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PROLOGLIE

An integrated approach to medisval Ireland's vase extane filerature has long been
bampered by & tendeocy to partition it ioto seculer and ecclesiaslicul peores, the
former writen mostly in Ol or Middle Lrish eod the latter in Ladn o the ver-
ragulir, Medievalists dealing with obviggely clericel sources, especially the Hiberno-
Lacin ongs musi readily accessible tn them, have increasingly come in recognise Lhe
wide and up-o-dale reading, eruditc sophisticaiion, and reasonably typical medieval
western outinok, seripturil and petristic orienration behind them. By contrasr,
many (04 and Middle Trish scholars have been prone 1o regarnd ‘seculer’ or ‘narive’
vernesular sources as harely adultersted repositories of andent orel traditions and
pagan belicfs compiled by remurkably complaisant antiguarian clerics and jurists in
it backward and only superfically chrisdanised Treland.

Since il extant sacly Irish Tireratore wis undoubtedly produced in monasteriss.
this glsring upparent discrepancy in monkish attitudes has hecome an increesing
sodice of disgeiet for some acholars barh in the feld and outzide, From the 19505
onwards the lale Jumes Carncy, following in Rudolf Thurneysen's fooistene,
insisted in rthe face of prevelent “nativist' orthodoxy thar most extant early Irish
sagas bore a clear and deep monastic imprint, whatever their cemore origing in pagan
oral radition. In the 1970% donnchedh & Corrdin bagin (o assemble evidenee that
early medicval Ircland, far from being politically fragmented and hidebound hy
blind adherence to tradition, b developed & dynamic polidcnl system dominared
by ambitiows overkings whase monastic propagandisrs genealogists wore
ruthless reshipers of the past in the injerestz of the prescnr. Megnwhile Tomés O
Carhasaigh and olhers heve produced siudies of sarly Irsh sagas showing them to
be deliberare literary compositions primarily geared to canlempnrary  GUNCeIns
rather than mere antiguarian zescmblages, however grohaic o traditionsl the
elements so manipulated, Finally, the most jealously zusrded of all tradiviosalist
bastions, the zarly Trish secular law trects, has fallen of e 1o the assaults of Tronn-
chinlh O Corrain and Liam Veestnuch, who have pointed to pervasive scriptural
paalrisiic and cunenistic influence upon them and made an ncuntrovertible case for
imevinEstay wulhorship,

The et glfec) ol these impulses has been 1o propel carly Cheistian Lreland from
an ellegedly abnormisl und stagnant *Cellic lringe’ into the mainsiream of an sarly
madicval Eurapean vivilizution that owes no small debt to her formative inlluenos.
Teken rogether, they amount to a revolution in scholarly artitudes that greatly
Increasea the relevance of eucly medicval Trish culivce o that of Western Furope as
w whols without dizcnuncing its peculiaritics.

Jinge these important new developments have almost inevitebly accumulaled
prevemenl o learned aiticles om perticular wopics, it seems desirabls o attempr ro
conmhing them and some furcler aspects inmo & provisiomnal svolhesis and avervicw.
That, of wwrse, % the main aim ol the preseat volume, wlich irgnes that, for afl
fts diversity, ey Insh literacurs 35 & whale is rooted in & enharent, far-reaching
and flexible constoal or senchys adepied, synihesised and modified by monestic
men of Ietters from the Bible and other Talin writings in conjunction with ver-
nacular traditions hoth oril and inereagingly, &y lime went on. writren, Indesd, the
level of scholarship. inteilevival anelvsis and imagination thev brought tn hear ypon
this gargantuan wndertaking bears striking testimany 1o the dynemism, creativity,
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erudition and cohesion ol (he monastically hased civilization thar blessomed in
Ireland Trom the sixth-reniury A D. onwirds and helped to lssd Britain and Europe
aul af the Dark Apes.

This hook owes a great deal not only to the published rescarches of the friends
and solleagues mentioned above bul alio sujriesiions made by (hem and others,
including Joseph Magy and Padraig O Fiannachta, in discussions LOnCETRing general
jszues and poinis of detail. [ wm particularly grateful to my wile, Katharine Simms,
for her unflageing interest, helpful comments and assistance in the correstien of
proofs aml sompilation of an index. Withaul these aod. ifher conributivng this
hoak wauld not have been writtcn, but respensibility Tor the npinions expresacd in
it and for remaining errors great and smafl in, of course, mine alone,

- KIh MMoCORE
G, Patrick™s Colleze, hMavnoath.
September, 19RG.
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CIHAPTER ONE

Medieval scholars
and modern nativists

L. In'eddition lu & very sobsiantial Latin lieraiure early Chrstien Ircland Bogss
by far the most extensive end diverse vernaewlar Hleramee in medieval Europe. '1he
perid from the fifth (v the twelfth ventury A D ahounds in Latie, Old or Middle
Trish s bilingual rexrs in prose. poerry ur o mixtuee of buck COvering i wids range
of genres such as liturgy, homiletizs, hiklizal exzgesls and parephrase, hymnody and
eulogy, hagiography, T.auin and Tiish gremmar, elvmology,  onomastios,
topography, anoals, gencalogy, l=gal rracts concerning the Church and lay soviety,
gnomic lrerature, prophesy, vision end vovage narmacives, suge and history,

I'he whole of this liteTature was undoubtedly produeed cither i monasteries r
by pevpls who had reveived an esentially monastic education. Tn muny cascs his
is evident from the genre itself or from the use of |ilin io whole ar par of 4 given
text, bven in works composed almost entirely in medieval Irish casual snatches of
Larin or the sudden swilch to & more substantial passage in the Fanguags of the
Weatern Church often kelrisy 8 clerical author writing Tar renders likewise Familiar
with Latin as o result of a monastic training, Moreover, all ol the comparaiively feor
menuscripds thil heve come down o ue rom the pre-Morman period are guite
clearly of monastic provenaoce, including those three wreat twelfifi-cens ury
repositorics of siwi, gencalogicul wnd ceclesdastical maredisl o Loish Leloe ne
Rldore, Rawlingan 18 502 and the Book of T.einsier. The tecorded titles of Tost
manuseripte. known o have comined saga malerial in [rish, g, C@mALehor
Drovmme Spechta or “The Book of Drumsnat’ ia mionastery i Monaghan, of.
Thurneysen, 1921, 15-8) and Lebor Buide Sidgne or “The Yellow Book of Slane’ (&
major monistery in Meath, of. Dillan, 1953, L2}, are eyually significant in this
respect. and early Christian lreland would in any case have been guite abnormal by
medieval western European slunderds if lierpey in Latio or the vernaculiar hed
wnisted there on any sonle outiide the sphere of her monasteries and thei alummni.

Formidable linguistic difficulries ussociated with the vast corpuz of O0d o
Middle [rich texts, miosl of them pressryed in manuseripts wrirten i or afer the
fourteenth century, have lended to resirict the nember of seholars WOrking upon this
marerial since the sericus revival of inderest asound the middle of the ninetsench
centwry. Heciuse the pioneers of the new discipline rightly concentrated rheic sfforts
UpeT fnproving the linguistic analvsis inlispensable for & proper understa niling of
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the malesial and vpon making texis, translations aml synopees available to a wider
scholarly audience, broader questions of inlerprefation wers, By aml lires,
pustponed until a later and fairly Tocent stage. Henee the paradox that Bocups's
st abundantly ducumenied carly medieval culiure, pasticularly where vermscula
sources are concerned, emaing ameng the leas (o oughly rescerched, Rich seams
of information have vet to be tapped, and chese can be expected [ enhano: our
appreciativn of carly medieval European licrature and civilization @s a whole,

2 Lor the last thrae or four decades the most influencisl dod fashiorable approach
Lo Ue evaluation of ewcly Irish leatore has, az leest uoil goie recently, been the
gne apely dubked 'mativist” by irs major and tor w long time largely izolated Critin,
James Carney (1955, 1761 Scholars such ws Myles 13illon, DAL Binchy, Kanneth
Jackean, Prodneiss Mace Cara and Sean O Coiledin have in various differen) ways
discussed medieval §iigh sncicry, law and letiers Trom & broadly common stsndpoine
qtressing the conservatiam of the “tradition”, i fndamenzaliy oral ransrission and
continuity with @ pagan past rooted in Cellic and Indo-European anliguity. While
the role of Christanity sod Hteracy in this process could handly be ignored, the
temlency was to minimise their impact upon ‘seculas” gences. The Iwo major props
of {his interpretation were the Indo Ruropean hypothess and thensies about the oral
pormipnsition and beckwiry lpaking natire of varicuos epic litergrures such us the
Homcric poems of ansiend Creacc.

Tncreesingly inlessive Buropezen involvement with Tndia in the geventesnlh and
cighteenth centuries led to a handful of western missionarics and delminislratnrs
acquiting some knowledge of the sacrel kingoage of the Hindus, Sunshrit, and being
siTuck by the notable similarities beiween it and the learned languages of Burope,
Latin and Cireck. The mest inlleential and accurate sarly ohservation along these
fines was made by Sir William Joncs in 1788; “the Sarseelt languege, whalever be
its anciquity, is of o wonderful siruerare; more perlest (hai the Greek. more copious
than the Learie, anil moers exguisitcly refined chun e her, yer bearing to both af them
a srronger atlinily, boih in the roots of verbs and in the forms of grammar, than
could possibly have been producsd by avcident; so strong indesd, that no philnloger
conld eximing themn gl three, withow! believing them o have sprung fom some
comemon source, which, perhaps, oo longer axists: thers is o similar reason, though
noc gquite so forcible, for supposing (hal hoth the Gerfrick and (he Caltic, though
mlapded with a very different iliom, lad the same origin with the Sarsert; and the
ol Marsiar might be added (0 the same family, I this were the place for diseussing
any question concerning e anfiguitics of Pervie™ (.2 Muller, 1986, 1-2) ' 1z
notion of a penetic relationalip between Sunskril and various European languages
was taken up with enthusiasim in Germany, whers Che nazecnt TomEDLS movement
war simulating intesest and pride in tracing Hogaistic and coltural origine as far
back ws possibie. Tn the course of the nineteenth century the inveniney of related
languazes was cstablishad with ever greater precision and methods ot comparison
between them and reponstruction of the forme of the upsiiesied parent language,
termed Tadopernaniscl in Germin but Mido-Evropeon or the like otherwise, wers
steadily refined. By the end of the century the major languages or languigey groaps
reenpmised as Indo-Furepean wers Indo-franipn (Sanskrir, Avestan, Ol Peisian
ctc.). Greek, fiefle (Lacin and Jess well aiiested languapes such g Oscan and
Umbramn), Cermaris (Gorhic, Scamdiogvian, Vicrman, English sic-}, e (Irich,
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the threc British Snguages Welsh, Cornish aml Breton. plus fragmeniarile artestad
Continental Celtic, nolably Gaulishy, Shevis (@00d Church Slevonic, Ruscian, Polish
erc ), Beltic (Lithwavian, Lptvian, O3 Prussiand, Anmendon and 4ihowion, The
surly twenticth contury saw the sgniticant additions ol Feclharian (8th-8th centiries
AL from Chinese Turkeslan and Arerofion (notably Hirites with texes Frong (e
second millenivm BOC fiom Asia Minor to the cannn.

Tt can, then, be riparously demonsiraled that the lingeistic allinities of Irish are
firstly with o ber lunpeages of the Cellic group wnd thet thizin turn is part of a much
wider family descended from o a hyporbeiical common parent (ermed [ndo-
European. The detal: hardly reguirc exposition here but some importance artaches
te the fact that & ahared language is usually held (o imply cultursl community or
peneinition on 4 broader scale, From this it would fellew that Leeland's Celtic and
[nde-Furupean heritage extendend beyond the strictly lingnistic sphere to other facers
af culiprs such as law, insiniions, mythology or oval lierary technigues. T the
field af wewlowy o particulzely infleentisl theory has boen the one elaborared aver
the years since |he [ute thirtcs by Georges Dumézil, wha has identitied & tripartice
sciieme of socic-mviholomcal funcrinns in ancient India, namely soverefmnie in its
twin magico-religions wnd contraccual aspects, warfiore and feewndity, and hes
sought to establish its hndo-European provenance by isolating evidence fur similar
giructures in other hrasches, including Celtic {oF. Littlefton. 19731 Added by a
wilivizl enthusinsm for things Indian to be discussad below, the impasr of s
appruach upun medieval Teish siudies hes been considerably of lute and is, perhaps,
most apparent in the wark of Alwyn wnd Brinley Recs {1961), However, eoim
parisnms hetwesn Ireland and Todia alone hardly suffice to pul the [ndo-Eurapcan
provenanee of various motifs and institetions bevond reasongble Joubt, and the
Dumeézilian appioach may be oriticised for selting too much store hy the Indizn
vidence. Where possible, o wider Tange af Ingdo-Luropean licralures should be
cumparsd simuliancousfy o the intereste of mere balansed sacin vl hologcal
recunstouction. and it has recently been argued thia the results call Sor sigpilicziml
modilication of Dumézil's model (MceConz, [987). The importance of tripartiiion
in carly Insh wleology will cmerge o1 various points in this book, bue one: should
beware of facile agsumptions about Tnde-LBuropean ariging and comrelatons with the
Drurnézilian svsrem,

