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This is a substantial volume that wears several hats. It is, 

simultaneously, a substantial collection of essays exploring the 

relationship between early medieval Ireland and Europe, the fourteenth 

volume in the Studia Traditionis Theologiae series, and foremost a 

festschrift for Professor Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, one of Ireland’s leading 

scholars of early medieval Irish history, who has also made substantial 

contributions as a folklore collector, broadcaster, and mentor.  The level 

of respect and admiration for the honorand as an individual as well as a 

scholar comes through strongly in the editorial introduction, the 

biographical note from Maura Walsh Ó Cróinín, and indeed through the 

many direct tributes paid in individual articles. Students and colleagues 

of Ó Cróinín make contributions, often building on key discoveries he 

has made throughout his career.  

The book is likely to attract a wide readership, and it contains a 

diverse range of contributions, with the result that most people will find a 

number of items to interest them.  There are a total of twenty-seven 

essays in the collection, arranged in five sections, dealing with different 

aspects of Ireland’s Insular and European contexts. The first of these, 

entitled ‘Early Irish History and Chronology’, contains four items, each 

engaging in some way with Ó Cróinín’s 1985 discovery of a paschal table 

found in Padua, Biblioteca Antoniana, I.27, ff. 76r–77v.   

Daniel P. Mc Carthy argues that the Padua latercus proves that the 

feria of the kalends of January provided the basis of chronological 

calculation for early insular scholars. This is used for an argument 

concerning the re-evaluation of the chronology of St Columba’s life, 

based on ferial data in the Clonmacnoise group of annals. McCarthy 
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proposes that the entries in the Clonmacnoise group are 

contemporaneous with Columba himself. This creates questions around 

the chronology of the saint’s life, and McCarthy argues for an obit of 593 

rather than the usually accepted date of 9th June 597, subsequently 

expressing doubts about the veracity of the account provided in 

Adomnán’s famous Vita. 

Immo Warntjes’s contribution likewise builds upon Ó Cróinín’s 

latercus discovery, this time exposing the inherent problems in the 

traditional representation of the Easter controversy as ‘Celtic’ versus 

‘Roman’. In this beautifully detailed and well-organised presentation, 

Warntjes explores the conflict between two ‘Roman’ reckonings, those of 

Victorius of Aquitane and Dionysius Exiguus, as well as their 

relationship to the system that preceded them in Ireland. He discusses 

these systems with reference to Passion and Resurrection data, 

chronology, cyclic character, lunar limits, examining differing approaches 

to the problem of the equinox. He then draws attention to the relative 

dates at which the respective systems took over from the latercus in 

different parts of Ireland, clearly setting out the impact which a re-

evaluation of these systems could have on our understanding of the 

Easter controversy in Ireland. 

Matters of chronology surface again as Eric Graff explores the 

divisions of time in the Catalogue of the Saints of Ireland, proposing that 

a review of its dating is overdue. Graff argues that the chronological 

structure is central to understanding and interpreting the text, and that 

the Catalogue’s chronology depends on the same system employed in the 

Padua latercus.  Graff challenges Grosjean’s claim for a ninth- or tenth-

century date for the text, suggesting instead that it must have been 

crafted at the latest within the living memory of the last adherents of the 

latercus system, which would produce a composition date before the 

middle of the eighth century. 



Óenach: FMRSI Reviews 7.2 (2015) 11 
 
 

Masako Ohashi’s contribution, in contrast, explores the most likely 

intended audience for Bede’s letter to Wicthed, suggesting that those 

monks who were expelled from Pictland by Nechtan in 717, but who were 

originally of the familia Iae, were the ‘real’ addressees. Ohashi engages 

with the Insular context of the debate, exploring the processes of change 

throughout the eighth century. Furthermore, the author proposes that 

the letter was likely produced while Bede was in the process of writing 

his Historia ecclesiastica gentis anglorum. 

