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The physical, as well as intellectual, weight of this volume, which runs to 

459 pages, testifies to the great regard in which Dr Jennifer O’Reilly is 

held. The volume is a collection of twenty-five essays by students, 

colleagues and friends who have benefited from Dr O’Reilly’s work on a 

wide range of medieval topics. The introduction includes a Biographical 

Note on her career, and the significance of her contribution to the field is 

also evident in the two pages dedicated to her work in the volume’s 

bibliography. Although the book is divided into three sections, entitled 

‘Inheritance and Transmission’, ‘Monasticism in the Age of Bede’ and 

‘Exegesis and the Language of Pictures’, many of the contributions 

demonstrate the importance of Dr O’Reilly’s work in bringing together a 

wide range of textual and visual evidence to shed new light on the Early 

Middle Ages, with a focus on Britain and Ireland. The categories are thus 

necessarily somewhat loose, and, as the editors note, there are many 

connections to be drawn between essays in the different sections. The 

title itself exemplifies the processes of transmission and reception that 

are recurring themes throughout the volume, as the phrase ‘Listen, O 

isles, unto me’ is found in Bede, in a quotation from a letter by Pope 

Vitalian to King Oswiu of Northumbria, which is in turn a reference to 

the book of Isaiah. This text thus neatly highlights the importance of 

religious texts, conversion, and multivalent readings, which are major 

themes of the book, as well as indicating the potential to understand 

material from Britain and Ireland in a wider European context.  

 The volume opens with Diarmuid Scully’s examination of texts 

about the ‘ocean’ around Britain. This essay offers a rich and thought-

provoking consideration of the various early accounts of the ocean, and 
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how Roman sources were adopted by early medieval writers such as 

Bede, who tailored language about conquest to suit their own narratives 

of conversion. This work is particularly important given the significance 

of Bede’s writings for later medieval texts and images describing Britain 

and Ireland. The next two essays focus on individual texts to explore 

questions of transmission and reception. Catherine Ware offers a case-

study of the story of Proserpina, demonstrating the potential for 

Christian texts and ideas to inform other late-antique literature, as well 

as adapting classical mythology for its own ends. This is an area that is 

full of challenges, but Ware calls attention to the need to address the 

possibilities for two-way exchanges and the potential for varied 

receptions of a text by contemporary audiences in late antiquity. 

Interpretation is also a theme in Sinéad O’Sullivan’s contribution on the 

earliest gloss on Martianus Capella’s De nuptiis, which dates to the ninth 

century. She offers some observations on what Carolingian scholars 

looked for and found in Capella’s work to suit their own purposes.  

The following three essays underline the importance of close 

analysis of manuscripts as sources that are more than simply records of 

texts. David Ganz provides a typically thorough account of Rome, 

Biblioteca Vallicelliana B 62, which, he argues, can probably be dated to 

the late seventh or early eighth century. He explores the significance of 

the script, text and decoration, notably the relatively widely used motif of 

the fish, which here appears in some of the initials, and which, as he 

demonstrates, was given an array of associations as a symbol of 

Christianity in textual sources. Ganz reminds us that continental 

European volumes have much to offer as a point of comparison with 

Insular manuscripts, a point well demonstrated by the next essay, in 

which Małgorzata Krasnodębska-D’Aughton considers a manuscript in 

Cracow (Chapter Library, MS 140) that contains a short and unusual 

text on gemstones. In addition to exploring the textual sources for this 
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work, she considers its relationship to the rest of the manuscript, and in 

particular, an image of the evangelists which includes representations of 

gemstones. Her work thus offers a clear example of a profound interest in 

materials, and of the relationships between texts, paintings and 

metalwork in the Early Middle Ages that have long been of interest to art 

historians. Another remarkable manuscript is the subject of Dagmar Ó 

Riain-Raedel’s study, which examines the list of abbots of Iona included 

in a collection of names of the dead to be remembered by the monastery 

of St Peter in Salzburg. She considers the list of abbots as an indication 

of relationships between far-flung monasteries and benefactors, but also 

notes that the selective inclusion of names reflects a desire to create 

particular institutional histories.    

The penultimate essay in the first section complements Scully’s 

work and returns to themes of geography and Christianity, this time 

concentrating on Ireland and the Irish in the ninth century. Damian 

Bracken focuses on evidence from St Gall, which again emphasises the 

relationship between Ireland and the continent. In particular he explores 

accounts of the Irish as notable scholars, sometimes associated with 

miraculous books. As in Scully’s essay, Bracken remarks on the 

importance of Bede’s work in shaping later conceptions of the Irish, and 

although the associations of barbarianism would be revived in the twelfth 

century, Bracken nevertheless sheds further light on this alternative set 

of ideas about the Irish through his study of Ermenrich of Ellwangen’s 

Life of St Gall.  