3, Studics by Alberl Lond (19600 and Denys Page (19259 in the Tare Nliss had g
major impact upon attitudes (0 the Homerie poems and led to crphasis wpon for-
mulaiy oral composition and Irinsmission, the secondary wod essentially uscres)ive
later rofe ul writing in their survivil, and the abilioy of soch o sirictly repulated neal
traditicn |o preserve a reasenably accurate, if patchy, record of earlier social and
political cnnditiens over 8 long period. This approach was applied (o early Irish zapa
by Jackson in a small but influential bonk published in 1964, page & 0f which states
the pasic hypothesis succincily as follows: ““the immedinee setting of the oliest hero
latles, that is to say the skie of endemic warfare helwesg Ulster and the resi af
trefind -end various other lealures of the Trish political conscruction, malersl
civilizition, and way of 1ife, which are very archaie in apperranes, very cirenistio-
tial, wml on the whole %ery consisten:, belong to a period some centuries alder
than the time when they were Fiesd wrillen down - belong o Gl to & prehistoric
[reland'.
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Tf the premise 1% wranted, this basic piciure can only have been preserved orallby
until it entered an apparently egually reactionary written record, hut recent
anthropological stadics of orel tradidons have tended to stress the decisive role of
comtemporary social and political Gaciors in shaping them, 1hus aceording to Tack
Croody *'i1 seems probakle, ac lewst, (hat the form in which non literare socicriss cumn-
ceive the warld of the past i lself influenced by the process of transmission
deseribed. The Tiv have (helr gencalogies, others (heir sacred tales about Lhe nigin
af the world and the way in which man aggueired his culture. But all their conecp-
pualizations of the pasl cannot help being governed by the concerns of the present,
mercly becauss there is no body of chronclogically ardered statements (o which
reference candse rmade. The Tiv do niM recognized any coniradiclivn berween what
they say now and what they said filly years agn, since oo eqduring record cxists tor
them Lo sel heside their present views, Myth and history merge intoone: the dlements
in the culiural herftage which cease o have & contemporiry relevance wnd 10 be
soon forgoiten or trensformenl; and as the individuads of each gencration acy uire
their vogabulary, their gensalogies, and their myths, (hey &re unaware tha YITIC
wirds, proper names aml stories have dropped oul, nr thet others have chitnzed
Uieir meanings or been replaced™ (1968, 34). e the same vein Jan Yansing states:
“aral teaditions are conditioned by the society in which they flowrish. Tt follows
therefors that o nizl tradition can trapzcend the bounderiss of (he social system
in which it exises' (1973, 172). linally, Ruth Finnegan mubes @ pnighant protes:
along similar lines: “"because primilive tribes were suppuset Lo he prececupied with
sradition racher than imnosotion, “craditional” tales were sought and ‘new’ ones
igmored or cxplained wway, Because interest way foowsed on broad evolutivnary
sifiges, fow questions were asked about the idiosyneratic history, colturs, vr literary
sprwentions of @ particular people. Finully hecsuse origine aml =arly history
assumed such imporianae in people’s minds, there was litthe smphasis on the cox-
remporary relevance of a piece of Hlerature™ (1970, 37

As 5 represeniative of what Joseph Megy has called ''the emerging noew schaol of
Celricizis whe share an 'oral tradisionalist® apprecietion of medizval Trish lsscature"
(1943, 1M1, Edgar Slotkin hus put the nub of the matter thus: “*was Celtic higraiore
which nriginated in the pre-Christian period preserved meaninglessly? 1 Lhink nar:
1t hiad an andience which apprecizred and undersiood it at some level other than pre-
Christian myth. Our perfeely legitimare interesis i the pre-Christian cudes have
tended to Blind uy (o the codes rales carried al the time they wers wrilten down™
{1983, 222), This Iype of approach has recently been appiied by MLF. Adrchison to
extant *Ulster Cyele® tales, his conclusion bowng ‘‘thet these sources arc neither he
literary transeriptions of [ron Axe vral raditions, nor du they offer a “window” on
Iron Awe societs. Tnatead, che study of the processes behind the composition and
ransnission of this Hteraturs reproscnts & Temurkable potential addition 1o our
knowledae of secular and religious affains in norlbeeastern Treland during the sccond
half of the tirst milleniom AT (1987, 87) Tt can now be regurded as axiomatic
that, assumed ural origing for some of ils vonstituents notwithstanding, the proper
frame of reterencs For early Trish literaiure i- early Christinn lesland racher than the
preceding pagan period.

Meveriheless, the attreetiens of oralicy to nativist schatars have beon such (hat it
has hesn accorded pride of place even in the svaluation of written material without
atiesied aral parellels, as when Gererd Murphy staes that “though our knowledge
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ol sneent Inish storylelling comes mainly from mamscrigh versaons of U Giles,
liere zan be lidlle doubi that Idsh narcetive tradition has on the whale been esen-
cially neal™ (1961, 560, Moreover, “'when we think of the well-constiucted nai
rarives which even the unleirned peasant necrator to-day can produce, and when we
Judge of the greater power of (4d Irish storv-tellers by consideration of certain
passages scattcred through the imartiste manuscript versions of their tales which
have been presecved. woocan be faiely certain 1hal the tules, a5 really told to
preemibled kings and noblemen at an ancient cdeweed, were very different from the
powrly-marrated manuscript veresions noted down bs mcsasie seribes as o coniribu-
tiom (o bearming racher chen co leerature™ (bid., ). Maz Cana conlidently refers to
“official traditign, whether oral or written (theugh in the insolar Celtic contesd i
remained mainky cral even afler |he infroduction of writing)®' (1971, 109 aftzr mak.
ing substantially the same clain o scholustic puise: *'the mors cloacly onc sradies
these carly cales o thelr writlen lorm, (he more one is persuaded that they are in
sthstance. if not alaays in the accidents ¢ siyle, o [air reflection of the orzl narra-
tive of pre-literate tradition” {ibid., 97.8), Relerrng Lo Lthe story of Cenn Faclad's
pionsering Bisrary activicics in the seventh century, 0 Colleiin azseris that "o some
such vty oritl leirning came to be lavnched on it wncsriain journey (hrough time,
some ol il o reach the twentieth century out of a past thal his oo real begpinning.
Mot should the wriling of a text of whatever kind be scen as somebow marking the
cnd of an oral rradicion; ralher, it has captured it, however imperfectly, al 3 given
point in it lifc cpale’! (19835, 526b],

FPriortothe acguiziticen of the Roman alphabel along wich crganized Christianity in
{he Tafth century Ireland was o all intenes and parposes & non-licerate sociery. Con-
sepuently ural tradition s the sole possikility for 1he preceding period and is hardly
likely ro have besn eradicated by the intreduction of limited, il expanding, clerical
and monastic lieracy [tom the Gfth centory onwards. The el cemmaine, however.,
that we have na direg) knowledge of this prosured oral tradition and [hat whal favs
come down o us from (he pericd in guestion arc exclusively the wrillen products
of the monastically cducated. To deny that these were influenced by and drew upoi
an ool tradition with pagan rears woulld B2 as Fatwous as che unprovable and unsup-
puried nativist assumprions about the dominant role of orality and paganism in the
crelion ol ibe so-alled ‘seoular’ genres of (s monastic literature, 4 prior
argnnenls aboul the role of an wnattcsied oral tradition in 1he constitution of an
abundanily documenied literury racord evidently pur the carl belors the Horse ng fur
as methadology is concered, and all too often subscituce vague speculation For sulid
infercoces foundad upos seruiingy of 1be texs themsclves.

The main objection o nativisl allitedes towards sacly Irish Heeratuse is thar they
precluds the approciation of (his viusl melerinl in its own terms by treating ic as a
mere or jess Ruphazard, impeifect and vanlhinkingly antiquarian inky procipitacion
ol ol an infinitely richer and moce cxtensive ol selution, As Doonchadh O
Cooeedin has poinledly remarked of late, ““far coo often, the modern critizs - on
generally unspoken grounds of aesthetics, good arder, proprely or seme such - ure
preparved 1o Be harsh o theic judgements on the scholars whe transmilted their texts
to them. We hear and repsd g great deal about seribal cluwinsiness, ke aml corrept
texts (25 if there were once a gleaming Cault-free archetvpe), carcless and coniradi-
rory patchwork end the awkward mierging of different recensions which should,
ingfeed, heve ben kept apart. The implicalion ds thet those who trensmitted, ve-
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edited, re-wrole 01 merely copied o lexl were, 1ooa greaner o lesser degree, mindless
comluils of g Grear Tradicion whose intelligenee and taste was. of course. much
inferiar hoth o that of their modern eritics and to that of the founders of che tradi-
tiust disell {(TORE, 141).

Uheage views i inowell with recent trends in other disciplines, such as the reaction
1 hiklical studics to the aromistie tendencies of the se-valled 'higher criticisn® in
vogue since the ninctesnth contury, As Bobert Alter and Frunk Kermode bave pot
it, "“the characteristic move was to infer the exisiencs of smng ook that preceded
the one we have — the lost decuments that wers compilad 1oomake Clenesis as it has
come down t0 us, the lost Aramaic Gospel, the logt “sayines sownce' wsed by
blatibew aml.Luke amd se on, The effes of this practice was curions: one spokc
al the exasting boaks prinsgeily as evidenec of what must once have besn aveilatle
tn an arigingl closer tn what actually happensd. That was their real vidus — s
subaslilutes Mo what had usforrunaely been lost™ (1937, 1), Thus “'the biblicil texls
were valued less for what they gcruslly were than for what they told as about olher
prirarivc toxts or ovents to which there was no direct acoess. W hast s fippened now
is thar the interpretacion of the texts as they actmally exist has been revalidared"!
(ibid., 4, Similarly Northrop Frye maiotains “thiat texioal scholarship has newver
ceably developsd Lhe “higher” cotcism that made soch & naise in the ninzceenth con-
Lury, Instesd of enierging fram lower ceiticizm, o pertual study, most of It dup itseI]
ks a il Inwer, o sub-lasemaent, oriticism, criticism in which disincegrating Lhe
rexl hecame an and in itself. &5 a result its eseental discoveries were mide gquile
earky, and were followed by a sood desl of straw-threcshing, Theee are any nenber
off bookes, for cxample, relling us that the account of creation with which 1he Houwk
of Genesis opens comes from the prisstly nerrative, much che ladgst of L Four ar
five documents that maks up the bock, A genuing bigher criticisen, T should chink.
would observe that this account of crealiosn staands ac the heginning of Genegis.
despite its late dute, because il belongs at the heginniang of CGenesiz. That would lead
to an tnsegriled stody of the Book of Genesis, and eventually the whole Bible, as
il oo stands, concerning sell’ with e gquestion of why the Bible sz we koow it
emearged in that pascicular form®™ (982, xeil). There are encouramng signs thal Lhe
stndy of medieval Trish texts s lkowise cmermne from a iropglodyie phicss

4. In view of the overwhelming evidence thut the su=sabled nedieval Trish
‘eoclesinstical” genres, whether in Lotin or the verpaculiar, provide fon vigorons and
wide rionsing tntellectual geiivity Frons @i lessn the sisth zenwcy enwards, the passive
ppproach allegedly adopied by the saime monastic lcarned class vowards the native
oral Dradition obviously requiced some caplanation. One responss Wwies to enidow
Phearn wirle a swspreicnasly imndeen and disintercsred desire 1o record the remoents ol
a mnribund pagan radicion. Thus Murphy castipates *'poorly nasruted manuscrp
versions noted down by monastic scribes ws @ contribution o learning vather than
to literarure” above, O Coiledin speaks of “antiguerians assembling, &s hest they
coutd, pieoes of a rapidly frogmentiog pasl " (1985, 5Z1k), and according to Mac
Croa " is well known that sardy Inish cherechmes warg remarkably liheral and svmi-
pachetic o their alvitede o pasan tradilion and that were it nat for their goodwill
irned el busiasm ie would have gone the way of most eral tradition in a chenging aoc
literate world. But this is not co sev that the mooastic recording of oglive fraditing
was froe of censorship. and there is io fact clenr indication of such censceship in
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the absence of maleriyl whose former sxistenee is fimplizit in che exband lteraturs™
[E9TL, 98

Statemcnts such as these are gl the mors surprising in vicw of gond evidencs thal
the artitnde of carly Tiish clerics 1o parunism was unenthugiastic, o sey the fegs,
For instance, Patrick's later seven|b-ventury biographer Tirechan Jinks a number of
nitive expressions and customs witlh paganism, contrasts these with monastic usaze
wndd deseribes the suppression of undesiiable pagan prisvticss by the saint {e.g. 12,
26 {17210, 32 in Bieler. 1979}, Equally antewothy is (he consistent condemnation
of contemporary dreidism and associared lifesivles wilh pugun conmotation: as
diabnlical pragiices in our sources, of which mare in chapier nine, Moreover, the
crivmphalisr aurligs of Mg Cenpusse around 300 A D noles wilh grim sutistac-
tien that “'the greal kings of the pagans wail ever in barning: the hosiz of Jesus
without & fall, they are joyows alter iriumph™ (Prol. 61-4) and ifllusreates his clim
that even in Ircland ““the Fauh has grown, it will abide wndil the Day of Judwsment;
pnilty pagans arc carvicd off, their forls are noo inhabited™ (173-8) by contrasting
the desolaie pagan roval sides of Tara, Coiachu, Ailenn and Emain with the busi-
ling mumnasterivs of Armagh. Clonmacnnise, Kildare snd Glendalongh. Such by no
imeans uniypical altitudes do not square easily wilth o Uesire to preserve a wricten
recnrd ol Ihe pagan past for its owm sake. There is no sign here of the ‘Benign
coumenizm’ iowards certain pagan belicfs that Mac Cana (1976, 95-51 ascribes ta the
Christian authors of the exiant versions of fmmiram Braie and Bokinee Chondod, and
arncy has rightly insisied thai “chere cen be no question of regarding (hese stories
s semi-saered compositions, (ransmitted for centurics inan aliiost unvarsing form
wod flonlly “written down' by an enthusisstic antiguarian with the scieniifis
approdch and adtitude of 2 modern studen) of ethnography™ (1935, 277

As Far g 1LF, (O Rahilly was conecried, |he monastic recorders of these pagan
tradirions, (ar from being broad-minded conservalionisls, had insidiousty subver-
sive aims. Thus “our lrish pseudo-historians were thorpeghgoing euhemerists; o,
toa. weore the inveniors of the pre-Christian pars of our geneslopies. By thus
humanizing and moscalizing Che divinities of pagan Treland, they hoped to eradicate
the pugan belicfs thae scill Tingered oo among many of their counfrymen’ (1946,
261} By way of illustradion in the Geld of sage, “Esnads Tiee Buched 15 hus one
il (he miast striking cxamples we higve i Irish of how a cale, originally miyihic, gin
tn the course of cme be stripped of all s pegen charaeroristics. Al irave of the
supgripfural and the myvsterious has been eliminsted; snd indeed the story 5 old
in the mosi prosisic wod marcer-of-fact way. Tn harmuny with the period of prewdo-
history in which the agiien is mede to take place, no <lement of Christisnicy is per-
mitred to intrude' {1952, 19% Since., however, supernaiural beings and fearures
ocour abundantly in the sasas, a5 will bocome clear later, these early Irish clerks are
searcely more convincing as itulivarians than as liberals. Moreover, one might well
dsk supporiers of both views why ronasiic writers should have gone 1o the Irookle
of saving Lhe debris of & pagan tradition (rorn imminent extinction and then impose
a distingtly haphazard censorship, whether “of selevidve silenoe’™ (dac Cana, 1979,
dA) o worse, inoorder o hasen the demise of hase very beliefs end practices.

