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Abstract

This thesis examines the céli Dé, individual ecclesiastics who constituted the
intellectual and spiritual elite in the early medieval Irish church. The period covered
by the thesis is restricted to A.D. 700-900 and focusses most fully on the late eighth
and early ninth centuries. A distinction is drawn between those individuals referred
to as céli Dé during this period under study and those ‘communities within
communities’, concerned for the welfare of the sick and the poor, to whom the name
is later attested. The thesis examines the primary source material, considers past and
present theories regarding these ecclesiastics and refutes the consensus of opinion
that the céli Dé were a reform movement who emerged in reaction to a degenerate
clergy in a church under secular influence. It discusses what was intended by the
designation céli Dé and proffers the opinion that the céli Dé were instead concerned
with advancing all aspects of the duties and responsibilities of the church. Particular
developments in ecclesiastical organisation during the period under study are

discussed and the extent of the role of individual céle Dé in these are examined, but
will conclude that it should not be assumed that these developments, or concern for

their introduction, was wholly restricted to the céli Dé.

There was a change in the basis of the source of royal authority from popular
to divine sanction, during the course of the eighth century, and the political
repercussions of this more abstract concept of kingship would ultimately culminate
in the emergence of Irish national identity. The potential extent of céli Dé
involvement in the promulgation of ecclesiastical law, a contributory factor in
establishing centralised ecclesiastical authority, i1s discussed and an examination of
attempts by kings of Tara to control the appointment of the abbots of Armagh is
provided in an effort to indicate how they sought to establish a centralised secular
authority on the basis of the acknowledged authority of Armagh. Finally, the thesis
provides an examination of the reign of Feidlimid mac Crimthainn, king of Munster
(820-47), who was an ecclesiastic betore becoming king and who, it is considered,

was himself a céle Deé.
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Preface

There has been, for almost two decades, a significant revision in the
understanding of the early medieval Irish church. Prior to this, the work of scholars
in the field of early Irish ecclesiastical history had focussed on the peculiarities of the
early Irish church and had developed an understanding whereby an early diocesan
organisation introduced by Patrick had succumbed to a monastically-based
organisation, in which abbots were perceived the supreme ecclesiastical authority to
which bishops, if they were considered at all, were subject. This unique
understanding of ecclesiastical organisation evolved from the concept of a ‘Celtic
Church’ at variance with Rome, a concept which has proved tenacious, lingering
long after the decline of the religious sectarianism from which it emerged. The
monastically-based organisation which was understood to have supplanted Patrick’s
diocesan framework, however, came to be accepted as itself falling prey to an
avaricious laity and the subsequent secularisation of the church proffered as the
reason for the emergence of a monastic reform movement called the Culdees, an
anglicization of the Irish céli Dé, in the latter half of the eighth century. These
Culdees would themselves be perceived as succumbing to secular concerns by taking
wives and establishing hereditary succession in their positions and titles and
generally neglecting spiritual affairs until displaced by more orthodox monastic
orders from the continent from the twelfth century.

For almost two decades, however, this accepted model has been displaced
and the understanding of the organisation of the early Irish church has fundamentally
changed, as a result of the re-examination of the primary source material, originating
from the question of the provision of pastoral care. It is now well established that the
mere fact of the obligation of pastoral care must mean the presence of a network of
priests under the direction of bishops — indeed, the revision has been so well accepted
and established that it is almost anachronistic to refer to it in the present tense when
there is now a generation of scholars, myself included, who have known nothing
other than the revised understanding of early Irish ecclesiastical organisation for our
entire academic lives.

Nevertheless, the understanding of the organisation of the early Irish church
is far from complete. The efforts of those scholars most directly involved with the

subject have, understandably, been focussed on a detailed examination of all aspects




of pastoral provision; however, there is still a great deal of work to be done in other
areas of early Irish ecclesiastical history, the understanding of which were also called
into question by the revision in ecclesiastical organisation but which have not yet
received the attention they deserve. The aim of this thesis 1s to turn attention towards
one of the most important of these topics that of the body of ecclesiastics who have
become known to us as the céli Dé. The religious impact of these ecclesiastics has
been noted, if not entirely agreed upon in regard to detail over the years, and their
significance, consequently, accepted. The general impression, as will be discussed,
has been one of a movement promoting the ideals of an austere, rigorous ascetic
lifestyle in reaction to the failings of a church which had succumbed to the corrupt
and insidious influence of a voracious laity and this, by-and-large, has remained,
despite the removal of the model to which this understanding belonged.

The purpose of this thesis, however, will be a study of the impact of the céli
Dé both on political philosophy and on ecclesiastical organisation in early medieval
Ireland. No attempt will be made here to deal with their liturgical or spiritual
concerns: these matters have already been dealt with in print at some length and are,
in any case, the bases of other, concurrent doctoral theses undertaken by Morgyn
Wagner in Edinburgh and Westley Follett in Toronto. The focus of the study will be
restricted to the period from the early eighth century until the middle of the ninth,
after which time the understanding of the nature of the céli Dé began to change and
they were not so influential as they had been during this period. It will examine the
impact the ecclesiastical developments of the period in question had on political
development and the dynamics of power politics, on the centralisation of authority
and on the concept of the kingship of Ireland, and attempt to delineate the extent to

which the céli Dé were responsible for these developments.
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1
Concepts of the céli Dé: views past and present

At the turn of the nineteenth century, John Jamieson considered that ‘There is
no portion of Scottish history, which has a higher claim to attention, than that which
respects the Culdees.’’ Jamieson proved to be an extremely influential writer — indeed,
his book was cited as ‘One of the standard works on the history of the Culdees’ in a
bibliography published by the Pictish Arts Society as recently as 1995 — but rather
than history from our concept of study of the past through the objective consideration
of surviving contemporary evidence, Jamieson’s Historical Account belongs to an era
where contemporary attitudes were projected into the past and then used as a
justification for the present. For Jamieson, the céli Dé were synonymous with the
monks of Iona and he considered that they were ‘a subject which merits the regard of
all who bear the name of Protestants.”

Jamieson was born in south-west Scotland in 1759, in the years following the
Jacobite Rising and in an area which had been the heartland of the staunchly
presbyterian Covenanters. During the course of the Rising, the religious card had been
played, with the terrors of a return to idolatrous papistry being projected by a
Hanoverian regime preparing for flight as Charles Edward Stuart’s ill-fed, ill-equipped
and exhausted army reached as far south as Derby. Viewed in such a light, Jamieson’s
account was more moderate than it could have been, but it cannot be considered an
objective account of the céli Dé.

Jamieson projected that Iona was the principal seat of the céli Dé, or the
Culdees as he refers to them throughout. He discussed the term ‘Culdee’, then noted

Tertullian’s assertion, that the Gospel had reached further north than Roman arms,

! John Jamieson, A Historical Account of the Ancient Culdees of Iona and of their Settlements in
Scotland, England and Ireland, Glasgow, 1811; repr. 1890.

2 J RF Burt, ‘A Pictish Bibliography’, in E. Nicoll (ed.), A Pictish Panorama, Angus, 1995, 37-173.

3 Jamieson, Historical Account of the Ancient Culdees, 2.
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‘perfectly agrees’ with the claims of the Culdees themselves that they received their

modes of worship from the disciples of John the Apostle. He also notes, however, that

The Irish say, that this order of monks was first instituted in their island, by
Columba, A. 546 [sic]; and afterwards, by the same apostolic presbyter, in
Scotland. Till his time, indeed, we have no evidence of the existence of any
societies observing a particular institute; though there seems to be no ‘good
reason to doubt that the doctrines by which the religious of the Columban
order were distinguished, were held in North Britain long before.”

Thus, for Jamieson, the céli Dé were introduced by Colum Cille, as evidenced by
anonymous Irish sources, but their ethos had been in general accord with the long
standing principles of those Christians Tertullian had believed domiciled ‘in North
Britain long before.” Based on an unknown assertion of the ‘Culdees’ themselves,
Jamieson argued that the distinct organisation of the céli Dé, which he went on to
detail, derived from John the Apostle, thus emphasising that the ‘Culdees’ had an
apostolic origin wholly separate from the ‘Romanists’.

Jamieson repeatedly emphasised this difference in the matter of ecclesiastical

organisation between the ‘Culdees’ and ‘Romanists’, citing that

By some it has been urged [again, it is not specified by whom], and certainly
not without great appearance of reason, that the government of these societies
of Culdees bore a very near appearance to the Presbyterian form.*

The basis for this was Bede’s statement that Iona had as its princeps a presbyter-
abbot, ‘to whose authority the whole province and the bishops themselves, by an
unusual constitution, were subject.”’ With the emphasis on presbyter, rather than on
abbot, Jamieson provided Tona with a Presbyterian organisation that was a forerunner

to the ecclesiastical governance of his own day. He conceded, however, that bishops

Yibid., 17.
3 ibid., 17.
S ibid., 36.
7T HE 111 4.
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were sent from Iona to Northumbria and Mercia; yet, while pointing out that ‘No
pastor can have any reasonable prejudice merely against the name of Bishop. For it is
of scriptural authority; and was originally given in common with that of Presbyter, or
Elder, to all who were overseers of the flock’,® he considered that, since it was
evident that these bishops ‘cannot be viewed as diocesan bishops’,” they were distinct
from ‘Romanist’ bishops. Indeed, he went on to posit of Finan, bishop of Lindisfarne,
that ‘we cannot hence conclude that he viewed the office of bishop as essentially
distinct from that of a presbyter’,'’ and envisaged that there was a ‘College of Culdees
at Tona’!’- which he subsequently describes as a ‘college of Elders’*? - who ordained
these bishops.

Jamieson’s work was concerned to show the ‘hostility between the Culdees
and the Romanists was of a very ancient date’;"” that, ‘from a very early period the
Culdees vigorously opposed the errors, and resisted the encroachments, of the Church
of Rome’;* and to conclude that ‘the ecclesiastical power, established at Iona, bore a
striking analogy to the presbyterian form.’" His work was a fluent, closely argued and
impassioned account and it is not difficult to see why it proved to have such an
influence - much of the subsequent concept of a ‘Celtic church’, indeed, grew from it
— yet, for all the sophistication of his writing, Jamieson’s history of the Culdees was
no more than a retrospective apologia for the Reformation in Scotland and its
subsequent preference of ecclesiastical form.

