
URBAN REGENERATION

The Past

The city of Dublin is thought to have started life as a monastic settlement situated 
somewhere close to the 'black pool' or Dubh-linn, a large pool on the river Poddle, lying on 
the southern side of Dublin Castle. The documentary sources are scant for this period 
although there are several references to abbots and a bishop of Dublin, shadowy figures 
about whom little is known. What is far better known is the arrival of the marauding 
Vikings off the coast of Ireland and their first documented attack along the Irish coastline in 
795. The year 841 saw them establish a permanent camp at Dublin, an act that set the scene 
for the rise of Dublin as a powerful and wealthy city, the position of which dominated the 
political affairs in Ireland and culminated in the creation of the capital of Ireland. The site of 
this first camp or 'Longphort' as it is referred to in the contemporary Irish annals (calendars 
written in monasteries spanning the major events of the day), was not known and a debate 
raged about whether it was located close to Temple Bar or further upstream at 
Kilmainhan/Islandbridge. For more information on early Dublin history, check out the 
Archaelogy section of this site.

It was not until the 17th century that this area acquired the name Temple Bar. During the 
18th century Temple Bar came into its own. The development of the docks along the Liffey 
led to the creation of a busy commercial centre around the Custom House, where the 
Clarence Hotel now stands. The growth of business in the area was matched by a similar 
growth in bagnios or brothels. 

Up to the 18th century the area was a maze of small alleys and lanes, typical of cities at the 
time. Crown Alley, today Temple Bar's busiest shopping street, was only two or three metres 
wide. During the 18th century Temple Bar took on the shape most familiar to us today. The 
Georgian style of house replaced its predecessor to such an extent that virtually nothing 
remains now, above ground, before this time. 

During the 18th century Parliament Buildings was constructed on College Green to house 
the new Irish Parliament, and to reflect the sophistication and wealth of the city. However, 
the building was not used as a Parliament for very long due to the Act of Union in 1800 
which reintroduced direct rule from Parliament in London. 

The growth of commerce and cottage industries continued throughout the 18th and 19th 
centuries. Bookbinders, tailors, drapers, nailers, actors, stockbrokers and stationers, to name 
but a few, made Temple Bar their home. By 1816 the popularity of the Crow Street Theatre 
led to the building of the Ha'penny Bridge. The bridge helped Dubliners avoid the murky 
ferry ride across the River Liffey and all for the princely toll of a halfpenny. 

As early as the 18th century Temple Bar was establishing itself as one of Dublin's most 
sociable quarters. The theatres at Crow Street and Smock Alley, and the Music Hall on 
Fishamble Street were three of the city's most important entertainment venues. These were 
accompanied by dozens of taverns and coffee houses. 

Life in Temple Bar continued much in the same vein until the 1950s. The demise of 
traditional industries and the trend towards suburban living lead to the stagnation and 
ultimate dereliction of the district during the 50s and 60s.



A New Life

In the 1960's Córas Iompair Éireann (CIÉ), Ireland's national transportation company, began 
to acquire property in the area, as part of a plan to modernise Dublin's transport system. 
Temple Bar was earmarked to be a bus station. 

Over a fifteen year period CIÉ purchased large blocks of the core area. By the early 1980's 
the plan ran into problems and while waiting for a resolution, CIÉ let some of their 
properties on short term leases. Many of the buildings were in poor condition and, in 
general, the new occupiers agreed to take care of the buildings provided the rents were 
kept low. 

These conditions attracted a number of alternative and cultural based organisations to the 
area. The new tenants brought great colour and life back to the district. Art studios, new 
and second-hand clothes shops, record stores, rehearsal rooms, and a variety of restaurants 
and cafés thrived, attracting young people in ever increasing numbers. 

At the same time as the development of the CIÉ buildings, a large warehouse on Crown 
Alley was being converted into a number of interesting retail outlets, along with the newly 
refurbished Merchants' Arch. This strip quickly established itself as Dublin's alternative 
fashion center.

The Green Building
Temple Lane South.

In 1987, while the plans for the transportation centre were being discussed, a number of 
local residents and traders came together to lobby, both national and local government, to 
abandon CIÉ's plans. This lobby group took the title the Temple Bar Development Council. 

The Temple Bar Development Council together with Central and Local Government, as well 
as a number of other relevant bodies put forward the idea of developing the area as a 
cultural, tourist and recreational quarter. 

The lobbying group proved successful and in 1991, on the basis of these recommendations, 
the Temple Bar Area Renewal and Development Act was adopted, leading to the creation of 
Temple Bar Properties, the development company for the area.