Clearly we need g beller sxplanation for this menstie aerivity than cither of these
flawed approaches can provide, but the quess for this will be felr wndl the nexo two
chaprers, A further desideratom in line with O Corrdin's siriciures above is the
avabdance of parronising asswmpiicos thao in various fields of verspeular Hieci-
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purs the ertistic amd intellecioal aspirainens of carly Christian Irish scribes hardly
went bevond the moere o7 fess garhled reproduction of alleged oral peeen onginels,
Al too oflen =uch attiludes have led o cavalier treatments peersd to restering &n
assumed older or eral “original’ raiher than o interpreting what is actually aflesiad
in writing, bl farninately the main trend of late has been ro attech insrensing walue
o i he contemporary import and structural integrity of extant texls, As the fallowing
chapters should show, the results speek for themselves and pont to a profoundly
lirerary tradition that had developsd its own mosmeniom in (ke menaserics from an
early period, regardless of the probable or possible pre-Clheistian roots of many of
its conatituents (ot Aitchison, 1987, 935-105),

5. A major mativist tesed closaly eonnceted oich insistencs wpon oratly traosmmilfed
pugan survivals & that carly medicval Trish sociery and fiterature were remnarkahly
archaie and conservative unel rudely roused from their oarecally supine sate by
loretgn intruders, notably the Vikings in the ninth amd the Normans 6 the twelfth
ceittury, The classic stacement of this view regecding the jmpagt of the Vikings on
the Irish body politic is Binchy’s *The Puassing of the Old Qeder' (1962). This
celcbrated article depicts & pre-pintb-veniuey Treland in which “'the political and
administrative unit had been the icibab state, or fdarf, a very small territory ruled
by a king {rrh, whose siates and Turctions had remained sirikingly similar fo (bose
which modern anthropologizis attribute to the old Inde-Evropran teibal king"
(1221, Such monarchs “had very limited ‘governmental’ functions within (he ferei-
tery®! (123 on anisland chat was, politically speoking, merely “a congenle of rribal
sfales lenuously linked together in five larger groups™ (128}, Heppily, however, this
political fragmentation did not lead to constunt internevine conllicis because *in
pro-Morse times, all wars, inter-tribal amd inter-provincial alike, followed a
eurionsty ritual pattern, They wers hedgad around with raboos: one-did not contious
the fight after after one’s king bad besn siaing one did not annex the enemy’s terri-
tory or confiscate any of their fnds: onc did nor dethrone the ‘sacresd” cribal
dynasty; ane refrained From attacking a number of ‘neutral zones” on enemy soil
- the miastic setdlements, the property of the leerned custes (dey ddmad, and snoon'”
(128, Tt was the refusal of the unsporting Morthmen e play by (he local roles thar
led 1o the disintzgradon of this cosy svetem by sedling the natives a bad example.

It is dangerons to extrapolase from leral Sieels o actual pracoce in this manner.
After all, the notion thit Tules are made 1o b2 broken s a Tamilias one and it would,
for instance, be umwise toodeduee (rom a law prohikiting homizide that mucder wis
unknown or even nerely rare in the socicty in queston, The anoals provide Gar
better evidence Mor what was going o0 in the real world and bave been duly used
by O Corriin 1o show ““that in the cighth century and possibly earlier che indepen-
dant bewal pozition of the feck or pocty tribal kingdom was being si=adily eroded
by the greater overlords™ (1972, 290 and *'that Jong belore the Viking atracks the
dominant dynastizs ruchlzssly expelled and exiruded less powerful peoples, and
intervened to theic sdvantage in the dommestic strageles of their inferiors® (ibid., 200,
Tr thue appears '"thet the dedk and iz king, the rribal kingdom with its privilzges
and the sneped trikal king with his taboes, iad beeome things of the pas: lone before
the vear 200, Ireland had become (iF in reality it was ever otherwise, L doubt) g lamd
ol dyoastic owerlardship in which the kings of the prramount dymasiigs xendad
heir authority and cheir kindred in avery direction which Uhesr resoinroes allowed™
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{ibid.. A1} More recentiy Patrick Wormeald has lodged an incisive protest against
the ‘outlandish’ notion i ~an ewucly Ifich king was & priesily verstable: he tzlls
more of the distant past than of Ihe historicel development of Furopsan monarchy™
(198G, 153)

Various polots 0o be made (0 sehsegquent chapters should chinse in well with these
substaniial arpuments thet carly mediavil Irish kingship was & good deal mare nor-
mal aml up o date by contemporary Ruropesn standards chan nacivises ke (o
admit. Mesinwhile two examples of the considerable aulhority wiclded by a provin-
cral momirch over his sub-kings cven in the later seventh and early cighth centuries
st sufliee,

Crith Crahioeiiy par. 3%, lists varions types of racfifpae or *legal ordinance™ a king
can Imposc upan his fdedhe in the wake of military defear or pestilence. The plorel
figrhe “'kKingdomis"' clearly poiots Lo an everking, 28 -docs the Thind catepory “'a
king’s ordinance (rechrgas Higl, as 15 the ordinance of the king of Cashel {rechizee
riE Coieil) in Munscer. For there are hree ordinances that are peoper Tor o king to
pledlze on his fderka: an ordinance for expulsion of a forcign race, i.2. agains the
Saxans, an ordinance For the prepararion of crops, o law of the faith thar enkindles,
a5 is the law al Adomnan®™. As Méitdn NI Dhonnchadha’s metioulous soudy of the
guarantnd list of Cwin Adomedin itsclf shows (1982), greut provincial kings, sup
ported by variows of their more important sub-kings, played o crucial rele in the pro-
mulgation of coclesiastical conw (of, Herbert, 1988, 200, a5 when the =xiled sbbot
Artrl nf Armagh “proceeded to proclaim the Cdin Mhdirpic in Munater in 823 (AL
with the suppoert of king Feidliosd mie Crimthainn of Cashel and again in 'the chree
Connichts” in 823 (ALY (MoCons, 1984, 217

21, Brigt's hagographer Cogitosus provides the following social conlext, which
wias evilently meant 1o szem plavsilile o his ressders, for one of Ter povsl furnos
miracies (par, 33 in Bollandus, 1658, 140; par, 30 in Connolly and Picard, 1987,
23-4). The king of Brigit’s home provinee {safeio) of Leinster issucd “an edicl
throughour the petly kingdoms and sub-provinces which were under his autharity
and yoke [poficium per plebes [ = 00, wathao?] e provineios | =00, mor-chiaiha?]
gride sulb efles erany divione of ipge)™ for the building of 2 major read, *'When many
peoples ceme by kindreds and lamilies {conuwenientibus mulis pomgliv [ = O,
et per cognationas [=00c. vendla?] ef famifias [=0Te. Aai?, they divided
Lhe work up among themsshvas, 1ers, sursly, we see the fioek and sialler subedivi-
sioms wilhin it functioning as subordinale links in an efficient 2hain af provingial
comimand rather than as loosely federated independent unite owing little mare than
nominal allegiance Lo an over-king,

Early Christian Trish suciety was intenscly anmpetitive in the upper echelons, horh
lay and clerical, aboul which we are best informed. Cresl monosterizs a5 well as,
and usually in tandem with, great denastics were eonceited (0 exiend cheir power
aml influence (see ch. 10, 23, and warlare, far from being “racher ke il warms™
(Hinchy, 1970, 17), wes a deadly serions instrument for furthering politic] ambi-
riong. For eximple, the Ammals of Tlster (ALY record battles faughe by Clanmie-
nense dgaisl e monastery of Bire in 760 and the Columban houss of Durrow in
Thd. We sire 1old that on the latter accasion Durrow [ost e lese than swn Tod red
members of its community. Internal monastic conflivls could be savage cnough on
oceesion end might have widsr repercussions. Thus the Annals of Tigernach (40
record Vihe slaving of hishop Lebshigern by 2 pricse at the aliar of Brisd:, a5 o result
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af which a priest does nuow perlorm mass in the preseace of @ bishop in Kildare™ in
760 and state that Lhe “batle nf Emain Machae between the Uld and the Southern
T Ml in 759 was cased by a dispute between o prissl of Anvagh and his abbot.
Whether zecular, monastic or mixad. such senflicts zn bardly he described as
“mothing more than punitive cxpedizions by an ever-bing 0 levy by fores tribute
which had heen withield by & subordinate™ or s “just examples of the crech, the
arrmed raid for booty, chiefly Hwestock™ (Binchy, F934, 830,

Indecd, political motivation is apparent In many of the wars and baltles
(igure 0 prominently in the anoals, both before and after the coming ol the Yikings,
and clearly involved considerable casualiics on oocasion. Thus the Annaks of Tlisre
reentd Van ensounler between e Munstermen and the L Nedll, and Donnchad (of
Clann Cholmiing soon o be king of Taral did grea devasiation in fhe torritonies
of the Munslesmen and many of the Munstermen fell'' a5 well as “*2 battle in (the
monasiery o} Clonard between Donnchad and the community of Clonard™ in 775,
while in 793 we learn of “‘the owragng of Faendelach by Garmgel son of Dhnd-
amach and the entry and invasion of Acmagh and slanghter of people there by 1he
L Chiemthain {of the Clogher area), Ule receprion of Faendelach inte Armagzh
again™ {of. McCone, 1984, 311-4), Uhe notice of the battle of Allen in 722 records
the desthe of & oumber ol Jesser kings on hoth sides ez well as that ol 1he deleated
Cenél nEerain king of Tars, Fergal mae Méele Ddin, whose desgns apon [einster
were thus Lhwaried, Fergal's son and successor in the Tara kingship, Acd Allan.
defeated Lhe Cendl Conzill in 732 and fought them agatn in 733 and 734 in what was
evidenily @ strugele for paramovntoy emeng the Morthern T NET that went the
Cenel nhoagain's way, Having secured his wesiern Mank, Aed turncd his steencions
eqsiwards ta the Ulaid, whom he defeaied in 735, Tinthe saime vear there was o ballle
berween Munster and the Ladgin or Lelnsiermien *in which many of the Laigin and
almnst countless Munsiermen perished'”. Ar last Acd was ready Ter the linal sieake
of & carefully wid siralesy and fneghe ric bertle of Ath Senaig agained the Laigin
in 738, Abier thedeath of the king of the Leinstermen the woundel Aed's followers
Vwere wranied anoenormoes victory when they pul their Leinsier rivals to flight,
trample, prostrate, overthrow and destroy lhem in exstranrdingry meoner so that
alrnost the whole cnemy army is anoihilaed."”

{ine wonders what those invelvesd o ihis and similar astions recorded o ibe pre
Yiking annals would have made of Mac Cang’s recent suggestion that "ooe might
almost deseribe the endemic warlare of carly Trelend s “harmless’, Tor, while i@
could be berharous, s primary aim was ke thar of the maodern rion weapon: o
sting and to stun but not o kT {1982, 207, On the wheles, il seems wnlikely that
the Irsh of (bs pericd had much o leero from the Wikings abour mititary
ruchlescmess, polineal agerandisement or sttacking monascgrizs. Far from being
populaiel by prinifive savages, wherther noble or atherwise, 2arly medicval Irciend
haael eveloped what Parrick J. Corish bas termed “an inccgrated and confidsm
Chiisrian culture’™ (1972, 7ithat was, o he sure, not without its peculiacitiss b
seemi 1o have enjoved regsonatly oornial fevels of intrigue and viclencs by the stan
dards of the time and in some impaorianl respocts to have stood in cthe vanguand of
wieatern BEurope's emergence lrom the Dask Ages. Nowheres wis this mare apparcat
than in the Feld of monaste learning.

. Hede's Hinerly Eoclesiostion L1 dv-v, inlorns s thar around the middle of the
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seventh conewry Sr. Coelumka's Coundation of lone was & the head of an exlensive
monzstic federation or goraehio with hpuses in Leelond, Scocland and Morthumbria,
Apart from long itself in the Tnner Hebrides (his included such mejor cenrres as
Durrow in the Irish Midlands and Lindislaroe just off the coast of noctheas)
Lopland, & situation that kas now been thoroughly discussed along with subsogoent
vicisyliudes down 1o the rwelfth contury by Wdite Herbert (1988, %-126). Bede 111,
win, tells of The Insh siior Fursae's foundation of the monasiery of Cnotheresburg
i East Angliz in the Grst half of the sixth century. This be leff in che hends of his
brocher Faelin before proceeding to the north of Clovis's kingdom, preseni-day
Belgivm, to found the mensstery in which he dicd. His remaing were sobseguently
rranslaced to Péronne, where hisv brothers Faclin snd Ultén appaently held ihe
ebbecy (Kennew, 1929, 301-51. When in (be aftermath of the Synod of Whithy in
664 the Irish presence voder abbot Colindn wivs withdoawn from Lindisfarne, Bede
IV, 1v. records that about thicty English religions Gallowed him beck o Treland,
where Colman Tounded the monastery of Tnishballin ofT the Mavo coast, Sub-
sefuenl lemsions beiween the Irish and English confingeni: caused Colmén o
relncate the latrer in @ oew foundation, Mag nEo (Mavo), which had become o
notable monasery with Eaglish ocvupants by the first half of the eighih century,
Indced, Bede TTT, wwvis, slales cuteracically of later sevenih-ceniury Ireland tha
“there were many aristoerals and commeners of the English race there ar thal (ime
wher, baving lett their native island in the e of bishope Finian and Colingn, B
depirted thither for the sake of sacred rewling or 2 mors continent life. And,
imcieedd, ceriain of them soon bownd themsselves Grthfully to the monascic way of
fife, while uihers ruther took pleasurs in artention 1o reading by wendering around
e chorches ol leachers, All of these the Trish received] slhadly and gave daily
sustcnance a8 well @s sering to the provision of books for reading and Fres tuition®.

Parvcularly good evidence ol Irsh cultural strainments and impagt abroad o the
late sixch and carly seventh cenluries iz providsd by che carcor and writings of S,
Columbanus, & monk of Banger in portheast Ireland whe spent the last tweni y-fve
veurs 07 so-of his Llife on the Continent, with Irish followers. During this eventful part
al his curesr he founded monasreries in Alsace before losing the Merovingian
maiarch's favour, travelled through Switzerland, where his disciple 5. Gall stayed
th establish the munpstery beering his name, and finally established the mejor
monastery nf Babbio n jhe Lombard kingdom of noctharn laly shortly before his
death in 620 Colembane' writings, which heve been edited and franslited with
introducton by G.5.M. Walker (1937), comprise impressive, if al rimes raiher
forid; Lotin prose and poctey, reveal an exiremely forceful and uncompromising
personality, and display decp seriprural erudition along with 8 good knowledze of
pannstic lverature and major classical aulhers, 11 seems virtually cortain thar these
asearnplishments wers acquired in ks native country, and it is hard vo resist quoting
a passage from the lourth peragraph of his first fztler 1o Pope Gregory the Great
{reigned 390-00< thay sllusiretes his wit, style, knowicdee of Scripiure, confidence
in Irish lzarning and lack of bashiuloess. Defending Irish prachices, by oow ai
variznes with those of the Conlinen:, reparding calealation of e dare of Laster,
Columbenus derives a delicicus and barsly translateble pun wpon Fope | an's name
from Beclesiasies %4 (melfor esf cunis vivay feone mertun, “a living dog is better
then & dead fion'"); *'perhaps, while sou fear to incur the stamp of Hermagorean
inanvacion, youl e content with the avthority of vour predecessors and erperially
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of Pope Len (grivcessorin 8r moxime popae Leons pustoriiaie contensis e). Do
not, [ ber, viehl vowself on such anissus o diflidence nr peopricey, which are olien
deceived: in this problem a living dog is perhaps betler than a leenine corpse (rslior
Forte est cindy vivies s Boe problemale leawe moria]. Fow' a living saint con corred
things Lhil lave not boen corrected by wpother earlicr. Foo wou should knuw thal
Victories has not been accepted by ver feachers and Irish scholars of old and com-
pulists most learned in making caleulation'’.