The second section, ‘Contacts I: Ireland in the Insular World,’ 

comprises six chapters, opening with Colin Ireland’s discussion of Irish 

influences upon the anonymous author of the Whitby Life of Gregory the 

Great. The piece explores Irish stylistic influences evident in the text 

through comparative exploration, drawing on Tírechán’s Collectanea on 

Patrick, Muirchú’s Vita Patricii, and Adomnán’s Vita Columbae. Ireland 

draws out a number of thematic motifs and also discusses stylistic 

features, exploring the implications of the famous ‘Angles/Angels’ 

wordplay as evidence for the impact of Irish scholarship upon the author 

of the anonymous Life.  

Anthony Harvey’s contribution on Cambro–Romance builds upon 

the ground-breaking work of the Dictionary of Medieval Latin from Celtic 

Sources (DMLCS) project and explores the context of Latin usage in 

medieval Britain. He casts his net wide, a necessity in order to ensure 

the inclusion of non-native speakers of Welsh such as Gerald of Wales. 

The complexity of the process of transmission and borrowing of 

vocabulary is explored in depth, considering loans from Old English and 

Old French, as well as those from ‘Celtic’ sources. Remarkably, the work 

of the DMLCS project has thrown up only a handful of etymologies with a 

clear Gaelic or Welsh origin.  However, literate persons working in Celtic-

speaking contexts appear to have developed new Latin terminology 

appropriate to their working environment. Harvey’s section on Gerald of 
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Wales is particularly interesting, demonstrating a wealth of innovations 

relating to natural history.   

 Paul Russell discusses the interplay between Latin, Old Irish and 

Old Welsh in the Cambridge Juvencus manuscript.  Through exploration 

of the Old Welsh glosses as potential evidence for translation of glosses 

from Irish, Russell seeks to explore the wider processes and purposes of 

glossing in such manuscripts. Potential parallels across the Irish Sea in 

the ninth and tenth centuries are posited through close examination of 

Old Welsh glossing of the Ovid text in St Dunstan’s Classbook.   

 Russell’s discussion is followed by a fascinating contribution by 

Pierre-Yves Lambert on the practice known as pretium benedictionis.  This 

refers to what might be described as early Irish ‘tipping’: a process 

whereby payment was made to a craftsman in return for his blessing 

upon the artefact which he had made. While Lambert observes that there 

is an obvious parallel with exorcism in the practice, he also notes that 

such a process could also serve to formally mark the conclusion of a 

transaction.   

 David Howlett explores early Irish humour through discussion of a 

variety of examples. He begins with the famous exchange between 

Iohannes Scottus and Emperor Charles the Bald, moving on to works by 

Dubthach mac Máel-Tuile, including the Bamberg Cryptogram. Howlett’s 

discussion provides valuable insights into the multiple levels at which 

such texts could operate, revealing scholarly depths to obvious wit. 

Furthermore, he provides detailed analysis, translation and editions of 

the two key humorous passages in question. Colin Ireland provides a 

further contribution in an appendix to Howlett’s work, likely to please 

onomasticians through his exploration of the Irish names in Suadbar’s 

letter to Colgu. 
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This section of the volume is concluded by a substantial 

contribution from Pádraig P. Ó Néill which provides an edition of a 

previously unpublished liturgical calendar which it is proposed 

originated in Ireland c.1200, but which is currently part II of Cambridge, 

Corpus Christi College Library, MS 405. Ó Néill’s invaluable edition is 

accompanied by a detailed introduction which explores the manuscript’s 

date, codicology, palaeography, contents, and provenance. 

Section Three examines continental influences in Ireland and 

contains nine essays, exhibiting a quite remarkable range of subject 

matter. Donnchadh Ó Corráin’s essay,  ‘Áui, Úi, Uí: A Palaeographical 

Problem?’, explores in a concise yet comprehensive manner the many Old 

and Middle Irish forms of úa, its abbreviation as h in early medieval texts, 

and the scholarly problems posed by these, drawing conclusions that 

may have implications for future editorial practices.  