Framework Plan

In 1991, following the purchase of the Córas Iompair Éireann (CIÉ) portfolio of properties, 
Temple Bar Properties initiated an Architectural Competition for the area. The brief for the 
competition asked the participating architects to convert objectives for the renewal of the 
area into outline architectural proposals. 

The proposals were to cover such aspects as: 

 Accessibility of the area and its relationship to the surrounding districts
 Permeability of the site, pedestrianisation and traffic control 
 Land uses and the need to encourage residential development 
 Extension and treatment of public spaces 
 Encouraging movement and activity particularly at the western end of the area

The Printworks -
Residential Development

The intention was to avoid a Master Plan which would compel and be inflexible, and to 
develop 'a framework plan' which could stand the test of time as the face of Temple Bar 
changes and develops over the coming years. 

The winning entry was devised by Group 91 Architects, a collection of eight Irish 
architectural practices. The plan provided a collective but flexible framework which allowed 
for a creative partnership between the public and private sectors: the public sector setting 
high standards in public spaces and the private sector encouraged to respond to these 
standards in developing its own spaces. 



The plan revolved around -

 The development of a pedestrian east/west walk route from Westmoreland Street to 
Fishamble Street, punctuated by 'hearts', public spaces that attract people into the 
area, and 'spines' that facilitate the movement of people into the area and along 
the route 

 The regeneration of an urban population 
 The construction of a new pedestrian bridge across the River Liffey 
 The construction of a new street between Temple Lane and Eustace Street 
 The pedestrianisation of the core area, pushing traffic to the edges of the area 
 A bias against demolition promotion of a diversity of uses

Architecture

In August 1991, as a first step towards implementing its mission, Temple Bar Properties held 
an architectural competition to provide an urban Framework Plan for the development of 
Temple Bar. 12 Teams of leading architectural practices were invited to put forward ideas 
which would convert objectives for the renewal of Temple Bar into outline architectural 
proposals.

The proposals were to cover such aspects as:

 Accessibility of the area and its relationship to the surrounding districts
 Permeability of the site
 Pedestrianisation and traffic control
 Land use and the need to encourage residential development
 Extension and treatment of public open spaces
 Encouraging movement and activity, particularly at the west end of the site

Detail from one of
the new West End
apartments



The aim was to create an architectural and urban design plan which would enable proposals 
for individual sites to be developed in a structured way relating directly to one another. The 
intention was to avoid an inflexible master plan approach and to develop a framework plan 
which could stand the test of time as the face of Temple Bar changed and developed over 
the years. The winning plan was one proposed by Group 91 architects, a consortium of eight 
practices, including: Shay Cleary Architects, Grafton Architects, Paul Keogh Architects, 
McCullough Mulvin Architects, McGarry Ni Eanaigh Architects, O'Donnell & Tuomey 
Architects, Shane O'Toole Architects, and Derek Tynan Architects.

The plan's objectives were: 'the regeneration of a resident population in Temple Bar, 
consolidation of its existing character, and the integration of renewal practices.' The 
winning Framework Plan was presented in a publication issued in November 1991 entitled 
'Temple Bar Lives!'

The plan provided a collective but flexible framework which allowed for a creative 
partnership between the public and private sector, setting high quality standards in 
developing the public space. The private sector was thus encouraged to respond to these 
standards in developing its own projects.

25 Eustace Street
Temple Bar

In 1991 and 1992 Temple Bar Properties purchased a variety of buildings dating from the 
18th, 19th and 20th centuries all in varying states of repair. The development approach to 
this portfolio was on a case by case basis with the principles of minimal demolition and 
repair where possible as priorities. The intention was to stitch back the urban fabric where it 
was damaged in order to create new public spaces out of vacant and derelict sites.

The development projects can be described by four types of approach, but in most cases 
included a combination of categories:

1. Refurbishment
2. Restoration projects
3. Adaptation of old buildings for new uses
4. New buildings for vacant and derelict sites



The project architects involved in Temple Bar Properties' developments to date represent 27 
different architectural practices, with various design teams. The Temple Bar Urban Renewal 
Project provides an unprecedented opportunity for restoration, for the sensitive adaption of 
old disused buildings, and for new modern architecture in Dublin. Over the last ten years, 
Temple Bar has been redeveloped within the framework of this winning architectural plan, 
a design guide which has evolved during the renewal of the area. 

Since the development began, Temple Bar Properties projects have been awarded over 40 
architectural awards, Irish and international. Today, Temple Bar forms a kind of necessary 
heart to Dublin, a revitalised urban area which captures the concept of a 'living city', and 
locates contemporary architecture comfortably alongside some of the city's georgian 
treasures.