The first scholarly, and the most comprehensive, examination of the evidence
concerning the céli Dé, and one intended to refute Jamieson’s projection, was that by
William Reeves, at the time vicar of Lusk and Armagh, but subsequently bishop of
Down, Connor and Dromore, and secretary of the Royal Irish Academy. Published,

8 Jamieson, Historical Account of the Ancient Culdees, 237.
® ibid., 36.

10 ;bid., 37.

11 ibid., 36.

12 ;bid., 37.

13 jbid., 161.

14 ibid., 146.

15 ibid., 236.
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firstly, as a single volume in 1864 and, subsequently, in the Transactions of the Royal
Irish Academy,'® Reeves’ collation of the evidence was intended as a work of
reference — ‘to gather together, in a compact and methodical form, all the scattered
evidence upon my subject which I could discover in external as well as domestic
records’.!” In stating his intent not to comment upon the nature of the evidence, to
allow a simple and impartial presentation of the material, Reeves restricted himself
merely to a discussion, firstly, on the origin of the name céli Dé and then an analysis
of its meaning. The Irish term céli Dé, he suggested, was a direct translation of the
Latin servus Dei, the use of which to denote a follower of an ascetic lifestyle he traced
back to as early as the fourth century writings of saints Hieronymus and Augustine.'®
Reeves believed the earliest example of the term servus Dei in an Irish context
belonged to Tirechdn, who referred to one Bronus filius Icni, servus Dei, socius
Patricii,”® which he dated to the first half of the eighth century, but which is now more
generally accepted to date from the end of the seventh. He pointed out that the Vita
Tripartita of Patrick contains the sentence fororchongart for céli nDé dia muintir .i
Malach Britt a thodiuscu and believed this to have been one of the earliest instances
of the use of the vernacular equivalent. Reeves gave no indication of the date he
believed should be ascribed to Vita Tripartita, but the dates variously ascribed to it
subsequently frequently place this example later than other instances cited by Reeves

himself.*®* As a postscript to his work he added that the Life of St Fintan provided a

16 William Reeves, The Culdees of the British Islands as they appear in History with an Appendix of
Evidences, Dublin, 1864; reprinted Lampeter, 1994 (all subsequent references will be to the 1994
reprint); ‘On the Céli D€, Trans RIA, xxiv (1873), 202-15.

17 ibid., v.

18 ibid., 1-2; 64-5.

19 ibid., 3; Liber Ardmachanus, fol. 11. See also Ludwig Bieler, The Patrician Texts in the Book of
Armagh, Dublin, 1979,

20 The date to which the compilation of the Vita Tripartita should be ascribed is still very much
under a discussion which is far from reaching consensus. Kathleen Mulchrone, in Bethu
Phdétraic: the Tripartite Life of Patrick, Dublin, 1939, concluded that it was compiled ¢. 895-901;
Bieler, in Four Latin Lives of Patrick, Dublin, 1971, had indicated an earlier ninth-century
recension, but in Patrician texts from the Book of Armagh concurred with Mulchrone’s dating;
Frederic Mac Donncha, ‘Data Vita Tripartita Sancti Patricii’, Eigse 18 (1980), 125-42, and 19
(1983), 354-72; Kenneth Jackson, ‘The Date of the Tripartite Life of St Patrick’, ZCP 41 (1986):
and David Dumville, Saint Patrick A.D. 493-1993, Woodbridge, 1993, all consider a tenth or
eleventh-century date. See the discussion of their conclusions in Francis Byrne and Pidraig
Francis, ‘Two Lives of Saint Patrick: Vita Secunda and Vita Quarta’, JRSAI 124 (1994), 5-115,
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further example of the early use of the vernacular term.?' He believed this vita to have
been compiled soon after Fintan’s floruit, which he stated to be ¢. 800, in
Switzerland, ‘and was committed to writing in that country by someone who was
conversant with the Irish language, and who seems to have understood the term as
denoting a religious order.’* Fintan’s floruit, and thus this vifa, was not so early as c.
800,2 but, nevertheless, Reeves believed that this reference apparently indicated that

the céli dé were understood to have been a religious order, in Europe, by the turn of

the ninth century.
Within Ireland itself, the Rule of the Céli Dé — Riagail na Celed-nde 6

Maelruain cecinit, as it was entitled in the manuscript — apparently placed ‘the term
Céle-dé in a definite sense, and in local connexion with a religious class or

institution’® by the end of the eighth century. Despite this, however, Reeves seemed

uncertain whether or not the term céli Dé did indeed reflect a religious order at this

time. In a discussion of the author of Félire Oengusso he noted that

he may have borne [the epithet céle Dé] rather as denoting his order than for
any peculiar quality which he possessed; or, as COLGAN supposes, his personal
holiness procured him, par excellance, the title of Céle-Dé in the sense of ‘a

lover or worshipper of God.’”

This suggestion that the epithet may have denoted the adherence to a religious order

contrasts with his own earlier statement, in regard to Riagail na Céle nDé, that ‘It is

sufficient to observe in this place that the subjects of its precepts are in various places

where, in his introduction, Byrne states that the internal evidence indicates a date for the
exemplar of no later than c. 830.
21 Ainme ilad ocus in naidchi ni longe celede remut no fer fa sruithiu,

2 peeves, The Culdees of the British Islands, 145,

23 1ames F. Kenney, while agreeing that it was written soon after his death, states that it was believed
he died in 878: The Sources for the Early History of Ireland: Ecclesiastical, New York, 1929;
repr. Dublin, 1997, 602-3.

24 Reeves, The Culdees of the British Islands, 7.

2 ibid., 9; cf. Acta Sanctor. Hib., 580 a, cap. 5.
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styled Céle-nDé, either in an application limited to a particular so called, or, what is
more likely, in a sense allied to that of “ascetics™ or “clerics of stricter observance,”’?
While discussing Tallaght, however, Reeves noted that the ‘church of
Tamhlacht was founded about twenty-four years after the institution by Chrodegang
of the order of canons, in his church of Metz, to whom the title of Fratres Dominici
was given, and afterwards that of canonici’” Chrodegang’s canons ‘were an
intermediate class between monks and secular priests, adopting to a great extent the
discipline, without the vows, of the monastic system, and discharging the office of

ministers in various churches.’*® Despite his suggestion that the epithet was more

likely to denote a ‘cleric of stricter observance’, he wondered whether ‘the institution
of Maelruain’ — by which it could be logically thought he meant Tallaght, since the
suggestion was made in the section discussing Tallaght [7-10] — may have adopted
some features in common with the order of canons, since ‘in after ages both the
Keledei of Scotland and the Colidei of Ireland exhibited in their discipline the main

characteristics of secular canons.”” This point is confusing, for it seems to suggest

that Reeves had the céli Dé themselves in mind, rather than Tallaght, when he referred
to ‘the institution of Maelruain’. He had pointed out in his previous sentence that the
Council of Aix-la-Chapelle in 817 created a new rule and enacted additional
regulations which formalised the order of canons, but this took place well after Mael
Ruain’s death in 792, so presumably Reeves must have envisaged any adopted
features to have come from Chrodegang’s own rule. In that case, however, the
compiler of the Vita Fintani, based in the upper Rhine, presumably Rheinau,*® who
could be expected to have been aware of the rule of the bishop of Metz, referred to

the supposed order as celede rather than canonici, and so, presumably, did not

2 ibid., 7.

%7 ibid., 9.

28 ibid., 10.

%% ibid. '

30 For further aspects regarding St Fintan and Rheinau, see Whitley Stokes and John Strachan (edd.),
Thesawrus Palaeohibernicus vol. 2, Cambridge 1903, 258; Kenney, Sources, 602-3; Michael
Lapidge and Richard Sharpe (edd.), 4 Bibliography of Celtic-Latin Literature 400-1200, Dublin

1985, no. 1272.
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consider the two to equate. Reeves based the remark on the fact that those referred to
as céli Dé ‘in after ages’ displayed more in common with an order of canons than with
‘clerics of stricter observance’. Despite the fact that the formalisation of the order of
canons took place a generation after Mael Ruain’s death and despite the implicit
suggestion being loosely made and, indeed, at variance with much of the evidence
Reeves had himself presented, the consideration that the emergence of the céli Dé was
a consequence of the introduction of Chrodegang’s Rule was one which not only
persevered, but was embellished by subsequent scholars.

Heinrich Zimmer’s discussion of the céli Dé* did little to further any
appreciation of their significance. Essentially following Reeves, he added a further
example, unknown to Reeves, of the use of the vernacular term in a gloss to the
Commentary of the Psalms then attributed to Columbanus* and maintained that the
term originally could be applied generally to any monk or anchorite, but that it
subsequently became limited ‘to the members of spiritual associations whose existence
cannot with any certainty be traced back beyond the close of the eighth century.’*
Zimmer made explicit Reeves’ implied suggestion that the Rule Chrodegang compiled
for Metz in 749 was introduced into Ireland, stating that it was ‘in accordance with
this rule that those Irish anchorites who were not under the sway of monastic rule
were first associated.””® Having asserted such origins for the céli Dé, he then,
somewhat confusingly, described them as the ‘last creation of the Celtic Church of
Ireland’* and dismissed them with the statement that ‘these associations of Colidei
never attained any great importance.’*® While Zimmer summarily dismissed the céli
Dé as largely an irrelevance, he nevertheless considered those of ‘North Britain® to

have ‘attained a much greater importance’,’” but neglected to explain why, Instead he

31 In The Celtic Church in Britain and Ireland, (trans. A. Meyer), London, 1902, 99fF,

32 gmal asmberar is céle dae in fer hisin. No modern scholar, however, would now attribute this
Commentary to Columbanus. See Stokes and Strachan (edd.), Thesaurus Paleohibernicus vol. 1,
Cambridge 1901, ‘The Milan Glosses and scholia on the Psalms’, 7-483.