To conclude the opening section of this book, Colmán Ó Clabaigh 

and Michael Staunton’s essay represents the latest chronological study 

in the volume, and reflects Dr O’Reilly’s interest in the twelfth-century 

Lives of Thomas Becket. This contribution takes as its starting point the 

fact that Becket’s death and canonisation occurred in the same period as 

the Anglo-Norman invasion of Ireland. The authors observe that both 
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events were of considerable concern to Henry II, and that references to 

the invasion appear in a range of texts associated with Becket. The 

authors also explore how devotion to Becket was established in Ireland 

by the invaders, bringing together a very wide range of evidence to 

present a rich account of devotion to Becket in Ireland from the invasion 

to the Reformation of the sixteenth century, which represents a 

significant addition to the literature on Becket’s cult in Europe. 

The second part of the volume begins with Bede’s writings, and the 

first three papers address the intellectual climate at Wearmouth-Jarrow. 

Arthur Holder considers Bede’s references to heresy, arguing that they 

can be understood in the context of contemporary concerns about the 

date of Easter and the need for monastic education.  Scott DeGregorio 

examines Bede’s understanding of Ezra, comparing this with the image of 

Ezra in the Codex Amiatinus. Bede’s martyrology is Alan Thacker’s 

subject: he explores Bede’s approach to recording the lives and trials of 

the saints, and examines his use of sources in creating a new kind of 

record. Thacker observes that the figures chosen for inclusion reveal a 

particular interest in saints associated with Rome, and that Bede 

attempted to establish an accurate chronology for the commemoration of 

the saints. As a group these three papers thus offer further examples of 

the complex engagement with ideas associated with the church in Rome 

in eighth-century Northumbria. Bede’s writings are also the starting 

point for Máirín MacCarron’s study of the story of Aethelryth (or 

Etheldreda). She focuses on references to the visual indicators that were 

used to denote women’s beauty and social standing, and the relationship 

between these and the account of the tumour that appeared on 

Aethelryth’s neck. Although she focuses on Anglo-Saxon texts, her 

conclusions also resonate with later medieval texts and images, where 

authors and artists had to reconcile her saintly purity with the earlier 

textual descriptions of the tumour.  
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The relationship between the theme of ‘Monasticism in the Age of 

Bede’ and Elisabeth Okasha’s work on a treatise on foetus development 

found in an eleventh-century manuscript from Canterbury, is not 

immediately obvious, but her article offers a fascinating analysis of this 

Anglo-Saxon text. Okasha addresses how the text compares with what is 

now known about foetuses and pregnancy, and considers what Anglo-

Saxons might reasonably have been expected to be able to observe. She 

then examines how these observations are combined with and set 

against ideas seemingly derived from a range of textual sources. The 

theme of medical science extends to Brian Butler’s study of the eighth-

century life of Gregory the Great from Whitby, in which the pope is 

described as a doctor of both souls and bodies. Butler considers the use 

of Biblical texts in informing the relevant sections of Gregory’s life, and 

sees passages about the need to build up the church through careful 

nurturing as being of particular significance to the developing Anglo-

Saxon church. This study is complemented by Máire Herbert’s 

consideration of accounts of Gregory the Great from Ireland. Herbert 

draws attention to sources that suggest an interest in the pope as well as 

in his writings, but which, unlike later sources, identify him firmly as a 

Roman figure.  

The final two contributions in this section focus on Adomnán’s Vita 

Columbae to examine aspects of monastic life. Aidan MacDonald’s essay 

returns us to the theme of oceans, this time in association with deserts, 

as he examines journeys in search of retreat from the world, exploring 

their role within the Vita Columbae and their relationship to the monastic 

sites of Adomnán’s time. Éamonn and Tomás Ó Carragáin then examine 

Adomnán’s description of the celebration of mass on Hinba, arguing 

convincingly that the text has been too readily accepted in modern 

scholarship as a trustworthy account of church and liturgy. Instead, they 

argue that Adomnán creates a vision of holiness, to which readers could 



Óenach: FMRSI Reviews 4.2 (2012) 28 

 

 

presumably bring their knowledge of church spaces and liturgy, but 

which ultimately aimed to stress Columba’s sanctity. 

The challenges of reading are a major theme in the final section of 

the volume, which is dedicated to ‘Exegesis and the Language of 

Pictures’. As many contributors stress, Jennifer O’Reilly has played an 

important part in demonstrating the insights to be gained by comparing 

visual sources with theological and historical ones against the backdrop 

of limited surviving material.  Many of the essays in this section wrestle 

with what appears to our eyes to be a gap between the meanings of 

imagery and text, which becomes particularly troubling when the two are 

combined in a single object. The search for answers to this problem leads 

the contributors here to examine a wide range of sources, and to explore 

the possibilities of multivalent readings. In this section the limited 

number of illustrations (presumably due to cost constraints) is 

particularly frustrating, not least because although some of the works 

referred to are widely known, many will not be familiar to non art 

historians or those who specialise in other periods.  

