seen in the
distance 90km away from several of the
passage tombs at the Carrowkeel cemetery on
the Bricklieve Mountains in County Sligo.
Recently Fiona Gallagher of Sligo pointed out
to me an interesting feature of Cairn G. The
back stone of the west-south-western cell of
the cruciform chamber of this cairn has a
triangular profile remarkably similar to that of
Croagh Patrick. which can be seen far off to
the west-south-west. Is this purely coincidental
or is it a deliberate attempt to imitate the form
of a sacred mountain in a religious monument?

Only two definate prehistoric sites can be
found on Croagh Patrick itself: stone cairns at
Roilig Mhuire and Teevenacroaghy on the
western and eastern shoukders of the mountain
respectively, perhaps marking early bronze age
burials. These cairns have a deliberately
commanding view over Lough Nacorra to the
south, wheras a dramatic view of Clew Bay to
the north is invisible from both sites. The
name of this lake translates from Irish as “the
lake of the serpents’. Many Christian legends
try to explain the origin of this name in an
apparent attempt to denounce a deily
associated with the lake.
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