Mg works of Isidors of Seville [+ 636), particulacly the lumews Ffwrolopioe sive
CIrigines compiled as @ kind of gnevelopacdia of current knowlsilge during the last
vears of his life, are known (o have exereised 8 major influsnge thioughout medieval
wiestern Europs, This estegm was particulacly misrked in 2arly Christian Ireland,
whers the Liymologies were known as the O o “summit’ of learning and
were supposedly acouired in exchangs For the nnst highly regarded nmative Litgrary
product, the Tidln Bd Ciaifnge, gooording 1o an account surviving in differenl ver-
sioms in |he Book of Leinster (LL J2473-32%09, trans. Kinsclle. 1970, 1-2) and
eleswhere (Thurneysen, L1921, 251-4). 0™, Hilgarth has pointed oul thal, whereas
use of Txidore ourside Spain is scarsely artesred in other pars of Europs before the
sirly cighth century, “'there is 4 Iong serics of Irsh Latin seventh-century authors,
iany of whom cite Isidore'” (1984, 7). aurcly an eloguent wstimensy tn the Christian
Trish estublichrnent's cpenness oo externel influgoces and inderesc in the latest
soholarly trends at this time, Cosmopolizan wod up (o dare a5 it was for che period,
pariy metiewal Teish scholarship enjoyed o high international roputacion il goes
g long way inwards cxplaining the demand Tor regipients of an Irish monastic educa
doen i Carolingizn Europs during (he eighth and ointh centuries wncl heynud
{Tieenay, 1967, 1-17) and the subsiantial corpus of Latin literatore procuced by Trish
men of lerters both wl heme and abroad during this long period (Kennew, 1929,
486-621; Lupitye and Sharpe, 1985, 77-221) Indeed, &1 varions times ant in varnus
comacnirarions Irish cormections with Britain, France, [he Tow Countrics, Sowthern
Giotmany, Switzerland, Bohemia, Morthero Hely and Bpain cain be cstablished
helween the lae sixth gnd Lade ninth centuries of our era (of. the map in L. and M.
e Paor, 1978, 650,

I wiew of these bracing perspeclives i commes as samething ne a shock Lo he told
thatt duering this peried [reland as a whele was an isolated cultural backwaler clinging
pnguestinningly to remarkably archaic practices and perceptons disturbed only Iy
the pecasional intrusion of more advanced forcigners. Binchy, Lor inglance, claims
that ““che conservalizm which philelogists have often noded as & fzarwce of che Irish
language is paralleled in Trish law, and largely [or (he same reason. Beoween Lhe
Goedelic conguest and the Morse invasions Leeland remained insulated from Lhe
impact of fureign paoples, in other words from the most powerful factors making
for lewsl change' (1943, 211 In stll more general tenns the Celts have been vigwed
ws “penplas of the periphery whose achievements lay more in the spiriiual and
deningical than in the meteriel und political ficlds, guintessential vormervativies who
maintained a towdition that wie more Tnde than Europesn acd whe, when chey
mnovated through berrowing, so ransformed their borrowing: as (o make tham
hardly distinguishible From nacive idiom' (Mac Cama, [982, 20%5). Thus *'ir
would®?, i O Cotledin's words, “be difficult o overstate Lhe Dtherently consereative
niture of Irish medieval literarure™ (L85, 52Thh S0lT more recently Gewcgad Bl
Lvin his invoked modern philistinism ax s means of summarily dismissing he
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incontrovertible evidenoe for medicval Trish scholacs’ mpoer achievements in Latin
l2iggrs; 'ihe Bomans never found time to invade Treland, which is ceriaindy 1he most
imporinl nen-even! in Irsh historv. Nonetholess, the Latin Tangeage made 0%
appesrancy, spoken st by Christian missionaric and larer by nalive chorchmen
whe were probably ne betler at it then their tventicth-contury succassors wha have
breathed a great sigh oF reliel w0 its diseppearence from che liturey and the ediuca-
tional system'® (19RR, 298

Given the phenomenal success of the Irish church in establishing within a mere
hundred wears or so of Patrick's Nifih ceniury mission o forceful end flourishing
monastic sulture capable of importing and adapting (he liiest trends in scholarship
lrom athroad apd of expording its own personnel and prodocts to Britain and
Furepe, oneg can unly ask with Wormeld “whether (and if so, why] o civilizaton
whnse represemialives have widely been belioved to have changed the culigral
destinies ol novth-wesiern Pyrope can itself have been relatively impervions T ils
own mcssaze' (T9R6, 1510 Ino@ revenl ook that is 6t leest uscful as 2 compendinm
of nativist misapprehcnsions Michae! Bichier concedses that a *'festure that marked
Irzlend very strongly was rthe npennes: of sociely (0 intellectusl and cultoral
influences from oucEida™ b cnwisages an elTestive vonnler to this in ““the exisienos
of a pon-Latin inccleetual readivion in Treland Troon prebistoric times”' . This leads
e claims of a tvpe often made {z.p. by Mae Cang, 1982, 215% byt never subcten-
Haled: ““in 1he Tece ol an incoming Latin civilization, a8 i wis Uhen currend io the
Cherch, thes tadition continued unbroken . . . Al this was made possible by the
existance ol g sovially respected and privilaged intellectual élite whizh had developed
from an aichaic slage of culture in prehistoric times. The survivel of this &litz in
Christian times is pardy due to 1he Tagl thal classival Roman civilization coald not,
as elsewhere. cclipse and Targely desiroy lhings non-Romen and pre-Romarn.
Because of this, the archaic fearwres of Trish sociely could bevome dynamic in the
Middle Ages . . Should all thiz be so, then the Bistory ol lreland in the Middls Ages
shows [hat there wae a viable elternative development 1o (hal of (he rest of Europe,
dormimated by Chrizlian Laddn culturs™ {Richter, 988, 19217,

It shoeld emergs helow and in subseguen: chapters that the apparent discrepancy
between Trish elerical aititudes a) home angd ebroad s, 58 Wormald suspecis, the
child of modern faney ratler (hian medisval facr, but first we must turn our attention
to the Ckricinc.

T Ancien: lodie has long held 2 powarful Tascinalion for wcholirs with nativis
leaniogs a3 o lavourits source of culmwral and literary comperizons with sarly
medieval Lrelanad simesd wt demonstrasing the impressive and surprisingly pristine
wonditbon al the laller’s Indo-European hevitage, Versed as be was in Sanskrit as
well as Trish, THIbom g several clessic presentations of this posicion, mcluding lec
rures published with such signilcant (ks as 'The Archaism of Trish Tradition’
(19271 and “Celt and Hindu® (9730 The basic aim of the former appears on page
2 UM, Vendrves ceforred to feardres of mprphalugy and wocabulary which Celtic
shares with Sanskrit. znd drow the covclusien thil hey indicate the archaic
vharacter of these languages and the survival east and west of ancient relisfous
instilulions, 1 s the theory which I am here attempring 1o conlirm ansd 1o extend:
aind T would merety gl tha: iothe Eght of other cvidence those poinms ol agresmen
between Sanskeit and Cellig hive an imporance rether areater than Vendiyes woald
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soom to etiach 1o them, for chey are part of imush wader tgiesure ol coormmo radi
tion', On page 4 of 1he laler work a Ceoretical ramewnrk was posioed wich
reference o atiempts i the Deld of dialecr geography to idencify “‘central arcas,
laneral aress ancd selaled ares, of whech The Tesl as saunces of imnavacion and the
lasn P sre relfeges ol arelaism'™, the Dasie claim being “'that chis method 2an be
apphed nal meraly to languagee, to the pames of institutions, but oo the insodoutions
thergelves: and the model has an obviows use when we are obeerving Ireland wod
Iindia, at apposite ends of the Indo-Eurapean aress. when we are comperiog Celiic
with Vodic Sanckrit, Celt and Hindu''.

This methodologival appreach hus found considerable Gvvour, For example, Bin-
chy states of |t|¢: CHed Irigh Low Leacts Tha be s "fanore dhan ever coneineed af 1hen
imporiince s i recard of archan .-f:-;.'|EI:.-" Becanse “ihe Trisl as well as the Hindu
jurisls were “hackward donking” - men with a profound respect For antiguity'™ {1970,
1) Conseguently in an Indo-Eurcpean contexe there i= 2 contrast ““bevwecn Hindu
and [rish law an the one hand and the dymamic legal svstemes. the Welsh as well a5
ihe Boman and the Enelish, on b other™ amd 00 0s the Hindo and Trish jurists
who, precisely owing to cheir lsck of legal replism, can now give mush mere viluakle
infurmazion Lo secial anthropologists™ (ibdd., 20 Mg Cana speiaks o 2 Endian
trudition, whish otherwise poeserves so many cloee anafogees ol iems o insabir
Cleblig craition® (1972, 137) amd has probably wone Toriber down this particalba
parth than anvene else. Bichler somilardy avers thar “rhe releences 1o India is ans
arbileary, nor are the parallels codncidenrals iemaing of Tndo-Eorapean civilization
have bheen proserved on the casrein fringes of the reglon influcnecd by Tndo-
Eurapean culturc and, o che owccr westera fringes. in brcland: they were prescrved
inte historicel times™ {1923, 24).

However, the foundations of this 'Indo-Celtic’ theory appesr rather sheky on
closer inspection, To bemn with, dislec] seogrephy deals with rsas such oy preseni-
deye Fraoce where loval spesch variants are piact of a0 contnoum of ool
intelliaibility @loa given podnl in lime, whergis (he magor alested Indo-Ueropesn
lanwuizges or language Tamilie: meen nzifher crterion: Uie dates of their @ailes
adequae documentarion vary anncmcaly (cog. Hitice o, 1800 B, Greck . 1406
B.C.. Vedic Sznskric oo OGO B.C., Latin c. 300 B.C., Gothic oo 350 A Tr | Old Irish
c. B350 AT and there iz no question of motoal comprehension. One can hardly,
for inszance. apply insighis of dialect peosraphy to two languapes and culture: such
a5 those of =prly Chrigtian [reland and Vedic India seperuted from esach other
spatliadly by nomerous clher lpnguiage areps, seme Inda-BEuropean aml clhers naol,
.=1:||_|_| ||::|r|'|'||.'!-|:3]|:r |"|_'.- Nver Qb and a hallimllenia. Sach r|-:'|ri|.‘:-|'|$ w1 |'r|'||}' b relevainr
1o By portherieal peviod of Tndo-Favagean loguistic uniey, and we rave oo reason
wosupgnae that che prectrsors of Celtic oo Indo-Tranian had cither hegun o scparate
ot as dialeers oo were in 2ny sense peripheral at thar stage. Moreover, the Coles firse
cricrge into che light of histery from the cultural melting pot of central Europe and
may well oot have resched lreland mors than teo or thres cemtucies B.O, (2]
Crreene, 1983, Pigigodl, 1983 Thers iz pothing very ‘marginal” oz tisolibed™ aboul
this formutive phase of Celiic prehistory.

It is, moreover, dousbitul whether Cellic or Old Irish e be mesoineCelly
regarclad as Sarchie” Dodo-Earopsan dialecs, Recen) lnguisiic researches saguas
thar Celie, like Tndo Tranian, can be accounecd for in rerms of & perfectly
miainstrcgin Indo-Buropoan proarype {c.p. Rix, 1997 MeCone, 1986). Where a
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wieent lealure =uch as the (Hd Tosh redoplicoted furare and the Odd Tndic
recuplicaled desiderative {(MoCone, 1936, 248, 55) is peculiar ta bath and is ron wir-
cumarant:al o have arisen independently, it can b aseribed with confidense 1o the
parcnt language, Tedo-Luropean, for the simple resson (hat theee ie no plansihie
Later paint of comman ongin. In other words, it & the matece of the evidenes and
oot the allegedly intrinsic archuism of peripheral arcas thal validaies such conclu-
sl0ns. A conerete example mothe sphere of vocabulary is the word lor *king” uppesr-
ing in Celic as Gaolish and (prohably) Celtiberinn -rix, O8d Trish ~ (een, e aod
Walsh riviy i Latin as rex and in Savskril gy rgi-g0 Allowing Tor rewubsr surod
changes estitilshed for the relevant languages (e, IE *¢ o Skt &, Celi. 1), these
precise correspondences poinl ingluciably 1o an [nde-BEuropean siem “nfd (mn, sg.
=rik-s), broadly meaning ‘king' (o Mnchy, 1970, ). that is so far atested only
towmards the casrern &nd wesiern extremes of the Tnde Furorpesm world, Survival in
this voncext merely implics phoneliy continuity with & reconstracel prototype and
By oo mesns rules oun change, which ey be consideralle a5 in Old Irish én "bird?
= Fpsteoy, Indeed . iz only an appreciation of the svstematic changes involved thet
rsgkes N eguations of this soct possible, The Gact thet chamges in senunliys and
insriveiges sunnet be formulated with the sarme precision is no oxouse Mo IZNCing
them, and gnly mkes the fullest possible docarmeniation of the facts relevan| 1o a
comparisnn at this level all the more casencial.