Phase 2

Since 1996, activity has been concentrated on the area west of Parliament Street bounded 
by the Liffey Quays, Fishamble Street and Lord Edward Street. All these developments took 
on board the results of the archaeological investigations in the area and the requirement 
for substantial residential development in scale with the medieval pattern of the site which 
lay within the original city walls. 

Specifically, Temple Bar Properties is: 

 Undertaking the re-development of the Project Arts Centre, Crampton Court and 
the renewal of the area west of Parliament Street 

 Delivering residential accommodation for up to 900 people, 30% of which is public 
housing 

 Delivering an innovative archaeological component 
 Documenting, evaluating and recording the results of this urban renewal project to 

inform policy making and strategies for future urban renewal

A public performance of 
Handel's Messiah in Temple Bar



The on-going Cultural Programme of the company includes animating the public spaces 
with free, open-air, cultural events, visual arts and markets. It also includes the management 
of PACT @ Temple Bar, three Writers' Studios and an International Visiting Artists' 
Apartment. 

The on-going Environmental Programme involves working in partnership with local 
authorities, the local community and TASCQ (Traders in the Area Supporting the Cultural 
Quarter) with the aim of maintaining Temple Bar as a clean, safe and dynamic cultural 
quarter. 

Archaeology

Temple Bar is an area rich in heritage. Temple Bar Properties believes that this 
archaeological heritage must be sensitively developed, respected and protected. Since the 
beginning of the area's development, archaeology has been an inseparable part of its urban 
renewal. That's why Temple Bar Properties, in consultation with the expert archaeological 
and statutory bodies, pioneered one of the most exciting archaeological programmes in 
Ireland. It includes: 

 Engaging archaeological consultants at the outset to explore, document and protect 
the archaeology of the area.

 Undertaking numerous excavations throughout Temple Bar.
 Publishing the results of excavations in the Archaeology in Temple Bar series
 Promoting an archaeological education programme in conjunction with the major 

public research excavation in the western sector of Temple Bar Facilitating the 
development of a dedicated exhibition area for artefacts in Dublin Tourism's Viking 
Adventure Centre, in partnership with the National Museum of Ireland

Public Archaeological Dig 
in the West End of Temple Bar



The archaeological digs 

Between September 1996 and September 1998 four digs were undertaken:

1> The research excavation at Exchange Street Upper 
2> A connecting site fronting onto Copper Alley
3> A site fronting Essex Street West
4> The fourth and final phase at Fishable Street/Essex Street West. 

Throughout the excavation period, the digs have been open to the public to view the on-
going work from specially designed platforms and viewing areas. Up to 300 people daily 
visited the site, hundreds of children participated in the education programme, and up to 
date noticeboards on finding by the Excavation Director were displayed on site. 

After the completion of the excavations the results were published and artefacts from the 
excavation are displayed in the exhibition area of Dublin's Viking Adventure, which was 
developed in partnership with the National Museum of Ireland. 

A.12 East Essex Street (Design yard) Archaeological testing in the yard to rear located the top 
of the Poddle culvert, which discharges into the Liffey at Wellington quay. The Poddle river 
was diverted into the city moat in the twelfth century and effectively cut the Temple Bar 
area off from the medieval walled city throughout the middle ages. It was finally culverted 
in the late 1670¹s, which allowed large-scale development to begin. 

B. 4-9 Temple Bar Archaeological assessment located the evidence of the extensive 
reclamation programme, which effectively reclaimed the Temple Bar area from the river 
Liffey in the early seventeenth century. This was done by dumping large amount of 
domestic refuse which was then held in place between timber revetments or fences (as at 
Fitzsimon's hotel). Most of the buildings in Temple Bar are built on this organic deposit 
which is up to 3m in depth. The walls of the buildings are often built on timber drafts or 
early epiles : the latter consist of numerous vertical timber posts driven into the organic 
deposit. 

C. Essex Street East/Sycamore Street (Meeting house square) Archaeological excavation in 
this location revealed the remains of a water channel, which extended through the site. The 
channel was cut through deposits, which contained a large number of pottery shards that 
could be dated from the late twelfth century onwards. A number of large timbers were also 
located on the western side of the channel and one of these was dated by 



dendrochronology to c. 1349. This probably represent the disturbed remains of a mill and 
associated mill-race, probably belonging to St. Mary del Dam, a church located at the 
western end of Dame Street.

