
I
T IS THE NIGHT OF October 
31, and hundreds of people 
have gathered at the Hill 
of Ward, once known as 
Tlachtga, in County Meath, 
Ireland. Some wear robes 

and masks and carry torches and 
banners emblazoned with spiritual 
symbols. It is all part of a revival 
of the ancient Celtic festival called 
6DPKDLQ� ĪSURQRXQFHG� ³6$+ĥZLQ´ī�
that includes processions, chanting, 
DQG�VWRU\WHOOLQJ��³/HW¶V�UDLVH�RXU�YRLFHV�
together and call back Tlachtga from 
WKH�PLVW�RI�WLPH�´�SURFODLPV�'HERUDK�
6QRZZROI�&RQORQ��RQH�RI�WKH�IHVWLYDO¶V�
organizers. It is a contemporary 
celebration repeated annually, of a 
piece with countless other seasonal 
celebrations across the world that 
have roots both modern and ancient. 
In this case, neither the choice of site 
nor date is incidental: The Hill of 
Ward was one of the main spiritual 
centers for the ancient Celts, and 
6DPKDLQ�ZDV�¿UVW�FHOHEUDWHG�DW�WKH�
same time of year millennia ago. 
New archaeological work is looking 
closely at the history of the Hill of 
Ward, which until recently had been 
RYHUORRNHG�LQ�,UHODQG¶V�DUFKDHRORJLĥ
cally rich Boyne Valley. Researchers 
are hoping to discover how its use 
and value evolved over the centuĥ
ULHVħDORQJ�ZLWK�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�ULWHV�
and celebrations that eventually led 
to the modern festival of Halloween. 
Only 30�PLOHV�QRUWK�RI�'XEOLQ��

the Boyne Valley is the location 
RI� RQH� RI� WKH� ZRUOG¶V� PRVW� LPSRUĥ
tant arrays of prehistoric sites. It 
LQFOXGHV� WKH� ZHOOĥNQRZQ� ³SDVVDJH�
WRPEV´� RI� 1HZJUDQJH�� .QRZWK��
DQG�'RZWK��ZKLFK�DW�DURXQG�5,500 
years old predate even the pyramids 
of Egypt. The Hill of Tara, the traditional seat of the ancient 
+LJK�.LQJV�RI�,UHODQG��LV�DOVR�QHDUE\��$PRQJ�WKHP�VLWV�WKH�
relatively modest Hill of Ward, on privately owned farmland, 
with striking views across the valley. The site today consists 
of four concentric earthworks that enclose an area roughly 
500 feet in diameter, with some of the banks either partially 
or completely destroyed. Though some archaeological survey 
work was done at the Hill of Ward in the 1930s, the site was 
virtually untouched until summer 2014, when a team led by 
6WHSKHQ�'DYLV�RI�8QLYHUVLW\�&ROOHJH�'XEOLQ�EHJDQ�H[FDYDWLRQV��

8VLQJ�OLGDU�DQG�JHRSK\VLFDO�WRROV��'DYLV�DQG�KLV�WHDP�KDYH�
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determined that the Hill of Ward was built in three distinct 
SKDVHV�RYHU�PDQ\�FHQWXULHV��7KH�¿UVW�SKDVH�ZDV�FRQVWUXFWHG�
GXULQJ�WKH�%URQ]H�$JH�Ī1200Ħ800 B.C.ī��ZKLOH�WKH�ODVW�GDWHV�
WR� WKH� ODWH�,URQ�$JH��DURXQG�WKH� WLPH�RI�,UHODQG¶V�FRQYHUĥ
VLRQ�WR�&KULVWLDQLW\�ĪA.D. 400Ħ520ī��³7KH�PLGGOH�SKDVH��RU�
physical center, of the monument, which itself was built in 
PXOWLSOH�VWDJHV�´�H[SODLQV�'DYLV��³LV�SURYLQJ�WKH�PRVW�P\VWHULĥ
RXV�´�0XFK�RI�WKH�H[FDYDWLRQ�ZRUN�GRQH�WR�GDWH�DW�WKH�+LOO�
of Ward has focused on this middle phase, which is providĥ
ing tantalizing clues into the ritual roles it may have played 
throughout the centuries. 
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T
HE IMPORTANCE OF the Hill of Ward begins in ancient 
Celtic mythology with the story of the druidess 
Tlachtga, the daughter of a sun god named Mug Ruith, 

