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This work has been published as part of the Brepols series, Studia 

Traditionis Theologiae: Explorations in Early and Medieval Theology. It 

aims to demonstrate that the Irish writers of early medieval 

hagiographical texts such as the Vita prima sanctae Brigidae, Cogitosus’s 

Secunda vita s. Brigidae, Muirchú’s Vita s. Patricii and Adomnán’s Vita 

Columbae ‘operated within the same mental horizon as the patristic 

Fathers’ while, at the same time, recognising that they also reflect more 

insular concerns; thus, these works are simultaneously positioned within 

an Irish milieu and yet form part of a ‘common Christian heritage’ (182). 

Thus, Ritari’s close reading of these texts leads her to identify parallels 

with scriptural passages, both from the Old and New Testaments, and 

the works of influential Christian luminaries such as Augustine, John 

Cassian, Jerome, Sulpicius Severus and Pope Gregory the Great.  

As befits a volume published in a theology series, Ritari sets about 

placing the Irish hagiologists’ respective idealised presentations of the 

‘good Christian life’ into a theological context. In what manner, then, did 

these writers conceive the saint’s life as directing its audience towards 

imitatio Christi? While acknowledging the inevitable political and 

economic influences in the construction of hagiography, Ritari challenges 

the reader to take seriously the theological and spiritual elements of 

these texts and the intentions of their monastic compilers that they 

assist their readers (and, more probably, their audiences) in progressing 

in lives of holiness. This is an important and timely reminder.  

Ritari is also primarily concerned with examining these works as 

exemplars for the religious lives of the laity. She makes effective use of 

the minor characters in the Lives as, on the one hand, examples of good 
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living and just reward or, on the other, salutary warnings to those 

tempted to indulge in similarly depraved acts. While admitting that these 

Lives were written in Latin and thus were unlikely to have been 

accessible to the great majority of the laity, Ritari is keen to emphasise 

that it does not necessarily follow that their subject matter was solely 

aimed at an audience of male and female religious. Perhaps this was the 

case in a primary sense; however, the author makes the point that 

significant elements of these texts may well have made their way into 

vernacular preaching aimed at a much wider audience of so-called 

‘ordinary people’. If this is the case, the argument goes, then the saint as 

model Christian becomes a valuable indicator of what was conceived to 

constitute holiness in a broader sense. What characteristics of the saint, 

then, might profitably be imitated by the laity? This would necessarily 

include far more than their largely unattainable thaumaturgical 

qualities.  

Following the Introduction which comprises Chapter One, Chapter 

Two begins by examining some of the more supernatural qualities 

attributed to saints in these narratives: the sight of heavenly apparitions 

(columns of flame, heavenly lights, balls of fire, bright clouds and angels, 

and so on) which Ritari sets out in a table recording the witness and type 

of apparition — in the case of Vita Columbae, supernatural sight and the 

gift of prophecy, and the enjoyment of heavenly joy and favour upon 

earth, as exemplified in Columba’s experience of the Holy Spirit during 

which time he needed no food or drink. She finds parallels in Gregory the 

Great’s Dialogi, which recounts the story of St Benedict, and in the work 

of Sulpicius Severus on Martin of Tours. In the bodily integrity of figures 

such as Brigit, the author sees a hint of her recovery of the paradisiacal 

state of humanity before the Fall. This is supported by a pre-lapsarian 

authority that both Columba and Brigit are seen to exert over wild 

animals.   
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Chapter Three discusses the range of virtues evident in these Lives 

of Irish saints on which both clergy and laity were expected to pattern 

themselves. In citing a passage from Sulpicius Severus’s Vita Martini, 

which outlines how that saint’s life was written ‘as an example to others 

in the future’ (61), Ritari explains that, while the saints functioned as 

model Christians, nevertheless not everyone was expected to practise 

these virtues to the same degree. Here too, parallels are drawn with 

continental Lives: Brigit’s generosity in the Vita prima recalls that of 

Boniface in Gregory’s Dialogi, while in Cogitosus’s Life of the saint, her 

generosity is compared with a biblical figure: Job (64); Columba’s 

humility in requesting that his miracles be kept secret in the Vita 

Columbae recall the humility of the founder of desert monasticism in 

Athanasius’s Vita Antonii and, more fundamentally of course, that of 

Jesus in Mark 9:9. The author identifies what she calls ‘three 

overlapping layers of virtues’ in the Vita Columbae: those of the saint, 

those of the ecclesiastics and those of the laity. While all virtues have 

relevance across the social spectrum, special significance is given to 

obedience for clerics and to generosity for the laity. Much more 

appropriate for practical application by the laity are the virtues found in 

the Brigidine lives. In general, Brigit’s closeness to domestic duties places 

her in contact with other laywomen with whom she has real interaction; 

this can be contrasted with the Vita Columbae in which women 

characters appear largely in relation to their male counterparts: as 

mothers and wives.  

