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A TOUCH OF GLASS

Author Lucy Costigan on the life and times of one of Ireland’s greatest master craftsmen
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e Dominlcan Convent -
chapel on the Falls Road, ’
Belfast, is the loeation for
one of Harry Clarke's "

most marvellous works. ll"'l

The magnificent rose window |s

positoned high above the beauti.
ful chapel, its wonderful blue,
purple, ruby, gold-yvellow and

emerald glittering in the sunlight

The Belfast window Is the only
ros¢ window In existence to have
been designed and completed by

world-renowned Irish stained-
glnss artist Harry Clarke.

During his short life, Clarke
(1888 10 1931) created more than
160 windows for churches and
private patrons throughout Ire
land, Britain, the USA and Aus-
tralia, Harry's father, Joshua,
emigrated from Leeds to Dublin in
1877, where he established a
church-decorating business and
stained-giass studio at 33 North
Frederick Street,

The Protestant Joshoa convert-

Clarke began to
use decadent and
obscene imagery
in his bookwork

ed to Catholicism and added an ¢
to his surname. Harry grew up
with the stained-glass studios, J
Clarke & Sons, it the back of his
home, Even as a young child,
Harry showed an aptitude for
drawing and design. He later stud-
ied stained glass at the Dublin
Metropolitan School of Art. His
brilliance as an artist and colourist
was recognised when he was
awarded three consecutive gold
medals from 1911 to 1913, for
stained glass work at the Board of
Education’s National Competition
at South Kensington, London.

After graduation, Clarke was
awarded a scholarship to visit
French medieval cathedrals, At
Chartres Cathedral, immortalised
in a famous sequence of paint-
ings by Monet, Clarke was trans-
fixed by the spectacular reds and
blues that flowed from the me-
dieval windows,
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On his return to Dublin, Churke
developed techniques uding
flashed glass, aciding and plat-
Ing to achieve rich, jewelflike
colours. His use of deep rubvand
blue became his hallmark.

Clarke also developed hid tal-
ents as a graphic artist, Husgrat-
Ing several books for the Loddon
publishers, Harrap & Co. Higfab-
wious lustrations for Hans Chirls-
tlan Anderson’s Fairy Tales wits his
first published work.

Clarke began experimerging
with small, exquisite stained-glass
panels that were inspired by Bter-
ary themes. The beauty and

N\ Portrait of an artist
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Glass art: above left, Bewlegs Cafe in Grafton Street, Dublin, and (right) details from the Rose Windown (below) in the Dominican COnvent Chapael, Falls Road, Belfast

The Bellast rose
window has over
a thousand feet

of leaded wg

tery of his unique llustrative style
Is evident in all Clarke’s stained-
glass work: exquisite angels and
saints gaze out at the viewer, with
large, luminous eves and long, ta-
pering fingers,

In June 1927, Clarke submitted
a proposal for the rose window for
the Dominican Convent chapel
in Belfast. In mid-June he visited
the Falls Road to view the pro-
posed location of the window,
Clarke was in competition with a
German firm to win this impor-
tant commission. By the end of
June he had secured the job, his
first in Northern Ireland. The
commission required more than
1,000 feet of leaded glass.

The window contains 12 deco-
rative panels set within a further
12 panels, denoting the apostles.
The central panel depicts a red
cross on a white background. The
intricate detail of the decorative
work can be closely observed from
the gallery platform. The back-
ground colour is cream; the main
motifs are flowers and leaves in

purple, red, pink, blue, vellow and
greon. Clarke's superh skill (s ev-
ident in the delightful band of
purple and maroon that connects
each of the panels, giving the ef-
feet of soft velver. The rest of the
window Is covered In tiny floral
designs outlined in black.

years of Clarke's

life he was di-
agnosed with A%
tuberculosis. B
He also
began experi- §
menting with ¥
sexually deca-
dent and ob-
scene Imagery
in his book i1us-
trations of Faust
(19258) and Selected
Poems of Algernon
Charles Swinburne (1928). Much
of Clarke's stained-glass work,
however, continned to depict the
angelic beauty of saints and
cherubs,

This dual-personality baffled
many but may have been caused
by the heavy medication that
Clarke was given to combat his
falling health,

Another factor may have been
Clarke's early religlous education
at Belvedere College. This school
was typical of its time in preach-

|n the last few

ing that hell and damnoation awalt-
ed unrepentant sinners while sal-
vation in the next life wan only
guaranteed for those who lved a
e of penance and plety,
A Tew years earlier James Joyoe
(1882-1941) had attended
Belvedere and it became the
setting for his book, A
Portrait Of The
Artist As A Young
Man,
The effect
on the sensi-
tive young
Clarke of this
ealous doe-
trine  may
have con-
tributed to a
fascination with
the macabre.
A certaln amount
of obscently was also
present In medieval art and had
become fashlonable In Furopean
literatare, clnema and art of the
19208, Coupled with all of these
factors, Clarke's artistic nature
demanded free expression to cre-
ate according 1o his own wishes,
Clarke's contemporary, the poet
Creorge Russell, known as AE, de-
sceribed him thus; “He might have
incarnated here from the dark
side of the moon ... Harry Clarke
is one of the mnnmsmlnmof
his time.”

Fine examples of Clarke's work
can be found in various Catholje,
Chureh of Ireland and Preshyter.
tan churches ot home and round
the warld,

Some of his best work ineludes
the nine windows st the Honan
Chapel st University College Cork,
Iwo windows at St Joseph's
Church, Terenure, in Dublin, the

Life of Christ windows st Diseart
Institute of Educntion and Celtie
Culture, Dingle, Co Kerry, The
Eve of 8t Agnes at the Hugh Lane,
Dublin City Gallery, the Geneva
Window, now at the Wolfsonian in
Miami, Florida, and The Ascen-
slon window at St Stephen's Cathe
dral, Brisbane.
Perhiaps his most seen work Is
the windows of Bewley's Cafe In
Dublin's Grafton Street.