3 jbid., 100.

3 ibid., 101,

> ibid., 112.

* ibid., 101,

37 ibid.
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proceeded to explain the introduction of the céli Dé here, bizarrely, to be a result of
the expulsion of ‘the refactory monks of Hi’ by Nechtan in 717°® — thus contradicting
his own earlier assertions — claiming the resultant vacancies among the clergy of the
Pictish church could not be entirely filled by Roman clerics from Northumbria, and so
the céli Dé were introduced to plug the gaps. The céli Dé in Scotland ‘appear as a
mixture of secular clerics and of anchorites disciplined in the monastic pattern’,
circumstances due to ‘the absence of a common head and the lack of fixed forms.’*
Zimmer, clearly, did not regard the céli Dé as either reformers, or as what could be
considered to be a cohesive movement — describing them as spiritual associations —

and in this, as Daniel Binchy was to note concerning an entirely different matter,

'Zimmer's treatment of the subject is typical of his flair for reaching the right

. 40
conclusion for totally wrong reasons.’

Whitley Stokes came to consider the céli Dé while translating and editing the

Félire Oengusso,”* but did so in the briefest of terms. While again providing the

earliest examples of the use of the term, he, too, envisaged the céli Dé in terms of
Chrodegang’s Rule, claiming they ‘denoted a kind of secular canons, who occupied an
intermediate position between the monks and the secular clergy.’* Indeed, he
perceived that ‘They had a rule of their own, regulating their food, drink,
communions, confessions, sleeping, fasting, tonsuring, labour, etc; their head was
called cenn “chief”, or prioir “prior”, not abb “abbot”; they were sometimes married;
and at Armagh they looked after the sick, had charge of the repairs of the church, and
helped in the service of the choir and the altar.”*® Despite his work on one of the
earliest and best known ecclesiastical texts to emerge from the scribes and anchorites
of the late eighth/early ninth centuries, and one of the very few to have an accepted

céli Dé provenance, Stokes appears to have envisaged the céli Dé to have been some

> ibid.

¥ ibid., 111-2. ,

40 D A. Binchy, ‘The Old-Irish Table of Penitential Commutations’, Eriu 19 (1962), 47-72, at 50,

Y1 Félire Oengusso Céli Dé: The Martyrology of Oengus the Culdee, edited by Whitley Stokes,
Henry Bradshaw Society 29, London, 1905; repr. Dublin, 1984.

2 ibid., xxvii.

3 jbid., xxvii-xxviii.
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form of an ecclesiastical third party, neither monastic nor pastoral in function, but
supplementing both.

James Kenney’s comprehensive and meticulous collection of the sources for
the early Irish church naturally included a discussion of the céli Dé.** His
consideration, while brief, provided a much greater insight than any previous
discussion. Rather than simply expound an opinion on what the entity referred to as
céli Dé should be, Kenney outlined the circumstances he considered resulted in the
emergence of the céli Dé, listed those individuals whom he thought could be
considered céli Dé and then concluded with a discussion of the significance of the
monastery of Tallaght to ‘the eighth century reform movement.’

Kenney considered that ‘By the eighth century the beginnings were apparent
of that secularisation which overwhelmed the monastic churches in the tenth and
eleventh centuries.’*® In reaction to this secularisation and decay, he outlined the
development of the disert, ‘where the more devout monks, and the “pilgrims” from
other establishments, might lead the life of recluses’; the tendency for religious ideals
to become ‘more rigorous and more Puritanical’; the emergence of leaders who
promoted and organised these reform tendencies; and, finally, the rise of the céli Dé.*
Thus, he considered the céli Dé to be an organised reform movement whose aim was
to counter secular encroachment on the church; but although he listed the rise of the
céli Dé as one of a number of reactions to this, it is clear that he considered all of
these aspects to be manifestations of a single movement. Kenney named Fer-da-
chrich, abbot of Dairinis, the Ui Suanaig of Rahan, Caencomrac and Dublitir of
Finglas, Elair of Ros Cré, Fothad na Candine of Othan or Rahan, Eochu of Louth and
Miel Ruain of Tallaght among those who were the driving force of this reform and

also, implicitly, the houses, together with Lismore, Terryglass and Disert Diarmata

(Castledermot), from which these ideals emanated. ¢’

# Kenney, Sources, 468-71.
45 ibid., 468.

4 ibid.

47 ibid., 468-9.
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In a discussion of the importance of Méel Ruain and Tallaght, Kenney draws
attention to the fact that ‘From his church of Tamlachta, or Tallaght, come three
famous documents, the Martyrology of Oengus, the Martyrology of Tallaght, and the
Stowe Missal.” He also pointed to the influence of the céli Dé as an apparent spur to
the introduction of Irish monastic rules, since, with the exception of that of

Columbanus on the continent, ‘all the Irish rules are of the eighth or ninth century, or

later.’*8

Only after such consideration does Kenney attempt to define what was meant
by the term céli Dé. It was Kenney who first dismissed Reeves’ implication and
Zimmer’s assertion that the céli Dé were a consequence of the introduction into

Ireland of the rule of Chrodegang of Metz and concludes:

In the ‘Notes on the customs of Tallaght’ it seems to designate all who were
leading a strict monastic life under spiritual direction and in accordance with
the ideals of Mael-Ruain, Elair, Mael-Dithruib, etc; but the Rule of Fothad na
candine has distinct sections for Céli Dé and for monks. The most satisfying
hypothesis seems to be that the Céli Dé were the communities of religious who
gathered around the reform leaders as the monks of an earlier age had gathered
around the primitive church-founders; that their aim was to revive the ancient
zeal and discipline of the monastic churches; and that the method followed was
to combine the austere life of the recluses or anchorites, already an element in
the majority of the larger churches, with a community organisation and the
close and strict supervision of a spiritual superior. It is probable that in some
churches, as at Tallaght, they formed the whole monastic body; in others, as at
Ros-cré, a distinct community set up in the neighborhood of the old church;
and in others, as at Armagh, a group residing within the monastic bounds,
perhaps performing most of the sacerdotal and eleemosynary duties, and
constituting a community of ‘stricter observance’ in the midst of the older,

larger, and laxer organisation.”

8 ibid., 469.
9 ibid., 470-1.
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Louis Gougaud” followed Kenney in dismissing the hypothesis that
Chrodegang’s Rule ‘gave rise to the institution of the Culdees of Ireland or aided in
its development.’*! Otherwise, however, he was content merely to state what little was
known for certain about the céli Dé by the late eighth/early ninth centuries, drawing
no greater conclusion that ‘we are chiefly struck by the austere life of the Culdees on
the one hand, and, on the other, by the singularity of some of their liturgical
practices.’>

Robin Flower provided another early, considered, discussion of the céli Dé
themselves,® rather than speculation on the part of the writer on what was thought
they should have been. This short, but highly influential, essay focussed on his literary
interests, but the perspective, together with Flower’s critical analysis, provided a
different approach to an understanding of the céli Dé, since, he considered, they
themselves had a particular preference to be referred to as anchorites and scribes. He
indicated, indeed, that the terms ‘anchorite and scribe’ had a particular relevance
during the late eighth to early tenth centuries, but which peaked in the first half of the
ninth century. The frequency of these annalistic references to scribes and anchorites,
Flower argued, indicates ‘that we are in the presence of a movement which rises,
culminates and declines.””* The stark preference he indicated had emerged for this
specific nomenclature led Flower to state his preference to refer to the céli Dé as an
anchoritic movement, a reform movement which ‘clearly aimed at enforcing an
anchoritish severity of conduct in monastic life and in the direction of the lay
conscience.”® The great outpouring from scriptoria at this time was itself a direct

result of ‘the spirit that causes and sustains all reformations in religion.”>® For Flower,

50 1 ouis Gougaud, Christianity in Celtic Lands: A History of the Churches of the Celts, their Origin,
their Development, Influence, and Mutual Relations, London, 1932; repr. Dublin, 1992,

1 ibid., 77.

*2 jbid., 78.
53 Robin Flower, ‘““The Two Eyes of Ireland”. Religion and Literature in Ireland in the Eighth and

Ninth Centuries’, in W. Bell and N.D. Emerson (edd.), The Church of Ireland A.D. 432-1932,
Dublin, 1932, 66-75.

54 ibid., 68.

53 ibid., 71.

56 ibid., 72.
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however, there is no indication of reactionary reform — his anchorites ‘throw aside all
the defences of conventional morality, the easy compromises of a merely conforming
faith>*” and are driven, not by disgust at the encroaching secularity of an increasingly
degenerate church, but by a desire for a more intense, personal piety.

One further point regarding Flower’s essay which has deserved greater
attention, but which has been largely overlooked, was his recognition of the potential
significance of the congressio senodorum at Tara in 780. The record of this congress
states it was attended by anchorites and scribes and held under the direction of
Dublitir of Finglas,*® who, together with Mael Ruain of Tallaght, was considered by
Flower to be the driving force behind this movement. The fact that this was the first
recorded gathering of ecclesiastics since that of Birr nearly a century earlier and one
which was held at a pivotal point in the history of the early medieval Irish church
should mark it as deserving scholarly attention, but the further fact that it was held
under the auspices of an individual accepted to have been a céle Dé and, Flower
suggested, resulted in the drawing up of a penitential™ makes it all the more surprising
that the event has been largely ignored. The potential importance of this congress and
the likelihood that it may have been responsible for more than the possible
compilation of a penitential will be discussed in due course.

Early Irish ecclesiastical historiography shunned the céli Dé for a generation
until Nora Chadwick published The Age of the Saints in the Early Celtic Church,®
Chadwick’s work was very much a product of its time and its value today lies in the
fact that it stands as a testimony to how the history of the early Irish church was once
perceived. In her consideration of the céli Dé she essentially followed Flower’s
terminology and structural outline, although not always agreeing with his conclusions.
She considered that ‘the Anchorites, with whom are frequently mentioned the

Culdees, as if they were identical or at least closely related, are clearly the religious

37 ibid.

