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Partnership

Cork Public Museum
Shortly after securing his first-class 
M.A., Michael J. was appointed curator 
of the recently founded Cork Public 
Museum in Fitzgerald Park. Both 
of the OʼKellyʼs were involved in 
building up the displays and dioramas 
at the museum. The displays were 
ground breaking with full sized figures, 
Michael J. supplying the artefacts and 
Claire making the clothes in faithful 
reproductions of the originals. Michael 
J. remained curator of the museum for 
over two decades.

Michael J. OʼKelly in 1945.

The indispensible and only means of transport during 
the war years, the bicycle. Michael J.ʼs would often, 
ʻset out each day on his bicycle equipped with trench 
coat, heavy boots, ordnance survey maps, note book 
and measuring tape, crossing fields, climbing fences 
and contending with the severity of the elements, and 
arriving back at Lough Gur in the gathering darkness 
tired but not lacking enthusiasmʼ.

Claire OʼKelly photographed at Ardfert 
in Co. Kerry with Macalisterʼs Corpus 
Inscriptionum Insularum Celticarum.

The OʼKellys met for the first time as students at UCC 
in 1939 in the Department of Archaeology, “I was only 

there for the craic”, Claire later admitted, “as I already had a 
teaching qualification, but Brian was a serious student. In fact, 
the star of the show”. As students both Michael J. and Claire 
worked on Seán P. Ó Ríordáinʼs excavation at the neolithic 
site of Lough Gur in County Limerick. It wasnʼt long before a 
working relationship turned to something more serious. With 
their students years behind them and a position for Michael J. 
as curator of Cork Public Museum, they married in 1945. 

The times dictated that they should honeymoon in Ireland 
and it was in Dingle that a long and fruitful partnership in 
archaeology and prehistory began. Together they spent their 
honeymoon checking the accuracy of R.A.S. Macalisterʼs 
records of ogham inscriptions which had just been published in 
Corpus Inscriptionum Insularum Celticarum. 

Every summer thereafter was spent 
excavating at sites,”ranging from 
megaliths to ringforts, from west 
Kerry to north Tipperary”. Much 
of this work was ground-breaking 
with scientific application and 
experimental archaeology being 
introduced for the first time. Together 
this unique partnership would change 
the face of Irish archaeology.

Born in Abbeyfeale, Co. Limerick, Michael J. OʼKelly obtained his secondary 
education at Rockwell College, Tipperary, before entering University 

College, Cork, as a student of engineering in 1934. A year later he switched to 
architecture and became an articled pupil in a Cork office. 

Fate intervened in the considerable person of Seán P. Ó Ríordáin, the energetic 
Professor of archaeology at UCC.  Ó Ríordáin was looking for a surveyor as he 
engaged in the excavation of the ring-fort at Garranes, Co Cork. Michael J. began 
work there in the spring of 1937 and later that year moved on to the neolithic site 
of Lough Gur with Ó Ríordáin. 

Ó Ríordáinʼs infectious enthusiasm wooed many to the cause of archaeology and 
in that summer of 1937, Michael J. proved to be a ready convert. The new recruit 
returned to UCC that October, as a student of Ó Ríordáinʼs, in the faculty of 
archaeology. 

By the time Michael J. had graduated (in 1940) with a first class honours degree in 
archaeology (quickly followed by a first class M.A.) he had trained as an engineer, 
surveyor and architect and had taken courses in Irish, geology and geography, all 
of which uniquely qualified and equipped him to take on the challenges that Irish 
archaeology would present in the second half of the 20th century.

In 1946 he replaced Ó Ríordáin as head of the Department at UCC, a position he 
held for thirty-six years. For OʼKelly ,ʼteaching was an integral part of his zest 
for humanity and scholarshipʼ, and demanded and received whole-hearted student 
participation.