Reflecting the interdisciplinary range of the contributions, this 

section also contains two items which focus on iconography. Hayley 

Humphrey identifies a panel on the high cross of Camus, County Derry, 

as a representation of the ‘Bathing of the Christ Child’. Drawing on 

comparative material from Ireland and continental Europe, she explores 

the difficulties of interpreting a scene without textual corroboration.  

Peter Harbison turns his attention towards the work of the monk and 

artist of St Gall, Tuotilo., exploring the thematic and stylistic 

relationships between East and West, from Byzantium to Ireland.  

Relationships between Tuotilo’s output, New Testament scenes on Irish 

high crosses, and a possible common pattern-book source in the court of 

Charles the Bald are all discussed in depth. 

Jacopo Bisagni’s ground–breaking article focuses on terminology 

for musical instruments that might today be nominally categorized as 

‘woodwind,’ but which present a variety of difficulties of classification and 
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interpretation in their early medieval context. This is an important 

contribution to the study of early Irish music terminology. The piece 

explores its selected terms comprehensively, but also addresses a range 

of methodological problems associated with the study of music in a 

period for which no notated sources survive. Employing a rigorous and 

interdisciplinary approach, Bisagni explores the extent to which an 

organological typology can be established in relation to specific terms.  

Following a helpful introduction, he selects fetán, cúisech and cuisle for 

closer examination from the plethora of wind instrument terminology 

attested in Old and Middle Irish. 

Contributions by Thomas O’Loughlin and Jean-Michel Picard both 

explore practical and symbolic factors that contribute to the functionality 

of their chosen texts.  O’Loughlin discusses the purpose and function of 

the capitula for the Apocalypse in the Book of Armagh. He proposes that 

the capitula serve neither as introductory material nor to ‘section’ the 

book, but rather as an aid to reader visualisation. Delving into the means 

by which authority is constructed through text, Jean-Michel Picard 

examines the deployment of St Peter for the purpose of establishing 

claims of apostolicity. He does this in a variety of contexts, notably 

through an exploration of the processes undertaken by Armagh scholars 

in constructing the image of Patrick as ‘Apostle of Ireland.’  

Leofranc Holford-Strevens, Michael Clarke, and Pádraic Moran 

each address the relationship between Irish texts and classical writings.  

Exploring the context of classical scholarship in early Medieval Ireland, 

Holford-Strevens builds upon Ó Cróinín’s discussion of parallels in the 

writings of Aulus Gellius and Virgilius, resulting in a potential addition to 

the corpus of classical texts likely to have been known in early medieval 

Ireland. Clarke focuses on the relationship between Carolingian origin 

narratives and the Leabhar Gabhála. He argues that parallels of ancestral 

travel narratives represent a common thematic strand in a discussion 
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that also encompasses the wider impact of Latin epics upon Irish 

pseudo-historical texts. Moran also explores parallels between Greek, 

Roman and Irish origin sources, discussing the cultural background to 

the claim in O’Mulconry’s Glossary that the Irish language derives not 

only from Greek but also from specific dialects of Greek. With this in 

view, Moran surveys the range of Greek sources that may have been 

available in the early medieval West. 

Section Four aims to focus on Irish influences on the Continent.  

In the opening contribution here, Michael Herren examines Sedulius 

Scottus’s knowledge of Greek through exploration of three key aspects of 

his work, which sits well beside the preceding piece, despite their having 

being allocated to different sections of the book. Herren explores 

Sedulius’s use of Greek in Latin poetry, drawing out parallels not only 

with his contemporary, John Scottus, but also in relation to wider 

European practices.  As well as discussing the specific incidences of 

Greek usage, Herren also examines Sedulius’s engagement with Greek 

themes as part of the compositional process.  He then turns his attention  

to Sedulius’s contributions as a scribe of the Greek Psalter and glossator 

of the Sibylline Oracles, concluding with a discussion of his commentary 

on Priscian’s Institutiones Grammaticae, exploring also the philosophical 

aspects of a grammatical text. Although Herren calls into question the 

frequently made claim that Sedulius played a role in the composition of 

interlinear translations in Irish manuscripts of the Greek Gospels, 

Psalter and Epistles of Paul, he concludes that a review of Sedulius’s life 

and achievements is long overdue. 