58 417780.12: Congressio senodorum nepotum Neill Laginentiumque in op[p]ido Temro ubi fuerunt
ancorite 7 scribe multi, quibus dux erat Dublitter.

59 Flower, ‘The Two Eyes of Ireland’, 69.

60 Nora K. Chadwick, The Age of the Saints, Oxford, 1961.
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who in the Catalogus [Sanctae Hiberniae] are classed as the Third Order of the
Saints of Ireland.’® On the basis of the Catalogus, therefore, she rejected the dating
of both Flower — who placed the greatest influence of the céli Dé in the late eighth
and early ninth centuries — and Kenney, whose dating was erroneously thought to
have been to the seventh and eighth centuries. Instead, she considered that ‘To my
mind all the weight of evidence is in favour of a close association of the asceticism of
the Anchorites with the saints of the Second as well as the Third Order, and I believe
that they were contemporary’, which prompted her dating of the emergence of the
céli Dé at the latest to the sixth century.® Following Flower’s outline, she addressed
the ‘Two Eyes of Ireland’ and the congressio senodorum of 780, interpreting the

literature produced by the anchorites and scribes as a defence by the ‘Celtic Church’

against ‘Romanization’:

The Irish monastic church was stimulated to substitute the written for the oral —
eyes for ears. It is thus that I would interpret the nickname of the two
monasteries on the two banks of the Liffey, Tallaght and Finglas, the ‘Two Eyes

of Ireland’. It is Tallaght that during the eighth century led the literary
movement for the recording and formulation of much of the ‘Literature’ of this

period.*

Chadwick was aware of the progressively increasing volume of religious

material produced from the late seventh century, but considered that this was not

a period of original thought, for it echoes and develops the thought of the Age
of Saints and Anchorites of the preceding century. It is a period of
consolidation and organisation, of the mobilizing of the intellectual specialists,
the Anchorites of the monastic Church, and an implementing of their teaching
by the scribes. It is not an Age of Reform, but of Formulation. It is as an
element of this formulation that I would interpret the notice in the Annals of

-
‘1 ibid., 84.

62 ;bid., 86.

63 ibid., 142.
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Ulster (sa 780) of a congress of the synods in the oppidum of Tara attended by
anchorites and scribes under the presidency of Duiblitir.%

While agreeing with Flower that this congress was concerned with production of
‘rules and other anchorite literature’, Chadwick’s reasons for doing so were perhaps
less than secure: ‘Writing was still a rare and impressive thing. They called the
president of the Congress Duiblitir, “Black Letter”, “Old Inky”.” ©°

While many of Chadwick’s conclusions were wholly led astray by her blithe
and uncritical acceptance of the Catalogus Sanctae Hiberniae, a text which had long
been accepted in her day should not be treated as evidence for the history of the
earliest Irish ecclesiastical period, and while her imaginative assertion regarding
Dublitir’s name is perhaps indicative of questionable methodology, her position of céli
Dé influence representing not reform, but ‘consolidation and organisation’ was a
departure from the accepted position and, as will be seen, actually had much to
commend it. Nevertheless, her reliance on the Catalogus so unbalanced her thesis as
to virtually ensure that any valid point made in it would be essentially discounted.

Hard on the heels of Chadwick’s book was D.A. Binchy’s article on the Old

Irish Table of Penitential Commutations. Here, Binchy considered that

The ‘Culdee’ movement was essentially a reform movement: it represented a
sharp reaction against the laxity and corruption of the older monastic
federations, ‘the people of the old churches’ (lucht na sencheld) or ‘the lax
folk’ (lax-aés) as they are called with obvious disapproval in the ‘Monastery of
Tallaght’ (§§26, 27). Its insistence on the renewal of ancient ascetic zeal is
shown, inter alia, by the composition in the vernacular of a Penitential based
almost entirely on the older Latin sources, as well as by the stringent monastic

rule prescribed for by its members.®

* ibid., 143.

% ibid.

% Binchy, ‘The Old-Irish Table of Penitential Commutations’, 53-4. No mention of lax-aés appears
in either §8§26 or 27 of Monastery of Tallaght,
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Binchy noted the frequency with which the Penitential cited ‘the specialised O.Ir.
arr(a)e in the sense of a commutation of penance, which...was originally confined to
the religious literature of the Culdees.’®” This, together with the evidence of the
linguistic forms, provided °‘almost conclusive evidence’ that' the date of the
compilation of the text was c. 800. Nevertheless, his belief in reform and sharp
reaction against laxity and corruption led Binchy to reject the dating of the Penitential
to so late as the end of the eighth century, arguing that the ascetic zeal of the reform
would have been unlikely to countenance any commutation of penance — even
although he noted the term was initially found only in céli Dé material — and so he
dated the Penitential instead to no later than the mid-eighth century.®®

Kathleen Hughes also noted that the emergence of the céli Dé equated with
the period when ‘the number of recorded anchorites markedly increases.’® When she
came to consider their origins, however, she appears to have been swayed by
Zimmer’s assertion that the céli Dé must have had continental antecedents. She
highlighted the fact that ‘the Culdees have much in common with the Carolingian
reform associated with the name of Benedict of Aniane’ and added that, as ‘the
reformers definitely encouraged boys to take holy orders’, then ‘the number of men in
orders must have substantially increased, as it did during the Benedictine reform on
the Continent.’’® These ascetics, who ‘achieved a powerful revival’,” were ‘no longer
isolated individuals, but often groups of like-minded men.’” With reference to Binchy
and Chadwick, she concludes that it ‘is surely reasonable to apply the words “reform”
or, better, “religious revival” to these developments.,’”
) 74

Hughes believed that the céli Dé ‘certainly regarded themselves as reformers’,

citing Teagasg Maoil Ruain as the principal evidence of the need for reform. The

°"ibid., 47.

*ibid.

69 Kathleen Hughes, The Church in Early Irish Society, London, 1966, 173.
0 ibid., 180.

" ibid., 173.

2 ibid.

73 ibid., 174.

78 ibid.
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impression that the eighth-century church was a degenerate one lies almost entirely
with this text and, correspondingly, this question will be examined at some length in
chapter 3; however, for the present, it will serve merely to state that Hughes
apparently accepted the evidence of the text, but was aware that there was other,
contradictory evidence which painted a different picture.

Hughes was aware that these passages, particularly that from Teagasg, has
had much to do with the generally accepted belief that the church in the eighth century
was degenerate and corrupt, succumbing to the secular abuse against which the céli
Dé emerged in reform. However, as has been noted, she herself appears to have felt
some disquiet at many, if not all, aspects of this scenario or the terminology used. She
pointed out that the relationship between the ‘reformers’ and ‘the folk of the old
churches’ need not have been one of animosity or of opposition: ‘on the contrary,
they often maintained the ascetics, giving them honour, sometimes appointing an
anchorite as head of their scriptorium or as abbot.””” Hughes rationalised this clear
paradox by stating that ‘ardent reformers are bad witnesses to the piety of their
predecessors, and, in any case, though the views expressed in the tract are likely to be
an accurate representation of the reformers opinions, the self-righteous tone in which
they are couched may not be typical of the whole movement.’”

In her discussion of the céli Dé, the most comprehensive examination there
had been to that time, Hughes, perhaps understandably, appeared uncertain about
what exactly to make of them. While the prevalent attitude had been one of the céli
Dé as a ‘reform movement’, there were points in her discussion that rightly
emphasized a diversity which indicated that the description of the céli Dé as a
movement could only have been valid in very loose terms, but she appears to have
been unwilling to draw that conclusion. She seemed to be happier, at least, with the

suggestion of the céli Dé as reformers, which, although she stated a preference for a

description as ‘religious revivalists’, was the term she maintained throughout. Hughes

73 ibid., 175.
76 ibid.
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questioned the orthodox account of the emergence of the céli Dé as a contemptuous
reaction to the laxity, worldly concerns — the evil - of the clergy of the older churches
to some extent, but not entirely, envisaging that there was indeed a decline in religious
standards which needed to be revived. As she was apparently influenced by earlier
assertions that the antecedents for the céli Dé lay in the continental reforms of
Benedict of Aniane, she appears to have considered that the movement emerging to
reform a religious decline due to peculiarly Irish circumstances should be thought of
having continental origins.

Peter O’Dwyer’s book on the subject was subtitled ‘Spiritual Reform in
Ireland’, although he admits that ‘An examination of the literature of the reform
throws little light on its precise nature.””’ O’Dwyer was primarily concerned with the
spiritual, liturgical and ritual observance of the céli Dé, together with day-to-day life
within the religious community; however, he accepted uncritically the now familiar
theme that the céli Dé instigated reform ‘to counterbalance a tendency towards laxity
:1 the older churches... restoring monastic studies to their rightful place.’’® He further
considered that this reform ‘was also meant to counteract what was to be the chief
cause of the downfall of Irish monasticism in the twelfth century namely the
introduction of the lay-abbot.’-'9 Notwithstanding the fact that the circumstances of
the Irish church in the twelfth century cannot, with any validity, be cited as
justification for events in the eighth, O’Dwyer considered this the chief reason for
reform. In mentioning the growth of monastic property, and the wealth of monasteries
providing a magnet for Viking raiders, he reiterated that, as far as reform was
concerned, ‘Probably the continuance of the lay-abbot or airchinnech, due to family
interests, proved to be the greater obstacle.’®® O’Dwyer referred to the text known as

]

the Monastery of Tallaght and to Teagasg Maoil Ruain® in stating that there are

surviving documents which condemn the laxity of ‘older churches’ and equated this,

17 peter O’ Dwyer, Céli Dé: Spiritual Reform in Ireland 750-900, Dublin, 1981, 1.
78 ibid., 192.

7 ibid.

8 jbid., 193.