By the 1960s OʼKelly was the most highly qualified archaeologist in the country, 
armed as he was with twenty five years of practical experience – having excavated 
continuously every summer – and by virtue of being the only recipient of the 
D.Litt. Degree awarded on foot of published works.

Michael 
or Brian? 
Classifying 
the archaeologist
No archaeologist was more tenacious in the application of 
logic when interpreting an artifact than Professor OʼKelly, but 
just what to call himself, however, proved to be beyond his 
own logic. To the academic and wider world he was Professor 
Michael J. OʼKelly, while to his friends and relatives he would 
always be known simply as Brian.

The story goes, that when he was brought to the church to be 
christened, his mother stayed at home (as was the custom), 
happy in the knowledge that her newborn would return as 
ʻBrianʼ. Somehow he returned as ʻMichael Josephʼ. His mother 
furious at the switch, refused to call him anything but Brian and 
with most people rowing in behind her, that name stuck.

He was however, dogged by it all his life, declaring that, ʻMany 
people thought that M. J. OʼKelly was a chap who wrote 
scholarly articles and was a professor, while Brian was a chap 
who dirtied his hands digging things up all over Ireland.ʼ

Michael and Claire 
photgraphed in the 
early 1940s 

Cork Public Museum 

Michael J. OʼKelly (seated third from right) with Professor Seán P. Ó Ríordáin of 
UCC (seated centre) at Lough Gur in the summer of 1937.

Kilmalkeadar, 1945

Irish archaeology
ʻThe training of archaeologists in the 
National University at that time [1940s] 
was essentially in Arts subjects and the  
emphasis was on the artifacts of Gaelic 
culture, Christian and pre-Christian, 
so that field observers, surveyors and 
excavators were in short supply. While 
Brianʼs [Michael J.] interests embraced the 
traditional fields of Irish archaeology, what 
set him apart was his primary training in 
science and his zeal for testing hypotheses 
by experiment.ʼ

E. Estyn Evans

Michael J. O’Kelly

A young Micheal J. OʼKelly embarking on a forty-five year career in archaeology at Lough Gur in 1937.



Claire O’Kelly
Claire was born in Cork in 1916 and lived on the banks of the Lee for most 

of her life. She qualified as a national school teacher and while working as a 
teacher decided to study archaeology at night in University College Cork under the 
late Séan P. Ó ʻRiordáin.

Her working career in archaeology began alongside her future husband at Ó 
Ríordáinʼs Lough Gur excavation. These were remarkable times, when the 
foundation of modern Irish archaeology were laid with the uncovering of 
settlements dating to the neolithic and the hitherto unknown beaker period.

She married in 1945, and was forced by the dictate of the time to retire from her 
teaching post. She now devoted her time to rearing her three children, but as soon as 
possible was helping out, particularly during the regular summer season excavation. 
Her role spanned the practical, managerial and domestic all in one day. Often she 
could be cataloguing finds in the morning, filing accounts in the afternoon and 
feeding the volunteers by the dayʼs end.

Amongst her greatest interests was the Irish language which found practical 
application when she created many of the archaeological terms for the English/
Irish dictionary edited by Tomás de Bháldraithe. Her interest in Irish language and 
literature led her to research the references to Brú na Bóinne in early Irish literature, 
going back to the original sources and reaffirming its identification as Newgrange.

During the Newgrange campaign Claire developed other research interests, 
publishing papers on the Roman finds at the site and the megalithic art of the 
Boyne Valley. She painstakingly traced all the carved stones at Newgrange, thereby 
creating the first complete corpus of the decorated stones. 

She also published together with Michael J., a detailed survey of Dowth, the result 
of countless hours below ground in the cold and damp, working by candle light and 
lantern. Her own publication, Illustrated Guide to Newgrange, was the first of its 
kind in ireland, aimed as it was at the intelligent layperson.

As if this were not enough, she undertook to feed and house the army of 
archaeologists, distinguised visitors and international students who arrived every 
season to work on the excavation at Newgrange, as well as looking after her own 
three children.