ZKR�ZDV� VDLG� WR�À\� LQ� D�PDFKLQH� FDOOHG� WKH� roth rámach or 
³URZLQJ�ZKHHO�´�WKDW�FDUULHG�WKH�VXQ�DFURVV�WKH�VN\� $�YHUVLRQ�
of the legend tells us that Tlachtga was attacked and raped by 
WKH�WKUHH�VRQV�RI�KHU�IDWKHU¶V�PHQWRU��D�SRZHUIXO�ZL]DUG�QDPHG�
Simon Magus. Tlachtga then gave birth to three sons, one 
from each of these three fathers, at the site of the Hill of 
:DUG��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�OHJHQG��VKH�GLHG�WKHUH�GXULQJ�FKLOGELUWK��
From then, the hill held her name and the circular earthworks 

visible today are said to have been 
built to mark her grave, with one 
HDUO\�VRXUFH�VWDWLQJ�WKDW�D�³IRUWUHVV´�
had been raised on the site. 
Outside the realm of myth, the 

site gained further importance when 
it became associated with the Celtic 
festival of Samhain, the period from 
sunset on October 31 to sunset 
on November 1, which marks the 
beginning of winter and the transiĥ
tion to a new year. The ancient Celts 
believed that this night marked a 
critical spiritual transition, when 
the spirits of all who had died since 
the previous Oíche Shamhna�Ī³1LJKW�
RI�6DPKDLQ´ī�PRYHG�RQ�WR�WKH�QH[W�
life. Tradition has it that the ancient 
Celts assembled on Tlachtga on 
October 31� DQG� EXLOW� D� VDFUHG� ¿UH�
RQ� ZKLFK� VDFUL¿FHV�� SHUKDSV� HYHQ�
KXPDQ��ZHUH�RɱHUHG�WR�WKDQN�WKHLU�
pagan gods for a successful harvest. 
2Q�WKDW�QLJKW��DOO�¿UHV�LQ�,UHODQG�DUH�
UHSXWHG�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�H[WLQJXLVKHG��
and torches lit from the Tlachtga 
¿UH� ZHUH� FDUULHG� WR� VHYHQ� RWKHU�
nearby hills to illuminate the surĥ
rounding countryside. 

³$V� 7ODFKWJD� ZDV� NQRZQ� DV� D�
goddess of the sun, the Samhain 
¿UH�FHUHPRQLHV�FRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�DQ�
attempt to recognize, or even proĥ
tect, light and warmth against the 
growing darkness of winter, as well as 
REYLRXVO\�UHSUHVHQWLQJ�WKH�VXQ�LWVHOI�´�
VD\V�(DPRQQ�.HOO\��IRUPHU�.HHSHU�RI�
$QWLTXLWLHV�DW�WKH�1DWLRQDO�0XVHXP�
RI�,UHODQG��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�.HOO\��ULWXĥ

DOV�DQG�FHUHPRQLHV�FDUULHG�RXW�DW�6DPKDLQ�RɱHUHG�SHRSOH�WKH�
chance to pray for the return of the sun and gave assurance 
that it would, in fact, come back.

³/LNHZLVH��WKH�HQG�RI�2FWREHU�FRXOG�DOVR�EH�VHHQ�DV�D�WLPH�
ZKHQ�WKH�QDWXUDO�ZRUOG�LV�G\LQJ��7KH�KDUYHVW�LV�¿QLVKHG��SODQWV�
and trees have died, and livestock have been slaughtered for 
WKH�ZLQWHU�´�KH�FRQWLQXHV��³&RPELQLQJ�WKHVH�IDFWRUV�WRJHWKHU�
with the disappearing sun, the ancient Celts felt that Samhain 
was the point in the year in which the world of the living and 
WKH�VSLULW�ZRUOG�ZHUH�FORVHVW�´�

$V�WKH�&KULVWLDQL]DWLRQ�RI�,UHODQG�EHJDQ�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�¿IWK�

The earthworks on the Hill of Ward, 

or Tlachtga, shown here during 

excavations in 2015, are associated 

with the Celtic seasonal festival 

known as Samhain. 

REVIVAL



ARCHAEOLOGY • November/December 201636

FDXWLRQV�DJDLQVW�FRQQHFWLQJ�WKH�¿QG�WR�6DPKDLQ�FHOHEUDWLRQV�
without further scrutiny. 