The survival of words relistively intact docs not necessanily imply o corresponding
stubility in what they signily wnd coneersely changes of designilton do not abaays
involve significant concepiual or institutional alterarinns, Conseguently it would be
rish to arguc from the preservation of reflexes of *r@8- thar Celliy, Roman and
[msliion Kingship was more archaid (han (hal of other Indo-Eurapean peoples chiar
ave substitoied other words or that the subsliotion of, sav. fax for inheriled coine
= TE =korpos Lo designate the carly Tesh “MiEgnerbund’ or socicty of unnsarried
voung waitior-huniers significantly affeered the institution jtself (MeCone, 1987,
[ED-18). Furtharntore, relutively fow procisc ongrales sre attested anvthing like ul
guitously amang the major revorded [ndo-Buropean languages, and ene ususlly hag
to e content with & more finsiled disiribution. AL manner of parmolalions becweesn
Pwee or thres daughoer languages are Mueod, and it will hardly doore single aut Indic
lealic) st Ceitic for spocial rreatmenl, sspecially when new discoveriss oun
tadically aligr the picturs and show just how lorluitous the quirks of artesranion may
be. For inslance, the Cireek word Lheir "hend” had only one kneswn cogngis, Arme-
nian jeryt, at the beginwing of the present cencury, amd thess wo languapes sre
arguably too closelv relaled for the reconstruction of an Indo-Luropssn form on
thut basiz despite reasonable assurance thar the Tondo-Fueropesns, who wors
manifestly blessed wich palow (Lal, pafma, Gk, paldmd, OFng, folm 'palm’, Olr.
i, W Naw ‘hand’ = *pfhed ‘palm’s, bad acceslly had hands and 5 woernd for
tharm. Ay Hermann Hirt pat it, “*are we 1o gssome that the Indo-Ewopeans had
kaown siow aml feet bur not reinand hands? That, of course, is nonsenze, dand
FHIAE Candde wd Ly exercise oreat caution v concludie anvihing from the absance of
enrrcapnndences (1927, 761 Indeed, the sulseguen: discovery of Lesserizs) *hand’
in Hitriee and fser, spr “hand” in Tocherian A and B respectively mui the existenee
of [ndo-BEuropean “piese hand’. from which the lforms in alf four of these
leoguages derive, boynad douby, Mesdless tosav, one would hardly wish (o arous
e this bagis that the Groeks, Acememiing, Hittites and Tocharians bore a grenfer
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menuzl affimity 1o their Inde-Luropean Torkears than rhe Tnde-Tranigns, Celts snd
so on or. indesd, thad Celie vse ol a derivarive of *pdEmd for the wholes hand retlecrs
any widespread loss of Ningers annngst tham,

The truch s (har there is wn procise and noeessary correlation befween lingeslic
and broader enliuial facts, Even if there were, a bolanced approisal of sarly Chrns
Lin Irefand’s lingaistic heritepe docs nor provide an encouraging analogy For those
seiabars inclined o stress her intenss social and cullural comservarsm., Tncem-
parisnn witk Sanskric, Greek or even Lagin, the Irish Tangoage had by che time of
rhe carlicst substantial records oo aboud the sevenih centiry ALTE evobved wery far
indecd frem the ancesiral lndo-Lorepean paororype infermed by the comperative
method,. Profound chiaoges o phoenology, mciphalozy and syntax had made OLd
Irizh in some wisvs typelogically closer 1n genctizaily unceleted verb-initial Empoages
like Hebrew thai inits ancient Ozliic and Inde-Evropesn entecedeniz, Morgower,
epcipsimstical infleenee can e detected in the shepe of a not inconsidecisble Lol
tpud imincthe carly medieval Trish vocebulary, 1n lacgs meisvce s tovolved direc
Borrnwings appropriately adapred o vernacular pallerns of sound and inflecrion,
e.g. O, gpscop “bishop’ < Lal. eplcomyy, sovge "hroom’ < seope, cdse “Easter’
< pascha, corcur 'purple colour’ < parpmees, ockeiy “chieeh' =0 eeclesia, serester
window® < fewestre, poc 'kiss’ < pocesy ks ol peace’, Idigend freading. learn-
ing' < Jegenchom, pean ‘pen’ o pesss oand sooon. Keceat studics by Damisn
Mebanus (o2, TREI) bave shovwn that this inflox of Latin loenwords muse have coo-
timued wilhonl geriong isrerraplion over & lang period of tme. 1t was, moreowver,
accempaniad by a iz suhile approach, correepondingly harder 1o detect, wheargky
nitlvee words were invested with latinized meanings either individually or o new
conbinations known as ‘czlgues”. For instance, despite oo Od Persian cogiale
nging- ‘splendid’ proving pagan lode-Europssn and Callis anlecedants 04 Tiizh
rink has been Pally assimileted to Latin seaefus “hoby, saine' o the Christign scnse,
while a native word partly eguivalen in omganing tn 4 Lacin counrcrpart mighs
underge expansion of it: semantic ange Wonwke the march more complete, 2.2,
Olr. deigvhor Sword” and then glao Sverk' wnder the mnflucnee of Lac verdisn *word,
verh® or CHr. el “race, kind® and then aleo fpendor” through assimilation to Lt
poaaes ‘race, kind, gendert. The fallowing are a few tvpical instunces ol Lhe progces.
af calquing, which entailed the fusion of two or ocessionally three nalive words infe
A rew lyrges unit capabic of rendering & Latin teTm in veroaculir guiss: coascic
siégardar “comipelst (Lat, caom-pelfitl, corncdinie "mrises (0o altisc k) [rom-swegic), re
ddfegly ‘fore-sight, providence” (oro-wideniia), edar-gado  Sinigreession’ (iner-
cERSOY, rainm-chruiiing Ctranstipucalion, (resfornmEiion’ (rass-fieeranio, oo
Farmaric), rem-eperthee Calors-sanl' (preeedicfes),  Brmcdihen “circumeiscs’
{oircamr-cichit), 1t was even possible (oocalgue Tatin logns feomm Circek if the origingl
apvmalogy waz koown fram bsaldore ar soine other snwrec, Thus Latin Evangeliinr
‘Cospel' bad besn heceoswed direetly fromm Greck and lsidose duly states (hal
“Rvengelivm, however, s inerpreted as 'mood mews” (boee ademefeiin), for
in Cireek pood isocalled & and news gugelia™ (Erpm. V1, U 430 Acmed wilh
thizs crymological information, ewocly medisval Irish omen ol leiers came up
with the crudite caloue sol-sodlze, literally "good oews’, lor "Ciospel’, and this sub-
sequently entered into commen vsegy, Some leprned creations ol this type did net
pain mroerel acveptance, e, alongside pommon ggseag the rare celgue for-décsam
‘hishop' COFR 2213327 anspived by Taidore®s (Eresr. VIL x 11-3) etvmology
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ol erginally Greek epivcoony in Latin as ‘over-sear, supar-intendent' or The Tike,

Although ar hedd a very approximete index of wider cultural processes, (hese
linguistic consideratinns do fead wy (v exoect something rather differene fieam rle
reactionary milice depictad by mstiers) giodies of mush vernaeoular Trish liteeatuiee.
Continuity with the pre-Chiistian pasi by oo omeans precludes significant changes on
the way, and Christian ar ceclesiastical influenee can operats beneath as well as
upioan Lhe surfaes, Thus we may assume that sative nr mgbive-looking slemeats could
aeuirg new meanings relevane to the Chureh®s teaching and praciive in idecdopy or
literalure ws well gy o language cither b varying degrees ol reinterprscation or by
redrangernen i resay lzarser patoerms.

3. INativist failuere (o deiect major clericel influencs upon much af the ‘wcular’
literature studied by thea bas been due gbove oll te'n tendenoy o acknowlodge nnly
the most obvious or superficial manilesiaion: of this type and o diseount the
likelinvod of & more profound or allusive use of scripiural and ocher ecclesiassical
elements, Thus Mec Cana cautions “thar the extan ests provide only a very
ineonpleie index ol o rick and complex aral tradition and that ene should theretfore
b wiry of o readily wssuming borrowing on che part of the Trsh momastic Sreroe
in those cases where jterms in natve narrative can be mached by amgloguss o
classical or ceclesiastical lieraery, By the very nature of the suhject, absoluie cer
tainty inthese matters is difficoll o achisse, bul Lhe interests of sound mcthadology
at the very least roguice thar the analognes ey be subiected 1ot cheeks before
borrowing cen ceesonably he asswmed and s exienl wileguately defined. The first
iz to determine, so far &s 1z possible, whether 1he comparsd items oocur in traditions
ather thun Irish and classicalfccelesiastical, and 1 o, how exlensively; the second,
whelher these items stend rootless and relatively isodared in Irish toadition or
whether they mesh closely with the extant cemains of che tradivio, Tor, ehyviously,
if they relare casily and incilentlly to other thomes and narratives 0 malive
litcracure the argument o borrowing becomes corrcspondingly less cogani™ (1472,
141

Thiz spproach is predicared on the poverilioble psevmption that the bulk of 5o
il Cnptive literature' i3 rooted inoan exiensive ol tcedidon, and the cnos iz
plaved vpon critics to offer indisputable peaof thal wrilien scolesiastical sourcss
were iovolvarl inoany mven instance. This undeftaking is, however, made 55 difficult
s possible, singe the hypothesis that the monaszic awhars of exlant early Irsh texts
deew o any extent upen such demonscrably familiar sources as the TSk amd related
liczrature is apparcintly o be rejecied i analogues cen be found in cther more remale
traditions or i the foatures i question are at sl widespread in or well integiated
into the extant vernacular iealecsl, Io efTecl, the ceneral issue is therehy prejudged:
there can have been oo oxtonsive o profoynd evclesiastical influence upon these nar
Tatives becuuse wovihing widely or deaply reoizd thers i cemardad ae by definiton
sl unlifely (o buve emanaced from the Chureh. Were ooe 1o ask why, the vicious
circle wourld presymably b closed with referenec to the Tupdamentally ol oabece
and origins of most vernacalar leerature recorded by movasiis seribes,

T rhee article just eitel Mee Cana discusscs a wale in whicl Mongdn mas Flachng
displavs precocions wisdom sy @ vouth and shows himself more knowledgeable than
a prominent poct. This is conpirsd with the boy Ambrosius® worsting of the King's
meei in prophecy in Mennivs' Fistorie Seittonym, o British Latin compilation of
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ohvious clerical provenanse, Uhe inference being “rhat insular Celde oral tradition
kncw a version of the itk of the ere theme in which the wise wonder-chilad bessl
the druids of the king™ (1572, 135} 1o is further claimed that ' Indian trclition pro-
vides 1 particularly siriking analogy' (ibid.) io the form of an elaboraie and
reliatively lale eosmogonic narrarive rovolviog round the precocious wisdon of
Yishou, bul it s not so cvident that the writer of the Ambrosios epizade in the
Iiviorin Beiftonur sew the paralle] with the aceoens of the child Jdesus in the temple
in Luke T1, 41-52.; but, whether be did or nod, the beief biblical story has not
affecrad the Welsh nammative, which is aquite mdepandent and, as we have noted, is
provbably coelated collaterally o extanl elements in the Mongén owcle™ (bid., 141-25

Since, as Muc Cana cighlly ingists, cerralnty cannot be achizved in such maltars,
the only methodologivally soend appreach isto apply Qekham's creor and luek for
the most evenomicil explinsiicn cormpatible with the facts in gy given fnstanee,
The questiun hers is whether izolated artestations of o *wonder-chibl’ motl in twa
plherwise quite differenc literary narcatives from Lrelandd and Wales jusrify rhe
repconstruction of a common 'insular Celtic ol tradition' going & thousand or maore
vears Mbrther back end whether vagus similaritie. with a highly evolved Indian theo-
Inical cxposition point to en Indo-Buropsan pridoiype Cwo of more millenia elder
srill. These ace Jarge claime to base upon such Mimsy evidenee. Youthful precocity
is an obvious and widely exploned means of forcshadowing & hero's Puturs greainess
the world over, amd a Gar more detailed dossicr of cormespondenies belwesn | hase
narratives would be required in order to make & penetic coomection preferable in
independent developiend as an explanation. Furthermore, sinee beth the Monogan
file and the Mennius passage cmandte from clericsl pens, the soung Fosus’
remarkable display of erudition and insizit oS0 Lake's Ciospel could surcly have
provided the impulse for both of thesy crealions separately.

“Worcover, it mightl cegsunahbiy be wrged that inconclusive speculations abou
sources and origine should ool be allowsd o distract gtrention from the primary
necd o study the struciure, conlenis and contest of oxtant works with & view e
esteblishingr Cheir conlermnporasy imporc. Tt would heve besn surprisiog indeed if
pioneers such A% Feuss and Thurnovsen had chosen o concentraie upon the Celoic
anmd Indo-Foropean origing of various Old Irish Lorms whale fergely ignerng the
[anguaze's actual grammarical svsiem, and wet notivist scholuship fas displaved
must sueh a prececupation in the ficld of early Ieish Htecalure aod bistory. Onec the
perspective is shifted from archaic survivals w0 vontemparary factors, it can be con-
fidently seserted thet medieval Irish (Yergsi were quite unaware of their Celtic aod
Indo-Europesn toots, whersss the Bikle and other Christian works played & ceniral
and indispeneable role in monastic [Te and letrees, Onee it i conesded that momnasic
writers were capable ol moelkdiog then’ material creatively. it must be regarded a3
highly likely 1hai soclesiasiical lizerarure in gencral and the Bible in particolar proe
vided vital coicepiual and narrative models cepable of maodilying inherited patierns
whers necessaiy of approprizoe. Ar the very least, such scribes would have boon very
mieh ative to paraliels from the Bible thit they studiad s intenzively.