81 Eor these texts, see below pp. 7611
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in unequivocal terms, to a church coming under the increasing control of a degenerate
and avaricious laity. This conclusion had little bearing on the subject matter of
O’Dwyer’s topic, which provided no justification for it. It detracts from the overall
perception of worth from an otherwise valuable study, particularly since, as will be
discussed, there is evidence to suggest that, rather than emerge in reaction to the
airchinnech, the most influential of the céli Dé in the late eighth century themselves
encouraged the position. The perception that the church was coming under
increasingly secular control in this fashion, therefore, was not one that would have
been generally recognised by any contemporary ecclesiastic.

The accepted understanding of the céli Dé sat comfortably within a perceived
progression of circumstances within early Irish ecclesiastical history, whereby Patrick,
following the introduction of Christianity throughout Ireland, had established an
episcopally controlled diocesan system along conventional lines, but which was
unsuited to Irish conditions. Consequently, this system was supplanted by a
monastically controlled system of organisation, in which abbots replaced bishops as
the ultimate authority in the church, as apparently better suited to these conditions.
There was much difference in opinion, however, as to precisely when this change took
place, but the new monastic system itself was understood to have quickly succumbed
to secularisation and the airchinnech, or ‘lay-abbot’, replaced the abbot in
importance. It was in reaction to this secularisation, it was then considered, that the
céli Dé emerged in an attempt to re-establish or reform the church along ascetic
ideals.

In 1986, however, Richard Sharpe forced a major re-evaluation of this
scenario,® pointing out that a great deal of primary evidence had been misinterpreted
or ignored as a result. Citing the hitherto largely neglected eighth-century text Riagail
Phatraic, Sharpe demonstrated that the understanding of the Irish church as a purely

monastic organisation was a great distortion. Following a previous contribution by

82 pichard Sharpe, ‘Some Problems Regarding the Organisation of the Church in Early Medieval
Ireland’, Peritia 3 (1984), 230-70.
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Corish,® concerning the fundamentally important question of the provision of pastoral
care for the population at large, Sharpe emphasised that Riagail Phdtraic was solely
concerned with the question of pastoral provision and that, consequently, there was
an attested infrastructure of priests and bishops in the eighth century which had been
passed over or ignored in the emphasis on monasticism. He was scathing of the
prolonged development of a model of the early Irish church whereby it was envisioned
that there were two different ecclesiastical systems — an episcopally administered
church and a monastically administered church — involved in a constant struggle for
supremacy in Ireland. Important primary evidence, such as Riagail Phdtraic, he
considered, was overlooked or ignored because the circumstances portrayed did not
fit in with this model. This ‘distinction of two systems’, he pointed out, ‘is the work
of modern historians: the Irish church knew only one.’®

Sharpe’s re-evaluation of the picture the primary evidence provides of the
early Irish church greatly invigorated work in this field. Subsequently, many scholars
have focussed on the question of early Irish ecclesiastical organisation and a great deal
of valuable work has been undertaken in regard to the question of the pastoral
responsibilities and provision by the church during this period. The question of the
céli Dé, however, has yet to be reconsidered in a context whereby the old model of
successive forms of organisation, each emergent in opposition to its predecessor, no
longer holds credibility. With it went the validity of the thesis of the céli Dé emerging
in reaction to an increasingly secular and degenerate church

Sharpe himself did not consider the cé/i D¢ directly. He noted, however, that

the tendency to see secularization of ecclesiastical office as an abuse has
become part and parcel of an approach which prevents a proper understanding.
It is a phenomenon of the eighth and ninth centuries and is a critical step in the
definition of the peculiarities of the Irish church. But during this crucial period
there has been some diversion of historical attention: growing abuses are
noted, succeeded by a revival of true monasticism at the end of the eighth

S
8 p. J. Corish, The Christian Mission, Dublin, 1972.

84 Sharpe, ‘Some Problems’, 263.
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century under the influence of Maelruain of Tallaght...The monastic revival of
the late eighth century, which may have been rather limited, did not try to
change churches; it sought to invigorate the small religious communities within
the churches or living separately as small ascetic monasteries. There was no
attempt to reverse the secularization of large-scale power, merely to avoid the
wholesale neglect of devotional life.*

Despite the fact he does not explicitly refer to them by name, Sharpe clearly
considered that the cé/i Dé had emerged in reaction to a secularisation of the church,
although he revised what was understood to have been meant by secularisation and
indicated that there was no subsequent attempt to change churches, merely maintain
communities committed to devotional life.

In a subsequent paper,* Sharpe had had time to consider the céli Dé and

monasticism in light of his earlier work and doubted that, in the ninth century, there

was

any general continuance of regular monastic life in Ireland at this date. The
surviving ‘monastic rules’ (so called) from this period do not attest widespread
regular life, and it would be highly tendentious to argue from the several works
associated with the Céli Dé movement and to Mael Ruain of Tallaght that a
monastic reform in the late eighth and early ninth century led to a universal
revival of a supposed ‘monastic’ organisation. The Rule of Tallaght [i.e.,
Riagail na Celed nDe] actually summarises the provisions of Riagail Phdtraic

for a pastoral ministry under episcopal direction.®’

To deal with the last point first, Sharpe was quite correct to point out that §§57-65 of
RCD summarises Riagail Phdtraic — the text is clearly composite and, in addition,
§§55-56 is drawn from the Rule of Columcille. §§1-54, however, has been drawn up
in a conscious effort to provide a general rule from other, earlier, Tallaght material

(see below, pp. 83-90) for a coenobitic community. The Rule of Columcille provides

** ibid., 266-1.
8 Richard Sharpe, ‘Churches and communities in early medieval Ireland: towards a pastoral model’,

in J. Blair & R. Sharpe (edd.), Pastoral Care before the Parish, Leicester, 1992, 81-109,
87 ibid., 102.




30

for a more austere asceticism, while Riagail Phadtraic, as Sharpe emphasised, deals
with pastoral provision — thus all aspects of the church are covered to some degree
and the text needs to be regarded as an entity rather than considered in its composite
parts. Sharpe, otherwise, was quite correct to nip in the bud any suggestion that a
‘monastic reform’ led to a universal revival of a supposed ‘monastic’ organisation.
This matter should have been laid to rest following the publication of his earlier paper,
but he was forced to point out that ‘some recent writers have not appreciated that the
challenges are not further refinements; they undermine the model from start to
finish.”®® The need to recover this ground may have distracted Sharpe from a proper
consideration of the céli Dé in the context of his revision; however, this surely does
not excuse the inconsistencies within his paper. He notes that ‘it is generally the case
that by the late eighth or early ninth century monastic life means “collegiate or
communal life” rather than the contemplative religious life’,*” — although quite how
the degree of contemplation practised within a community can be measured is
uncertain. Contemplation, indeed, may be thought to be a cornerstone of any religious
practice. In Bretha Nemed Toisech, §6 lists both being ‘without the active life’ and
being ‘without the contemplative life’ as among the disqualifications debasing a
church: while §12 has ‘maintenance of the contemplative life’ listed as the first of the
‘three lights which characterize privileged ecclesiastics.” Even if, by ‘contemplative
religious life’, those referred to as anchorites, or perhaps ascetics, were intended, the
coenobitic community need not be to the exclusion of individual ascetic practice.
Indeed, both forms of monastic lifestyle are apparent in early medieval Ireland,
although it is quite correct, as Sharpe states, that communities of coenobitics were far
more numerous than anchorites — indeed the Tallaght texts clearly encourage
coenobitism and discourage the undisciplined anchorite, although the individual who
became an anchorite after having mastered self discipline within the coenobitic

community was greatly respected. Nonetheless, the monastic rules of this period do

%8 ibid., 100.
® ibid., 107. ,
90 1 1am Breatnach, ‘The first third of Bretha Nemed Toisech’, Eriu 40 (1989), 1-40, at pp. 11, 13.
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deal with the coenobitic community. Those communities were, therefore, by
definition, ‘regular’. It is true that they were not uniformly regular, as the later
Benedictine Order, for example, would be uniformly regular, but they were regular,
nevertheless. The texts themselves provide no indication of whether or not those for
whom they were intended were widespread; however, there is no reason to expect
that they would. It is an unexpected observation, therefore, that the surviving
monastic rules do not attest widespread regular life. Whatever the opinion of scholars
as to just how widespread regular life may have been, it is, nonetheless, clearly
attested and, correspondingly, Sharpe’s doubt of ‘any general continuance of regular
monastic life in Ireland’ in the ninth century is surprising, particularly as he himself
goes on to note the ‘collegiate or communal life’ as a feature of the late eighth/early
ninth century.

Sharpe’s work proved to be something of a watershed in early medieval Irish
ecclesiastical studies and these apparent contradictions in his work should not detract
from the overall value of his observations, particularly, as one suspects that they come
about largely as a consequence of a different understanding of the definition of
particular terms.

The first scholar to consider the céli Dé since Sharpe’s re-evaluation, and who
has broached the subject on several occasions, was Thomas Owen Clancy, In his
paper entitled ‘Iona, Scotland and the Céli Dé’,” he examined the history of Iona and
its abbots in the years following the foundation of Kells and sought to account for ‘the

mysterious success in Scotland of the religious reform movement associated with the

name of the céli Dé.”*

Evidence for the presence of céli Dé communities in Scotland is sparse prior
to the early twelfth century, although it has long been known that Custantin mac

Aeda, king of Scots, ‘retired’ to become head of the céli Dé in St Andrews, c¢. 943.%

91 T.0. Clancy, ‘Iona, Scotland and the Celi D€, in B.E. Crawford (ed.), Scotland in Dark Age
Britain, St Andrews, 1996, 111-30.

22 ibid., 111.
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SO RT Tl T T

32

Clancy sought to account for the arrival and influence of the céli Dé in Scotland, a
topic hitherto wholly neglected yet one with significant implications for the kingdom
of Alba, which, he convincingly argued, was due largely to Diarmait, abbot of Iona
(814x c. 831). Diarmait’s importance and influence among the céli Dé can be seen
from the references to him in the Monastery of Tallaght,>* but Clancy’s examination
of what is known of his life, and there is a surprising amount, indicates that Iona must
have been one of the most important and influential of the céli Dé centres at the
beginning of the ninth century.”

