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This paper seeks to outline the important new data on ecclesiastical early metalworking and experimental work following the discovery, analysis and excavation of a monastic site at Clonfad, Co. Westmeath. This excavation produced one of the largest metalworking assemblages ever recovered from an Irish site of this date and type. Most significantly, Clonfad revealed the unique discovery of evidence for the production of wrought iron hand bells—an iconic symbol of the early medieval Celtic church in Britain and Ireland. 

Excavation established the site to have three monastic phases, dated from the sixth century to 10th century, with later reuse of the site. During the monastic enclosure phase of the site, it covered an extensive area measuring 180 m in diameter and centred on the (unexcavated) church and internal enclosure, or inner santum, surrounded by an enclosed industrial area (partly subject to excavation for the road scheme) and an outer enclosed area, or vallum, from which much of the refuse of the earlier phase of the site was dumped. 

Work on this site has included the post-excavation analysis of the findings, plus a geophysical survey of the areas not excavated in this programme of works, and an experimental reconstruction of the technology (undertaken by Dr T Young of GeoArch, in association with the National Museum of Wales) used in the brazing of a wrought iron hand bell.  As a result of this work, a replica of the hand bells manufactured at this site was also produced. 