Telling arguments aleng thess lines were advanced by Carney as long sgo as 1955
with referencs 1o some examples ol =aza and voyage licrature, and recent studies
by & Corrdin, Brestnach and oihers are making the profound influence of the Hikle
and other clerical material upon the greaest of all netivist bustions, the CHd Trigh
lww {racts, increasingly apparent (cf. & Corrdin, Bremtnach wnd Hreen, 1984;
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Bregtnach, 1984; () Cooiding 1987), As Walter Baetke’s concise account of iremls
in the scholarly study of MNosse sagas peints our, 8 debate along these lines: has
already taken place with reference oo marrilive lfsrature penerally held o have
much in commen with Irish sagas despite ifs ralher liter date. It may be helpfal oo
vt some of his key statements in cranslacion Crom the origingl German. Noting
thal “uritivil sugie research begins with doubes aboul che relipbifity of the [celandic
sagas as histovical documents™ (1974, viill around the middie of 1he nintesnsh cen-
tury, Baethe goes on e docoment the rse of varions types of theory siressing the
role of oral composithon in Cheic trensmission but concludes thal this approach has
inevitebly reached & dead ends "ull in all if isirue of the froe-prose theory that it
is less concerned with the sagas (hemselves than with their prehistory. The erus oz
this tyoe of cesearch fesides in the Tacr (hat we are not wegueioted with the oral tradi

130 [hat is its obiect and arc scarcely ina posilion 1 gee through o it Conscquently
il wits il s impossible to oet bevond speculations (his will always remain doubsful .
Wha! we do know are the sagas that have come down fo us in parchmen: and paper
mariuseripds. Ouly these cun comstitute an object of exaci literary-histosical
inveatigation®' (ikid., xi). Moreowver, “because adherents of the bisok-pross theory
basically break with the historicil wpproach, they also have a diffaren) aititude to
the tradition. They do aor deny [hat there ware oral traditions Trom (he period of
settlement and the following centures and chit parct of these has issued inlo (he
sy, bul thedr main incerescis in che weitlen wiprks™ (ibid, . xii-xiid). The latcst srage
s seen gn dncreasing appreciation of the Cheistian and medisval arostern contexr
of Teelamlic sing literature: “there was Nide secolye erarure in Iesland as che
beginning of the thirteenth century. As a resull scholarly aitention hes recently heen
direcred moreinignsively upon the soclesiastical writings [hal constiruted the grcater
part of the written literalure at the time, Legends, saints' lives, homilies, Grepory's
disbogues and other edifying and instructive works had zlrcady reached leeland in
the twelfth century and were Craneldied o part, They cannot have Tailed jgogffed
the wuthers of sagas, particularly sioce it cun e confidently posited that nor g Tew
al these were cleries. Af firsr sposadic diseoeerisy revenled that the Teclandic S
have advpled and adapred motifa from sermon fllustradiens, the *Disciplina
Clericalis® and nther sources. More recont researche, bigve uneacthed in additien a
mass of Chreistian concepls as well as Jlustrations of Cheistian moratity and outlook
on life, which luik i them, These had proviously been almos| entirely overlooked
ecauss under the spell of the (caditional theory poople regarded (hese tales s
documents from Iecland’s pre-Chrstivn period and looked for evidense of pagan
refidion and custom in them' (bid., svii-svilid, Surely there is a losson hewe for
stucients of Lhe vagt liverary outpue of Trish rmgnasieries in the early Middle Ages?

S 00 2o, 00 his been steadfastly ignored by nalivists, who have countered throats
to rhe “purity™ ol early Irish rradition &s transmited in vur lexts by Tepresenting the
autharial role of momgstic writers in relation to koy native gerres as lictle more than
scrizal, The cruly artistic cullivation sod transmission of soch maierial wis, by con-
crast, supposedly the preserve of an indepeodent, influcneial and highly arganized
lzarned class of pocts or Al aocd Judges or brithemmain stabbBornly clinging (o
infiwrited oral techoiques and deferrmined 1oooesist all but the maost superficial conees.
siong |0 Christian impores. These in torn were seen as heirs of the papan Celtie
druid, whose continuuion of en ancicne §ndo-Furepesm priestly function could bc
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aserted by vomparing (he Tndian brahmans and Romen punfls. T this wey an
impressive humin pipeline wag ereaced to channel the “iradition” From s dim and
distant Imudo-Furopean source chrough Celie amd Trish oral and pagan prehistory
imter surly medieval Trigh literarurs with o mintmom ol adulteration from Foreipn
slemenis such as Christdanioy.

(Milon, Tor cxample, makes che lellowing statement: it wae pointed oul by
Vendryes thar Indie, Rome, amd Cellic Caul had one notable iradition in sommi,
pamely, the recogmition of 4 privileged caste of priests. brahman, punlifT, and
divid: and he o explainsd erisin facts of voozbulary o which 1 shall redurn. TF we
cranine more closgly whal i+ koown of dreidic practicss in Gapl and whar can be
oleaned from.Irizh 2vidence, it appears that che brahman snd the diuid presecved
mars than 3 comimnn ancient vocsbulery; they preserved common Inde-Buropean
trasitions of practice and belief, some of whish survived in the Gaclie world down
1o the sighieenth contury and have survived i Indis to the presene dav™ (1547, 21
Mig Cana has claimed that "much ol the raditional reaching and practive ol (be
drinds was maintained without interruption by che Bl (1371, B6) wod io o recend
lecrire enttled ‘Regmem and swcendoficn’ has gone a0 far as o iwemily a prizsily
dichoomy in early Christiaen Treland herween clerics and **a weli-organiced class of
Teamed men, independen of the Church, who controbled and mamiained the stroc-
tures anil ideclogy ol native kingship. In the ninth century this class was known as
the G, They were a fellowship of learned posts, b, asrhe ariginal livcral meaning
of Lheir name, “seors”, indizaces, they wers wery much morc than that .. By the
e beceniury they were knowrn as Jifd, bot iF ., . we could somehow translade vur-
selves to fourth- or fifth-ventury Lrafand, we should probably find them identified
primarily as druids™ (1979, 445}, Morveover, “the fact thet the secerdofnet was
shared by elerics smd G since the fifth century adds o complicatams 0 Chuareh and
Stote celulipns which iz nor parallcled in Europs. Thers aes Dideed thosc - orac Least
there have been those = wha mizht quaccel with my applying the frms sacerdior to
the druids, moé (o mention the G0, but this is surely ldle more than a pedantic
quibtble. 1T one accepts that the Indian brahman is « priest, and there are very few
whu de naor, then T fail to see how one can describe the druid atherwise, 1t s (rue
thar as a result of what Dr Elesnor Knetl has called ‘the protective metumorphosis’
of the fi%id the priestly tfuoctivns which they inherited from the drosls were vary
wmuch attennated, bt so much sl remains and 2o much of their peculinr 2laius and
influcnes is explicable only in (erens of their pre-Christian cole thut chey are best seen
in the persprclive ol Bisiory % & vesidual pricsthood'” {ibid,, 455), As “1he inediarar
and the mempelaied of the superrataral powsss which affected the king aod
through han Bis kingdom'' the chief poet’s relutivnship with the ‘zaerzl king® in
surly medieval Troland camms him a compaerizon wirls Tndia: “in the Vedic lexl
Aitareve Brahmare (viii. 25) the king's priest, the prrosite, who haz o much else
in cnmmon wich the draid A5, is referred o cxplicitly as r@srazope 'prodecion of
fie realm’ becauss ne preserves boih the king and his kinadom by means of his spclls
and rites. In other words, boih i Tndia and in Ireland 1he king was the champion
and benefecior of His people, but only so long as e kimsell was projected by the
epiritual expertise of hiy priest' (bid., 454). Being later arrivils on the secne, “the
cleray were 1he Christian pendant 1o the foulivrelly ) pugen S0d and in many things
seem 0 have adopied them s cheir modsl (ikad., 4780 and it is concluded bl
the hasic confignrarion of the relations beiween king and pricst had alresdy besn
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Firmmly sstublished before the advent of Christiamily aned that it wes nover wholly
supersedet by subseguent change'' (ibid., 4790 S0 mgch o, indesd, ther oven the
canirl poel ol the posi-Mormen period can be considered ~ nol mersly a5 poet . . .
Bl ratler s residial prisst pod sucesssor oo the dinedds endd 1o as much of thei
relighous and idenlogival repertoire as survived the transition o Chrigtianits" and
“the correspondenze here s betwesn che Celiic sacerding {poerdiaidy and Lhe lndian
branmen snd purokiffa' (Mac Cang, THEE, H4),

If only & significant fraction ol these and other simidlar assercions were to he
subslinciaced, it would e a mont poinl whether, despite a plechora of fourishing,
influentipl and outward  looking monasteries, sucly medieval [roland  cowld
redsimahly b termed 8 prodominancdy Cheistian country, Thus Mae Cans himsclf
civisages merely skin-Uesp penerration “in a sociery which wis now publicly Chris-
tiar, but which was soill strongly strached o rraditional beliels and priscticss, still
had a rich and learned oral tradition running alongside the wrilten seroacolar toadi-
tion, and sill betrayed a cerlain nostalgia for the loss complicaied i (had existed
tefore Christianity™ (1986, 41-2), so muoch z0 that oven the monastic Frer sup-
paasedly drew *'mainly on native Dadilion, as heoded on By the Tower arders af pogls
i storyeelers' (fhid.. 331 Richier tog hae Baldly ventored where ochers biad
figred 10 creisd by supgesting in & section of his book entitled “Irotand - a Chiistian
Cronlry?' 1hal “'the most impeortant evidence for Che limited influence of Chiis-
tianity in Treland iy the convinued exdstence of the precChostien group of posts or
seers (Rl To s difficuli w0 sey whether the fifid and (her culiure should be
regarded as being hestile io Christivnity and in competition wih i or whether they
were simply uphelding amweog Christiuns o tradition untouched by Chrisfiamity , . .
The continued existence of the S and their further activity in the leading souial
classes shows (har Christianity had a vigorous competitor in the csultursl areq"
(1982, 65},

Tr seams strange indedd that the auchor of Fifline Opmpuszo, writing close to 800
A, could have besn so mistaken about the conternporacy sicustion when he
capped his famows coniris] between Irefand’s desolale ruyal torts and bustling
monesterics with the following conlidently trumphalisc geseralization; "the oid
cities of the pagails (sen-chashrein na ngents), concerning which prescripive right
hee been effected, they are empiy without worship Tke Lugadd’s site, The small
monastic sites that have been ovcupied by twas and thiees, they are monastic Romas
Greiamn) with assemblics, with hundeeds, with chousands. Paganism (in zentfechs)
bty besn ruined, although it was illusirious and widespread. The kingdom of God
the Father hiy Hled heaven, carth and sea™ (Prod., 205-16).

Az Patrick Sims-Williams points out in g fascinating recen griicle, the durakle
romantic myth of a *Celric twilizht” was born shorely afrer the midule of the last con-
tury in France and Englend, where “'Renan and Arnold wers (he (irst to presem a
wide Luropean public with @ synihelic, generalized picture of rhe visrions Celtic-
speaking peoples and their lioeiatures, Hoth were properly modest abow their
gualifications for (he task; but thel ignornce was an aid to gencrafizarion, and
their picte of the Cylts appealed &t a mare Mundamentel level than thar of rhe
micerics of scholarship, Their work, ag René Galand, Milvolm Chapman. and others
have shown. was fnunded vpen a structural apposition belween the Celts and the
beller-Enown Europcan “races”, Renen and Arnold secoap the spivitm:], hopriciicd,
rurisl; maturil, and poctic Coltic peoples as che eotithosis o marerizhismn, “Saxon’
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philistinisn, utilitarianism, sawmssive radionalism, arcificiality, indusinal urpaniza-
tion, amd all the other fuilings of the modern Fernpean world . -, [T we arc etpisd
te smitle &t the erudity of This sacial myth, i may be salutary to recall the heady 1960s
pnct ¢ he role than playesd b the Chriene, pirliculardy Tndia and Mepisl, inn the thoughe-
world of Western seskers after ‘alternadives', in the days when far out’ beveme i
teri of admiration, 1 both cases weeeraphy was an mpuortant part of the myih.
fhe scographival position of the mudein Celtic-speking pacples, on the Weslern
peripheries of Furope, was a histurial explanation ay well as a symbul [ Ranan,
and all the mie powerful for being both: . . . *Never has a human tamaly lived mare
apart trom the world, and besn puier from sl alien admixture. Confived by con-
quest within Eorgorten islamds and peninsulas, 1 hes reared an impassiahle harrier
mizainst exrornal influences; it has drawn ll From itself: it e lived solcly om 3ts own
capital . - . Roman civilization scareely reashed them, and Left wneng them but Tew
praces. The Teuton: invasion drove chern back, but did ool peoelratc them. Ad Ihe
present hour thew are still constunt in resisiance to an asinn dangerous moan
altogether ilTesent way, - thar of woden civilization'."" (P9RE, T2-2).

L&, The derailed picture of the interrclaced activilies of clerics. jurisly, pocs and
the like |0 emerge from the gacly [rish sources themselves stands in marked cantrast
tex the romantic nativist duatism ilestrared abeve. Four categories of les nod person
seeth 10 have chisfly interesied the monastic vompilers of annalislic obits in the pre-
Ngrman period, namely the scholar in ecmuws or seripturally bigsed Tarin learming,
the beichem or iursl, the senchaid or genealogist-cum- histurian, and the f7f or poel
cum-storvisller, The Tegal rract Urojoechi Bece declares that many professions o
dinoe could be practised in either lay or monastic sociery without any change in the
status or rewards doe to them (C0H 1616.371.), and notices in the anoaly duly briag
monustie schalars, lawyers, bistndans and poets Lo light (cf. G Corrain, 1978, 14-6),

Ax he highest ranking praclitioner of sonee ur idigend the sy difre or LR Latin
schalier, rezularly termed sagiens in Hiberno-lalin and later callesd fer Miging in
Irigh, enjoved starus egual 1o thar of 8 king, hospitaller, bishop or chiel poct, this
quintet of top-renking equals being explisilly mentioned in the so-called “genuine
pilopue to the Seeechaes Mor (OIS 34824 349,25, Durdnye thse wo conturies Feal levsa -
ing the obit of Cemméne Fota the swgsers in 662 A D, the aunals record Lhe deaths
of &t least sixly e such top schelars in Latin and Scripture: thirey four are given
1 specific monastic affilistion and of these twenty one sre deseribed ay holders of
ecclesinslical positions, the high officc of abbed in no less than eighlesn cascs. In
p modice of & Viking attack upnn Bangor in 823 (A7) particular menlinn is made of
the vommuniny's scholars and bishops, @ swid 7 « kepscoip, being pin 1o the sword,
aned the record of a similir artack upon Lot in 840 {4 L7 likewise singles aul Lhe
bishops, priests amd scholars 1aken prisumen: Sscopos 7 presiicras 7 EADiETiey
cofives duxeroed. O the sixteen jurists, reomed Brirken in Irish and fedex i Latii,
thar are awiirded annalistic obituaries in the pro-Norman period, ne Less (han eleven
are sxoliciily affiliased to monasieries, ninc gs bolders of high soclesiastival office,
nsually thil of ahbar or airchinpech, The profession of ssrcfiaid o1 kisloman raes
twenty ubils from tha sighch to the twelfth cemoury, Teorreen with declared monastic
petilintions including the odd ahbar, girckinmech or the like. OF the [ifly or so Sl
pr poets mentioned in (he annals of the pre-Marmen period, wine are cxplicitly
atiached o monusterie: (MeCone, 1986k, 12). Tt must be siressed thar absence vl @
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srzpcd monastic affiliarcn in (hos material by no means demensoranes on irs awn hal
the individual conccrned was nol so cunnected, For example. it can be confidently
pesumed that mest, if nocall, of the schokirs of Latin snd Seripoure appearing in
the annals held menastic posicicns; altlough (his s only specificed in juse over half
ol the ohits in guestion. The very name of the “Augustin U Cuinn, chizf judge of
the Leinstermen™ who died in 1092 according fo AFM, surely indicites 4 clede, and
the mmestis conections of **Méel Mura. chief poct of Ieeland {re-55 Erenm®™
wnbit A LTEET Y and (he " niost excelient post (poena apsimesy™ Banian mmag Colondin
fabit AL 747} will be consulersd later,

In Bis recent edition of Dreceely ae B Livmn Breatoach quates the fallawing
nighly iluminating passage from x shorl Middle [rish lepal traet on the coclosizstigal
gricdes: s for the bishop of Anmagh, he has twenty one cwmas, and furthesmon
s min of soclvsiastical zarning and his chiel judge and poet (o fer fépind = o ollam
Ereffiemon 7 Med) have the same honows- price as hizn; and in 35 thos cven for overy
erart o eclesiastival learning and poet and judge of every ather monestery (da cack
Sie Sdgined 7 Flid 5 Grechemaliin cacha corhrach Pavudndy, e i the same honour-
[rice as his bishop' (1987, Y1), This is, of course, & &lear indication thac any
monestory of nore was expecied te heve its own leading Larin scholar, pralesser of
Fiedackt and chief judge, and {0 would be sucprising if swch pinnazies of their pro-
Fessions were zot accompanied by varives subordinate grades and pupils, this 2o
stifubing monastic schoals.