Although declining to go into detail about céli Dé customs and practices
which would detract from his purpose, he noted that ‘it is accurate enough to call this
a monastic reform, dedicated to the renewal of the coenobitic lifestyle’,”® which
appears to be along fairly conventional lines of reform in reaction to laxity. However,
in regard to the increase in reference to anchorites recorded in the annals at this time,

which led to Flower’s preference to refer to the céli Dé as an anchoritic movement,

Clancy considers that

it is somewhat less than accurate to describe the céli Dé as an anchoritic, or
even simply as an ascetic movement. All the documentation makes it clear that
the céli Dé lived in communities and served under rules. Later notices of their
communities, existing within larger monasteries oriented primarily towards
pastoral care or property management or political games, make it clear that
within this mixed development called the monastery, they were the true

monks.”’

While, in this respect, Clancy was in agreement with the consideration that the céli Dé

were driven by a desire for a more intense, personal piety, he also noted that ‘they

> §§ 47, 52, 65, 66, 68, 69, 80, 85.
9 T.0. Clancy, ‘The Career of Diarmait dalta Daigre, Abbot of Iona 814x831°, forthcoming.

Contrast this with Maire Herbert’s important and otherwise fine study Jona, Kells and Derry: The
History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba (Dublin, 1996), which did not
consider the céli Dé, despite the fact that Iona was clearly an important and formative influence. I
am grateful to Dr Clancy for providing me with a copy of his paper in advance of publication.

% ¢Iona, Scotland and the céli D¢é’, 118.

7 ibid.
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were also deeply interested in promoting those proper orientations and structures for
church government and pastoral care which had been a main concern of ecclesiastical
legislators in the eighth century.”” In other words, while accepting the aim of the céli
Dé was to strive for a more devout, pious and detached coenobitic existence, he was
the first to appreciate that the céli Dé were well aware of the fact that any such aim
could only have been achieved as a result of ‘each member performing his task...[and
that] the very possibility of ascetic detachment demanded a peaceful and well-
functioning church.””

More recently, Clancy has emphasised that ‘the bulk of the literature
belonging to the earliest phase of Céli Dé communities in Ireland shows that the ethos
behind them was one of reform.”’™ Citing the various problems outlined by Hughes
which affected the church, he stated that ‘Groups both of monastic communities and
of like-minded individuals were involved in a reorientation of the Gaelic church’,!®
but warned that the distinction between the ‘old churches’ and ‘the communities
participating in the reform spirit’™ is much less marked than hasT often been

suggested, referring to the influential involvement within the céli Dé of Colcu ua

Duinechda of Clonmacnoise as well as Diarmait of Iona.

The early medieval ecclesiastic Blathmac mac Con Brettan compiled stanzas
of poetry reflecting subject matter that James Carney placed firmly within the céli Dé
milieu. The language of the verse places their compilation in the eighth century and, in

a recent study,’® Brian Lambkin examined the context in which these poems were

% ibid.

” ibid.

100 7T O, Clancy, ‘Reformers to Conservatives: Céli Dé Communities in the North East’, in J, Porter
(ed.), After Columba, Afier Calvin: Religious Community in North-East Scotland, Aberdeen,

1999, 19-31.
101 7bid., 14.
102 ibid.
103 Brian Lambkin, ‘Blathmac and the Céili Dé: A Reappraisal’, Celtica 23 (1999), 132-54.
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compiled, during the course of which, following a brief outline of the comments of
Hughes and O’Dwyer on the nature of the céli Dé, together with a discussion of the

meaning and implications of céli / céilsine, he notes that

The concept of the céle Dé was a profoundly aristocratic one. There are no
‘servile’ or ‘menial’ or ‘totally dependent’ connotations to the term. Rather, it
connotes ‘inter-dependence’. In the tradition of Christian spirituality in
Western Europe the concept is audacious, signifying membership of the
‘retinue’ (ddm) of God as his ‘companion’. That the céle Dé was a spiritual
aristocrat is indicated by the existence of the complementary term mog Dé
(literally ‘slave of God’), which may be taken as a reflection of the social and
economic divisions within secular society between the soér-chéle (noble client)
and the doér-chéle (base client) and the mog (slave). Not every man could be a
céle Dé. The céli Dé were a select group from among all the men on earth who
were ‘followers’ of God and who could in suitably humble fashion call
themselves collectively mogae Dé (slaves of God). In other words, the céli Dé
were ‘saints’, men of high status within the ‘following’ of God marked from
the other mogae Dé by virtue of their spiritual wealth or holiness of life,'%

Through the secular analogy whereby the retinue of a i ruirech was legally
delineated as thirty soér-chéli, Lambkin more closely refines this concept: ‘Although
God as flaith [Lord] called all men to be his céli, it would not be practicable for all
men to become his immediate and intimate céli (soér-chéli) while on earth. This
honour could only be attained by a few, a spiritual elite — the Céli Dé,'*

With regard to the prevalent consideration that céli Dé was a translation of

servus Dei, Lambkin pointed out that this undue emphasis on servility and abject

dependence obscured

the fundamentally aristocratic nature of their motivation. A man became a céle
Dé in order to improve his status. There was no higher status to which a man
could aspire in this world. In order to prepare for this higher status and to earn
it, the céle Dé set himself apart from his fellow men. He underwent a severe

104 ;bid., 142.
105 ;bid., 144.
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ascetic regime which was designed, like the training of a soldier, to prepare him
for a spiritual battle with the forces of evil (g6) on behalf of his flaith in Heaven
and his fellow men on earth. The céle Dé was apart, but at the same time was an
integral part of the society which had produced him. He acted as an

intermediary for his fellow men.™

Lambkin doubted any suggestion that the emergence of the céli Dé was due to
a need for reform, or, indeed, that there was any increase in degeneracy within the
church during the course of the eighth century. He saw the increasing number of
scribes and anchorites referred to in the annals as the result of an increased attention
to detail and of a widening of the range of information given by annalists and noted
that it ‘seems too much of a coincidence that laxity and corruption in the Church
should have become an acute problem at exactly the time when the historical record
becomes much fuller.”*?” Correspondingly, he perceived the ideals of the céli Dé ‘to be
the product of a slow, more or less continuous development in Irish spirituality in
which the sacred and secular spheres were becoming increasingly inter-connected,
rather than the product of a “reform” or “religious revival”,”™

This view, as he noted, reflected Chadwick’s view of continuity in the Irish
ascetic tradition projected in her Age of the Saints. While Chadwick’s reasoning was
unorthodox, Lambkin’s understanding of the emergence of the céli Dé has,
nevertheless, reached the same conclusion. Whether the picture of the circumstances
of the later eighth-century church, with warfare between monasteries, dynastic
inheritance of abbacies and the degree of involvement of secular overlords in local
churches, was entirely due to more precisely detailed annalistic records, however, is
not quite so certain, as Lambkin himself seems to indicate, noting that, as a result of

the synthesis of the sacred and secular he outlines, ‘it may be supposed that an

M

1% jbid., 150-1.
107 ;pid.. 151-2. For an examination of the periodically greater increase in attention to detail by

annalists from around the middle of the eighth century, see Colman Etchingham’s study, Viking
Raids on Irish Church Settlements in the Ninth Century: A Reconsideration of the Annals,

Maynooth, 1996; sce also A.P. Smyth, ‘The earliest Irish annals: their first contemporary entries
and the earliest centres of recording’, PRIA 72 C (1972), 1-48.
108 [ ambkin, ‘Blathmac and the C¢ili D¢, 151.
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increase in ecclesiastical laxity and corruption was an inescapable consequence.’'®
Nevertheless, Lambkin has provided the most acutely perceptive analysis of the céli
Dé provided to date, but one which requires a degree of re-examination to particular
facets before it cdan be accepted (see below, pp. 44fY).

Colman Etchingham produced the first post-revisionist volume concerned with
a comprehensive examination of early Irish ecclesiastical organisation, and this
naturally included a consideration of the céli Dé,''° He, also, coincidental to Clancy’s
observation, considered that the céli Dé were concerned with rigorous coenobitical
monasticism rather than anchoritic seclusion, and, similarly, also refuted the

suggestion that the céli Dé were a reform movement, noting that

The Céli Dé of the Tallaght memoir were advocates and practitioners of
cenobitism, a cenobitism which, however, was combined with an ideology of
anchoritic or eremitic mortification. Such a combination had a precedent...and,

in fact, is attested in sources from as early as the seventh century.'

Etchingham also considered Flower’s observation in regard to the annalistic
evidence reflecting the rise, culmination and decline of an anchoritic movement to be
in error, due to changes in the keeping of annalistic record.'”? This, together with his
conclusion that while the céli Dé have been seen as reformers emerging in reaction to
secularisation in the later eighth and ninth centuries, ‘they may reflect no more than
the continuation of the rigorously monastic tendency in this period, alongside and in

more or less uneasy co-existence with greater laxity’,'” indicating, quite

'® ibid., 152.
110 olman Etchingham, Church Organisation in Ireland AD 650-1000, Maynooth, 1999.

1 ibid., 354.

112 prchingham justifiably points out, ibid., 356, that since Bannerman (in “Notes on the Scottish
entries in the early Irish annals’, Scottish Gaelic Studies 11 (1968), 149-70; reprinted in idem,
Studies in the History of Dalriada, Edinburgh, 1974, 9-27) noted (on p. 20) that anchorites do
not appear to have been reported in the ‘Iona Chronicle’, which provides the basis of the Irish
annals up to ¢. 730, it ‘is surely significant...that following three isolated seventh-century obits of

anchoritae, the eighth-century cluster begins in the 730’s.’
13 ibid., 463.
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independently, much the same conclusion as Lambkin and, ultimately, however
uncertainly arrived at, that of Chadwick.

Over the years, therefore, there have been a great many different, even
contradictory, perceptions of what was meant by the term céli Dé and even more so
by its anglicised derivative, ‘Culdee’. From being seen as stubborn Celtic champions
against the errors of Rome and projected as proto-Presbyterians, the term ‘Culdee’
has been perceived as a name applicable to all monks of a ‘Celtic Church’ generally.
Nor, as Thomas Clancy has recently had cause to remark, is this perception wholly
restricted to the past and the ‘notion that it may be applied wholesale to the Celtic
Churchmen bf early medieval Scotland before the reforms of the twelfth century’'**
can still be encountered.