D. 3-4 Crow Street The area bounded by Dame Street on the south, Essex Street East on the 
north, Fownes Street Upper on the east and Crow Street on the west forms the precinct of a 
thirteenth-century Augustinian friary which was founded on a solid peninsula jutting out 
into the river Liffey. The friar were mendicant friars and administered alms to the poor of 
Dublin. The excavations at 3-4 Crow Street located part of the cemetery known to have 
been located on the south side of the church. A total of 65 individual burials were located 
all orientated west east, some of which had the remains of timber coffins. The pottery from 
these deposits indicates a date in the thirteenth/fourteenth century. In addition to the 
cemetery, an unexpected discovery was made in the form of a large pit or ditch, which was 
earlier in date than the cemetery and which contained the remains of 6 skeletons, 3 children 
and 3 adults. Most of these burials were aligned north south and several were in a crouched 
position. The burials date to the eleventh century and thus relate to the Viking period of 
Dublin's history. 

E. Essex Quay The excavation in this location revealed the remains, at foundation level, of a 
circular mural tower known as Isolde's tower. The tower is located on the north-east angle 
of the extension city wall which was built in the mid-thirteenth century to enclose the newly 
reclaimed land north of Essex Street East. The tower, which only survived to 2.50m in height 
has an internal diameter of 4.65m with walls that were almost 4m wide, sitting on river 
gravel. A series of skulls were also found along the base of the wall that were probably 
originally mounted on the wall. The tower was refurbished in the early seventeenth century 
but was demolished by the end of that century. The foundations of the tower are preserved 
in the modern apartment block and are on public display from Lower Exchange Street. 

F. Essex Street West The excavation stretched from Essex Street West to Exchange Street 
Lower, in the area that was reclaimed in the thirteenth century and enclosed by the new 
city wall. The excavation located the remains of a limestone quarry, which was probably 
used to provide stone for the new city wall. After the quarry went out of use this area was 
reclaimed by the deposition of large amounts of organic refuse over 3m in depth. This 
refuse was very rich in artefacts, producing a large quantity of medieval pottery as well as a 
sapphire finger ring, a leather knife sheath (with a heraldic shield), a silver ear scoop and a 
finely decorated gaming piece. 

G. Former church of Ss Michael and John (Dublin's Viking adventure) A combined 
archaeological and architectural survey of the former church building revealed that almost 
the entire structure was the original Smock Alley theatre. The famous theatre was first 
established in 1662 but was substantially rebuilt in 1735 before finally closing its doors in 
1788. In 1811 the building was again refurbished as the church of Ss Michael and John. 
During the recent redevelopment the windows and doors of the original theatre were 
discovered behind the plaster and the roof trusses were also found to be eighteenth century 
in date. In the basement area, walls associated with the seventeenth century theatre were 
also discovered.

H. Exchange Street Upper The excavations at Exchange Street Upper located the western 
side of the Poddle river and early activity which could be dated tentatively to the ninth 
century. The excavations also located sections of the clay embankments, which originally 
encircled the tenth and eleventh century Viking settlement as well as the fragmentary 
remains of domestic Viking houses. 



I. Temple Bar West This large-scale research excavation was located in the north-east corner 
of the Viking and Anglo-Norman walled town of Dublin. At the lowest levels evidence was 
found of what is the earliest domestic house in Dublin located on the banks of the river 
Liffey and dating to between the late eighth and the ninth century. After this house was 
demolished, the area was extensively ploughed suggesting cultivation or perhaps 
preparation of the ground for building. The first intensive settlement can be dated to the 
ninth century and related to the first permanent camp at Dublin established by the raiding 
Vikings in AD 841. This settlement represents the first beginnings of urbanisation, which was 
subsumed in the early tenth century by settlement, which was larger in size and catered for 
a greater population. The excavation produced levels of domestic houses, streets, animal 
pens dating from the ninth century to the early twelfth century with some evidence of 
Anglo-Norman activity in the late twelfth and thirteenth century. Post-medieval levels were 
confined to the 17th century onwards. 

Archaeology in Temple Bar

A series of publications detailing the archaeology of the Temple Bar area of Dublin, 
available from Temple Bar Properties 

 Excavations at Isolde's Tower, Dublin: 1994 
 Excavations at Essex Street West, Dublin: 1995 
 Smock Alley Theatre: The Evolution of a Building: 1996 
 A Summary Report on Excavations at Exchange Street Upper/Parliament Street: 1997 
 Director's Findings Temple Bar West: 1999 

For further information and maps of the archaeological excavations in Temple Bar, please 
visit the web site of Margaret Gowan & Co. Ltd, Archaeological Consultants.