Fhe death of Cenn Faslad, che sapéess on head ol 3 monastic Letin school, in 679
AT bs recorded inw presumably truseedocthiy A L7 ehil, and o profound interest in
the Charcl and her lvarning is displayed by & couple of sroune postic compesitions
in €02 Trish aserihed 1o bim in the legal trects Miadsfechia and Megifoe Nemed (O
FE0.14-5 and 221231, wlach were hucdly compiled maore than abour balla century
ifter his depth. Clearly the tradition (hal by combined the dizciplines of the Latin
sibalier, the powt and the jurist can be fraced much further back than the extan:
Mildle Irish versions of the well known o much discussed store of the destruction
al hiy “brain of forgectulness' in the Baiile of Mag Raith in 637 A.D. (c.g. OFF
ARG Agconling 1o this Cenn Faclad was 1aben fgr convalesornes o Bricin's
eatahlishment of Tiaim Deegidn, whers there were three schools for Latin Jearning,
native law and poets respeciively (sool féleing 5§ sood frackely 3 seol Sled), the
teachings of which Cenn Faelad 15 supposed to have memarized by day s written
upat might in poctic form. Failure e recognise that Taaim Dceain was & monasiery
el Gowynn and Hadenck, 1570, 407: Tomreesgan) led Mac Neill (1911} and consge-
ettt by Mac Cana v posit seoular schools of Law and poetey hece as well 85 aunigue
honarific amd non-monestic application of the designation sapiens to wha: Mac
Canaterms a “culiivaie) man of the warld a5 Cenn Fielad is coputed to have been™
PR T, while Richiler ignoses the cest Ioaclf and Fanrasices (hat 'a doctor from
the scheal of the diuids operaled on Rim™ (1988, 851, Tidaim Drecuin’s obsouroy
is such that the location of Cenn Fielod's spoch-making endeavours thers ingte
ol ina preater monestery has e nog of historicel truth detected by Mac Maill anhes
i hizn being the mers idealized fiction envisawsl by Mac Cans. For PECACTI PrLrposses,
howessr, s hardly matters. Whatever the propoertion of fact and fierion in this
narrarive, i wie clearly intended a5 the charter Tor a lileraie monastic legal tradition
gpplicd 1o sowciery as o whole and believed o combing poelic wisching and practice
with coclesiastical docinne anml cechniques. Iois, in Fact, an aeliology ol the stete of
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affairs described by Lrmcacks Beoc: “'truth is hased upon measims and precedents
and true seripturid 1estimaonics (for roscadoily 7 fdsaigih 7 seisternalh fraib) . Ay
judgement of 5 cleric (hal @xizts is hazed on the truch and endirlement of Seriptere,
A poeot's judgement, however, i= based on maximy, A ruler's judgement, however,
is based on Lhem all, on maxims and presedents and scriptural testimonie: .

The stury abour Cean Faclad is thus likely 10 involve the projection if relevant
comiemnporary conditions into the mure disrant pest for authoritative justification,
urd Lhis sugeests thar alongside the cential soad iiging schoels ol v and fledeckr
of serckus were 3 common enough Teatwee in pre-Mormaen Irish rmonascerics, The
amaliztic cvidence just considered 5 corroborsted by the 24l 1rish Triads, which
single out five differenl monasieries a8 the main centres in Irefand for Letin learn-
ing, history dnd thres branches of native law: Buss Carherry for idfpend, Lmly Tor
genchus, Clovne lor fdinechas, Cork tor deérfn Féee and Slane for brefhemnes
{hdcyer. 1906, nos, 17,15, 12, L6. A1)

11, Fier fram deseribing their learning and its rransmission io the dualistic rerms
o beloved of modern nativises, sarly medicval Trish writers fend (o view it a3 4
semipss Zarment, so 1o spesk, Lhus the boundaries between Latin learning and
jurigprudence, poetry nod history are blureed, to sy the leasl, o the relevant
aecounts and thers ie evidence foroa grear deal of overlap bodl in theory and in
prractice.

To bemn wilh, experrise in tao or more of (hese interdependent fields % sdrhe
times ascribed 1o monastic orpes in anoalistic obite, as when the Annals ol Uster
record the dearhs of A mec Cormiie, ahbar of Slane, Latin schular wnd most
exvelleni judac (rapiens ef fwdex opiivnes]' in 802, of *9C0 Rod mis Aldniad. abbor
ol Imis Clothrann and Fochlad Midi, Tatin scholar and most gxpert in Irish histories
{sapisns ef periiisvimus hivorlaren Sootticarum)’” in 871, of “‘Bochaid Us Flann-
acdin, erenagh of Lis Oiped and Cliain Fiachoa, muster of poetry and hsiory {sud
Sitideckia 1 senchusay'” in 104, and of “Flann Mainistrech. chict Latin scholar and
orofessor of Trish history (prolfir Miging 7 sur senchuse Everny” in 1056, Indeed, the
Annals of Tigernach are sill moie generous o Flasn, calling him "expert of the
Gizel in Larin leerning and history and poetry und versification {efir teigend 7 senchs
v [ifidechs = @ircheral)’’ . The earliest hiscorically refiabie obits of poers in AL are
UREuman mac Colmdin, most excellen) poet (pogfe opifmus)™ v 747 and “*Mael
Mura, chicf poct of Ireland (rigGl Frens)” in 337, The lalter can be dentitied as
the Famous Masl Muca Oibpa and accordingly conoesied with the monastery of
{ahain and its putren Muwa, He s also callsd o sencfeeid or historian in g puesm
appendad to his vhil, and is aceredited in the Boek of Leinscer with authurship of
the peeudohistorical poem entitled Can @ mbprerdier g nGdedel?, "W hence the
orign of the CGiel?® (10, 15990F.). probably (he earlicst extant lrish version af the
biblizally mspived account of the wanderings of Gacdel Glas end his descendants
from Pharoah's Epype to their promised land of Ireland, The admitrediy lane but
alien wall informed Annals of the Fooar Masters (7420 O Doncyvan, |B34) describe
Ruman maore fully as *'an expert in Latin learning, in chronology and in pocory (=qof
in wecwar § coreinic 17 fitidhech)” and sains’ genealoies recenty edited By Prdrag
'} Rizin desoribe him sy (he father of two bishops, ancesior of the 50 Bumiin in
Trim, one of (he three grearest posts in the world beside Homer and Vergil, and
hrather of Cotnac or Colrin “hishop in Trim'' (of. Byrne, 1984, xvii-xia; O Rigin,
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[9E3, 126 and 1770 Heither of these gentlenten, (o say nothing of Bachaid T Tlann-
iy Flann Maindstrech and sheie ik, give groumds for belief in the so-called
STeulturlly] pagan 0" of pre-Norman Treland,

Fven rore significent than such individoual examples of the incorporarion of the
Jufi and his profession into the ecclesiastical network jre rmore generel assortion: of
the Chuerch's dipel anly and control over the mainstream ol earlv medizval Trish
culrure. A pawerful symhal of this wes the cradition that the great leanl compilation
called Seschus Mar was the joiny work of 4 commizssion of three bishops, chree kings
and three pocte or judeess under 51 Pateiek’s leadership, while Palrick’s seventh-
ceniury biogrupher Muoirehnd Jeliberaiely singles out from rhe generally hoscils
Urmidds amil other members of the das ddow o judge, Erc of Slane, and a poel,
Duhthacl maceu Tugsr with his pupil Fiace of Sletry, to sabmit willlngly 1o (he
apostle’s guthorily and acoept Christfanicy bafore il way, so o speak. cither pen
fitahie or popukir 1o do so (sze che 4, 3). The close relafionship beoween the seven
grades of the Chureh anil the seven grades of filid has hesn Jemonscraced by Brear-
nack (1987, BE-9), and it s noleworthy that poer and priesd aliks were forbidden to
heve more than onc spouse in g sodely otherwize characterived by o marked
preference for polygamy. which mooustic jurists justificd with eference (o the Old
Testamen:. Tomes O Cathasaigh (198671 has recently drawn atlestion 1o the funo-
tionil enuivalence of saint’s curse and poet's satire, end the Ingical conclysion of
rhis longsianding symbicsis was the frecing of vlerics and ffiid from secular courts
ar the Synnd of Cashel 20 1101 (Gwnn, 1968, 151, The “peeudohistorizal” prologue
fer the Senchies Mde clisims that "ontil Parrick came, (hen, pronouncement uscd ro
be granted to & trio only in Lestand. the histooan (e compret for narration and
storyrelling, the poct (fitr cerda) Tor praising and saririqang, the judge (Breivhes) fo
judpement according to masims and precedents. Sinee Patrick vame, howsver, cazh
of 1hese PTONOURCEments is subject 10 the mun of the whire language, e, ol Sorip-
tare (a'o fiur inbeéria bdin, (L ine condine)'” (CLH 342.22-5), Hery] Smalley points an|
ihil in Western Lurope *the Bible was (he most studied book of the mididle apees
Rible siudy represented the highest branch of lsernitg . . . Soch knowledee wias nol
canfined ta rhe specislizt; both the language and (he conient of Seriprare perimeane
medizval thoughe' (1952, i), That early Christien Ireland wie no exception emeroes
cleacly from che following szatement i Migslslechie: Vso thatit is idenieally Ul (he
rages of scriprurel Latin bearning and the Church {pradda sese 9 gonfsg) correspond
reviprocally to the grades of poets amd laodowners (prdda filefa) 2 féael, but serip-
fural Listin learming fecne) is the modher of each of these profossinrs so that it i
oul of her palm that they all drink'® (6 SE6.27-99,

The wealth, manpower and political impnoanee of major Lrish monasterics fram
&r lzasr the seventh century smerge clearly and repesledly From contemporany legal,
hagiograplical and other sources. This tics in willy |he fact that carly Christian
Ircland had & reasnnably (vpical medicval wesrcii Ewcopean sovisl sorwotiurs in
whick Church and Srare wers inestricazly linked, a tvpical sialement Lo chis offect
beinye provided by che (1 Trish Taw (ot Odres Bésonal: S overviliing which did not
cuntradict either the word of Gind o the Law of the leteor or the consciengs of Chris-
liany was sewn together into the arder gl judlges by the Church-and poets (0, ALl
the law of malure was proper. allowing for (he claims of) faith and its propriery,
and {there was) wwing logether of Churcl and Sce dcomiein k-seoiv S fdgiehy
end the due of both Priem sach other and 1o cach orher, For thers are claims of
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Chareh upon State and elaims of State upon Church, The claims af Sale upan
Churzh, when it is in s proprely and fair endillement, [are) the regues) for rights
from the Chureh, namely baptism, communivn, hymns for the seol, mass from
every church tn cvervons aeeording 1o his proper fzith with expesition of the word
of Gel 1o evervone wha should listen te i) and Toifil it . . The entitlzment of
Church From State: 1iihes and first-fruits amd Tiratlings {are) the claim of the Church
Front its members™ (OFF $20.1.), The culidral implicetions of this inverdepentence
are clearly expressed by the following passage from un eaniv rract oo posly: "o
kingdom {frigih) shall not be a kingdom withou gohiplar (aokay, withoul cienc
{gelais), withoul pact (i, witheut king i7) who saiends eontracr aod treaty For
kinmdoms. A scholar shall not be & scholar, whom Scriptuse does ool guide arighe.
A cleric shall nor be & ¢lerie withour muess. A king shall not be o king without
substance. & poet shall no ez poer withou Cormnpasition Li"h'f.r.'ﬂ{'u' Sqetting down')
if b b oof proper founcation, of the offspring o & poct. They are entitied to roward
Lz kings gnd nobles whe are az the head of a kingdom™ (Cwynn, 1940, 3110-T)
Lnanthiguous stalements of this kind in “law tracts of Uhe eighth ccntury™ thal
allcgedly “only 1ake passing notice of rhe Christiunization of secieny™ (Richies,
1ORE. 6} surely give the Tie to the sidtemant thar *'an eslahlished Church ol 1he kind
rhat had inltuenced the shaping of Cheistianity o the Empire since the fourth cen
rrry did nol, therefore, have wn egquivalent io eslaond'” Ghid.).

This nd ather passages represent Kings anad ansiocrals as imporiani jarrens of
the fifid, wha could ubviousdy ply their crall either in the monisleries 07 2MORE the
Jaily i the mormud fashion. The crucial yuesticn s whers the class a5 a wholy
received i educalion, what kind of curmculom was iovolved and how this wa
related to thas ol uther diseiplines like Lo, Bistory and Latin laming. Evidence has
already heen advanced (o demenstrate the sxisience of schools of eewge or féigend,
af branches of law soh a3 heichemnme, ffineetas and bdirae e, of sencliis and nf
Sfiledehf wn the carly Idsh monasterics. The exisience of socular counlerparts in the
pre-Nutnan peried remains Ho be proved bul, even if fiere were such sehinals also,
the monastic provenunce of the Titerary sutpel in each of these felds is hardly open
i dield. Maorseeesr, i cxamination of 1he qualifications expecied in the wpper
reaches of these diseiplines points Lo somaething ke o menasiic care surmcaium in
which they were all roored. Thuz the (hird highest ranking ceclesiastical schalar i
Aduedsleckna was eapestad 1o be competent in poetey (Filidechin) and histlury {pomgne)
a5 well a5 Lutin lenrning {éipend), and Breatnach (1986, 45-7) has recently madz a
wery arrong cise for identfving the Banbidn responsible for wriling The vernacular
legal vract Cdiy Frighirbe pround 680 A.D wilh 1he gapiens vorfba/for ging (of
Kildare?) of thet name whose death in §86 A1, is rozorded mmovaris annzlt pod
who w probably the szone as the Banbannas. meationed in Lhe SV CNER-Cemmury
Hikerna-Latin commentary on the Catholic Epistles, Conversely e cighth- or
minth-century Lireiceeht Bece nsists vpon the indispensebility of poccry and Latim
learning es gualifications of the highest reanking judge, the Brithem teorg wbeedl L
hreth feni - heeth filed 7 brech berle bdin bigs 'the Judge of three juilgeinenrs,
namely # fudgemen: of the Fend, a judgement of puets and a judgemsnl af white
langue hat shall ™, glossed s native law (erechas), pocery {fildeckiyand Larin
lemrminy (idigend) respectively (CFF 16122246, o, 1614.32-3).