³(TXDWLQJ�WKH�LQWHQVH�EXUQLQJ�HYLGHQFH�GLUHFWO\�WR�6DPKDLQ�
¿UH�FHOHEUDWLRQV�LV�GH¿QLWHO\�WHPSWLQJ��EXW�GLɷFXOW�WR�FRQFOXĥ
VLYHO\�SURYH�´�KH�VD\V��³,W�FRXOG�EH�UHODWHG�WR�PHWDOZRUNLQJ��
SRWWHU\��RU�JODVV�PDQXIDFWXULQJ��ZKLFK�ZH¶YH�DOVR�IRXQG�HYLĥ
GHQFH�RI��+RZHYHU��VLQFH�WKHVH�VNLOOV�HɱHFWLYHO\�WUDQVIRUPHG�
everyday materials into new objects, rare enough at the time, 
WKH\�SHUKDSV�FRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�FRQVLGHUHG�μPDJLFDO�¶�2I�FRXUVH�
WKLV�WLHV�LQ�ZLWK�VRPH�RI�WKH�PDLQ�6DPKDLQ�WKHPHV�´�
Much of the other evidence discovered there does point 

toward a long history of ritual activity of some sort. For 
H[DPSOH��ODUJH�TXDQWLWLHV�RI�DQLPDO�ERQHVħD�VLJQ�RI�ODUJHĥVFDOH�
IHDVWLQJħKDYH� EHHQ� IRXQG� WKURXJKRXW� DOO� WKUHH� SKDVHV� RI�
WKH�VLWH��7KH�ODFN�RI�HYLGHQFH�RI�DQ\�UHVLGHQWLDO�RU�GD\ĥWRĥGD\�
activity strengthens the idea that it most likely was set aside 
purely for ritual or celebratory activity.

� 7KH� H[FDYDWLRQ� KDV� FRQWLQXHG� ZLWK� ¿HOG� VHDVRQV� HDFK�
\HDU��DQG�WKHUH�KDYH�EHHQ�¿QGV�LQ�DOO�WKUHH�SKDVHV�RI�WKH�VLWH��
LQFOXGLQJ� VRPH� VFDWWHUHG� %URQ]H� $JH� KXPDQ� UHPDLQV� DQG�
the skeleton of an infant between seven and ten months old 
LQWHUUHG�PXFK�ODWHU��7KH�FKLOG�EXULDO��QH[W�WR�ZKLFK�ZDV�D�ULWXDO�
deposit of cow bones, dates to A.D. 450, around the time of 
WKH�DUULYDO�RI�&KULVWLDQLW\��³7KH�FKLOG�ZDV�FOHDUO\�EXULHG�ZLWK�
care and having not found any other evidence of burials on the 
VLWH�´�VD\V�'DYLV��³ZH¶G�KDYH�WR�JXHVV�WKDW�WKLV�FKLOG�EHORQJHG�WR�
VRPHRQH�VLJQL¿FDQW�´�$�VLPLODU�VNHOHWRQ�ZDV�SUHYLRXVO\�IRXQG�
nearby at the Hill of Tara, once the royal seat. 

'DYLV�DQG�KLV�WHDP�VXVSHFW�WKDW�RWKHU�SHRSOH�PD\�KDYH�EHHQ�
buried at the site, and that it might in fact once have been the 
location of a passage tomb, or a narrow gallery with one or 
more burial chambers around it. The Boyne Valley has more 
than 40 such tombs and the Hill of Ward is within sight of 
VHYHUDO�RI�WKHP��HDFK�RI�ZKLFK�ZRXOG�KDYH�UHTXLUHG�NQRZOHGJH�

century, the celebration of Samhain began 
to fade, but not before contributing strongly 
to the Halloween festivities we know today 
ĪVHH�³1LJKW�RI�WKH�6SLULWV�´�SDJH�37ī��³7KH�
celebrations are mentioned to us in the early 
ZULWLQJV�RI�VRPH�RI�WKH�¿UVW�&KULVWLDQ�VFKROĥ
ars settling in Ireland, including St. Patrick 
KLPVHOI�´�VD\V�.HOO\��
In later centuries, Tlachtga became an 

important location for other gatherings, 
including a national assembly of kings 
and religious leaders in 1167 organized by 
WKH�ODVW�+LJK�.LQJ�RI�,UHODQG��5XDLGUt�8D�
&RQFKREDLU�� ³:LWK� 6DPKDLQ� WUDGLWLRQV�
slowly dying out, Tlachtga must have still 
KDG�D�VWURQJ�KROG�RQ�WKH�LPDJLQDWLRQ�´�VD\V�
.HOO\��³ZLWK�OHDGHUV�SRVVLEO\�FKRRVLQJ�LW�DV�
a meeting site to symbolically demonstrate 
SRZHU�DQG�VWDELOLW\�´�
Nevertheless, Tlachtga eventually drifted 

LQWR�TXLHW�REVFXULW\��,W�FDPH�WR�EH�NQRZQ�
as the Hill of Ward, after a landlord who 
was evicted from the property by Oliver Cromwell in 1649. 
Cromwell, who was leading an invasion of Ireland, reportedly 
used the site as an encampment, which may have resulted in 
the damage to the earthworks.

