
 
 
 
What is St. Patrick’s bell? 
 
Did you know that St. Columba discovered the St. Patrick’s bell at his tomb, and that 
you can still see this bell today? 
 
St. Patrick is one of the most beloved saints in Church history. He is renowned for 
having converted the pagan island of Ireland to the truths of Christ and His Church. 
 
According to legend, each time St. Patrick established a new parish, he would present 
the new priest with a bell to use to call parishioners to prayer and during Mass. These 
bells were small, square-shaped, and made of iron. 
 
Legend also says that St. Patrick had his own personal bell which he carried with him 
throughout his missions. St. Columba (521 – 597) discovered the bell in St. Patrick’s 
tomb and made sure to preserve it. He sent the bell to the O’Maelchallan family (now 
known as the Mulholland family) in Armagh, Ireland, to keep it safe. St. Patrick’s bell 
remained in this family’s safekeeping until the 1700s. 
 

 
St. Patrick’s Bell (photo credit: Sailko/CC BY 3.0) 

 
Around the year 1100, the King of Ireland called on the Mulholland family to make a 
reliquary for St. Patrick’s bell. So the Mulholland family had a beautiful “shrine” case 
made to enclose the bell. This shrine is a trapezoidal shape made of bronze with 
copper fluting and decorated with gold and silver embellishments. It is topped with a 
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curved crest to cover the bell’s handle and has two small handles on either side so that 
it can be carried or hung. 
 

 
St. Patrick’s Bell Shrine (photo credit: Sailko/CC BY 3.0) 

 
The shrine is inscribed with several names associated with St. Patrick’s bell. The 
inscription includes the name of the craftsman who made the shrine and his sons; 
Domhnall Ua Lochlainn, the King of Ireland who requested the shrine; and Cathalan 
Mulholland, one of the members of the family who helped oversee the safekeeping of 
St. Patrick’s bell. 
 
In the 18th century, Henry Mulholland was the last surviving member of the 
Mulholland family. He entrusted St. Patrick’s bell to one of his students, Adam 
McClean. After McClean’s death, his family sold the bell to a professor at Trinity 
College Dublin, who then sold it to the Royal Irish Academy for 625 pounds. 
 
Today, St. Patrick’s bell is on display at the Treasury Gallery in the National Museum of 
Ireland in Dublin. Visitors can come see one of St. Patrick’s most beloved objects as 
well as the beautiful shrine that encases this treasure. 
 
Since Patrick’s time, Ireland has given rise to many great luminaries of the Catholic 
Faith he planted there. Read about these saints and heroes of the Emerald Isle in The 
Irish Way. Edited by beloved author Frank Sheed, these profiles in Irish sanctity—from 
St. Patrick to Venerable Matt Talbot—is sure to inspire you, whether you’re Irish, Irish-
American, or not Irish at all! Get your copy today at The Catholic Company! 
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