The subsequent development of a model which considered that Patrick
introduced a diocesan framework throughout Ireland, although, as a concept alien to
the Irish, it was quickly (or, in some cases, not so quickly) supplanted by a monastic
organisation ‘better suited to Irish conditions’, allowed a new concept for the céli Dé,
While the evidence was interpreted in such a way to perceive that monasticism fell
victim to the avaricious degeneracy of the laity, the céli Dé were believed to have
emerged in reaction to such secularisation. While this scenario necessarily
presupposed a meekly passive and submissive church which fell prey to a voracious
laity, it also wholly reversed the perception of the céli Dé from one of dogged
resistance to Roman reform to that of the champions of reform by the reintroduction
of ascetic ideals, the basis of which was most commonly accounted for along the lines
of continental models.

Since the basis of this model is no longer accepted, the nature of the céli D¢,
and the evidence of the sources, can be re-examined with a fresh, and more critical,
eye and the remainder of this thesis seeks to try to understand them in the context of
changing ecclesiastical governance in the late eighth and early ninth centuries. Chapter

2 will discuss the meaning of céli Dé and its possible origins and will attempt to

114 Clancy, ‘Reformers to Conservatives’, 19.
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provide a context for the term from which a better understanding of the implications
of the applied designation may be attempted. Chapter 3 will examine a few of the
wide range of céli Dé texts which show signs of their concern, not just for the proper
maintenance of the coenobitic spirit, but also for the overall organisation of the church
and for pastoral care. Chapter 4 will take the ideas provided by these texts and
measure them against the dominant idea that the céli Dé emerged in reaction to the
perceived laxity of the eighth century. That idea will be found to be wanting,
particularly when subjected to statistical scrutiny. Without the underpinning notion of
degeneracy, the idea of the céli Dé as simply a ‘monastic / ascetic reform movement’
cannot stand. In its place must be put an understanding of how they fit into the wider
scheme of developments in ecclesiastical organisation. This will be attempted in
chapters 5-7.

Chapter 5 will seek to show how reorganisation of concepts of authority
within the church, especially in regard to the temporalities of the church, fit into the
céli Dé agenda. It will concentrate on the coincidence between changes in annalistic
practice in recording the deaths of a wider range of ecclesiastical officials and the
congressio senodorum at ‘lara in 780. While conclusive proof is not possible, and
while there will be still further questions that will arise from this approach, it will be
examined from the prospect that the coincidence is due to the agenda of the céli Dé,
which, it will be argued, advocated a proper organisation of the church and a more
efficient harnessing of its temporalities in order to aim towards a universal standard of
pastoral care. Further, the freeing of ecclesiastics from temporal concerns would
allow them to focus more fully on their spiritual concerns.

Chapters 6 and 7 will deal with matters not directly contingent on the céli D¢,
the rise in the use of cdna by churchmen and secular rulers in the period under
consideration and the simultaneous disputes over the control of the successorship of
Patrick, the chief ecclesiastical prize in Ireland. As will be seen, although not directly
the product of céli Dé concerns, the rise in the use of cdna and disputes over the

control of Armagh reflect and are reflected in céli Dé texts, events and personages.
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The céli Dé cannot be taken in isolation and these chapters will provide some
indication of how interconnected ecclesiastical develoPmént was in this period.

Finally, chapter 8 will deal with the career of one individual who brings
together these disparate strands. Feidlimid mac Crimthainn was associated, at the very
least, with the céli Dé, interfered with the successorship and organisation of major
religious houses, intervened in the disputes over the control of Armagh, and enforced
cdna. In this chapter, he will be viewed quite contrary to previous analyses - as a king
who emerged from the ecclesiastical and elitist training of the céli Dé and who
attempted to enforce their ideals by violent means. He will be viewed against the
backdrop of Viking incursions and through contemporary ideas of a ‘providential’
reading of diasters. |

This thesis does not seek to be a comprehensive history of the céli Dé. It does,
however, seek to comprehensively examine the question of whether or not the céli Dé
can legitimately be claimed to have been a reform movement, or ‘reformers’ in any
capacity. It also probes, occasionally speculatively, their relationship with the
ecclesiastical politics of their day. While not all of the arguments presented here may
find favour, it is hoped that it will make clear that the céli Dé were not isolationist or

inwardly monastic, but were instead to the very forefront of the complex and

changing nature of ecclesiastical government in the period 750-850.
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2

The context of céli: what was meant by celi Dé?

What seems to be apparent from the historiographical review in the preceding
chapter is the modern acceptance of the understanding that the céli Dé constituted
some form of religious order — an understanding that has been compounded through
the appellation of the anglicised term ‘culdee’ by scholars in the past. While the
evidence for the church in eighth-century Ireland was interpreted as revealing a
degenerate clergy, it made sense to believe that this ‘order’ emerged in reaction to
the increasing secularisation of the clergy by the end of the century. The purpose of
this chapter, however, will be to examine the significance of this term céli Dé, its
origin and its intended meaning. Again, from the historiographical review, it is clear
that many scholars have addressed the meaning of the term, with such diverse
conclusions ranging from ‘slave-’, ‘friend-’ or even ‘spouse of God’, to that of an
ecclesiastical elite, God’s retainers on earth. This diverse, even contradictory, range
of conclusions is due, in large part, to the range of idiomatic usage in which the term
céli is found and to the consideration of how ‘formal’ a meaning, from the
perspective of its use in the Old Irish law tracts, should be placed upon it in the
context of this term ‘céli Dé’. The use of the term céli makes the early Irish law
tracts the obvious place to begin in any consideration of the meaning of the term,
particularly in light of some of the more recent suggestions in this regard. Ultimately,
however, it will prove necessary to look elsewhere for an understanding of what was
meant by the appellation of this term during the period under study, for, as will be
seen, the application of the term céli Dé was not unique — nor, indeed, was it even the

most prevalent term used, even in regard to the community of Tallaght. It will be
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necessary, therefore, to attempt to determine the extent of the significance of the term

before it will be possible to even begin to address the view that the céli Dé

constituted a reform movement.

The association between Tallaght and the céli Dé was first brought to the
attention of scholars by Reeves in his collection of sources, it acquired universal
acceptance following Kenney’s great work, to the extent that, in regard to the origin
of the céli Dé, it has been claimed ‘Mael Ruain, who died in 792, is honoured as the
founder and patron saint of the “Culdees”.’’ This differed from Kenney, who listed
Fer-da-chrich (d. 747) and the Ui Suanaig of Rathan (d. 757 and 763) as numbering
among these reformers (see above, p. 18), and indicates a further evolution of the
model. Yet, despite the survival of several texts originating from Tallaght which
refer to him and cite his practice, Mael Ruain is never referred to as céle Dé, His
obituary notice in AU, on the other hand, states Mael Ruain Tamlachtai, Aidhain
Rathain, Aedhan h. Con Cumbuy, episcopi 7 milites Christi in pace dormierunt,® the
potential significance of which will be examined below. Nowhere, however, is there
any contemporary suggestion that the céli Dé were founded by Mael Ruain and the
evidence for all of these basic assumptions requires to be reconsidered.

The understanding that the céli Dé constituted some form of religious ‘order’,
regardless of whether or not that ‘order’ ought to be thought of as a reform
movement — a separate argument that will be considered in due course — has been
ally held, although with the caveat that they should not be considered an order

gener

in the same formal sense that, for example, the Benedictines or Augustinians were
orders. The basis for this belief essentially appears to stem from the fact that a ‘Rule’

survives for the céli Dé, albeit one certainly much less formally defined than those

R
' DA, Binchy, in Ludwig Bieler, ‘The Irish Penitentials’, Scriptores Latini Hiberniae v, Dublin, 1963,

47.
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for the later Continental orders. This understanding of the céli Dé as an ‘order’ is
further reinforced by the earliest annalistic reference to them which provides a
context, with the sack of Armagh by Imar in 921.% The list of evidences collected by
Reeves explicitly connect the céli Dé with the foundation of hospitals at St Andrews
and York"* and the annalistic entry relating the burning of Armagh in 921 would seem
to imply that here, too, the sick were under the care of the céli Dé. Further annalistic
references’ also indicate care of the poor and the subsequent Latinisation of the term
céli Dé so frequently used in the Latin texts transcribed by Reeves® certainly suggests
an entity, recognised by contemporaries, and which constituted distinct communities
within communities. The evidences provided by Reeves indicate such communities
at Armagh, Clonmacnois, Clondalkin, Monahincha (formerly Ros Cré), Devenish,
Clones, St Andrews, Dunkeld, Brechin, Rosemarkie, Dunblane, Dornoch. Lismore,

Iona, Abernethy, Monymusk, Muthil and Monifieth, among others. There are many

2AUT92.1.
3 4U921.8, which details the sack of Armagh by fmar son of Gothftith ; ...7 na taighi aernaighi do
anacal lais cona lucht de cheilibh De 7 di lobraibh... (...and he spared from destruction the

prayer-houses with their complement of céli Dé and the sick...). The only annalistic notice of a
céle Dé prior to this is the entry contained in AFM sa 806, which noted that ‘In this year the Céle-
dé came over the sea dryshod, without a vessel; and a written roll was given to him from heaven,
out of which he preached to the Irish...” This entry appears to be connected with the Cdin
Domnaig (see below, pp. 189-92; Kenney, Sources, 476-7). An entry in AU, 887.3, relates Eipistil
do thiachtain lasin dilithir docum nErenn co Cain Domnaigh 7 co forcetlaibh maithibh ailibh, ‘A
letter, with the Law of Sunday and other good instructions, came to Ireland with the Pilgrim’. This
Pilgrim, elsewhere named as Ananloen (see below, pp. 189, n. 40), is not otherwise referred to as a
céle Dé in any of the references to him and the uncertainty of the basis of the entry and the
variation in the date ascribed to it makes the reference of 921 the first certain annalistic notice of

the céli De.
4 Reeves, The Culdees of the British Islands, 38, 144,

5 As, for example, the incidental references in AFM sa 1031: ‘Conn na mBochd, head of the céli Dé

and anchorite of Clonmacnois, [died. He was] the first that invited a party of the poor of Cluain to
Iseal-Chiarain and who presented twenty cows of his own to it...’; and AFM sa 1072: ‘A forcible
refection was taken by Murchadh, son of Conchobhar, at Iseal-Chiarain, and from the céli Dé, so
that the steward of the poor (rechtaire na mbocht) was killed there; for which Magh Nura was
given to the poor.’