D
AVIS AND HIS TEAM�EHJDQ�WKHLU�H[FDYDWLRQ�ZRUN�DW�
the Hill of Ward in 2014, supported by the Meath 
&RXQW\�&RXQFLO��WKH�,ULVK�2ɷFH�RI�3XEOLF�:RUNV��

DQG� WKH� 5R\DO� ,ULVK� $FDGHP\�� 7KH\� QHDUO\� LPPHGLDWHO\�
XQHDUWKHG�HYLGHQFH�RI�ODUJHĥVFDOH�EXUQLQJ�DFWLYLW\ħEXW�'DYLV�

Some of the concentric rings on the Hill of Ward, seen here in 

a lidar image, were partially destroyed, perhaps by the army 

of Oliver Cromwell in 1649.

Excavations have revealed evidence of fire and large-scale feasting at the site, 

suggesting a long history of ritual activity.
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correlation between the year starting with winter, with the 
sun near its lowest point, and working toward light and longer 
GD\V�DV�WKH�\HDU�FRQWLQXHV�´�VD\V�.HOO\��³$V�ZH�NQRZ��WKH�&HOWV�
ZHUH�REVHVVHG�ZLWK�WKH�VXQ��,W�ZRXOGQ¶W�VXUSULVH�XV�DW�DOO�WKDW�

if an actual entrance were discovered at 
WKH�+LOO�RI�:DUG��LW�ZRXOG�EH�VRODUĥDOLJQHG�
to an autumn solstice sun, similar to what 
ZH�VHH�DW�1HZJUDQJH�´�
The most recent revival of Samhain 

celebrations at the Hill of Ward began 19 
years ago. The festivities have been gainĥ
ing in popularity and demonstrate that, 
for varying reasons, the Hill of Ward is 
one of those sites that seems to lend itself 
to contemplation of the landscape and 
to the celebrations that have long been a 
part of human culture. 

³,W� LV� D� IDVFLQDWLQJ� VLWH� WR� YLVLW� DQG�
reveals the types of rituals and cerĥ
emonies that have been held here over 
the centuries, and how they may have 
FKDQJHG�DORQJ�WKH�ZD\�´�VD\V�'DYLV��³7KLV�
VPDOOHU�KLOO�KDV�PDQDJHG�WR�LQÀXHQFH�RQH�
of our most beloved holidays, not only in 
,UHODQG��EXW�DURXQG�WKH�ZRUOG�´�Q

Erin Mullally is a freelance writer based in 

Dublin. 

of architecture, engineering, and 
HYHQ�DVWURQRP\��$OO�RI�WKH�SDVVDJH�
tombs were built in the Neolithic 
Ī4000Ħ2500 B.C.ī� DQG� UHSUHVHQW�
HDUO\� H[DPSOHV�RI� FHUHPRQLDO�EXULĥ
als. The earliest phases of the Hill 
of Ward site date to the later Bronze 
$JH�� EXW� 1HROLWKLF� ¿QGV� WKHUH��
LQFOXGLQJ�WZR�VWRQH�D[HV��WZR�VPDOO�
pieces of pottery, and a javelin head, 
suggest that deeper, stony layers 
could contain an even older phase 
RI�XVH��³,W�LV�HDV\�WR�LPDJLQH�WKDW�DQ�
HDUO\�SDVVDJH�WRPE�LV�LQGHHG�KHUH�´�
VD\V� 'DYLV�� ³DQG� WKDW� WKH� ORFDWLRQ�
continued to be a focus for ceremoĥ
nies after the tomb was either abanĥ
doned or collapsed, or was simply 
LQFRUSRUDWHG�LQWR�D�ODWHU�SKDVH�´�
The possibility of a passage tomb 

presents another intriguing idea 
WKDW� FRXOG� FRQQHFW� WKH� VLWH¶V� HDUOLĥ
est stages with Samhain. Several 
such tombs near the Hill of Ward 
DUH�DOLJQHG�ZLWK�VHDVRQDO�HTXLQR[HV�
RU� WKH�&HOWLF�TXDUWHU�GD\V� WKDW� IDOO�
between them, one of which is Samĥ

of its passage and inner chamber by the winter solstice sun on 
'HFHPEHU�21, while the Hill of Tara is closely associated with 
the March 21 VSULQJ�HTXLQR[ħDQG�D�SDVVDJH�WRPE�DW�WKDW�VLWH�
is reputed to be aligned with the Samhain sunrise. 