 Jean Rittmueller draws the reader back towards palaeographical 

concerns, exploring an embedded Old Irish gloss in a homily on the 

octave of Easter in Vatican Biblioteca Apostolica, MS Reg. lat. 49.  

Rittmueller explores the function its construe and contraction marks, 

demonstrating that they serve to resolve the internal grammatical 
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difficulties of a gloss in which the meaning is, at first glance, obscure.  

However, the discussion also explores several features of the homily, 

which support an Irish origin for the text.  

A complete change of theme is provided by Rob Meens in a 

contribution which focuses on the failed Baptism of the eighth-century 

Frisian king, Radbod. Meens explores the context and transmission of 

this well-known story, whilst simultaneously engaging with its potential 

to inform the reader about early medieval concerns regarding the fate of 

unbaptized ancestors, and the contemporary view of the function of 

Baptism within the christianisation process. 

David Ganz’s substantial article on the earliest manuscript of 

Lathcen’s Eclogae Moralium Gregorii describes, collates and presents the 

unedited portions of the text. This is accompanied by discussions of the 

script used and the contexts in which such script was deployed, serving, 

along with a helpful list of early Irish cursive minuscule MSS, to 

contextualise the document within its early medieval setting. 

This section concludes with Mark Stansbury’s contribution on the 

‘private’ books in the Bobbio catalogue. A tremendously rewarding read, 

it explores the trajectory of the cataloguing process, as well as the 

contents and patterns of ownership. Stansbury not only extracts data 

about these patterns but also explores their implications for our 

understanding of monastic education and activity. 

The fifth and final section of the volume is entitled, simply, 

‘Scholarship’. Although the blurb describes the objectives here as 

encompassing ‘modern scholarship and the perception of the Middle Ages 

in modern literature’, this is by far the least convincing of the 

subdivisions. The three contributions contained within it are individually 

excellent, but each would perhaps have been better served under a 

different internal structure. Although welcome contributions to the 
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festschrift in their own right, some of them stray quite extensively from 

the overall aims of the section, and the book as a whole.   

Richard Sharpe explores the fate of family manuscripts brought to 

Dublin by Seán Ó Cléirigh in 1817 and then sold. Drawing on a range of 

contemporary accounts, including those of Eugene O’Curry and John 

O’Donovan, Sharpe discusses not only the manuscripts themselves but 

also the growth of interest in early Irish history towards the middle of the 

nineteenth century, and the wider implications of the sales boom of the 

1830s and 1840s. Sharpe sets out for the first time evidence that Seán Ó 

Cléirigh sold his manuscripts to three different buyers. However, he also 

uncovers something of a scandal: how the rapid increase in manuscript 

value brought temptation to those who owned them. He proposes that Ó 

Cléirigh, in order to attempt to obtain a better price when the market 

became more buoyant, may have falsely claimed that items sold to 

Edward O’Reilly prior to the boom had merely been loaned. As Sharpe 

observes, the growth in interest in the past, and in manuscript 

ownership, did much to promote the preservation of Irish sources; and 

he raises important points about the role of this revival of interest in the 

preservation of manuscripts more generally. 

Writing in German, Hans Ulrich Schmid explores George Mackay 

Brown’s engagements with the Orkneyinga saga. Mackay Brown openly 

acknowledged his admiration for the sagas, in terms of content, style, 

structure and form, and anyone familiar with his work will have a strong 

sense of that stylistic influence. However, Schmid moves the discussion 

on to a much more detailed footing, exploring Mackay Brown’s 

interactions with the lausavísur (‘loose-rhymes’) of the Orkneyinga Saga.  