If emulation of the virtues of the saints was the subject of Chapter 

Three, the chapter following highlights the vices to be avoided as outlined 

in these Lives.  Here, as in the case of the virtues in the preceding 

chapter, the vices of ecclesiastics and laymen are treated of in turn. 

These might include disrespect towards the saint; impurity; hiding sins; 

holding the acquisition of property in esteem; disobedience and pride. An 
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interesting case of the latter (Ritari speaks of it as a sin against 

obedience) is the story in Vita Columbae of the penitent who refused to 

lighten his fast when Columba visited the island of Hinba. In endorsing 

the practice of lightening the fast for visitors, she suggests that Adomnán 

may be following John Cassian’s reference to a similar practice among 

the monks of Egypt (108). The dangers of sexual sin leading to 

deceitfulness are outlined in Cogitosus’s Life in the story of the high-born 

man who lusted after a girl whom he wished to make his slave. The story 

recounts how he gave her a precious brooch to keep safe for him, but 

then secretly took it back and threw it into the sea. If the girl were 

unable to return it, he could then make her his slave. Of course, his evil 

designs are thwarted when the girl flees to Brigit who recovers the brooch 

from the belly of a fish. Ritari refers to a similar incident regarding the 

recovery of a gold ring in Augustine’s De Civitate Dei as a possible 

influence. She might also have mentioned the passage in Matthew 17:27 

in which Christ invites Peter to throw a line out to sea, take the first fish 

he catches and open its mouth in which will be found a coin for the 

temple tax.  

Across all the sources that she studies, the author identifies the 

most serious sins of killing and plundering as associated with men, while 

women are guilty of the lesser sins of pride, greed, foolishness, stealing 

and lust. Female ecclesiastics were seen to be particularly prone to 

disobedience and lust in the Vita prima of Brigit. The female virgin, 

Darlugdach, is presented as lusting after a male through her eyes 

(possibly recalling Matthew 18:9), a temptation which she fights by 

burning her feet with coal, thus manfully (uiriliter) battling against her 

lust (132). This conquest of lust by physical pain is paralleled in the 

example of the burning sensation of nettles into which Benedict throws 

himself in Gregory’s Dialogi and the removal of a ‘fiery tumour’ of lust 

from one Abbot Serenus in John Cassian’s Collationes (133).  
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Chapter Five examines the sorts of earthly punishments associated 

with wrongdoing as outlined in Ritari’s chosen Lives. These are often 

quite graphic. In Vita Columbae, the saintly protagonist prophesies that a 

wealthy cleric will come to a rather sticky end, choking to death in a 

state of penury while lying in bed with a whore (141); in the same work, a 

cleric who lays hands in ordination on a murderer on whom he had 

carnal designs, finds that the offending hand later rots and is buried; for 

his part, the ordained cleric suffers a violent death. Ritari notices that in 

Vita Columbae treatment of the sins of ecclesiastics on Iona differs from 

those sins found among their counterparts in Ireland, Columban monks 

generally being portrayed as learning from their mistakes and thus 

receiving more lenient punishment. Both Adomnán and Cogitosus 

emphasise in their lives of Columba and Brigit respectively the 

importance of tears as an indication of true sorrow, something which 

Ritari traces (after Thomas O’Loughlin) to Gregory of Nazianzen’s idea of 

‘baptism of tears’ (138).  

The sixth chapter traces the eschatological consequences of the 

actions of the characters featuring in these Lives. This did not always 

involve the peaceful death of the virtuous in old age and the sudden and 

often untimely death of the wicked, although examples of that pattern 

abound. In cases where virtuous young Christians did die violently in 

these narratives, their deaths are often likened to those of the martyrs. 