In the years following her husbandʼs death, she embarked on the task of preparing 
for publication his unfinished manuscript ʻEarly Ireland, An Introduction to Irish 
Prehistoryʼ, while also ensuring that his papers and excavation archives were put in 
order and deposited in the relevant institutions.

In recognition of her work she was elected a Fellow of the Society of Antiquities of 
London in 1984. 

Dining out – with the ancestors
During an excavation at Ballyvournay in Cork in the early 1950s, Michael J.ʼs attention was drawn to two sites nearby that were known 
as ʻfulachtaʼ. They had variously been interpreted as smithʼs forges or the cooking place of that famous band of warriors, the Fianna. 
These small mound were found all over the country and consisted of a large heap of burnt or cracked stones. 

Determined that experimentation may provide some answers, Michael J. decided to test the cooking place explanation. He dug a trough 
in the ground, lined it with wood and added water. Hot stones from a fire were applied and to their amazement the 100 gallons of water 
duly boiled. Two legs of mutton of 5 kilos each, wrapped in straw, were added. Under the watchful eye of Claire and Michael J. the 
water was kept just below boiling. When the calculated time had elapsed, the perfectly cooked meat uncontaminated by the bitter taste of 
ash or bog water was shared out amongst those present. “As we gorged ourselves upon the meat in the glade that day,  ̓wrote OʼKelly, “it 
required little imagination to picture the ancient hunter-warriors who had done just the same thing centuries upon centuries before.”

Shortly afterwards at a similar site, the President of Ireland, Eamon de Valera, came to visit. He naturally wanted to know how old the 
site was, a question which no one knew the answer too. Michael J. happened to mention a new discovery by Willard Libby in Chicago 
which could date organic material. “You send me a few samples”, said the President, “and Iʼll see that they get to Dr Libby”. The 
samples returned from the Chicago laboratory and producing a date of 1500BC. It was the first use of C14 carbon dating in Ireland. 

Claire OʼKelly at the launch 
of her ʻIllustrated Guide to 
Newgrange in 1967.

Claire in a doorway at 
Aghadoe (left) in May 
1940 and ten years ? 
later at the Lion Gate at 
Mycenae, Greece.



Visitors to Newgrange in the 1950s at the entrance to the passage, a 
decade before the OʼKelly excavation.

The O’Kellys at Newgrange

The south side of Newgrange before excavation with the en-
trance just visible. For much of its history Newgrange would 
have looked like this, without the trees which were planted in 
the 19th century.

By 1961 Newgrange was in a dilapidated condition and despite the rapidly increasing number 
of visitors, there was no right of public access. It was becoming clear to many that this, one 

of the greatest monuments in Western Europe, could not be left in its then condition. PJ Hartnett, 
the archaeological officer with Bord Fáilte Eireann (Irish Tourist Board) and a former pupil 
of Professor OʼKellyʼs, arranged a meeting at Newgrange of all those who had a professional 
interest in the monument.   

1st Nov:    A letter from Harnett to Professor OʼKelly asks him to attend the meeting at Newgrange. 

       ʻWe have decided that you should join the sub-committee . . . at Newgrange. I enclose ... the ten points we propose  
      to discuss on the site and I hope I can count on your enthusiastic support in getting something done to improve the   
      presentation of this most important archaeological monument.  ̓

6th Nov:   Professor OʼKelly attends at Newgrange as part of the committee. The monument was carefully considered and it   
      was agreed that before any conservation work could be done, excavation must take place.

      ʻAfter some discussion it was agreed that Professor OʼKelly (Cork) would consider undertaking this exploratory   
      excavation. Work would start not earlier than June 1962 and Professor OʼKelly could draw from the £800      
      available from the academy for excavation work.ʼ

9th Nov:    A letter from Hartnet to a still undecided OʼKelly urges him to take on the excavation.