Lreicache ke Rior dermands of the ofimn ur chief poet knowledye of three hundred
wned Tifty talos, of hisiury feossgrel and of judgement by pasive law {Erirhemnpehi
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Senechiaisl, The first two of these recur in the preface to sags lisl A, while st B is
miruduced by a passege in which Uriacd mee Coise, funcrinning as the tvpical 7,
buasi: 3 koowledee of hisporics (codsgoedion, leles (foedell, iteos of andent lors
Cremetsg b anad 1he takings of Treland {perfnita Eremm fod. Wae Cang, TRED, 500 This
representaiion ol @ post fully versed o the biblicely inspived scheme ol invasions
chimes in well with Ihe already discusscd poem on che origing of the Clael aseribed
o the ninth-conriey J07 Miel Mura bur is less easy (o sguare with Mac Cana's
unsubstantiated clain thal unel approximately the end of the eleventh sontury the
monastic schalar was destinguizhed from his /5 counierparn by his study and jpro-
metion of the “swnthetic’ hestery which vcached s Cilles develapment in tle
twel L h-ceniury comspilacion of Lebor Gebdla, ‘the Book ol Conguest™ (1974, 138,

V2. Saliviss aysumptions abour the pre-Morman fidd are all (oo ofien Sased upon
the evidence and pragtices of post-Nosman bardic poets or, woise still, upon *'the
maost dezailed deseripiion of these schonla™ (Richier, 1988, 133} provided in he 1722
Memoir of the Marquiz of Clanricerde by Thamas 0 Sullevane, wha not only wrole
piter thev had ccased rooexisl but is now alsn seriousky suspectod of having leen o
frand and a forger of carlier records (O Murchadha, 19830, However, it cannal be
sittely pesumed chat the post Normman posts represent a sirpizhtfurward continuation
al the ailitudes and praztices ol (he pre-Norman fid, pariicularly when there i
evidenee for hietility between pocrs and churchmen *'at Ieast as early oy the four-
taenrh century™ (Willinms, L980. 341} hul nothing comparsble in the pre-Norman
porind.

Tt @& movsurprise (hat these larer poers only gorasionally call chemselvey Sard and
penetally piefer the mure oresticious title af G, bot the mame wsed 10 (he annats
of the perind is as iy wile Kacharine Simms it forms me, slomos: inwariably for
i, The owelfth ard thidiesnih centuries are zoncrally recopnised as a watcrshad
in which the success of newly eslablished continenral manastic orders foroed the ver
maculir learning of the older rmonasteries into an incrcasinegly seculir miliew, and &
lanks s il the eaclier rigid distinclions betwesn the monastically arisoted Fili and
the femibrler seeotir dard gradually disappenred around that time 1o bring inte being
a merged class ol e olfdng with & major inpul of previouslr hardic persoons and
practices. Gierard Muorphy™s (1940, 2068 surmise about che 'underground’ existenie
ot bardic pancgyiic in pre-Mormen Ircland i corroborited by an actual relsrence
to oral compasition in rhe Ol Lrish trace en poers in Exge 132 “although knowledee
af tecters and metcies is wni regquired of the bards. it is reguired of them o preiecive
and recognize their propsr measure by ear and natare. 1 is thay (hat the fres barde
make their banlic postry™ (Govnn, 1940, 234}, Another et stares clearly that the
study of Jeilers, metrics and infleerions set the fi7 spars from the Bumbler bard
CThurnessen, TRYT, & and that the poar's long coucse of study inclided srammar,
aumeros ogams and lexlys such as Brerha Nersed' and Awraicepr na hFicsiae (bid;,
12,5301, The latter was also known as Asesicsp re alloes 'The Pocts® Primes’ and
has been aptly described by Moo Caps g s faivly rypical product of Latino-Gaclic
l=arning’” (1974, 136). Tn the likely event that the authors uf these poctic rexts were
Sisied, their accasional use of Latin svinces 2 familiariny with that langusge born of
A monastic educacion. Tf2 on the of her band, they were ceclasiasiienl scholars racher
than filied proper, their very subject maller proves a decp mcnasiic inlerest in and
acquaistance with 1he education and usages of poets. Moat likely, nf gourss, they
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were buth, MNevertheless, some scholars heve sought to distinguish hoiweon
Smomislic Wisrei or awe-ieeiai and “the learned S (so Mee Cana, 19710 LET,
ct. 10R) na the strengeh of @ single passage {Thurneysen, 189, 235 describing bardic
relres alen vsed by S Do sddirinn po their own peculiar measisres as RuEaohnedhe
or new forms” becauss i s meiafinvial who discovered them'", However. the oiher
iwn attcstations in (he 5t Gall glosses {3711, #0%4 o Priscian make it quite il
thar mgaiforidy saonply mcant ‘recent wuthors’ as appoescd o older writers angd a0
impliss nu conliast wich allegedly oral fiid.

It seeme, then, thar literacy wis wn indigpensable actribute of the needieval Trish
fificf, wnd i should be emphasised) Lhar the arested requirsment (bt f2ld he able o
recite mesmariecd osms and tales o arstocraric andisnces is guile irrelevant to the
questicn af oral varsus writlen cumpos iticen. Thers 35 no ool evidence for the loos:s
clshie, apparently based upon & well worn passage from (e Clanricands Memoedr
mentioned above, thal in ks Cheistian Ireland ©he recitations of aenealogies anil
presaribed storiss were legrned in darkensd rooms® (Richter, 1983, 200, As Qshaonp
has remecked, "Uhe B of thiz periad is in oo woay comparahle with the sodlaipf:,
the storveeller by ihe Theside. He iz the-scholae laymean who i8oeduciled in A
monastery und falfils & high position either ina roval courtor in a monastiy schoni™
{1970, 14}, The aotion of 8 cear divide between coclesiastical wwhalites oo the cne
hene snd bigh-ranking catemories of (he co-called ‘secular’ dey diing such &5 pocts
ar fudges oo the other is central 1o the illusion of & ‘nutive (rcilion® hermetically,
nol 1o way ervopenically, ssuled by its pracritioners from suspicious forcign clements
and innovarions imporiad by the Churck, but this poris] view = untcnable for the
simplc reason chal 20 s serinusly ar varignee wikh e evidenee of the contempurary
reuts themeslves.

This wus already apparent to Rudell Thurneysen ower sEEEY YORLS B, when he
observedt (har ““very scon after the imreducrion of Christianity these (e entered
imin a1 close connection with monesits learning™ (1921, 66-7) and thai “'the firs? weit-
ten copies hardly came about chrough @ monastc denizen a:king & Sl for his tales,
bl wie should rether agsume Gl snme g acquired the orl of reading and writing
and themaclves wrofe down whar scemed worthy ol recollection to them aml
presumably also their owi cmmpositions™ {ibid,, 725 Although mostly dismisszed s
uncongenial by the majnrity of the postwar geneiation of Irsh scholers, this
approsch bas recently been taken up, further developed and corcobarited Ty O
Corcdin: “ose fundamentally imperten: point mst be kepe in ming in dealing aich
all Irich literary, lceal and historcal malesials: they are the product: of @ highly
trpimed, bighly self-aware mandarin chitss, Chie musc note that the worlds of native
aricl etelesiastical Lzarning hinl merged Inng before the bulk ol the surviving wexts
were redacted — & metter which s of very consideranle consequence™ (1980, 142)
Indéed it is, and the folluwing chaprers should hel te highlight varions aspects ol
& situarion radically dilleren: TFom thar dzpicted by (he nativist school,




CHAPTER TWO

Literary genre and
narrative techniques

1. Robert Alter has recently remarked of the Old Testament that “the eeneric
wirigly of this anchology i~ allopether remarkable, SOCUTMPASsing a5 it dipes
historiogruphy, fictonal narrarives, aod much thar s & misiuee of the twa, liste of
laws, prophesy in both poetry and prose, aphoristic and refleciive works, aulsic and
devational posrns, lements and viclory hymns, love poems, ensilomcsl tables,
ctiological tales, and much more”' (Aller and Kermode. 1987, 12), A esual com-
parizon of this list with (he ene at the beginning of the firar chaprer indicates con-
gidereble gemeric affinnres betwesn the carpus of early medieval Trizh lilersl urs pod
the contents of the Bible, Regurdless of how they prase, these and mare deailed
stmilariies to be discussed laler cun herdiy have escaped the atrengion of exarly Lrish
rncrstic writers whese public worship and privare stiudy revolved 2rownd Seripkure,

Inevilpble doubrs about he previse biblical texe invalved in many individual
insrances will racely be of much morment in what follows. Thal being 0. practical
considorations, the apparenc availabiliiv ol Jerome’s verging in lrelund ge carly ag
the sixth contuey (¢f, Loewe in Lampe, 1975, 132-3) and the arly eighth-contury
Irish Canons' hahil of quoting it (Qes. Hib, | o) make the Volgae (he obviows rest
upon which o Base seripturel citations anil comparizons in the present work.
Loglich rranslations have generally boen kepl s close to the Authniised Version o
Llee Wualgate wording would illgw,

Az pointed out in the previons chaprer. corrain (vpes of carly Trish lileraiurs,
notably many 'seculer' sagas, sre commonly regarded s virrually dircer, i aflen
chumisy, revords of oral origingls with a thorooghly pawan ethos, the implicalion
being that Lhe nromastic men of Ietrers responsible for cheir preservition deliboragely,
but nor entirely successTully, sought to wifle inevitable moral disepproval of some
or mast of their conlenls in the intercars of anudguarian abjectiviey coupled with
touching romanticism, Such anachronistic aliruism is & highly improbeble and,
given the biblical dimension, unneccssary osiulaie, The sweeping Oid lesiwment
nareilive frem the beginning ol Genesis to the end of Kings, from ereation (0 wip-
tivity, is (el of gruesome and appairently wnedifying happenines by any standards,
but this has ol prevented its assiduous cultivation by Chiistian seekers fter decper
meanings, Tales of greed, disohedience, deceit, fratricide, incest, cape. plonder,
staughrer and so Corth have all been made to vield their mocl messags, and there

29




34 TAGAN #AST AND CHRISTIAN PRESENT [N [RIZIL LITER ' ILIRE

iz no resson Why a monaslic scholar cheroughly famitiar, wlike meny & modern
cricic, wilh thiz savagely sacred materizl should have had any cthical o acsthetic
qualms about the mors ferocious and [ {hright femtures of ‘native’ sagn and related
menres,

To take a oivial cnough case, the early [rish heroes” motorious habit )
devapitating enemics and then keeping their heads, calcitied bmaing or ongues as
prosphics for desplay at dinner and nther patherings almost cerbainly continue: pagan
Celtic usage as deseribed by various classival suthors (MoCong, 1983, 11-2), How-
cvar. +he medieval Irsh vaneet have been affoctad by this consideration singe [ey
wars quile unaware of their Celtic anteculants (Brroe, 15374, 144}, and mere cnneac-
vative inertig, hardly secounts for the vignrous survival and propagation of this
medil in monastic Hierarere, Evidence that the decapitation of pmegnies contimus
ter he practised in eaily Christdan Irefand scems mors Lo the poinl (MeConz, 1953,
33}, and there was little reasen for cleries and their literacy associates to be
grpeamish whour this when, for inscance, the regal paragon Dyvid bad deliberaiesy
severed Guliath's head [er display (1 Sam./Kes. 17510 Moreover, 13aevid
presented Wis prospective father-in-law Saul with a Bride-price of two bundred
Fhilistine Tnreskins, douhle the number azked for (kid. 14:257.), while the sealous
T Rl Ahab's seventy suos muedersd and their severed heads pur on public show
(274 Ky 1026, The bebeading of enemics for display wauld hardly, then, have
siruck & medieval Irish churchman ae an intrinsicaliy pagan or, as he would have
put ir, ‘gentile’ pracrico.

3 Tt hms long been realized tha the carly history of Treland as reeounted in sources
gning back al least as far as the seventh amd eighth centuries (luceraid’s lacenc
apcentudl pocm tracing the Roganach: genealogy back from Ci-con-mathan in
Corp, Chan. 199-202; 0 similar Leinser zencaloricel poem at Corp. Ten 8 Rlennius
13-5} [t squarsly inte 3 narrative Uamework derived from the centritl events of
Genesiz and Exotus {e.g. hMacalister, 1938, mxvii-viii). This will be tisgusaed o the
nest chapter, whera ic will furthes be argoed that certain key feature: el the Last owo
iraditionel inwasions of Icelang, by the Toetha ¢ Danzgnn god son- of bl respes:
tively, mirrn Basic situations in the biblical books of Joshua and Judges. Harly
Christiun Treland's vasy genealngical record wias, of course, anchored in this schizg
of invasions and through it eonnecsed (o elaborate biblical gencalogies such as |
Chromivles [-8 going back o Moah aod Adam (O Corpidin, 1985, 67-8), A com-
parisen berween this or other Old Testanent genselogies 2nd medizval Ir ish family
irees like that of the Enganacht in Hawl. B. 302 (Clorp, e, 195-T) reveals similar
political preoccupations (of, Byroe, 1974, 144-5), he necasional inseition of briel
narratives at appropriate points, und a eommon descending arrangement, following
ate branch down befare returning to the main stock 1o pick up a voflateral one andd
steadily marrowing the focus 1o the group or groups of gredates, nl2rcat 1o the vom
piler. In ibe medieval Insh gencalogies this approach sliernates wich the none
straighilorward reverss provedure of tracing a given individual's pedigres hack by
a simple ‘A son ol B son of © son of 1D efe.’ formula d2.2. Coep. Gen, 197-%0 com-
perahle with Chrizi's asconding linvage i Luks 3:23-38. Another shared foatuce is
a kind of cestament wherehy & futher assigns their varinus destinies 1o his sons anmd
their deseendanis: the best known hihlical example is Tezob’s blessing i Genesis 449,
while the elabarare Timmg Ciwthess Mdir (Dillun, 1962, L48E,) ur 1he mare seecing