The importance placed on the reception of baptism often led to instances 

of the dead being raised in order to be posthumously baptised before 

being re-interred, as in a case found in Tírechán’s account of Patrick 

(155). Here too Ritari examines the categories of the dead as exemplified 

in Irish hagiography as these relate to works such as Augustine’s 

Enchiridion and Gregory the Great’s Dialogi. Ritari agrees that, unlike the 

latter work, the Vita Columbae exhibits no signs of a belief in purgatory, 

the emphasis being on the performance of penance before death; yet, she 
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contends that neither is it simply a case of a neat two-fold division of the 

elect and the damned, arguing that Adomnán may have envisaged a 

further posthumous struggle between angels and demons over souls, as 

presented in Gregory’s Dialogi (165/167).  

The final chapter, the seventh, gathers up the principal questions 

which the author hoped to address in her work: one of these is that of 

clerical attitudes to the laity in early medieval Ireland. On the basis of 

her study of these hagiographical texts, she seeks to qualify earlier 

statements of Donnchadh Ó Corráin and Colman Etchingham suggesting 

that members of the laity were often regarded as sinners (sometimes as 

well nigh beyond redemption): she argues that the images of the laity, at 

least as found in the lives of Brigit and Columba, are not as negative as 

such statements suggest. Ritari also returns to the question of the 

audiences of these lives and argues, in the case of Cogitosus’s Life, for 

the inclusion of the many of pilgrims who came to Kildare as part of that 

audience. Yet not all lives were equal in their treatment of the sins of the 

laity: Ritari argues that while Cogitosus presents the laity as the 

predominant sinners in his Life, both the Vita Columbae and Vita prima 

attribute sinful behaviour to both laity and ecclesiastics, concluding that 

the same hagiographic narratives might be accessed at different levels by 

clergy and laity respectively — the latter being presented with striking 

moral exemplars of virtuous Christian behaviour, most probably through 

the medium of preaching in the vernacular.  

This is an important area of research and Ritari performs a great 

service in highlighting the importance of better appreciating the spiritual 

motivations surrounding the composition of hagiographic works. It is 

unfortunate, however, that the volume shows signs of poor or rushed 

editing throughout. Some infelicities surrounding written expression one 

might have expected to be ironed out at the proofs stage if not before, for 

example, the use of the definite article in phrases such as ‘for those 
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seeking to define the Christian society’ and ‘the beginnings of the 

Christian society in Ireland’ (1). There are spelling errors such as 

‘enviroment’ (4 and again at 13), ‘futhermore’ (35) and ‘speicifically’ (92), 

the absence of indefinite and definite articles (at 15, 17 and 28 

respectively), the intrusion of unwanted definite articles (at 107 and 109) 

and an unwanted indefinite article (at 151), missing prepositions (as at 

94) and a number of syntactical problems throughout. Phrasing such as 

‘bad men, who have done wicked deeds’ (137) might also have been 

spotted before the work reached its final form.  

These are merely a representative sample of the examples that 

might be provided. There are also some inconsistencies in the 

presentation of passages in Latin. Firstly, these occur in the main text 

and are inserted often in the midst of an English sentence with quite 

mixed results, the Latin quotation often not following smoothly from its 

English-language antecedent. Secondly, while most Latin insertions are 

translated in the footnotes, by no means is this always the case. There is 

also evidence of some repetition which might have been avoided; for 

instance, on page 109 at note 15, a passage from Vita Columbae is cited 

in Latin with English translation in the footnote; the same passage is 

again cited on page 151, again, curiously, at note 15, with accompanying 

translation in the footnote. Given the importance of Ritari’s work, which 

situates early Irish hagiography in the wider context of biblical and 

patristic writings, and takes on board their significance, not just for 

ecclesiastics, but also for the wider laity who also strove to imitate Christ 

through the example of his saints, it is a great pity that these quite easily 

avoidable typographical and syntactical errors were not picked up before 

the volume went to press.  

That being stated, this is a book which will be of great interest to 

all who have an interest in the spirituality of the early Irish Church. 

While acknowledging what was distinctive about insular Christianity, 
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once again it convincingly demonstrates how early Irish Christian 

literature borrowed heavily from both scriptural and patristic texts, and 

that Irish hagiographers confidently placed their own models of holiness 

beside such figures as Anthony of the Desert, Martin of Tours and 

Benedict of Nursia, matching them spiritual stride for spiritual stride. By 

highlighting oft-neglected ‘universal’ influences on the character of Irish 

religiosity and for restoring the ‘holy’ to hagiography, Katja Ritari has 

opened up important avenues for future studies.  
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