6 Gee Reeves, The Culdees of the British Islands’, 98-145 for numerous examples contained within his
transcriptions of ecclesiastic registra from both sides of the Irish Sea. One entry which may be
cited here, to illustrate how common was the usage of the Latinised form of the term, is the
etymological rationalisation found in the Vitae Dunkeldensis Ecclesiae Episcoporum ab Alexandro
Myln ejusdem Ecclesiae Canonico, published by the Bannatyne Club in 1831 and cited by Reeves,
p. 118. It notes: In quo quidem monasterio imposuit viros religiosos, quos nominavit vulgus

Kelledeos, aliter colideos, hoc est, colentes Deum; ...
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explicit references to the care of the sick and the poor by the céli Dé at these sites
and, if these specific examples allow the conclusion that this was true in every case —
perhaps universal care for the poor with hospitals established at the larger
foundations — then it would indeed appear reasonable to consider that the céli Dé
constituted a recognisable ‘order’. This ‘order’ maintained a contingent within most
of the greatest ecclesiastic foundations in the Gaelic world and were concerned with
provision and care of the sick and the poor.

This can be seen to be true, however, only from the third decade of the tenth
century. The annalistic record for this period, it has to be said, carries a great deal
more incidental information — which, in 921, allows an annalistic reflection of the
céli Dé for the first time — than had been the case earlier. It cannot be claimed,
therefore, that this recognisable ‘order’, to which the term céli Dé, to judge from its
subsequent Latinisation, had formally been appended, must have emerged at around
this time: it is certainly possible that the céli Dé had existed in this guise, invisible to
the annalistic record, prior to the 920s. In this case, there could be some validity to
understanding the formal appellation of céli Dé as intending to denote ‘servants’ of
God, in the sense of clerics who devoted themselves specifically to emulation of
Christ’s concern for the infirm, the sick and the poor.

What falls to be considered in such case, then, is the primary perception of
the céli Dé as an ascetic reform movement emerging in the eighth century, The
validity of this hypothesis itself will be discussed at length in chapter 4, but for
present purposes, the emphasis of this perception rather provokes the question of by

what justification, irrespective of whether or not their attributed motive of reform is
accepted, are those individuals of the second half of the eighth century — Méel Ruain,

Dublitir, Elair and Diarmait, among others — considered to have been céli Dé? If it
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should prove to be justified, does this mean that the appellation of this term to those
individuals in the eighth and early ninth centuries ought to be understood in precisely
the same sense as those ‘communities within communities’ apparent from the tenth?
Lambkin’s recent proposal that the céli Dé were an ecclesiastical elite who
considered themselves, or were considered by others, to constitute God’s retinue on
earth is based upon the definition of the rights, responsibilities and obligations of the
céle in a formal, legally-governed state of céilsine with his lord, outlined in such
detail in the early Irish law tracts. These law tracts express some distinction between
the céle giallnai, the ‘céle of submission’, and the sderchéle, literally the ‘free céle’.
Subsequent glossators rendered céle giallnai as déerchéle, which has provided the
literal understanding of the distinction between dderchéle and séerchéle as ‘unfree’
and ‘free’, respectively. The problem with this literal rendition of these terms,
however, is that only free men were legally competent to enter into the formal and
reciprocal relationship of céilsine, so that despite the literal rendition of dder as
‘unfree’, the déerchéle, by definition, must have been a free man. An appreciation of
this fact has resulted in the more recent tendency to render these terms as ‘base
clients’ and ‘noble clients’, respectively. It is this more recent understanding applied
to these terms that provides the foundation to Lambkin’s thesis — a proposal that is
seductive if one considers Mael Ruain, Dublitir, Elair of Ros Cré, Diarmait of Iona
and others of similar renown, but becomes less so when one considers those largely
anonymous individuals to whom the term céli Dé is applied in an annalistic context,
who appear to constitute distinct communities within communities tending the sick

and the poor. The annalistic record exclusively refers to the céli Dé in this context,

but begins only from the tenth century, with the earliest notice belonging to 921 (see

n. 3, above).
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In light of Lambkin’s hypothesis, it would be, clearly, a necessary
undertaking to re-examine what the legal texts relate in regard to céli. The term céli
Dé was certainly current in the eighth century and it is clear from the poems of
Blathmac, dateable to the third quarter of the eighth century, that the concept of
céilsine with God, in specific circumstances, was certainly understéodf’ This would
seem to indicate that when the term céli Dé was used in this context, it was intended
in the full, legal sense and not merely as some informal indicator of a follower or
devotee of God. Céilsine was a cornerstone in both the political and economic
structure of early Irish society and there is a significant amount of surviving material
in the extant law tracts that deals with the topic.” The Cdin Aicillne’® relates in some
detail the rights, responsibilities and obligations of the céle gfallnai, while the Cdin
Soerraith'® does so for the sderchéle, although, in its extant form, this is a

fragmentary text. There is a large section on céilsine included in the Munster law

7 J. Camey (ed.), The Poems of Blathmac, Dublin, 1964. The explicit reference to céilsine is in regard
to the Jews, the chosen people of God:
§106  Cach feb tecomnacht inri

do Iudib ara célsini,
batar moini do mogaib;
ro-coillset a cobfolaid.
‘Every advantage bestowed by the King
upon the Jews in return for their céilsine

was a wealth to slaves;
they violated their obligations.” {I have amended Carney’s translation.]

The concept of céilsine with God, however, is also implicitly referred to in regard to the early
Christian martyrs:

§256  Anro-chésasat ind fir
did riagad i corpaib,
bethus digal digrais de;
nidat céili drochluige.
‘For what those men have suffered

in the torturing of their bodies
they shall have keenest vengeance;
they are not céli of [a lord of] bad oaths.’
8 1t is clear from these various tracts that there was some, often significant, regional variation in the
terms of céilsine. See T.M. Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland, Cambridge 2000, 71-80,
9 CIH 1778.34 — 1804.11; 479.23 — 502.6. Cain Aicillne is translated in Hancock et al (edd.), The
Ancient Laws of Ireland 11, 223-341 and edited by Rudolf Thurneysen in ZCP 14 (1923), 338-94.
10 ~7H 1770.15 — 1778.33; Hancock et al, Ancient Laws of Ireland 11, 195-221; Thurneysen, ZCP 15

(1925), 239-53.
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tract Bretha Nemed Toisech, while the text Di Dligiud Raith 7 Somaine la Flaith,
contained within the Senchas Mdr, most probably written in the northern Midlands, !
outlines the requisite obligations there.'* Crith Gablach,? providing detail in
delineating the various grades of free society, illustrates the relative extent to which
rank, in theory at least, depended upon, or allowed, specified numbers of céli. In line
with his understanding of the celi Dé, Lambkin believed that ‘Unqualified, céle
usually indicates ser-chéle, i.e. a “noble” man’,’ but the use of the simple — that is,
uncompounded and unqualified — term céli in the early eighth century tract Crith
Gablach would appear to indicate that this understanding needs to be revised. In its
formulaic definition of the levels of nobility, for example, Crith Gablach notes: (I
328-31) Aire désa... Deich céli leis — coic céli giallna[i] leis 7 céic séerchélis (11, 368-
70) Aire ardd...fiche céili leis, .x. ceili giallnali] 7 .x. séerchéli; (1. 386-9) Aire
tiise...vii. céili .xx. la suide, cdic céili .x. gialna[i] 7 da séerchéli .x. lais; (1l. 417-22)
Aire forggaill ...cethorcha céili la suide, fiche céle gialnali] 7 fiche séerchéli. It
would certainly appear to be clear, from its usage in these instances at least, that the
simple, uncompounded and unqualified term céli should not be seen as an indicator
of any particular grade of retainer.

Outwith its usage in this definition of noble rank, there are six further
instances of the use of the simple term céli in Crith Gablach. Of these, three
explicitly qualify the term with a reference to taurchreic.”> The taurchreic was a
grant of land or stock in return for a fixed annual food render and, although it is clear

from the respective tracts Cdin Aicillne and Cdin Sderraith that the form of céilsine

N —
11 Kelly, Early Irish Law, 114-5.

12 ~177432.21 —436.32; 919.25 -922.11. |
13 C11 777.6 — 783.38; 563.1 — 570.32. D.A. Binchy (ed.) Crith Gablach, Dublin 1941 (repr., 1979).

14 1 ambkin, ‘Blathmac and the Céili D€, 141. ¢f. TM. Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland, 68,
where ...Thenceforth] “client” without qualification will refer to the base client rather than to the

"

more privileged “free client™
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undertaken by both céle giallnai and séerchéli involved the provision of an annual
food render, the reference to taurchreic, as will be seen, clearly indicates the céli
giallnai in this context. Of the other three, one appears to refer implicitly to céli
gi'allnaz',m while the final two would certainly appear to be applicable to both céli
giallnpai and séerchéli.'’ This would negate any argument that the simple term céli
itself ought to be understood to mean séerchéli, but what of the more recent general
tendency to render sderchéli as ‘noble’ céli?

Crith Gablach names the aire désa as the lowest level of noble rank, where
his rank is defined by, or is entitled to, ten céli — five céli gialinai and five soerchéli.
While the séerchéle ‘may have often been of the same social class as his lord’, 8 it
would appear unreasonable to consider this to have been the case in every instance
and, if the aire désa was the lowest level of noble rank, then it clearly cannot be
correct to c<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>