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Michael Enright has turned his attention in this book to Adomnán’s ‘Life 

of St Columba’ — a well-known and much studied text, but which 

nevertheless still offers new food for thought. At the centre of Enright’s 

attention are the themes of prophecy and kingship — both of which have 

been widely discussed by scholars before, but here with a biblical twist. 

The author makes his position clear already in the introduction where he 

claims that Adomnán based his portrayal of Columba’s prophetic powers 

on biblical typology. According to Enright, this typology did not function 

only on textual level but it had also actual political implications, since 

Adomnán’s aim was ‘to reform insular kingship along the lines of 

prophet–king–people relationships as found in the Old Testament’ (5). 

The interest of early medieval Irish authors in the Old Testament and 

their use of Old Testament models (especially those of Moses and the 

priestly class of Levites) to depict native holy people and institutions has 

been widely noted by scholars before, but the importance of the 

prophetical paragon, and especially its role as models for managing 

kings, has not garnered sufficient attention thus far. Enright claims that 

prophecy is the real focus of Adomnán’s work and the key for 

understanding his portrayal of Columba. Adomnán’s agenda of political 

reform would therefore inform his conscious strategy of portraying 

Columba as a prophet along the Old Testament lines.  

Enright’s book is divided into three chapters, the first of which is 

dedicated to outlining the Old Testament prophetical model, and 

especially the ‘call’ narratives whereby the prophet is called to his task. 

Here, Enright also discusses the application of this model by Adomnán in 

his presentation of Columba as a prophet called by God. By portraying 

Columba in this way, Adomnán is claiming that his saint is the divinely 
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called prophet who has the right to anoint kings and whose authority 

extends not only over the whole of Ireland but Britain too. By delineating 

the typical features of the Old Testament call narratives, Enright seeks to 

establish a model against which Adomnán’s portrayal of Columba can be 

compared. Enright places special significance on pre-natal signs and 

portents of future greatness of both the biblical prophets and Columba. 

According to him, they should be read as part of the call narrative where 

they function to indicate the divine selection which has chosen these 

figures already before birth to be holy and to fulfil an important task. In 

the presentation of Irish saints — for which Adomnán’s Columba 

perhaps functioned as a model — this motif of prenatal signs is more like 

a rule than an exception. The Old Testament paradigm detected by 

Enright surely exerted an influence on Irish authors, but models for this 

motif can also be found in many hagiographical works known in Ireland 

and could thus could be considered part of the standard presentation of 

saints in general, whether they were prophets or not. Enright, however, 

claims that Adomnán’s primary models were not hagiographical, but that 

he wished to present Columba first and foremost as a prophet rather 

than as a saint. Thus Enright states that ‘Columba is a victory-bringer 

because Samuel is and Gideon is, not because he is a saint, which is the 

wrong way to look at the matter, but because he is a biblical prophet in 

the islands’ (80). According to Enright, Adomnán’s portrayal of Columba 

is moreover part of his strategic programme of reformation of kingship 

under prophetic guidance in order to restore an original biblical order of 

things. Therefore the author’s approach is to read all aspects of 

Adomnán’s presentation of Columba’s prophetic powers and dealings 

with kings within this biblical typology, disregarding all other possible 

models or meanings given to these texts.  

The existence of the Old Testament prophetical pattern is 

established and its use by Adomnán demonstrated in Chapter One. This 
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serves as a background to Chapter Two in which Enright compares the 

ways in which this pattern is used by two contemporary authors writing 

on Irish saints. He sets Adomnán’s Columba and Muirchú’s Patrick side 

by side, demonstrating that both authors drew on the same biblical 

model in seeking to portray their saints as prophets in the Old Testament 

sense. Enright contrasts the Irish authors’ attitudes towards kings and 

comes to the conclusion that Adomnán is more lenient, placatory and 

interested in the right ordering of Christian society while Muirchú’s 

interests lie more exclusively on the primatial claims of his church. 

Enright also discusses at length Patrick’s and Columba’s relationships 

with their successors and means of establishing their legitimacy through 

the use of the Old Testament model of Elijah/Elisha. By setting the 

kingship episodes in the Lives into this wider context, Enright is able to 

explain some puzzling details, such as the substitution of Patrick by his 

successor Benignus in the burning house episode. This is modelled on a 

duel of fire between Elijah and the prophets of Baal in which God lights 

into fire Elijah’s sacrifice set on the bed of wood drenched with water in 1 

Kings 16-39. And according to Enright, Muirchú sought thereby to 

present Benignus as the chosen successor of Patrick. The connection 

between the biblical episode and Muirchú’s story has previously been 

noted by Thomas O’Loughlin, but here it is seen as part of a much wider 

pattern of establishing prophetical succession.  