      ʻI do hope you will make up your mind to do this excavation and I believe you will have wholehearted support from  
      our organisation here.ʼ

13th Nov:    OʼKelly replies to Hartnet agreeing, with some reservations, to begin work excavating Newgrange.

      ʻI have hardly thought of this since due to pressure of other work, but I don t̓ see any reason why I shouldn t̓ take on  
      this dig. I feel that it will probably be very dull in itself, but it would give me a chance to become more familiar with  
      the sites in the area than I am now and if we could show that the slip outside the kerb is of little archaeological    
      interest, it would enable you or Percy to remove it all and push it back on the mound and thus do a decent job thereʼ.

      ʻThat £800 should go a long way in the excavation of the 30° sector in the entrance area and as we saw how this   
      was going, we could decide to ask for more or plan a 2nd or subsequent season or seasons.ʼ

15th Nov:   Hartnet expresses his delight at securing OʼKelly to do the excavation.

      ʻYour letter of 13th instant[ly] raised the cockles of my heart.
      I am so glad that you are prepared and seriously considering doing the job at Newgrange.

It was the unanimous wish of the meeting that Professor OʼKelly should undertake the direction of the excavation, being the 
acknowledged expert on archaeological excavation and exploration in Ireland. In the end he took the excavation on, reluctant as 
he was given his work load and the great distance from his base in Cork,ʼnot because I chose this site for myself in the normal 
�
colleagues, I was the one best qualified to direct the excavationsʼ.

Netherville, 3km? from Newgrange, was home for many years during the excavation 
season at Newgrange. Housed under its huge Victorian roof were the OʼKellys and their 
three children, as well as a large cohort of students from both Ireland and abroad. It was 
here that the domestic practicalities – feeding and washing – of a large excavation were 
organised by Claire OʼKelly. 
Claire also co-ordinated her survey of the art of Newgrange here,  spreading the huge 
tracings and drawings in the large rooms of Netherville in an effort to prepare them for 
publication.

Professor Michael J. OʼKelly, 1961.

Illustration



Excavation commenced in 1962 and continued every summer for a four 
month season up to and including 1975. The aim of the excavation was 

to discover as much as possible about the archaeological and historical context 
of Newgrange and the people who built it and to discover what its original 
finished appearance was so as to direct a reconstruction, conservation and 
restoration of the structure to its former condition and appearance.
As part of the early preparation work on Newgrange, the OʼKellyʼs travelled to Brittany and Iberia to 
study at first hand the European background of Newgrange, consulting with the leading experts in those 
countries on the various features found at Newgrange. The OʼKellys also consulted widely in Ireland and 
brought in experts in different fields to advise on the restoration of the great cairn of stones which covers 
the tomb.

The first priority was to examine the cairn slip outside the kerb especially the entrance side (south) of the 
Newgrange as it was here that repair and conservation was needed urgently.  Before excavation could 
begin trees and shrubs were cleared from the mound. A survey of the mound and the ridge on which 
Newgrange stands was carried out.

The tomb, its design and structure were surveyed and examined.  etc etc.

The floor of the passage and chamber were excavated. etc etc.

Excavation 1962 – 1975

The last year of excavation
ʻWe determined in 1975 that that should be our last season of excavation at Newgrange. We had investigated 
approximately one third of the structure and we had discovered much about it that was new, both in its 
structure and in its ornament, while radiocarbon had pushed its date back by 1,000 years. We felt that the 
other two thirds should be left for a future excavator, who, working with new knowledge and perhaps with 
better methods and new scientific approaches, should have large areas untouched by us in which to test, 
check and re-evaluate our findings.ʼ

From ʻThe Restoration of Newgrange  ̓by MJOK. Antiquity LIII, 1979

The finds
There were many artefacts from the cairn, cairn slip, passage and 
chamber of Newgrange found during the course of the excavation.
They included :
•  two disc or plate brooches of the Romano-Britsih type found just 
below the turf outside the kerb, on the south side (below)
•  human remains
•  pots, etc, etc.
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Mollusc analysis
Prof OʼKelly had the leading British 
environmental archaeologist and author of 
ʻLand Snails in Archaeologyʼ, J.G. Evans 
from the Department of Archaeology, 
University College Cardiff examine the 
snails found amongst the cairn. Snails are 
important indicators of different habitats. 
OʼKelly hoped to reconstruct the type of 
environment Newgrange was originally 
built in using this evidence.