The section begins with Carol Neuman de Vegvar’s exploration of 

the representation of secular figures in Insular sculpture. This essay 

demonstrates the challenges of identifying secular figures and the 

dangers of seeking to read images against an opposition of church and 

laymen. Focusing on the motifs of riders and horns, Neuman de Vegvar 

explores their connotations across early medieval society.  Jane Hawkes’ 

study of imagery associated with hell, introduces another recurring 

theme within this section; the challenge of representing things beyond 

human experience. Hawkes considers a range of visual and textual 

accounts of hell, thereby constructing an important corpus of material, 

some of which imagined the experiences to be endured by the damned. 

Moreover she suggests that interest in the subject may have been piqued 

by concerns about the immanence of the end of the world.   
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Both Richard N. Bailey and Heather Pulliam’s essays call attention 

to the difficulties of reconciling some images with passages of biblical 

text (and related commentaries) in the Early Middle Ages, even when the 

two are linked by inclusion in an object. Bailey’s study concentrates on 

the panel of the Ruthwell Cross that represents Christ with beasts at his 

feet and the Old Latin Canticle of Habakkuk. He argues that the Latin 

text was variously interpreted by commentators, and although he 

concludes that Éamonn Ó Carragáin was right to suggest an association 

between the text and the Ruthwell Cross, he warns that not all 

comparable Insular images should be read in connection with this text. 

Heather Pulliam tackles a puzzling initial in the Corbie Psalter, calling 

attention to the importance of vision as a theme in early medieval art 

associated with Christianity, and the significance of women within the 

decoration of this Psalter. Her discussion focuses on the Magnificat 

initial, in which two women bow before an angel, and she argues that its 

significance lies in its potential to engage the emotional experience of the 

reader, rather than in the representation of a precise moment in the 

biblical narrative, which thus prompts reconsideration of the potential 

readings of some of the other initials.    

George Henderson and Michelle Brown both offer considerations of 

an iconographic theme, rather than a particular object. Henderson 

brings together a wide range of examples in his search for cherubim and 

seraphim, as described in the Bible, with a particular focus on Pictish 

sculpture. In the process he demonstrates both the tendency of Insular 

artists to interpret texts freely for their own purposes, sometimes 

introducing ambiguity about precisely what is represented, and the 

potential for them to draw on diverse sources in shaping their imagery; 

an area where further study might yield new insights. In a typically rich 

and wide-ranging study, Brown explores what we can learn from beards 

of all kinds; from stubble to beard-pulling. She addresses the religious 
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and social connotations of facial hair, reminding us that all artistic 

choices are significant, and that careful consideration of such details can 

enrich our understanding of works of art and the world in which they 

were produced. Carol Farr’s work on two folios in the Book of Kells 

returns to the problems of iconographic categories, particularly when 

representing the divine, and the importance of trying to make sense of 

the details in images where multivalence goes hand-in-hand with 

ambiguity. She focuses on the enigmatic images of ‘Christ Enthroned’ 

and ‘Christ on the Mount of Olives’, exploring the iconography and 

formal qualities of the scenes to argue that both can be read in 

connection with the Last Supper and the liturgy. Once again, therefore, 

these early medieval images emerge as tools for meditating upon the 

divine. Finally, Elizabeth Mullins examines the canon tables in a tenth-

century Anglo-Saxon Gospel Book (Boulogne, Bibliothèque Municipale 

MS 10) placing it in an Insular tradition through her analysis of both text 

and decoration.   

As might be expected of a festschrift, the papers in this volume are 

aimed at the specialist, and, in a collection in which multiple disciplines  

are represented, some would have benefited from a little more general 

background to help orientate the less-familiar reader. The volume, 

however, makes important contributions to the study of particular texts 

and images, and offers abundant evidence of the insights to be gleaned 

through a combination of close reading of particular examples and 

attempts to situate these in broader contexts. There is little new source 

material here, but the papers offer new analyses that help to move the 

state of research further forward. Because of the limited surviving 

evidence, engaging with the Early Middle Ages requires considerable 

assimilation of diverse material and imagination on the part of modern 

scholars. It may thus be worth reflecting on whether the frequently 

drawn conclusion that medieval writers and artists showed similar skills 
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in reimagining and reinterpreting material owes rather too much to the 

nature of and tools available for contemporary research. Nevertheless, 

this volume is a masterclass in this approach, and one which will provide 

much food for thought for the next generation of scholars.   
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