Enright detects also another, this time native, influence behind 

this episode, namely, an Uí Néill inheritance ritual involving the sons of a 

king passing through a burning smithy and rescuing various artefacts 

from within. By invoking this scenario Muirchú reminds his audience 

that Patrick is not just a bishop, but an archbishop, ‘king of bishops’, in 

honour-price equal to kings, and that Benignus is his rightful heir who 

has passed the test. Thus in the author’s view, the main concern of the 

episode would be the status of Patrick as prophet and archbishop, (and 
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of Benignus as his heir) rather than one of conversion, as most previous 

scholars have postulated. Enright does not dwell here at length on the 

historicity or dating of the alleged Uí Néill ritual, although he refers to ‘its 

earliest witness in the genealogies of the [Bodleian Library] Laud 610) 

manuscript dating to the mid-eighth century (960. This passage is 

somewhat misleading since Enright fails to mention that the manuscript 

itself is from the fifteenth century although the materials it contains can 

be dated earlier. In this passage Enright seems to treat the alleged ritual 

as historical, but a few pages later he calls it a myth (99), thus implying 

that it should be understood as part of the myth of sacred kingship 

rather than historical fact. When discussing the relationship between the 

works of Muirchú and Adomnán, he postulates that the latter may have 

actually been written as a reaction against the former. Adomnán’s 

prophetical image of Columba and his vision of the right ordering of 

relations between secular and ecclesiastical rulers would thus be 

consciously crafted as a comment on Muirchú’s presentation of Patrick’s 

dealings with kings.  

Chapter Three focuses on two specific episodes in the ‘Life of 

Columba’, namely, I.1 and II.46, which deal with King Oswald’s victory 

and the protection from a plague, respectively. Enright argues that 

Adomnán is making a claim in these episodes concerning Columba’s 

power to bring victory and to protect not only Ireland but the whole of the 

insular world. Columba’s role as a divinely called prophet would thus not 

be restricted only to the Irish but extends much farther. Iona’s 

geographic position between Ireland and Scotland would therefore 

require it ‘to stitch islands together with cow-hide boats, and then to 

invent a common appeal and a common rite that could join cultures 

through a benign wonder-worker competent to advise an order-

maintaining overlord’ (184).  
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Enright’s book is quite argument-heavy and seems a bit laboured 

in places where the author returns to the same biblical motifs over and 

over again and attempts to find Old Testament parallels for every detail 

in the episodes discussed, even when not necessary for the validity of the 

overall argument. By his close reading of the kingship episodes, he is, 

however, able to tease out new meanings and to highlight further the 

theological complexity of Adomnán’s work. By emphasising the 

importance of biblical typology, he also finds theological justification for 

these episodes, which are usually read in a purely political context. 

Adomnán’s theologically sophisticated argument is ultimately political, 

however, since Enright credits him with a vision of reforming insular 

kingship. Enright seems to privilege his reading of the ‘Life of Columba’ 

as a divinely chosen prophet over other possible meanings given to the 

text. And yet issues  of prophecy and kingship form only part of 

Adomnán’s work, hence Enright’s analysis focuses only on one aspect of 

Adomnán’s work.  

Columba is also a monastic leader and an example of holy life, but 

in the argument presented here, these aspects are more or less forgotten 

or at least subordinated to Columba’s image as a prophet. Elijah and 

Elisha, however, were deemed founders and patrons of monasticism by 

John Cassian, for example *(as Enright himself points out on p.133). 

Adomnán was thus not alone in using these prophets as models, and 

this is a topic that would have merited more discussion, especially since 

it is known that John exerted a great influence on Irish monastic writers. 

I for sure would have been interested in learning more of how this 

biblical prophetical model was used, especially in a monastic context, by 

other authors who would have been known in Ireland at Adomnán’s time. 

Adomnán surely knew his Bible but his portrayal of Columba as a 

prophet would have also been influenced by other sources which may 

have utilized the same biblical models. The other context of 
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argumentation that is missing from this book is scholarly discussion on 

Adomnán’s ‘Life of St Columba’. Enright repeatedly refers to ‘other 

scholars’ with whose argument he disagrees but he does not really name 

them, (except sometimes in the footnotes), or really engage with them 

properly by outlining their individual arguments.  

Overall, this publication is a welcome contribution to the study of 

Irish hagiography since it highlights well the complexity of issues that 

could be addressed in what may look at the outset as mere miracle-

stories. The author’s approach of reading the kingship and prophecy 

episodes as a series constructed with a conscious strategy and 

theological vision reveals new depths in Adomnán’s work and highlights 

the importance of taking the theological sophistication of many 

hagiographical works seriously. By weaving the episodes into the overall 

pattern of biblical typology, he is furthermore able to explain some 

overlooked or puzzling details. Enright moreover balances his focus on 

biblical influences by pointing out that the use of many the Old 

Testament motifs (especially those to do with kingship) would have been 

reinforced by the familiarity and presence of similar ideas also in the 

native traditions.  
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