Pollen analysis
During the excavation Prof. OʼKelly 
systematically took soil samples for 
pollen and seed analysis. This provided 
significant information about the landscape 
and it was possible to reconstruct how 
the countryside would have looked 
when Newgrange was built. It was open, 
grassland dispersed with areas where 
cereal crops were grown.

The science of ‘New archaeology’
Michael J. OʼKelly was the father of ʻNew archaeology  ̓
in Ireland. He was the first Irish archaeologist to 
incorporate specialist studies into his excavation strategy. 

ʻProfessor OʼKelly will long be 
remembered as the excavator of 
Newgrange, which occupied him 
and his helpers for some fourteen 
years. To this mammoth task 
he brought not only his unique 
experience of excavation on a great 
variety of sites but also the personal 
qualities of one who pursues truth 
to the end and has always had the 
courage of his convictions.  ̓
E. Estyn Evans

Prof. OʼKelly standing on the tip of Le Grand 
Menhir Brise at Locmariaquer, Brittany.

Guides office 
Amongst the many recommendations made 
by Prof. OʼKelly for the presentation of 
Newgrange were: 
• the appointment of a caretaker   
 and site office for same
• the provision of an       
 impregnable fence
• fixed hours of opening 
• the employment of special    
 guides. The resulting guide   
 service was, together with the  
 Rock of Cashel, the first in    
 the state.

This hut served as the OʼKellyʼs 
site office for the duration of the 
excavation. It survives today as the 
groundsmanʼs office.

Dental analysis
Various departments in Prof. OʼKellyʼs 
own University College Cork were called 
on for expert advice. The Department 
of Anatomy, University College Cork 
examined in forensic detail the human 
skeletal and dental remains found in the 
chamber of Newgrange. From the small-
unburnt fragments they were able to 
identify two skeletons, from the burnt 
remains three or more.

Bone analysis
All the animal remains were examined 
by Louise Van Wijngaarden–Bakker, 
University of Amsterdam. Her two reports 
on the animal remains from the Beaker 
settlement at Newgrange, Co. Meath 
were the first comprehensive animal bone 
reports from an excavation ever published 
in Ireland She is considered the mother of 
archaeozoology (faunal studies) in Ireland.

Radiocarbon
Prof. OʼKelly produced the first scientific 
dates for Newgrange using the relatively 
new technique of Radiocarbon dating. 
We can be 95% certain that Newgrange 
passage tomb was constructed sometime 
between 3,370BC and 2,920BC.

The OʼKellyʼs at Newgrange (foreground centre) during the course of the 1964 
season. Amongst the features shown are the embrasure cutting which has exposed 
the passage and roof-box, the oval setting just to the OʼKellyʼs right and the cairn 
slip profile at K3. Two archaeologist survey and record the slip profile. The latter stages of the excavation and restoration in 1974?



The original 
excavation radius 
was considerably 
exceeded in the 
southeast by the 
discovery of the 
satellite tomb 
(site Z) 

This area (5 acres) bounded by a 
hedge was purchased for the state 
on the recommendation of the 1961 
Committee. This large area now 
controlled by the OPW, enabled free 
access for large-scale works to begin.

Unexcavated 
mound slip

Site Z

Kerbstones 51 – 53, 
raised back to the 
vertical, in the north 
cutting.