M
RGHUQ�+DOORZHHQ�LV�D�FRPELQDWLRQ�RI�6DPKDLQ�WUDGLWLRQVħPDQ\�EURXJKW�
WR�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�E\�HDUO\�,ULVK�DQG�6FRWWLVK�LPPLJUDQWVħDQG�HQGĥRIĥ
harvest practices brought by other European immigrants, with the Christian 

$OO�6DLQWV¶�'D\�VXSHULPSRVHG�RQ�LW��%XW�6DPKDLQ�PD\�EH�LWV�FORVHVW�DQFLHQW�UHODWLYH��
³+DOORZHHQ�LV�WKH�GLUHFW�GHVFHQGDQW�RI�6DPKDLQ�DQG�KDV�PDQDJHG�WR�VXUYLYH�WKURXJK�

WKH�FHQWXULHV�LQ�VSLWH�RI�WKH�μWDFNLQJ�RQ¶�RI�$OO�6DLQWV¶�'D\�E\�WKRVH�ZKR�&KULVWLDQL]HG�
,UHODQG�´�VD\V�(DPRQQ�.HOO\��IRUPHU�.HHSHU�RI�$QWLTXLWLHV�DW�WKH�1DWLRQDO�0XVHXP�
RI�,UHODQG��³7KH�VSRRN\�VWXɱ�WKDW�ZH�DVVRFLDWH�ZLWK�+DOORZHHQ��VXFK�DV�JKRVWV��WKH�
dead entering our world, and communing with spirits, can be traced to Samhain, which 
FHQWXULHV�RI�&KULVWLDQ�WUDGLWLRQ�QHYHU�FRPSOHWHO\�PDQDJHG�WR�VWDPS�RXW�´�

$FFRUGLQJ�WR�,ULVK�P\WKRORJ\��6DPKDLQ�ZDV�D�WLPH�ZKHQ�GRRUZD\V�WR�WKH�VSLULW�ZRUOG�
were opened, allowing the dead to visit the living world. Some spirits were considered 
friendly, while others were not, and the Celts created ways to appease them. Food or 
VDFUL¿FLDO�RɱHULQJV�ZHUH�OHIW�RXWVLGH�KRPHV�DQG��LQ�DQRWKHU�WUDGLWLRQ��UHYHOHUV�YLVLWHG�
KRPHV�LQ�FRVWXPHV�RU�GLVJXLVHV�DQG�UHFLWHG�SRHPV�RU�YHUVHVħDOO�RULJLQV�RI�WULFNĥRUĥ
WUHDWLQJ��/LNHZLVH��&HOWLF�GUXLGV�RIWHQ�RɱHUHG�SURSKHFLHV�RQ�6DPKDLQ��QRW�GLVVLPLODU�
WR�JKRVW�VWRULHV�WROG�WRGD\��$Q�,ULVK�WH[W�WKDW�GDWHV�WR�WKH�WHQWK�FHQWXU\��Nera and the 
Dead Man, tells of a man who accepts a dare during a dark and stormy Samhain to tie 
EUDQFKHV�DURXQG�WKH�ERG\�RI�D�KDQJLQJ�GHDG�PDQ��$V�KH�GRHV��WKH�GHDG�PDQ�VXGGHQO\�
FRPHV�WR�OLIH�DQG�DVNV�1HUD�WR�FDUU\�KLP�RQ�KLV�EDFN��³$QG�RI�FRXUVH�´�VD\V�.HOO\��³ZH�
KDYH�WKH�HYHUĥSUHVHQW�+DOORZHHQ�ERQ¿UHV��IROORZLQJ�WKH�VDPH�H[DFW�VDPH�W\SH�RI�ULWXDO�
WKDW�FRXOG�KDYH�WDNHQ�SODFH�DW�WKH�+LOO�RI�:DUG�GXULQJ�6DPKDLQ�´�Q

Night of the Spirits

The skeleton of an infant between seven and ten months old, dating to around the 

time Christianity came to Ireland, was carefully excavated from the site. 
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