Noting that he adapted twenty-four of these into modern poetry, Schmid 

explores the processes and approaches used by the author, observing 

that the adaptations vary tremendously in nature.  
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The final essay in this volume is Nicholas Carolan’s exploration of 

A. Martin Freeman’s West Cork song-collection of 1913–14. This is a 

most fitting inclusion in a festschrift for a scholar whose own work has 

done so much to advance knowledge as scholarship of West Cork song, 

drawing on his own family tradition. Carolan explores a comparatively 

little-known collection, providing a helpful appendix detailing the songs 

included. Of equal interest though is his discussion of the career and 

methodologies employed by A. Martin Freeman himself, which interrogate 

the imperatives behind his collection as well as the practical processes 

employed. Freeman was in fact involved in a complex web of scholarship 

that informed his work, receiving his grounding in Irish from none less 

than Kuno Meyer, as well as maintaining scholarly friendships with 

fellow collectors. John Lorne Campbell and Margaret Fay Shaw are 

notable examples, and Freeman is identified as having made regular 

visits to them on Canna, contributing to their own collections and 

outputs. Carolan concludes by acknowledging our debt to a collector 

whose ten-week visit to Ballyvourney in the early twentieth century has 

resulted in the preservation of much that would otherwise be perhaps 

completely lost.  

A pleasing aspect of the volume is the extent to which it presents 

scholarly developments in medieval Irish studies. In particular, several of 

the authors not only reflect and pay tribute to Ó Cróinín’s life of 

scholarship, but build upon it too.  And yet they do not steer away from 

controversy and debate, with several contributions proposing that 

substantial changes are required to the received scholarly viewpoint, 

particularly in relation to dating of certain texts and events. In turn, a 

number of them include valuable editions of texts, while others contain 

useful appendices and indexes that will provide a further helpful 

springboard for research. Harvey’s contribution is a wonderful 

exploration of the Latin language in an Insular context, and his piece 
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also draws heavily on a major project: the Dictionary of Medieval Latin 

from Celtic Sources, part of a pan-European project which is surely one of 

the most exciting developments in the field today. Bisagni’s article makes 

a substantial contribution in a relatively neglected field, and engages 

effectively with the key methodological problems facing researchers, as 

well as presenting some careful and thorough scholarly research. Many 

contributions take an innovative approach to understanding early 

medieval society. Stansbury’s piece is a fine example, drawing out 

considerations relating to learning processes through exploring patterns 

of book ownership. Several contributions deal with the literary and 

scholarly relationships between the Insular and classical worlds. This is 

a vibrant and growing field within the discipline, and the range and 

variety of engagements with it here is impressive. 

In general, this publication obtains its objective of exploring Early 

Medieval Ireland in its European context.  Although a few contributions 

sit somewhat obliquely to the proposed theme, this is a common 

difficulty in festschriften, and the standard of contributions is high. The 

job of editing and organising a collection on this scale is a gargantuan 

one, and it is perhaps inevitable that the varied range and focus of the 

contribution leads to some problems with the organisation of the 

collection. A number of typographical errors made it past both editors 

and publisher, but none were spotted that were of such magnitude as to 

lead to any real confusion. Ultimately though, this is an outstanding 

scholarly volume and a veritable treasure chest, with something to 

interest every reader.That one scholar’s festschrift can include 

contributions on everything from chronology to West Cork song collecting 

in the twentieth century, travelling via linguistics, palaeography, 

iconography, philosophy, history and literature, and for so many of those 

contributions to draw directly on the research of the honorand, is 

testament to the incredible scope of Dáibhí Ó Cróinín’s œuvre. 
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Furthermore, the manner in which friends, students and colleagues have 

collaborated, contributed and built upon that work shows that the future 

of Irish Studies is bright, vibrant, and in excellent hands. 
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