GC–10 in the great circle 

Behind Kerbstones ? 
excavations revealed 
the bottom course of the 
original wall on the north 
side of Newgrange.

Area excavated 
between 

1962 and 1975 by 
Prof. M.J. OʼKelly

The Great Circle
The great circle contains twelve surviving orthostats with a 
diameter of 103.6m.
The purpose of the excavation was to:
• investigate the great circle
• establish if gaps in its circumference had originally contained  
 orthostats
• to establish the chronological relationship between circle   
 and cairn. Excavation established that the circle was erected  
 before the cairn had collapsed. 

1962
(far left) The great circle in the 
first season of excavation at 
Newgrange. 

(left) A large pit, 2m in diameter 
in the foreground, may have been 
the socket of another orthostat.

The north cutting
A cutting was made centred around 
Kerbstone 52 which is diametrically 
opposite the entrance stone.
Its purpose was to:
• establish a profile of the cairn slip on  
 the north side
• to re-erect the highly decorated K52
• to test the theory that another      
 entrance lay behind K52. None was   
 found.

The aerial view of 
the excavation in 
1967?



Restoration
The passage and chamber
A considerable amount of disturbance had taken place over the centuries to the floor of the 
passage and chamber. A surprising number of finds, forming part of the original grave deposit 
were made durin gthe excavation. They were; 7 marbles, 4 pendants, 2 beads, a utilized flint 
flake, a bone chisel and fragments of several bone pins and points.
A considerable quantity of human and faunal remains was found, the former comprising both 
burnt and unburnt material.

“To be a restorer of ancient 
monuments one should be 
sheltered by a triple coat of 
brass, but even the repairer of 
such required a coat of mail”.    
A favourite quote of Professor OʼKellyʼs by E.P. 
Wright on the perils of excavation and rstoration.

The Cairn slip
Numerous sectional profiles of the periphery of the 
cairn and of the slip from were recorded and were 
found to be basically the same throughout.

The material outside the kerb stone can be clearly seen 
to have slipped off the mound. the stratification of 
this slip is of particular interest because it is from this 
evidence that Professor OʼKelly deduced the original 
shape of the mound.

Photograph 
recording 
the cairn slip 
profile at K96

Excavated 
area in front 
of K96 – K92 

During the excavation the front part of the passage roof, 
incluing the roof-box, had to be removed in order to 

restore the passage orthostats to the vertical. An eight layer plan 
of the roof was drawn (right), on which the position of every 
roof-stone and corbel was plotted and as the roof was being 
dismanteled, each stone was numbered in sequence and the 
same number affixed to the corresponding stone in the plan.

When the work on the passage orthostats had been completed it 
was thus possible to restore the slabs to their former positions 
with complete accuracy.

Quartz wall
The excavation showed beyond doubt that in its original condition, a 3m high 
wall stood almost vertically on the kerb and acted as a retaining wall for the cairn 
material forming the edge of the mound. This wall was built in white quartz on the 
south-eastern third of the periphery and in selected boulders of sandstone in the 
other two thirds. when the wall failed, the edge of the cairn began to slide down until 
finally the kerb became completely hidden.

In the last years of the OʼKelly excavation the Office of Public Works undertook to 
restore the quartz wall base on the archaeological findings and interpretations.

Survey of 
cairn slip 
profile at K92 
with notes by 
Prof. O Kelly



This rare sequence of 
photographs from the 
excavation records the 
restoration of the passage roof 
and roof-box in 1967?. All 
of the cairn from above the 
first third of the passage has 
been excavated (embrasure 
cutting)and removed and the 
orthostats of the passage have 
been straightened (see above 
left).

The sequence begins with the 
placing in position of the large 
stone RS1 by crane (2–6). An 
OPW crew manoeuvres it into 
position under the watchful 
eye of Professor OʼKelly (grey 
jacket), Claire OʼKelly (white 
and beige top) and senior 
members of staff at the Office 
of Public Works. 

Professor OʼKelly checks its 
exact position from within the 
passage (7,8) while Claire helps 
position it from above (9).

Another stone Co.3/L5–6 has 
been removed earlier (1). The 
decorated surface was orinally 
completely hidden as this 
stone acted as a corbel for the 
passage roof. It was removed to 
the National Museum.

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

1



Winter Solstice 1967

“Between the bright sky and the long glittering 
silver ribbon of the Boyne the land looks black 
and featureless.

Great flocks of starlings are flying across the 
sky from their night time roosts to their day time 
feeding places.

The effect is very dramatic as the direct light of 
the sun brightens and casts a glow of light all over 
the chamber. I can even see parts of the roof and 
a reflected light shines right back in to the back of 
the end chamber.”

The recorded words of Prof  OʼKelly spoken in the tomb of Newgrange on the 21st Dec 1969.

The carved lintel stone which forms part 
of the roof-box, photographed in 1950.
Antiquarians had commented on it from 
1830 onwards, describing it as a false lintel.

Over the course of the early excavation, some of the many local visitors would 
often tell the OʼKellyʼs of a tradition, that the rising sun, at some unspecified 

time, would light up the triple spiral stone in the end recess of the chamber at 
Newgrange. Unfortunately, ʻno one could be found who had witnessed this but it 
continued to be mentionedʼ, the OʼKellyʼs at first assuming that there was a confusion 
with Stonehenge and the mid-summer sunrise alignment there.

A conversation between the OʼKellys on the persistence of this tradition, planted in the 
mind of the Professor that, ʻa south-east orientation would be correct at the mid-winter 
solstice  ̓and that perhaps this tradition was more than a figment of the local peopleʼs 
confused imagination.

Abandoning the preparations for Christmas to Claire, Professor OʼKelly made the long 
journey up from Cork to Newgrange on the day before the winter solstice, the shortest 
day of the year, to test out his hunch.

Some minutes before sunrise on the 21 December 1967, Professor OʼKelly stood alone 
in the darkness of the chamber at Newgrange, wondering what, if anything, would 
happen. To his amazement, mimute by minute, the chamber grew steadily lighter 
and a beam of sunlight began to enter the passage and to travel inwards, “lighting up 
everything as it came until the whole chamber – side recesses, floor and roof six metres 
above the floor – were all clearly illuminated”. OʼKelly stood rigid for a while, tranfixed 
by the phenomenon and convinced and fearful in his own imagination that the Dagda, 
the sun god, who according to the ancient tradition had built the tomb, was about to hurl 
the roof upon him. 

Fortunately the roof remained in place, the sun retreated and he walked from the tomb, 
the first person to have witnessed the light of the sun penetrate the darkness of the 
chamber at Newgrange since ancient times.

Subsequent work by Dr Jon Patrick, commissioned by OʼKelly, established that the 
orientation of Newgrange towards the rising sun of the winter solstice was deliberate. 
He reported that,ʼIt therefore seems that the sun [in theorey] has shone into the chamber 
ever since the day of its construction and will probably continue to do so for ever.  ̓
Further observation by OʼKelly established that the spectacle occurs for a number of 
days before and after the winter solstice. He himself would witness it at least once a year 
for the remainder of his life.

Since the discovery of the winter solstice phenomenon at Newgrange other 
archaeologists have gone on to discover solar alignments with other megalithic 
monuments in Ireland.

The triple spiral carving in the north recess 
of the chamber at Newgrange.

Professor OʼKelly examining the restored 
roof-box, c.1967. 

Once excavation had cleared the cairn above 
the carved lintel it became clear that it was 
the roof-stone of a box-like structure. It 
became known as the ʻroof-boxʼ. Because 
of its uniqueness within the passage tomb 
tradition its purpose remained a mystery. 
A belief that it was an offering place to the 
spirits was discounted because not a single 
sherd of pottery was found in its vacinity.





Surveying and recording




